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    Prologue


“Bring him baaaack-!!!!”

Finally, the hero couldn’t endure any longer. 

Covered in tears, she frantically looked around for the porter. 

It was a foolish choice. 

She shouldn’t have let him go. 

Arrogant overconfidence had caused this disaster.

“Ha… ha….” 

Left all alone, she felt dizzy, her vision blurred. 

The fear that anyone could stab her in the back at any moment made her want to vomit.

“Lin… Lin…! Where are you, please…!”

Lucy, hyperventilating, finally burst into tears, crying loudly.

“Liiiiin-! I was wrong… I was wrong… sob…!”

“Lucy, no matter how much you cry, the porter isn’t here. Just give up.”

“His name is Lin! He’s not just a porter!”

The saint, unable to watch any longer, tried to restrain her, but the hero violently shook her off.

Clang!

Even the sacred sword, Hononima, was pointed at them, causing Naidrian and Arsil to stiffen. 

Of all times, the mage was also absent, and the hero went berserk. 

Right in the middle of the court with all eyes on them.

“Alright, alright, but Lin isn’t here…”

“Don’t you dare speak his name with that filthy mouth!”

“What are you going to do about it, you narcissistic bitch!”

Even the foul-mouthed saint Arsil exploded in anger. 

She wanted to slap her, but it was the hero she was dealing with. 

Cutting off her own arm and throwing it at her had a higher chance of success.

‘There’s no other choice.’

Naidrian, the high elf, quietly knocked an arrow laced with paralyzing poison.

Thud!

A dagger thrown by the hero embedded itself in the wall right next to her face.

“Hero, what are you doing…!”

“Do you think I don’t know? Just like that time, just like that day! You’re trying to stab me in the back again, aren’t you?”

Arsil swallowed hard. 

Only they knew what the hero was talking about.

‘Damn it, should we have kept the porter with us?’

They let him go too easily. 

She was foolish to think it would be alright.

“Only Lin treats me like a person, only Lin thinks about me.”

The hero sank deeper into her thoughts, her muttering intensifying. 

A dark aura began to emanate from her, gradually dimming the surroundings.

“Naidrian, shoot!”

“Ugh, really!”

The arrow flew with a cracking sound but was caught and broken by the hero’s hand. 

Even the arrow disintegrated into dust, consumed by the dark energy.

“See? Now what do you want to take? You already took my arms last time, so what now?”

“Hero, that’s not our intention…”

“Hmph, fine, have it your way.”

“Arsil!”

Naidrian tried to explain, but the foul-mouthed saint couldn’t control her temper and provoked the hero.

“This time, we’re taking Lin.”

Stop.

Time seemed to freeze. 

The hero stood still, staring at them without a single movement. 

Her eyes had lost focus long ago.

As everyone held their breath, watching the situation unfold, Lucy slowly lifted Hononima.

“Come to think of it… you’ve never once asked for my forgiveness…”

The dark energy flared up like a fire, with red eyes glowing ominously within it.

“And now you want to take Lin away from me…?”

“You sure do talk a lot!”

The saint also put on her dragon scale gloves. 

As she wore them, divine power crackled like lightning, revealing their violent nature.

“Come at me. One hit will put you to sleep. I’ll make sure you’re out cold until the porter returns.”

A fierce storm of darkness raged as the hero screamed.

“I can’t sleep without Lin’s heartbeat-!!!!!!!”

Furious, the saint and the shaking elf archer once again bared their teeth at the hero they had already betrayed once before.

Meanwhile,

“So if I describe the recipient’s features, the letter will be delivered automatically?”

“Yes! With love, hate, and information, we deliver it anywhere!”

“Then this, to Hero Lucy.”

“What?! To the hero? I-if it’s not too much trouble, could I get your name…?”

The mail carrier reacted strongly, and the masked man quickly waved his hands.

“Ah, just a porter. It’s a letter letting her know I’m doing well.”

“I see! With the demon king back, the hero’s party must be very busy. I’ll deliver it quickly!”

“Please do.”

Watching the mail carrier quickly disappear using his teleportation skill, Porter Lin stretched leisurely.

Wow, that’s an ultimate high-level skill, and an ordinary mailman uses it so casually.

“Even though we’ve been apart for a while, there’s still no news. I wonder if Lucy’s dependency has improved?”

It had been weeks, but there was no news from the capital.

If it were the old Lucy, urgent news about something or someone getting smashed would have arrived by now, but nothing so far.

“Good! I think it’s time for me to exit the story.”


***

Of course,


“You hid him, didn’t you? He’s mine! He’s only for me! Lin… Lin..! Without you, I…”

“Ugh! Shoot her with the paralyzing arrow to shut her up!”

“You provoked her, Arsil!”

Things were far from okay.





 
  
    Chapter 1: After the Battle


“It’s not over yet! Do you think it will end here?” 

The final battle.

The Demon King, cornered, raged desperately.

A dark, bloody aura emanated from him as he launched a frenzied attack. 

Shield Knight Reinhold defended against the onslaught with his massive shield.

“Extermination!”

“Kraaaagh!”

“Reinhold!”

As the Demon King clenched his fist, Reinhold’s arm, along with his shield, was crushed.

Seeing her fiancé’s injury, the Hero Lucy screamed. 

Saintess Arsil quickly cast a divine healing spell on Reinhold.

“I’m fine! Focus on the enemy!”

“Lucy! Finish it! Don’t worry about the injuries, I can heal them all!”

With shouts of determination, Reinhold and Arsil readied themselves for the fight against the Demon King.

“Be careful!”

The Demon King raised his hand again, but Elf Archer Naidrian disrupted him with a volley of arrows. 

The Demon King, forced to deflect the arrows, triggered an explosion of the dark energy he had gathered.

“Nets, weaken, intimidate, slow.”

Without missing a beat, the Mage Tigria cast her spells. 

The words alone were enough to conjure the magic, significantly slowing the Demon King’s movements.

“Now!”

Naidrian continued to shoot arrows, pinning the Demon King in place.

“This time, the final blow is mine!”

Saintess Arsil infused the Hero’s holy sword, Hroni, with divine power.

“Optimal opportunity.”

Tigria launched powerful spells, driving the Demon King further into a corner.

“Lucy! Do it!”

Reinhold stood firm, blocking the rising black aura with his shield. 

Under the support of her comrades, Lucy raised Hononima high.

“I envision!”

A brilliant radiance enveloped Hononima.

“A peaceful day with you!”

With all her might, Lucy struck with the holy sword.

“Uaaaaaahhhhhh!!!!!!”

The brilliance cleaved through the black energy, shattering the malevolent aura. 

The sacred power, like a relentless storm, sliced the Demon King diagonally in half.

“Guh…!”

At last, the Demon King fell to his knees. 

Even as he crumbled, his gaze remained fixed on one point. 

Far in the distance, trembling and holding a small shield, stood the porter.

“You know this isn’t the end, right? I will surely…!”

Unable to finish her words, she disintegrated into black dust.

Thud.

Only a heavy, single horn remained.

“Haa… haa… we did it!”

“Not yet. We need to seal that horn in the sacred coffin!”

Lucy, panting, knew it wasn’t over, just as Arsil had said. 

Unfortunately, sealing the horn was not a job for the warriors.

Lucy, with her red hair drenched in sweat, scowled.

“Hey, porter! What are you waiting for? Get over here!”

“Yes!”

The porter wore a peculiar mask. 

Despite its lack of eye holes, the smiling mask did not seem to hinder his vision. 

In truth, the mask was not the strange part; it was the porter himself. 

His role was to carry the sacred coffin that would seal the Demon King’s horn, thanks to his immense inventory capacity.

“Here it is!”

“…You want me to handle that dark energy?”

The porter pulled out the sacred coffin from his special item, ‘Porter’s Pouch,’ and offered it to Lucy, who scowled again. 

The porter looked around anxiously. 

Despite his robust physique and unique item, the dark energy from the horn was overwhelming.

“Damn it, I’m at my limit.”

Even the Saintess shook her head, acknowledging that everyone was exhausted after the fierce battle.

The porter swallowed hard and approached the horn. It was no larger than his palm, but its energy was menacing.

Tsssszzzzzz

“Aaaaargh!!!!!”

As he tried to move quickly, his arm turned black upon touching the horn. 

It was obvious to everyone that the dark energy was corroding him.

Yet, no one showed surprise or concern. 

The porter’s status as a non-combatant led to his treatment being overlooked. 

Even now, during the battle with the Demon King, he had hidden behind his shield, evoking more irritation than sympathy from his comrades.

“Grrrrrr!”

With all his might, he placed the horn in the sacred coffin and sealed it, stopping the dark energy from spreading further. 

However, his arm continued to sizzle and smoke.

“Stop whining. Reinhold held on even after his arm was crushed.”

It was a fact. 

Reinhold’s arm had been mangled by the Demon King, and the Saintess had healed him immediately. 

Yet now, she scolded the porter without offering any healing.

“It’s finally over!”

Lucy jumped into her fiancé’s arms in joy. Reinhold, with a strained smile, caught her.


“Be careful, Lucy. The battlefield has turned into a cliff.”

Indeed, the intense battle had transformed the terrain into a steep cliff.

“Now we can return to the capital and get married!”

“Haha, first we need to manage the aftermath. Distribute the rewards properly.”

Lucy scoffed at the blonde knight’s calm reminder.

“Why should the imperial family and the nobles, who stayed safe in the capital, get any credit?”

“Lucy, the imperial family and the nobles also played their part. They kept the other demons at bay so we could focus on the Demon King.”

“Nonsense. We could have taken down all the demons on the front line. We were forced to rush the Demon King because the front line got too close to the capital.”

“Lucy.”

“They kept demanding the Hero stop the demons, kill the Demon King. They’re all cowards, incompetent fools. Especially that princess. She’s only the heir because her siblings died, and she’s so arrogant…”

“Lucy!”

“Fine, fine.”

Lucy reluctantly stopped her rant at her fiancé’s stern command. 

She loved the handsome and kind Reinhold dearly but couldn’t help but resent him when he defended the nobility and royalty. 

She believed that as her fiancé, he should always side with her.

But she had gone too far.

As she moved to the cliff’s edge, sulking, she uttered the unthinkable.

“When we get back, we should overthrow the damned Empire.”

In an instant, the atmosphere changed.

Lucy, hoping Reinhold would come to comfort her, turned around, puzzled by the silence.

There they were: the Mage, the Saintess, the Archer, and finally Reinhold, all staring at her coldly.

“W-what? Why are you all looking at me like that…?”

“Capture, rotate, move, crush.”

Crack!

With swift incantations, Lucy’s left leg twisted unnaturally and fell off.

As she collapsed, only the sound of air escaping her lungs could be heard.

“Ah…?”

“Lucy!”

In disbelief, the Saintess ran towards Lucy, not to heal but to break her right arm with her bare hands.

Crunch!

“Argh!”

Before Lucy hit the ground, arrows from nowhere tore through her arms, ripping them apart.

Thud.

The sound was reminiscent of a wet rag being thrown, the once mighty Hero falling with a resounding crash.

“Reinhold!”

Lucy instinctively called out to the one she loved. 

The Shield Knight who had always protected her.

“Ah….”

But the look in Reinhold’s eyes as he approached was filled with cold determination, plunging her into despair.

“Oh…?”

She couldn’t comprehend it. 

These were her comrades who had just fought alongside her to defeat the Demon King. 

Why?

The answer came from Reinhold.

“Hero Lucy. With the Demon King gone, the greatest threat to the Empire is you.”

“What are you talking about, Reinhold…?

“You were too arrogant. Constantly showing hostility towards the royal family, openly talking about overthrowing the government.”

“Reinhold!”

“By the order of Princess Linachien Karlun, I, Morgan Reinhold, along with the Hero’s party, arrest the traitor Luciena Estel here and now!”

The knight raised his shield. 

The pointed edge, designed to repel and attack, now aimed at Lucy’s remaining leg.

Crack!

“Argh!”

Crack!

“Morgan-!!!”

Crack!

Despite the shield’s point, it was still a shield. 

Amidst the agony of breaking bones and torn flesh, Lucy realized something.

Reinhold had never allowed her to call him by his name.

Crack!

“Guh!”

Amidst the blood and pain, doubt crept into her mind.

“You… planned this from the beginning, didn’t you…?”

Crack!

“Gah…! Did you ever love me…?”

The knight raised his shield one last time, granting her a final mercy.

“I have always loved only Linachien Karlun.”

That mercy was the answer to her doubt, and the final blow severed her remaining left leg.

But Lucy felt more pain in her heart than in her mutilated body. 

The reality she believed in had been a lie.

“Are you going to kill her?”

“She’s been dismembered. We’ll bind her and transport her to the capital. There, as a demonstration of imperial power, she’ll be displayed.”

“Che, there’s hardly anything left of her.”

The Hero, her spirit broken, listened in a daze as the Saintess and the Knight discussed her fate.

The Mage cauterized her wounds, leaving her numb.

“Don’t forget our agreement.”

“It’s not over yet. The contract specifies we escort her to the capital. Don’t be impatient, Naidrian.”

Is this the end?

“As the elf said, we need confirmation. You haven’t forgotten the promise, have you?”

“I didn’t expect the saint to be so deeply suspicious.”

I didn’t ask for much. 

According to the contract, the first step was to subdue the hero, the second to transport her. 

Therefore, having completed the first step, it was only natural to reconfirm and reaffirm the promise now.

“Sigh, alright. We don’t have time, so I’ll reiterate it here.”

‘All I wanted was to live an ordinary life with the one I loved, and I complained a bit about things that seemed like obstacles to that.’

“First, Naidrian, you elves…”

‘Was I really that arrogant?’

At that moment, a single tear slid down Lucy’s cheek.

“Scroll of Teleportation: Short Distance.”

A voice, long forgotten by everyone, resounded.

“What?!”

As everyone panicked, someone approached Lucy at a speed invisible to the eye.

It was the porter.

“Porter?! Damn, I forgot about…”

“Naidrian, shoot!”

Reinhold shouted urgently, pushing the startled Arsil aside, but it was already too late. 

Even Naidrian couldn’t track the movements of the porter who used the one-time item ‘Scroll of Teleportation: Short Distance,’ an ultimate skill for movement.

While Naidrian was drawing his arrow, the porter had already scooped Lucy up and was flying over the cliff.

“Tigria!!”

“Target… lost.”

Leaving the panicked group behind, the porter sighed in mid-air.

“Ah, this wasn’t part of the plan.”

The ‘Teleportation’ skill didn’t just speed up movement. It also accelerated the outcome of the user’s actions. Consequently, their descent from the sky was not comparable to a normal fall.

Splash!

As if someone had planned it, the porter and Lucy were sucked into the deep waters of the gorge far below the cliff. 

It was a dive only possible because the porter, Lin, knew the game’s map structure inside out. 

Especially the final battle map of the original game, which was even more familiar.

“Lucyena—!!!”

Reinhold’s anguished cry echoed from above. 

His voice was remarkably powerful.


Lin, the porter, sighed with relief underwater. 

He had left behind the holy coffin containing the Demon King’s single horn, so they wouldn’t be able to pursue immediately. 

He relaxed his body.

According to the DLC content, they would eventually float to a suitable spot. 

Meanwhile, Lin tightly cradled Lucy’s body to keep water from getting into her eyes and nose.



 
  
    Chapter 2: DLC (1)


Arrogant Saga was a turn-based adventure game that embraced the nostalgic essence of JRPGs from the 80s and 90s. 

Despite its simple storyline of the hero, Luciena Estel, and her party members defeating the demon king who wished for the world’s end, the game managed to captivate a dedicated fanbase. 

The familiarity of its narrative, combined with the intrinsic fun of the gameplay, garnered a fair amount of popularity.

Yet, it wasn’t merely a straightforward homage to the past era’s charm. 

Luciena, true to the passionate and somewhat arrogant protagonists of that time in Japanese anime and games, stood out by being a female lead. 

Moreover, the game featured a unique affection system among party members, which intriguingly extended across genders.

Another distinctive aspect was the option for players to choose the final party member. 

The default hero’s party consisted of Luciena, the shield knight Reinhold, the mage Tigra, the elf archer Naidrian, and the martial artist saintess Arsil. 

While Arsil joined automatically as the story progressed, the last member was a choice between two characters.

One option was a female thief, capable of finding hidden items on the map, detecting traps, and debuffing enemies in battle. 

She could also steal items from foes, including rare consumables. 

The other option was a porter, essentially providing an expanded inventory space, useful for temporarily storing items during combat.

However, as players neared the game’s end, consumable items became less critical due to the design, which allowed for significant power-ups. 

The thief’s ability to pilfer crucial items from enemies made her invaluable, especially against the overwhelmingly strong final boss, the demon king. 

The porter, being a non-combatant, couldn’t assist in battles, thus rendering his extra inventory space futile during critical fights. 

This led to a peculiar challenge among players: clearing the game with the porter, which only one person worldwide had accomplished. 

Due to this feat, that unique player found himself reincarnated as the very porter he once controlled, now facing harsh trials in this new life. 

The memories of his previous life were hazy, save for his knowledge of the game and his identity as a man surnamed Lee from South Korea. 

“This is completely screwed,” he muttered, realizing his predicament. 

It was not a mere possession but a full reincarnation. 

His memories only returned midway through the game’s early stages.

“Hello! I have joined as the porter…” he began.

“Enough. Except for Reinhold, I don’t want to see any other male faces in the party, so wear this mask,” Luciena had curtly ordered him on his first day joining the hero’s party.

It was strange. 

The porter had fewer lines and interactions in the game than even the thief, but he was never outright ignored.

Yet, he felt disregarded now. 

How it happened would unfold later, but for now, the porter, Lin, was struggling to carry an injured hero while being swept away by a river.

“This is strange. We should have reached the shore by now,” he thought, concerned as time passed and Luciena remained unconscious, her lips pale.

To prevent her from swallowing water, he kept her on his chest in a backstroke position, making it hard to see ahead. 

Realizing they would soon be in dire straits, Lin frantically looked around.

“There!” he exclaimed.

With all his strength, he spotted a patch of land leading into a forest and swam towards it, finally reaching a log that blocked the waterway like a dam. 

“Ouch!” he cried out, hitting his head against the log, but the pain was worth it as they halted.

Grimacing, he managed to get them both to shore. 

The water was icy cold, but he carried Luciena into the forest. 

Feeling it was safe enough, he set her down and pulled out a scroll from the porter’s pouch.

“Common: Embrace of Warmth,” he incanted, spreading various bedding materials and laying her down.

The scroll enveloped her in a warm glow, drying her wet hair. 

Lin then gathered dry twigs and lit a fire with his fire starter.

“Special: Presence Detection (Lv. Max),” he activated another scroll, this time a top-tier one.

Since they had recently escaped from traitors, he used the highest-level skill to detect any hostile presence. 

This skill would alert him mentally if any enemies came within range.

Lin hung his soaked clothes by the fire. 

Staying wet would only worsen his condition, and he had plenty of spare clothes in the porter’s pouch.

Despite the cold, he knew he had to conserve his skills and scrolls, using them mainly for Luciena. 

Considering their destination, it was crucial to save survival-related scrolls.

After changing, Lin removed his mask to wipe his face, feeling the odd sense of freedom from not wearing it for the first time in a long while.

His appearance, as revealed, was quite ordinary. 

His eyes, just slightly drooping at the corners, were framed by black hair and black eyebrows. 

His eyes were neither large nor small, and his nose neither high nor low. 

It was no wonder that Lucy, with her high aesthetic standards, had asked him to wear a mask.

A breeze carrying the scent of greenery brushed against his face. 

It was cool for a moment but quickly turned cold. 

Lin, who had been wiping his face with a thin cloth, glanced at the mask lying on the floor and found himself in deep thought.

“It’s ironic,” he muttered.

Since joining the hero party, Lin had always worn a mask. 

As the fame of the hero party grew, people quickly identified him as the party’s baggage carrier by his mask. 

This meant that if Lin were to remove his mask and go about his business, it would be exceedingly rare for someone to recognize him as the baggage carrier.

For this reason, Lin spoke the words “It’s ironic.” But no one was there to hear him. 

As there was never anyone to listen, he had developed a habit of talking to himself now and then.

Regardless, after resolving his dilemma, he picked up the mask and placed it in the baggage carrier’s pouch.

“Well, this wasn’t part of the plan.”

Sitting on the flat ground, he repeated the words he had spoken while escaping with Lucy. 

Was it surprising that he had saved a betrayed hero? 

It wasn’t. 

In the original game, after defeating the Demon King and savoring victory on the cliff, the game ends. 

However, in the released DLC, as seen, the hero party betrays the hero. 

And among the party members, only one stands by the hero’s side and fights hard for her.

Which character takes this role is determined solely by the affection points accumulated during the original game. 

Naturally, if all the party members’ affection points fall below a certain threshold, no one will side with Lucy, leading to a bad ending. 

Even if the mage, archer, and saint join in, their mana and divine power are at zero due to exhaustion from the battle with the Demon King, and they are affected by an exhaustion debuff. 

Moreover, their assistance arrives too late, so by the time they notice and join the fight, at least two of the hero’s limbs would have been lost, starting the battle with the hero in a critical state. 

In other words, it’s still a bad ending.

If the thief route is taken, the hero is saved immediately. 

However, due to a forced event, the thief dies instead and pushes the hero off the cliff. 

The hero, now alone and washed away into the valley below, relies on a 1% chance to survive. 

But what good is that when they have no limbs? 

When the hero regains consciousness by the riverbank, they can do nothing and either die of exposure or hypothermia. 

Again, it’s a bad ending.


So, what about the main figure of betrayal, the shield knight, Linfold?

Congratulations to you, who made Linfold your favorite! 

You can restart the game. 

Linfold, regardless of affection points, leads the betrayal. 

He is initially set up as an unfaithful fiancé who doesn’t love Lucy. 

Because of this, a famous incident occurred where a female player who cried “Linfold Only You” ended up punching a hole in her monitor.

Players were thrown into chaos. 

They had been told it was a DLC, but couldn’t even complete Chapter 1’s intro. 

Regardless of the character used, the outcome was the same. 

What, then, was the purpose of all the effort so far? 

What meaning did the playtime have?

It was easy for loyal fans to turn into fervent anti-fans. 

They sent so many threats to the developers that it was enough to make them dance.

And at that point, a video of clearing Chapter 1’s intro was released online. 

Specifically, it was a video from achieving the Demon King defeat ending in the original game to clearing Chapter 1’s intro in the DLC.

For those who had caught on, the key was the baggage carrier. 

The reincarnate, who played as the baggage carrier with a perverted level of dedication, managed to clear the Demon King defeat with a close margin, even managing to clear the DLC.

The unfolding of events in the DLC, which was prepared for the first bad ending, was quite different from what had been seen online. 

The party betrays, and the hero’s limbs are severed—this was expected. 

However, at the moment when Linfold delivers the final blow and the hero is completely incapacitated, the baggage carrier pours out all the items stored in his pouch and saves the hero, falling off the cliff together. 

The chapter ends with them coming to the forest, lighting a fire.

The internet exploded. 

Fans who had turned dark repented, blaming themselves for not conquering all the content of the original game. 

Countless inquiries and requests for handshakes poured in for the reincarnate. 

Did they know? 

The reincarnate was already editing the next video, having cleared the DLC.

Given the lack of subsequent memories, it seemed that the reincarnate had passed away soon after, unable to upload the video due to some reason. 

Therefore, the only true lifeline for the betrayed hero, Luciena Estel, was the reincarnate who had saved her and knew everything that would happen next.

Yet, Lin, the baggage carrier, felt utterly helpless. 

After all, “I don’t even have affection points with the hero.”

Not just lacking, but at a deficit so deep it felt like it had gone through the floor. 

The protagonist, the one who actively raised affection points, was Lucy. 


But Lin, as the baggage carrier, had been disregarded from the first encounter, so there were no affection points.

Indeed. 

The DLC began with new adventures alongside a character who had raised affection points, but Lucy had no affection points for the baggage carrier.

“This is a big problem.”

Despite the tone of his dismay, Lin’s expression remained serene. 



 
  
    Chapter 3: DLC (2)


Luciena Estel.

The protagonist of the Arrogant Saga, she was a soldier with a bold personality and innate talent for swordsmanship, unbothered by formalities due to her fallen noble lineage. 

It was almost inevitable that she would stand out during the first demon invasion and be chosen by the Holy Sword, Hononima, to become a hero.

Among gamers, Luciena, or Lucy as she was affectionately known, was a standout character.

Her striking appearance—a red ponytail, a well-developed bust and slender waist, and hips that flared dramatically—was complemented by her bold, tomboyish expressions. 

However, it was the texts reflecting players’ inner thoughts that made her exceptionally popular.

“Am I your errand girl? How many quests have there been where I have to go hunt monsters alone? What are your soldiers doing?”

“You’re asking me to buy items from a shop on the other side? I’m a hero, not a delivery person. Do you have a lot of money? Will you give me a good reward?”

“Why are you blaming the villagers when you’ve misunderstood and turned dark? No way. Your childhood friend is still waiting for you. If you two marry, her life will be ruined. I’ll talk to her, so you should just stay here and die.”

“You came along on a joint quest but didn’t even lift a sword. If you’re just going to draw all the aggro and bring enemies over, go home. What? You need to reclaim something yourself? Then I’ll take that heirloom and you can try to get it back from me.”

These were the kinds of frustrations players voiced through Lucy, making her a beautiful protagonist who echoed their hidden feelings. 

However, when the betrayal of Lucy in the DLC happened, players were unsurprised. 

As Linefold had said, she was constantly voicing discontent with the empire’s high-ranking officials, frequently speaking of replacing or removing the emperor and key ministers—actions that could only be seen as treason.

Yet, Lucy’s portrayal throughout the game was not solely as a hardliner. 

Despite her rough exterior, she was a typical tsundere when it came to romance, revealing a considerable gap between her brashness and her warm, caring side. 

She was genuinely affectionate and attentive to her comrades, balancing her directness with a kind heart. 

Even while complaining, she diligently completed quests and cared deeply for her companions.

She confided in Arsil, the rough-tongued saint from a lower-class background, about their mutual struggles, fostering understanding between them. 

Despite initial friction with Naidrian, a high elf burdened with clan responsibilities, Lucy candidly shared her struggles as both herself and the hero she was expected to be, finding common ground with him. 

Tigria, the emotionally distant mage, trusted Lucy enough to remember and provide the items or snacks she had mentioned.

And then there was Linefold. 

The blonde-haired, blue-eyed knight who managed to break through Lucy’s high standards of beauty and won her heart from the start. 

When their hero party formed and they became engaged, Lucy was so overwhelmed with joy that she wept in secret. 

Linefold was her steadfast protector. 

He never held her hand unnecessarily and reassured her about the future, promising that they could progress together when the world was peaceful. 

Their most intimate moment was a fleeting kiss on her forehead, which made Lucy’s face flush red with sleepless nights, yet Linefold remained a reliable fiancé, both in battle and everyday life.

The porter, however, had no significant backstory. 

There were few confrontations in the game, and sometimes he was even forgotten in humorous scenes. 

In this world, where the reincarnated porter’s fate was neglected, there was nothing more to say.

But what was the reality?

Everyone who had once been close to Lucy, led by the deeply loyal Linefold, betrayed her. 

Each of them severed one of her limbs, their faces twisted in greed as they scrambled to secure their own interests. 

Amid this betrayal, the porter, who had always been disregarded and mistreated, came to Lucy’s rescue and fled.

The events unfolded in an instant, yet everything appeared slow to Lucy. 

The moments of falling from the cliff, plunging into the cold water, all seemed to pass in slow motion. 

Her dazed eyes wandered through the void, unsure of what to focus on.

Splash!

The water was dark, not pure darkness but murky filth. 

In this filth, Lucy reflected on the past—days spent laughing, chatting, and fighting with her comrades, and the days with the one she deeply admired. 

Yet, as she traced back through her memories, she arrived at the grim image of her comrades severing her limbs with a cold demeanor. 

It was a nightmarish vision, so vivid that the pain felt real.

She tried to close her eyes, hoping that by sleeping within the dream, she could wake up from it. 

When she awoke, she intended to ask her comrades if she had somehow disappointed them. 

After all, she had defeated the Demon King, and there was plenty of time. 

She truly cared for her comrades. 

If they disliked her, she was willing to think twice before speaking and correct her impulsive behavior.

After just a brief moment of closing her eyes, she felt her body rising to the surface of the water. 

Lucy, with a faint smile, let go of her consciousness. 

She felt warmth, heard the crackling of burning logs, and realized she was nestled in soft bedding. 

So it was a terrible nightmare. 

She wanted to sleep a little longer, but a tempting aroma from somewhere interrupted her. 

Thinking it might be mealtime, Lucy opened her eyes and attempted to get up.

“Ugh?!”

Something was wrong. Her arms were short, her legs were short, and the parts touching the floor felt as though they were burning. 

“AAAAAH!!!”

“Hero?!”

Unable to endure the pain, she screamed. 

The burning agony spread from the ends of her limbs to her entire body. 

As she flailed and thrashed with her almost nonexistent limbs, Lin, who had been preparing soup, rushed over in alarm to check on Lucy’s condition.

“It hurts! It hurts so much!!!”

“Hero! Breathe!”

“Ugh! Linefold!!!”

Lin, equally panicked, struggled to respond. 

It was nighttime, the time when creatures that thrived in darkness roamed the forest. 

With the added sound of Lucy’s piercing screams, attention was inevitably drawn to the campfire.

“It hurts so much!!!!!”

“Hero!”

The limbs thrashing about had already been neatly sealed by Tigria’s flames. 

Despite this, she writhed in pain, her body twisting in agony from the phantom limb sensations. 

If it had been up to him, he would have preferred to let the woman scream and exhaust herself until she calmed down, but they were in no position to afford such luxuries. 

They were fugitives, after all. 

Reluctantly, Lin lifted her mangled body into his arms.

“No!”

“Hush now.”

“Who are you?”

“I’m a porter.”

“Linefold? My betrothed?”

“Don’t you remember? The hero party, including the Shield Knight, betrayed you.”

“What…?”


“They severed your limbs, deeming you a threat to the empire.”

The writhing ceased. Lucy stared at the porter with disbelief.

“Are you coming to your senses?”

It wasn’t a dream.

“My arms…”

Though the lengths of her arms differed, they had been severed up to the elbows, a grim commonality.

“My legs…”

Tragically, her legs were severed somewhere between the thighs and the pelvis.

In the end, Hero Lucy had become a limbless cripple, with no joints left.

“Ahh…”

A lamenting cry escaped her, though no tears followed. 

Her eyes, as if drained by the river, were growing even drier.

“Don’t worry, you’re alive.”

“Alive?”

The porter’s whisper filled Lucy with a hollow fury.

“What meaning is there in just being alive?”

“Being alive is important. It means you have a foundation to start anew.”

“And what can I possibly start in this state?”

“That’s up to you. What do you want to do?”

“I want to die.”

“That’s not an option.”

“You said it was up to me.”

“Though it may seem like a boast, I saved your life. So don’t say things like you want to die in front of the person who saved you.”

“Did I ask to be saved?”

“It didn’t seem like you wanted to die.”

“I didn’t know you were so good with words.”

“It seems so. This is the longest conversation we’ve had so far.”

Lin’s composure broke. 

Lucy couldn’t understand why she was calmly conversing with the porter in such a condition. 

Her heart should have ached more, but her mind, to her dismay, was quickly adapting and accepting the situation. 

Yet the emptiness in her chest remained.

“What should I do now?”

“There are many options.”

“I wasn’t asking you.”

“Perhaps revenge.”

“Revenge…?”

With this body? 

The only part of her capable of wielding a weapon now was her mouth. 

Should she bite at the nape of her enemies?

“I will assist you.”

“How can you, a non-combatant, help?”

“By restoring your body.”

Her eyes trembled at the unexpected answer.

“You mean, restoring my already severed and burned limbs?”

“Yes.”

“How?”

“There is an elixir, a potion blessed and created by the goddess herself, somewhere in the Northern Frost Peak.”

So-called elixir. 

In the fantasy world, the universal rule was that any status-curing panacea was invariably called an elixir.

“Lies…”

“It’s not a lie.”

“It is a lie!”

Lucy banged her head against his chest, slipping back into panic.

“This is all a dream.”

She denied it.

“It’s a hard-to-wake-from dream!”

She rejected it. 

Despite her denial, Lin affirmed.

“Indeed. It seems you’ve been betrayed in this hard-to-wake-from dream.”

And he brought her back to the reality of the dream.

“Then let’s seek revenge. Since it’s a dream, wouldn’t it be bothersome to end it having suffered?”

Gently, he laid her on the bedding and turned to apply medicine. 

The place where she had been headbutted was now a deep bruise.

“Who are you?”


She was unfamiliar. 

Was this always the expression behind the mask? 

The faint smile on his lips, the tired eyes that seemed to be showing fatigue, all looked so strange to Lucy.

“I’m just a porter. Despite appearances, I am part of the hero party.”

But for a brief moment while answering, his face bore a trace of bitterness.



 
  
    Chapter 4: Bad Dream or Reality?


“Ahhhh!”

Once again, Lucy woke up screaming from a nightmare. 

Talking to the porter didn’t change her situation. 

The phantom pain from her severed limbs was relentless, and it worsened when she had nightmares. 

Ever since she was betrayed, every time she closed her eyes, the nightmares began. 

Because of this, Lucy tried her best to stay awake until exhaustion overtook her, but she’d always wake up after just a few minutes.

Nightmares, sleep deprivation, and phantom pain—these weren’t the only sources of her suffering.

“Why do I have to rely on someone like you?” she asked, her voice dripping with contempt.

“There’s no choice. Please endure it until your body is restored,” Lin replied, wrapping Lucy carefully in a cloth and strapping her to his chest for transport.

At first, Lin used a sling that only went over his arms, causing Lucy’s body to bounce against him with every step. 

“I’m going to throw up,” she groaned.

“I should wrap a belt around my waist too. How is this?” he asked.

“You stink.”

“I can’t bathe every day since we need to move quickly. How is it now? You’re not bumping into me, right?”

“You smell awful!” Lucy snapped.

She knew she was being unreasonable. 

Exhausted from pain and lack of sleep, everything about Lin annoyed her.

“Why do you dress and undress me?” she demanded.

“It’s too difficult for you to do it alone,” Lin explained calmly.

“Don’t lie. You just want to touch my chest and butt!”

“I’m being as careful as possible, but I can’t help it if I have to change your clothes.”

“Let me do it myself.”

“That would take too much time.”

Lin never changed his clothes for days, yet he insisted on changing Lucy’s daily.

“Why do you bathe me?”

“If you’re not properly cleaned, you’ll get sick.”

“My body’s strong; I don’t get sick easily!”

“You can’t underestimate germs. If an infection sets in, the situation will worsen uncontrollably. We already have little time as it is.”

Despite not bathing himself for days, Lin always found a way to clean Lucy thoroughly using water from the porter’s bag.

“Nngh…”

“I’ll wipe you down.”

“I don’t need it! I don’t need it!” she shouted, voice breaking.

The most humiliating and degrading part was Lin taking care of her after she used the bathroom. 

Though Lin had devised a support device to help her, she still had to rely on him for the aftermath. 

Lin didn’t seem to mind, but Lucy loathed being seen this way. 

Her self-esteem plummeted, and she took it out on Lin.

“I’ve set up camp. Please wait a moment; I’ll find something to eat.”

“I’m not hungry.”

“You need to eat.”

“How can I even think about eating?” she snapped.

She often refused to eat, knowing it would lead to another bathroom ordeal. 

As days passed, she became more emaciated. 

Her cheeks hollowed, her cheekbones protruded. 

Lin would tirelessly search for meat, boiling it into a thin gruel and coaxing her to eat just a few spoonfuls.

“I’ll be back.”

“Who knows? Maybe you’ll just leave for good.”

“I’ll return. I promise.”

“I don’t need you!” she screamed, but deep down, she knew how devoted he was. 

She knew Lin’s neglect of himself was to avoid leaving her alone even for a moment. 

Yet, food was unavoidable. 

The porter’s bag was a vast, enchanted inventory, but it couldn’t preserve food forever. 

Before the battle with the Demon King, the porter had insisted on feeding the hero’s party well, emptying the food stores completely before the fight.

There was almost nothing left.

Lin scoured for food to sustain Lucy’s strength. 

Alone, Lucy’s guilt gnawed at her. 

Though irritable, she still cared for her companions. 

She began to recognize Lin as a companion only recently, and she knew her behavior was wrong. 

Yet, she couldn’t help herself. 

Betrayed by those she trusted, she plunged into deep mistrust of others. 

Now a cripple, carried around like baggage, her self-worth was shattered.

When she complained, Lin found ways to ease her discomfort.

When she lashed out, Lin endured it silently. 

When she raged, Lin consoled her, promising her recovery.

Lucy despised her dependency on him. 

She hated the glimmer of hope and companionship that surfaced, whispering that Lin might be different.

Despite her helplessness and her reliance on him, Lucy’s stubborn pride made her more obstinate.

No wonder her companions had betrayed her.

As she dwelled on her misery, fatigue overtook her, and her eyelids drooped shut.

“Reinhold!”

After wandering for what seemed like an eternity, Lucy finally found her fiancé. 

Despite the night, his blond hair gleamed under the moonlight, his blue eyes deep and intelligent.

“Lucy.”

“The meeting ran late. Those high-ranking people talk so much without reaching any real conclusions.”

“This time, the Crown Princess led it. She cut through all the nonsense, so we finished today.”

“Hmm.” Lucy disliked Reinhold mentioning the Crown Princess. Whenever he talked about Linachien, he wore a subtle smile. 

That smile, although charming and thrilling, was one she instinctively knew he didn’t show her.

“She seems capable.”

“Of course. She’s the future of the Empire. If she weren’t capable, she wouldn’t be the heir.”

“It’s just because her siblings are all dead, leaving no one else to succeed…”


“Lucy!”

“Okay, okay,” she conceded.

Talk about Linachien always ended like this. Reinhold would bring her up, Lucy would get jealous and sarcastic, and then Reinhold would frown. 

Not wanting to be disliked by him, Lucy would pout.

“No matter what, you need capability to be the heir.”

“I get it.”

Pouting, Lucy walked out to the terrace. 

Reinhold would follow her after a slight delay and comfort her. 

He always did.

This time was different.

Crash!

“Huh…?”

“Luciena Estelle, you’re under arrest for treason.”

On the terrace, Tigria appeared and severed her arm.

“What makes you think you can say whatever you want?”

Arsil tore off her leg with holy power and brute strength.

“Restraint is something you should practice. Though it seems it’s too late.”

An arrow flew past, followed by Naidrian’s scolding.

“Reinhold! Save me!” Lucy cried out desperately.

Again and again, she called his name. 

By now, she knew it was useless. 

She didn’t understand why she kept seeking Reinhold’s help when she only harbored hatred for him. 

It was a terrible habit. 

A deeply ingrained bad habit.

“With the Demon King gone, you’re the Empire’s only threat, Luciena Estel.”

Reinhold crushed her remaining arm with his shield.

As her limbs were torn off helplessly, Lucy thought, Oh, they’ve got the sequence right, but not the order of limbs.

She knew it all too well from its repetition. 

As she laughed bitterly, her severed left arm approached her.

“Look at her laughing. Hey, did you think I was useless from the start?”

“What do you mean…?”

“The Demon King is gone, so we’re not needed anymore,” Lucy muttered.

Her right leg interjected, “No, it’s not just that. She was abandoned by her comrades because they no longer needed her.”

“But why tear us apart if it’s her that’s useless?” the left leg complained.

“Who knows,” the left arm added. “Maybe they just hated her that much.”

Finally, her right arm chimed in, “He was never treated as a person, just a servant. Always ignored and dismissed.”

“Servant? Who?” the left leg asked.

“The porter.”

“Oh, that guy,” the right arm replied.

The dismembered limbs whispered amongst themselves. 

This nightmare had not unfolded like the others. 

Usually, after betrayal, the porter would appear, holding her as they fell from a great height, the sensation waking her up. 

But in this dream, he was absent.

“Porter!” she called out desperately.

“Wow, you’re finally calling for him now?” her limbs mocked.

“Yeah, you never called for him before.”

“Why? Is it strange that he’s not coming when he used to come on his own?”

“You’re the strange one, thinking he would come automatically.”

“Missing him now because he’s gone?”

“Just like us, you realize how precious we are when we’re gone?”

“Why did you treat him like that then?”

“Better treat him well before it’s too late,” her limbs chorused.

“He’s your only ally,” they emphasized.

“AAAAAHHHH!!” Lucy screamed, waking up in a panic.

Gasping for air, she realized she was alone. 

Soft bedding and the crackling of a fireplace were her only companions.

“Porter!” she cried, for the first time, calling out for someone other than Reinhold in her dreams or reality. 

But there was no response.

“Porter!!!” she screamed again. 

Had he disappeared? 

Left because she treated him so badly? 

No, it couldn’t be. 

No matter how poorly she acted, he had always stayed by her side.

“Porter-!!!!!!!!!!”

He really wasn’t coming. 

Her shout, mixed with a metallic edge, was met with an eerie silence that seemed to lick at her fears. 

She couldn’t breathe. 

She was terrified. 

Finally, she understood how grateful she was for his presence. 

He wasn’t someone to be taken for granted, not someone to treat so poorly.

“I’m sorry… I’m sorry… I was wrong… Please come back….”

Lucy, shaking with panic, began to apologize.

“I never even thanked you… Please hear me say it… Please come back…!”

She felt a deep sorrow, the kind that defied explanation, that just was.

“You abandoned me…! Even you abandoned me!”

Her sharp mind quickly concluded, urging her to accept it.

“Did you leave because I was horrible? Is that it?”

Strangely, realizing he was gone brought tears to her once dry eyes. 

Hot, painful tears.

“I shouldn’t have… I was wrong…! I was wrong…! Sob… sob… sob…!”

Her beautiful face twisted as tears streamed down. 

There was no hand to wipe them away now, no legs to carry her from this place.

I’m truly alone, she realized.

“WHAAAAAA!!!”

As she cried out in anguish, a voice broke through her despair.

“I’m back.”

A strong arm lifted her small frame. 

His hands gently wiped her tears with a soft cloth. 

His legs supported her body, holding her securely.

“You had a nightmare,” he said, soothing her with gentle pats. 

Lucy exhaled a sob-filled breath.

“I’m sorry. It took longer than expected.”

“You’re lying! You left me and came back!”

“No, I didn’t.”

“You left, then felt sorry and returned!”

“No, I didn’t.”

“Then why were you late?” she cried, tears flowing anew. 

She felt irrationally aggrieved.

“Why did you leave me alone for so long?”

“Because of this,” he said, showing her a honeycomb. 

Honey dripped from it as he carefully held it out.

“You have trouble eating, so I thought honey might be better. It took some time to find it. I’m sorry. I won’t leave you alone for long again.”

“What’s so special about honey,” Lucy mumbled, hating herself for her harsh words.

“I heard that eating only honey significantly reduces the need to visit the restroom.”

“…”

“I thought it might help, so I got it.”

“Why are you so good to me?” she asked, tears still falling. 

They were tears born from the melting of her frozen heart, thanks to his care and efforts.

“The world will soon need you,” he replied.

“Why?”

“Because you’re a hero.”

“So, if the world no longer needed me after killing the Demon King, would you have abandoned me like the others?”

“No, I would still have saved you.”

“Why?”

Don’t expect too much, she told herself. 

But it was futile; her heart had already warmed.

“I was abandoned once too,” he said, his arms tightening around her. 

She nestled closer, breathing in his scent, which, though she had claimed to hate it, always reassured her.

“Being alone is truly terrifying and sad. Especially when you’re left alone for no significant wrongdoing, dealing with that emptiness is cruel.”

“They said they wanted to kill me because of my many mistakes,” Lucy admitted.

“Not saying you were faultless, but they made plenty of mistakes themselves. When you stood up to the nobles, I felt relieved.”

“You’re the only one who says that.”

“I was just the one who spoke up.”

“And you’re the only one who saved me.”

“That I did.”

Closing her eyes to hide her tears, Lucy listened to his heartbeat, steady and calming. 

She felt herself beginning to accept her situation and her feelings for him.

“What’s your name?”

“Just call me the porter.”

“I can’t do that.”

So she decided to express her feelings.

“You’re my only ally.”

She didn’t know if it would work out, but she was determined to try.

“You’re my best comrade.”

Clank.

Lucy flinched. 

She had heard a metallic sound, not the heartbeat.

At the same time,

“Ah.”

He exhaled. 

Startled, she opened her eyes to see him smiling warmly.

“Lin. My name is Lin. I’m a commoner, so it’s Lin Yi.”

His eyes, slightly drooping, formed a gentle arc as he looked at her.


“Lin,” Lucy repeated. “My only ally, my best comrade… my Lin.”

She smiled back at him, though tears continued to fall.

“Thank you for saving me, Lin.”

But no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t stop the tears.





 
  
    Chapter 5: Trust


Awoken by the chirping of birds, Lin felt a heavy weight on his chest. 

Looking down, he saw Lucy, soundly asleep, her breathing steady and calm. 

It was hard to believe, but ever since the panic of yesterday, Lucy had refused to be away from him for even a moment. 

“I’m scared when Lin isn’t around,” she had said.

“I will stay by your side,” Lin reassured her.

“And when I’m close to Lin, I feel calm.”

Despite being a brave warrior, Lucy was wary of the physical closeness and entanglement that came with being so near Lin. 

However, after escaping the betrayal of the hero party and finally regaining her sanity, Lin couldn’t bring himself to push her away. 

It seemed unnecessary to provoke her, especially when she was in her most stable state after losing her limbs. 

More than anything, it was surprising to see her react so intensely to his brief absence. 

Lin had thought Lucy would always harbor a dislike for him, so her dependence on him was unexpected.

“Must be the suspension bridge effect,” Lin mused. 

Her only ally, her best companion, his Lin. 

The words she repeated before falling asleep were a testament to how strongly she felt towards him, perhaps in her way of showing gratitude for saving her from the betrayal’s shock.

Lin was willing to accommodate her as long as she could regain her mental stability. 

Although the current circumstances were dire, and the prospect of restoring her lost limbs might eventually return their relationship to a more cynical state, it was a possibility Lin found a bit regretful. 

When Lucy had called him her best companion, Lin had felt an unexpected joy.

This was what it felt like to be recognized. 

Even though it came under extreme circumstances, it made him genuinely happy.

Influenced perhaps by this newfound connection, Lin, who was usually so stern and business-like, managed to smile at Lucy a little more. 

Of course, it was meant to reassure her that he was staying by her side, with no further implications. 

“Let’s wash up,” Lin said, gently picking up Lucy, still asleep, and placing her down on the bedding.

As he stretched and prepared to head towards the nearby spring, a hurried voice came from behind.

“Where are you going?”

“You’re awake,” Lin replied.

“Lin, where are you going?”

“To wash up.”

“Can’t you stay?”

“It’s about time to freshen up,” Lin said, sniffing his sleeve. “As the hero said, I do smell.”

Lucy had often chided him for his odor, but now that he was about to wash, she seemed reluctant to let him go. 

Although she hadn’t wanted to admit it until yesterday, Lucy had found a considerable sense of comfort in his scent. 

It was a sign of his presence. 

Moreover, it wasn’t a foul odor—just the smell of dust and faint sweat. 

The thought of losing that comforting scent made Lucy hesitant to let him go.

“I’ll go with you.”

“It’s safest here,” Lin argued.

“If I can’t calm down, what good is it? Besides, I need to wash up too,” Lucy insisted.

“Fair point,” Lin conceded.

He nodded and, after gathering some basic washing supplies from the pack, wrapped Lucy in a blanket. 

“Let my face be towards your chest,” Lucy requested.

“Why?” Lin asked.

“So I can smell you while we’re moving to wash up,” Lucy thought but didn’t voice aloud.

“I want to snuggle and sleep a bit more,” Lucy said, without any embarrassment.

Lin smiled softly. “It seems you didn’t have any nightmares today.”

“Oh! That’s right! I slept so well.”

Surprised by the newfound clarity in her mind, Lucy realized that it might be all thanks to Lin. 

Whether it was the effect of the shaky bridge or not, her feelings were increasingly tilted in Lin’s favor. 

For instance,“Did you sleep well?” Lin asked.

The mere sight of Lin’s face and smile was enough to make Lucy’s own lips curve into a relaxed smile. 

Wrapped in the blanket, she pressed her ear to Lin’s chest.

Thump-thump.

At that moment, Lucy didn’t care whether the heartbeat she heard was Lin’s or her own. 

She only wished to stay united like this, smiling happily and comfortably. 

Given the current peacefulness, they had the leisure to reflect on what Lucy had done for Lin and what she might regret.

Lin hoped she would never forget the humiliation she faced in the hero party until the day she defeated the Demon King.

“This is unfair,” Lucy complained.

“What do you mean?” Lin asked.

Lucy stared at the trees. 

She had expected to see Lin’s bare body while he washed at the spring, but now she pouted.

“Every time Lin washes me, he sees my entire body.”

“I try not to look,” Lin said.

“But you at least touch me,” Lucy retorted.

“Otherwise, I wouldn’t be able to wash you. I’m not a magician,” Lin explained.

Simply being a magician didn’t mean one could wash someone without touching them. 

Only a great mage with delicate magic control could fix someone in place and move tools like brushes or soap to clean them thoroughly.

“Well, it’s unfair!” Lucy insisted.

“It’s not that you want to see my body, but merely because you’re frustrated, I can’t accommodate such requests.”

“But Lin has seen me!”

“This is becoming difficult because the conversation keeps going in circles.”

“Just showing me would solve the issue easily.”

“Ha.”

Lucy had tried several times to turn around and sneak a look at Lin, but she was always stopped and eventually ended up bound by the blanket, staring at the trees. 

As the splashing sound from the spring grew louder, Lucy grew more anxious.

“When Lin disappears from my sight, I feel uneasy!”

“But we’re still talking, aren’t we?”

“That’s good.”

“….”

“Lin?”

“Yes?”


“I’m glad to hear your voice.”

“…I see.”

“And how about you, Lin?”

“It’s good to see the hero regaining her energy.”

“Hee-hee.”

The mischievous laughter seemed to reassure Lin as well. 

Despite the initial uncertainty about how to handle things without any goodwill, it was a relief that Lucy was able to open up her heart. 

Though she displayed a blend of playful and earnest antics, they were tolerable and wouldn’t pose a significant challenge moving forward.

Lucy, having regained her composure, was able to sense her surroundings and detect the presence of others by relying solely on her instincts, without the aid of skill scrolls, during their journey to the Samgak. 

Such was the nature of someone chosen as a hero—an embodiment of strength.

“This isn’t fair,” Lucy grumbled.

“What do you mean now?” Lin asked.

“Yes, Hero.”

“Look, this is what I’m talking about.”

Lucy sighed and complained, “Why is it only me who calls you by name?”

“Originally, within the party, we decided to use codenames…”

“Don’t talk about party rules. This is between you and me.”

There was an oddly pressing tone in her voice. 

Lin felt perplexed by her intentions, though he couldn’t quite grasp the larger picture she was drawing.

“Don’t you remember?”

“Remember what?”

“You told me not to call you by name.”

“Me?!”

Lucy had no recollection of this at all. No matter how much he tried to recall, it remained elusive.

“Did we ever have such a conversation?”

Lin himself thought the question was pitiful. 

Something felt off. 

Lucy’s intuition was ringing alarm bells. 

Specifically, the behavior of Lucy and Estel from the past seemed peculiar.

“It was the second or third time, right?”

“Really?”

“Yes. You got angry when I called you by name instead of ‘Hero.'”

“…Really?”

“Yes.”

“Why did I do that…”

“That day, there was a major battle. It was the first time we repelled the demon invasion.”

It came back to her. 

It was an incident that occurred shortly after the hero party was formed. 

They had fought so hard that their breaths reeked of sweat, barely securing their first victory. 

Lin, who couldn’t participate in the battle and was preoccupied with protecting himself, had lost Lucy’s affection. 

Not just her, but the entire hero party had implicitly agreed to treat their baggage carrier as nothing more than a two-legged mule.

“It must have been frustrating since everyone was exhausted and on edge. I was lacking in sensitivity.”

Lucy wanted to argue otherwise but found it difficult to, given her own lack of decency. 

Her heart sank with a chilly heaviness. 

She simply wanted to Lin to call her by her name, but her past self had ruined it all. 

Tears welled up in her eyes as she stared at the trees.

She scolded herself for crying over something so trivial, her nose scrunching up as she let out an involuntary sniffle. 

The sound was clear enough for Lin to hear.

After a moment of contemplation, Lin finished his bath and emerged, drying himself off. 

With a deliberate flourish, he flicked the towel, allowing the sound of Lucy’s sniffling to penetrate through.

“Is it that bad?”

Lin understood that Lucy felt remorse, but this seemed a bit excessive. 

Nevertheless, considering it was a reflection on past mistakes, he decided to accommodate her. 

After all, he had always been the accommodating one.

“Lucy, it’s time for your bath.”

“…”

“Lucy.”

“Lin.”

“Yes, Lucy.”

“Call me Lucy. And speak informally with me as well.”

“…Lucy.”

“Yes, Lin.”

“Did you cry?”

“I didn’t cry!”

Her sudden outburst as if to break the mood made Lucy bristle. 

With Lin now using her name and speaking informally, her sniffles gradually subsided. 

As she unwrapped the swaddling and carefully held him, her eyes were already red.

Entering the Samgak, Lin wet a cloth and began to wash Lucy’s face. 

She closed her eyes and felt his gentle touch.

“Cheer up, cheer up.”

“I won’t!”

A bit of playful banter elicited a haughty reaction from Lucy as if nothing had happened. 

When drying her back, Lin was especially cautious, ensuring she could see him. 

Although the sensation of his hands on her chest and lower body was conveyed, neither of them addressed it explicitly.

After finishing what felt like a shower, Lin dried her hair with a towel. 

Lucy, who had been silently observing him, finally spoke up.

“Lin”

“Yes?”

“You’re handsome, so why were you wearing a mask?”

“Uh…”

Lin’s awkward smile and the sudden silence made Lucy uneasy once more. 

Could it be that…?

“When we first met, you said I was ugly. And that you didn’t want to see any male faces except for the shield knight’s…”

“Ah! Aaaaah!!!!”

Lucy, shouting in denial with all her might, burst into tears. 

“Why did I say that back then? And especially, not wanting to see any male face other than Linefold’s?”

The thought drove her nearly mad. 

She felt utterly pathetic. 

Simultaneously, a wave of fear overcame her. 

She remembered how she had been devoted to someone who had treated her with such disdain.

“I’m sorry… I’m sorry…”

Lucy could only offer her apologies through tears.

“It’s okay, it’s okay,” Lin comforted her, holding her close and patting her back.

As Lucy, full of regret and tears, calmed down to the rhythm of his heartbeat, she closed her eyes. 


If possible, she wanted to let Lin hear her own heartbeat, to show that she no longer despised him as she once did. 

She wanted to convey that she couldn’t do without him anymore.

But with nothing but memories of mistakes, Lucy fell silent and eventually drifted off to sleep. 

Before falling asleep, Lucy noticed a lingering, sticky emotion in her heart—an affection for Lin, who continued to embrace her despite her major mistakes, and an anxiety that it wouldn’t be strange if he left her at any moment.

Thus, Lucy’s obsession and dependence on Lin began to intensify.



 
  
    Chapter 6: Capital


The capital of Kaulan was in a celebratory mood. 

Though the hero was not present, the remaining members of the hero’s party had successfully returned, displaying the demon king’s horn in a sacred case before the citizens, declaring their victory.

“…And thus, Luciena Estel, our hero, sacrificed herself in a noble mission to defeat the demon king. Our party has done nothing but retrieve the demon king’s horn and the faded holy sword she left behind,” announced Reinhold, standing in the middle of the glorious plaza, conveying the deaths of both the demon king and the hero to the citizens.

Seated on a high platform behind him was the current emperor, with Princess Linachien by his side. 

The other members of the hero’s party were arranged in a line, a little distance away.

“This, indeed, is the horn left behind by the demon king, who tormented humanity for a thousand years!” 

Reinhold raised the shining sacred case high, and the crowd erupted in cheers.

Having learned through childhood fairy tales and the teachings of the church that the glow was a sign of the sealing of malicious magic, the citizens embraced the joy, assured that peace had come.

“And this… this is the holy sword of our hero, Luciena Estel,” Reinhold continued, his voice solemn.

The crowd fell silent as Princess Linachien deliberately let out a sigh. 

The holy sword, once radiating with a golden-red brilliance, now appeared as nothing more than a dull iron sword. 

It seemed to have died, as if losing its chosen master, as per the goddess’s will.

“We shall observe a moment of silence in her honor,” Reinhold declared.

“Attention!” 

The captain of the royal guard shouted, and though ceremonial, the simultaneous clattering of arms as they took position silenced the crowd, who held their breath, overwhelmed by the atmosphere.

“Silence,” Reinhold commanded, and everyone in the plaza, even the emperor, stood up and bowed their heads.

It was a moment of silence for the hero who saved the empire, for the warrior who saved humanity. 

Yet, within that silence, each person harbored their own thoughts.

“Reinhold! I have complied with the will of the Elven Council and represented our elves in your plan. I demand the promised compensation,” Naidrian brazenly demanded before the public announcement in the plaza.

Though not honorable or even successful, Naidrian had no choice. 

The threat of annihilation loomed ever closer.

“Do you not find your request unreasonable?” Reinhold responded.

“What?” Naidrian retorted, surprised.

“Our plan was to incapacitate the hero and bring her to the capital. Simply participating does not warrant compensation,” Reinhold said firmly, his demeanor and speech exuding authority and intimidation.

From the moment they lost the hero, Reinhold’s behavior had changed, and this assertiveness made everyone, not just Naidrian, uneasy.

“Simple participation? No, no. By involving ourselves, you and Princess Linachien gained the support of the entire elf race and the church. We deserve our due,” Arsil interjected, showing surprising political acumen.

“You seem nervous, Arsil,” Reinhold observed, noticing her discomfort. 

“Betraying Luciena didn’t weigh heavily on you because you believed it was justified. But in doing so, you sacrificed a comrade. A comrade you barely noticed suddenly showed unexpected courage to save the hero, only to fall into the abyss with her. This shocked both you and Naidrian.”

In reality, they should have helped the hero. 

Betraying the hero, who had been excessively demanding, wasn’t burdensome, but the comrade’s actions made them feel ashamed, realizing they had committed a sin. 

They rationalized their actions for a greater cause, but only dishonor remained. 

Shame was followed by fear, knowing that if the truth got out, both Naidrian and Arsil’s positions would be jeopardized. 

Thus, they chose another cowardly compromise: to remain silent about their betrayal and continue cooperating with Reinhold.

However, this man, Reinhold, was not trustworthy. 

His sudden change in behavior raised suspicion rather than familiarity.

“Reinhold, your actions are excessive,” Arsil accused.

“What do you mean by that?” Reinhold asked.

“The hero’s escort was merely a display. Ultimately, you wanted her eliminated. She died with the comrade, falling off a cliff. We achieved the final goal, so we demand our compensation,” Tigria, who had been quiet until now, stated confidently.

‘This guy is good,’ Arsil thought, admiring Tigria’s advantageous statement. Though not close, she refrained from supporting him overtly, knowing how foolish and reckless that would seem.

“How can you be sure the hero is dead?” Reinhold asked.

“The hero had her limbs severed. She fell with the comrade. It’s unlikely they survived the fall, and even less likely they escaped the river. Even if they did, they couldn’t survive in the demon king’s forest, especially with no food left,” Tigria reasoned.

“Hmm,” Reinhold pondered, not disputing Tigria’s logic. It was sound but inconvenient for Reinhold.

Unfortunately, Tigria didn’t know that the demon king’s death caused all surrounding monsters to disappear, as it was the start point of DLC Chapter 1. 

Additionally, in this world, the demon king’s demise meant the complete eradication of all demonic creatures.

“There’s no demon king, no hero. The princess’s ascension is certain. Fulfill your promise now,” Arsil demanded.

“We’ll see when we get there,” Reinhold replied.

“You…! Should we test the shield-bearer’s endurance?” Arsil threatened.

“If you think you can handle the consequences, go ahead,” Reinhold replied coolly, staring down Arsil.

“Stop it, both of you. We can’t afford division,” Naidrian intervened, sensing the rising tension.

“He’s the one causing division!” Arsil snapped back.

“Enough. Reinhold, we need some carrot with the stick,” Naidrian advised.

“Hah, I have nothing to offer right now. If you continue this, I’ll find another way,” Tigria warned.

“You think you can achieve this without me?” Reinhold challenged.

“It’ll be tough, but not impossible,” Tigria countered.

Reinhold acknowledged Tigria’s resolve. 

The mage’s absolute power was essential, not just for war but for various conveniences and accidents.

“Fine. I’ll prepare to pay as soon as we achieve the goal,” Reinhold conceded reluctantly.

“The elves need it now,” Naidrian insisted.

“Same here,” Arsil agreed.

“I understand. I’ll leave now. Call me for the plaza ceremony,” Naidrian said, exiting the room.

Arsil, having no reason to stay, followed suit, but not before expressing her lingering annoyance.

“That comrade… he was bothersome,” she muttered.

“Did you have a soft spot for him?” Reinhold asked.

“Not at all. I wanted to know more about him, but you ruined it,” Arsil replied, adding, “I’ll add this to your debts, shield-bearer.”

Leaving the room, she realized how stifling it had been inside. 

She sighed, enjoying the cool breeze, only to notice Princess Linachien watching from a distance.

Arsil approached her boldly.

“No attendants, no guards. Is it safe for the princess to wander like this?” Arsil questioned.

“I knew you would protect me,” Linachien replied.

“Not me, Reinhold,” Arsil corrected.

Their conversation was casual but laced with thorns.

“You’re the one who ordered Luciena’s elimination, right?” Arsil accused.

“I didn’t order her elimination,” Linachien defended.

“Same difference,” Arsil scoffed.

“Oh, words can change meanings so much,” Linachien retorted.

Arsil’s eyes hardened, the princess’s words echoing a phrase she couldn’t forget.

“You’ve changed a lot. From someone who was straightforward and dedicated to someone who hides and betrays,” Arsil remarked.

“And you, once loyal and devoted, now dealing and scheming,” Linachien countered.

Their exchanged glances were full of resentment.


“I wonder what Issi would say about this,” Arsil mused.


Finally, Arsil looked away, ensuring there were no hidden guards around, and clicked her tongue as she walked away.

“Issi…,” Linachien whispered, watching Arsil leave. 

“I also have a name.”

Then, she walked towards Reinhold’s office.

“Though it’s a name from a long-forgotten past,” she muttered, with a doll-like smile, before entering and calling her fiancé’s name.



 
  
    Chapter 7: Your Type


The journey through the nameless forest was nearing its end. 

As befitted the start of Chapter 1, there were no enemies threatening Lucy and Lin. 

However, while there were no enemies, elements that tormented them abounded. 

From tiny poisonous insects to snakes lurking just out of sight, ready to strike, to trees that all looked the same, causing them to lose their sense of direction, and other hazards. 

It was sufficiently dangerous for a non-combatant and a person with amputated limbs.

“Ah~,” Lin sighed, focusing all his actions on Lucy. 

Even if the posture was uncomfortable, if Lucy, wrapped in a sling, said she was comfortable, Lin would continue walking or holding her, even as he became drenched in sweat. 

Whenever Lucy showed even the slightest sign of exhaustion, Lin would immediately rest. 

Now, as Lucy’s stomach growled, Lin took out some honey without hesitation and brought a spoonful to Lucy’s mouth.

“Uhm, ah~,” Lucy opened her mouth to follow Lin. 

She eagerly accepted the honey Lin offered. 

Though she had no limbs, Lucy enjoyed mealtimes when she could see Lin attentively watching to make sure she had eaten well.

“Lin, aren’t you going to eat?” Lucy asked.

“Only if I need to,” Lin replied.

“You should eat too, Lin…”

“I’m fine for now.”

He wasn’t fine. 

Lin’s stomach growled incessantly. 

No matter how much Lucy worried, Lin only ate a bit of boiled fern when he was on the verge of collapsing from hunger. 

When Lucy asked what it was, Lin said it was bracken boiled in water. 

Lucy, unable to bear it, tried to firmly tell Lin to have a proper meal, but Lin would say with a smile, “I’m used to this from the journey to defeat the Demon King.”

Recalling the past, Lucy was frozen, remembering how often they had devoured the prepared meals when Lin, a non-combatant, was away for a moment. 

It started because everyone was starving, and even though Lin said it was okay, 

Lucy couldn’t help but feel regretful. 

Lin must have been hungry too, enduring it and sacrificing himself for the sake of the party. 

Lucy despised herself for belittling Lin as a mere walking inventory.

This was the greatest source of Lucy’s torment. 

She liked Lin—her only ally, her best companion, her Lin. 

She remembered the warm smile Lin gave when Lucy expressed this sentiment. 

But just words couldn’t bring her closer to Lin. 

No matter how much she pushed away, Lin remained. 

She wanted to close the distance between them, but it seemed impossible.

“Are you uncomfortable? You don’t look well,” Lin asked.

“No, I’m fine.”

“Let me know if you need anything.”

Lucy wished Lin would smile at her without pretense. 

However, knowing she wasn’t entitled to make such a demand, she could only smile bitterly.

“No, I’m fine.”

“Okay.”

“Lin?.”

“Hm?”

“…….”

“What’s the matter?”

“…Just, thank you.”

“It’s what I should do.”

Lucy was anxious that Lin’s kindness might stem from obligation. 

Lin had a reason for pushing himself to the limit. 

The first reason was the pursuers. 

They didn’t know if they were being followed, but they had to assume the worst. 

Reinhold was meticulous. 

He would remove even the slightest potential danger for the princess. 

He might have sent pursuers on his own. 

Even if not, Linachien, who lacked patience to ignore obstacles, might have given direct orders.

“Patience has always been something that was lacking since childhood,” Lin thought, knowing the princess’s nature well. 

Lin liked that proactive trait.

“Lin, are you listening?”

“Sorry, I was distracted by the surroundings.”

“I don’t sense anything around.”

“That’s a relief.”

“Lin.”

“Yes?”

“Focus on me.”

“Okay.”

“You’re the only one I have.”

“It’s not just…”

“You’re the only one. Who else do I have?”

“…No one.”

“You only have me too.”

As the only hero who could save the world, Lin agreed with a nod. Lucy’s face brightened.

“What would you like to do if the world became peaceful?” Lucy asked.

“If it became peaceful?”

“I want to know how you’d like to live the rest of your life.”

Lucy felt her heart flutter. 

After much thought, she brought up this topic. 

Talking about the past only caused harm, so she thought discussing the future might be better. 

Lucy hoped Lin would say he wanted to spend the rest of his life with her. 

Although the chance was slim, she eagerly awaited his response.

“Well, I’d like to rest. Not as much as you, but I’ve been running nonstop.”

“Ah… is that all?”


“It’s been so long since I’ve properly rested.”

“What about after that? After you’ve rested enough? You’d have lots of gold and fame from saving the world. Don’t you want to do something with that?”

“That’s for you, who did all the hard work, to enjoy.”

“Still! As a party member, you’ll get quite a bit, won’t you?”

“Hmm.”

Lin thought hard but couldn’t grasp the reality.

“It doesn’t feel real. I’ve always lived hand-to-mouth.”

“I see…”

“Maybe if I had money, I’d build a house in a quiet place and live peacefully.”

The words left a bitter taste. 

His wish had changed to something ordinary. 

He felt he’d lost the passion of his younger self.

“Alone?”

“Huh?”

“Would you live in the house alone?”

“It’s my house, so I’d be alone, right?”

“Would you consider starting a family?”

“I’m not popular.”

“No, Lin, you’re handsome.”

“Uh-huh.”

“I said that without really looking!”

Lucy referred to the first day she met Lin, telling him to wear a mask because he was ugly. 

As the conversation stalled, she directly asked, “What’s your ideal type, Lin?”

Lin’s steps halted.

“Ideal type?”

“Yes, your ideal type.”

To be honest, Lin found this conversation uncomfortable. 

Perhaps due to long exposure to indifference or malice, someone wanting to know about him felt strange. 

The gentle, lively voice directed at him felt surreal. 

Though he was the protagonist of his life, he wasn’t the world’s protagonist, making such topics feel foreign and unfamiliar.

“Lin?”

But he was caring for Lucy now. 

He had to cater to her to heal her limbs and prepare her for the world’s dangers.

“Do you mean the person I like?”

“Someone you desire as a partner or spouse.”

“Uh…”

“Do you have one?”

“Not really, but someone who’s not calculating?”

“What about appearance?”

“If they like me, I’d be grateful.”

“Really?”

“Yes, it’d be a great blessing.”

Lucy felt a sense of accomplishment. 

Did she like him? 

Of course. 

Was she calculating? 

No. 

She had shown devotion to her comrades, and though she had shown her worst side to Lin, she was determined to change. 

She anticipated earning the right to be a candidate for his heart. 

Optimistically, she thought there were no rivals, so she just needed to win his heart.

“What about you, Lucy? What’s your ideal type?”

“My ideal type?”

A new opportunity arose. 

Lin asked about her for once. 

This time, she would subtly hint at her feelings.

“I like kind people.”

Someone like Lin, who accepted her irritability and anger.

“Considerate people.”

Lin, who noticed her discomfort immediately and asked about it.

“Someone who protects me.”

Lin, who saved her from the party’s betrayal and protected her.

Wasn’t this enough?

“I thought so.”

The conversation ended. 

With nothing more to say, it ended sweetly.

But how did he know? 

Did Lin already know her feelings? 

Busy with doubts and questions, Lucy’s face turned pale.

“I like kind people.”

Reinhold, with his golden hair and blue eyes, was kind to everyone.

“Considerate people.”

Reinhold, who used gentle words considering others’ feelings.

“Someone who protects me.”

Reinhold, who defended her with his shield in battles and never let harm come to her when they were engaged.

“No!!!”

“Lucy?!”

“No!”

Realizing her blunder, Lucy shouted in denial.

“What’s wrong, Lucy?”

“Lin!”

“I’m here.”

“You’re the only one for me!”

“I know, you told me.”

“I wasn’t thinking of Reinhold when I said that.”

“Reinhold? Ah, your ideal type.”

“No! I wasn’t thinking of Reinhold! Did you forget he incited everyone to cut off my limbs?!”

Lin felt awkward. 

He thought Lucy’s past affection for Reinhold matched her ideal type.

Before Reinhold revealed his true colors, he seemed like a suitable fiancé and protector. 

That’s why Lin said he expected it, but he had apparently pressed the wrong button.

“Lin, don’t misunderstand my feelings like that. Okay?”

“Of course.”

I only have you. 

Without you, the world spins, and I have nightmares without your heartbeat when I sleep. 

Dreams of that cursed Reinhold tearing me apart!

“Lucy, it’s okay. I’ll stay with you if you want.”

“Promise? You’re promising, right?”

“Yes, I promise.”

“I don’t like Reinhold. You know that, right?”

“Who likes their enemy?”

“I regret every day I spent engaged to him.”

“Of course, you do. He hurt you.”

Their conversation aligned but also missed each other. Lucy desperately tried to convey her feelings, while Lin tried to calm her. 

The more nonchalant Lin was, the more Lucy yearned for him. 

If she had legs, she would approach him; if she had arms, she would hug him and whisper her love.

This missing connection felt like torture, keeping their relationship at a distance. 

With each step, Lucy feared losing Lin’s feelings and struggled with these sensations. 

They finally exited the nameless forest, a place of endless trees and small creatures. 

The sound of trickling water, chirping birds, and rustling grass signaled a peaceful valley. 

They didn’t lower their guard yet; an unstable bridge loomed ahead, just one step towards the Nameless Valley’s safe house.

“Lin.”

“Yes?”

“What’s next?”

“Rest at the safe house, then plan our next move.”

“If you need anything?”


“I’ll ask you.”

“And if you’re hungry?”

“I’ll eat.”

“Good.”

The journey to restore Lucy’s limbs and protect each other continued, with hopeful dreams and uncertain futures ahead.



 
  
    Chapter 8: If Lin wants, you can do whatever you want with me.


The Demon Race.

There’s no need to explain.

They’re just incredibly powerful. 

If this were a hack-and-slash genre, they’d serve as disposable enemies, chopped down in chunks with a few clicks, offering thrilling satisfaction. 

But Arrogant Saga was a turn-based RPG adventure game.

Unreasonably powerful.

Even those classified as the lowest of demons are at least three times stronger than a trained adult male. 

And that’s just their physical ability. 

Demons also wield dark magic by default, doubling their threat. 

A lower-level demon could wipe out a small town with enough time, unless a hero’s party or equivalent force was there to oppose it.

In the original version, the hero’s party only started hunting for special items after encountering demons in an event, nearly reaching the point of annihilation after facing mere beasts up until then. 

The only consolation? 

Demons were extremely rare in number. 

But when they appeared, the whole nation would light beacons and sound alarms, so great was their threat.

As for their hideout… it was, of all places, Ephalter, the only base before entering the frigid mountain range.

Ephalter was a small town frequented mainly by explorers seeking to conquer unknown lands, not adventurers hunting rare items or boss monsters for fame and fortune. 

No one had yet set foot on the highest peak of the frigid mountains. 

Only those uninterested in imperial affairs or wars with the Demon King came seeking new territories here.

Honestly, Lin wanted to dive into the mountain range immediately to find an elixir. 

However, the Empire enjoyed relatively mild seasons, and the demons’ territory, the Demon Realm, was a hot and humid place. 

The frigid mountains, however, demanded measures against the piercing cold. 

In the original version, Lin hadn’t had the chance to store cold-weather gear in the porter’s sack since the regions he’d passed through hadn’t required it. 

And while using a scroll might have worked, the mountains were infested with beasts sensitive to magic and dark energy. 

Tearing a scroll would surely attract them, eager for fresh meat.

Although he kept a straight face for Lucy, Lin was thoroughly exhausted. 

Caring for her and traveling left little time for his own needs, and the toll was visible. 

Prolonged hunger left him dizzy, his words diminishing with each step. 

Still, if he could only pass through the gates ahead and reach Ephalter, he might rest for one night.

“Hang in there, just a little longer.”

“Got it.”

He bundled Lucy in a cloth around his waist, layering several thick garments over her. 

The multiple layers weren’t unusual, given the temperature had dropped considerably with the snowy path ahead. 

But with his belly bulging to hide Lucy, anyone would find it suspicious. 

Still, he knew how to handle this—he was from the back alleys, after all.

“Halt! Who goes there!”

“Yes, I am but a wandering traveler hoping to enter the city.”

“A traveler? What business does a traveler have in a place like this?”

The night wasn’t yet deep, but it was rare for anyone to come to this far-off Ephalter, especially after dark.

“Well, well, looks like you don’t carry much luggage for an explorer. Your face is gaunt, but your belly’s all bloated?”

“Ahaha, it’s nothin’ serious, sir. Just a pesky ailment.”

“Ailment?!”

“Oh, nothing contagious! Just that, since I was born, I’ve had poor health and this belly just… sticks out. Not like this body’s ever let me settle down—no lady’s willing to tie the knot with me, you see. So I’m just traveling everywhere, hoping to cure myself.”

The captain nodded at another soldier, who began searching Lin’s body. 

Lin spread his arms eagerly, though his breath hitched when the soldier’s hands moved toward his belly. 

Feeling the faint touch through the layers, Lucy stiffened.

“Nothing unusual, sir.”

“Nothing unusual, you say?”

“Yes, sir~”

“Hm… suspicious, but… nothing unusual indeed.”

As the soldiers exchanged wary glances, Lin quickly produced a small pouch from his pocket.

“Brr, it’s freezing! You must be workin’ hard guardin’ in this cold. Here, this pouch… it’s nothing much, but just a little token of appreciation for your efforts.”

“Oh, ahem! Well, well, thank you kindly…”

“Trust me, I’m no troublemaker. As I said, I’m only here because of my belly. I heard rumors of a rare herb in the frigid mountains that could restore this… unfortunate body. So, I came alone, grasping at straws.”

“Ha! If you’re past twenty and can’t settle down, who wouldn’t grasp at straws?”

With a grin, the soldier extended his palm, and Lin promptly handed over another pouch.

“Yeah, yeah, pity’s the only thing troubling you,” the captain said, patting Lin’s back as if in encouragement.

Lin, wiping the sweat from his brow, continued through the gates. 

Behind him, the captain called out, “And if you don’t find that herb?”

Lin turned back with a mischievous grin.

“Heh… then maybe I won’t tie a knot, but I’ll lose my bachelorhood at least, no?”

“Ahaha! That’s the spirit, lad! Don’t worry, as long as you’re payin’ up, we’ll take ya as you are, and let me tell you, Ephalter’s women are quite a sight!”

The captain gave Lin’s back a hearty smack, and Lucy had to stifle a retch from the jolt.

Ephalter.

The only settlement beneath the frigid mountains.

It was the final place to restock and the last chance to share warmth with companions, be they women or men. 

Finding a place to stay was easy, but inns willing to accept them were scarce. 

Owners eyed Lin’s swollen belly warily, suspecting some contagious disease, and patrons scoffed, pushing him out the door more than once.

When he finally managed to secure a modest room, the owner overcharged him on every possible item. 

Despite his usual resourcefulness, Lucy’s presence left Lin with few options. 

And as he set down his belongings, Lucy finally peeled herself out of the thick fabric, drenched in sweat but silent as she lay down.

“Lucy, time to eat.”

“Lin, you eat. Honey’s enough for me.”

“Come on, it’s a proper meal for once.”

“What do you mean proper meal?”

Though it was only a thin porridge, it was better for digestion than the wild greens they’d been eating in the woods. 

Knowing Lucy’s usual lack of fuss when it came to food, Lin wondered why she was reluctant this time. 

Finally, as he relaxed, the tension of having a bed for once easing his exhaustion, Lucy spoke up, almost as if in apology.

“I don’t feel good.”

“What’s wrong?”


“They treated you like you’re sick.”

“I’ve been pretending to be sick, remember? It’s okay.”

“It’s all because of me. I don’t feel okay.”

Such nonsense.

Why would something like that even bother her?

Still, Lin pondered what might be causing this.

Setting the bowl of porridge aside, he aligned his gaze with Lucy’s, meeting her at eye level.

“Lucy, is it because I kept you inside the clothes for too long? I’m sorry. I should’ve found an inn sooner.”

“H…”

“Lucy?”

“Why… why is it always Lin who apologizes…?”

Lucy sighed.

Whenever Lin apologized, it reflected her own pettiness, making it hard for her to lift her head. 

Unable to mask her feelings, Lucy finally surrendered, bringing her true feelings to the surface.

“Lin… is one of the reasons you’re here because of the brothel?”

“Huh?”

Lin’s unintentional sound of surprise brought her a bit of comfort.

“It’s not like that,” he said.

Relieved by his firm answer, Lucy started to smile, but her face tensed again at his next words.

“But… we’ll still have to pass by there.”

“What?”

Lin couldn’t avoid it. 

The map of Ephalter was practically a straight line, and the alley with the brothel was just before the store with cold-weather supplies. 

He tried to explain, but Lucy wouldn’t accept it.

“If you want to go, just say so.”

“Why would I want to go there?”

“You’re a man, aren’t you? You must have… a lot of pent-up energy. I’m okay with it. I understand.”

She clearly didn’t understand.

Whether she understood or not, Lin didn’t have the luxury. 

If he didn’t restore Lucy soon, he’d fail to protect the world from the impending demon threat, leading to everyone’s demise. 

Brothels didn’t even register in his mind. 

Besides, he didn’t even have a taste for such places. 

Not by choice, nor by curiosity—he’d learned from a young age that his old acquaintances wouldn’t let him wander near such places.

“I mean, if you wanted to…”

Lucy steadied her trembling voice.

“…you could do whatever you want with me.”

“Lucy!”

Startled by Lin’s outburst, Lucy hiccuped, unable to believe he’d raised his voice at her. 

She felt hurt.

“Even considering the difficult situation we’re in, I can’t let what you just said slide.”

“Why? I… I meant it.”

“Value yourself. And I didn’t save you because I expected something in return.”

More like a different kind of reward, perhaps—the salvation of the world.

“What you said insults both of us. Do you really think I saved you for something like that? And yet you still call me your greatest companion?”

Even with his dulled emotions, Lin felt deeply wounded by Lucy’s words.

“No, Lin. I’m truly grateful…”

“Lucy, you are a proud hero. The hero chosen by the Sacred Sword Hrononi. It’s true this is a tough time, but it’s temporary. I promise. I’ll do whatever it takes to bring you back, so don’t ever say things like that again.”

“The one beside me right now isn’t Hrononi—it’s you!”

In response, Lin hurriedly drew out a skill scroll.

[Basic: Presence Suppression (Lv.5)]

The higher-level scroll was tucked deep in the porter’s sack, so he quickly activated the best skill he could find.

“Everyone disgusts me! They ripped pieces from my body one by one!”

Lucy’s voice, filled with resentment, began to echo throughout the room.

“They said I was arrogant and couldn’t be left unchecked? Then why didn’t they warn me before?”

She was right. They’d only ever made offhand remarks and never sincerely cautioned her.

“When despair was my only option, the one who saved me was the very porter they dismissed! Someone with no power desperately saved me—it was you! Look at yourself now. You’re here, taking care of everything for me, denying yourself any of your own wants.”

Her breathing grew heavy, and her eyes reddened.

“Do you know how sorry and grateful I am?”

Lin’s instincts sounded an alarm.

He couldn’t let her keep talking.

“I didn’t mean to use my body as a mere token of thanks! I have feelings too! Lin… I…”

“Let’s stop. We’re both too worked up.”

“Ah…”

She was about to say she loved him.

She wanted to let him know how deeply she cherished him.

But Lin had stopped her.

Lucy wanted to protest, but she feared that if she pressed further, he might leave her. 

Even if his body stayed, she felt his heart might never turn toward her again.

“If I were just a little stronger, a little more capable, I’d have already restored you by now.”

“Don’t say that. I like you as you are. I like you because it’s you who saved me.”

“Ha, are you just trying to make me feel better?”

“I mean it.”

“Really? Then, may I ask why?”

Lucy extended her uneven arms, and as Lin wrapped her in an embrace, she weakly buried her face into his chest.

“Because you made me realize my worth. If it weren’t for you as you are, maybe I wouldn’t have been saved at all. That’s why I like you.”

“I see. Thank you.”

“If you’re grateful, hug me tighter.”

“All right.”

“Tighter.”

“Like this?”

“Just a bit more.”

As he squeezed her until her nose was almost pressed flat, Lucy brought her lips close to his chest. 

But her kiss was blocked by his clothes.

It felt tragic.

Even when she expressed her love, it didn’t reach him; she couldn’t even tell him that she loved him. 

At times, she wondered if Lin was deliberately rejecting her feelings.

Still, Lucy could wait.

Once she regained her limbs with Lin’s help, she would be able to try something more. 

She clung to that hope, bearing it in her heart.

Thump, thump.


She could hear Lin’s heartbeat.

And soon, Lucy’s heartbeat quickened in response.

Don’t interrupt me. 

I want to hear his heartbeat more.

Lucy slowly closed her eyes, savoring the only sound she had left.



 
  
    Chapter 9: The Demon King’s Horns Were Originally Two (Or Not)


Lin closed his eyes late at night and slept straight through until the next evening.

It was clear how much he had endured.

One of his few strengths was his resilience, so Lin felt completely refreshed just by sleeping deeply. 

On the other hand, Lucy, who had woken up around lunchtime, worried herself sick watching him lie there motionless, as if dead.

If Lin’s breath hadn’t tickled her hair, she might have stirred up a commotion.

Lucy watched Lin’s sleeping face carefully to avoid waking him.

Before the Demon King’s conquest, his cheeks had been plump, but now they were so hollow his cheekbones stood out.

Feeling a mix of pity and admiration for how his features look sharper with the weight loss, Lucy couldn’t tear her gaze away.

The more she looked, the more handsome he seemed.

Lucy, thoroughly under a spell, was entirely absorbed in watching him.

Lucy longed for the closeness, the way they could express affection freely. 

Her gaze wandered to his lips, typical of a man—dark and devoid of shine.

They were nothing like Reinhold’s, which always held a soft pink tint.

Still, Lucy liked them.

Those rough lips had never lied to her.

He only ever spoke words to reassure her or show he cared.

It was nothing like her own cruel mouth, which had always criticized and scorned him.

As darker thoughts began to surface, Lucy squeezed her eyes shut.

‘Just this once,’ she thought, ‘just once, I want to hear him say he loves me, that he likes me.’

Yet, deep down, she knew it wasn’t easy because of her past actions.

Even so, she had no intention of giving up.

She vowed, ‘No matter what, I won’t let him go, even if my limbs recover.’

He was hers.

Her only ally, her greatest companion—her Lin.

Someday, she would hear him call her my Lucy from those lips of his.

But could it really happen?

Once again, doubts and insecurities gnawed at her.

To quiet her worries, Lucy focused on his heartbeat.

It was a bit slower than usual, but she found she couldn’t sleep without it now.

One time, curious if her mind was finally clear, Lucy had tried to sleep while Lin was away, only to have nightmares descend upon her the moment she closed her eyes.

“Aahhh!”

Her scream had echoed through the room, bringing Lin rushing to her side as she clung to him, sobbing uncontrollably.

And she promised herself she’d never let him go again.

At that moment, she abandoned any attempt to overcome her trauma.

She didn’t need it. 

As long as she had Lin, she’d be fine.

‘Yes, all I need is Lin. Nothing else matters.’

Whether the hero’s party thrived or fell, it wasn’t her concern.

Lin had warned her about new threats emerging in the world, but Lucy couldn’t care less.

‘The world can crumble for all I care, as long as I have Lin.’

There was only one thing she planned to do once she healed.

Revenge on Reinhold.

***

As long as that wretch was alive, it didn’t matter how much she yearned for affection; Lin showed no reaction.

Any time she mentioned something, Lin would somehow relate it back to Reinhold, leaving Lucy helpless.

Besides, Reinhold was her dark history.

He needed to be eliminated.

She’d sever every part of her past self that had loved Reinhold, along with his neck.

Lucy hated herself for having desired someone with such a shallow love, for wishing to have Lin despite her past entanglement with Reinhold.

To think she had once treasured someone so unworthy—ah, her love, her heart, which should have been pure, had been tainted.

There was no way she could offer such a flawed self to Lin.

He deserved someone whole, someone perfect.

Though she knew she was far from that, she vowed to cleanse herself with her tears and Reinhold’s blood, begging Lin for forgiveness.

Would he be pleased when that day came?

Would he finally acknowledge her as worthy of his love?

Lucy resolved to learn to cook once her arms healed—becoming a wife meant she should cook.

When her legs were strong again, she’d go out to greet him every time he returned from his duties. 

That was the proper courtesy for a husband.

Listening to Lin’s heartbeat, Lucy found herself making hopeful plans for the future, imagining what it would be like to become the woman he deserved.

It was the goal of her life, her joy.

No one could stand in her way.

Not even a goddess could stop her; after all, she had already conquered death alongside him.

Falling back into her old habits, she indulged in her audacious, defiant thoughts without considering the consequences.

And yet, Lucy simply smiled as she continued to gaze fondly at Lin’s sleeping face.

“Are you uncomfortable?”

***

“No, it’s fine.”

This time, Lucy tied the wrap so she and Lin could face forward together.

Usually, she preferred holding him close, but today she decided on a different position.

“Holding you close all day was wonderful. I’d love to stay like this, but I think my body might not handle it.”

“Your body… can’t handle it?”

Lin’s face showed a few question marks floating above his head, but Lucy offered no answer.

The urge to press her lips to his or feel his sturdy thighs close to hers was a temptation she’d never dare say aloud.

“Lucy, are you ready?”

“Are we heading out now?”

“Yes, we need to get some winter gear. We’ll freeze to death searching those mountains without it. Prepare yourself for the cold.”

“As long as I’m with you, I’ll never feel cold.”

“Mmm.”

Day by day, Lucy’s attachment and dependence on Lin grew deeper.


And Lin was well aware of the way her gaze lingered on him more and more.

“Because I’m disabled now, I have no choice but to accept it,” Lin thought, “but all this excessive attention is starting to feel burdensome.”

He could only hope that things would change once he recovered, relying on an unfounded optimism to carry him through.

“Lucy.”

“What?”

“There are demons in this city,” Lin said quietly.

“…That’s impossible. The Demon King is dead. We defeated him with our own hands.”

Lucy’s denial was only natural.

After all, the Demon King was not only the apex of demonkind but also the very source of magi, a demonic power. 

The Demon King’s death should have meant the end of magi, and without magi, demons should have ceased to exist.

“Remember when I told you that the world would soon need you again?”

“Surely not…”

“I don’t know why, but I’m certain.”

“How could you possibly know that, Lin? The Demon King is dead—how do you know that demons still exist, and that they’re even in this city?”

Lin thought about answering truthfully but reconsidered. 

“Because I was the only player in my past life who cleared the Arrogant Saga. And in games, there’s always an event waiting around every corner, isn’t there?” 

He smiled to himself, aware that if he explained too much, it might backfire. 

He didn’t know how Lucy would react and wasn’t about to risk any unnecessary trouble.

“The goddess told me,” he continued. “She said the Demon King originally had two horns.”

“The goddess? When did she say that? Was it that time?”

“Yes, the day we met her for the first and last time. The day I received the Carrier’s Pouch.”

In the original game, the Hero’s Party encountered the demons for the first time and struggled immensely, only for the goddess to appear and reveal the existence of special items that could aid them. 

Similarly, in real life, Lin had received the Carrier’s Pouch during their encounter with the goddess. 

Lin assumed that the game developers hadn’t wanted to complicate the game with special maps and acquisition paths just for a mere carrier, so they included him in the scene by design.

***

The goddess’s words had echoed in his mind since that moment: “I’m sorry, Lin. You’re not just a carrier of items but also the bearer of spiritual and future burdens.”

In that divine space, he had received the Porter’s Pouch along with an apology.

At that time, he hadn’t felt honored; instead, he’d been desperate to know when his duty would finally end. 

He was utterly exhausted, his once fervent goals dimmed by weariness.

“What is your wish?”

Though it was the goddess who had asked, her question had felt as ominous as the proverbial monkey’s paw.

Without hesitation, Lin poured out his heart.

“I don’t want to suffer anymore…”

“Only a true, pure heart can save you and grant you forgiveness,” she’d replied.

Though he remembered shedding tears, the exact nature of what the goddess had done remained hazy. 

The only certainty was that afterward, Lin had become more dedicated to his porter role. 

But he knew one thing for sure: she hadn’t mentioned anything about the Demon King’s horns being two.

That part was Lin’s own convenient fabrication.

“Right,” Lucy said, nodding. 

“So, the goddess told you.”

She looked visibly unsettled. 

If Lin’s story was accurate, it meant the Demon King might still be alive—or that something akin to him lingered.

If that entity became a new threat to the world, Lin, following the goddess’s guidance, had likely saved her just to counter that menace.

Not that Lin needed any grand reason to save Lucy. 

He would have done it regardless.

Lucy trusted Lin implicitly.

If it ever came to that, she was even prepared to accept death at his hands if he so desired.

But if this looming threat truly appeared, and the world stood on the brink of ruin, she knew she’d never get to dream of a happy future with Lin.

The thought filled her with unease and resentment.

“…I can’t let that happen.”

If she wanted to marry Lin, the world had to remain intact.

Lin mistook her resolve for a renewed sense of duty as a hero and beamed with approval.

“Right. No matter how messed up the world is, it would be a problem if it collapsed.”

“Yeah, a real problem.”

Lucy couldn’t imagine a ruined world being left to their future children, the precious ones born from her love with Lin.

“So, even if a demon appears before us or speaks to us, don’t get excited. We’re still not strong enough.”

“Understood.”

“But once you’re fully recovered, let’s come back and eliminate it.”

“Of course.”

“Oh, I like that enthusiasm!” Lin grinned, finally grasping the door handle. 

Just then, Lucy’s sharp question cut through the air.

“Lin.”

“Hmm?”

“This demon… It isn’t something like a succubus, is it?”

Lin froze, sensing the tension in her voice.

“Uh…”

Lucy’s voice dropped ominously. 

“If that wench so much as speaks to you…”

The area around her abdomen, bound by the wrap, began to heat up.

Lucy’s glare intensified as she leaned in, her voice cold.

“I’ll pull out that demon’s tongue and show you just how long it is myself.”

Lin, taking a deep breath, replied, “Forget touching something filthy like a demon’s tongue.”

“…Ah! Lin, you really do care about me!” 


Lucy beamed, her face lighting up.

But her abdomen remained warm.

Lin shrugged. Well, maybe it wasn’t so bad.

After all, it had been freezing last night, and with that much warmth, at least she’d keep the cold at bay for a while.

With that thought and his usual optimism, Lin finally opened the door, ready to face whatever awaited them outside.



 
  
    Chapter 10: Dangers of Temptation


Despite the unexpected betrayal, if Lucy were to name the best aspect of the hero party, she would undoubtedly say it was the party members’ adherence to modesty. 

Having witnessed countless parties of mixed genders descend into internal strife, or worse, where women were mistreated or men fought over each other’s women leading to the party’s ruin, Lucy had desperately hoped the hero party would be composed of members with conservative views on sexuality.

Fortunately, the party members proved to be very upstanding, focusing solely on their mission to defeat the Demon King. 

The male warrior, Reinhold, was an exemplary figure, while the porter—though not particularly memorable—seemed to be occupied daily with managing supplies and checking off tasks for the day, leaving little room for anything else.

Lucy’s concerns were not unfounded. 

She was the fourth hero in human history and the first to succeed in vanquishing the Demon King. 

Previous heroes had all failed, though they had achieved the remarkable feat of stabilizing and solidifying the front lines.

But disaster had struck with the second hero. 

His male thief companion had stolen away all the female members of the party, and the hero was falsely accused of the failure to defeat the Demon King, leading to his execution. 

The saint, the mage, the archer, and the warrior—all women—had sided with the thief, forming families and living happily ever after. 

This became the norm for the next three generations.

The goddess, who had hoped for humans to reveal and punish the corruption themselves, was infuriated and descended upon the church. 

She punished the priests who had turned a blind eye by making them blind and deaf, then appointed the hero’s younger sister as the new pope, commanding her to uncover every detail of the crimes.

The decree was so forceful that it echoed through distant kingdoms, as recorded in the holy scriptures and historical accounts. 

The saint, already punished by the goddess to a state of unhearing and unseeing, confessed all her sins on the spot. 

The goddess directly tormented the saint, burning her lower body and tearing her once-full bosom apart before sending her to the kingdom. 

The descendants of the heroes, ignorant of the past, initially called for justice but then sought to cover up their grandparents’ sins when they were exposed.

The mage, once a princess and later a queen, had her scandal hidden by the nobility and royals of the kingdom. 

In the end, the goddess, having decided to exterminate humanity, flooded the entire kingdom. 

The pope, the hero’s younger sister, was given the holy sword wielded by her brother and tasked with fishing out the criminals from the floodwaters, impaling them like skewers. 

The guilty were made to suffer the agony of being eaten alive by fish before their brains and eyes were devoured, and only then did the goddess drag their souls to hell.

In the chaos, the thief had fled to the Demon Realm, begging the Demon King to hide him. 

But the Demon King, terrified by the goddess’s wrath, personally bound the thief to a cart and sent him towards the church with a whip.

It was said that the thief’s body had been so destroyed by the journey that only a few remnants remained when he arrived. 

History warns that those entrusted with a mission should never be reckless and that if they provoke the goddess, they will face her direct wrath, a fate that even historical records remain silent about. 

Thus, the kingdom was destroyed, and an empire was established in its place. 

The goddess had originally intended to eradicate humanity entirely, but the hero’s sister, in a dramatic gesture of repentance, tore her clothes and poured sand on her head, begging for forgiveness. 

The goddess swore never to punish humanity with water again, but added a caveat that those who misbehave would be punished with fire.

As for why this lengthy preamble was necessary, it was because Lin was now facing a different type of danger related to chastity, feeling a threat to his life. 

“Oh my, your face looks fine,” came the suggestive voice. 

“Big brother~ here and here. I’ll treat you well,” a seductive voice continued.

“Which one do you want? An elf? A beastkin? Come and choose,” the voice coaxed.

Lin found himself in a straight-lined city with a brothel prominently in the center, a layout he found both bewildering and disturbing. 

The throbbing in his head and the sweat on his body were the least of his worries. 

Despite his best efforts to control himself, the cries of the brothel workers, even through the thick clothing, were unnervingly stimulating.

Lin was acutely aware of the danger of his magic flaring up. 

If it did, Lucy’s death would be inevitable. 

Knowing this, Lin was doing everything in his power to endure the situation. 

“It’s not cold at all. It’s rather warm,” Lin mused, considering whether he should buy winter gear. 

However, the chilling wind was biting at every part of his exposed body except his abdomen.

“Oh my, look at the goosebumps on your hand. You’re cold, aren’t you? Come inside for a cup of tea. I’ll get you a drink. What would you like?”

“No, no, no, I’m just passing by,” Lin stammered.

“You seem sincere. There’s something different about you compared to other men,” the brothel worker said, examining him closely.

“If you look at my stomach, you’ll see I’m not well,” Lin replied, attempting to deflect.

“Oh, I know. The guards told me. It’s your constitution, right? Then you’re not sick. I’ll treat you well.”

The worker, who had already been paid, was evidently spreading information about Lin, and likely had mentioned his weaknesses, branding him a soft target.

The prices the brothel workers were quoting were exorbitant, a fact Lin, familiar with the local market rates, couldn’t ignore. 

“Just leave me alone,” Lin said firmly.

“Ha! Do you think you’re something special? Are you a eunuch?” 

The attitude of the workers shifted abruptly, turning hostile when Lin refused their advances. 

Despite the insults and jeers, Lin remained unperturbed.

“It was the same with the hero party,” he muttered to himself as he pushed through the remaining workers and reached the end of the alley.

Unseen by others, Lucy was concealed within Lin’s clothing. Knowing Lucy felt deep guilt over her past actions, Lin was aware that his recent outburst could be devastating.

Indeed, Lucy’s keen hearing had picked up on his words, and her anger and jealousy quickly turned to sorrow.

Damn it, why do I feel like crying when I’m the one who made the mistake?

Lucy was frustrated with the relentless cycle of her emotions and tried to calm herself. 

She took deep breaths, closed her eyes, and heightened her sensitivity to sounds.

According to Lin, there were demons in Ephalter. 

Though succubi were relatively weak among demons, they were still a nuisance with their delicate black magic. 

Within the hero party, the most sensitive to such magical threats were the saint Arsil and the hero Lucy.

The likelihood of encountering a succubus in a brothel was high, but Lucy couldn’t afford to be complacent. 

Yet, as she listened, all she could hear was Lin’s breathing and footsteps. 

The very fact that they were Lin’s made Lucy’s expression soften and her taste buds tingle with anticipation. 

If Arsil had seen this, she would have thought Lucy mad. 

But Lucy, steadfast in her belief that Lin was her fated partner, remained resolute.

“It’s rare to see a man at this hour, especially someone as frail as you,” the brothel worker commented.

The voice was deep and husky, and without being able to see outside, Lucy almost mistook it for a man’s voice.

“I came to buy winter gear,” Lin said, addressing the worker.

“The cold mountain ranges are a tough challenge even for a burly man,” the worker replied, with a sticky undertone.

Lucy was now certain that the worker was a woman and could sense her hunger for customers. 

Lin and Lucy sighed in unison as they noticed the exposed information about themselves. 

Ephalter was a lively place, despite its low population, with locals and explorers alike well-acquainted with one another. 

Yet, the streets were unusually deserted, and the level of suspicion and curiosity toward outsiders was high.

“The mountains can’t judge by appearance,” the worker added.

“It’s about the body. Those mountains are particularly strong in dark energy. Even a sturdy man will shrink upon entry,” the worker said, revealing a hint of underlying menace.

The shop wasn’t very large. 

One side had a few weapons, while the other side was stocked with winter gear and various goods. 

Lin approached the shelves with winter gear first. 

“Look at the dust,” Lin noted, observing the accumulation on the items.


After picking out a couple of gloves and other essentials, Lin turned to the weapons section. 

“What, buying equipment too?” The worker’s tone was dismissive.

Ignoring the sarcasm, Lin stood in front of a displayed suit of armor. 

Full plate mail made of iron, with a sun-like emblem on the chest.

“How much for this?” Lin asked.

“The armor? It’s quite expensive,” the worker replied.

“No, the emblem. How much for that?” Lin clarified.

“The emblem? Why do you care? It’s just a design on the armor,” the worker said dismissively.

“Shall we make a bet? If I take just the emblem, I’ll get it for free. If I fail, I’ll pay double for the armor,” Lin proposed.

“Try if you can,” the worker said with a shrug.

Lin retrieved a pre-prepared scroll from his belongings, ready to make his move.

The content was blank, but even an empty skill scroll had been specially enchanted with magic. 

It was a type of spell that absorbed the principles or magic circles of contacting skills to transform into a new skill scroll. 

Anyone who has played RPG games knows this concept well. 

Entered a space filled with miscellaneous items? 

Click on everything and check it out. 

You never know where hidden items might be. 

Most players have an obsession with collecting, driven by a compulsion. 

This place was just one of many where countless clicks had yielded something.

“Huh?”

The shopkeeper’s dumbfounded exclamation faded into the background as Lin held the empty scroll against the symbol. 

A faint spark began to flicker. 

The spark transferred onto the scroll, crackling and drawing a magic circle. 

It didn’t take long for the scroll to complete. 

Despite the flashy presentation, the skill itself wasn’t extraordinary.

[Common: Embrace of Warmth]

But at this moment, it was truly useful. 

It was the skill Lin had used for Lucy when they escaped from the river. 

In the game, it was just a passive skill related to survival, so it was rated as common. 

However, in real life, it was rare to find something as excellent as this. 

Though the magic was simple enough not to warrant a skill level, it could defend against all cold-related status effects with just one use. 

As the magic circle transferred, the shop inside felt a chill. 

Fearing the possibility of a change in terms, Lin quickly wrapped up the scroll and approached the shopkeeper with a fur coat and gloves.

“How much?”

The shopkeeper was not easily swayed. 

With a suspicious glare, the shopkeeper held up his fingers.

“Five gold coins.”

“…That’s outrageous. Do I really have to pay gold coins for a few miscellaneous items?”

“Six gold coins.”

“Hey.”

“Ten gold coins.”

“…You’re not good at negotiating, are you?”

“Don’t have any money?”

Lin had the money.

But paying such an amount would spread rumors immediately in this narrow, tight-knit town, attracting many who would target his pockets.

“Please, consider this. The Demon King has been causing too much trouble lately, sending everyone to war zones and leaving this place untouched. It’s a recession.”

“That’s not my concern, and I don’t have the money. Unfortunately, this transaction ends here.”

Without hesitation, the shopkeeper returned the items to their place. 

It was unclear whether THE approach would work, but Lin couldn’t afford to pay that much. 

However, as the shopkeeper blocked the exit, Lin realized that leaving through the door had become increasingly difficult recently.

“Did you really think you could just leave after showing such skills?”

“It’s a transaction, not a trick.”

“Now that I see it, you speak quite eloquently.”

“Eloquent, you say? You’re using difficult words.”

“Come to think of it, you’ve got quite a bit of muscle on your arms.”

Lin’s arms, hidden by sleeves, were quite thick even for a man. 

“Your thighs are pretty firm too. I bet you’re strong, especially in the thrusting department.”

The shopkeeper grabbed Lin’s arm and began feeling his thighs.

“Hey, shopkeeper.”

“Those thighs are really firm.”

“I don’t have a penchant for self-abuse, and I don’t have much to show for it but a round belly due to my physique. It’s not your type, so please let me go.”

“My type is someone smart like you.”

The tone of voice had changed. 

The rough voice had become smooth and seductive.

“Initially, I wanted someone strong enough to survive the bitter cold, but… I got bored eating the same thing every day. Here, a smart man is a rare delicacy. As long as you don’t have some strange disease, a minor flaw is tolerable.”

The shopkeeper’s body, once muscular and manly, gradually lost its bulk. 

“What kind of woman is your type?”

The sun-tanned skin transformed into a pale white. 

“A woman with big breasts? A woman with wide hips?”

The once firm, muscular chest slowly took on a rounder, softer curve, eventually revealing a hint of heavy, voluptuous breasts.

“What kind of play would you like with your ideal woman?”

The hips remained the same, but the waist cinched in, revealing the irresistible line of a woman.

“How about making her pregnant and then expressing your desires on her pregnant belly? Perfectly conquering and staining her beneath you? How does that sound? To reveal the true worth of the man you are, who’s been disregarded until now, known only to me?”

A sweet fragrance filled the air. 

The Succubus’s seductive skill. 

It used a sweet scent to diminish cognitive and judgment abilities, reducing a person to mere lust.

“This chest, this bottom, and if you want, this mouth and backside… they’re all yours.”

It was impossible to withstand with ordinary mental strength.

“You know, I like both above and below. Start with whichever you prefer.”

But Lin, our baggage carrier, was forcibly immune to mental attacks and debuffs due to a goddess’s influence.

“Then let’s be fair and meet in the middle.”

“Middle?”

The decision was made. A determined breakthrough.

Since the exit was blocked anyway, there was no other option.

“Lucy!”

“Lucy?”

Facing the dumbfounded Succubus, Lin lifted his upper garments. 

Inside, 

Was Lucy, emitting a red aura even fiercer than a demon.

“Uh…?”

“Hey.”

Lucy glared fiercely, her eyes glowing with intensity. 

For her, Lin withdrew his arm from the bundle.

“You nasty harpy.”

The Succubus, having approached within an inch to seduce Lin, found herself at a disadvantage.

“Lin…”

Lucy focused her magical power, twisting her body.

“What is this!!!!”

The Succubus, belatedly grasping the situation, tried to retreat in panic but,


“Mine!!!!!!!”

The swift and heavy blow of the warrior, charged with heat, was unstoppable.

Bang—!!!!

Even without limbs, a warrior was still a warrior. 

With just a single strike, the Succubus was sent flying out of her own shop, shattering the entrance.



 
  
    Chapter 11: Chase


It was truly unlucky that a blizzard started raging in the snowy mountains.

“Huff, huff…!”

“Lin, duck!”

“…!”

At Lucy’s shout, Lin immediately bent forward until his waist was level with the ground. 

With a sharp metallic sound, the wind pressure brushed past his hair. 

If he hadn’t bent down, Lin would have been cleanly sliced in half and left rolling separately in the snow.

‘This kind of scenario wasn’t in the DLC!’

It wasn’t just the succubus tightening the noose around his neck. 

Although his stamina was better than that of an average person, it wasn’t at the level of a hero, leaving him breathless. 

He had run from the Ephalter household without looking back. 

When the succubus was struck by Lucy’s blow and smashed through the door, crashing into the shop across the street, the sudden commotion attracted people and guards.

“What’s going on here?”

“Sir guard! A person suddenly flew through the wall!”

“Huh? Aren’t you the one from last night…?”

Quickly hiding Lucy inside his clothes again, Lin left the weapon shop, and everyone’s eyes focused on him. 

Lin racked his brain, meeting the gaze of the guards who had searched for him the previous night. 

It was strange. 

In the game, the succubus did lure the porter but didn’t block the door, allowing him to slip out gradually and start a game of hide-and-seek. 

From there, he would sneak out of the city without being caught by the demons and transition into the full-fledged chase mission in the middle of the snowy mountains.

But now, blocking the door, the enraged Lucy had struck the succubus, sending her flying far away. 

She had taken significant damage and still hadn’t emerged from the dust cloud. 

Lin’s mind raced. 

If caught by the guards, he would be restrained and eventually face revenge from the demons.

Alright. Lin made up his mind. 

The best strategy was always to strike first. 

Lin twisted his face, trembling and pointing as he yelled, “A demon! It’s a demon!!!”

“What?!”

“Hey, you! Do you realize the gravity of your words? If you’re just spouting nonsense… gah!”

Before the murmurs among the people subsided, the guard trying to question Lin was impaled by the succubus who appeared from behind. 

Blood splattered on the ground as the demon tore the guard’s body apart. 

Everyone froze in shock at the surreal scene.

“You… you’re not just a big-bellied traveler!”

The succubus, with bloodshot eyes, shook off the blood from her claws, glaring at Lin. 

“Who is she? To have enough power to send me flying… Is she a hidden hero?”

Lucy, concealed inside his clothes, tapped his abdomen. 

The shock snapped Lin out of his daze, allowing him to move again.

“Eek! It really is a demon! A demon! Raise the beacon!!!”

He turned around and screamed with all his might. 

At his shout, the residents of Ephalter regained their senses, screaming and fleeing.

“A demon!!”

“Raise the beacon! Light the beacon!”

“Everyone, run!”

As panic and chaos ensued, the succubus hesitated. 

She wanted to chase after the two but knew that raising the beacon would alert the capital and the hero party in less than half a day. 

If that happened, she would be pursued by the strongest human forces who had defeated the Demon King. 

She was in a dilemma: chase the pesky mice or stop the beacon.

In the midst of this, Lin caught the succubus’s attention.

“Advanced Skill: Shadow Pursuit (Lv.8)”

Lin took a scroll from his pack, tore it, and cast the skill, blending quickly into the shadows. 

However, the snow-covered streets of Ephalter left unavoidable footprints.

“Those damn rats!”

Seeing him use the skill, the succubus was convinced. 

He must be part of the hero party or their associate. 

She judged that their communication would be faster than the beacon and immediately started chasing after the footprints. 

This was how the chase began without any hide-and-seek.

“Phew! Phew!”

Lin was exhausted. 

He hadn’t even grabbed any winter gear.

Sweating profusely from running madly, he was now in one of the snowy mountains of the harsh winter range. 

He had entered the next map unprepared.

Swoosh!

“She’s coming from the left! Run to the right!”

Twisting his body to the right like a ballet dancer, another metallic sound sliced through the air, striking where he had just been. 

Without Lucy’s keen senses, he would have died several times. 

Even with an advanced skill to erase his presence, he couldn’t afford to reach into his pack for anything.

“Damn! If only Hononima were here!”

No, even if he just had his limbs properly attached, he could have handled such a low-ranking demon himself. 

But all of that was a futile assumption.

“Stop right now! If you calmly hand over the woman and your energy, I’ll spare your life!”

She sounded like she was speaking right next to him. 

Lin turned his head in panic while running and saw the succubus running towards him, staring right at him.

“You’re finally acknowledging me?”

The succubus’s long claws mercilessly pierced Lin’s shoulder. 

But even as a porter, Lin was still part of the hero party.

“Gotcha.”

Grabbing the succubus firmly with his shoulder muscles and hand, Lin reached into his pack with his other hand and pulled out a very thin glass bottle, smashing it against her claw.

Sizzle

“Kyahhhhhh!”


The glass bottle contained holy water, the finest made by the prayers of Saint Arsil. 

The holy water burned the demon’s arm, making smoke rise. 

Screaming in agony, the succubus kicked Lin, sending him flying. 

As he collided with a tree and rolled several times, he suddenly felt the ground and his back become empty.

“CILFF!”

He had been thrown to the edge of a cliff, lightly covered in snow. 

Feeling the all-too-familiar sensation of floating, Lin gritted his teeth.

—

“Ne noh-ohm!!”

The demon’s roar gradually faded into the distance. 

Lin desperately curled up to shield Lucy, who was nestled against his abdomen.

Thud!

“Ugh…!”

Unfortunately, Lin’s body did not land on the soft snow but collided with a large, black rock. 

The dull impact forced the air out of Lin’s lungs, and he doubled over in pain, tears streaming down his face.

“Where do you think you’re going? I remember the smell of your blood!”

Move, nothing has been resolved yet.

“The moment I catch you, I’ll devour and kill you in front of that grotesque wench’s eyes!”

Heat surged through his abdomen. 

Lucy was seething with anger at the succubus’s taunts. 

Though both Lucy and the succubus were shouting, Lin couldn’t hear them clearly amidst the fierce blizzard and his own agony. 

If only he had the Art of Shrinking Ground. 

Unfortunately, acquiring more than two ultimate skills beyond the top tier was difficult.

“Top Tier: Conceal Presence (Lv.Max)”

“Top Tier: Unbearable Lightness of Being (Lv.Max)”

However, he didn’t have an abundance of top or high-level skills. 

But there was no time to hold back. 

If he died here, he wouldn’t be able to heal Lucy. 

He had to fulfill at least a minimum role.

He used a scroll to erase his presence and lighten his weight to leave no footprints in the snow. 

Lin held his breath and lifted his knee.

Move. Please move, I haven’t even cleared Chapter 1 yet!

“Gah!”

“Lin!”

But as he lifted his head, he coughed up blood. 

Collapsing helplessly, Lucy pleaded with him.

“Lin, just leave me and run. If she knows I’m the hero, she’ll only focus on me.”

“I can never do that…”

“Lin!”

“I will never abandon you.”

“Why? Why on earth…?”

If you’re not here, the world will end in the first place. 

But beyond that reason, Lin didn’t want to abandon Lucy here. 

He couldn’t explain it, but an unyielding resolve dominated him. 

At some point in their journey, it was a fierce emotion that had returned to his once calm heart after so long.

“Cough! Cough!”

The coughing continued. 

The blood wouldn’t stop, flowing back up readily. 

What injury caused this stomach pain? 

His head was dizzy. His vision swayed, unable to focus. 

Lin staggered a few steps before collapsing again.

This is the limit.

‘Even so, I’ll stay by your side.’

This is the limit.

‘You can’t come closer to me than this.’

This is the limit.

‘This place, this position is your limit.’

Is this… my limit?

‘Admit and accept it.’

Even if that’s the case.

‘Even so, it’s because I cared for you.’

“If I say I’ll do it…!”

I can’t admit it.

“If I say I’ll go…!”

I promised to face you as an equal.

“I’ll make it…!”

Today was a strange day. 

While the main story progressed smoothly, the details were entirely different. 

And before the main storyline even progressed, those wretched memories that tormented his heart came flooding back. 

It was truly a strange day. 

Today, this boiling heart wouldn’t calm down.

Lin rose to his feet. 

He lifted his head and gazed ahead. 

Though his mouth was stained with blood, he didn’t mind and took a deep breath of the cold air.

“Ha…?”

Lin let out a hollow laugh as he confirmed something ahead.

“How ridiculous.”

Even Lucy was speechless at his uncharacteristic mockery. 


A dark, gaping space lay before them, a small tombstone beside its entrance marked with the symbol of a cross with a halo. 

It was the goddess’s emblem. 

This cave was the place where the elixir to heal Lucy was hidden.

“Found it.”

But this kind of absurdly convenient guidance was just like something out of a game.



 
  
    Chapter 12: Conference


The Palace Conference Room.

The palace conference room buzzed with activity. 

Leading the gathering were the Emperor and the Crown Princess, joined by high-ranking nobles and the brave warriors of the hero’s party.

“It seems the beacon was lit from the Ephalter family estate,” Linachien announced, breaking the silence. 

Normally, it would have been the Emperor who spoke first, but with her formal training as the heir in full swing, Linachien had taken the lead.

Despite her calm tone, Linachien couldn’t entirely mask her anxiety, revealing how much she still had to learn. 

“If the beacon was lit in Ephalter, it’s likely there are demons lurking in that backwater.”

“The beacon signaled the discovery of demons, and it’s been lit twice more since then. This isn’t a mistake,” another noble clarified, setting the scene. 

They had to understand the situation: demons were discovered in Ephalter, and the repeated beacon signals confirmed it.

“The Demon King is dead! The holy crown’s glow proves that!” one noble exclaimed.

“But the beacon was lit. Three times, no less. The Demon King is certainly dead, and demons still exist,” another countered. 

“And they’re in cities across our empire!”

“What should we do about this?” 

The room was filled with repetitive arguments, typical of bureaucratic debate.

“I warned that places like Ephalter are prime hiding spots for demons, and that our defense systems needed strengthening!” one noble chided.

“If demons are still alive, does that mean the Demon King might return soon?” another speculated, causing unnecessary fear.

“Send a subjugation force immediately! Just because the Demon King is dead doesn’t mean the demons vanished overnight. They are remnants that need to be eradicated,” someone proposed.

“And how do you plan to capture those brutal demons?” another question. 

The debate went in circles, with no progress made.

‘What’s the conclusion, you idiots?!’ Lucy  would have shouted if she were here. 

Naidrian wished Luci were present; as a hero, she wouldn’t tolerate such an unproductive meeting. 

She would end it swiftly with her rage and decisiveness.

“Excuse me, everyone. I think it’s better to discuss how to deal with the demons in Ephalter and our future plans,” Naidrian ventured timidly. 


His voice was too soft to be heard in the din.

Feeling embarrassed after his failed attempt to bring order, Naidrian lowered his head, catching the gazes of Linachien and Arsil. 

Arsil looked both sympathetic and bored, while Linachien wore a faint, superior smile.

“We are getting nowhere with this discussion,” Reinhold interjected, silencing the room. 

The strikingly handsome, blond-haired young man commanded attention as he stood. 

“Regardless of your opinions, without the Emperor’s and Crown Princess’s approval, they mean nothing.”

How could he be so arrogant? 

Though his tone was polite, his words were full of conceit. 

Arsil and Naidrian, along with the other nobles, were taken aback. 

Reinhold, known for his kind and gentle manner, was now openly dismissive, and it unsettled them.

“You speak out of turn, Sir Reinhold. The imperial family values the input of the talented individuals gathered here to select and implement the most reasonable plan,” Linachien corrected.

“I apologize, Your Highness. I also apologize to everyone present for my rudeness,” Reinhold responded.

It was a well-rehearsed act, Arsil thought. 

Linachien had always orchestrated scenes to make herself look good, and now Reinhold had taken the place of her former accomplice.

“Let us begin with the basics,” Linachien said, nodding to Reinhold, who retrieved an object from a waiting attendant. 

Arsil’s eyes widened as she recognized the sacred crown, which sealed the Demon King’s horn.

“How dare you bring a sacred artifact from the church without permission!” Arsil exclaimed.

“We have the Pope’s approval for its use in this meeting. Everything was done through proper channels, so please remain calm, Your Holiness,” Reinhold replied coolly. 

Arsil ground her teeth in frustration. 

The Pope had made a deal with Linachien without informing her.

Trying to regain her composure, Linachien took the sacred crown from Reinhold and held it up for all to see. “As you can see, the crown is glowing, sealing the Demon King’s dark magic. This proves that the Demon King has not resurrected.”

Not the most polished speech, Naidrian noted, silently criticizing Linachien.

“Sir Reinhold, please bring the sword,” Linachien requested.

“Yes, Your Highness,” he replied, presenting the dimmed Holy Sword, Hononima.

“Your Highness, why the sword?” a noble asked.

“Sir Reinhold and I have contemplated this situation extensively. Despite our efforts, we’ve only managed to generate various hypotheses rather than a clear cause,” Linachien explained.

“And these hypotheses are?” the noble inquired.

“As mentioned, one possibility is that the demons in Ephalter are merely remnants. If so, they must be eradicated. The hero’s party will take on this mission,” Linachien announced.

Naidrian was visibly shocked, her head snapping up, revealing her lack of forewarning. 

Arsil felt the same irritation at not being informed, but she had expected the hero’s party to be involved.

“The possibility of the Demon King still being alive or resurrected is something we can definitively deny, given that the sacred crown still glows,” Linachien continued.

Arsil and Naidrian glanced at their last hope, the mage Tigria, who remained indifferent, seemingly uninterested in the proceedings.

“However, the sword has lost its light ever since Luciena Estel’s fateful battle with the Demon King,” Linachien stated.

“Your Highness, we are discussing the presence and actions of demons. How is this symbol, which has fulfilled its purpose, relevant?” a noble challenged sharply, though he was already in Linachien’s camp.

“Demons are not born from reproduction but are created from humans consumed by dark emotions,” Linachien explained, causing a stir in the room.

The room fell silent, each person pondering the implications of her words.

The quick-witted among them couldn’t hide their shock upon realizing the hypothesis the princess was about to put forth.

“It might be hard to believe, but we must consider all possibilities.”

“Your Highness, surely not…!”

“Yes, that’s right! I, Linachien Karlun, and Morgan Reinhold propose the hypothesis that the hero, Luciana Estel, has either fallen or is falling into corruption to become the new Demon King.”

Bang!

“What nonsense is this!”

“Saintess, you are being disrespectful to the Crown Princess….”

“It’s alright, Sir Reinhold. Yes, Saintess, I understand that it’s a difficult hypothesis to accept.”

“While it’s indeed a shocking theory, there is no evidence to support it. It seems more like a contrived scenario, Your Highness.”

Arsil, whose harsh tongue rivaled that of Lucy’s, if not surpassed it, distinguished herself by knowing when and where to speak.

“Tigria! You should say something too!”

“From the moment it was presented as a hypothesis, there’s no need to counter it aggressively.”

“So, you’re saying this hypothesis makes sense?”

“It cannot be helped. It’s just a hypothesis. Even though we saw the Demon King die, the demons are still alive. This falls into the realm of assumptions and hypotheses.”

“The hero is dead. We saw it with our own eyes! How could she fall into corruption as the Demon King?”

“If you ask me, all I can give you are words pieced together from setting up the hypothesis.”

“Try to do at least that.”

Tigria shrugged his shoulders.

“The Demon King is not just a power but a concept. Theoretically, if the Demon King dies, the power should disappear and demons shouldn’t exist. Despite the holy relic that seals the horn being here, if demons haven’t vanished, it means there is a being maintaining the Demon King’s power.”

Has he matched his words too? 


Arsil began to doubt everything.

“The possibility of a demon god is extremely low. They made a pact not to intervene unless punishing their own species, like the goddess. Practically impossible. Therefore, the only possibility left is that the hero’s body has been imbued with demonic energy. Given her mental state was on the verge of collapse at the end, it’s highly probable that she defeated the Demon King and was subsequently consumed by the demonic energy, which makes sense.”

“Why do you keep pushing it onto the hero?”

“There’s no other mortal who can endure, maintain, and awaken to the power itself except the hero.”

The bitter taste in her mouth was undeniable. 

Arsil had brought Tigria in to refute the Crown Princess, but instead, he reinforced her hypothesis. 

Arsil, who was beginning to think she was more of a politician than a saint, was trying to counter by all means possible.

She was no longer the Arsil who broke through obstacles with loyalty, faith, and steadfastness. 

Arsil fiddled with a cheap pin in her pocket. 

Yes, to hell with scheming. 

It never suited her anyway. 

She would return to relying solely on her fists.

“In any case, we need to check on the demons of the Ephalter family.”

“Oh my, are you finally understanding?”

“Not understanding the hypothesis, but verifying it.”

“…Very well. I will form a subjugation squad. The High Elf Naidrian and Saintess Arsil will lead it.”

“Are you suggesting we face demons without a shield knight or mage?!”

Naidrian raised his voice for the first time. 

It was almost a scream.

“We have no choice. If the entire hero’s party participates in the subjugation, the capital will be like an empty house. If the demons attack the capital, there will be no way to defend it.”

“The same goes for the Elven Forest! Moreover, the Elven Forest is…!”

“Naidrian! Enough!”

“Arsil!”

Arsil shook her head, signaling it was useless. 

Both were conflicted. 

They had committed all sorts of wrongdoings for the greater good, but achieved nothing and now were about to be discarded.

In the end, they were about to face punishment from the goddess. 

Quite a late self-reflection for a saintess.

“You, calm down.”

The saintess told the shield knight with a detached expression.

“Excessive behavior will lead to harsher punishment.”

“What do you mean by that?”

But the shield knight shamelessly raised his chin.

“Enough. Let’s go. We’re no longer needed here. We’ll leave first, Your Highness.”

“Yes, take a good rest until the subjugation squad departs.”

They had no strength left to be angry at the sly smirk. 

Swallowing a sigh, Arsil and Naidrian turned to leave.

[I draw.]

A voice that couldn’t be heard, shouldn’t be heard, echoed through the heavens.

Kwoooom!

With a thunderous roar, the holy sword Hononima emitted a crimson golden light.

“Aaaah!”

The attendant holding the holy sword screamed and threw it, but Hononima floated in the air, shining even brighter.

[A peaceful day with this person… Please… Goddess, save him…]

That voice, somewhere between desperate and sobbing, was filled with sorrow and earnestness. 

It belonged to Lucy.

While everyone was frozen, Hononima vibrated violently, then shot up, piercing the palace ceiling. 

The crimson golden trail of light marked the holy sword’s flight briefly before disappearing.

Arsil was the first to come to her senses. 

She looked at the Crown Princess, glaring at the sky with a twisted face, and asked the mage.


“The hero has fallen into corruption?”

“Correction. The holy sword emits light reflecting the hero’s characteristics. This generation’s hero, Luciana Estel, has a crimson golden light. The light just now was also crimson golden. Therefore, the Crown Princess and the shield knight’s hypothesis is proven wrong.”

Tegria stated this impassively.

“In other words, the hero has returned.”

Their initial plan had failed.



 
  
    Chapter 13: Elixir


Lin and Lucy stepped straight into the cave. 

They wanted to cover the entrance with snow for a secure exit, but unfortunately, Lin’s condition was not good. 

His shoulder blades were punctured by the succubus’s claws, and he had fallen onto rocks from a cliff, making it painful for him to even bow. 

“Lin, are you okay?” 

Lucy, who was clinging to Lin’s abdomen, asked worriedly, but Lin could only nod and couldn’t answer properly. 

His heavy breathing indicated he was enduring the pain. 

Lucy felt sorry for Lin, who was silently moving despite the burden on his waist due to the baby sling and herself.

“It looks like an ordinary cave, but with those patterns, it’s definitely a shrine to the goddess. The pain is definitely less than it was outside,” Lin said, trying to comfort Lucy by speaking deliberately.

“So, did we find the right place?” 

“It’s just luck upon luck that brought us here.”

As befits a shrine, no monsters appeared in this map. 

Instead, there was a time attack. 

In the DLC, this space is entered while being chased by a succubus. 

The final mission of chapter one is to find the elixir and heal Lucy before the succubus arrives. 

However, this was not a game but reality. 

The situation was worsening.

First of all, it was too cold. 

They couldn’t obtain any protective gear and were driven into the snowy mountains of the harsh mountain range. 

As their bodies relaxed and the sweat from the chase cooled, the chill set in immediately. 

This chill would soon turn to coldness and make them feel freezing to their bones. 

It was disappointing that the shrine, despite its name, had no warming effect.

“Lucy, are you cold?”

“I’m fine. But what about you, Lin?”

In that case, there was no need to use the skill scroll. 

That was Lin’s thought. 

He could feel his limits. 

Every step was not easy. 

Lifting his knee and stepping forward was a simple repetitive process, but he couldn’t keep his balance and was moving as if dragging his feet.

Prepare for the worst-case scenario. 

It’s better to save items for later if he couldn’t even fight. 

Even if they were items imbued with warmth, it would be nice if Lucy could make good use of them.

The structure of the goddess’s shrine map was very simple. 

It was a puzzle map, but calling it a puzzle was an overstatement. 

Proper combat would be possible only after Lucy recovered in chapter two. 

Therefore, the shrine was a straight path leading directly to the hall with the elixir. 

However, the reason it was considered a puzzle map was because of the numerous side paths leading to hidden items along the straight path.

If you explored all these paths, you could obtain numerous skill scrolls and consumable items, but most importantly, you would find visions and texts revealing the past of the porter or Lucy. 

This, combined with the succubus time attack, added tension to the final mission of chapter one.

Even though you could clear it just by going straight, skipping items and story as a player was not an easy choice, especially if it was your first playthrough. 

But Lin was different. 

Besides, being a porter, why would he care about the porter’s past? 

He also knew Lucy’s past. 

She had cleared it. 

Therefore, Lin walked straight ahead without a second thought.

But then, 

“A treasure chest?”

Even though they were on a one-way path, there was a treasure chest placed conspicuously. 

He threw a stone at it, suspecting it might be a mimic, but it didn’t move. 

Cautiously opening it, she found a skill scroll inside.

[Judgment: The End of Selfishness]

Skill Description: Destroys the mind of a party member who cannot be forgiven. Reduces MP, energy, or divine power to 0 and prevents recovery. Mental collapse is a bonus.

Flavor Text:

“There is no other way. We must destroy this mental world.”

It was a skill he had never seen before, and the description was savage. 

Such variables no longer mattered. 

However, the moment Lin put the scroll into the porter’s bag,

“Lin?!”

“Damn…!”

A black aura enveloped them, creating an instant blackout. 

‘There’s no time for visions!’ 

Familiar landscapes flashed before his eyes, and whispers began to echo in his ears.

“Lucy?” 

Lucy looked pale, seemingly completely consumed by the vision. 

There was no choice. 

Though Lin was also placed in the vision, he could still clearly see the path in the shrine.

“Follow me, damn it! We’ll make sure no one can ignore us!”

It was noisy. 

The wish had come true in some form. 

It might be far from what you wanted.

“I am different from you. I will rise to a higher level and achieve it. When that day comes, I will personally bestow grace upon you all.”

Rather than receiving grace, it seemed more like she was going to repay a grudge. 

Her heart grew heavier.

“You know, porter, why do we even keep you around when you’re useless in combat?”

It’s all for today, this moment. 

Unfortunately, he was immune to mental attacks or status ailments. 

He didn’t know why. Lin just kept walking forward silently.

“Going that way!”

“I’ll cover!”

While swinging her sword frantically, a few monsters escaped Lucy’s attack range and approached the castle, but Naidrian quickly shot arrows to stop them.


“Spell complete. Deploying defense area.”

Tigria cast a spell, surrounding the castle with a barrier.

“Ha… Ha…! Finally…!”

Lucy took her stance with the Holy Sword. 

As the crimson-gold light began to gather on the holy sword, a unique mutant monster charged at her.

“I’ll defend!”

Thud-!

Reinhold blocked the monster’s body slam, but he was pushed back. 

As the mutant monster roared, the horde bypassed him and targeted Lucy.

“Trying to use your brain, huh!”

Arsil on the left delayed their advance with numerous punches, while Naidrian rained arrows from the right, killing them.

“Target acquired, extracting, compressing, compressing, compressing, accelerating… ignition!”

Tigria clenched her fist, causing a massive explosion among the approaching monsters. 

Her skill was beyond impressive.

Screeeech!!!

However, one managed to survive, jumping over the mutant and Reinhold and charging at Lucy.

“Damn it!”

“Tigria! One’s coming through!”

“Damn…! Target, accelerate, move, accelerate, sharpen!”

Urged by Arsil and Naidrian, who were holding their positions, Tigria quickly shot a spell, but it missed. 

Lucy, who had not yet fully gathered her strength, was contemplating whether to unleash a half-charged attack when,

“Aaaahhh!”

The porter, screaming in fear, charged at the boar-like monster with a small shield barely protecting him. 

Smack!

“Ow!”

Letting out an embarrassing scream, he was thrown aside, but it was just enough time for Lucy to fully charge.

With the accumulated power, Lucy swung the Holy Sword, sending forth a crimson-gold slash.

The sword cleaved through the unique mutants and the other trash alike in a single stroke, flying a great distance to destroy their nest.

“…I did it!”

With this, I can make up for the disgrace of hiding behind the shield last time.

The porter, unable to hide his joy, was roughly shoved by the warrior.

“Don’t do anything unnecessary!”

“But, I did it this time…!”

“Even if you’re not a combatant, you’re part of the warrior’s party. If you die foolishly, people will doubt and fear the absolute power of the warrior’s party!”

“But… I can’t just hide behind it all the time!”

Lucy knew too well.

The porter had been secretly training with a sword and shield.

But he had no talent.

Combat was not his domain at all.

“You did well.”

“Right? Even though I’m full of shortcomings, if I keep trying…”

No, don’t say it.

She ran to stop herself, but her past self passed right through her.

“Hey, porter.”

Stop it!

“If you’re a porter, act like one and carry the luggage.”

Don’t do this to Lin!

“Don’t act out and become a corpse.”

“Ah…”

A voice that stopped dead.

Shoulders slumping.

She thought it was for his own good.

Stopping him with harsh words to prevent him from getting himself killed by false hopes seemed effective.

At least, she thought so.

“Oh, my…”

Standing next to her, where she could do nothing, was Lin, unmasked.

They were watching their past selves.

“I thought I’d just be repeating memories of limbs getting cut off, but what’s this?”

“Who are you?”

“Oh, you’re sure right away that I’m not this Lin?”

“Lin doesn’t talk like that.”

“Lin doesn’t talk like this?”

Lin’s face began to smear like paint, then someone roughly crossed it out with a brush.

“You think you know Lin so well?”

“Lin is mine…!”

“You’re like a parrot, always saying the same thing.”

The painted-over figure grabbed her shoulder.

Then her hand spread like paint, melting her arm.

The other hand, too, and both legs below.

The figure, covered in paint, grabbed and pulled at her limbs.

“AAAAAAHHHHHHH~!!!!!”

Lucy screamed in the searing pain.

The tears she shed in pain were reabsorbed back into her eyes.

Paint dripped down, and limbs that never existed flailed.

“Get away!!!!”

“Oh my, you’re rejecting me? The one you wanted so much?”

“You’re not Lin!”

“Of course not. But I’m exactly what you and Lin were looking for.”

“AAAAAAHHHH!!!”

“Does it hurt? Does it hurt? Huh?”

The paint didn’t leave her alone for a second.

It kept holding and pulling her limbs, preventing her from moving.

“Are the severed limbs hurting?”

“Lin!!!”

“Even until the end, you only know yourself!”

“Help me, Lin!!!!”

The paint forced her head up.

Grabbing her face as she lay down, it made her look ahead.

“Look! See what you did to him!”

“Noooo!!”

The porter had tried.

He had tried so many things to win the favor of the other party members.

And he had bowed his head thousands of times.

Mostly, it was Lucy who made him lower his head.

“Don’t you have any sense? You were just alone with Reinhold!”

“Burned the soup while working out…? Are you really a porter?”

“Shut up. Everyone’s uncomfortable with you. Can’t you just do your job quietly?”

No matter how much she glared, she couldn’t see his expression behind the mask.

She only felt that he was getting duller.

“In a way, it’s a relief. Coming this far is a big step.”

The paint dripped all over the body.

Lucy was soaked with paint, but it felt like being burnt.

A silent scream echoed.

“Oh! Already growing bones? See? Restoring limbs is nothing to me.”

Lucy struggled to stand.

In unimaginable pain, she was painfully clear-headed.

“Restoring the body! But… even I can’t fix a dead heart.”

The paint pointed a melted finger at the porter.

“See? See? See?!”

The porter no longer raised his head.

Lucy burst into tears.

“Can you see the heart you killed?!”

“I’m sorry… I’m so sorry…”

She desperately begged for forgiveness.

Facing her sins, Lucy wept endlessly and begged.

“Nope~ No can do.”

The paint did not forgive.

“It’s too late to beg for forgiveness.”

The paint laughed maniacally.

“Luciena Estel! Open your eyes! It’s time to let him go now?”

“What?”

“You need to praise him for successfully completing his mission.”

“What are you talking about?”

Making incomprehensible remarks, the paint gradually seeped into her body.

Before the last drop entered her heart, the paint—no, Elixir—squeezed out its last bit of mercy and whispered to her.

“If you wake up now, you can hear Lin’s last words.”

“Don’t joke!”

Lucy mustered all her strength to stand up.

She pushed herself off the ground with her hands, her knees, and her feet.

Her hands and feet were as white as marble.

“My hands…”

So soft.

“My legs…”

Beautifully proportioned, supporting her sturdy pelvis with long legs.

“They’ve come back…!”

As she looked down at her body in awe, she heard a faint laugh.

“Thank goodness.”

It was Lin.

He was leaning against the cave wall, his body shredded to pieces.

Beside him lay the burnt remains of a succubus.

To be precise, what had been a succubus and a shattered holy water bottle lay beside him.

“I told you.”

“Lin?”

“I’d fix you.”

His tone and expression were calm, but the amount of blood flowing from his body was alarming.

Holding his abdomen suggested he was trying to keep his insides from spilling out.

“Unfortunately… this seems to be the end for me.”

Lucy stared at him blankly.

A chill enveloped her entire body, making her hair stand on end.

Lin, with a trembling hand, draped several layers of clothing over her.

“You’ll catch a cold…”

Lin smiled.

It wasn’t the faint, thin smile from before; for the first time, he smiled brightly and widely at her.

And that was it.

The sorrowful smile was all that decorated the life of the man called Lin.

“…You’re lying, right?”

She reached out to touch his cheek.

It was cold.

“You said you’d stay with me.”

Thud.


When Lucy’s hand touched him, he collapsed sideways.

“Ah…”

Only then did Lucy feel the full impact of Lin’s death.

“AAAAAAHHHHHH!!!!!!!”

The warrior had lost her only ally, her best comrade, her Lin.



 
  
    Chapter 14: Holy Water


The vision ceaselessly showed Lin glimpses of the past. 

Regardless of this, Lin remained undeterred, only moving forward.

“I’ll definitely come back here. I don’t know how long it will take, but I will come back. I… I hope you’ll wait for me.”

Frustratingly, the vision recreated moments that had been significant in his life—moments that were too precious to be merely mentioned. 

Times that had once made him despondent or lost were now of no help in the present. 

After all, who would be swayed by the past while struggling to move forward with a battered body?

Even Lucy, whose condition was somewhat better, stared intently at the vision, her composure suggesting a certain unease.

“It’s bleak.”

His observation was brief. 

His gaze was fixed on the path, but the background of the visions that passed by was either a monotonous gray, burning, or raining.

Seeing it all together, life seemed quite unforgiving. 

Moreover, the visions felt like a rapid procession, which Lin found unwelcoming.

“Ha.”

Finally, they reached the end of the path. 

The tedious journey was over. 

At the end of the road, floating in midair, was a glass bottle adorned with a brilliant, unmistakably luxurious sheen.

“I found it.”

The elixir, a panacea, was not the red potion commonly seen in other games. 

It was a liquid with a texture like paint, mixed with various colors. 

Surprisingly, finding it was not difficult.

Dragging his feet, Lin approached. 

His leg had been numb for some time, making it impossible to walk properly. 

As he reached for the elixir in midair, he wondered if there might be lingering aftereffects.

The brilliance of the elixir did not fade, but it did not seem to harm him in any special way.

“…Damn it.”

He sensed a presence. 

Heavy, rapid footsteps. 

The presence was approaching at an unbelievable speed, changing detail with every moment. 

Without hesitation, Lin unwrapped the bundle and set Lucy down on the ground.

Pop!

When he opened the cap, a fresh fragrance wafted from the bottle. 

The elixir, blessed by the goddess, was truly a cure-all. 

There was no time for admiration. 

Lin quickly opened Lucy’s mouth and poured the elixir in.

“Ugh! Ump…!”

Despite a slight resistance, Lucy instinctively swallowed the liquid without much trouble. 

Since the amount was small, it was all consumed without spilling around her mouth.

However, the moment she drank it, Lucy screamed.

“Ahhhhhhhhhhhhh-!!!!!”

“Cough, Lucy…!”

Lin desperately tried to hold her tight, but—

“What was that just now?”

The presence—no, the succubus—had already arrived right behind him. 

Was this a cheat? 

How could a demon enter the goddess’s sanctuary without any restrictions?

“Answer me, human!”

Unfortunate or fortunate, 

Lucy’s eyes were rolled back, and her body was stiff, arched. 

Her trembling form emitted steam, and her clothes were entirely undone, revealing a large, exposed chest.

Lin had no time to appreciate it.

This was strange. 

In the game, when you drank the elixir, there was a brief blackout, and Lucy’s limbs would be restored automatically. 

Then, you would leave the sanctuary with the restored Lucy, fight the waiting succubus, and easily crush it—that was supposed to be the end of Chapter 1.

Nothing ever went as expected. 

Why did reality have to be so curiously realistic?

Lin let out a hollow laugh.

“You’re laughing?”

“If you were in my place, wouldn’t it be funny? Nothing ever goes as planned in life.”

“I won’t be fooled by such a clumsy delay. I’ll cut off that woman’s head right now.”

“I’m the one with intact limbs.”

“I can deal with scum like you anytime. The problem is that guy who landed a hit on me…”

“This is too much.”

“This bastard is interrupting my words?”

The succubus raised her eyebrow. 

He must be underestimating her, she thought as Lin took his eyes off Lucy, reaching for the luggage.

“No matter how weak I am,”

He pulled out a scroll.

“I can still defeat a demon like you!”

Lin tore the scroll and swung his arm like a sword, cutting through the ground.

“Slash: Spatial Separation!”

As the skill’s name implied, a crack appeared between Lucy and Lin, isolating the space with the hero from the luggage and the succubus. 

Being an ultimate skill, the succubus stared at the space beyond the separation in astonishment.

“Just a little more, and it’s Chapter 1 cleared.”

With success within reach, Lin felt a surge of excitement. 

It was the first time he had been so thrilled, despite always being calm.

“Fight with full power!”

Lin drew out the scroll he had prepared and charged at the succubus.

“Vio’s: Full Power…”

“Slow.”


Scritch!

And with that, the demon’s claws slashed through his abdomen. 

Overwhelmed and outnumbered. 

Lin thought of the Chinese idiom for such a situation. 

What good were multiple ultimate skills if he didn’t have a chance to use them?

“Pathetic.”

Swish!

“Ugh!”

The claws raked across his body again. 

Blood gushed out, staining the succubus.

The demon licked the blood splattered on her face and mocked Lin.

“I’ll commend your courage. You’re more resolute than most men.”

Swish!

“…!”

“If you weren’t so fierce, I would have given you the greatest pleasure before killing you. What a pity.”

The succubus grabbed Lin’s neck and slashed him multiple times.

Lin quickly became drenched in blood and turned into a ragged mess.

Ultimately, Lucy’s words had proven true. 

For those without talent, effort could only push one so far.

“I suppose you won’t even have the strength to set up a final stand, let alone enjoy it,” he lamented, his voice heavy with despair. 

He hadn’t wanted things to end like this. 

He had imagined his final moments would be spent fighting valiantly, even if it meant taking a few blows before he fell.

“Answer me honestly, and I’ll make it quick and painless.”

Lucy wished for that. If she had to die, she hoped someone—perhaps even the hero party—would remember her.

“What is that thing?” the demoness hissed.

The reality was harsh: even the lower-level succubus couldn’t do anything to alter his fate.

Crack!

“No answer?!”

Still, he continued, “The most fascinating thing about this world…”

“What are you babbling about?”

“Here, when you drink a potion, its effects are instantaneous… It rushes through your system… circulating through your blood…”

“Have you lost your mind from blood loss?”

“No, listen closely… this is important…”

“Ha! Don’t waste time with your weak attempts at delay.”

“I… I drank the holy water earlier.”

“What?!”

He thought he could manage to make some sort of final stand. 

Crackling and sizzling sounds filled the air.

“Ahhhhhh!!!!”

The holy water in Lin’s blood was unleashing its power. 

The succubus, covered in blood and desperate, began to burn from the torturous flames.

“Damned rat!”

The succubus’s movements slowed, thanks to the holy water. 

Lin grabbed the demon’s arm and drove the last vial of holy water into her face.

Smash!

The flames roared to life. 

The sacred fire did no harm to Lin, but the succubus, engulfed in flames, writhed and screamed on the floor.

“Aaahhhhhh—!!!”

It was cold. Lin, leaning against the wall, gathered his tattered clothing. 

The space-separation effect from Lucy’s spell seemed to be fading, reconnecting the area she had severed.

The scroll-cast spell had the advantage and disadvantage of having a limited duration.

“Nno—!”

The succubus’s wails were filled with rage.

“This can’t be happening! I need to gather more energy to resurrect the Demon Lord!”

But her cries soon dwindled. 

Where the succubus had been, only a charred, female corpse remained. 

At the same time—

“My hands… my legs…”

Lucy, who had awoken from her nightmare, stood on her own two feet, gazing at her body with awe. 

Still unable to make out her surroundings clearly, she traced the new limbs that had sprouted.

“I’m relieved.”

His vision was still blurred, the world tinted red from the blood in his eyes.

“I told you, didn’t I? I’d fix it.”

Relieved that he could keep his promise, Lin took solace in that. 

It was then that Lucy recognized him and bowed her head towards him.

“Unfortunately… I suppose this is where I end.”

Lucy, still nude, barely managed to drape some clothing over her shoulders.

“I’m going to catch a cold…”

See, I did it. 

I am useful. 

I can achieve things.

With a late sense of satisfaction, Lin smiled. 

And that was the end of it.

His vision dimmed into darkness.

“Ahhhhhhhhh!!!!!!”

The hero, embracing his fallen companion, cried out. 

Despite his efforts to comfort Lin—rubbing his cheeks and smoothing his forehead—Lin remained unresponsive.

“Lin!!!!!!”

Desperately calling out, she received no answer. 

The suffocation of despair began to set in. 

She had finally recovered and was able to hold him in her arms, but now…

“Goddess, please! Please! I’ve made mistakes. I won’t be arrogant again! Please save Lin…!”

Overcoming death herself, she had once been confident there was nothing she couldn’t handle. 

Yet now, she sobbed like a child, pleading with the goddess.

“Without Lin, it’s as if I’m dead too!!!!!!”

She vented her frustration at the silent goddess, and then, realizing her own folly, frantically apologized.

“No, I’m sorry, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have gotten angry. Please, save Lin…”

She clung desperately to the non-existent hems of the goddess’s robes.

“Goddess… Goddess… Please… I’ll even give up on revenge. Just bring Lin back. If you do, we’ll go somewhere far away and live quietly, just the two of us…”

After a long period of heartfelt praying and pleading, Lucy finally opened her tightly shut eyes, but nothing had changed. 

Lin still smiled at her.

“Ugh…!”

Tears flowed from her eyes, dried from shock. 

What could she possibly do?

The goddess seemed to cruelly leave her with only enemies beneath the sky, taking only her own.

“Lin…!”

Lucy began to relinquish her dreams, one by one. 

She gave up on the dream of living alone with him, the journey they would take together, and even the revenge against the hero party. 

She relinquished becoming his lover, and the confession of love she had dared to entertain.

Finally, she surrendered the hope of saving Lin.

“Ahhhhhh—!!”

Lucy couldn’t give up.

Tears blurred her vision, and sorrow tightened around her throat. 

With everything she had left behind, Lucy pressed her lips to his. 

His rough, coarse lips only deepened her sadness.

“I am an artist,” she whispered.

If he were not here, she would ask the goddess, “Please, grant me a peaceful day with this person… Please, goddess, save him.”

The power of a hero, or any rank, was of no use now.

“He is truly… the only person I love…”

For him, she would dedicate herself.

Boom!

The world was filled with light. 

Crimson and gold illuminated the cavern. 

Amidst the thunderous roar, a massive hole was torn in the ceiling, and before her appeared the Holy Sword, Hononima.

As if entranced, she reached out and grasped it, feeling a warm energy flow into her. 

It was a familiar power, the strength she was meant to enjoy as a hero. 

With this sword and her restored body, she could return to the world, topple the empire, and punish the betrayers.

But Lucy did not do that.

She blocked the energy given by Hononima and brought the Holy Sword to Lin.

“Will you not regret this?”

A gentle voice asked her.

“You might never become a hero again.”

“I am not a hero, I am just Luciena Estel.”

By rejecting her role as a hero, Lucy allowed Lin to embrace the Holy Sword.

“And he is not a burden, he is just Lin. This Lin.”

Lucy wiped her tears away.

“That is enough.”

“I am sorry for the trial, child.”

“Goddess.”

Lucy smiled widely.

“Thank you for letting me meet Lin…”

Tears caught at the edge of her smile, falling onto Lin’s cheek, as the light of the Holy Sword enveloped him. 

A warm, comforting energy seeped into Lin. 

His once stiffened and lifeless body began to relax, and the rigid smile on his face softened into a gentle curve.

As his life returned, the Holy Sword’s light began to dim. 

When Lin blinked his eyes open, the Holy Sword faded away, dissolving into a burst of light.

“Lucy?”

“Lin!”

Hearing his call, the hero embraced him.

“What happened?”

“It’s a miracle! The goddess saved you!”

The once cynical woman was now more grateful than ever.

“You saved me.”

“No, it wasn’t me, it was the goddess…”

“It’s thanks to you praying for me.”

In his warm gaze, the girl bit her lip gently. 

She had to convey her feelings before they melted away into sweetness. 

She couldn’t afford to lose him now.

“Lin, I… I love you…!”

“Indeed, you are my greatest companion.”

Ah.

The girl stiffened.

She suddenly remembered what she had begged to sacrifice to revive him, and the things she had done to him. 

The label that had always tormented her resurfaced.

“…Yes, of course!”

She smiled, hiding the chill of her heart.

Let’s thank the goddess.


The goddess who returned him to her.

“My only ally, my greatest companion…”

Yet,

“My… Lin…”

She couldn’t stop the tears of self-reproach that still marred her feelings.



 
  
    Chapter 15: Discovery


“Is this really the shrine of the goddess…?”

It was a simple, rugged cave. 

Arsil felt more unease than awe as a holy woman when she saw the goddess’s emblem carved at the cave’s entrance, which was a straightforward, one-way structure.

Her unease was compounded by Naidrian, who had found the cave using tracking skills. 

The two instinctively knew that Lucy and Lin had been here.

“We’ve found it.”

Tigria, who had been casting detection magic, discovered signs of a fight between Lin and a succubus. 

Despite a day having passed, Lin’s blood formed a dark red puddle, the charred corpse of the succubus lay nearby, and shards of broken glass crushed underfoot.

“It appears to be from a vial of holy water.”

“I know.”

Because she had made it herself. 

Prayed to the goddess and blessed it to create the holy water. 

As far as Arsil knew, only one person in this world had holy water. 

The porter. 

Holy water wasn’t something that could be mass-produced like in a factory; only a saintess could create it with the goddess’s blessing, and it remained effective only as long as the current saintess was alive. 

She had spent a whole week making three vials of holy water, which she had entrusted to the party’s porter as a precaution.

“It seems to be a lower demon. The corpse remains…”

“The power: the demonic energy hasn’t dissipated.”

“Impossible…”

The mage spoke calmly, the holy woman bit her lip, and the elf swallowed hard. 

The harsh reality they didn’t want to face had revealed itself in the worst form. 

The hero was alive and had regained his strength. 

And the demons? 

They still existed, presumably hiding all over the empire.

“I’ll report this to the royal family.”

Arsil wanted to stop Tigria’s matter-of-fact attitude from reporting. 

She had no concrete evidence, but she felt she had to. 

But she knew Tigria wouldn’t listen. 

Arsil and Naidrian sighed simultaneously. 

They had specifically requested Tigria for the subjugation squad. 

Regular soldiers would panic and spread rumors if they encountered demons and were less than useless as meat shields. 

Encountering the hero and the porter could reveal what happened on the day of the Demon King’s subjugation, so Arsil had left the church soldiers in the capital and secured the mage’s cooperation. 

But the emotionless mage wasn’t proving very helpful.

“This blood is the porter’s. However, apart from this demon, no other corpses can be detected. Therefore, the porter, though severely injured, managed to defeat the demon and escape with Lucy.”

“A mere porter defeating a demon? It must have been the hero.”

Tigria shook her head.

“If it were the hero, she would have obliterated it with the holy sword or torn it apart with her hands.”

“The hero has no arms.”

We tore them off ourselves. 

She swallowed the unsettling afterthought.

“By the way, how do you know it’s the porter’s blood?”

“I regularly analyzed and checked the blood information of all party members for emergencies and health management. Comparing this blood with the accumulated data confirms it is Lin’s.”

“I don’t recall providing you with my blood.”

Tigria shrugged at Naidrian’s suspicious glance.

“We often bled during battles.”

Relieved it wasn’t directly drawn from her body, Naidrian felt somewhat reassured.

“I didn’t want to know, but since everything is confirmed, let’s withdraw.”

Subjugation leader Arsil ordered a retreat, but Tigria continued to stare at the blood puddle with thinly veiled interest.

“I’m very curious.”

“About what?”

“Why does Lin go to such lengths to save and protect the hero?”

On the way out of the goddess’s shrine, the mage couldn’t hide her excitement and kept chattering.

“Even on the day he ran from us, there was little a non-combatant like him could do.”

“That guy hid the ultimate skill scroll, Teleportation Art. I thought it was just a legend.”

“The ultimate skill scroll isn’t important. What matters is that he decided to oppose us and save the hero. It’s fascinating that Lin, who struggled to protect himself in battle, had the courage and motivation to act.”

“You’ve piqued my curiosity as well.”

Arsil’s rebuttal and Naidrian’s agreement with her curiosity made Tigria unusually smug. 

She knew others might not notice, but she was very excited and said something she wouldn’t normally say.

“It’s love.”

“What?”

“Lin’s actions can only be explained by love for the hero.”

“Oh my, hearing the word ‘love’ from you, Tigria!”

“…”

As her hypothesis was immediately dismissed, Tigria fell silent. 

Love. 

It had to be pure love. 

Confiding in others was risky. 

The mage decided to keep silent again.

“So, who is Lin?”

Arsil’s question left Tigria dumbfounded. 

Who is Lin? 

“You mean the porter, right?”

“That’s what I understood too.”

When Tigria collected the blood samples from the hero’s party, the only one obtained differently was the porter. 

Because of his passive role in battles, getting Lin’s sample on the battlefield was difficult. 

So she had directly asked him, but Lin had initially refused.

“It’s for emergencies and health management.”

“Sorry, but I’m not comfortable with others looking after me.”

“Neither am I.”


To Tigria, Lin was somewhat unusual. 

Their attitudes toward others were completely different, yet there was a subtle similarity. 

It was the first time Tigria had felt a sense of closeness.

“People who’ve known even a bit about me have tried to exploit it.”

“Then I’ll give you my secret in exchange for your blood. But you must keep it to yourself.”

“…”

Without waiting for an answer, Tigria shared her secret. 

Lin had been flustered and covered her mouth.

“Does anyone else know?”

“Only you.”

For some reason, knowing Lin was the only one aware of her secret made her feel good.

“It’s too big a secret to give just for blood.”

“I think so too.”

“You told me without even asking.”

“Whether this deal ends here or continues is up to you.”

“Fine.”

After some contemplation, Lin had to share two secrets to balance the deal.

“My name is Lin.”

“Not very valuable information.”

“I grew up in the same village as the holy woman.”

“That could interest some people.”

The deal was concluded. 

Compared to Tigria’s grand secret, Lin’s information felt trivial. 

Lin also knew Tigria wouldn’t talk about it unnecessarily, which is why he revealed it, though not completely honestly.

“Lin.”

“Yes.”

“Were you close with the holy woman?”

“… We were acquainted.”

“If you tell her, the party’s attitude toward you will improve.”

“No, absolutely not.”

“Understood.”

It was strange. 

Unlike Tigria, who remained indifferent, the other party members treated the porter harshly. 

He had said he didn’t want better treatment, so there was no need to interfere. 

But Tigria questioned again soon after.

“Who else knows your secret?”

“Some, but not many.”

That’s a bit annoying.

Since then, Tigria had started calling the porter by his name when they were alone, though it didn’t mean she paid more attention to him.

“Hey, Tigria!”

This time it was different.

“Who is Lin…?”

“He’s the porter. I found out by chance. Hope this answers your question.”

“…You speak so rudely.”

If his actions were solely driven by love, Lin was enough to capture all of Tigria’s interest.

Fascinating. 

The emergence of a new subject of observation, besides the Reinhold, excited Tigria.

“Sigh, we confirmed the demon’s existence, but the hero’s revival is still just a suspicion.”

“The holy sword pierced the royal palace’s ceiling. The cave’s ceiling was also pierced.”

“Still, we need to see it ourselves…”

Annoyed by the two interrupting her thoughts, Tigria shoved Naidrian aside and led the way to the destination she had found with detection magic.

Finally arriving, Arsil and Naidrian were left speechless.

“This… damn it…!”

It was a clearing, forcibly created by pressing the mountain ground. 


It wasn’t vast, but the surrounding trees were uprooted and scattered, the ground deeply dug up. 

This was the mark left whenever Lucy used her tremendous strength to leap with all her might.

“I told you in the palace.”

Tigria, with irritation, declared again.

“The hero has returned.”



 
  
    Chapter 16: Fan Service


[A Reckoning: The End of Selfishness]

Skill Description: Shatters the mental state of an unforgivable party member. 

Reduces their magic, vitality, or holy power to zero and makes it impossible for them to recover. 

Mental collapse is a given.

Flavor Text:

“There’s no way. I have to break this world apart.”



What kind of skill is this?

At the time, there had been no time to scrutinize it as they were being chased by a succubus, but now that there was a moment to breathe, it was clear that this was no ordinary ultimate skill.

Moreover, the flavor text suggested that the skill had been crafted by the mage Tigria, judging by the tone. 

Lin was poring over the skill scroll, trying to decipher the goddess’s intent.

Incidentally, even though Lin had reincarnated into a game world, he couldn’t summon a status window or any cool, useful UI. 

He had tried more than a dozen times after awakening to his past life, but to no avail. 

Instead, as befitted a porter, he possessed the unique ability to view item descriptions. 

Thanks to this, he could recall forgotten skill effects and histories, but this skill, 

Reckoning: The End of Selfishness, was the first to include flavor text.

The skill scroll had been found in the goddess’s sanctuary, so it was bound to be useful later on. 

But if the description was accurate, it ominously predicted the need to shatter a party member’s mind in the future.

Lin found the idea unsettling, but as he mulled it over, he realized it wasn’t entirely unreasonable. 

Lucy had recovered, but she had been betrayed and dismembered by the hero’s party.

Lucy, who had clung to Lin to survive, had been driven by obsession and a desire for revenge.

“If I recover, should I destroy the empire?” she had mused.

But then Lucy had shaken her head.

“I ended up like this because of thoughts like that.”

Lin had been moved by her reflection.

“Instead, I should skewer those bastards and hang their heads. Leave their limbs intact.”

Despite the grim punishment plans, Lin had kept his composure.

If she was to face the final boss, reuniting with the hero’s party was inevitable. 

Even if Lin suggested it, Lucy was likely to refuse. 

He might need to use this skill to soothe her, and the thought made Lin sigh.

“Haah.”

“Lin, are you feeling unwell?” Lucy, who was nestled against him, looked up at him upon hearing his sigh.

“No.”

“Then why are you sighing? Is it because of me?”

“No, it’s not that.”

“Then why?”

Ironically, having recovered her limbs, Lucy’s obsession and dependence on Lin had intensified. 

Upon regaining consciousness after drinking the elixir, the first thing she saw was Lin’s lifeless body. 

Since then, she had clung to him constantly.

“Lin… Lin…!”

On the first night they slept apart, Lucy, now with a complete body, was tormented by new nightmares. 

She couldn’t even scream, whispering his name in a strangled voice. 

By the time Lin, deeply asleep due to his physical state, woke up and roused her, she clung to his neck and wept.

“Lin!”

“Lucy, what’s wrong? Another nightmare?”

“You were dead… You told me to live well and then you died… No matter what I did to save you, you wouldn’t wake up. What do I do? What do I do? What do I do? Without you, I’m…!”

“Lucy, I’m right here. I’m alive and well.”

She reached out to touch his face.

“Really?”

“Yes, you prayed to the goddess and saved me.”

“Oh…”

Clinging to him tightly, Lucy whispered, “Don’t leave me. Always stay where I can feel you.”

“Uh, Lucy, your body is fine now, so that’s a bit…”

“Lin.”

Her voice dropped, heavy and menacing.

“If you ever disappear from my side, I’ll tear this world apart to find you and bring you back.”

“…Okay.”

“Can I hear your heartbeat?”

“Well…”

“Please?”

Despite threatening to tear the world apart, she looked at him pleadingly. 

Reluctantly, Lin nodded, and Lucy buried her face in his chest, smiling brightly.

“Lin… my only ally, my best companion, my Lin.”

Since then, except for when absolutely necessary, Lin was forced to stay close to Lucy. 

He couldn’t even think alone without her constantly watching his every move.

Lucy wanted to know and share all of his thoughts.

“I think we should head to the city soon.”

“I don’t want to. There are too many people.”

Given their current situation, her reasoning was sound. 

But they had another issue.

“We need to figure out where we are.”

In a panic after experiencing Lin’s death and resurrection, Lucy had used her immense strength to carry him away to their current location. 

It was a densely forested area with a nearby stream, still partially covered in ice and snow. 

They knew they were far from Epaltair, but nothing more.

“I hate cities.”

“Why? Because of the people?”

“…Because there are other women.”

Lucy muttered, looking away.

“Lin is mine, and I don’t want other women approaching you.”

“No, no one’s going to approach me.”


“You don’t understand, Lin!”

Lin had no idea what she saw that made her insecure. 

He wasn’t a playboy, nor did he have the looks or personality for it. 

And he wasn’t Lucy’s property, despite her constant claims. 

Her unfounded possessiveness was becoming a headache.

How was he supposed to deal with her obsession and dependency?

“Lucy, there’s a major problem.”

“No, there isn’t. Everything is fine as long as you’re with me, and I’m with you. No problem at all.”

“No, listen to me.”

“I won’t listen unless it’s a love confession.”

“It’s not that.”

“Then I won’t listen.”

She turned her head away, but he could see her stealing glances at him. 

Lin sighed, knowing he was trapped.

“I love you.”

As a comrade.

“I love you too, Lin.”

She burrowed into his arms, pressing her ear to his chest.

“Can I talk now?”

“Yes, I’m listening.”

Lucy was listening to his heartbeat, not really paying attention to his words.

“Um, it’s a bit awkward to say this, but…”

“Anything is fine as long as it’s not a breakup.”

That’s a problem. 

He would have to say it eventually.

“Lucy.”

“Yes?”

“Why aren’t you wearing underwear?”

Lucy blinked her wide eyes.

“I haven’t worn any since my limbs were cut off.”

“Things are different now.”

“But I carried my underwear with me. I haven’t had any spare since we fell off the cliff. The ones I was wearing burned up when I drank the elixir.”

According to the official setting of Arrogant Saga, drinking an elixir causes a rapid rise in body temperature, burning away one’s clothes. 

It was just a buildup for Lucy’s nude CG.

In the heart of the scene, the meticulous care poured into the depiction of Lucy’s fully restored, naked body was palpable. 

The CG, a testament to the detail, highlighted the areas where the party members had torn and cut her, marked by white, delicate stretch marks like seams.

“And I wash every day, and Lin’s clothes are bigger, so they’re comfortable, right?”

“That’s quite fortunate. If you’re comfortable, there’s no need to cling to me all the time, right?”

“Absolutely not.”

Lin had long since given up hoping for consent. 

During their travels together, Lucy had rarely heard a positive word from Lin. 

This had been true both before and after her betrayal. 

It was perhaps the only thing that had remained unchanged.

“If Lucy, a grown lady and an aristocrat, were to cling to a strange man, what would people say?”

“Lin isn’t just a stranger. He’s the best companion. And who would say anything?”

“Well, for one, I’m saying it right now.”

Lin’s mouth tasted bitter, as if bile were rising. 

“Whether before or after saving the world, you’re still an aristocrat, so you’ll eventually get married.”

“…That’s true.”

At the mention of marriage, Lucy’s expression grew serious. 

It seemed that, despite her fixation and dependency, the significance of human relationships kept her grounded.

“It’s a bit awkward to say this myself…”

“If Lin says it, then it’s okay except for breaking up.”

“…Anyway, I heard that a bra supports and shapes the breasts so they don’t sag. Is that right?”

“Who told you that?”

“Hmm?”

“Who told Lin about that?”

Oh dear, it seemed I was getting judgmental looks just by bringing up words like underwear and breast shape with my plain face. 

Thankfully, Lucy’s sharpness wasn’t due to that reason.

“Is it a woman? It must be a woman, right?”

I picked it up through hearsay. 

Rather than talking to someone, I overheard it while they were discussing it among themselves.

“…Yeah.”

“I see.”

Lucy leaned her ear against Lin’s chest and briefly closed her eyes before opening them.

“Hmm, it doesn’t sound like a lie.”

Lin had never lied, so how could Lucy discern the sound of a lying heart? 

Lin was curious about what such a sound might be like.

“I want to get married.”

“Yes, Lucy will eventually get married, too.”

It was unusual for Lucy to stick to the main topic. 

Seizing the opportunity, Lin took a deep breath and spoke calmly.

“But men don’t like sagging breasts.”

“What?”

“No matter how big the breasts are, if they’re sagging, the moment a man sees them, his interest will cool.”

“No matter how big?”

“Exactly.”

“Even if they’re as big as a watermelon?”

“That’s just a sagging watermelon.”

Was this really a high-level conversation in a hero party? 

Lin felt a pang of self-loathing. 

It seemed ridiculous to be concerned with buying underwear for a hero.

On the other hand, Lucy was serious.

“Sagging breasts aren’t desirable…”

Since it came up, let’s clarify: Lucy’s breasts were quite large. 

Within the party, Arsil had a slight edge, but the sensual curves hidden under her armor, especially now that she wasn’t wearing any underwear, were impressively prominent.

But what did it matter? 

No matter how large they were, if they sagged, it was undesirable.

Lucy’s mind began to work.

1. Lucy would inevitably marry Lin in the future.

2. Lucy had considerable confidence and size in her body, including her breasts and hips.

3. However, Lin said that no matter how big the breasts, if they sagged, his interest would cool.

4. Not wearing a bra increases the likelihood of the breasts sagging in the future.

5. Sagging breasts would not be loved by Lin.

6. She needed to buy and start wearing a bra immediately.

So engrossed in her thoughts, Lucy remained seated in a fixed position until Lin finished cleaning up the campsite and was ready to move. 

With her own self-derived logic and conclusions, Lucy gathered her strength and looked around.

To buy underwear, she needed to go to the city.

It wasn’t in sight.

Let’s try squinting more.

Let’s try hard enough to see the talons of that bird flying over there.

Still not visible.

Let’s try harder, enough to see the antennae of the bug stuck in the tree.

Then,

“I found it.”

A smile spread across Lucy’s lips.

“Lin!”

“Yes, yes.”

Expecting a hug as usual, Lin opened his arms. After a warm embrace, he’d follow her without a word. 

But this time was different.

“Hm?”

Lucy wrapped one arm around Lin’s torso and tucked him under her side.

“Lucy?”

“I found the city, Lin.”

“That’s great. We can move right away. Can you put me down?”

“About five times? If you jump, I think we’ll get close.”

“…??”

That wouldn’t work. 

Even a single leap had the destructive power to obliterate everything around. 

And the impact wasn’t just on the ground but also on Lin’s body, which Lucy was carrying. 

The explosive force and turbulence from the air, combined with the shock upon landing, were too much for a mere porter like Lin.

And five times?

“L-Lucy, that’s too hasty…”

“You said you didn’t like sagging breasts.”

“I just meant you should wear a bra…”

“No matter how big they are, you said you didn’t like sagging breasts.”

“Lucy, the concept of sagging applies only if they’re large enough.”

“In the end, it means you don’t like sagging!”

Boom—!!

With one powerful takeoff, the previously harmonious landscape and thin ice were torn apart. 


The cracks widened into streams, instantly dirtying the surroundings with dust and muddy water. 

As the resting place that had seen its first true rest after the demon king’s defeat began to crumble into a point, Lucy shouted with determined resolve.

“Lin! I will strive to become a woman who is loved!”

Before that, couldn’t she become a woman who listens to others? 

Lin squeezed his eyes shut.



 
  
    Chapter 17: Sneaking In


As Lin cleared the first chapter and moved on to the second, he found himself instantly transported to the city with just a few lines of dialogue. 

He wondered if, back then, he had also traveled through Lucy’s leaps five times.

No, he thought. Although their affinity was high within the system, Lucy must have traveled normally, either walking or riding a carriage, since she was in a stable condition.

More importantly, “Ugh!”

“Lin, are you okay?” Lucy asked.

Unlike the game, where the porter didn’t suffer from nausea, Lin found himself retching after the journey.

“Should I pat your back?” Lucy offered.

“No, no… if you did that, I might spill my guts,” Lin thought. 

Despite Lucy’s incredible strength, which had only increased since regaining her limbs, she wasn’t a hero because she was chosen by the holy sword.

Rather, she was strong enough to be chosen by the holy sword in the first place, which selected its bearer based on their beliefs and values rather than physical prowess.

Yet, Lucy was considered the strongest hero among them all. 

She had accomplished the unprecedented feat of defeating the Demon King, making her not only powerful but also infamous for her eccentric behavior.

But who would have guessed? 

The hero, known for her might and status, had set aside her holy sword for just one person. 

Even Lin didn’t know this yet, though he might faint from shock if he did. 

For now, Lucy was no longer a hero; she was just a girl chasing after her unrequited love.

Unable to bear the dizziness, Lin collapsed far from the city. 

Normally, he would have pushed through the exhaustion, but covering a month’s journey on foot in just half a day with five leaps meant he could afford to rest. 

Lucy gently laid Lin’s head on her lap, stroking his hair.

“We need to move…” Lin muttered before falling asleep, overwhelmed by dizziness and a pounding headache.

Lucy tenderly wiped the sweat from his forehead with a cloth, her face radiating satisfaction. 

Not long ago, she had clung to Lin wrapped in a bundle, but now she cradled him with her newly restored limbs.

“Ugh… huff…!” She bit her finger, trying to contain her pleasure. 

Lin’s touch on her newly formed body made her feel hot all over.

“Haa… haa…” 

She wanted to kiss his lips and forehead right away, finding his closed eyelids incredibly cute. 

Struggling to suppress her desires, Lucy pulled out a strand of her vivid red hair. 

Infusing it with magic, it glowed even brighter, extending to Lin’s pinky finger as a thin red thread.

“Fufu,” she chuckled.

From the day she regained her body, Lucy had woven the red thread while Lin slept. 

At first, she feared he would wake up, but he had developed a habit of sleeping deeply since his revival.

Today, she wove the thread again, knowing it would not break easily. 

No matter how far apart they were, she could always find him. 

If the thread broke, it meant Lin was in grave danger. 

It was the best way to keep him under her protection.

The red thread of fate, an ancient legend told by Arsil. 

Though she hated the saint, Lucy believed in the legend. 

She was convinced that this red thread would eventually lead to their marriage and family.

Lucy didn’t worry about competition. 

Despite her past misdeeds, she planned to heal Lin’s wounds and win his heart slowly. 

She had plenty of time, now that the holy sword had vanished, and she was no longer a hero. 

If Lin wished, she would accompany him to battle demons, but her primary focus was finding a place for just the two of them.

“My only ally, my best companion, my Lin,” she murmured.

Even though they had plenty of time, she had no intention of wasting a single moment.

Surprisingly, Lin woke up earlier than expected, meeting Lucy’s blushing face with a slight smile.

“…Lin, can I eat you?” she asked.

“No,” he replied firmly.

Living closely together, Lin had noticed Lucy’s peculiar habit of puckering her lips as if to kiss the air. 

Despite his warnings, she continued to do it, even asking if she could eat him, making it hard to tell if she was naive or just teasing him.

“Is your headache better, Lin?”

“Yes, thanks to you. Your lap pillow helped a lot, Lucy.”

“I’ll do it anytime you want.”

“I’ll let you know when I need it.”

“No, I want to do it whenever I feel like it.”

“You’re really free-spirited, Lucy.”

“Not at all,” she replied with a bashful smile, hugging his arm tightly.

“I can’t live without you, Lin.”

Without any argument, Lin patted her head as if soothing a temperamental cat. 

Then he asked, “How do we enter the city?”

“We have nothing to worry about. We just walk in,” Lucy grumbled, though reality was different. 

They had to avoid detection, revealing their route was out of the question. 

Being caught by the hero party would force them into an immediate confrontation, skipping crucial bonding events, item collection, and power enhancements specific to Lucy’s events.

They couldn’t hide Lucy in a bundle as they did with Ephalter. 

Nor could they attempt a direct approach; Lucy’s distinctive red hair was too recognizable.

There was only one option, though Lin dreaded it. He and Lucy, hooded, stood at the end of the inspection line at the city’s gate. 

Waltercrua, a bustling trade city governed by guilds rather than the empire, had strict inspections.

As Lin looked around, his eyes fell on a man eating rice balls by the bushes.

Despite his scruffy appearance, he scrutinized the inspection line keenly.

“Lin?” 

Lucy called out, but Lin ignored her, stepping out of line to approach the man.

“Actually…”

His tongue twisted. “Sassoon…”

He stammered, prompting the man to scowl and throw down his rice ball. 

Lin steadied himself and finally managed, “I’ve been waiting for someone like you.”

Lucy was shocked. “Huh?”

The man replied, “Honestly, so have I.”

“Really?” Lin felt like vomiting.

“Kidding,” the man said, looking equally uncomfortable. 

“Damn, you know the code. So the boss was right.”


“Boss?”

“Yeah, the only person who knows this code.”

Feeling queasy from the cheesy password, Lin maintained a serious demeanor.

“We’re lucky. The boss returned recently.”

“I’d like to go now if possible.”

“Follow me,” the man instructed, walking briskly.


Lin hurried after him, but not before grabbing Lucy’s arm. 

“Lucy, come on.”

“Lin…” Lucy whimpered. 

“Do you like men?”

Lin closed his eyes in exasperation for the second time that day.



 
  
    Chapter 18: Getting In


The man was none other than a member of the Thieves’ Guild.

Chapter 2 takes place in the commercial city of Waltercrua, a city governed by a coalition of various guilds, as mentioned earlier. One of the pillars of this coalition was the Thieves’ Guild.

To properly progress through the story in Chapter 2, one had to talk to all the NPCs at the entrance of Waltercrua to find a member of the Thieves’ Guild. 

This was due to the game’s poor design. 

Approaching the guards at the city gates would only result in being told to wait in line, and the only hint was a suspicious-looking Thieves’ Guild NPC hidden in the bushes. 

In his previous life as Lee, Lin had wasted an hour figuring this out and knew this was the only way to enter Waltercrua.

Even though he tried to find alternative solutions, he eventually gave up and complied. 

Given his usual complaints about the game’s lack of detail, he couldn’t argue with the original progression. 

And to be clear, the details of Chapter 2 had already changed. 

The code Lin mentioned to the man earlier didn’t exist in the game. 

Cooperation had to be bought with a significant amount of money or negotiated with valuable items. 

Of course, if the last party member had been chosen as a rogue and DLC Chapter 1 had been successfully cleared, things might have been different. 

But in his previous life, Lee only played as a porter, so he wouldn’t know. 

Besides, the role of the rogue was to sacrifice himself in Lucy’s betrayal and rescue, making it doubtful he would have made it this far.

“Stop, stop!”

As they followed the man into the underground sewers on the outskirts of Waltercrua, a girl dressed as an adventurer blocked their path.

“The Saint?”

“She’s a bitch.”

“Who are you?”

“I’m Zeol, the outer informant. You already know my face, so why so stiff?”

The girl asked, and the man answered. Lucy whispered to Lin in an impressed voice.

“I really like the password.”

Lin just laughed, though he had his reasons. 

When Zeol grumbled, the girl scowled at him.

“A thief talking like that, hiding your identity and face is our daily routine.”

“Yeah, yeah, should I pin a medal on our informant, huh? Special combat recruit, indeed.”

“Zeol!”

“Informant, stop blabbing my name around. These guys will remember it.”

“Who are they?”

The girl ignored Zeol’s protest and gestured toward Lucy and Lin.

Zeol bristled but didn’t want to endure the sewer stench any longer.

“The ones with the password.”

“Really?! Two of them?”

“No, just the man.”

“Oh right, the boss isn’t bisexual.”

“Don’t say that in front of the boss.”

“What’s the big deal? People talk trash when he’s not around.”

She didn’t back down. Zeol, a veteran, didn’t like the special recruit girl. 

And even less, the sewers.

“This is where I leave you. Follow the informant from here.”

Without waiting for a response, Zeol turned and left. 

Worst welcome ever. 

Should I tell the boss? 

No, better not meddle.

“This way, please.”

The girl, called the informant, at least used polite language.

“You smell.”

This time, Lucy was rude. 

Not an unwarranted comment, as the girl had smudges of grime and the sewer stench was overwhelming.

“I can’t help it. I’m more of a cleaner than a guide.”

“Cleaner?”

Lin asked, and the girl sighed.

“The sewers are infested with all sorts of creatures. If left unchecked, they’d crawl into Waltercrua and cause chaos. The guards don’t want to come down here because of the smell, so someone has to stay and clean up regularly.”

“That sounds tough.”

“Well…”

The girl, usually met with sarcasm, had a complex expression. Lucy didn’t like it.

“Just lead the way. The smell is giving me a headache.”

“I’m sorry, but this is the fastest I can go. Because…”

Suddenly, the girl flicked her hand toward Lucy.

In the blink of an eye, a thrown weapon pierced a bat behind Lucy.

Thwack!

The monster bat burst, spraying blood on Lucy.

“I have to keep watch unseen, so this is the limit.”

Though leading the way, the girl’s arms and hands moved constantly. 

If one listened closely, the sounds of impalement and tearing flesh could be heard.

“Oh, really?”

Lucy wouldn’t back down. 

She casually grabbed and threw a bat she had caught at the girl.

“Ugh?!”

Though it looked like a careless throw, Lucy had timed it perfectly, aiming for a moment when the girl was attacking other monsters. 

The startled girl tried to step back, but Lucy’s hand slashed through the bat.

Slice!

Why does a hand chop make such a sound? 

The bat, cut cleanly, fell to the ground and split in two, oozing blood.

“If you did it like me, your clothes wouldn’t get dirty, and the smell wouldn’t be so bad.”

The girl, staring blankly at the bat, smiled.

“Then you do it.”

“What?”

“Lucy, don’t!”


“Are you siding with her?”

“I’m not siding with anyone. Lucy, you started it.”

“She splattered blood on me first!”

“You provoked her first.”

In the past, he wouldn’t have dared speak to her like this. 

But he had to stop her from causing unnecessary conflict.

“Why are you siding with her?”

Lucy felt deeply hurt.

“You’re my only ally.”

You know I already belong to you.

“My best companion.”

You know I’ll ultimately listen to you.

“You’re my…”

“I’m sorry.”

Surprisingly, the girl bowed her head. 

But Lucy felt a chill in her chest. 

Her instincts told her the girl had apologized on purpose.

“I was lacking in handling important guests.”

“You don’t need to go that far.”

“Please don’t tell the boss!”

“Alright, I won’t. Just lift your head.”

“Really?”

Lifting her waist, she smiled brightly, having achieved what she wanted. 

Lucy found that sight utterly repulsive. 

Judging by her ability to argue with the  man named Zeol, this person wasn’t one to bow without gaining something in return. 

Above all, the fact that she was a ‘woman’ was what irritated Lucy the most. 

The only woman who should be able to walk and talk alongside Lin was herself.

Lin was not oblivious to Lucy’s inner thoughts. 

If Lucy continued this way, the journey ahead would be far from smooth. 

Her obsession and dependency had surpassed the limit. 

As Lin pondered how to resolve this, the informant whispered a tip to him.

“If you push her away too much, it’ll backfire.”

Before Lucy could say anything, Lin took the lead. 

Come to think of it, was there such a character in the Thieves Guild DLC? 

There wasn’t enough time to recall. 

He needed to calm Lucy down immediately.

“Lucy.”

“……”

Too late. She was sulking, big time.

“Want to hold hands?”

“……”

“It’s so dark around here that it seems like a good idea.”

Though she kept her mouth shut, she glanced at his hand out of the corner of her eye. 

The advice was from a suspicious thief known as the informant, but it was true that Lin had been keeping too much distance recently. 

Since his recovery, he had been more distant than ever, so it was understandable that Lucy’s obsession had intensified. 

Gathering his courage, he extended his hand to her.

“I want to hold it.”

It was a very cautious and significant action for him. 

Saying he wanted to hold her hand—how excessive of him. 

Saying this to a girl, especially as the hero leading the party, seemed unlikely to work…

Squeeze.

It worked.

“Don’t wash tonight. I want to sleep while smelling you.”

It was incredibly effective!

“Earlier, Lucy was too excited, so I scolded you. I’m sorry.”

“It’s not Lin’s fault.”

It was all that person’s fault. 

Still, Lin had asked to hold hands first, which melted Lucy’s sorrow like snow. 

On the other hand, Lin felt awkward. 

Despite her obsession and dependency, was it right to be this close with a girl, especially one leading the hero’s party? 

If Lucy overcame her obsession and dependency later, wouldn’t she be embarrassed by these actions? 

This concern had kept Lin distant.

During the journey to defeat the Demon King, the hero’s party openly avoided contact with him.

“We’ve arrived!”

At the door, darkened with age, the girl knocked in a specific pattern.

“It’s directly connected to the guild house. You’ll be guided to the leader as soon as you enter.”

“Thank you.”

“Don’t mention it.”

The girl winked playfully and added a word.

“Please tell me your review later, okay?”

“Review?”

“It’s the price for bowing my head first.”

Of course. 

Even that apology was calculated. 

Lin couldn’t hide his displeasure at the girl who explicitly mentioned the review.

“Oh, it seems there are no sentinels inside. How strange~? In that case, I’ll let you in right away.”

The quick-witted girl swiftly opened the door and urged them in. 

Reluctantly, Lucy and Lin glared at her as they stepped inside.

“Enjoy your stay~.”

As soon as the door closed with a bang, Lucy sighed in discomfort. 

Just as Lin was about to agree with the uneasiness,

“Hey!”

A husky, energetic voice called out to him.

“Hey!”

Lin flinched, and Lucy stiffened.

“How long has it been? Is it the first time since our filthy hometown got destroyed? Let me see your face!”

Lucy tightened her grip. Lin felt the pain. 

However, the person casually pulled back his hood and slapped his shoulder cheerfully.

As his vision cleared, Lin finally saw the person properly. 

Silver hair tinged with blue, ponytailed. Dark brown skin tanned by the sun, like Lin’s. 

A slender but well-proportioned figure with striking curves, a bright and bold beauty was smiling.

Initially planning to meet alone, Lin cleared his throat and greeted her.

“It’s been a while, Ravin.”

“Long time no see, you!”

It was time to introduce her. 

Her name was Ravin.

Born in the back alleys, she had no last name. 


But she had a moniker: Ravin the Thief. 

The greatest thief in existence. 

And in a past life, she was the most overwhelmingly chosen and popular character among players compared to porters, the Rouge of the hero’s party.

Now that Lin had joined the party, she was the leader of the Thieves Guild in the commercial city of Waltercrua. 

She was also the one who brought the derogatory nickname of Waltercrua, ‘the lawless city,’ to the surface.



 
  
    Chapter 19: Ravin the Theif


“How long has it been? Six years?”

“Five years.”

“Five years! Wow… five years.”

Just realizing how long it had been, Ravin felt a sense of futility. 

Living recklessly while waiting for the man in front of him, five years had already passed. 

Yet, the pride in having successfully welcomed Lin—no, Mr. Lee—into her cultivated domain was greater.

“Mr. Lee has changed a lot too. I never imagined you would become so muscular and sturdy. Even your voice has become deeper. The only thing that hasn’t changed is that oddly gentle face.”

“Really? I didn’t notice. I’ve just been focusing on earning my daily bread.”

“Come on, you’ve become quite something.”

As Ravin tried to continue the conversation cheerfully, she realized there were many eyes around. 

Although the Thieves’ Guild was a hub of information, Lin’s information was top secret. 

Ravin didn’t like the idea of anyone else knowing about Lin besides her.

“Standing here is a bit awkward, let’s go to my office.”

“You have an office?”

“It might not be much, but I am the head of the Thieves’ Guild, after all.”

As Ravin proudly walked ahead, Lucy, who was following him, grumbled to Lin.

“Lin, why does she call you Mr. Lee?”

“Shh.”

Lin urgently raised a finger to his lips and whispered so Ravin couldn’t hear.

“There are very few people who know my real name.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, being a commoner with a surname and not telling my first name, they just call me Mr. Lee.”

“I see.”

Taking this opportunity, Lucy asked more questions.

“So… how many people know your real name?”

“Hmm, three people?”

“One is me, who are the other two?”

“Uh…”

Should he tell her? 

Hesitating, thinking it might cause trouble, Lucy’s eyebrows shot up.

“Are they women?”

Women. 

He could just say yes, but he was reluctant to answer.

Lin felt a moment of hesitation, thinking that one of them had no interest in him from the start and the first one had long forgotten about him. 

“It’s been so long, they’ve probably forgotten. You’re the only one who’s been curious about my name.”

“Then I’m the only one who knows?”

“…Yes.”

“I’m happy.”

Lucy gently stroked the back of Lin’s hand with her thumb.

“I’m the only one who knows you.”

As Lucy leaned closer, about to rest her head on Lin’s shoulder, Ravin interrupted them cheerfully.

“Here we are, my office!”

Despite glaring, it was hidden by the hood, so Ravin didn’t see it. 

The so-called office had no desk, only a simple bed and a few backless wooden chairs.

“Make yourselves comfortable.”

As Ravin gestured for them to sit, he noticed the two holding hands and paused. 

Seeing Ravin’s reaction, Lin tried to subtly pull his hand away, but Lucy intertwined their fingers more tightly. 

Naturally, Ravin didn’t like that.

“So, you turned down my offer and ended up as a porter for the hero party?”

Deciding to irritate Lucy, since she didn’t know who she was, Ravin brought up old stories that only ahe and Lin knew, and the uncomfortable topic of the Demon King’s subjugation.

“And you weren’t even treated properly there.”

Lucy’s whole body shuddered. 

How did she know? 

She didn’t realize that Ravin had been skilled enough to be considered the last candidate for the hero party.

“What was with that ridiculous mask? Did the hero and the party members hate looking at your face?”

What if that was the real reason? 

How would Ravin react?

“…Was it true?”

“Well.”

“Unbelievable. No one in the gutter treated you like that. You were one of the best talents!”

“That’s not true, don’t praise me too much.”

“Well, whether you’re talented or not is another issue.”

If it was so trivial, why mention it at all? 

Lin was uncomfortable with this topic, not just for Lucy’s sake, but because it wasn’t a good time for him either. 

But Ravin brought up that name with a growl.

“Arsil.”

Hearing an unexpected name, Lucy, who had been sagging, perked up her ears.

If she was going to criticize those times, she should address the whole hero party. 

Why was she singling out the saint?

“Why did she join in tormenting you?”

“That’s…”

Because I deliberately hid it. 

But Ravin didn’t give Lin a chance to explain.

“Did you make a mistake? The Lin I know wouldn’t inconvenience others. You were her right-hand man since childhood. How could she treat you like that?”

Lin didn’t get a chance to respond as Ravin continued.

“You’re too worked up, Ravin.”

“Can you blame me?”

“I wore the mask and hid my identity from the saint on purpose.”

“Why? If you had revealed who you were, you wouldn’t have been treated like that.”


The mage had asked him the same question once. 

But Ravin, you shouldn’t be asking this. 

You know better.

“If I revealed who I was, the saint would have asked about the fate of the gutter.”

“…And who’s fault is that!”

“Don’t get so worked up, Ravin. You never liked that place.”

“It’s not about liking it. I lost everyone I shared it with!”

Lin felt the same. 

Arsil too. 

The mask wasn’t something he wore by choice, but he was grateful he didn’t have to reveal his identity to the saint at their first meeting. 

It would have been difficult if her spirit was broken at the start of the hero party.

“Everyone died. From those who followed me to those who left with Arsil. Only you and I are left. That’s why I wanted to go with you. But you turned down my offer and look at how you were treated!”

The casual thief who had robbed banks in the financial city was now furious over the poor treatment of his childhood friend.

Lin wasn’t sure if he should feel touched or tell Ravin to let it go.

“Even when you prepared food, they ate it all without you!”

Lucy couldn’t stand it. 

She felt weak all over.

“The elf openly showed disdain!”

“The mage didn’t even acknowledge you!”

“Arsil didn’t heal you even when you were bandaging yourself!”

“The shield-bearer pretended to care but just looked down on you!”

“And the hero was verbally abusive, then fawned over the shield-bearer!”

“Is that how you treat a comrade? Even in the gutter, we didn’t treat the worst of us that way! It’s a betrayal of the promise! Treat a group member with respect!”

Lucy dropped Lin’s hand. 

Those accusations, even a part of what the hero party did, hit her hard. 

She felt exposed and wanted to hide.

Looking down, she saw the faint glow of the red thread she had once tied, feeling disgusted with herself. 

Her former fiancé, who pretended to care only to hurt her, came to mind. 

She hated that past fiercely.

Her eyes stung, but she didn’t deserve to cry. 

She started to understand why Lin kept pushing her away. 

She couldn’t blame him.

Despite feeling she had no right to cry, her vision blurred with tears. 

Then, Lin intervened.

“Betrayal… not many have experienced it like us.”

“Yeah, when two nations decided to destroy the gutter…”

“And no one has experienced it like ‘us.’”

When Lin took her hand again, Lucy almost broke down.

Hold it in.

Don’t let a single tear fall. 

Be grateful he’s holding your hand.

“Us?”

“Yes, us.”

Finally, Lin pulled back her hood, revealing her long, red ponytail, cat-like features, and tear-streaked face.

“Hero Luciena…! How could you be with Lin…”

“They cut off her limbs right after we defeated the Demon King. I had to rescue her.”

On the verge of an outburst, Ravin was stopped by Lin’s firm stance.

“Did your harsh words lead the hero party to betray you?”

“What are you talking about, Ravin?”

Even as she stepped forward, Lin didn’t let go of Lucy’s hand. 

Her warmth was comforting.

“Those people were the hero party.”

“No, they were puppets of the empire. Only me and Lucy were the hero party. We were betrayed by the hero party, not the other way around.”

“…Are you really Lin?”

The conversation circled back.

“You were skinny and weak. Now you’re sturdy, and your voice is deeper… even your demeanor has changed.”

“Not really…”

“No.”

This time, Ravin interrupted.

“During our conversation, no matter the topic, your expression never changed. You seemed calm.”

Ravin stepped closer, almost nose-to-nose with Lin, teeth clenched.

“What happened to you? What pain made you so numb?”


Lucy didn’t understand. 

Lin had always been like this.

“You’re like a doll now.”

That painful comment made Lin squeeze her hand tightly. 

Lucy finally let her tears fall.



 
  
    Chapter 20: Information Exchange


“An… doll?”

Lin mulled over Ravin’s words. 

She didn’t understand. 

She didn’t know how much pain he had endured and how hard he had worked to become what he was now.

Only after Ravin became what he called a “doll” did the reckless behavior of the warrior party’s porter disappear, allowing him to focus solely on his true mission. 

He would stow the party members’ items in the inventory, prepare for camping, get meals ready, and handle all sorts of mundane tasks without error. 

When combat began, his true role was to cower and tremble behind a small shield.

Though it was humiliating for him, his natural physique was too frail to endure the battles between the warrior party and the demon clans. 

The way he justified and endured his humiliation was to adopt the persona of a doll, a label that stuck to him as a mark of his role.

Despite this, Lin remained calm. 

No, he had to remain calm. 

The heart was so fragile that if one accepted everything it was subjected to, it would shatter into pieces, leaving behind nothing but endless self-loathing and self-reproach.

Lin suddenly thought of Lucy. 

Though her arrogant behavior was a flaw, Lucy had shouldered the burden of being the hero and fulfilled her duty. 

The price for that was betrayal by her fiancé and comrades. 

In despair, the only way to maintain herself was to rely on Lin, both physically and emotionally, who was there beside her.

Just as Lin had numbed her emotions to survive, Lucy had chosen to depend on Lin to endure. 

Lin could finally understand.

She could now comprehend why Lucy had become so affectionate and obsessive toward her. 

She felt regret for having unconditionally kept her distance from Lucy.

‘If that’s the case, maybe I should accept her until she gets better. Would that be alright?

Lin thought, cautiously revising her earlier stance. 

He took out the softest cloth from his pocket and handed it to Lucy.

However, Lucy, who was quietly shedding tears, didn’t notice. 

Reluctantly, Lin wiped Lucy’s tear-streaked face herself.

“…Lin?”

“You can cry if you want to.”

“I don’t want to cry.”

Perhaps it was embarrassing in front of the thief. 

After gently wiping her tears, Lin playfully pressed his finger against Lucy’s nose. 

He smiled reassuringly.

Lucy blushed, feeling shy. Watching them, Ravin’s face reddened with embarrassment.

“What are you two doing in front of old acquaintances? Are you dating now?”

“She’s the only companion I have. The best companion, too. We need to look out for each other.”

Lucy was unsure whether to feel sullen or happy about Lin’s words.

“And let’s be clear in our expressions. It’s true that we have a past, but all I remember is that we used to argue every day.”

“That’s because you were always under Arsil! You kept hanging around that gorilla-like woman! I always told you to come over here! To our group!”

“Wow, that’s a severe distortion. We only exchanged a couple of suggestions at the very end after we had our swords drawn.”

“Ah… that’s not true…!”

“That was when I gave you the sandwich.”

“Ugh…! That… sandwich was delicious…”

Ravin was the first to back down. 

Lin was satisfied with this small victory, but Lucy wasn’t pleased at all. 

The old stories shared between the two were all too familiar to Ravin, but they were irritatingly envious to Lucy.

However, did Lucy understand that this friendly banter wasn’t filled with affection? 

“So, you’re not going to tell me why things ended up like this, are you, Mr. Lee?”

“It’s a long story. If it’s about the most recent events, I might not know.”

“The most recent events?”

Lin sighed inwardly as Ravin continued probing. 

Though he appeared to be just joking around, beneath that demeanor, Ravin was scrutinizing his opponent closely and extracting information. 

Even the arrogant Linachien had to be careful and deliberate in her words when facing Ravin.

“Ravin, you don’t know about the hero party’s activities after the demon king’s subjugation.”

“On the contrary, I know more about worldly matters after the demon king’s defeat.”

“So, we both have information that the other wants to know?”

If the events were proceeding as they did in the previous life, there would be no need for such trivial negotiations. 

The details of that troublesome “demon king’s subjugation” had been emphasized repeatedly. 

Lin needed to at least guess how much the Empire, which had an information network comparable to that of the Thieves’ Guild, knew about Lucy and Lin.

“The Thieves’ Guild is a network for information, right? Let’s trade information.”

“Hmm~, alright, but you go first, Mr. Lee.”

“That’s not acceptable. You’ve just learned top-secret information about the hero’s position.”

“Not that I wanted to know much.”

Of course, it was one of the highest-priority pieces of information. 

Waltercrua was a major stronghold. 

Lin knew from the memories of the previous life that a plot was underway to progress the main storyline here.

“There’s nothing that grand about it.”

Since Ravin was the one faltering, he began to divulge information first. 

“Hero Lucy perished in battle against the demon king, and the remaining hero party declared the subjugation complete after bringing the demon king’s horn in a sacred vessel.”

“Hah.”

Lucy scoffed at the preposterous lie. 

The vengeance she had almost forgotten, due to her focus on Lin, flared up again. 

However, she suppressed it, unlike her usual self. 

One of the things she had promised to the goddess when she begged for Lin’s life was vengeance. 

Of course, this was limited to voluntary vengeance. 

Whether by chance or inevitability, if the opportunity arose, she planned to slay them on the spot. 

For now, winning Lin’s heart was the priority, so she remained silent.

And Reinhold was an exception. 

She planned to kill him herself if the chance arose.

“An assembly was held to calculate and distribute the merits of past deeds, but strangely, there were no representatives from the Elves. They kept delaying, while the Church came immediately.”

The Church was right to come immediately to secure their sacred vessel, which was their divine artifact. 


Additionally, there was the ambition to expand their influence using the demon king’s horn contained within.

“The assembly was terribly boring. The people who hadn’t contributed at all to the demon king’s subjugation fought over who did what, who supported what, and made a fuss about it. It took a whole day to get through the list of accomplishments and roles of leaders from various countries, and we still didn’t reach a conclusion. Ah, thinking about it again makes me nauseous. Damn nobles. I’m going to get some water.”

Ravin drank greedily from the water jug at the head of the bed. 

“Then, not long after, the beacon was lit. It started at Ephalter. The message was that demons had appeared.”

The beacon at Ephalter had caused a real uproar.

It had been less than a month since the Demon Lord was defeated when new sightings of demons emerged. 

Humanity once again trembled in fear and anxiety, urging the hero party into action. 

They swiftly utilized Tigria magic to travel to Ephalter.

“It was just the mage, the archer, and the saint who moved,” said Ravin.

“What about the shield knight?”

“The shield knight stayed behind with our esteemed princess, refusing to leave despite being thoroughly embarrassed by the farce they were involved in.”

“A farce?” Lucy inquired, her curiosity piqued.

Ravin grinned at Lucy, a glint of mischief in his eyes. 

“If I were to punch that smug face of theirs, perhaps those relaxed muscles would stiffen into a state of rigor mortis.”

Lucy considered it a viable experiment.

“They brought back the sword of light and the sacred crown, claiming that even though the Demon Lord was dead, the warrior who merged with the magic was corrupted, hence the presence of demons.”

“Who was corrupted?” Lucy asked, unable to contain her frustration. 

She stood up abruptly but was quickly restrained by Lin, who offered his shoulder as support.

“There’s no value in getting worked up, Lucy.”

“But… Lin, you know, I…!”

“Yes, we know. Soon enough, the truth will be revealed to the world.”

“I’ll do it with you, Lin.”

“Of course. We need to prepare first, so let’s hold on a bit longer.”

“Okay…”

Buried in her thoughts, Lucy whispered into Lin’s shoulder, “As long as I have you.”

Ravin, meanwhile, was deep in thought about new experiments.

She wondered if pinning the warrior’s ponytail to the floor would keep it upright and not make it droop.

“Anyway,” Ravin continued, “the three members of the hero party went to Ephalter. They found the corpse of the demon. Isn’t that strange? They didn’t defeat it but merely found it. This means someone else must have killed the demon.”

At this point, Ravin stared intently at Lucy, as if questioning her directly: Did you kill the demon?

Lin, knowing the truth, had no intention of confirming it.

“And now, the slow-witted envoy has arrived at the capital. The archer has returned, while the saint and the mage are still investigating for more traces of demons in Ephalter. That’s the end of it.”

“What’s the public opinion?”

“They’re engulfed in anxiety, fearing that more demons might be out there. Some citizens even witnessed the sword soaring into the sky, demanding that the hero’s whereabouts and the demons be found and dealt with quickly.”

It was likely the commoners voicing their concerns. 

Lucy had always been popular among them.

“Interestingly, the opinion is mostly driven by the nobles.”

Lin was caught off guard by this prediction.

“With the threat of demons felt so keenly, people are demanding that a countermeasure be found. But somehow, the princess and the shield knight seem to be dragging their feet.”

Ravin stretched, her small but pronounced chest becoming evident.

“It’s your turn now.”

Lin pondered where to begin. 

After a moment’s thought, he decided to be straightforward.

The thief was someone who would never betray Lin and Lucy, willingly or unwillingly.

“After the fierce battle, Lucy used the sword to slay the Demon Lord,” Lin said, his tone calm and devoid of inflection as he recounted recent history. 

He spoke of the party members crushing the Demon Lord’s limbs one by one, how the porter saved Lucy from the party’s betrayal and fell off a cliff, how they walked for days to reach Ephalter, and the ultimate recovery of Lucy after much hardship.

Ravin’s eyes widened with growing shock as he listened.

“What…?” 

Ravin initially denied the claim.

“That can’t be true. It’s Arsil! She’s known for his extreme care for his people, being from the alley of waste!”

Lin rolled up Lucy’s sleeve. 

Seeing the white scars on her arms, Ravin was forced to accept this uncomfortable truth.

“Even if I concede a hundred times… the fact that you didn’t recognize me is one thing.”

Lin agreed.

For someone who knew everything, it was easy to dismiss the ignorant as foolish. 

But searching and discovering the truth was always much harder than hiding it.

“But to shatter the limbs of a comrade who shared life and death?”

Ravin clutched his head in despair, lamenting helplessly.

“What did the shield knight promise as compensation?”

As Ravin tore at her hair, her movements suddenly ceased.

It wasn’t an easy task.

Lin’s body felt entwined with the threads of every event in this world.

What price had the shield knight and the princess promised to Arsil?

Ravin and Lin could easily surmise.

But before that, Ravin had to verify something.

“Is it possible that…?”

Ravin had to understand the depth of the ugly crime Arsil, the foolish saint, had committed.

“Does Arsil not even know that the alley of waste has disappeared?”

Ravin hoped that, given her position as a saint, Arsil might have some inkling of it. 

It was a hope, a blind wish that she would at least have guessed.

If she met Lin or himself, the suspicion would turn into certainty. 

He had thought that the porters had concealed their identities.


“So you really went to the end, hiding your identity all the while?”

Lin had no obligation to answer.

However, silence in itself was a powerful affirmation.

“Arsiiiiiiil—!!!!!!”

Ravin’s rage erupted, directed at the absurd obsession and crimes committed by the rival who had once been acknowledged and cherished.



 
  
    Chapter 21: Flashback


The flickering flames of the campfire captivated anyone who gazed upon them with a mysterious power. 

Arsil sat, staring vacantly at the fire. 

The flames, which made one lose themselves in thought, seemed as if they would never tire, no matter how long they burned until dawn.

However, the commander of the two-man expedition, who had already been holed up in the snow-capped mountains for days, was growing restless. 

“Hey, Tigria.”

She spoke to the mage scribbling something with a quill beyond the flames. 

Tigria responded with only a slight lift of his gaze, and a disheartened sigh escaped Arsil.

“Never mind.”

Tigria resumed her note-taking, and Arsil continued to watch the campfire and the pot hanging over it. 

Inside the pot, soup was bubbling away. 

The soup was the one dish that the saint could cook properly. 

Curiously, the shield knight was an aristocrat, Lucy was a celestial warrior, the mage was self-explanatory, and Naidrian only foraged fruits and herbs from the forest. 

Thus, initially, the task of cooking fell to Arsil.

In the early days, the party members, who initially praised the soup, grew weary of eating nothing but soup for over a week. 

Arsil, too, found it a considerable hardship to build a fire and cook the soup after exhausting battles and training.

Thus, a new recruit was brought in—a porter. 

Apart from fighting, he was a diligent worker, skilled in various tasks, including cooking, and was quick to take action if there was any sign of fatigue or discomfort.

Arsil shook his head. 

There was no point in dwelling on it now. 

During their first battle, the hero party had witnessed their soldiers being needlessly sacrificed, which ignited their fury and led to fierce combat.

After such battles, what Arsil and his companions saw was the porter hiding and trembling behind a small shield. 

The porter, relieved to have survived amidst the mangled and butchered bodies of soldiers, sighed with relief. 

The party members, overwhelmed with disappointment and disgust, each voiced their criticisms.

“Those soldiers trembled in fear but sacrificed their lives for their families.”

Hearing Arsil’s words, the porter lowered his head in shame. 

The treatment of the porter grew harsher. 

Yet, despite the irritation and sarcasm, the porter adapted and fulfilled his role, aside from his initial reckless behavior. 

It was only later that Arsil discovered he was a civilian, and even then, she protested to the princess.

“A hero party, and they assign someone who can’t even handle a sword!”

At the time, Arsil was too preoccupied with endless battles to think clearly, but now that things had somewhat settled, there was time to reflect. 

From the flickering campfire, Arsil could glimpse both past regrets and future anxieties.

“Why did the porter save Lucy?”

She spoke without realizing it, drawn into the fire’s enigmatic power. 

“He was someone who didn’t even know how to fight.”

“That was affection.”

Tigria wished to agree but only answered inwardly, recalling Arsil’s ridiculous treatment of him previously. 

Coincidentally, Tigria was also thinking about the porter.

“What do you think of the porter?”

“…Are you talking to me?”

“It’s just the two of us here,…”

It was the first time the mage had initiated a conversation. 

Arsil, both intrigued and at a loss for words, struggled to respond.

“Well, someone who was of no help except with menial tasks caused a major accident?”

“Is that all?”

“That’s it. He wasn’t even fighting by our side; he was just doing chores like cooking and camping.”

“Was there anyone named Lin in your hometown when you were young?”

“The name itself is quite common. And there wasn’t anyone by that name in my childhood town.”

Tigria accepted this explanation without question. 

Lin was merely a fleeting acquaintance.

“Thinking about childhood makes me nostalgic.”

“Where was your hometown?”

Today the  mage seemed peculiar. 

Tigria, usually focused on capturing or such matters, was asking about the saint’s hometown. 

Perhaps it was the fact that they were alone together.

Arsil shrugged. “A slum called Alley of waste, a bit away from the city.”

The church had been reluctant to reveal that the saint came from a slum. 

It would have been fine if she were from a modest family, but the Alley of waste was a place where society’s refuse gathered.

Here, girls sold their bodies once they came of age, and boys relied on their muscles or cunning to survive. 

Adults exploited these children to live.

“Never heard of it.”

“Well, not many know. It’s an imperial disgrace, the last sewer of the city. It’s quite well hidden.”

“Were there close friends when you were young?”

“Friends? Well, one was a realist who didn’t amount to much, and another was a proud pretender who left the place. And then…”

Arsil remembered a man. 

He was a scrawny fellow with a mop of hair but possessed a warm smile. 

Though considered weak and disregarded, his devotion and comforting presence kept Arsil’s attention always on him. 

Leaving him behind when chosen as the saint was a painful mistake, exacerbated by the church’s coercion and urgency.

“Arsil! There’s no hope here. Clean up and find a new place!”

It was a sudden memory, from when the adversary, Ravin, had trapped her. 

Displeased with Ravin’s politician-like rhetoric, Arsil raised her fist in defiance.

“Eat this.”

“You really…! Get in line properly. If we combine our strength, our group will never suffer from hunger or illness again!”

“The damn adults who were devouring us have all self-destructed.”

With her back against the wall, Arsil raised her fists before numerous enemies, taking her stance.

“As long as we remain refuse, we’ll only be treated as refuse. We’ll cultivate this place anew. We will become better.”

“You can’t improve here!”

“If people improve, their place improves too! If we leave now, we’ll just be pickpockets, thieves, and thugs!”

The rest was the usual scenario. 

Ravin’s group charged, and Arsil fought back with her fists. 


The only difference was that Arsil was facing them alone. 

She should have listened to Lee’s advice.

“Don’t go alone.”

“Commander! It’s Arsil’s group! They’re circling around behind us!”

“Rina’s trying to be clever again. Take the kids with you.”

“What about the commander?”

“That woman can’t be stopped except by me.”

“Don’t support her!”

Ravin drew a dagger, laughing cruelly. 

Arsil wrapped cloth around her fists.

“Cheer them on, they’re good subordinates.”

“Yes, they may not be proud to boast about, but they’re not ashamed.”

“Our kids are proud.”

“Speaking of which…”

Ravin stuck out her tongue and raised her pinky finger. 

“Hand over Lee. Then we’ll leave quietly.”

“Wow, look at those eyes. You must be scared stiff.”

“I didn’t think you had a taste for weaklings.”

Ravin’s forehead veins bulged with anger. 

“Call me a weakling, you bitch.”

Clang, clang, clang!

She ground the edge of his dagger against another, causing sparks and a harsh sound.

“There’s no man as strong as Lee. Don’t provoke me with such words.”

“…”

“Besides.”

A glint of madness began to flicker in Ravin’s eyes. 

When Ravin showed that face, she was all in. 

The provocation must have struck a nerve.

“Among men who would embrace us lowly and somewhat broken women, Lee is the finest. Isn’t he?”

“….”

“What? You can’t agree? Then I’ll take him.”

Boom!

As mentioned before, Arsil had little patience. 

Her punch, swung sideways, made a dent in the wall. 

Picking up falling fragments, her eyes were no less abnormal.

“Try it.”

No words were needed. 

It would be decided by who crushed the other’s head first. 

At the moment both sides held their breath and took a step forward, 

“Stop.”

From atop the collapsed buildings, Rina and Arsil’s group appeared. 

They aimed their rudimentary bows and arrows at Ravin’s group, with Rina’s mocking laughter ringing through.

“Just as planned?”

“Wasn’t it supposed to be a rear encirclement?”

“That was a decoy.”

Despite falling into a trap, Ravin remained unperturbed. 

It wasn’t just Rina, the half-witted strategist, appearing here.

“That you’re here means…?”

Before Ravin could finish speaking, Arsil had already discerned her intentions. 

Desperately trying to block the escape route, Arsil’s faction found themselves thwarted as Ravin’s group retreated swiftly.

“Fire!” Rina commanded with authority, but the crude arrows lacked strength and fell weakly to the ground.

“How about that? I thought I’d turn the tables by coming up with a little scheme since the captain was wandering off alone.”

“Rina! What about Lee?”

“Lee? I assigned them as bait, didn’t I?”

“You idiot!”

“You… called me an idiot…?!”

Arsil, though tempted to strike Rina, held back. 

Despite her bravado, Rina was a member of Arsil’s faction. 

One must always give their comrades the benefit of the doubt. 

True to her principles, Arsil chose to chase after Ravin’s group instead of taking it out on Rina.

“Where are you going, Captain?”

“I’m going to save Lee, you fool!”

“Calling me an idiot again…!”

The battle that ensued as Arsil pursued Ravin was nothing short of brutal.

Ignoring their unspoken agreement to minimize casualties, Ravin and Arsil clashed with all their might. 

Daggers skimmed Arsil’s forearm while punches struck Ravin’s ribs.

“Arsiiiiiiil!!!!!”

In the end, it was Arsil who emerged victorious. 

Leaving behind Ravin’s anguished cries, Arsil returned triumphantly to their hideout, supported by Lee.

“Are you okay, Captain?”

“Lee, I told you to call me Arsil.”

“It’s because of me that you got hurt.”

“It was dangerous for you.”

“Rina said Ravin wouldn’t harm me anyway, so it was the perfect bait. It was all calculated.”

Despite Lee’s defense, Arsil glared at Rina. 

Rina couldn’t understand why she was being treated this way. 

She had assessed the risks, devised a minimal-risk strategy, and succeeded, yet Arsil treated her as if she were a fool. 

Overwhelmed by injustice, Rina shed tears, prompting Lee to rush over and comfort her.

“Today, Rina’s plan worked perfectly. Well done!”

“That’s nice, but that gorilla just called me an idiot.”

“Captain hates seeing any of us get hurt.”

“And yet, you’re always at the forefront!”

“Hey! You use your comrades as bait…!”

“Alright, everyone, calm down.”

As Arsil snapped, Lee pacified them both.

“Today, we were really lucky. I managed to steal some bread from Ravin’s side.”

It was likely intentional. Ravin’s faction didn’t seem to dislike Lee.

“And I happened to make some jam recently.”

Lee revealed a basket hidden behind her back.

“Tada! Potato jam sandwiches!”

“Sandwiches!”

Both Arsil and Rina cheered in unison. 

It was difficult to find decent food in the grimy alleyways. 

Yet Lee managed to procure edible plants and prepared fresh food for the faction.

“Even though it’s not my birthday…”

Rina was so moved she could hardly speak. 

The sandwiches made by Lee had become a staple of Arsil’s faction’s birthday celebrations.

“Today, we won again. Instead of arguing, let’s celebrate our victory!”

Lee distributed the sandwiches to the faction. 

When Arsil’s turn came, she eagerly reached out, but Lee held the sandwich just out of her grasp. 

With a firm gaze, Lee applied silent pressure, and Arsil grumbled.

“Alright, alright.”

Reluctantly, she approached Rina.

“Rina.”

“…What is it, Captain?”

“Using Lee as bait was a bit much, but… it helped us win today.”

“Hmph… I’ll avoid baiting tactics in the future.”

After their reconciliation, Lee smiled brightly and handed over the sandwich. 

The entire faction took a bite simultaneously.

“It’s delicious!”

The sandwich was truly sweet.

Arsil gazed at the campfire with a faint smile. 

Yet, the wizard refused to let her linger in her memories.

“And?”

“Hmm?”

“Besides the realist and the braggart, who’s the other friend?”

“Ah.”

Though reluctantly pulled from her reverie, Arsil answered earnestly.

“There’s someone cute.”

“Cute, huh? Is it a crush?”

“What, what?!”

“I read in a book that if a girl calls a boy cute, it’s beyond mere affection.”

“Where in the world does a book like that exist!”

“It does.”

“I never even said he was a guy!”

“Didn’t you?”

“Ah… damn, yes, he’s a guy.”

With Arsil admitting defeat, the wizard asked another question.

“What does he look like?”

“Why do you need to know?”

“Otherwise, nine-tenths of all conversations are useless.”

“It’s strange hearing that from you.”

“So, what does he look like?”

“Hmm~”

Arsil, unusually fidgety, recalled him—the person who still gave her that faint thrill.

“He has tousled hair and a generally lean build. Despite that, he was surprisingly strong. He always made sure to prioritize hygiene and a comfortable place to sleep. He even avoided using harsh language, unlike others from the slums! And very rarely, he’d make potato jam sandwiches for me…!”

Yes, she liked that. Indeed! He cooked.

Without pause, Arsil chattered about him. 

Her vibrant, joyful demeanor was exactly what people expected from the active and cheerful saint.

The wizard, observing her with a steady gaze, quickly sketched her face in his notebook. 

Underneath, he wrote a title:

[Expression of a Woman in Love]

“Ah, I miss Lee. I want to eat the sandwiches Lee made!”

“Here, potato jam sandwiches.”

They were lucky.

Ravin had always kept sandwich ingredients ready, anticipating the day he’d meet Lin. 

Lin, unable to resist Lucy’s pleas, made sandwiches again for the first time in a while.

“This is it!”

“It only has potatoes and jam.”

Ravin, overjoyed, made Lin feel awkward. 

Lin handed a sandwich to Lucy as well.

“I’m not sure if it’ll suit your taste.”

Contrary to his worries, Lucy was deeply moved. 

Lin’s proper food was something Lucy had taken for granted during the Demon King subjugation. 


Moreover, this sandwich was specially made for Lucy by Lin.

There was no time to waste.

Both Lucy and Ravin bit into the sandwiches simultaneously.

And they exclaimed in unison:

“Delicious!”



 
  
    Chapter 22: Rivalry


The night fell upon the city as the satisfying dinner, prepared and enjoyed by everyone, came to an end. 

Though Ravin didn’t particularly like Lucy, out of pure goodwill towards Lin, she gave the warrior various pieces of clothing, including underwear.

“These bras and panties don’t fit at all. It’s not that they’re too tight—they just don’t go on,” Lucy complained.

“Sorry about that!” Ravin snapped, annoyed.

“Don’t you have anything bigger?”

“No, I don’t! These are mine!” Ravin retorted.

“Ugh,” Lucy sighed, scanning the room until she spotted a bandana lying haphazardly on the floor. 

Picking it up, she wrapped it around herself to support her chest.

“Need help tying it?”

“No, I’ll bring it to the front,” Lucy replied.

“Interesting, tying it at the front like that,” Ravin commented, her irritation momentarily softened by curiosity.

Lucy didn’t pay much attention to Ravin’s warmth. 

She knew too well that such minor kindnesses often turned into difficult-to-refuse favors later on. 

After tying the bandana, she jumped lightly on the spot.

Bounce.

Despite her effort to tie it tightly, the sheer size made her chest move quite dynamically.

“Hey, warrior.”

“What?”

“With such a large chest, isn’t it heavy, doesn’t it strain your shoulders, and hurt when you run? Especially in battle?”

“It’s extremely heavy, my shoulders ache as if they’re being pulled down, and it hurts as it bounces around.”

“See? Bigger isn’t always better,” Ravin said, brushing her nose smugly.

The warrior tilted her head, puzzled. 

“What do you mean? Big is definitely better.”

“What?” 

Ravin was taken aback.

“A chest and hips are weapons to captivate the man you love. It’s only natural to pay that price to win him over.”

“Haha, and who might this special man of yours be, warrior?” 

Ravin’s tone turned serious, but Lucy remained unbothered. 

Deciding her bandana wasn’t tight enough, she untied and wrapped it around herself more snugly.

“Who knows? He could be or he couldn’t be.”

“Even you, the warrior, aren’t sure of victory?”

“There’s a sin I need to atone for.”

“Have you properly apologized for that sin?” 

Ravin asked, meeting Lucy’s gaze. 

Neither could remain nonchalant when the topic shifted to Lin. 

Lucy silently chanted to herself not to hit the thief, knowing Ravin was Lin’s acquaintance.

“I’ve heard you’ve done some pretty harsh things to the man you want to make yours.”

“Don’t worry, you’ll hear through the grapevine that I was forgiven and loved in abundance.”

I must hold back. I am not Arsil. I am not Arsil, who gets angry instantly.

Ravin, too, was simmering inside but held back, curious to see who would end up smiling happily next to Lin.

“If you’re dressed, leave. Your room is that way.”

“Where’s Lin’s room?”

“Room 21.”

“Oh, you don’t know,” Lucy said, feigning surprise. 

“His surname is Lee, first name Lin. Lee Lin.”

“What?”

Lucy sneered at the dumbfounded Ravin. 

“I thought you knew since you’ve known him since childhood.”

She walked slowly, deliberately. 

With each step, her chest heaved noticeably.

“Only three people know his name,” she said, opening the office door. 

“Thanks for the bra. Consider Lin’s name a return favor.”

Her smile widened in victory. 

“Congratulations. You’re the fourth person to know Lin’s name.”

Click. 

She closed the door softly, leaving Ravin biting her lip. 

On the floor lay the torn panties Lucy had tried to force on, symbolizing Ravin’s reluctant sense of defeat.

Meanwhile, Lin returned to his room with a freshly cleansed face. 

It had been ages since he’d had a proper bath. 

“Ravin really has moved up in the world,” he thought, recalling the fresh ingredients like cilantro and herbs in the kitchen. 

Having instant access to hot water for baths was a sign of her successful establishment in Valtorcroy. 

In the old days, back in the muddy alleyways, securing food was tough unless it was potatoes or sweet potatoes dug up from the mountains.

The backstory revealed that Ravin had taken over the thief guild, which had been treated as mere henchmen by the federation, and raised its status significantly, gaining recognition as a legitimate member of the federation only recently.

“Not having sticky hair feels great,” Lin hummed, drying his hair with a towel as he entered his room. 

Turning around, he found Lucy waiting, half-naked with the bandana around her chest.

“Hey, Lucy?”

“Yes, my Lin?”

“This is my room.”

“And mine too,” Lucy replied with a soft smile, hugging him.

“I asked Ravin to prepare a room for you….”

“What are you talking about, Lin? I can’t rest or sleep without you. Why would I use a separate room?”

Isn’t this a normal city? 

Why cling to me here?

“How did you know this was my room….”

“Shh.” Lucy hushed him, breathing in his scent at his neck and chest. 

With a deep inhale, she pouted. 

“You don’t smell like yourself after the bath. Just artificial soap.”

“Doesn’t the soap smell better?”

“No, I prefer your natural scent.” Holding the towel atop his head, she gently dried his damp hair. 


Their eyes met, and Lucy felt her passion and desire rise from deep within her.

“Phew… Phew…”

Oh no. The more I look at Lin, the hotter and wetter my feelings get. 

She couldn’t help but smile. 

Unconsciously, she bit her lip, her gaze tracing his lips, nose, eyes, and forehead. 

She wanted to kiss and lick every part of his face.

‘No, I must hold back.’ Before being a warrior, she was a woman. 

She wanted Lin to come to her, not seem too easy. 

Although she would cast aside her pride for Lin, she didn’t want to appear as someone who only used her sexual charm to get close to him.

Knowing Lin’s indifference to mere physical seduction—having ignored brothels and succubi’s temptations—Lucy understood that simple approaches wouldn’t work. 

She aimed to be a refined lady by day and a passionate temptress by night to win his heart.

To achieve this, Lin had to suppress his immediate desires and endure until Lucy accepted him. 

However, instead of suppressing this secret lust, Lucy revealed another kind of darkness. 

Blindfolding Lin with a towel, the hero smiled seductively.

“Lin, was that rouge an old friend of yours?”

“Well, calling her a friend is a stretch. We were more like rivals, but we weren’t completely estranged either.”

“I see.”

In front of his contemplation, she nodded nonchalantly, trying to convey that she wasn’t the kind of woman to be jealous over trivial matters.

“She used to tease me so blatantly when we were kids that others would scold her.”

“She teased you? How?”

“Just the usual stuff kids do at that age. Teasing the shy ones.”

“So, what did she say?”

Oops. 

Without realizing it, her voice had risen. 

What about her expression? 

How did it look now?

“Uh… she said a guy like me wouldn’t find any girl who would take him.”

Crack!

Lucy’s face stiffened instantly.

“And what did you say?”

“I didn’t respond. It’s pointless to retort when you’re being teased.”

“I see. That makes sense.”

That’s Lin for you. 

Wise and handsome since he was young…

“She always called me ugly and weak, saying no one but her would marry me. It didn’t make sense.”

“Who’s calling you ugly?!”

“Wha-?”

Rubbing his hair roughly with the towel, Lucy exhaled sharply.

“Lin, you’re handsome! I can vouch for that!”

“Uh… thanks for saying that, but I don’t think my looks are all that…”

“You’re handsome.”

Lucy leaned in closer, her nose almost touching his. 

As she lifted her gaze, her fiery eyes met his. 

Feeling embarrassed and flustered, he tried to pull back, but Lucy intertwined her fingers with his, preventing him from moving.

Even just making eye contact created a strange atmosphere.

“See, I can’t take my eyes off you.”

“Yeah…”

“You’re handsome, Lin.”

Denying it now would only lead to more teasing. 

As he nodded slightly and tried to remove the towel, Lucy whispered entrancingly.

“I was really awful when we first met, but I’m so glad I put that mask on you.”

Her gaze swept over him from his forehead to just below his nose.

“Even though I didn’t really see you when I first put the mask on, thanks to that, no one knows how handsome you are.”

She was relieved that she was the first, the very first, to meet him before any of the other party members. 

Lucy couldn’t take her eyes off Lin’s lips. 

She swallowed, trying to calm herself, but she wanted to steal those lips. 

The moment their lips met, it would feel like being burned, incredibly hot, and within that heat would be the sweetest pleasure in the world.

Lucy’s mind and mouth began to operate separately.

“Lin.”

‘Can I kiss you?’

“Did you know Arsil from childhood?”

‘Let me kiss you.’

“I was part of Arsil’s gang when I was young.”

“I see.”

‘It’s okay. You’re with me now.’

‘More importantly, can I kiss you and embrace you?’

The distance between their lips was closing gradually.

“Lin, were you close with Arsil?”

‘What should I do? I can’t stop licking my lips.’

“Very close. We were inseparable.”

Suddenly, Lin froze.

“What?”

‘What?’

“I was known as Arsil’s right hand.”

His thoughts came to a halt. 

An unexpected answer.

The towel dropped to the floor. 

The expressions on both their faces were calm.

“I don’t mind.”

Lucy was composed.

“If the saintess was that precious to you, Lin would have taken off the mask.”

She wasn’t angry at all.

“But you didn’t take it off.”

She was certain that there was nothing between them.

“Even if you didn’t take off the mask for Arsil, you’re with me now.”

That was the truth.

“You turned against Arsil to save me.”

Now, the bond between Lucy and Lin was deeper.

“And I, too, gave my all to save you.”

Lin acknowledged this. 

Lin had saved Lucy’s life and limbs, and Lucy had brought Lin back to life from the succubus.

Men and women had done their best for each other and were still doing so. 

That’s why Lin tried to open his heart more to Lucy and accommodate her.

“So I don’t mind.”

With a relaxed smile, she pulled Lin to the bed. 

Though disappointed by the lack of a deep scent, she rested her head on his arm and chest, listening to his heartbeat.

“It’s so nice, being together in bed like this.”

“Lucy, people might get the wrong idea if they hear you.”

“It’s their fault for eavesdropping~.”

But does Lucy know?

Lin is still the porter of the hero’s party.

The porter carries the burdens of the party members.

Lin had long ago taken all the burdens of the hero’s party upon himself.


Those burdens were not in the porter’s sack but in Lin’s heart.

Every night, with her head resting on his chest, would Lucy notice these burdens first?

Could she revive the heart and feelings that were buried and killed by these burdens?

All we could do was watch over them with the goddess.

Unaware of those watching, the two held each other tightly and fell asleep.



 
  
    Chapter 23: Compromise


From the break of dawn, Lin and Lucy were sitting on the roof of the Thieves’ Guild building with their knees drawn up. 

The building, connected to the underground sewer system, was impressively tall, ranking among the top five structures in Waltercrua.

“It’s a sight to behold,” Lin remarked, though he was usually the one looking up or chasing after someone’s back. 

Neither Arsil, nor she, nor Lucy, nor any other members of the hero party had ever stood shoulder to shoulder with him. 

Recently, Lucy had been staying by his side, but looking beside or down at someone felt strange to him.

“The view is nice, isn’t it?” Lucy asked.

“I don’t know where to focus,” Lin admitted. 

The informant, who had approached unnoticed, sat next to him, staring into the distance. 

Lin masked his surprise and casually agreed. 

Why did this guy show up instead of Ravin? It wasn’t what he expected.

“It’s not about looking at something specific,” the informant explained. 

“Just take in the entire landscape from this height like a painting.”

“Hmm, I don’t quite get it.”

“Just see as much of the whole picture as your eyes can take in.”

“The whole picture, huh? The Thieves’ Guild thrives on extracting detailed, precise information, right?”

“Those details make up the whole, so it’s fine.”

Lin sighed deeply, looking up at the sky. 

Looking down was not his nature.

“Where’s the lady who was with you?”

“She’s sleeping.”

“Liar.” 

The informant smirked, glancing sideways at Lin.

“Yesterday, while I was guiding her, she never took her eyes off you.”

“She was just looking for me, the only companion she has in this strange place.”

“No, no, no. People don’t adjust their walking pace, stride, and even their breathing to match someone else’s just because they’re in a new place.”

Was Lucy really like that? 

Lin had no idea, nor did he want to know. 

But he understood why she had expressed her disappointment to him at dawn. 

Lucy’s attention was a heavy burden for Lin.

“We had a fight.”

“You two? About what?”

When he said he needed to be alone for a mission in the morning, she had outright refused.

‘A mission?’

‘What kind of mission?’

‘To check if there are any demons around, or anyone else who might be a threat to us, like last time.’

‘I can help with that.’

‘You can help by watching my surroundings from a bit further away.’

‘How is that together?’

Lucy had hugged him tightly, pouting.

‘How is that together if we’re not close?’

Lucy had clung to his side, refusing to let go, no matter how much Lin tried to shake her off or walked around the room with her attached.

‘Lucy, why won’t you listen?’

‘Why are you pushing me away? Who are you meeting at dawn? We were just cuddling, and now you want to leave?’

‘……I don’t know. I don’t want to be apart from you. You’re mine. And I’m everything to you. You don’t need anyone else.’

To meet Ravin at dawn, Lin had to be on the roof. 

He desperately tried to persuade Lucy.

‘Lucy, remember we’re being hunted by our former comrades.’

‘If you want, I can reverse that. They’ll run from us, and we’ll chase them.’

No way. 

To catch the DLC’s final boss, the hero party had to remain intact.

‘The crown princess has eyes and ears all over the empire. Ravin would know everything about it. We need to get as much information as possible through him.’

‘Can’t I be there for that?’

‘Lucy.’ 

Lin sighed. 

‘I know you were clenching and unclenching your fists while staring at Ravin yesterday.’

‘I won’t use my fists.’

That’s not the point. 

Time was running out. 

They needed information about the crown princess’s spies and to prepare for Arsil. 

Unlike Naidrian’s wish, which was already being executed, Arsil’s wish couldn’t be prepared in advance and could only be acted upon now.

They had to free the shieldmaiden and the other women from their oath to the crown princess and the shield knight, or they would keep hindering Lin and Lucy. 

But Lucy wouldn’t let him go. 

Lin found her with reddened eyes, desperately clinging to him. 

Despite her strength, she adjusted to avoid hurting him. 

Lin had no choice but to use his trump card.

‘Lucy, if you let me go for a while, I’ll make sure we have time alone together later.’

‘That’s meaningless. I want to be with you all the time.’

‘Anytime you want, no matter the situation, we’ll be alone together.’

Lucy pondered, listening to his heartbeat. 

Though she seemed stubborn, she calculated quickly whether she could be reasonable. 

Lin’s offer was significant.

Finally, she asked cautiously.

‘How long can we be together?’

‘As long as we’re apart now?’

‘I don’t like that.’

Lucy shook her head.

‘A whole day. Just you and me.’

‘A day?’

‘And you’ll do whatever I want. No objections.’


Lin had no choice.

‘Okay.’

‘Pinky promise.’

‘A pinky promise?’

‘Yes.’

As they linked pinkies, Lucy smiled brightly.

‘If you break it, I’ll break your legs and carry you around forever.’

With that, Lin managed to get to the roof. 

Lucy hid nearby, masking her presence completely. 

She was a warrior even Naidrian found hard to track when she wanted to hide.

“She didn’t want me talking to another woman.”

“Oh… a simple reason.”

But things had gone awry. 

Ravin hadn’t come; the informant had.

Fortunately, the informant handed him a letter before he could ask.

“The boss saw you first but got held up with a guild union envoy in the office.”

“What’s this?”

“Two fake IDs, hair dye for the lady’s noticeable hair, five sets of women’s underwear roughly sized by the boss, and a personal request from the boss.”

“A request?”

“For you to earn your keep.”

The informant stretched and yawned.

“Ahhh! I’ve delivered everything, so I’m off to sleep. Been up all night.”

“Wait.” 

Lin rummaged through his pack and handed the informant a couple of small sprays. 

“What’s this?” 

“Deodorant. Very effective.”

He sprayed the informant’s front and back. 

Though she hadn’t mentioned it, the sewer keeper had a strong odor.

Soon, the smell was gone.

“Amazing.” 

The informant sniffed her sleeve, looking delighted.

“No matter how much I washed, the smell wouldn’t go away…”

“Glad it helped.”

Lin, however, remained expressionless.

“Good job, informant.”

But she stared at him intently, like a cat or a fox.

“Adora.”

The informant smiled, revealing her name.

“Adora, the informant of the Thieves’ Guild.”

Before Lin could respond, she turned away.

“Thanks for the deodorant, Mr. Lin.”

Waving languidly, she disappeared. 

Lin noticed her pale skin, much like Lucy’s. 

Probably from being holed up in the sewers. 

A significant presence, yet an extra not present in his previous life.

“Lin, did you tell her your name?”

“No, I usually don’t. Just my last name.”

“Then how does she know your name?”

But Lin, who had eavesdropped on the office with his skill [Advanced: Eavesdropper], had a guess.

“Lucy, have you told anyone my name recently?”

“Um…”

“Ravin, right?”

“…Yes. I’m sorry.”

“We’re being hunted, so let’s be careful about sharing our names.”

“I’m sorry…”

To console her, Lin opened his arms. 

Lucy instantly buried her face in his chest, purring like a contented cat as he patted her back.

Lin opened Ravin’s letter and handed it to Lucy. 

Frowning, she crumpled it at the end.

“Lucy, what do you think of that informant, Adora?”

“I don’t like her, but she doesn’t have a demonic aura.”

This complicates things. 

Lin muttered to himself for the first time in ages.

“Well, this wasn’t planned.”

Had the informant been hostile, things would be easier. 

The letter contained what Lin had feared.

[To Mr. Lee, someone sent me an invitation to join this party.]

Ravin had scrawled angrily in thick ink.

[I’ve provided everything you need, so you owe me.]

“Here it comes.”

And enclosed was a black invitation with red writing.


[To you who have wishes, Ravin the Thief you have been invited to join the Demon Warrior Party.]

Demon Warriors. 

The demonic version of the hero party. 

Like the hero party, they used job titles instead of names, each a formidable foe.

The DLC’s new enemies and main antagonists had started moving.



 
  
    Chapter 24: DLC 2


A magpie, boasting its blue feathers, was flying through the sky. 

As it left a streak of shimmering blue behind it, the magpie landed directly on a window of the Kaulan Imperial Palace.

Tap, tap.

“Come in.”

Upon receiving permission, the clever magpie grasped the window latch, opened it, and stuck its head inside. 

Hopping into the room, the magpie presented its leg, bound with a letter, to Reinhold.

[Report on the Appearance of the Demons] 

Reporter: Tigreia

“Finally.”

The handsome young man with golden hair and blue eyes unfolded the report and read it carefully. 

The initial content matched what he had previously received. 

The demon, identified as a succubus, had been dealt with using holy water that the porter had at the time. 

Even the recovery of the hero, Luciena Estel, was mentioned.

“Hmm?”

‘The expected destination of the porter and the hero is Waltercrua.’

“Waltercrua, huh…”

Reinhold had informants scattered across every city in the world. 

The commercial city of Waltercrua was no exception.

In fact, due to it being the location of Ravin, a former candidate for the hero’s party, the spies there were even more skilled and significant. 

Despite this, it wasn’t easy.

Ravin had already killed one informant. 

Though the informant was more of a small-time thug, the fact that a fish was found in the corpse’s possession was a clear warning. 

Moreover, ‘they’ had advised against provoking Ravin any further, so they were just watching from a distance.

“If the hero, the porter, and the thief join forces…”

It would be quite troublesome. 

If Luciena fought without regard for tactics, it would take the combined efforts of a saint, an archer, and a shield knight to counter her. 

If Tigreia was there, the outcome would depend on who struck first, but if there was a thief hiding and backstabbing, it would be a counter to the mage.

As Reinhold was finishing the report, something else tapped at the window.

“Come in.”

This time, it was a raven. 

The raven, draped in violet-black, fluffed its feathers upon seeing the magpie with its blue-dark plumage.

“Hand over the letter.”

The raven nudged the magpie aside with its body and extended its leg to Reinhold. 

The letter attached to its leg contained only a short message.

‘Redhead sighted, they said they’ll take care of it.’

Crumple.

Those bastards. 

Acting as if they were the ones who discovered her, and now ‘they’ were stepping in? 

The useless informants who wasted money must have heard about Luciena’s sighting from ‘them’ and hastily scribbled a sentence to send the raven.

“What should I do…”

Both the hero party and ‘they’ were trying to disrupt the balance Reinhold had achieved. 

It was extremely annoying and arrogant. 

As the guardian of the world, it was his duty to maintain balance, yet they were blindly driven by their own desires. 

It was infuriating.

“Morgan!”

In this regard, Crown Princess Linachien was indeed a woman who appealed to him.

“Since the last meeting, both the nobles and the people, led by the Ephalter family, have been clamoring to secure the hero’s whereabouts.”

Though her noble birth was impeccable, she had slight imperfections that did not match her dignity. 

Even now, she opened the office door herself, having run all the way without an escort. 

Linachien irritably brushed her sweaty platinum blonde hair away from her neck, trying hard to maintain a composed and regal demeanor.

“We haven’t even recovered from the last debacle, and now the public is demanding the hero’s return. We need a strategy to turn this situation around.”

It was amusing. Hadn’t she previously portrayed herself as a competent yet realistic strategist? Now that a crisis had arisen, she was demanding a solution from Reinhold. The more he saw her, the more he liked her. Her long platinum blonde hair, her haughty yet doll-like beauty, her ambition that surpassed her ability, and her secret efforts when no one was watching.

Reinhold wasn’t mocking her. He genuinely loved Linachien. From the moment he first saw her and understood who she was, he knew she was the woman he wanted by his side. To make her an empress and himself a guardian who would bring peace to the world, he even pretended to be engaged to a hero he had no feelings for.

His affection for Linachien was always sincere.

“Do not worry, Your Highness. I have just learned the hero Lucie’s whereabouts.”

“Where is she?”

“The commercial city of Valtercroix.”

“Ephaltera to Valtercroix…? That’s not a short distance.”

“The hero’s physical abilities exceed those of a normal human. A single leap can shake the ground and reach the clouds. Even if it’s not graceful, they can cover great distances with ease.”

Linachien didn’t need such a detailed explanation.

“Reinhold.”

She only called him by his surname when she was serious or had a request, and Reinhold found this quite challenging. Once they were formally married, he would have to correct this behavior, even if it required a stern approach.

Unaware of her fiancé’s thoughts, Linachien maintained a cold tone as she made her request.

“Reinhold, despite the defeat of the Demon King, demon remnants remain, and the hero, who has gained the steadfast support and popularity of the masses, has returned alive. Neither of these helps my succession to the throne or strengthens the imperial authority; they are significant threats. As my betrothed and my foremost servant, I require a solution.”

Her words were lengthy, but ultimately, she was asking for help. A proud crown princess relying on her shield knight.

“Though the problems are complex, the solution is simple.”

“What do you mean?”

“Demon remnants exist. To easily deal with them, a hero is necessary. But having a living hero is problematic.”

“Are you suggesting we re-enlist the hero to deal with the remnants?”

The shield knight shook his head.

“The hero has only recently recovered. They are likely not in perfect condition. While the demons are strong, they are not as strong as the hero. It would be best to eliminate them as soon as possible, while we still can.”

“Then what about the demon remnants?”

“The hero’s party, without the hero, should be sufficient to eradicate them. It won’t be easy, but by eliminating the biggest obstacle, Luciena Estel, we ensure our success.”

“Who will lead the expedition?”

“We’ll send the mage and the saint. With Tigreia, they can travel quickly.”

“What if the hero is in perfect condition?”

Despite her dismissive tone, Linachien wasn’t foolish. 

She was picking up the key points from their rapid exchange, which pleased Reinhold.

“In that case, we attempt to recruit them. Even demons are easier to eliminate.”


“We’ve already attacked the hero once. Will Luciena Estel accept our offer again?”

“Your Highness, do you remember what I always say is important?”

“Yes.”

Linachien remembered clearly.

“Information about the situation and the enemy.”

“That’s right. Therefore, we will first ascertain whether the hero is in perfect condition and whether there are factors that would lead them to accept our recruitment.”

Reinhold wrote two letters. 

Speaking loudly enough for the crown princess to hear, he instructed the raven,

“Deliver this message: Find the hero’s weakness and, if possible, kill them. Given the hero’s fierce nature, it will be kill or be killed, so act with determination.”

Conversely, to the magpie, he said,

“The world still shows signs of chaos due to demons, so a hero is needed. Make thorough preparations and go to Waltercrua to meet the hero. However, if the hero is deemed a greater threat than the demons, render them incapacitated or kill them. Do not rush your preparations.”

With that, the two letters were sent off.

As the birds flew away, Linachien leaned gently on his shoulder.

“I always learn so much from you.”

“Despite starting late, Your Highness is improving rapidly. I look forward to seeing more.”

“To be recognized as a great ruler, one must be a complete and ready leader now, not in the future.”

“Do not be impatient.”

Reinhold wrapped an arm around the crown princess’s shoulder.

“The finest vessels take the longest to craft.”

“You give me strength, Morgan. If I had someone like you by my side since childhood, I would have been ready to be an empress by now.”

“Your Highness’s childhood experiences, though painful, allowed you to better understand and embrace the people of this empire. It was a valuable experience.”

“Yes, you’re right.”

The crown princess thought of a boy. 

A boy who was always upright, despite his thin frame. 

A boy whose feelings she knew but couldn’t accept due to her noble birth. 

A boy who left after a cheeky remark, despite her efforts to reward his loyalty.

“I’ll return as a man who can stand equal to you.”

He had only taken the name Lin that she gave him, after the sewage alley incident. 

Reinhold would have been furious at such a rude remark, but Linachien regarded even that boy as an important subject, worthy of her affection. 

A ruler must love and enrich their subjects.

“Recently, I’ve been thinking about you, Lin.”

She hoped he was living well in a peaceful countryside, healthy and farming. 

Living within his means.

***

“Heading to Waltercrua to secure Lucy?”

“Spending a day on preparation.”

“A day? No, it might actually be too short for dealing with Lucie.”

The mage and saint headed towards Waltercrua.

“Let’s stick to the plan, got it?”

“Don’t act too familiar with Lin!”

“Don’t screw things up with your temper!”

“Sigh…”

Between the bickering Ravin and Lucie, Lin sighed.

“So, you’re moving, huh.”

Watching them, she smiled gently.

“Do you know how long I’ve been waiting?”


Calming her excited heart, she whispered,

“I’ll come for you soon, my Lin, once I eliminate the obstacles.”

The second main episode of DLC 2 had officially begun.

“Just wait a little longer, my Lin.”

And ‘they’ also began to move in earnest.



 
  
    Chapter 25: Demon Warriors


The term speaks for itself: the antithesis of heroes. 

The entire party is referred to as Demon Warriors and they address each other solely by their job titles. 

Each member is a rival to a hero party member, and unless Lucy and her comrades are raised to transcendental levels through customized DLC growth, they cannot hope to win.

In Chapter 2, one Demon Warrior appears randomly, becoming Lucy’s dedicated rival. 

Usually, a spear-wielding warrior appears, creating a symmetrical battle against Lucy, who wields a sword. 

Sometimes, a trickster using magic or poison daggers complicates the future.

And there’s something else to be cautious about: the thief’s movements. 

At the start of Chapter 2, the thief is invited to join the Demon Warrior party. 

Initially, the thief refuses, but if the player fails to properly assist the thief in the unfolding events, the thief faces the greatest crisis of their life and turns into a Demon Warrior. 

Cruelly, the game’s story is designed so that Ravin must become a Demon Warrior to survive.

In short, players must ensure Ravin doesn’t defect and that Lucy has the luck of drawing a manageable Demon Warrior rival, presenting a considerable challenge. 

Although this might be fitting for a DLC, for Lin, who must navigate through this in reality, it was a living nightmare.

“I almost forgot, we have to avoid the Reinhold lackeys too, right?”

If caught, Lin would be forcibly recruited into the hero party before powering up. 

Despite her deadened emotions, Lin felt like she was suffocating from frustration, while Lucy remained cheerful.

“Look, Lin! My hair’s turned brown!”

No, Lucy was pretending to be overly cheerful on purpose. 

She dyed her hair to avoid being identified as a hero and twirled in front of Lin. 

Lin smiled and nodded, but Lucy’s eyes wavered with unease. 

She knew all too well that she wasn’t better than Ravin in any way.

Ravin, who boldly expressed anger on Lin’s behalf over past injustices, genuinely worried and shared trivial chatter, laughing freely. 

Unlike Lucy, Ravin was a straightforward person, a stark contrast to the cheerful, bright thief who seemed a better match for Lin.

So Lucy tried to act brighter too, smiling sweetly, pretending nothing was wrong, and appearing as a normal girl. 

She wanted to show she could be like Ravin. 

But inside, she felt like vomiting from the unease.

Without the heartbeat she once felt, the world seemed dizzy. 

Her outstretched arms, missing Lin, creaked like a scarecrow. 

She took deep breaths, trying to hide the cold sweat trickling down her neck. 

Her crooked smile was like a broken mirror.

Lin knew Lucy was jealous of Ravin. 

Normally, he would have focused on comforting Lucy, but he was silent this time, the reason being the Holy Sword. 

As mentioned before, the Holy Sword was a bound item, not something to be stashed in a porter’s pouch or regular inventory. 

Yet, despite having regained his limbs and summoned the Holy Sword, there was no trace of it or even a small dagger on the hero’s waist.

The Holy Sword was missing. 

As the DLC’s main story started, facing the enemies, particularly the demons, required the Holy Sword, and it was missing. 

Ravin had said the Holy Sword flew from the imperial palace to Ephalter.

“Lucy.”

When preparing and acting, one must always assume the worst-case scenario. 

But Lin wanted to avoid this worst-case scenario desperately, so he tried to ask Lucy with earnest hope.

“Where is the Holy Swo—”

“Sorry to keep you waiting! Damn those three heads for being such a bother.”

“One of the three heads is their leader, right?”

“Shut up, Adora.”

Lin’s cautious question was abruptly interrupted by the sudden arrival of Ravin and Adora. 

Lin closed his mouth again, and Lucy, who was about to hear Lin’s voice, looked resentfully at them.

“What’s with the look?”

“…Hmph.”

Despite knowing the atmosphere was bad, Ravin asked nonchalantly, causing Lucy to immediately turn her gaze away.

“You’re funny.”

Even though the hero openly disliked her, Ravin laughed. 

How thick-skinned could this woman be? 

Lin sighed and stepped forward, prompted by Adora’s desperate gestures behind Ravin.

“Had a tough time? Is the bothersome stuff over?”

“No, more bothersome things await.”

“More bothersome?”

“There’s a three-heads meeting scheduled for tomorrow afternoon.”

Three-heads referred to the leaders of three guilds representing wealth, force, and intelligence, respectively: the merchant guild, the mercenary guild, and the thief guild. 

What? 

Why would thieves represent intelligence? 

Ravin had raised the infamously lawless city of Waltercrua above the surface. 

In other words, she had taken care of the main figures of the guilds that claimed to represent intelligence.

Whenever a major issue arose in Waltercrua’s governance, the three heads and their subordinate guilds would convene to decide the future course through a meeting. 

That was the three-heads meeting. 

The sudden convening of the city’s big shots was suspicious.

“The topic is raising awareness about the appearance of demons and potentially rooting out any demons within the city.”

“Usually, they inform us at least a week in advance, but telling us it’s tomorrow seems like they’ve already set the stage,” Adora pointed out.

“I think so too.”

“So, the meeting is postponed then.”

“It’s no use. They’ve probably accounted for postponement as well. The more time we give them, the more prepared they’ll be.”

“What’s their motive?”

Ravin laughed, seemingly incredulous.

“Intelligence officer.”

“Yes, Captain.”

“Yes, you’re an intelligence officer.”

“Oh.”

Adora, realizing Ravin’s intention, sighed.

“I’ll gather information.”

“See you at midnight.”

On her way out, Adora glanced at Lin and waved slightly. 


Reflexively, Lin waved back, then shrank under the gazes of two pairs of eyes.

“Please write a review~.”

Ravin sent Adora out to work, but why was Lin the one feeling the consequences? 

Adora left the room without looking back.

“Are you two close?”

“Not at all.”

In this city, except for Lucy and Ravin, no one could be trusted. 

Hearing Lin’s immediate denial seemed to please Ravin as she relaxed her gaze.

“What do you think about the upcoming meeting?”

“Are you asking me?”

“Yeah, I’m asking you.”

Lin, though reluctant, started to think.

“Are the three heads friendly with each other?”

“Do you think so?”

No, not at all. 

The three-heads were created to keep each other in check.

“Are you the strongest?”

“The most bothersome.”

Ravin, who had recently taken over the insignificant thief guild and rapidly rose to a three-heads position, was an outsider. 

That was her current standing.

“Then it’s obvious. They’re using the pretext of rooting out demons to expel Ravin.”

“Why do you put my name in there?”

“Without you, Waltercrua would revert to its old ways.”

“Haha.”

Despite the nonchalant answer, Ravin only liked it.

“You’re smart, as always.”

“Anyone could easily figure that out.”

“Anyone seasoned enough could, yes. Trusting their own instincts.”

Suddenly, Ravin pulled a large cloth out of his pocket. 

She fetched a chair, inviting Lucy to sit, but the warrior turned her head away, ignoring her.

“But you, Lucy, you made me realize and understand the reason through a simple Q&A.”

Ravin tapped her own hair lightly. 

Only then did Lucy realize that her hair was sticking out in all directions and had grown too long. 

With no other choice, she sat on the chair. 

Ravin draped the cloth around Lucy’s neck and pulled out a pair of fine, silver scissors from her pocket.

“So, Arsil’s left arm. My greatest rival, Lucy. What would you do in this situation? Two of the three heads want to drown me.”

Before cutting her hair, Ravin brushed it. 

Although he didn’t say it, Lucy’s hair was always brushed by Lin every night or morning, so it was smooth without any tangles or snags.

“No one is perfect, and no one is clean, so they’ll bring up your faults in the Three-Headed Meeting. But they won’t just bring them up out of nowhere; they’ll tie it to a topic that fits the current situation best.”

“For example?”

“Why ask for an example? They’ve already given it all away themselves.”

Snip, snip.

The pleasant metallic sound of the scissors filled the air as they carefully trimmed Lucy’s unruly hair.

“They’ll tie it to the demon hunting. They’ll say you’re either a demon yourself or dealing with them.”

“Wow, that’s scary. So I just have to sit here and take it?”

What nonsense is she talking about?

Lin knew that the agile-minded thief had already prepared a countermeasure.

“You’re not just going to sit and take it. You have to fight back. Do I need to tell you even the obvious?”

“I asked what I should do in this situation, Lucy.”

“I know you’re not related to demons. Even if I don’t know the exact connections.”

Here, ‘connections’ referred to the invitation to join the Demon Slayer Party. 

Ravin understood and gave a bitter smile.

“Then that means they have fabricated evidence.”

“Exactly.”

Skillfully cutting her hair, Ravin brushed off the trimmed locks to the floor. 

If the world were not chaotic and she was born into a normal family, they said Ravin would have become a hairdresser.

“I have a rough idea of what kind of evidence it is. The informant has gone to uncover where it is.”

“Quick.”

“Thanks for the compliment. Anyway, I have to start preparing to refute this evidence from now.”

“Wow, you already had a plan. Why did you ask me?”

“Just in case, you know? Our Lucy might have a better idea? As always, you were one step ahead of me.”

Snip, snip.

As Ravin was trimming her hair, she suddenly chuckled.

“Ever since Lin became the leader, I’ve almost always won.”

“You’ve grown, Ravin.”

“No, you just locked up your cunning mind to cater to Lin.”

And she shouted loudly for all to hear.

“Just like you locked up your emotions in the warrior party.”

“…!”

A chilling dagger flew and hit its mark.

Feeling the tender care and drowsiness of having her hair trimmed, Lucy almost dozed off, but now she felt the fine hairs on her neck standing on end.

“What are you relaxing for, warrior?”

A whisper only she could hear.

Lucy bit her lower lip.

“Stop talking nonsense, Ravin. Just listen to my thoughts.”

“Alright, don’t get too mad. My bad.”

Even Ravin became sulky when Lin turned serious.

“Are you sure they have fabricated evidence?”

“Yes, I’m sure. I confirmed it myself.”

“Good.”

Lin concluded concisely.

“You should preemptively declare that evidence as proof of their connection to demons.”

“What?!”

That was close.

Lucy almost had her earlobe cut off by Ravin’s startled mistake.

“Why bother refuting it? It’s a waste of time and materials. Just use it.”

“Aha~.”

This was why Ravin always coveted Lin.

“Propaganda and fabrication are easy, but explanations are hard?”

And propaganda and fabrication were Ravin’s favorite political weapons.

Lin always proposed strategies that aligned with their leader’s wishes.

To Arsil, a strategy that was straightforward but upheld loyalty.

Even if it was a lousy plan that was obviously going to be carried out selfishly, Lin would propose it and take the role of being refuted to preserve her pride. 

But to me…

That foolish Lin.

“I really like it. I really love it!”

“I’m glad to be of help.”

“You must have been quite helpful in the warrior party too?”

Lin’s resentment and anger towards Lina were unfairly redirected at Lucy.

“Ravin, get out.”

But Lin wouldn’t just stand by and watch.

“Alright, I’m sorry. I won’t say it again.”

“Get out. See you tomorrow.”

“Lucy, that’s your problem! You’re hurting yourself by holding back your feelings and can’t even say anything unpleasant…”

“No, I’m not hurt.”

“…!”

Ravin, shocked, opened his eyes wide.

Infuriated by Lin’s calm gaze, Ravin ground his teeth and put the scissors back in his pocket.

“Finish the rest yourself.”

As the cloth was removed, countless strands of brown hair scattered.

After Ravin left, the two remained silent.

It was more uncomfortable than before he had come in.

Now, Lin couldn’t ask about the sacred sword.


Sighing, Lin looked down at Lucy, who had her head lowered.

Lin couldn’t see the expression on her face or what she was thinking through her drooping brown hair.

All Lucy could do was gently play with the red string around her pinky finger.

No matter how red her nose got or how heavy her eyes felt, all Lucy could do was despair.

She would never give up, but this moment made her realize once again that the world did not look kindly upon her love



 
  
    Chapter 26: The Plan


“Let’s stick to the plan and go smoothly, damn it!”

Ravin patted Lin on the back as they left the guild house. 

The plan was simple. 

To frame Ravin, the mercenary guild and the commercial guild had hidden a demon beast in the city’s black market. 

They gave money to a poor beggar, transforming him into a black market merchant who dealt with Ravin. 

Then, they planned to expose that Ravin was trying to bring the demon beast to Waltercrua through a deal with the demons. This was their plan.

To counter this, Lucy and Lin secured the demon beast and the black market merchant. 

During the meeting, Ravin would first accuse them, saying, “You guys are colluding with the demons, aren’t you?!” 

Amidst the confusion, Adora, the informant, would sneak letters identical to the one Ravin received—inviting him to join the demon party—into the guild leaders’ pockets and pretend to discover them. 

Then, Lucy and Lin would appear again, showing the demon beast and delivering the final blow with the beggar’s testimony. 

It was simple and effective. 

If it worked.

“Don’t act friendly with Lin!” 

“And you, don’t mess things up with your reckless behavior!”

See? 

Lucy and Ravin were already bickering. 

Lucy was endlessly jealous, and Ravin’s friendliness towards Lin only fanned the flames of this vicious cycle. 

“Sigh…”

Leaving the two behind, Adora handed a map to Lin, who sighed.

“Here, this is the black market, and this marked spot is where the demon beast is kept.”

“What type of demon beast is it?”

“It’s a canine, resembling a mix of a wolf and a hyena.”

“A mutant?”

“Yes, but it’s not unique.”

Canine demon beasts were troublesome because, if they evolved beyond the mutant stage to unique status, they could immediately use a skill called ‘Pack Summon.’ 

A single howl could exponentially increase their numbers. 

If this skill was used within the city, it could cause massive casualties among innocent people. 

Fortunately, this one wasn’t unique.

“Damn it, I’m on lookout duty while the informant gets to be in the action.”

As Zeol grumbled, Ravin reassured him.

“We need you there. No one monitors the checkpoints as meticulously as you. Who knows when they might bring in external reinforcements?”

“I know, I get it.”

“If we pull this off, I’ll treat you to a feast.”

“You better! We’re talking about taking down Waltercrua!”

“Absolutely! We’ll have a banquet fit for kings!”

Surprisingly, they were in sync. 

Zeol’s role was crucial but dull—monitoring the checkpoints outside the city for any incoming reinforcements. 

He hated it, but Ravin had a reason for asking him. 

Just last night, Zeol had intercepted a raven flying into Waltercrua, carrying a letter instructing to find the hero’s weakness and kill them if the opportunity arose. 

Everyone read it—Ravin, Lin, and Lucy.

“Damn it, what do we do?”

Lin’s mind raced. 

Simultaneously, the dice of fate rolled.

“Ravin, who are the biggest imperial and Shield Knight spies in this city?”

The identities and numbers of spies were a matter of luck. 

Just like how Lucy’s rival demon soldiers were random.

“The biggest ones? Aside from me, it’s the other two leaders of the Triad.”

Damn it. 

The worst case had come true. 

Lin’s luck with gacha pulls was always bad. 

Lucy called to him softly, seeing his tightly shut eyes.

“Lin.”

“Yes, Lucy?”

“I… I want to kill them all, but if you say to spare them, I’ll follow your lead.”

After hesitating, Lucy added, “I’ll follow your words absolutely.”

“I’ll follow you too, damn it.”

Everyone waited for Lin’s decision, but Lin had no doubts.

“Capture them, extract information, and then kill them. If they act up, kill them immediately.”

It was standard to incite and prove their ties with the demons before killing them, but Lin decided it was better to be prepared for all scenarios. 

One of those scenarios was that the spies were actually making deals with the demons. 

If that happened, a demon soldier might appear during their fight with the spies.

“Alright, capture them, use them, and then cleanly execute them, right?”

With the conclusion and guidelines set, Ravin, cracking his neck, smiled confidently as he glanced back.

“Let’s go, everyone.”

And so, hundreds of guild members followed her.

“Yes, boss!”

Sadly, Lin’s precautionary measures were right.

“…Hey.”

“I know.”

Arsil and Tigria, who had received Reinhold’s reply through a magpie, prepared for a day and were about to move to Waltercrua. 

However, they couldn’t ignore the blatant stares.

“Come out while we’re being nice.”

Wearing dragon scale gloves, Arsil casually remarked, gripping and releasing his fists, white holy power crackling like lightning. 

Yet, silence was the only response.

After exchanging glances, the saint held up three fingers to the mage.

One.

The thumb folded.

Two.

The index finger folded.


After a deep breath, the middle finger folded.

Three.

“Capture…!”

Tigria barely uttered a single word. 

Originally intending to say “Capture,” activate his power, and set the range for his magic, a spear wielded by a blue-skinned demon, who emerged from the forest, reached Tigria in an instant.

“Damn it!”

Arsil kicked the spear away. 

It barely deflected, angling to strike Tigria’s abdomen.

“Not so fast!”

Clang!

Twisting his body, her punch struck the spear down. Finally, the spear withdrew to its owner’s shoulder.

“This is strange.”

The demon with blue skin and white hair tied in a side tail had a languid attitude. 

Despite her cute appearance, she was fairly tall, not as tall as Lucy, but with a well-endowed chest and firm hips.

“I thought I could kill you easily.”

“Is this an act of bravado before the saint?”

“Did I focus too much on speed? Hm~.”

Crack.

“Damn it…”

Ignoring Arsil’s gritted teeth, the demon showed no concern. 

Conversely, Tigria couldn’t move due to tension.

Despite her apparent defenselessness, she felt the demon’s full attention on her. 

Any wrong move, even a misstep in her stance, would bring another lightning-fast strike.

“Yawn~. Blocking my attack means you must be the hero’s party, right?”

“And you must be a demon.”

Arsil hadn’t heard of a demon who handled a spear so well. 

The emergence of a new formidable enemy. 

Drawing on his experience, Arsil kept engaging her in conversation.

Her instincts screamed: gather as much information as possible before defeating her.

“Yawning in front of the hero’s party mage and saint?”

“Yawn~. The mage isn’t moving at all. Should I take out the escort first?”

“Hey, damn it!”

Damn it, damn it. 

The illusionist said it. 

Those who only curse and use the same few curses repeatedly are the weakest.

“Nothing.”

“…What?”

“Yeah, the illusionist said you must be the weakest. I’ll finish you first and then deal with the mage.”

This was strange.

Warriors using melee weapons usually had a straightforward nature, making them easier to talk to. 

Despite her anger causing his cheeks to tremble, Arsil continued. 

She had never been looked down on this much, even in the slums.

“Ah! Right. The illusionist told me to check and act based on what you’ll do. Let’s see…”

Taking out a paper from her pocket, the demon nodded and read it.

“Introduce yourself… Including your name? Ugh, we don’t even introduce ourselves among us, but we have to reveal our names to the enemy?”

Despite her numerous flaws, neither Arsil nor Tigria could move. 

It was frustrating, but this spear-wielder was as strong as Lucy.

“Don’t kill them unless necessary… Don’t cripple them either… So many annoying things.”

Crumpling the paper and putting it back, the demon waved lazily.

“Hi~. I’m Salomei, the vanguard and spearman of the demon party.”

“The demon party?”

“Oh, you could call it the demon version of your hero party.”

“Demons don’t have heroes!”

“Wow, that’s just a name. You’re still a fool.”

“Damn it…!”

For the record, the illusionist’s paper suggested provoking them as much as possible. 

However, Salomei hadn’t intentionally provoked them once.

“Unfortunately, we’re not supposed to kill you. This time, we’re supposed to stall for time.”

“The demon soldier party’s vanguard Salomei! What’s your objective?”

“Objective? Oh~.”

For the first time, a smile blossomed amidst the languidness.

“Our goal is to follow the Demon Lord’s will, revive the Demon King, and destroy the Empire and the Holy Kingdom.”

“What?!”

“And my goal is…”

Let’s make it clear. 

This was an obvious provocation, unlike before.

“To bring Lin to my side and keep him close.”

“Lin? The porter? Why mention the porter?”

Ignoring Arsil again, Salomei raised a finger towards Tigria, reverting to her languid expression. 

Even from this, the keen mage understood. 

Lin’s presence in this world post-Demon King subjugation was more significant than expected. 

Moreover, Lin had a deep connection with Arsil from childhood. 

Though it was just intuition, Salomei acted as if it were a foregone conclusion.

“Was Lin… important?”

This conversation left both of them dumbfounded, yet Salomei thought she could gain nothing more from this. 

Demons, despite their low status, possessed intelligence and reasoning, akin to human bandits who raided villages.

With a whirl, she spun her spear and aimed it back at Arsil and Tigria.

“Even if you two defeat me, the others will handle it. Let’s just say you’re fortunate.”

And with that, she darted into the forest.

“…Hey.”

“…Yeah, I know.”

Despite wanting to chase her, the sense of impending danger halted their steps. 

Arsil let out a deep sigh, and Tigria could only nod in agreement.

“Ravin must have felt something odd too, right?”

“Yeah, but he still wanted us to go.”

That’s when Tigria’s magic activated, creating a barrier encompassing them both.

“I’ll say it again. If something happens to Lin, we’ll destroy everything.”

Arsil acknowledged Tigria’s grim determination.

***

So, let’s review the plan for Lin and Ravin’s team again. 

They aimed to turn the tables on the mercenary and commercial guilds by exposing their conspiracy. 

By securing the demon beast and black market merchant, they hoped to counter any accusations of collusion with demons. 

This complex operation involved strategically placing evidence and testimonies to shift suspicion onto their accusers.

Lucy’s jealousy towards Ravin’s friendliness with Lin created constant tension. 

Yet, they moved forward with their plan.

The team split up to cover their tasks: securing the demon beast, monitoring the city, and ensuring no external reinforcements intervened. 

Ravin and Lin led the charge with unwavering resolve.


However, the appearance of demon soldiers like Salomei complicated their mission. 

With each encounter, it became clear that Lin’s significance and the threat of the demon soldiers were greater than anticipated. 

Even as they pushed forward with their plan, they needed to remain vigilant against these formidable foes.

The stakes were high, and their success depended on precision and cooperation. 

As they advanced, every step was crucial in their effort to protect Lin and thwart the rising threats around them.



 
  
    Chapter 27: Beast(1)


Ravin had a perplexing set of stats, neither particularly strong nor exceptionally clever. 

In terms of brute force, she ranked below Arsil. 

Admittedly, it was strange to see a healer who was also a martial artist, but such anomalies existed. 

When it came to strategy, she couldn’t keep up with the mages or the shield knights.

Yet, Ravin had a knack for assessing situations objectively and playing to her strengths, which had bolstered her survival skills and standing. 

But that was when she was merely a squad leader among a gang. 

Like Arsil, Ravin was utterly ineffective in dealing with bureaucratic debates.

“Uh, so, what I’m saying is, demons, you see, with their deep-rooted grudges and all that, shouldn’t automatically be considered enemies,” the merchant stammered.

“But, merchant! These demons are out to kill us all! They’re trying to wipe us out first, so how are they not our enemies?” retorted a mercenary.

“Uh, so, the economy works like this. You buy what you want with money! You sell what others want for money! Demons also have desires! So if they want to buy and sell, they should be seen as business partners first, not automatically enemies,” the merchant explained, albeit clumsily.

Even Ravin, though poor at debates, couldn’t ignore the absurdity of this dialogue. 

She stood there, mouth agape, listening to the senseless exchange between the mercenary and the merchant.

“I don’t care about the economy! They’re the ones shoving knives at our throats! As a mercenary guild responsible for Waltercrua’s security, dealing with demons is pointless! We can’t trust them! We need to eliminate all threats to ensure our safety! Demons should be killed on sight!” the mercenary argued passionately.”

“Uh, then, how does the mercenary guild plan to flush out all the demons in Waltercrua? Do you think they’ll just come out if you call them? You need to lure them out by pretending to negotiate, not by brandishing weapons and causing chaos,” the merchant countered.

Ravin looked around, doubting her understanding, but her subordinates were equally bewildered, furrowing their brows or wearing vacant expressions. 

Even Adora seemed confused.

‘Are you serious?’

Suppressing the urge to flip the conference table, Ravin silently wished for Lin and Lucy to quickly subdue the demonic market. 

Then she could overturn this round table with satisfaction and deal with the babbling idiots on either side.

Lucy’s fingers itched. 

Not just her fingers, her legs trembled, eager to dash forward. 

This was her first battle since regaining her limbs.

‘I want to show Lin how strong I am.’

Beaten and battered by Ravin, Lucy felt quite diminished. 

Even Lin had shown minimal interest in her, which gnawed at her. 

Now, a chance for redemption had come. 

A mission she could easily handle: subdue the black market dealing in demonic beasts. 

The plan was simple: infiltrate the market, incapacitate everyone, and secure the beasts.

Conveniently, the market was close to the conference room. 

They could send a signal once subdued, bring Lin to the conference room, and capture Reinhold’s informants.

Reinhold. 

The name chilled her blood. 

For three years, he had deceived her—a vile man who made her realize how poor her judgment of men was. He was a stain on her life. 

Without Lin’s orders, she would have captured an informant, found Reinhold’s location, and killed him immediately. 

Lucy feared she couldn’t win Lin’s love as long as Reinhold was alive.

Reinhold was the one target she had to personally tear apart, even if it meant parting from Lin temporarily. 

She needed to kill him to ensure her place in Lin’s heart. 

She envisioned showing Lin the dismembered pieces of Reinhold, proving she had cleansed her past.

‘I love only you,’ she would say, presenting the left half of Reinhold as a symbol of pure devotion and the right half as proof of her unwavering loyalty.

This thought kept her going as she followed Lin into the black market. 

The merchants eyed her suspiciously, sensing her sinister intent.

“Lucy, get ready,” Lin whispered.

Lucy nodded, closing her eyes to sense the demonic energy. 

She quickly detected the unrefined presence of the beasts.

“Yes, this is the place.”

It wasn’t far from the conference room. 

Once they finished here, they would regroup with Ravin and present the evidence to publicly oust the traitors.

But Ravin was no fool. 

She had left hundreds of thieves waiting at the guild house and taken only a few to the conference room. 

Only Lucy and Lin were handling the black market, a decision Lin had insisted upon. 

The enemies here were weak, mere grunts compared to the real threats awaiting them: the two traitors of the Triad and the ever-dangerous demon party.

Subduing this place swiftly and joining Ravin was the plan.

“Welcome! What are you looking for?” a bald man greeted them, his eyes shamelessly fixated on Lucy’s prominent chest, ignoring Lin entirely.

“Oh my, miss. The lingerie shop isn’t here. There’s a place for H-cups nearby. Want me to show you the way?”

“Excuse me.”

“Your bust looks heavy. Should I carry it for you?”

“Excuse me.”

“Don’t interrupt. I’m talking to this lady here. Understand?”

Apparently born a thug, the bald man got annoyed at Lin’s persistent interruptions. 

Raising an eyebrow and leaning forward, he gave Lin a typical delinquent glare.

“What the hell are you buying? I’ll have someone show you around… Ack!”

Crunch!

“You bald idiot, what’s with your attitude towards Lin?” Lucy snapped, lifting him by the face with one hand, crushing his cheekbones with her grip.

“Apologize to Lin.”

“Guhh…!”

“I said, apologize, you bald scum.”

“Gahh…”

A man with a broken face couldn’t possibly speak. 

He just trembled, letting out a squeal like a pig as his gang rushed over.

“Who’s there?”

“Wow, look at her boobs.”

“You idiot! Can’t you see she’s crushing Max’s head?”

There were about a dozen of them, matching Adora’s intel. 

Lin stepped forward.

“There are demonic beasts here, right?”

“How did you…?”

“Money talks. Sell me the beasts.”

“They’re not for sale!”

“What’s the big deal? You’re smuggling them, risking execution anyway. Just sell them, and we’re in it together.”


“Ridiculous…!”

“Wait, how much are you offering?”

They were curious about the price. Lin, in a monotone, pointed to Lucy.

“She’ll handle it.”

“W-what?”

“Lin, what are you talking about?”

“Huh? What do you mean? I’m saying it literally. We have no choice but to use our hands.”

The black market gang members were buzzing, and even Lucy was flustered as she asked Lin. 

But Lin spoke innocently.

“Be honest, Lucy. You don’t have a sword, do you?”

“…!!”

“Then you have no choice but to use your hands to fight.”

“Oh…”

Lucy, trying to hide her blushing face, realized that her hand, which had grabbed the bald man, was covered in snot and saliva, and she felt a surge of irritation.

“Hey! Are you only going to use your hands? I prefer using my feet!”

“Huh…? I never said I would only use my hands. Using my feet works better for me too.”

At this, the black market gang cheered.

“Woohoo! Feet are allowed too!”

For some reason, they seemed to like that. 

While Lin chuckled in disbelief, Lucy’s expression grew increasingly stiff.

“So, are you going to sell the beast?”

“No, quite the opposite.”

The gang members drew their weapons.

“We’re going to kill you, and that woman will have to please us using not just her hands and feet, but every part of her body.”

Wow.

Lin was genuinely impressed. 

After seeing their bald boss get his face smashed, they were still acting on their lower body’s commands?

“Enough, who’s in charge here?”

At least bring along someone disguised as the head of the black market. He’s an important witness.

“If you mean that bald guy, he’s already over there, knocked out. He paid us well, but now, you’ll have to work hard to cover his share too.”

Oh, this is a mess. Why did that beggar act like such a thug?

Lin took a pair of leather gloves from the porter’s bag and handed them to Lucy.

“Let’s kill them all. It’s more troublesome if they run away and spread the word.”

“Is that okay?”

“Of course.”

Lin helped her put on the gloves.

“They said bad things to you. Don’t forgive them.”

“…Yeah! As I thought, Lin is the only one who cares about me!”

With her eyes tingling, Lin wiped the corners of Lucy’s eyes.

“Now, go, Lucy.”

“Okay!”

With a bright smile, Lucy turned around. But the face of the hero facing the gang was void of any expression.

Crack!

One guy’s head burst from a kick.

“You said feet were allowed, right?”

She wiped the filth off her foot by grinding it into the ground.

“Hi, hiick!”

“R-Run away…!”

The black market gang, finally understanding the situation, began to scatter.

“You can’t go, Lin told me not to let you live.”

Lucy quickly chased after them. Meanwhile, Lin realized something was wrong.

“Huh?”

Lucy chased the fugitives, leaving Lin alone. Behind him, three remaining gang members, too frozen to run, stood still.

“Huh?”

Lin and the remnants stared blankly at each other.

“Damn it!”

Lin snapped out of it and grabbed a shield from the porter’s bag as the remnants charged at him.

Slice!

A dagger grazed Lin’s cheek, the scent of his blood quickly reaching her.

“…Lin?”

Biting her nails in anger.

“Who the hell did this to you…?”

“Informant? What’s wrong?”

A thief waiting in the conference room asked, but Adora ignored him.

“Go tell the boss.”

“Why is the informant acting like that?”

“Prepare for battle.”

“Hey, informant!”

Despite the thief’s call, Adora vanished from the spot.

“What the hell is this…!”

At the same time, there was a loud argument at the conference table. 

The mercenary guild and the merchant guild were trying to frame Ravin as a traitor.

“Our mercenaries only know how to fight and seize! But thieves can negotiate!”

“Um, so we merchants use deals as weapons, but thieves also know how to conquer through force.”

Ravin, shaking her fist, confronted them.

“What kind of nonsense is that? Your logic is as stupid as your speech, you idiots!”

An intense exchange of nerves and insults followed. But shortly after,

Awoooooo~!!!!

“What’s that?!”

With a sharp beastly howl, the surroundings began to crumble. 

The building used as a conference room fell apart as if it had never existed.

Among the collapsing buildings, Ravin saw it.

“A unique… mutant…?”

A wolf beast the size of a house, surrounded by what seemed like hundreds of wolf beasts.

“Where’s Lucy? Find Lucy!”

“Boss! The informant has left the premises!”

“What nonsense is that!”

The sudden turn of events left Ravin’s mind spinning. 

The unique mutant stared straight at her and howled again.

Awoooooo~!!!!

“Everyone, prepare for battle!”

Ravin drew her dagger. 

The unique mutant began to move, and the smaller beasts charged with it. 

The merchant guild and the mercenary guild were one team at that moment. 

One misstep and they would all die.

“Do we have to face them together?!”

“If we leave them be, we’re all dead!”


Despite their hesitation, Ravin yelled at them roughly.

“What are you doing, you idiots! Tear those bastards apart! This is our city! This is the Waltercrua of Three Heads! Even if someone eats it up, it should be one of us, not some beasts!”

Finally, the two guild leaders drew their swords and charged.

“Guys, it’s a battle, let’s go!”

“We must protect our assets!”



 
  
    Chapter 28: Beast (2)


Once again, I emphasize that Lucy did not become strong because she was chosen by the Holy Sword. 

She was strong enough to be chosen by it. 

Though she could turn an entire area upside down with a single leap, she couldn’t take out all the fleeing enemies in different directions at once. 

She started by breaking the legs of the furthest one.

“Argh!”

Without a weapon, she grabbed the fallen one and threw him at the next, knocking them down. 

One by one, she managed to topple them all.

As one who had fallen face-first to the ground lifted his head,

Screeeeech!

A sound of air being torn apart, accompanied by the tearing of human flesh, echoed.

“Wait, wait…!”

She didn’t accept surrenders. 

Lin had ordered her to kill them all. 

Like a slaughter machine, Lucy faithfully carried out Lin’s command.

“You’re the last one, huh?”

“Please, no!”

“Since you’re the last, I’ll give you a choice.”

Lucy spread her arms and wiggled them.

“Do you want it by hand, or by foot?”

The last remnant of the black market showed some defiance.

“Then… chest…”

“Bullshit.”

Her merciless soccer kick exploded his upper body. 

Lucy clicked her tongue as she shook off the blood that had splattered everywhere. 

She couldn’t let Lin smell this metallic stench. 

Though she disliked owing anyone, she might have to ask Ravine to prepare a bath.

That was for later. With a wide smile, Lucy twirled around.

“Lin! I finished them all!”

A gust of wind blew through the makeshift walls. 

Lin was nowhere to be seen in the open space.

“Huh?”

She had come too far. 

She had chased after the fleeing beasts without looking back. 

Which meant…

“I left Lin behind…!”

A chill ran down her spine. 

She dashed back to where she had left him. 

Bursting through the door, she found Lin struggling against three men.

Even though he was a civilian, Lin was holding his own. 

One thug took a punch to the chin and fell. 

Another was pushed over with a small shield. 

But that was as far as he got. 

From a blind spot behind the shield, a dagger slashed Lin’s cheek.

“Gotcha!”

Taking advantage of his momentary freeze from the pain, one thug grabbed him from behind, pressing a blade to his neck.

“Well, well! Look who we have here! Move, and he dies.”

“Damn! They got all of them… Now what do we do?”

“Either way, he’s likely to die.”

The three thugs whispered and snickered.

“Even if I die, I want to grope her tits.”

“Yeah! Let’s die like men!”

But none of their words reached Lucy’s ears. 

Her eyes, wide with shock, were fixed on the cut on Lin’s cheek.

“Lin’s hurt…?”

Because of me?

Because I wanted to show off and left my primary objective unprotected?

Her nails dug into her clenched fists.

“Calm down, Lucy.”

Lin, noticing the fury and madness creeping into her eyes, spoke calmly, but Lucy couldn’t stop herself from going berserk.

Lin, who had sacrificed himself for her since the days when she had no arms and legs. 

Lin, who had been devoted to her since the day he lost his limbs. 

She had already lost him once and now made this mistake?

This was a sin.

“I won’t forgive.”

Neither you nor myself.

“Pay with your life.”

Sensing something ominous, the thugs took a step back.

“This crazy bitch! Do you want to kill your comrade… Ugh!”

Boom!

It was bizarre. 

The man with the knife to Lin’s neck exploded from Lucy’s punch while she stood in place. Blood splattered on Lin as well.

“Eek, aaaaaah!!”

Unable to hold back, the remaining two ran without looking back. 

But no matter how hard they ran, they couldn’t move forward.

To Lin and Lucy, it appeared as if the escapees were desperately running on the spot.

“Ridiculous, right? Thinking they could escape unharmed after hurting Lin.”

Her voice, small yet clear, carried through the chaos. 

Adora stepped forward from the hazy vision like emerging from the mist.

Just by her gait, Lin sensed she was different. 


He finally took a proper look at her. 

Straight gray bangs with a short bob haircut. 

Orange eyes with skin as white as Lucy’s, if not whiter. Her chest was prominent, not small. 

But despite her pleasant appearance, her gaze carried a madness that made Lin uneasy.

“Are you really just a thief?”

Feeling the oddity, Lucy asked. 

Adora smiled. It was a clear sneer.

“You are truly an incompetent hero.”

“What did you say?”

Adora’s gentle hand gestures swirled the air. 

The surrounding structures, as if made of smoke or dust, began to crumble and scatter.

As the buildings and walls disappeared, everyone in the black market looked around in confusion.

“Wh-what…!”

The two men who had tried to escape from Lucy were now cowering before a wolf-like beast that appeared before them. 

Among the mirages that vanished were the cages holding the beasts.

Three beasts, mutated and awakened, growled at the nearest escapees.

“We have to run!”

“Where to?!”

Beasts ahead, Lucy behind. 

The gang flailed their limbs in desperation, trying to flee, but they couldn’t move from their spots.

“What the hell is going on?!”

Grrrrr!

“Agh, no!”

Without even leaving a scream, the two men were torn apart. 

The beasts, having devoured their pitiful prey, turned their attention to Lin. 

Despite his tension, Lin gripped his small shield firmly. 

He was more familiar with fighting beasts than humans.

“Lin!”

Lucy urgently gathered her magic to leap forward, but someone else moved first.

“Don’t worry.”

Adora gestured again, and the beasts bared their fangs at each other.

“No one will lay a hand on you.”

“…Who are you?”

Ah, Lin asked about me directly. 

Pure joy welled up from her heart.

“I am Adora.”

One beast bit the neck of another. 

Then, the remaining one crushed the bitten one’s head.

“I’ve been waiting for someone to lead us into the future, through endless repetition.”

Crunch.

The last beast devoured the fallen one, bones and all. 

Despite the gruesome sight, no one in the black market could move.

They could only flail in place. 

Even Lucy couldn’t escape Adora’s inexplicable trickery.

“Thousands, millions, billions of times, losing our sense of self, you appeared.”

Grrrrr!

The beast’s head twisted grotesquely. 

Shaking like an aspen, it seemed to move jerkily as if lagging.

As the vibration intensified, the beast’s body grew larger. 

Its fur turned a deep blood-red, swelling.

Lin and Lucy both knew what this meant.

“That…!”

Lin, horrified, watched as Adora approached him.

“You are our only salvation.”

“Get away from Lin!”

Finally, Lucy began to move. She gathered her magic and leaped, pulling the isolating space that held her along.

Still, Adora’s gaze remained fixed on Lin.

“You are the half we’ve been waiting for.”

“Shut up!!!”

Twisting the usual words she spoke to Lin slightly, Adora’s whisper filled Lucy with rage.

Lucy shouted and charged. 

She had to silence this woman. 

How dare she, to Lin…!

My…

“But you are my Lin.”

“You…!”

Red-gold magic surged. 

Lucy wrapped herself in the energy, rushing towards Adora.

“That’s not the target!”

Lin barely managed to hold onto Lucy’s sanity.

“Lucy! It’s a trap! Eliminate the beast, not Adora…!”

Awwooooooo~!

A high-pitched, eerie howl from the enormous beast. 

As if responding, smaller howls echoed. 

The unique mutant beast had awakened its ‘pack summon’ skill.

“You never think of anyone but yourself, Luciena Estel.”

Adora didn’t hide her disdain for the hero.

“Leaving Lin alone, never listening to his words, and even… even…!”

With genuine anger and a trembling voice, she rebuked Luciena.

“Letting Lin get hurt!!”

As if drawing a curtain, her arms cut through the space, and the surroundings crumbled entirely.

The black market turned into a vast open space in an instant. 

Lucy realized the isolating barrier holding her had lifted. 

The same applied to everyone in the black market.

“No more business here. I’m taking Lin with me.”

The moment Adora said those words, the world seemed to stop. 

Lucy’s eyes, now devoid of focus, made Adora feel so.

“Who said you could?”

Red-gold magic swirled.

“My only ally, my best companion, my Lin.”

“Then prove it. That you can protect Lin.”

Adora snapped her fingers. 

Her body turned to smoke, rising up. 


The smoke flowed into the unique mutant beast’s nostrils, and it howled.

Awwooooooo~!

“Everyone, prepare for battle!”

Somewhere, Ravine’s shout was heard. 

As if waiting, hundreds of wolf-like beasts charged at Lucy.



 
  
    Chapter 29: Illusionist


Surprisingly, the beasts all passed by Lin. 

It was as if they couldn’t see him, or as if he were an insurmountable obstacle. 

The ground shook as the beasts stampeded past.

“We’ll save the formal introductions for later,” Adora said, appearing by his side once more.

Lin was bewildered. 

Adora was an enigma, sometimes a thief, sometimes smoke, an utterly unpredictable being.

“For now, it’s more important to verify if the hero is a suitable guardian for you.”

“Guardian? I’m not some pet,” Lin snapped, her tone sharp.

Adora was taken aback, her eyes wide in surprise. 

“Of course not. I didn’t mean it that way.”

Gently, Adora reached out and caressed Lin’s left arm. 

Given who Adora was, Lin had no choice but to stay still. 

Yet, as Adora touched her, a wave of fatigue washed over Lin, making him feel faint.

“As I thought,” Adora murmured, looking at Lin with pity. 

“You’re not fully healed.”

“How did you know…?” 

Lin’s words trailed off as drowsiness overwhelmed him. 

He struggled against the urge to sleep, even as the nightmare beasts pressed closer. 

Adora comforted her gently.

“There’s no time to explain everything now,” she said. 

It became impossible for Lin to stay awake.

“Even the Holy Sword judged it dangerous if you weren’t forced to rest.”

The exhaustion was overwhelming.

 Lin collapsed, unconscious, into Adora’s arms. 

She sat down, cradling Lin’s head in her lap.

“Sleep well. I won’t let anyone disturb you,” she whispered. 

Adora had no intention of forgiving anyone who interrupted their time together.

“Liiiiiin!”

Lin was gone. 

The beasts had obscured her from view in an instant. 

Lucy saw it, saw Adora approaching Lin from behind.

“Damn demon!”

Adora had made no effort to conceal her demonic aura since arriving at the black market. 

When Lin openly asked if Adora was a demon, Lucy hadn’t sensed anything amiss. 

In hindsight, she should have investigated further when Lin pointedly questioned her.

Instead, she had wasted time bickering with Ravin. Now, this was the result. She was furious with herself.

“Out of my way!” Lucy screamed, tearing apart the jaws of a beast that lunged at her. 

She gouged out its eyes when it tried to bite her arm. 

Kicking with magical force, she created a half-moon-shaped clearing, but it was quickly filled with more beasts.

“Hero!”

Thankfully, Lucy had taken the brunt of the beast’s attacks, allowing the Waltercrua forces to easily advance the front line. That didn’t mean there were no civilian casualties.

Ravin, consumed with rage, searched for Lucy.

“Where is Lee? Why are you playing hero alone?!”

“Did you know Adora was a demon?!” Lucy snapped back.

“An informant…?” Ravin hesitated. Lucy realized, despite knowing Lin’s name, Ravin stubbornly referred to him as Lee.

“Did you ever tell Adora Lin’s name? And why don’t you call him Lin?”

“Why would I? And it’s not like Lee asked me to call him by his name!”

Lucy sighed deeply, realizing her carelessness had led to this mess. 

Lin’s suspicions, the ease with which she used his name—all were clues. 

Adora must have intentionally left gaps. 

And Lucy had dismissed them all as trivial.

Despite the demons targeting Lin, he hadn’t noticed anything. 

Swallowing her tears, she had to admit she was now more useless than when her limbs were severed.

“What are you sitting there for?!” Ravin shouted. “Find Lee! You always insisted he was yours, so why are you giving up now?”

“Ravin…”

“Damn it!” 

Even as she berated her, Ravin slashed through the approaching beasts.

“Don’t call me that! Just find him!”

“But there are so many… I don’t even know where to start…”

“Useless!” 

Ravin roared.

Her shout echoed through the open space of the former black market.

“Lee didn’t save you because he could. He saved you because he wanted to! What are you now?”

Oddly enough, Adora didn’t attack them while Ravin raged. 

Instead, she let the beasts circle, watching Ravin grab Lucy by the collar.

Realizing this, Ravin rejected Adora’s mock kindness and drew a dagger.

“Fine, I’ll do it. I’ll save Lee.”

“You can’t handle it alone…”

“CHAI!”

Ravin cut Lucy off, glaring at a spot where beasts circled idly.

“If I save Lee, he’s mine. I won’t let anyone else have him.”

“What…?”

“Stay back and watch, you idiot!”

“Don’t be ridiculous!”

Lucy pushed herself up.

“I haven’t lost yet!”

“I don’t have time for this!”

Ravin pointed at a unique mutant beast.

“I’ll handle it. I’ll kill it, save Lee, and he’ll be mine!”


“Adora and you both! Lin is my only ally, my best companion!”

Lucy picked up a sword lying on the ground, unleashing her magic as she swung it.

“I won’t lose him to you!”

“Just try!”

They both charged forward, slashing through beasts in their path. 

The hero and the thief split in opposite directions, each making their choice to save Lin.

The beasts, naturally, targeted Lucy as she soared towards the unique mutant.

“Ugh!”

Forced to deal with the beasts, she missed the chance to strike the mutant.

Instead, Ravin found a clear path to the unique mutant.

“This is the only time I’ll help!”

She downed a crimson potion in one gulp. 

Her heart pounded, and time seemed to slow around her.

Stepping on the corpses of fallen beasts, Ravin reached the mutant’s jaw.

“Ultimate Skill: Thousand Stabs!”

Blood flowed from his eyes and nose, but his momentum never faltered. 

In a blur too fast for even Lucy to follow, Ravin’s strikes shredded the mutant’s jaw.

Not stopping there, he drilled into the beast’s head, breaking through its skull.

When Adora gasped in shock at the unexpected collaborative attack, she swallowed her breath.

“There you are,” Lucy said, finally pinpointing Adora’s location.

“Did you think you could hide with just some deodorizer?”

Though nothing was visible on the surface, there was a faint stench of sewage coming from a particular spot. 

Lucy threw a punch in that direction.

Boom!

“Ugh!”

The demon was hit squarely in the abdomen and flew backward. 

As the illusion dissipated, the figure of Lin lying in that spot became visible.

“Lin!”

She wasn’t moving, but she was definitely breathing. 

Relieved by the fact that she was alive, Lucy hugged Lin, while Adora, who had been thrown back, quickly reappeared.

“I’d appreciate it if you didn’t touch Lin with your filthy hands,” Adora sneered.

“I hit her hard!” Lucy felt a pang of frustration, missing her holy sword more than ever. 

Regular attacks might have worked on lesser monsters, but demons were a different story. 

Without the holy blessings of a saint or a holy sword, physical attacks on demons were only one-tenth as effective, and magical attacks were halved in damage.

The surroundings were still a scene of chaos and slaughter.

“Huff… huff…” 

Ravin was kneeling, blood dripping from the corner of her mouth, the side effects of a potion taking their toll. 

Yet her gaze, filled with hostility, remained locked on Adora.

The thieves, mercenaries, and merchants continued their struggle. 

It was a meaningless war of attrition. 

Even Lin, who had been protected by illusions, was roused by the scent of blood and dust around him.

Adora knew it was time to end this.

“You’re awake, Lin,” Adora said calmly.

“Adora,” Lin responded.

“You could have slept a little longer.” Adora admired his composure amidst the chaos. 

But Lin was far from calm.

“Ravin, you…”

The moment Lin saw Ravin bleeding, she understood the situation. 

The potion’s side effects were the same as the day the old alleyways disappeared. 

Even while coughing up blood, Ravin felt tears well up at Lin’s concerned gaze. 

Lucy, who was right next to them but being ignored, gritted her teeth in frustration.

Then, someone intruded on the brief lull in the battle.

“Now! Kill that Ravin!”

“Our contract was to help eliminate Ravin!” shouted the leaders of the mercenary and merchant guilds.

“Bold of you to make demands in front of so many people,” Adora remarked dryly.

The merchant guild leader didn’t back down. 

“You’re an illusionist! You can manipulate everyone’s memories here just like you filled part of Waltercrua with illusions—”

“Shut up.”

Thud! 

The merchant guild leader’s head exploded, and Adora’s face twisted with genuine anger. 

He had stolen the moment she was supposed to introduce herself to Lin.

“This is a breach of contract, illusionist! If He finds out—”

“I don’t care about that brat controlling you. And honestly, he’s pissed me off by acting out of turn,” Adora snapped.

Adora had been the first to notice when Lin and the hero arrived in Waltercrua. 

Even though they had a superficial alliance, sharing information had only led to these idiots trying to interfere with her plans.

“Didn’t I say I’d handle this?”

The illusion was just a performance; Adora never needed to show intricate illusions. 

Merely sending out her demonic energy was enough to strangle the mercenary guild leader.

“Guh, guh!”

“This is a warning. Don’t mess with me.”

Clearing her throat, Adora amplified her voice with black magic.

“I am Adora, an illusionist and a member of the Demon King’s party.”

Despite the shocking confession, no one interrupted her.

“Normally, according to my contract with the mercenary and merchant guild leaders, I would kill the thief guild leader, Ravin. But since these two acted on their own, they’ll face the consequences.”

“Cough…! Illusionist, you bitch…!”

“Once again, let me emphasize. The leaders of the mercenary and merchant guilds made a secret pact with me, a demon. But not anymore.”

[This isn’t how it was supposed to be, Lin. I wanted to introduce myself to you properly.]

Adora sent a mental message to Lin, Lucy, and Ravin.

“Our goal as the Demon King’s party is to defeat the hero’s party and resurrect the fallen Demon King to win the war.”

[Do you think you can protect Lin from us without your holy sword, foolish hero?]

Adora sneered at Lucy with contempt.

“So, guild leaders, you’re no longer needed. Die quietly.”

[It wasn’t just the lack of a holy sword that prevented you from finding me.]

Thud! 

The mercenary guild leader’s head exploded effortlessly.

“I’ve lost interest, so I’ll be leaving now.”

[You lost your limbs and had to stay close to Lin. You’ve grown accustomed to his energy.]

“Remember, even though the Demon King is gone, we demons are strong, guided by the will of the Demon God.”

[Right now, Lin’s energy is imbued with the Demon King’s power. That’s why you couldn’t detect my presence.]

“When the entire Demon King’s party reveals themselves again, our resurrected Demon King will lead us.”

[You know why Lin ended up like this, don’t you?]

The hero looked at Lin in despair. 


She remained silent, pulling at his sleeve in a plea for forgiveness, but she continued to avoid his gaze.

Having heard everything through the mental message, Ravin’s eyes were bloodshot as he glared at Adora.

[You know why I went through all this trouble in Waltercrua, don’t you?]

[Thief Ravin, it turns out our goals align.]

Adora’s elaborate performance had a purpose: to recruit Ravin into the Demon King’s party.



 
  
    Chapter 30: Aftermath


The illusionist of the Demon Party, Adora, had left. 

She vanished like smoke, as if she had never been there in the first place. 

But the scattered corpses of monsters and guild members in the city of Waltercrua showed how deep the wound was.

“Our mercenary guild will serve Ravin the Thief as the ruler of Waltercrua.” 

“Our merchant guild will take the lead in making amends for the betrayal of our two guild leaders and restore the trust of Waltercrua’s citizens.”

When it was revealed that two of the three leaders had colluded with the demons and had been killed by them, the deputy leaders of the mercenary and merchant guilds immediately bowed to Ravin. 

It was an indispensable choice to avoid forced expulsion.

Ravin, leading the cleanup, encouraged people energetically on the surface, but inside, she was as rotten as anyone else.

“What the hell did you do to Lin, the Hero…?”

Before letting Lin and Lucy go, Ravin dragged the Hero aside. 

Lucy, in her daze, stared into the void with unfocused eyes.

“I’m asking you!”

Ravin hated everything about the Hero. 

She pretended to be a victim, obsessed over Lin, and then abandoned him at crucial moments with her selfish attitude. 

Ravin wanted to tear Lucy apart with her dagger.

“Lin… ever since we were kids in the slums… he took care of everyone… me, Arsil, even that damned woman… we all survived because of Lin.”

Even when Ravin took a different path from Arsil and became hostile, Lin occasionally helped Ravin’s gang.

“Even among Arsil’s gang, he was always sacrificing and dedicating himself for his friends.”

Though his innate strength was insignificant compared to countless heroes.

“Lin fed us no matter what.”

It was tiresome to recount how the Hero Party always ate everything and left Lin with an empty pot.

“He’d come and check on us even if we just tossed and turned in our sleep.”

Whenever someone in the Hero Party coughed or seemed uncomfortable, Lin would fret, wondering if he had done something wrong.

“If something bad happened, he’d come over and ask about it first.”

And when Lin approached them, the Hero Party would yell at him to mind his own business.

“I wanted to run and bring him back, but I respected his choice and waited. I believed he would see the light someday.”

Ravin already knew the Hero Party was mistreating him.

“But what?”

She couldn’t place spies or follow them during the Demon Lord subjugation, so she had let her guard down for a moment.

“You made him grab the Demon Lord’s horn with his bare hands?”

“Ah…”

“You told him to do it, didn’t you?! It’s obvious! You always led the charge in tormenting Lin! Damn it, I expected that! But Arsil! What about her?!”

The Saint, who had scolded the porter, saying the Shield Knight was more injured.

“Even if she didn’t know Lin’s name, even if his physique and voice had changed, even if he wore a mask!”

The Saint, who valued sacrifice and dedication more than anyone, ignored Lin, who was right beside her.

“He was your comrade! No matter how much you hated and distrusted him, he was your comrade for a long time!”

Lucy found it hard to breathe. 

Each word from Ravin slashed at her heart.

“You are not normal! Lin was a civilian, a non-combatant! Even if he trembled in fear on the battlefield, staying in his position was already commendable! But you, you deemed him cowardly and useless, and turned your back on him in an instant?”

The past grabbed her by the hair whenever she was about to forget.

“Lin saved you when you were infested by demonic energy, with your limbs severed. That demonic energy was because of you.”

The past haunted her with her malicious deeds.

“And you dragged him around, letting him heal your body… and left him alone in his pain?”

“No, I didn’t do it on purpose…”

“Too many monsters to find him? You use that excuse for not rescuing Lin?”

“I…!”

“You’re not qualified.”

Extreme anger made Ravin strangely calm. 

She became more composed with every word to the stuttering Hero.

Her mind felt terrifyingly cold.

“Overwhelming power, fame, a splendid fiancé.”

Flinch.

“You’re just a selfish bitch accustomed to receiving, not giving.”

That’s not true. 

She, too, was born a fallen noble, abandoned by her parents, and survived alone. 

She had clung desperately to her sword for survival. 

She would have protested confidently before the betrayal, but now, the very act of making excuses felt hypocritical to Lucy.

“Do you know how much the world loved you? The beautiful and strong Hero. And the amazing fiancé who adored such a Hero.”

“No-!”

But Reinhold was the exception.

Lucy screamed a denial, but Ravin gradually lowered her voice, driving sharp truths into her ears like needles.

“No? You knew how the people admired you, using every charm, jealousy tactic to win over your kind, gentle fiancé?”

“That was when I didn’t know what kind of person he was!”

“You didn’t know! You were infatuated with his pretty face, desperate to hold his hand, to hug him, to get a kiss from him!”

“That never happened! Anyway, he treated me like a doll. He never cared about me!”

“Your words don’t add up, Luciena!”

Finally, Ravin grabbed Lucy’s cheeks, squeezing her mouth.

She spat cruel words at her protruding lips.

“Your body may be untouched because the Shield Knight didn’t touch you, but your heart is a ragged whore…!”

“No! No! I only have Lin. I’ve realized now. The me who knew nothing and was foolish disappeared with my limbs!”

“Oh, really? Then why is Lin suffering so much by your side?”

The thief pulled out everything Lucy wanted to hide and deny.

She stripped every piece meticulously, leaving no bone unscathed.

“You don’t deserve him. Lin is mine. I will heal that suffering body and let him rest by my side forever.”

“No!”

“You only bring Lin pain!”

“No! No! Please, please! I’m sorry. I was so immature. You’re right. I was selfish. I’m really sorry. I’ll do better. Don’t take Lin away. Lin said he needed me too. To save the world, he needed me. I need Lin too. I don’t know how to live without him!”

When Ravin said she’d take Lin, Lucy knelt and begged on the spot. 

The once proud Hero was now groveling and crying before a mere thief.


Ravin felt hollow.

She knew it too. 

Lin needed Lucy, at least for now.

“Listen well, you wretched woman.”

Holding back the urge to vomit, Ravin said firmly.

“I’m giving you one last chance because Lin saved you.”

“Thank you. Thank you…!”

“Remember what I say.”

“Anything, I’ll do it well.”

“Shut up and listen!”

Only then did the Hero stop her frantic movements and listen.

“Lin saved you, so you must protect him no matter what. Got it? Lin is the center of your life from now on. Do as Lin says, always prioritize him.”

“Understood.”

“If I hear that Lin is hurt again or crossed a point of no return…”

Ravin pulled out his dagger, aiming it at her neck.

“I will kill your entire Hero Party by any means.”

“…I will protect Lin no matter what.”

She had said what needed to be said. Her entire body felt heavy, like a sponge soaked with water.

Ravin moved away from Lucy and looked up at the sky. 

The sky was irritatingly blue.

***

When the Saint and the Mage, in their tattered bodies, reached the Waltercrua checkpoint, it was already dusk.

Tormented by the spear wielder of the Demon Party, Salomei, they were only released after suffering humiliation to the end.

‘Oh? Is this enough? Ha~ so selfish.’

The spear wielder, suddenly ceasing her attack, waved them off lazily.

‘Now go. It’s over.’

Even the hot-tempered Arsil could only trudge away from the place.

With both pride and self-esteem utterly shattered, the Hero Party stared at the ground until they heard a voice from the Waltercrua wall.

“Hey there.”

It was a familiar voice.

Looking up, they saw Ravin, pale-faced, sitting on the wall.

“Ravin…?”

“Judging by your appearance, you’re the Saint and the Mage of the esteemed Hero Party?”

“Ravin! Is it really you?”

That damn woman was grinning.

“Stop right there. We’re not on speaking terms.”

“Hey! Why are you here? Did you leave the alleys and settle in Waltercrua?”

Unlike the delighted Arsil, Ravin was not. 

She felt an urge to smash her grinning face with his fist.

“Are you alone? Where’s Jack? Where’s Lafam? Did your entire gang come together?”

“…They’re doing well.”

Up there in the sky.

You really know nothing.

Though he had only been gone for half a day, Ravin missed Lin so intensely it hurt.

He considered it briefly.

Should she reveal the truth?

What would Arsil’s reaction be once he knew everything?

But Ravin decided against it.

This is a curse.

A curse on you, Arsil, for not recognizing and tormenting Lin, driving him to his death.

And this curse is called silence.

“Open the gate. I have business in Waltercrua. It’s something that concerns the whole city.”

“No, Waltercrua has no business with you.”

“Hey! Is this because I punched you a few times back in the day? I’ll apologize for that…! It’s a huge issue right now…”

“I am Ravin the Thief. I was elected ruler here by the guilds of Waltercrua.”

Arsil’s face hardened at Ravin’s cold demeanor.

It wasn’t just Ravin; everyone on the walls and at the checkpoint was looking at them impassively.

“Earlier today, Waltercrua was invaded by demons.”

“Demons!”

“They were part of a demon lord’s party. The bastard ravaged this place as he pleased and left like nothing happened.”

“Ravin! Was that bastard a spearman? Or a magician?”

Arsil recalled the different classes Salome had mentioned in passing.

But Ravin ignored him.

“Therefore, Waltercrua is under reconstruction, and all entries are prohibited.”

“Hey, Ravin! We’ll help! Let us investigate. We can formally request support from the Empire and the Holy Church…”

“Arsil.”

She tried to ignore it.

“Ha! The Empire and the Holy Church?”

“Ravin?”

But ignoring this bullshit was too much.

Ravin raised his arm.

Flames shot up from the beacon of Waltercrua.

“Saint, we know what you did to the hero, to the porter.”

“What…?”

“With your conduct, do you think the Empire and the Holy Church would help us willingly?”

“Who told you that?”

“Don’t know, can’t remember if it was the demon that swept through here or a passing wanderer.”

Another flame rose, confirming the first wasn’t a mistake.

“Get lost. Waltercrua does not accept traitors.”

Tigria grabbed Arsil’s shoulder and shook his head.

But the saint couldn’t back down easily.

“Alright, I won’t come in, but tell me one thing.”

“…What is it?”

“What about Lin? I don’t know how long it’s been since you left, but was Lin doing well?”

“Haha….”

It was a farce.

“Hahahahahahahaha!”

Ravin laughed with a broken body, making everything shudder.

She managed to stifle his laughter despite the pain and conveyed Lin’s message.

“The hero went to the Zramun Islands.”

“Lucy? Why are you bringing up the hero suddenly?”

“She said to prepare well, whether it’s to face the demon lord’s party or herself.”

The show was over.

Ravin turned and descended from the wall.

Arsil, I was paralyzed for a while after learning the truth about the hero’s party.

Will you be able to bear the full brunt of the truth’s cruelty?

“Hey! Heyyy!! Ravin!!!”

Arsil shouted till the end, unable to accept the situation.

A mage, unable to bear it, forcibly teleported her back to the capital, but her cries echoed in vain.

Once again, they walked through the forest.

Once again, it was just Lin and Lucy.

Lucy walked silently, holding Lin’s hand.

Seeing her somber mood, Lin cleared his throat after hesitating for a long time.

“Lucy, we haven’t rested since we started. How about camping here?”

“……”

“I’m fine. Embarrassingly, I was put to sleep by an illusionist on the battlefield. Ah, I shouldn’t say that proudly.”

“……”

“Are you mad because of that?”

“Sorry, Lucy. I should’ve done better.”

Stop.

Words he heard every day during the demon king’s subjugation.

Lucy swallowed her breath.

“Lin….”

“Yes.”

“Why is your arm like this…?”

This time, Lin fell silent.

“Why do I feel demonic energy from your arm…?”

“This is strange. I clearly revived you with the power of the holy sword, so why…?”

“What did you say?”

“At the Goddess’s sanctuary, I revived you with the holy sword, so why do I feel demonic energy…?”

“Lucy.”

“Even after using the holy sword, why….”

“Lucy!”

When he turned her around, her face was already wet with tears.

“Sorry… Sorry, Lin. I’m sorry for hurting you…!”

She knelt as if collapsing, resting her forehead on his hand and sobbing.

“I didn’t know it hurt. I didn’t know it was this severe. If it’s this bad after using the holy sword, how bad was it before?”

How much pain did he endure while taking care of her?

Suddenly, Lucy remembered Lin feeding her while barely eating himself during that time.

Was it not to save food but because he had no appetite due to the severe pain?

Only now could she see it.

His pain.

Her own foolishness.

“Sorry for being useless. Sorry for being a hero without a holy sword. Sorry for still being trash even after you saved me, Lin.”

“Lucy.”

Lin also knelt.

He reached out, hugged her, and patted her back.

Even so, Lucy couldn’t lift her head, and Lin took a deep breath and whispered.

“So you saved me with the holy sword. That’s why it was gone.”

“Sorry… Sorry….”

“You traded your hero status for my life.”

“That’s not true…! Lin, the most precious thing to me is….”

“Thank you for saving me, Lucy.”

Finally, Lin looked into the hero’s dazed eyes.

“My best companion, Lucy.”

“Ahhh… sob…!”

Lucy cried out loud.

“Thanks to you, despite the demonic energy’s invasion, it doesn’t hurt. It was because of the holy sword that there was no pain.”

“…!”

“It’s okay, it’s alright.”

Lucy hated herself.

She hated her selfish, never-improving self.

She hated her desire to stay by Lin’s side.

She hated that without Lin, she’d be as good as dead.


Even so, Lucy held Lin’s hand, burrowed into his arms, and craved the sound of his heartbeat.

‘Since the shield knight didn’t touch her, her body is still pure. But her heart is filthy, filthy as a rag….!’

She is not a rag.

Though she repeatedly denied it, her heart felt unclean.

That feeling intensified her obsession with Lin and drove her compulsive need for cleanliness to the extreme.



 
  
    Chapter 31: Actually, he’s not an archer, but a botanist.


Naidrian was buried in a sea of books and papers in his room. 

After hastily returning from the Ephalter House due to the late arrival of the elven delegation in the capital, he finally had some time to immerse himself in his research. 

Though his studies had slowed during the journey to subdue the Demon King, he had continued to investigate the growth and species of plants whenever he found a moment.

The Senate disapproved of what they deemed his “useless endeavors,” but since he was fulfilling his duties as a member of the Hero’s party, they had little reason to openly criticize him. 

Yet, this tolerance only extended as far as Naidrian doing his job correctly.

A gentle knock preceded the Elder’s quiet entry into the room. 

His brow furrowed as he took in the cluttered scene.

“Are you still wasting your time on this nonsense?”

“Elder…”

“You think you can afford to study leisurely while our race is in peril?”

“No, Elder. I’m doing this for the good of our people…”

But Naidrian’s protest was cut short as the Elder clicked his tongue, causing him to shrink back.

“Listen.”

“Serving the race means fighting the demons and the Demon King as part of the Hero’s party, and striving for the revival of our people.”

“We’ve already completed the subjugation of the Demon King. And once my research is finished, our elven race will…”

“Completed? You think it’s finished?”

The Elder slammed his hand on the desk, his voice rising with frustration. 

Elves, known for their serene and composed demeanor, had recently become irritable and impatient.

“Even with the Demon King defeated, the demons continue to run rampant. Have you forgotten what happened in Ephalter? They killed people right in the middle of the streets. You yourself were sent out as part of the subjugation force!”

“…Yes, that’s true.”

“Tsk, if you have time to waste, you should be pressuring the Crown Princess and the Shield Knight to honor their contract with our elves!”

“I’ve been pushing them continually, but as you know, they keep delaying, saying the contract terms haven’t been met…”

“What a simpleton!”

At the Elder’s harsh reprimand, Naidrian froze, his timid nature making him flinch. 

His gaze dropped to the floor, his lips pressed tightly together in frustration he dared not voice.

“This is politics. It’s not some childish game with friends. You need a bit of justification, some force, and the will to see it through.”

The Elder sighed heavily. 

As a representative archer of their race, Naidrian’s skill was unmatched, but his meek disposition rendered him inadequate in all other aspects. 

Despite strict upbringing, his timidity had never been corrected; instead, he had become more aware of others’ perceptions, a trait that frustrated the Elder.

He longed to scold him until his temper subsided, but he knew better than to drive away their strongest asset. 

Naidrian was the elves’ greatest trump card, and the Elder, understanding that talent couldn’t be harnessed by mere chastisement, softened his tone.

“I know how hard you’re working. But you must understand that the survival of our race rests on your shoulders, which is why this burden is necessary.”

“No, Elder. I should have done better…”

Naidrian was startled by his own words. 

The phrase was something the porter had often muttered. 

Perhaps, he thought with a sinking heart, he was no different from a mere porter all along.

“Didn’t I just say you need force to back up your claims, and you must use it?”

The Elder’s face grew stern.

“Our elven forest has shrunk again. Compared to the beginning, more than half of the land…”

“That can’t be…! Until last year, only 30% had been lost over a thousand years. How could it have halved in just one year…?”

“See? No matter how much you study plants, you’re far from understanding or accepting the current situation. The strength of our elves comes from our numbers and our land. That land is diminishing, and we must fight to reclaim it while we still have some power!”

The Elder’s voice rang with conviction as he emphasized his point to Naidrian.

“Our Senate and the delegation are applying pressure as well. But it’s up to you, as a member of the Hero’s party, to be the vanguard for our race.”

“…I understand. I won’t give up and will do everything in my power to fulfill our race’s wishes.”

“That’s the spirit.”

The Elder, pleased with his response, finally released his from his scrutiny. 

However, as often happens with the timid, Naidrian harbored different thoughts deep inside.

‘Even if I don’t know why the elven forest is shrinking, I can research ways to expand it again.’

He had made progress in his studies. 

He had long since developed seeds of trees that could grow in barren conditions, and all that remained was to enhance their survival rates. 

This was all possible thanks to a benefactor who had funded his research over the past two years. 

The investment, though modest, had been sufficient and invaluable.

His only concern was the recent news that his benefactor had encountered personal difficulties, making it temporarily impossible for them to continue funding him. 

He received this news right before the Demon King’s subjugation, leaving him little time to worry about it. 

Though his research was nearing completion, the lack of additional funding was a significant setback.

The financial support allocated to each Hero’s party member had been thoroughly spent on preparing for the battle, leaving nothing behind.

‘It will take some time, but if I can just hold on a bit longer…!’

He hoped, just a little, that his benefactor’s financial situation would improve, allowing them to resume support. 

It wouldn’t be long now.

Knock, knock.

“Excuse me! I’m from the World Postal Service! I have a letter for High Elf Naidrian!”

As if summoned by his thoughts, a messenger arrived. 

Naidrian’s face lit up as he opened the door.

“Naidrian! It’s been a while. Here’s your letter, and I’ll need your signature to confirm receipt!”

“Yes, yes!”

Upon seeing the sender’s name, his expression brightened even more. 

The Elder, on the other hand, was less enthused.

After dismissing the messenger, Naidrian returned to his seat, trying to hide his joy, but the Elder wasn’t fooled.

“Have you found yourself a woman?”

“W-what? Me?”

“…Never mind.”

Seeing his genuine shock, the Elder awkwardly dropped the subject. 

Naidrian, usually so timid, seemed to be sincerely surprised, convincing the Elder there was nothing of the sort.

Just as he was about to open the letter with a beaming smile, another urgent knock interrupted him.

“Yes, come in.”

“Naidrian! Sir Reinhold has issued an emergency summons!”

“Suddenly?”

“Demons have appeared in Waltercrua after the incident in Ephalter! Moreover, the Saintess and Lady Tigria, who were part of the Ephalter subjugation force, have retreated to the capital after encountering a demon claiming to be a member of the Demon King’s party!”

“Are you certain?!”


“And they’ve also located the whereabouts of the Hero, Luciena!”

“…!”

There was no time to hesitate.

“Elder!”

“Go to the meeting at once. I’ll return to the delegation and inform them of this news.”

“Yes!”

In an instant, everyone in the room had left, leaving only the letter on the desk. It was the one thing that offered Naidrian comfort and hope, containing his dreams.

On the envelope, the sender’s name was written:

[From: Investor Yi]

***

“Hey~.”

A woman with pale blue skin and white side-tailed hair waved at a figure with short gray hair.

“You’re late, Spearman.”

“I walked.”

“You know our plan relies on speed, right?”

“It’s a long-term plan. There are a lot of stages. As long as I’m not too late, it’s fine.”

“Sigh.”

The illusionist sighed, but the Spearman didn’t care. 

However, there was something on her mind.

“How was Lin?”

“What can I say? Lin was the same as always. Upright and kind.”

“Huaaah~!”

Even just imagining it made her heart race. 

Hearing it from the illusionist’s mouth, the Spearman wore a dreamy expression.

“And just like always, Lin smiled despite carrying all that pain.”

“Huaaah….”

Both of their expressions darkened simultaneously.

After a moment of silence, the Spearman suddenly burst out.

“Originally, Lin was supposed to be one of us!”

“Yes, you’re right. If that had happened, I would’ve taken on all of his pain and comforted him.”

“Heh? Why should that be your role?”

“Based on what?”

“It’s simple logic, really.”

The Spearman tilted her head as she twirled her spear.

“Lin is with the Hero right now, right? So if Lin had been one of us, I, as the Hero’s counterpart, should have been by his side.”

“Yes, that does make sense.”

The illusionist nodded in agreement.

“Then, in this timeline, since I’m the Hero’s rival, it’s only natural that I should be with Lin.”

“Why does it sound like you’re twisting my words?”

“I’m just following your logic.”

“…Wanna fight?”

“Anytime.”

The Spearman bristled with energy, but her excitement soon waned. 

The illusionist waved a dismissive hand and sighed again.

“If Lin were one of us, he’d be sad to see us like this.”

“That’s true. I’ll have to practice restraint when I’m around Lin.”

Despite their differences, they both genuinely admired Lin.

***

“Lin, the soup’s ready.”

Lin, still feeling faint, had finally woken up. 

He didn’t recall anything after losing consciousness, but now he found himself back in his humble residence.

“Thank you, Master Tardo.”


“Don’t mention it. I see that you’ve been pushing yourself too hard recently.”

“No, I haven’t. I always take breaks when needed.”

“Do you?”

Tardo, the village’s only physician and Lin’s mentor, chuckled softly as he handed the tray of soup to Lin. 

His gentle demeanor was a stark contrast to his robust frame.



 
  
    Chapter 32: Their contract was like this.


“Everyone’s here.”

In the conference room, only the hero party had assembled. 

The Saint Arsil, with her holy robes tattered and scorched in places, stood with a solemn expression. 

Similarly, the mage Tigria’s robes were in tatters. 

In stark contrast, the archer Naidrian was impeccably dressed, and the shield knight Reinhold was adorned in shining golden armor. 

The hero party, devoid of a hero, had gathered.

To be precise, the hero party was missing both the hero and the porter.

“It seems to be a top-secret matter, yet the messenger managed to convey the gist of it,” said Reinhold, though his frown revealed his irritation.

Even so, Naidrian found the natural air of deference from Reinhold displeasing. 

Since the subjugation of the Demon Lord, Reinhold’s kindness had vanished.

“The demonic forces openly invaded Waltercrua, so it’s only a matter of time before it becomes known,” Reinhold remarked.

“Arsil and Tigria also encountered the demon forces, didn’t they?” 

Naidrian, who had just received some unexpected encouragement from the elders, was quite proactive in the discussion. 

Reinhold glanced at him but otherwise ignored his active stance.

Arsil, however, was slightly disappointed. 

It was clear from their disheveled appearance that neither she nor Tigria had been spared hardship, yet no one inquired about their well-being. 

If Lucy were here, she would have certainly asked first.

But Arsil knew she had no right to such thoughts. 

Even with ample justification, she found it galling to wish for inquiries from those who had previously excluded them.

“I’d appreciate a detailed explanation of what happened. Quickly and succinctly.”

Tigria began to recount the events in chronological order, as per Reinhold’s request. 

She explained how, on their way from Ephalter to Waltercrua, they had encountered a blue demon known as Salomei, claiming to be part of a demon hero party. 

After a devastating defeat, they had barely arrived at Waltercrua, which was already under attack by an illusionist. 

She also recounted the conversation Arsil had had with Ravin.

However, Tigria skillfully avoided mentioning the surprising number of porters involved in the incident. She omitted details about Salomei’s comments regarding Lin and deliberately left out the fact that the saint and the rogue were familiar with each other.

“The hero went to the Zramun Archipelago…?” Reinhold pondered aloud.

“Given the circumstances, Lucy was likely in Waltercrua, and the demon hero party’s illusionist may have attacked with her as the target,” Naidrian surmised. 

Though somewhat off the mark, his deduction was the most plausible hypothesis the hero party could come up with.

“The Waltercrua guild alliance and Lucy fought against the demons. After the illusionist withdrew, Lucy deliberately made her destination known.”

“Ha, what on earth is that person thinking?” Arsil muttered, trying to process the situation, though nothing came to mind.

“Isn’t it obvious? They’re trying to lure us in. They must want revenge.”

“Revenge…?”

“Why the pretense of distress? Lucy has always exhibited dangerously risky behavior. They had to be dealt with. Everyone should have understood that.”

Arsil, despite her irritation towards Reinhold’s rationalizations, felt uneasy. 

The image of Ravin laughing uproariously when asked about the matter of Lee lingered in her mind.

“Yet it’s odd. Why target the Zramun Archipelago?”

“Perhaps if they fought us, they would cause significant damage in the nearby areas. They might be waiting on an isolated island in the archipelago, aiming to confront us there.”

This too was a plausible guess. 

Despite her rough demeanor, Lucy was considerate of her surroundings—though that was limited to porter.

“Did he always have such a sharp mind?” Reinhold admired Naidrian in secret.

Tigria, however, rejected the hypothesis. 

“That’s not it.”

“You’re so sure. What’s your basis?” Reinhold asked, causing Tigria to hesitate.

It was not something she wanted to reveal, but she had no choice.

“The Zramun Archipelago contains a sealed demon sword.”

“A demon sword?!”

At the mention of such a wicked artifact, Arsil reacted sensitively.

“I’ve never heard that the Zramun Archipelago houses a demon sword before.”

“Only those who have studied history and scripture deeply would know.”

“Please, provide a detailed explanation.”

Reinhold’s authoritative tone demanded an answer, but Tigria was not one to tremble under pressure. 

She took a moment of silence.

‘If only Lin were here… Could she have spoken without this strange fear? If Lin, who knew her secrets, were beside her.’

Suddenly, she longed for Lin. 

Clinging to that desire, Tigria finally spoke with difficulty.

“It was the greatest achievement of the Second Hero. The demon sword was taken from the Demon Lord and sealed in the Zramun Archipelago, earning worldwide acclaim. But envious thieves spread the rumor that the Second Hero intended to rule humanity with the sword, and other party members supported this claim. Ultimately, the Second Hero was captured and executed.”

“And what followed is known to everyone.”

Reinhold, even as he struggled to process the betrayal of the hero party, let out a sigh of silence.

The only one able to act was Naidrian, who had recently been reprimanded by the elders.

“I understand that the demon sword is sealed. But how does that relate to Lucy?”

“Demon races are beings born from extreme pressure within corrupt human emotions,” Tigria explained. 

“The world calls it corruption.”

“The same applies to the demon sword.”

The shocking revelation sent chills down everyone’s spines, except for the magician.

“The demon sword was created from the corruption of a holy sword.”

“When? I can’t follow your explanation. Didn’t the Second Hero seal the demon sword? Then when did the holy sword corrupt, and what about the holy sword Lucy used until now? It doesn’t add up!”

“The First Hero.”

“First Hero? That’s the hero I respect the most. The hero who first revealed the existence of demons to the world and single-handedly charged into the demon army to stop them at the cost of their own life.”

“The First Hero did not die. More precisely, they did not die at that time.”

“What?”

“Although the demon army’s advance was halted, the demons withdrew with the hero, who was on the brink of death. The Demon God personally tortured and corrupted the First Hero.”

“A hero corrupted?!”

“Why are you surprised? Reinhold, you even suggested the possibility of Lucy being corrupted at the last meeting.”

That had been purely a political maneuver. 

Suddenly, Reinhold was forced to confront his past self, and he tried hard to conceal his discomfort.

“Fine, so the holy sword was corrupted into a demon sword, is that it?”

“Correct. But because the Demon God personally corrupted the human hero, the goddess forged a new holy sword and bestowed it upon the Second Hero.”

Arsil wanted to cover her mouth. 

Naidrian covered his face in shock, while Reinhold bit his lip until it bled.


Why was it always the mage who delivered the unpleasant truths and unwelcome facts?

“Lucy, leading us, is now deceased.”

The Demon Lord had been the First Hero.

Returning to the main point, the demon sword was originally a holy sword, so it might be used to strengthen the current holy sword. 

This was speculative, though, as it had not been tried before.

Naidrian gathered his armor and bow, meticulously placing the specially crafted arrows into his quiver. 

True to his nature as a botanist, he packed several small vials into his inventory.

“Are you ready to go?” asked the elder.

“Yes, elder,” Naidrian replied.

“This time, we must erase the demon races from this world and prevent the extinction of our elven kind.”

“I will see it done.”

“Have you properly reminded the crown princess and the shield knight of our agreement?”

“Yes.”

Naidrian nodded, reciting the words he had shared with Reinhold at the meeting.

“If we secure the hero Luciena Estel and eliminate the threats from demon races and other dangers in the world, we can replace the diminishing elven forests with other vast expanses.”

“That is exactly what is at stake. If we continue like this, we cannot avoid extinction.”

“Yes, I understand.”

“Your shoulders bear the survival of our race, Naidrian!”

Once again, the heavy burden pressed down upon him. But Naidrian had to overcome it. 

The fate of the elves rested on his shoulders..

“I shall return.”

“Complete your mission and return alive.”

The reason for his safety was likely due to his political value. 

Setting aside his bitterness, Naidrian headed towards the plaza in front of the imperial palace.

“Saint, this journey holds the prestige of both the goddess and the church.”

“The contract is always on my mind,” Naidrian said, his voice steady.

“Then perhaps you could recite the terms of our agreement?”

The saint’s selfishness was surprising.

“Yes, of course. Our church and the empire will provide full funding for the academy to be established in the district of Gujeongmul, where you are from. You will then be appointed as the headmaster of the academy. In return, I will step down from my position as saint.”

Without that final condition, such a farcical contract would not have been concluded. 

There was no reason to refuse when the terms included her stepping down after everything was complete.

Of course, whether the contract would be fulfilled was uncertain.

“By the way, Cardinal, how is Gujeongmul? You’re still monitoring it, aren’t you? Is there anyone spreading rumors about my origins?”

“There were no such irreverent individuals,” the cardinal replied.

“…Really?”

The district had been cleaned out, so there were no such people or creatures to begin with. 

The cardinal, who mocked the clueless saint, saw her off with a smirk.

“May the goddess’s blessing be upon you.”

“You jest. I am the one who bestows that blessing.”

With her inventory packed, Arsil headed towards the plaza. 

Did she know? 

That the power to bestow that blessing had come at the cost of her entire past?

Surprisingly, the mage was with the shield knight.

Tigria, the mage, appeared more experienced before others, yet she seemed somewhat uncomfortable when it came to him.

“If you wish to study true affection and love, is it really necessary to involve me?”

“It is because I felt that Reinhold’s affection for the crown princess was genuine. All the affections I have seen so far were false, driven by political, material, or sexual desires. Therefore, Reinhold and the crown princess are the ideal subjects for my research.”

Tigria’s dissatisfaction stemmed from the fact that Reinhold rarely showed his affection for the crown princess to her. 

Since they met only in private, Tigria found it difficult to study true love.

“I might not be the one to say this, but is it worth pursuing research at the risk of the hero’s life?”

“That’s a foolish question. The collapse of the second hero party and the kingdom was due to betrayal driven by lust rather than true love. As a magician seeking the truth, this is a topic I cannot miss.”

“You don’t have any other motives, do you?”

“I will be mindful.”

She approached her destination, Linachien.

“Be careful.”

“To protect the peace of this world, I can never die.”

His sense of justice was pure and unwavering. 

Linachien embraced him, whispering:

“I’m scared.”

“What are you afraid of?”

“It feels like this adversity we are facing is a punishment from the goddess for harming the hero.”

Reinhold understood the underlying message, though it was not spoken directly. 

He smiled softly and gently lifted Linachien’s chin.

“There is no need to worry. The hero brought about new threats to the world with her reckless actions. The goddess’s anger is directed at injustice and corruption.”

No one knew whom he had made deals with to become the world’s protector. 

Even if the goddess were to reprimand him, he was confident in his righteous stance and had the strength to counter any challenge, even from the goddess herself.

Linachien, who knew nothing, smiled along with him.

“Perhaps that’s one way to interpret it. I’m sorry. I still have much to learn…!”

Unable to contain himself, Reinhold kissed her passionately, unable to resist the noble woman’s charm.

Indeed, this was a woman.

The crowd cheered loudly.

“It’s truly magnificent.”

“May we see this splendor again after the evil of the world has been eradicated.”

The nobles maintained their decorum.

“Here comes the healer of the hero party, Saint Arsil!”

The massive gates of the palace opened, and the saint stepped out in a rough, homespun robe, her brown bobbed hair shining with pride.

“Here comes the archer of the hero party, the elf Naidrian!”

The archer with long green hair advanced boldly, his braids swaying with each step.

“Here comes the magician of the hero party, Mage Tigria!”

Dressed in a black robe, the magician held a plain staff, yet the crowd was fascinated by her long, violet hair that seemed to lift slightly on its own.

“And here comes the shield knight of the hero party, Sir Morgan Reinhold!”

The final member, a young man with blonde hair, appeared with a robust build, holding a large shield and clad in armor.

The hero party proceeded forward, neither looking back nor acknowledging the crowd, moving steadily towards the gate.

The crowd erupted into even louder cheers.

Among the tense party members, only Reinhold enjoyed the adulation with ease. 

Soon after, the central nobles and royalty, including the crown princess, emerged onto the plaza, but they did not call attention to themselves. 

Today, the heroes were the focus.

Before those setting off on their noble duty, there was no room for asserting status or authority.

***

After walking for a while, Reinhold suddenly stopped. 

As the leader halted, the rest of the hero party naturally had to stop as well.

Reinhold cast a wistful glance at the sky and slowly turned to face the crown princess.

Linachien’s eyes were already red with tears as their gazes met.

“Morgan… I wish you good fortune.”

The crown princess’s voice resonated through the now silent plaza.

The subtle, poignant tone struck a chord with many women, eliciting mournful sighs.

Reinhold finally smiled warmly and nodded.

“Let’s go.”


With a resolute expression, he resumed leading the way.

The hero party, led by Reinhold, was set to embark on their journey once again. 

Though it was a hero party without a hero, their first goal was to secure the hero Luciena Estel.

Everyone—royalty, nobles, and commoners alike—wished for their safe return and successful mission. 

No one considered the fact that the party’s porter was now absent.



 
  
    Chapter 33: Call me Lin, Ravin.


Just before leaving Waltercrua, Ravin took Lin aside.

“Are you okay?”  

Their voices overlapped as they spoke simultaneously. 

The words of concern echoed deep in Ravin’s heart.  

“Lin.”  

Lin pulled out a potion from the porter’s bag and handed it over. 

Ravin gently pushed the potion away.  

“Use it for yourself.”  

“I’m giving it to you because I want to take care of you. It makes me feel at ease.”  

Ravin was taken aback by the earnestness in Lin’s eyes.

Feeling the warmth still lingering on the glass bottle, Ravin asked, “You’re leaving right away, aren’t you?”  

“Yes, we’re being tracked by the hero’s party, so we need to move quickly.”  

“And it seems the demon party is targeting you as well.”  

“I don’t understand why they’re after me.”  

“Isn’t it because you’re too popular?”  

“Me? Haha.”  

The dry laugh that came out without a change in expression was tinged with sadness. 

The Lin she knew was someone with a warm heart who expressed emotions richly.

“Ravin, I have a request.”  

“Anything, just say the word, Lin.”  

“Some members of the hero’s party will arrive at Waltercrua today. Among them, the saint will definitely be there.”  

“Tell them we’ll be heading to the Zuramun Archipelago.”  

“You’re asking me to reveal your destination to them?”  

It was a necessary move. 

Lin knew that Ravin was the only one he could trust with this task.

Ravin sighed. 

“Is that all you need me to do?”  

“There’s one more thing.”  

“What is it?”  

“I need you to identify devout and knowledgeable priests and followers within the Church.”  

It was a request only she, the leader of the thieves’ guild, could fulfill. 

This also tied into Arsil’s wish.  

“Leave it to me.”  

“Thank you, Ravin.”

With his message delivered and his requests made, there was no time to waste. 

Lin turned to leave for where Lucy was waiting. 

But as he walked away, the distance between them grew, and Ravin found herself struggling with the separation. 

“Wait!” Ravin called out.  

She ran toward him and threw herself into his arms as he turned around. 

Taken by surprise, Lin hesitantly embraced her.  

“Ravin?” 

“Don’t go…” Ravin pleaded desperately. 

“Can’t you just stay by my side? I would never hurt you. I’ve never hurt you, and I promise to cherish you more than anyone else. From the very first moment we met, I…”  

“Ravin.”  

Kind Lin took out a soft cloth and wiped the corner of Ravin’s mouth, stained with blood from the potion’s side effects.

“This is something I have to do.” 

“Why? Why do you have to go through with this? There are other members in the hero’s party!”  

“Everyone has their own role. Mine is insignificant compared to theirs; I’m just a porter.”

“Carrying a burden isn’t something you do alone. We can share it together. I’d even leave with you as a porter if I could.”  

“You have your own role, like ruling over Waltercrua.”  

“I prepared this city for you. I chose it as the place for us to be together!”  

“But to save the world, I have no other choice.”  

“To hell with the world! I only need you.”  

“Ravin.”  

Lin gave a bittersweet smile, tinged with apology.  

“The world I want to save includes you. It’s the world you live in.”  

What woman could stubbornly persist after hearing words like that? 

Ravin felt a mix of sadness and relief.

Lin, not wanting to see Ravin cry, decided to give her a small gift. 

Even Lin, as oblivious as he was, could no longer ignore Ravin’s feelings. 

“From now on, call me Lin.”

“Oh…”  

Ravin’s eyes widened.  

“Is that really okay?”  

“Yes, please call me that.”  

“…Lin.”  

“Yes, Ravin.”  

“Lin… Lin!”  

It seemed Lin’s gift was well received.

“Why did you go by ‘Lee’ in the dirty water alley days?”  

“Back then, I didn’t have a name. I was just Lee.”  

“When did you get your name?”  

“After Arsil left.”  

Lin hesitated, wondering if he should share more.  

“I got my name just before our alley was destroyed.”  

“Did someone give it to you?”  

“Yes.”  

“Who?”  

Lin answered with silence, but Ravin, quick-witted as she was, put the pieces together and quickly found the answer.


His family name was Lee, and his given name was Lin.

“Lin… why Lin?” she pondered aloud, her thoughts echoing in the silence of the room. 

“Did someone name him after someone else? Is there a historical figure with the name Lin?”

She repeated the name over and over in her mind, trying to unearth its origins.

“Who could it be…?”

Then, a memory flickered.

There was someone.

A woman with a similar name.

“Could it be… Lina?”

Lin let out a bitter laugh. 

It was a reason he had never wanted to uncover, an unwanted confirmation of an unpleasant truth.

“Lin, was it a name she shortened from her own?”

“…Yes.”

“Then that… that fox of a woman gave you a name to bind you to her!”

His heart ached, the revelation cutting deeper than any blade. 

The name he had hoped would protect him, the name he had clung to, had been given to him by the woman he despised the most.

“She’s the one who tried to erase us from the world,” she spat.

“Maybe so,” Lin admitted, “but she’s also the one who never really called me by that name.”

In truth, she had only said it ten times, if that.

“After the alley disappeared, this name became mine alone,” Lin continued, his voice steadier now. 

“It’s a name that has stayed with me, just like my memories.”

“Have you ever thought about changing it?” 

She asked.

“I’ve had it for so long… it doesn’t feel right to let it go.”

She wanted to show herself to the world, to finally rid herself of lingering regrets.

“Do you still like Lina?” she asked, holding her breath.

“No, not at all,” Lin replied, shaking his head. 

Though it was true that he had spent the last three years working aimlessly, joining a hero’s party as a porter just to rise in rank, his feelings for her had died when he embarked on his journey to slay the demon king.

His emotions had been worn away long before, like a stone eroded by time.

There was no regret left for the woman, only for the words he had spoken to her.

“If that’s the case, then it’s fine,” she said, smiling softly. 

There was no more to say. 

She wasn’t a petty woman like Lina.

Ravin was a thief, one who took what she needed through plunder and stealth. 

This time, she was determined to steal something far more precious—a heart.

But she couldn’t just let Lin go without leaving her mark.

Ravin took a step back and pulled out a dagger.

“Ravin!” Lin exclaimed in shock, as the thief sliced through her own ponytail with a single swift motion. 

She bundled the strands, still bound by a thin rubber band, into a small pouch and presented it to him with both hands.

“Will you keep this as a charm?” she asked, her voice gentle. 

“So that no matter where you are, I can protect you. And so that I can always be with you.”

Women, by nature, wanted to leave a piece of themselves with the ones they loved. 

It was a symbol of their bond, a warning to others that the person was already claimed.

Especially to certain red-haired warriors who constantly eyed Lin.

Lin stared at the pouch, a soft smile replacing his usual bitter expression. 

He accepted it with a nod.

“Thank you, Ravin.”

“Thank me for what?” she stammered, suddenly shy. 

The usually brash Ravin found herself unable to meet his gaze, her body fidgeting awkwardly.

“When everything is over, bring it with you and come find me,” she said, trying to regain her composure. 

“You have to come. If you don’t, I might come looking for you first.”

“Still… it’s a pity. I liked your ponytail,” Lin teased, a rare grin spreading across his face.

Ravin was secretly relieved that Lin wasn’t too handsome; if he had been, she might have had to fend off even more women with her blade.

“Then, when I grow my ponytail back… can I come find you?” she asked, her voice small but hopeful.

“Of course,” Lin replied. 

“As long as we’re not in dangerous places.”

“Yes, yes!” she agreed eagerly.

The two stood there awkwardly, neither knowing what to say next. Lin, who had a long journey ahead, finally broke the silence.

“Goodbye, Ravin. Stay safe.”

“Goodbye, Lin. Let’s meet again in good health.”

“And no more drinking that dangerous potion, okay?”

“Okay.”

As he walked away, her heart felt lighter than before. 

She could let him go this time, without the burden of regret weighing her down.

But as Lin became a small dot in the distance, Ravin couldn’t hold back her tears any longer.

“U… Uuu…”

She stifled her sobs, not wanting anyone to hear.

He was gone.

“Lin… Lin!”

She already missed him, longed to see him again. 

How long would it be before she could see him again? 

The joy of knowing he carried her hair with him, mixed with the sorrow of his departure, pressed down on her chest.

“If I had confessed to you back when we were in the alley… would you be here with me now?” she whispered to herself, shaking her head.

The past had its own meaning, even if it was painful. It was through those past experiences that she had become who she was now.

The current Ravin had managed to secure a promise from Lin—a promise for a future together. 

Whether that future would involve them sharing their lives as partners, she did not know. 


But she would never give up.

She took a deep breath, inhaling the warmth of their recent, sweet encounter.

As she exhaled, her gaze hardened. 

She was no longer just Ravin. 

She was Ravin the Thief, leader of the guild and ruler of Waltercrua.



 
  
    Chapter 34: Don’t deny the past, and never do that in the future.


To reach the Zramun Archipelago, one had to board the only ferry available from a small harbor town. 

The fare was exorbitantly high. 

The reason for this was the peculiar, swirling magical currents surrounding the archipelago, which kept the sea in constant turmoil. 

Only the most skilled captains and navigators could dare to venture there. 

Moreover, the magical disturbances made it impossible for wizards to teleport between the continent and the archipelago. 

This meant that Tigria, the mage, was limited in her ability to chase after Lin and Lucy using her magic. 

On the flip side, the difficulty of access made the archipelago an ideal place to seal away the cursed sword.

“I’ll be back, Lucy.”

“Are you sure you’ll be okay on your own?”

“Yes, don’t worry about me.”

“But still…”

Lucy had no choice but to see Lin off. 

Although she wished she could follow him by force, she couldn’t bring herself to refuse Lin’s words, burdened as she was with guilt. 

At least, she had the red thread tied to her pinky finger. 

Focusing on its sensation, Lucy resolved to rush to Lin’s side if anything happened to him.

The harbor town was nothing more than a fishing village. 

Compared to Ephalter, it was so insignificant that the town’s name was simply “The Road to the Archipelago.” 

Despite thinking that there could be no threat in such a place, Lucy remained on guard. 

Just a few days ago, she had almost lost Lin by letting her guard down.

“Since Lee saved you, you must protect him at all costs. Do you understand? From now on, your entire life revolves around him. Do whatever he says, and always put him first.”

Since leaving Waltercrua, Ravin’s words had been etched into her mind, and they were harder to follow than she had anticipated.

Yet, to protect Lin, Lucy needed to be by his side at all times. 

The need to protect Lin and the need to prioritize his words were in constant conflict. 

Even now, Lin had gone out alone to mail a letter at the World Postal Service. 

He had insisted on going alone, leaving Lucy with no choice but to step back. 

Sitting on the bed in their small room, Lucy focused on the red thread, lost in thought.

As she delved deeper into her thoughts, Lucy began to strip away the layers of excuses and justifications. 

The first excuse was this:

“They said it was hard to find the enemy, not that they’d given up on searching.”

This was what Ravin had scolded her for when she failed to find Lin surrounded by monsters in Waltercrua. 

She felt her words had been misunderstood and shook her head.

“If that’s what they said, then that’s what it is!”

But wait, couldn’t she have used the red thread to find him, just like she was doing now? 

The excuse fell apart, revealing her foolishness in not using the means she had at her disposal. 

She discarded this excuse entirely.

The second was that Lucy had sacrificed the holy sword to revive Lin, just as he had once healed her. 

But this excuse, too, was baseless.

“Lin was being consumed by dark magic from the start.”

This was due to the wound he sustained when he retrieved the Demon King’s horn with his bare hands after being mistreated by the hero’s party. 

It was more than just a mistake; it was near-fatal harassment.

And the reason Lin died at the hands of the succubus was because he had protected Lucy, who was recovering from drinking an elixir.

Another excuse she couldn’t bear to bring up again was shattered—her logic was flimsy, even absurd.

The third excuse: Why had Lin touched the Demon King’s horn with his bare hands?

She had thought that since the Demon King was dead, his power, the dark magic, would disappear, and the pain would be temporary.

“What kind of crazy woman thinks like that?”

The fourth, the fifth, the sixth—she discarded all the excuses, one by one, each more ridiculous than the last.

All the mistakes she made during the Demon King’s subjugation, including the Demon King’s horn, stemmed from needless hatred and reckless harassment.

Excuses, justifications, lies, fallacies, and petty pride. 

She stripped them all away, leaving behind nothing but her obsession and fixation on Lin.

“Gasp… gasp…!”

She was disgusted. 

Viewing herself from an outsider’s perspective, her actions and thoughts were nothing but repulsive.

Stripped bare, Lucy quickly sank into a pit of self-loathing and depression.

“Ugh… ah… aaah!”

From the very beginning, things had gone awry between Lucy and Lin. Whose fault was it? It was Lucy’s fault. 

She had been the one who initiated the torment within the hero’s party. 

Whose fault was it? 

Lucy’s. 

And since then, had she ever been of help to Lin? 

Not at all. In fact, she had only made things harder for him.

Disgusting. Disgusting. Disgusting. Disgusting. Disgusting.

And yet, she had the audacity to claim Lin as her own?

“Ugh…! Ugh…!”

Her breathing grew rapid, bordering on hyperventilation.

“You don’t deserve him.”

She was on the verge of losing the little right she had left.

“You only bring pain to Lin!”

Ravin was right about everything. 

She was a worthless woman.

“You’re still a virgin because the Shield Knight didn’t touch you. But your heart is nothing but a filthy rag!”

“Aaaaaagh!”

Her wickedness, undeniable even if she wanted to deny it, led her to self-harm. 

She hit her temples repeatedly, pressing down with force.

“You don’t deserve him. I’ll take care of him. I’ll heal that broken body and keep him by my side for the rest of his life.”

“No!”

But still, Lucy had one thing left.

Lin.

“Please, don’t take Lin away from me.”

Her comrades had severed her limbs.


“Please…”

The disgusting Shield Knight, who pretended to be her fiancé, had personally marked her as a traitor.

“Ha… ha…!”

The one who had embraced her and leaped off the cliff wasn’t her praised comrades but the simple porter, Lin.

It was Lin, a civilian, who had taken care of her, fought demons, and risked his life to heal her.

But then, Ravin appeared.

The red thread ignited, jolting her senses awake.

“Gah! Hah!”

Only then could Lucy finally exhale the breath she had been holding. 

Her blurred vision slowly returned, revealing Lin in front of her, drenched in sweat and urgently checking on her.

“Lin?”

“Wha… what did I even…”

“You were hyperventilating. From the moment you came in, you started hitting your head, and then you suddenly stopped breathing. I was really worried.”

“I’m s-sorry…”

She hesitated, too overwhelmed with guilt to voice her apology. 

The more she apologized, the less it seemed to mean. 

The fear of repeating her mistakes, despite his kindness, weighed heavily on her.

“Ugh… ah…”

Don’t cry. 

Don’t let the tears fall. 

Don’t burden him with your weakness. 

You worthless thing.

“Lucy, are you okay?”

Faced with Lin’s unwavering concern, she couldn’t hold back any longer. 

Fighting to keep the tears at bay, she whispered.

“Lin…”

Don’t cry.

“Are you alright?”

“Why do you stick around with someone as horrible as me?”

Don’t cry.

“I’ve done so many awful things to you… So why do you stay by my side?”

How dare you even think of crying.

“For the sake of the world… I’ll do whatever you ask of me. If it’s because of me that you’re suffering and in pain… If you’re forcing yourself to stay… then I’m okay. Just tell me what I need to do, and I’ll take care of it.”

“Why are you saying that? I’ve told you, it’s not like that.”

“But you’re suffering because of me, Lin. Your arm… your heart…”

“Lucy.”

“I don’t know… You mean so much to me, but it feels like it’s too late. Now? After all the pain I’ve caused you, now? I don’t know how to apologize… how to make it right… how to act…”

She managed to say it all, despite her trembling voice. 

Now all that was left was to wait for his response. 

Lucy steeled herself, ready to accept whatever came next.

“Lucy.”

“Yes…!”

His response was different than usual. 

Normally, he would have reassured her that everything was fine. 

Something felt wrong, but she knew she had to respond properly. 

Even a wretch like her could at least do that.

“Yeah… I messed up…”

“Really?”

“I really messed up… a lot.”

“I see.”

Lin pulled Lucy into a hug.

“Don’t ever do that again.”

“…!”

Lucy kept reminding herself, Don’t be mistaken. 

He didn’t forgive you. 

It’s crucial to remember that, Lucy.

But…

“Ahhh…!”

Lin, who always said it was okay, had finally revealed even a small part of his true feelings. 

Even if it was just a fragment of resentment, it felt like salvation to her. 

The mixture of disappointment in herself and relief gnawed at her insides. 

The tears, once held back, burst forth, and Lucy wept uncontrollably.

Of course, she knew not to assume that he had truly forgiven her this time. 

From now on, Lucy would have to prove herself through her actions. 

Yet, despite that knowledge, she couldn’t contain the overwhelming emotions.

“Ahhhhh…!”

She cried out, clinging to him desperately, with no regard for appearances.

“This is the last time.”

“Yes..! Yes!”

She wept without shame, her dignity long forgotten.

Lucy clung to Lin, trembling and sobbing so hard that she thought she might die from dehydration.

“Lin.”

“Yes, Lucy.”

“You’re my only ally, right?”

“My greatest companion.”

“Of course.”

And after that, you will be mine…

“I’ll serve you for the rest of my life.”

“…?!”

Surprised, he looked down at her and saw a warrior with a completely different look in her eyes. 

Even with all her past sins, her gaze was unwavering, touching Lin once more, just as she had when she begged for forgiveness earlier.

“I’ve done so many terrible things, but… can I continue moving forward with you?”

As she carefully suppressed her trembling heart, Lucy asked, and Lin felt the same warmth he had on the first day he saved her.

Click!

“No matter how painful or shameful the past is, the present is what we have to write together.”

He gently stroked her cheek, putting all his sincerity into the gesture.


“And we need to acknowledge that it’s because of that past that we can reflect, grow, and become better people.”

“I’ll always remember that, my Lin.”

The second chain loosened and fell to the ground below. 

But unfortunately, only two chains have been broken so far. 

The door was still bound by countless chains, sealed shut.



 
  
    Chapter 35: Archipelago!


“Hello, everyone! Welcome aboard the ‘Gun Island: Go Where You Want’! I am Dr. Gundo, your captain and navigator for this journey. Our ship will depart for the Zramun Archipelago in exactly 13 minutes…”

Why is he a doctor if he’s a captain and navigator? 

Maybe “Baksa” is his last name. 

And for a small-town captain, he sure has a strong sense of service. 

Explaining every detail of the voyage with utmost respect—this is cutting-edge service.

“The ship is surprisingly large,” Lucy exclaimed, no doubt surprised. 

It was the only vessel headed to the Zramun Archipelago, but it was as big as a sailing ship.

“There’s also quite a lot of people onboard,” Lucy added. 

The ship, with its impressive size, was packed with as many passengers as it could hold.

Lin, filled with the memories of a past life, explained to Lucy why that was. “The Zramun Archipelago is celebrating a festival right now.”

“A festival?”

“Yes, a festival in honor of the Second Hero.”

“I see…” Lucy had already heard the story of the Second Hero and the Demon Sword. 

A hero betrayed by his comrades, just like herself.

Both the Second and Fourth Heroes were betrayed, though to be precise, the First and Third Heroes died fighting off the demon invasion, while the Second and Fourth were betrayed. 

Lucy, however, had at least completed the Demon King’s defeat before her betrayal.

Come to think of it, both were betrayed right after achieving their greatest feats.

“The festival is held to honor the deeds and spirit of the Second Hero. It’s not very well known, but it seems there are people who come every year.”

“…What’s the point of honoring someone after they’re dead?” 

Lucy grumbled bitterly. She couldn’t help but feel annoyed, seeing parallels between the Second Hero and herself. 

“If I had died right after defeating the Demon King, just like they wanted, they would probably have thrown a festival like this for me too.”

“It’s a little different,” Lin replied with a wry smile. 

This part of the story was difficult for her to share with Lucy. 

“The Zramun Archipelago is also the hometown of the Second Hero. Since they couldn’t hold a proper funeral for a hero executed as a traitor, they started the festival as a way to honor him secretly.”

“What kind of nonsense is that…?”

“It doesn’t make much sense that a festival to honor the Second Hero is so little known, does it?”

“Right.”

Though Lucy nodded in agreement, she still seemed unsatisfied, leaning her head on Lin’s shoulder. “It’s frustrating. I don’t like it.”

Lin felt the same about the Second Hero’s story. 

Even in the game, only the goddess’s wrath after the hero’s death was clearly shown, while the rest was hinted at in hidden Easter eggs. 

As a result, even Lin didn’t fully know the story of the Second Hero.

“Hey, Lin,” Lucy pressed closer to Lin. 

“The goddess directly punished those who betrayed the Second Hero after his death, right?”

“Yes, that’s true.”

“I think you’re the person the goddess sent to save me,” Lucy murmured, hiding her face against Lin’s shoulder out of embarrassment. 

“I’m lucky. The Second Hero was avenged only after the betrayers’ grandchildren had grown up, but I was saved by you before I even died.”

Lin felt a little embarrassed too. 

Considering she had moved with intention after awakening her past life, Lucy’s words weren’t entirely wrong.

But it felt strange to be praised so highly, even if it was just the two of them.

The goddess, huh… 

The real problem was more the demon god. 

The goddess usually worked to empower humanity, while the demon god secretly weakened or betrayed humanity behind her back. 

In particular, the random event in the game where the demon god offered heroes, including the hero’s party, irresistible deals was a notorious trap for players. 

If the event triggered, you’d have to reset the game because a party member would turn into an enemy. 

The event had been so disliked by players that the developers eventually removed it in a DLC.

If it was so hated, why didn’t they just patch it out sooner instead of waiting for a DLC? 

These game companies sure know how to sniff out money.

Even though the event was removed, it’s still worth mentioning just in case.

“Lucy.”

“Yeah?”

“If some unknown entity shows up and offers to grant you a wish, you have to be suspicious.”

“A wish?”

“For example, changing the past?”

That was Arsil’s wish when she fell.

“Or wanting to change your personality or nature?”

That was Naidrian.

“Or wanting to erase someone from existence?”

That was Tigria. 

Though Lin never really understood why he made that wish—there was no information on that.

“That kind of thing.”

“Those sound like simple yet complicated wishes.”

And every one of them was something Lucy couldn’t help but want. 

Lin had just listed the wishes of former party members, but current Lucy wished for all three. 

She wanted to change the past where she had mistreated Lin, change herself who had been harsh and said hurtful things to Lin, and erase the existence of Reinhold, the biggest blot on her feelings for Lin.

It was impossible not to be tempted.

But Lin said not to do it. If Lin said not to, then she shouldn’t do it.

“Okay, if someone approaches me like that, I’ll just cut them down.”

“No, don’t just cut them down.”

“Hehe,” Lucy giggled, taking in Lin’s scent, which always made her feel comfortable.

She was also very happy because, for once, she had been able to have a light-hearted chat with Lin, just like Levin used to. 

She was so happy. 

She thought, I shouldn’t get carried away. I should just live for Lin, by Lin’s side.

Of course, it wasn’t a journey you could complete in just one day. Both Lin and Lucy were terribly bored, so they would go out on the deck each day and have quiet conversations.

“Some people fell into the sea last night.”

“People?”

That was Lucy’s doing.

“They were a bunch of troublemakers who caused issues wherever they went.”

Lucy had overheard them during her own secret night patrols while Lin was sound asleep.

“I remember them. They were always drunk and picking fights.”


“Right, you were about to deal with them once.”

After they said they would kill Lin and then have their way with her, Lucy threw them all overboard.

“That’s not all.”

“There’s more?”

“Remember those women with heavy makeup and loose clothes?”

“…”

“What’s wrong?”

“Why were you even noticing their loose clothes?”

“Well, they did wear those kinds of clothes, so I…”

So, Lucy threw those women overboard too. After dealing with the troublemakers, Lucy had heard more talk from the shadows.

“The girl with the cute brown hair? The one next to her looks pretty diligent.”

“What? She’s the next target? That’s a surprise.”

“You really don’t get it, do you? Don’t you know those types always have a little stash of money? Perfect for a quick grab. Once I get my hands on their money pouches, it’s just a quick slit to the throat and a dump into the sea.”

“But the girl she’s with is pretty. Think she’d come over?”

“You’re clueless. Would a girl who knows she’s pretty go for a guy like that?”

That’s when Lucy had revealed herself and asked, “What’s wrong with Lin?”

“Wha—” They couldn’t finish their sentences. 

Screaming would wake Lin up, so Lucy silenced them by driving her fists into their solar plexuses and then grabbed them by the collars and tossed them into the sea. 

The waves were so rough that you couldn’t even hear them splash.

“I’m nothing compared to Lin,” Lucy said to herself, smiling up at the bright moon. She checked that no one was around and then smiled brightly. “Goddess, today I protected the world for Lin again.”

“Lucy? Lucy?”

“Yes, Lin, I’m listening.”

“Anyway, be careful on the deck. Don’t get too close to the railing.”

“Okay, thanks for worrying about me, Lin.”

The fact that he worried about her was pure bliss. 

But she couldn’t let it show too much. 

Lin might find it bothersome, so she would settle for just a small kiss on his neck…

“Hello, everyone! This is Dr. Gundo, your captain and navigator. We will be arriving at the Zramun Archipelago in exactly 13 minutes…”

Lucy was startled by the sudden announcement. 

For a small village-run ship, the ship was of a size similar to a sailing ship, equipped with magical broadcasting devices. 

There were a lot of mysteries surrounding it.

“Lin, we’re arriving!”

“Yes, let’s get ready.”

Lucy felt both a tinge of regret and a rush of excitement for the journey ahead. 

She hadn’t done anything to make herself disliked on the ship and had finally had the idle chat with Lin she’d always dreamed of. 

The ship’s journey was ending, but the Zramun Archipelago was in the middle of a festival. 

Even though Lin had warned her about the demons, Lucy was eager to get her hands on the Demon Sword and finish them off so she could enjoy the festival with him, even if just a little.

Finally, the ship docked at the pier.

“Lin, what do we do now?” she asked, full of expectation.

“Don’t worry, Lucy. I’ve prepared everything.”

“Really?”

“We’re heading straight to where the festival is happening.”

“Really?!”

Lucy was overjoyed, practically jumping up and down. Lin was thinking the same thing as her. 

A festival date… 

No, no, don’t get ahead of yourself, Lucy. 

You haven’t been chosen or forgiven by Lin yet. 

But still… as she tried to calm her racing heart, Lin handed her something.

“Here, put this on,” Lin said.

“What’s this?”

It was a plain white hood.

“During the festival, everyone wears a mask or a hood to honor the Second Hero. If you go without it, you’ll stand out and attract trouble.”

“Right…”


Lucy quickly put on the hood and grabbed Lin’s hand. “Then let’s go!”

In her heart, Lucy swore to herself that she would make this festival the best memory Lin could ever have.

But would that be enough for her to be forgiven?

As Lin watched the eager Lucy, he couldn’t help but wonder about the strange, surreal atmosphere that seemed to hang over the Zramun Archipelago.





 
  
    Chapter 36: Lin gets annoyed with Lucy


The Zramun Archipelago, a coastal region with small islands gathered around the main Zramun Island, was governed by the Protect family. 

The archipelago was historically insignificant, its size only slightly better than Ephalter. 

Whenever foreign powers attempted to conquer it, the islanders would surrender quickly and maintain peace, provided they weren’t harshly persecuted. 

The treacherous journey to the archipelago and the minimal gains from exerting influence meant that foreign invaders recognized the island’s autonomy as long as taxes were paid.

Strangely enough, during every crisis the world faced, the Zramun Archipelago produced several remarkable figures, the most famous being the Second Hero. 

At one time, the islanders were proud of having produced a hero, but after his wrongful execution, they mourned in silence, honoring his spirit with small festivals like this one. 

Though the kingdom had fallen and an empire now ruled, the people of the Zramun Archipelago, including the Protect family, still lowered their heads and hid their memories of the once popular but now disgraced Second Hero. 

But that was a story from centuries ago. 

Now, the festival was simply a time for people to drink, eat, and enjoy themselves.

Lucy’s eyes widened with surprise. 

Though she had heard of this festival only from those in the know on the continent, the streets were crowded with merchants and visitors. 

Unfamiliar with the various street foods, Lucy felt her stomach growl. 

As a fallen noble, she had only wielded a sword to avoid starvation, and although she had seen the haughty social gatherings of nobles, she had never experienced such a grand festival. 

In contrast, Lin was tense. 

Despite paying a hefty sum for the boat fare to reach this place, he had taken on a porter’s job for one simple reason: he was broke.

Before setting off, Lin had sent a letter to Naidrian through the World Postal Service, which, of course, was expensive. 

The boat fare, though not as costly as the postal service, was still substantial. 

It was no wonder the captain had been so kind. 

As a porter, Lin could sell the miscellaneous items he had gathered during the hero party’s journey to make some money. 

However, he had always saved meticulously to fund Naidrian’s research, had poured all his resources into preparing the hero party for the Demon King subjugation, and since then, apart from Waltercrua, she hadn’t hunted any other monsters. 

With nothing to replenish her dwindling funds, Lin’s precious savings were almost gone.

In that sense, the Zramun Archipelago festival porter job was a decent way to earn money.

It was honest work, and among the types of labor one could do, it was one of the best-paying jobs.

“Alright, porters! Line up! Four rows!”

At this time, the Protect family directly paid the wages, so the pay was satisfactory.

“Hey, you in the third row, follow that person.”

And there was another benefit to the porter job—it reduced the chance of running into the hero party, who were expected to arrive later. 

To be precise, it lowered the risk of them recognizing Lin and Lucy.

The reason was simple.

“We’re dividing the tasks now!”

“Understood! Everyone, put on your masks!”

“Masks?”

Lucy tilted her head in confusion, but Lin skillfully rummaged through the porter’s bag. 

As the person distributing masks approached, Lin politely declined.

“We’ve prepared our own.”

“Oh, really?”

During the festival, both staff and part-time workers wore masks. 

The reason behind this tradition was tied to the unjustly executed hero, who was believed to enjoy the festival, while his persecutors, symbolically represented by the staff, served in his honor. 

Only people with identification were recruited from the harbor village to ensure the job was done right. 

This was also why Lin had asked Ravin for a fake ID.

“Cute!”

Lucy was handed a rabbit mask. 

Donning the matching rabbit headband, Lucy eagerly anticipated which mask Lin would choose. 

However, when she saw the mask Lin pulled out, Lucy hesitated.

It was a mask split into black and white. 

One side was smiling, while the other was crying—a bizarre mask.

“Is that the only one?”

“It gives a certain sense of security.”

The smiling side was white and stood out, while the crying side was pitch black, making it hard to discern. 

For some reason, seeing the mask made Lucy uneasy, as if Lin’s current state of mind was reflected in that mask.

Lucy realized she was not on good terms with masks.

Indeed, masks reminded her of her first meeting with Lin.

“The lady is arriving!”

“Attention everyone! Don’t offend the sponsor!”

Everyone hastily stood at attention, showing their respect for the wealthy sponsor. 

A carriage slowly approached and stopped beside them. 

The door opened, and a maid stepped out first, assisting the noble within.

“Thank you, Bran.”

A lively, clear voice.

The young lady in a white dress exuded a strange charm that invigorated those who looked upon her. 

Her skin wasn’t just pale but had a pinkish hue, and her half-up blonde hair highlighted her vibrant presence.

“What a unique mask!”

As she walked toward the platform, the young lady passed by Lin. 

In that brief moment, she smiled and spoke to him before moving away.

What’s with her?

Thanks to the mask, Lucy was able to glare at the young lady freely.

“Hello, everyone! I’m Ibis Protect, the eldest daughter of the Protect family.”

The platform was nothing more than a wooden box borrowed from somewhere. It was a glimpse into the young lady’s humility.

“The Zramun Archipelago Festival has a long history, believe it or not. But it’s been so long that I’ve forgotten why we make the staff wear masks.”

Her unexpected wit elicited light laughter from the crowd.

Satisfied that the atmosphere had lightened, the young lady continued her speech.

“I know everyone here is working for a living. Even so, it’s a bit depressing to work while others are having fun, right? That’s why our Protect family pays you double the usual wage during the festival!”

“Woohoo—!”

“Make it triple!”

“If we paid triple, I’d have to start working as a porter myself at the next festival.”

Ha ha ha!

The crowd laughed again.

But Lucy didn’t like Ibis.

Her intuition was warning her to be wary of that woman.


Come to think of it, since they had disembarked from the ship, she hadn’t held Lin’s hand. 

Lucy, who suffered from separation anxiety, felt her heartbeat quicken. 

She had never been apart from Lin unless it was for his sake.

“And one more thing! There are more people during the festival than usual, so I have one more request.”

Damn, hurry up and finish.

“I’m not bragging, but our family has had many great figures. Although they aren’t well known publicly, there are some important people in our family history.”

Lucy’s energy was waning.

She wanted to cling to his arm and lick the sweat off his neck.

“One of them is Guerrero Protect. I’ll skip the details and just say this.”

Guerrero Protect.

Only Lin, who retained the memories of the reincarnated Lee, would know who he truly was.

“If anyone finds Guerrero Protect’s tomb, our family will reward you handsomely. It’s a bit embarrassing to ask you to find our ancestor’s grave, but he was a very important figure in our family’s history.”

“How much will you pay?”

“Remember the ship you took to get to the archipelago? We’ll give you enough to buy one.”

“Woah—!”

The crowd cheered. Lin clenched her fist.

Alright, a side quest has started.

“What clues do we have?”

Guerrero Protect.

“Since it’s a grave, there should be a tombstone or something.”

“That’s not very helpful!”

The greatest figure produced by the Zramun Archipelago and the Protect family.

It was said that near his grave, one would feel an overwhelming sense of dread and sadness. 

And sometimes, a pitch-black sword would be stuck in the ground—just kidding.

“Sometimes?”

“Ha ha, if it were easy to find, I wouldn’t offer such a large reward, right?”

He was the tragic hero still remembered to this day, the Second Hero.

The Protect family had secretly retrieved his body after his execution and brought it to the archipelago. 

However, the cursed sword, which harbored deep resentment, began moving his grave, leading to a ridiculous game of hide-and-seek between the Protect family and the cursed sword.

The Zramun Archipelago, Chapter 3’s side quest, was to find this elusive grave, which appeared at an abysmally low probability, and discover the cursed sword that might also appear there.

It was still a frustrating game of chance.

“And you all came here for the porter job, right?”

“Oh, right!”

“Ha ha ha ha ha!”

The lively speech ended, and as Ibis descended from the platform, the crowd quickly grew rowdy again.

“Alright, let’s get to work!”

Good, now we can move around.

As porters, it was inevitable that they would traverse various parts of Zramun Island, carrying all sorts of goods.

“Hold on.”

But Ibis approached the foreman and pointed at Lin.

“I’m thinking of taking this person as a staff member for the beauty contest.”

“A man?”

“Yes, because he’s a man. Do you know how much stuff we have to carry for the contest? Our maids complained so much last year that they were exhausted.”

“Alright, as long as the Protect family is paying.”

“You’re so agreeable.”

With a cheerfulness unbecoming of a noble, Ibis snatched Lin away.

This was bad.

The beauty contest was held in the island’s center.

“I’ll send your partner to assist you, so don’t worry.”

This was very bad.

“And this is for you.”

Ibis handed Lin a coin purse. It was full of gold coins.

“Isn’t this a lot?”

“Well, if you help with the beauty contest, you won’t be able to participate in the beauty contest.”

Lin was appalled by the idea that she might be considered a candidate.


“Your hair is too short for a woman’s. In Zramun, we hold our beauty contest in secret, so why not enjoy it instead?”

“Don’t we need the local porters?”

“They have their own jobs.”

“I see.”

And so, Lin’s solo adventure began.



 
  
    Chapter 37: The self-willed Yeong-ae and the cynical black girl


If you took on a task directly assigned by a member of the Protect family, the payment would be multiplied several times over. 

And if you happened to be working alongside the staff of a beauty pageant, it was like hitting the jackpot. 

All you had to do was move the direction keys and complete the mission, so if you followed the main storyline, Lin would be rejoicing with Lucy. 

But the goal of this job was to explore the cursed sword freely on a secluded island. 

However, Lin’s rotten luck and Lucy’s obsessive actions cost them one of their three days.

There was one more thing—Lin needed to confirm the existence of the demon warrior party using Lucy. 

According to the episode’s setting, they were definitely on the Zramun Archipelago. 

The job classes that would appear were fixed, so there was no need to worry about variables. 

However, one of the demons had infiltrated the island disguised as a human. 

The weakened demon warrior, having awoken from a long rest, would attack people each day, absorbing their vitality to regain strength. 

If left alone, it would recover all its power over the three-day festival and reveal its identity, forcing a confrontation. 

It was, in a way, a boss battle. 

But if Lin could figure out who it was in advance and subtly, or even blatantly, interfere with its attacks, it would appear in an incomplete state.

They hadn’t fixed the job classes for no reason. 

The difficulty was already challenging enough; this was just a balancing measure.

“Everything’s moved.”

“Next, take these steel beams and set up the structure. It’ll be the floor and stage for the beauty pageant.”

Lucy glanced at Lin but received no response. 

They had held hands earlier, but now, separated by their respective tasks, Lin was entirely focused on his work. 

The silent Lin was terrifying to Lucy. 

She felt suffocated, her heart pounding, but she was too afraid to speak, fearful of making a mistake. 

All she could do was watch her anxiety grow.

“Mr. Chunsik? Could you move these boxes backstage? They contain accessories for the beauty pageant, so please be careful, even if it takes a little longer.”

“Young lady, those are your personal items…”

“Shh, shh!”

What irritated Lucy even more was Ibis Protect’s behavior. 

As soon as she realized how strong Lucy was, Ibis sent her off to the stage setup, keeping her away while sticking close to Lin, constantly asking him to move this or that. 

Since she hadn’t been able to draw any energy from Lin other than that brief hand-holding, Lucy forced herself to focus on the stage setup to suppress her growing anxiety. 

The weather was sweltering, and both Lucy and Lin were sweating through their clothes. 

While the men around her licked their lips at the sight of Lucy’s revealing figure, Lucy herself couldn’t take her eyes off Lin’s sweat. 

If only she could taste it, she thought, she could keep going all day.

“Alright! Lunchtime! Line up in order to get your lunchboxes. But since I’m the boss, I get to be first!”

Exerting her power as the employer, Ibis took two lunchboxes and immediately approached Lin.

“You must be hungry. Let’s eat together.”

No, Lin, don’t do it. I’m here.

But Lin ignored Lucy’s desperate gaze. 

He couldn’t refuse an offer from a local aristocrat.

“…Alright.”

“Great! But how do we eat with these masks on? Should we lift them up a bit?”

Ibis chattered away without pause. 

She was more like a young village girl who had just come of age than an aristocrat’s daughter. 

Lin, who stood silently beside her, responding only when necessary, completed the picture. 

The two of them looked like a well-matched couple.

“Young lady, did you come alone? There’s some shade over there. Why don’t we all eat together?”

A sturdy young man handed a lunchbox to Lucy.

“No, thanks.”

“Ah… but at least take the lunchbox. You need to eat.”

“Here, take it.”

The man forcibly handed the lunchbox to Lucy, who was staring at the ground, then walked back to his group in the shade, rubbing his nose.

“What did he say?”

“I’m not interested.”

“Playing hard to get, huh?”

“You need to have some challenge. Who wants an easy girl? Still, she took the lunchbox I gave her.”

“Ohh~! Maybe she’s still sizing you up?”

While the men were indulging in their hopeful fantasies, Lucy shoved the lunchbox into the nearby trash can. 

Then, grabbing a handful of sand from the ground, she began scrubbing the wrist the man had touched.

“Filthy bastard…”

What if Lin had seen?

What if Lin had seen another man approach her?

“Dirty, dirty, dirty, dirty…”

Lucy’s frantic scrubbing continued until her skin was raw and bleeding.

“Excuse me, if you’re thirsty, maybe this will… Whoa! Blood! You’re bleeding!”

It was that same man.

He had returned with a drink, hoping to make another move, but was shocked at the sight of her bloody wrist.

“Are you okay?! Let me get a first aid kit…”

“Get lost!”

She finally snapped, unable to hold back her anger any longer. 

She had no choice—his hand had touched her shoulder this time.

“What kind of crazy woman…?!”

Startled by her extreme reaction, the man backed away in disgust. 

But Lucy didn’t care. 

She grabbed more sand and roughly scrubbed her shoulder.

Forgive me, Lin. I’m trying. 

I’m really trying to change.

I’ll never be a slut again.

Despite her desperate effort to clean herself, Lin’s gaze never once fell on Lucy. 

She could feel it too, but she couldn’t stop until the work foreman and a maid from the Protect family came to assign her another task. 

The oppressive heat showed no signs of letting up. 

Thanks to Ibis’s subtle consideration, Lin was only moving competition supplies, but even under the tent, his back was drenched with sweat. 


Even if the task was simple, work you paid someone else to do was never easy. 

But compared to Lucy, who was hauling metal beams under the scorching sun, he was lucky to be in the shade.

“Phew.”

After moving two or three wooden crates at a time, the last one finally lay before him. 

As he spread his legs and bent down to pick up the crate, someone shoved him from behind.

Thud!

“Ugh!”

With a loud crash, he fell forward in an undignified heap.

“Rin… Chunsik!”

Lucy tried to run over, but Lin stopped her and looked up. 

Stars danced before his eyes.

“Oh, my bad! Didn’t see you there. You okay?”

Before Lin could regain his composure, someone grabbed him by the collar and lifted him. 

As his vision cleared, he saw a muscular man with dark indigo hair holding him.

“I thought you might be something special since the Protect lady handpicked you, but you’re nothing.”

“Sir, I have work to do. Could you please let me go?”

“What?”

The man sneered at Lin.

“You look like a lowborn outsider. Don’t get any stupid ideas—just do your job and leave quietly.”

“Yes, sir. I plan to work hard, as the pay is generous.”

“This little…”

The man’s face twisted with rage at Lin’s calm response. Raising his fist, he threatened, “Something about you feels off. As a member of the security team, I’ll give you a little warning.”

“Gendry!”

Fortunately, Ibis arrived before the punch could land.

“What do you think you’re doing?”

“Miss, you look even more beautiful today. I hear you’re entering the beauty pageant tonight? If it’s you, Miss, you’ll definitely win. And if you do, how about being my partner, the most beautiful lady of the festival…?”

“Gendry, I asked what you were doing.”

“Oh…”

Gendry finally let Lin go and began dusting off his clothes with exaggerated motions.

“This guy tripped over my foot and fell. Ha! Clumsy fellow. I was just helping him up.”

“Gendry, why did you kick the worker?”

“My lady, I didn’t kick him, I…”

“Are you making excuses right now?”

“My lady…”

“Do you think I’m stupid?”

Despite her small stature, Ibis’s commanding presence was enough to silence even the muscular Gendry. 

He hesitated, then cleared his throat uncomfortably. 

Ibis sighed and turned to Lin, bowing her head slightly.

“I’m sorry, Chunsik. I apologize on his behalf.”

“My lady! There’s no need for you to apologize!”

“Be quiet, Gendry. I’m only apologizing because of you. Do you understand?”

Gendry flinched, horrified, as Ibis firmly brushed off his attempts to stop her. 

She even scolded him with a sharp tone.

“I’m considering your position as the son of the captain of the guard, so let’s go outside and talk privately, just the two of us.”

“Fine, let’s talk privately.”

Gendry emphasized “privately,” casting a glance at Lin for some reason. 

Ibis forcibly grabbed his arm and led him away, Gendry strutting proudly behind her. 

Lin signaled to Lucy that he was fine before reaching for the crate again.

But a small figure was already sitting on it.

“Don’t you have any pride?”

It was a young girl with black, wavy hair. 

She wore a black dress and had skin so pale it almost reflected the sunlight. 

Despite her youth, her cold, piercing eyes were striking.

“You just let that guy treat you like that?”

“You must be an important guest. I apologize for making you see something unpleasant.”

Lin had no idea who she was, but the distinct mana she exuded indicated she was an important figure.

“You didn’t answer my question. Don’t you have any pride?”

“I was taught to stay calm when faced with a difficult situation.”

“Even when you’re pushed and insulted?”

“If it’s my fault, then yes.”

“Was this your fault?”

“There’s always room for doubt.”

“How do you know you’ll survive if you back down?”

The girl had been calm until then, but now her eyes turned cold as if a storm had started to brew within her.

“How can you call yourself human if you let someone else insult you?”

“Guests have a higher status than laborers.”

“I’m not talking about status! How can you live if you allow others to degrade you?”

“Your opinion is correct, and I’ll keep it in mind.”

“Answer my question!”

Despite the girl’s fury, Lin remained unfazed. 

He understood her words, but as long as there was a reason to back down, he would always choose the option that led to survival.

“There’s nothing more important than living. I must survive, no matter what. If I survive, I can solve everything later. But if I die, it’s all over.”

“……”

The girl seemed taken aback by his response, her eyes wavering for a moment.

“There’s no use for anything if I die.”

“…Coward.”

The girl, who had initially tried to provoke Lin, unexpectedly softened her voice, as if she were shaken by something.

“I didn’t expect such a weak response.”

“If I can survive and solve the problem, I’ll choose the best option I have.”

“But that’s—!”

“You may have a different opinion, but that’s my way of thinking. And while I appreciate your advice, I don’t need anything else.”

“…”

The girl bit her lip as if she were about to cry. 

Lin politely bowed his head.

“Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to work.”

“…”

As Lin lifted the box from underneath her, the girl simply watched him, her lips quivering.

“Survival… Hmph. Ridiculous.”

With a dismissive remark, she jumped off the crate and disappeared into the shadows, like a ghost.

Lin’s intuition told him she wasn’t an ordinary human. 

Perhaps she was connected to the cursed sword and demon warrior. 

The only thing he knew for sure was that she would be a significant threat to his survival.

***

The day of the festival had finally arrived. 

Lin watched the preparation stages with a mixture of relief and dread, his stomach churning as if he had swallowed a live snake. 

However, Lucy’s situation was far worse. 

After making one wrong move, she had been left in charge of several stalls without a break, and her desperation was palpable.

“Not here either…”

The excitement of the festival only increased her anxiety as the sun dipped toward the horizon. 

Despite Lin being within her sight, she felt an unbearable distance between them, and her heart ached with longing.

As the islanders began to fill the streets, celebrating with laughter and song, Lucy forced herself to plaster on a smile and continue serving the throngs of festival-goers. 

All the while, her mind was focused on one thing: Lin.

Where was he? What was he doing? Was he safe?

Her thoughts spiraled further as the sun finally set, the sky turning from a soft twilight into deep blue. 

Lin had left earlier to help set up the beauty pageant stage, and Lucy hadn’t seen him since. 

The flood of festival-goers eventually trickled to a stop, and Lucy seized her opportunity to slip away from her duties. 

She found herself drifting toward the stage, her heart pounding in her chest as if in protest of the inevitable. 

She didn’t care for the festivities or the chatter of the crowd. 

Lin was her only concern, and she was determined to find him, regardless of the consequences.

After pushing through the crowd and climbing to a higher vantage point, Lucy finally spotted Lin near the edge of the stage. 

But her heart sank as she realized he wasn’t alone.

He was with Ibis Protect. 

The festival’s noise faded into the background as Lucy watched the two of them exchange words. 

They stood together, a sense of intimacy between them that Lucy couldn’t help but despise. 

She knew she was being irrational, but the jealousy she felt was like a poison in her veins, eating away at her self-control.

If only she could speak with Lin, even for just a moment. 

To tell him how she felt. 

To remind him that she was still here, waiting for him. 

But she knew she couldn’t. 

Not like this.

“You should relax,” a voice whispered into her ear. 

Lucy turned sharply to see a tall man with sharp, fox-like eyes and a wry smile. 

He held out a drink to her, his movements smooth and practiced. 

“This will help.”

“No, thank you,” Lucy replied curtly, trying to turn away. 

But the man grabbed her wrist, and Lucy stiffened, a flicker of fear igniting in her chest.

“Come on, don’t be like that. It’s just a drink. A beautiful lady like you deserves to enjoy the festival.”

“I said no!” Lucy hissed, yanking her hand free. 

The man’s smile faded, replaced with a cold, calculating look that sent shivers down her spine. 

“Don’t play hard to get. It’s unbecoming,” he sneered, stepping closer. 

Lucy’s instincts screamed at her to run, but her feet were rooted to the spot. 

Before the man could take another step, a hand gripped his shoulder firmly. 

“Is there a problem here?”

Lin’s voice cut through the tension like a knife, and Lucy’s heart leaped at the sound. 

She hadn’t even noticed him approaching, but now that he was here, she felt a rush of relief and safety.

The man quickly backed off, recognizing Lin’s presence as an authority he couldn’t challenge. 

With a grumble, he turned and disappeared into the crowd, leaving Lucy and Lin alone.

“Are you alright?”

Lin asked, his eyes scanning Lucy for any signs of harm. 

“I’m fine,” Lucy replied, her voice shaky. 

“I just… I got a little lost in the crowd.”

“Let’s get out of here,” Lin suggested, offering her his hand. 

Lucy hesitated for a moment before taking it, her heart fluttering as she felt the warmth of his palm against hers. 

They moved through the festival together, the noise and excitement of the event fading away as they found a quieter spot near the outskirts of the village.

“Why didn’t you stay with the others?” Lin asked, his tone gentle but concerned.

“I just… I wanted to see you,” Lucy admitted, her cheeks flushing with embarrassment. 

“I know it’s silly, but I couldn’t focus on anything else.”

“It’s not silly,” Lin said, his voice soft. 

“I’ve been worried about you too.”

Lucy looked up at him, her eyes wide with surprise. 

“You have?”

“Of course,” Lin replied, his expression serious. 

“We’re in this together, remember? I need you to stay safe.”

Hearing those words, Lucy felt a surge of emotion that she couldn’t hold back any longer. 

Tears welled up in her eyes as she tried to blink them away, but they spilled over, trailing down her cheeks. 

“I’m sorry,” she choked out. 

“I just… I’ve been trying so hard to keep it together, but it’s been so difficult. I don’t want to lose you, Lin. I don’t want to lose myself.”

Lin’s expression softened as he gently wiped away her tears with his thumb. 

“You’re not going to lose me, Lucy. We’re going to get through this. Together.”

For a moment, they stood there in silence, the weight of their words settling between them. 

Lucy’s heart swelled with gratitude and affection, and she knew that no matter what happened, she would fight to keep Lin by her side.


“Thank you,” she whispered, her voice barely audible. 

“Thank you for everything.”

Lin didn’t say anything in response. 

Instead, he simply pulled her into a comforting embrace, holding her close as the sounds of the festival echoed in the distance.

And for the first time in days, Lucy felt a glimmer of hope.



 
  
    Chapter 38: No matter how hard you try, you can’t do anything


“Hurry up! It’s my turn in eight minutes!” 

“Have you seen my swimsuit anywhere?” 

“Someone stole my heels!!”

Lucy had not anticipated this at all. 

She never imagined the backstage of the competition would be this chaotic. 

On stage, the host’s smooth presentation and the well-dressed women showcasing their charms created an illusion of grace and order. 

But behind the scenes, it was nothing short of a battlefield.

Everyone was scrambling to prepare for their turn, frantically searching for their belongings, and engaging in petty power struggles. 

Lucy was constantly being pulled this way and that, called out for one thing or another.

But it was fine. Lucy didn’t mind. In fact, she felt invigorated by it. 

Whenever the work got overwhelming, or she missed Lin too much, she could just recall the happiness from earlier.

“I’m sorry for being irritable earlier, Lucy.”

After the stage setup was completed and the preparations for Ibis were done, the workers were given a break at dusk. 

Lin had approached Lucy, who was sitting alone after the lunchtime incident.

Lucy was deeply moved.

“No, no! I’m the one who should apologize for upsetting you, Lin.”

“It was just me being in a bad mood, and I ended up taking it out on you.”

“I’m okay, Lin,” Lucy said with a smile, her gaze dropping to her skirt, which she clutched tightly. 

“If you’re ever in a bad mood, you can take it out on me.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” 

Lin chuckled softly.

“This is the first time you’ve ever gotten mad at me or snapped at me,” Lucy remarked. 

As she thought back to how Lin had forgiven her, she realized that this was the most honest Lin had ever been with her, even if it was in a negative way. 

Compared to how she had treated Lin, this was nothing, and Lucy was just happy.

If she paid close attention, the pure energy from Lin’s arms seemed to tell Lucy that it was okay, that it should be this way.

“So, it’s really okay.”

That bright smile, though it seemed somewhat broken, brought Lucy comfort.

“No, it’s not okay. I’m the one who should apologize,” Lin said softly, his voice warm and tender, the way Lucy liked him best. 

Relief washed over her at his returned demeanor, and her breath grew ragged. 

She was at her limit.

“Lin… L…”

“Are you very tired?”

“Yeah…”

Lin, knowing Lucy’s anxiety about separation, checked to make sure no one was around. 

After a moment’s hesitation, he nodded.

“Alright, I’ve been in the wrong too, so if it’ll make you feel better, you can do as you like.”

No sooner had he spoken than Lucy buried her face into the nape of his neck.

“Chuuup.”

She bit down on the sweat beading on his neck, sucking it into her mouth. 

The salty taste and Lin’s scent filled Lucy’s senses, and she was lost, half-dazed, focused solely on drinking in his sweat.

Lin, who had only expected Lucy to nestle into his embrace, was startled, but he had given her permission to do as she pleased, so he could only stay on guard, worried someone might come by.

As time went on, Lucy’s obsession grew more intense. 

The deeper her obsession became, the lower her self-esteem fell. 

She accepted Lin’s opinions without question, and at times, she even asked for permission to come near him.

This is a big problem, Lin thought. I’ll have to leave someday.

Lucy, unaware of Lin’s inner turmoil, drank deeply of his sweat before shyly pulling away, satisfied. 

Because of that, Lucy now felt like she could smile and accept anything from anyone—except other men.

“It doesn’t bother me at all,” she thought to herself. 

The same went for Lin.

“Mr. Chunsik, could you please prepare my dress?”

“Miss, I’ll get your clothes ready for you.”

“Really? Then, Gyana, could you prepare my bra and corset?”

“Miss! Please don’t say such things in front of strange men!”

Being the daughter of the island’s ruling family, Ibis had a dressing room all to herself, and Lin was there to help with whatever she needed. 

Sometimes Ibis would tease like this, but her maid Gyana would always step in at just the right moment to prevent things from getting awkward.

Not only had the job become easier, but Lin’s greatest relief was due to the demon sword. 

The black-haired girl who appeared earlier was undoubtedly the demon sword, Abyss. 

According to the memories of the reincarnated Mr. Lee, the demon sword always exuded a dark aura, and when Lucy used it to strengthen the holy sword, a young girl’s voice would cry out, begging to be spared. 

The girl had enveloped Lin in darkness, isolating him from the world in the blink of an eye.

Anyone who could wield dark energy could do that. 

But after confirming the girl’s age, Lin was certain she was the demon sword.

But one question remained: even if she was the demon sword, how was he supposed to find the girl who had disappeared before his eyes? 

The odds of her reappearing were slim to none.

He needn’t have worried.

“I can see everything.”

For some reason, the girl was watching Lin from a distance, shrouded in darkness. 

Though she was hiding among the leftover wood from the stage setup, her obvious gaze made it impossible for Lin not to notice.

She must have found nothing else as interesting as Lin in this area, though just a moment ago, she seemed to be bored out of her mind. 

Perhaps she was deliberately letting her presence be known, hoping he would speak to her. 

Lin planned to pretend not to notice and focus on his work, waiting for the right moment to naturally start a conversation.

“It’s your turn, Miss.”

“Alright, I’m off!”

Dressed in pure white, Ibis prepared to step onto the stage. 

Even from backstage, the heat of the competition was palpable. 

The women who had entered were busy showcasing their charms through dance, song, and poetry recitation, each met with roaring applause.

“Wish me luck?”

Suddenly, a hand was extended towards Lin. 

Ibis felt a little embarrassed when Lin just stared at her, not understanding.

“Ahem, at times like this, you’re supposed to give a kiss on the hand for good luck,” she explained, slightly flustered.


“Miss! You shouldn’t be asking a strange man to—”

“Gyana, you’re too stiff.”

“And you’re too lenient, Miss!”

The horrified maid tried to intervene, but the young lady was insistent.

“Come on! There’s no time!”

“If you do it, I’ll never forgive you!” Gyana warned.

Lin, caught in a difficult situation, calmly retrieved a white rose corsage and ribbon he had prepared earlier from the dressing table. 

With skillful and graceful hands, he tied the ribbon around Ibis’s hand, surprising both her and the maid.

“Good luck out there.”

With a polite smile, he sent Ibis on her way. 

Though she seemed a bit frustrated, Ibis bit her lip, then took a deep breath and confidently walked onto the stage. 

The maid, impressed by Lin’s wise handling of the situation, didn’t say anything further and simply saw her lady off.

Another investigation awaited Lin after the demon sword: the demonic summoner. 

Lin suspected Ibis was the summoner.

It was time to reveal the truth. 

The demonic summoner, who had infiltrated the Zramun Archipelago, was a dual swordsman and a vampire. 

Vampires, who seduced humans to drink their blood, possessed an innate charm that drew people to them. 

Unlike succubi, who seduced with physical beauty, vampires had an inexplicable allure.

Ibis’s behavior fits the profile of a vampire perfectly. 

The way she charmed both men and women, and her boldness in closing the distance with people, made it clear.

“Let’s take a break. The young lady has gone out, so it should be smooth sailing from here.”

After bowing in thanks, Lin stepped out of the dressing room tent, where he found Lucy kicking the dirt. 

She seemed to be in a foul mood.

“Are you on break too, Lucy?”

“Yeah… They said I’m done for the day.”

“That’s great! They told me I’m almost done too.”

“Yeah…”

She looks so down. 

Is it still because of what happened earlier today?

Noticing Lin’s concern, Lucy carefully spoke up.

“Lin… you’re really good with your hands.”

“Huh? What do you mean?”

“The rose ribbon from earlier…”

“Oh.”

He had just tied it casually, but it seemed Lucy had been watching from afar. 

Feeling guilty for earlier, Lin decided to be extra nice to Lucy today.

“Do you want me to tie one for you later too?”

“Really?”

“If there’s a red rose, I’ll give it to you.”

“Really?”

“Yes, once we’re done here, I’ll make sure you get it.”

“I’ll be looking forward to it!”

Lucy raised her voice slightly, but Lin didn’t mind. 

As they stepped out of the tent, the dark-haired girl had already disappeared, and Lin knew there was no one around to be wary of, thanks to the low-level presence detection scroll he had used earlier.

Since it had come to this, Lin decided to discuss their next course of action with Lucy.

“I think Lady Protect is a demon summoner.”

“No wonder.”

“You suspected as much?”

“It annoyed me how she clung to you so strangely.”

That was just because she didn’t like her. 

It was completely one-sided.

“Adora, that demon, also showed you some odd affection, which made me suspicious in many ways.”

Though it was mostly guesswork, Lucy’s intuition was not to be ignored. 

Lin couldn’t entirely dismiss it, as she had also felt Adora’s clinging emotions.

“Can you detect demonic energy?”

“That might be difficult…”

Lucy, uncharacteristically, lacked confidence.

“Demonic energy from a demon king or summoner is equally pure. If it were lower-level or strange energy like that of the succubi from the Epaltair family, it might be noticeable, but distinguishing high-level demons from you would be hard.”

“I see.”

That was unfortunate.

“But…”

Lucy hurriedly added, driven by the desire to impress Lin.

“I can definitely sense any hostility directed towards me.”

“Hostility?”

“Yes, just as much as they like you, they dislike me.”

“Hmm.”

It was plausible. 

Lin had been uncomfortable not knowing why they liked her, but separate from that, any hostility towards Lucy could be a useful way to distinguish them from demons.

It was natural for a party of demon summoners to dislike a hero like Lucy.

“That makes sense. Let’s use that to find them, starting with Ibis.”

“Got it!”

If it turned out they were demons, Lucy intended to kill the summoners immediately. 

One rival, Ravin, was more than enough. 

Ravin wasn’t someone who would disappear just because Lucy didn’t acknowledge her. 

When it came to Lin , anyone who could be a rival had to be eliminated.

“Alright, Lucy, from tomorrow, stick with me, and we’ll identify anyone who shows hostility towards us.”

“St-stick with you?”

“Yes.”

“All day long…?”

“We’ll stay together until the festival ends.”

“Until the festival ends?!”

Lucy’s mouth gaped in unexpected happiness. 

This was a chance, Lucy. Show her the demure and devoted side of yourself. 

Make sure not to let Lin get hurt, and only do things that will win his heart. 

And then, and then, and then…!

“Hehe…!”

“Lucy…?”

Lin was concerned about her giddy expression. 

At that moment, a loud cheer erupted from the stage. It was likely that the winner of the beauty contest had been announced. 

Though Lin and Lucy tried to continue their discussion, a maid rushed out of the tent.

“Lin? Lin!”

“Yes?”

“There you are! Thank goodness, the Lady is looking for you.”

“Isn’t the finale of the contest still to come?”

“Yes, and she’s looking for you for that finale.”

“Oh…”

This was truly troublesome. 

The finale of the beauty contest. 

According to the memories of the reincarnated one, this event was…

“I’m sorry, but I was under the impression that my part in today’s events was over.”

“I’m not doing this because I want to. Do you dare refuse the request of the Protect family?”

The maid’s loyalty was surprising.

“Lin please just go. There’s no need to offend or arouse suspicion.”

Lucy whispered softly to Lin. 

It was a decision made for Lin’s safety rather than out of her own obsession. 

She feared more that Lin might get hurt if she insisted. 

But now was precisely the time when Lin needed Lucy’s obsession.

“Are you sure it’s okay?”

“Yes!”

“You have a hard time when I’m not by your side.”

“I’ll be fine for a little while!”

Lucy’s reasoning was to make up for the backlash of her previous obsession, but she didn’t realize how much it was throwing off their plans. 

Lucy was still making decisions based on her own thoughts, not Lin’s, in critical moments.

“Alright, I understand. If you’re saying that, then I’ll go.”

With a resolute nod, Lin followed the maid into the tent once more. 

Naturally, Ibis was not there. 

But Lucy instinctively felt something was off.

“Waaaahhhh!!!!!”

“Lady Ibis Protect is the winner! Now, who will she choose as her partner for the festival?”

Huh? Partner?

“The chosen partner will have the honor and duty to accompany the beauty contest winner, Lady Protect, throughout the festival!”

Throughout the festival? 

Wait a minute, why would the Lady be looking for Lin at this time? 

Lucy suddenly felt something was very wrong. 

She quickly looked to where Lin had been, but he was already heading towards the stage.

“My partner has been waiting over there all along!”

Ibis’s confident voice echoed.

“Go and behave yourself. Don’t cause any trouble.”

The maid sternly warned.

“The partner that Lady Protect has already prepared! Come on out!”

“Lin!”

Lucy called out belatedly, but his steps did not falter. 

As he stepped onto the stage, the atmosphere grew silent.

“Whoa…”

Even the announcer was startled by his masked appearance.

“How about that? Isn’t he handsome?”

Ibis was the only one excited.

“Unfortunately, I haven’t won his heart yet. So, everyone, please watch over us!”


After snatching the magical microphone from the announcer, Ibis boldly declared, “On the final day of the festival, I will win his heart, take off his mask, and stand here again!”

It was a bombshell announcement. Even the maid was left standing with her mouth agape.

“Oh my, was I too honest?”

Lucy, a hero of the current age, a betrayed hero of the previous generation, and now someone who had recently gained a knack for ruining things, tried to calm her trembling body. 

But she couldn’t stop her teeth from grinding.



 
  
    Chapter 39: Lucy is shrinking


The host finally regained his composure and wrapped up the event, trying to lift the mood. 

However, the faces of those heading back to the lodgings were still clouded with confusion and shock. 

Lucy was no exception. 

A festival partner for the beauty pageant winner? 

She had never heard of such a thing. 

If she had known, she would have fought tooth and nail to prevent it. 

But, unaware and unprepared, she had let Lin slip away. 

Only after the fact did Lucy realize why Lin had repeatedly asked if she was okay. 

She had thought it was just out of concern, and now, Lucy spiraled into self-loathing once again.

“My Lady, if I may, selecting me as your festival partner was not the wisest choice.”

“Oh dear, I thought you might be surprised.”

“Choosing an outsider like me as your partner, especially someone who worked as a porter, will leave a poor impression on the other aristocrats and locals.”

“Look at that, not just a simple porter, but a deep thinker too.” 

The lady playfully nudged her maid’s side, boasting about her own discerning eye. 

However, the maid, Gyana, couldn’t contain her frustration any longer and erupted in anger.

“Sister! I did as you asked, but what will you tell Mother and Father? And what about Gendry?”

Sister?

Lin could hardly believe his ears.

“What? Would you rather see an ambitious woman like me sold off in a political marriage?”

“It’s not that, but…!”

“Besides, there’s no way I’d tolerate that man shaking up our family just because he’s my husband.”

“He’s the eldest son of the head of the guard, the family that oversees the island’s military strength!”

“But he’s not a noble, is he?”

“On this island, his family is practically as respected as the nobility.”

“And strength? Gendry isn’t exactly a strong man, is he? You should say he commands soldiers, not strength.”

Ibis covered her mouth with a fan, deliberately letting out a laugh.

“Sister, if I ever had to marry that kind of man, I’d either behead him and hang his head on the parlor wall or dismember him and use his limbs as decorations at the family entrance.”

“Sister!”

“One day, you’ll marry in the name of Protect too. You’re more compliant than I am, so you might not mind a political marriage, but remember this one thing: Never let a man who dares to challenge you, whether through strength, power, authority, or honor, get away with it.”

It was clear now that this wasn’t just a simple relationship between a lady and her maid. 

For some reason, the maid Gyanal was also a lady of the Protect family. 

This wasn’t something that existed in Lee’s memories from his past life. 

In that playthrough, the intricacies of the Protect family hadn’t been revealed since the antagonist was a mature, though sinister, woman in black. 

That was the unavoidable limitation of clearing DLC on the first try.

Despite her lively demeanor, Ibis was the epitome of nobility. 

Her dismissive attitude towards Gendry and emphasis on her family’s power made it clear that her previous behavior had all been calculated to manipulate people.

“Am I right?” 

She smiled brightly, directing the question to Lin and Lucy, though there was an odd pressure behind her words. 

Lucy, especially, had noticed Ibis subtly glancing her way when she made those chilling remarks about severing Gendry’s neck or limbs.

This woman was hiding something.

“…Yes, but I hope you understand that for commoners like us, our only wish is to live a peaceful life without incidents.”

“Haha, it’s the same for us nobles. But to live peacefully, sometimes we must resort to violence.”

Lin held his tongue. 

Continuing this conversation would only make him seem arrogant. 

Whether or not Ibis was the villainous summoner didn’t matter; she was still the eldest daughter of the most powerful family on the island. 

If he angered her now, there could be repercussions for the rest of the festival.

“You really do understand,” Ibis said, satisfied as she extended her hand. 

“This time, don’t refuse.”

There was no way out. 

Despite Lucy’s subtle tug on his sleeve, Lin sighed quietly and knelt, bowing his head. 

As he lifted his mask slightly and brought his lips toward her hand, Lucy clenched her fists so tightly that her knuckles turned white, watching helplessly.

But just before his lips could touch her hand, an interruption came.

“My Lady!”

“Oh my, Gendry?”

“This isn’t what we agreed upon!”

Ibis, her face twisting with displeasure, quickly withdrew her hand. 

Lin sighed in relief and stood up swiftly. 

The son of the guard captain pointed accusingly at Lin, spittle flying from his mouth.

“Lower your voice. Don’t make a scene.”

“I could understand if it were any other man, but an outsider, and a mere porter at that!”

“Well, this man seemed the best to me.”

“Better than me?”

“By several times.”

“You…!”

Gyanal couldn’t stand by any longer.

“Gendry, stop this.”

“Gyanal…”

At that moment, Lin noticed something. 

When Gendry looked at the maid, his expression softened, becoming almost wistful.

Was this a love triangle? 

This spoiled brat wanted both sisters. 

How typical of someone from a good family. 

But Gyanal quickly brought him back to reality.

“What kind of disgraceful behavior is this in front of commoners?”

Her rudeness towards the commoners, who couldn’t care less about their quarrel, was all too typical of a noble.

“Gyanal is right. Let’s talk privately, just the two of us.”

Ibis quickly signaled to Gyanal.

“Since I’ve designated them as my partners, have them escorted to the family estate and give them rooms.”

“My Lady!”


“They are my guests. It’s only right to show them the family’s hospitality.”

“…Yes, understood.”

Barely containing her anger, Gyanal gestured for Lin and Lucy to follow.

“This way.”

Even in this, she was rude. 

Lin now fully understood why Lucy often mentioned wanting to tear down the nobility during their journey to defeat the Demon King.

Once the others had left, Gendry straightened up.

“Is this right? I’ve done as you’ve asked, but what is the point of dragging innocent people who’ve come here just to earn a living into this?”

The man who had been a spoiled brat moments ago now stood as a composed young man. 

Ibis sneered at the guard captain’s heir.

“And what can you do about it?”

“You…!”

“This island is mine. Ever since you Zramun fools locked me away, Protect has been at my service, and your guards have been my playthings.”

Lin’s predictions had been entirely wrong. 

The Abyssal Sword wasn’t anyone else; it was Ibis Protect.

“What’s your reason for doing this after lying dormant by Guerrero’s side for centuries?”

“The time has come.”

“And what exactly do you mean by that?”

“That’s none of your concern. Even if I told you, you wouldn’t understand.”

The cursed sword traced Gendry’s neck, leaving a shallow cut that bled lightly.

“Just do as you’re told. If you do, I’ll leave quietly. Then, the Gyanal you so desperately care for will return to her rightful place.”

“You must keep that promise.”

“I will, so go. There are too many eyes around since the tournament cleanup is still ongoing.”

“…”

With a disgruntled expression, Gendry left reluctantly.

Though she had called him a fool, the cursed sword privately considered him a rather decent human.

“Pfft!”

Yet, she couldn’t help but let out a small laugh.

Promises, huh?

“Do you humans even realize how many promises you’ve broken?”

The sword’s gaze drifted far into the distance.

“Isn’t that right?”

There, in the shadows, a dark-haired girl was glaring at her. 

Realizing she had been spotted, the girl scoffed and disappeared in an instant.

Dinner was an agonizing affair. 

The head of the Protect family, his wife, and Ibis, who ate calmly despite the tension, made the atmosphere unbearably uncomfortable. 

Lin had been exhausted just trying to fend off Ibis’s relentless questioning.

When the torturous meal was finally over, Lin and Lucy were assigned to the same room, under the pretense of being siblings.

Though she was trying to be considerate, after washing away the sweat from the day, Lin couldn’t help but feel a sense of relief. 

The refreshing sensation was undeniable.

“Lucy?”

Returning to the room, Lin found Lucy sitting on the bed with her head buried in her knees. 

Realizing she was sulking over her mistakes from earlier that day, Lin sat at the edge of the bed.

“It’s been quite a day, hasn’t it?”

“……”

Though the events earlier were a result of Lucy’s stubbornness, the beauty pageant was simply bad luck. 

During the contest, Lin had hoped Lucy would cling to him as she had during the day, but after reflecting on the situation as they were escorted to the Protect family’s mansion, he realized that even if she had, it would have only delayed the inevitable. 

There was no way out of the trap Ibis had laid for him.

It was clear: none of this was Lucy’s fault.

“Lucy, do you not want to see me?”

She shook her head, her movements small. Lin then moved closer to her.

“We were just unlucky. It wasn’t your fault at all.”

“……”

Lucy was already filled with regret over her past actions. 

The pain had only been intensified by their experiences in Waltercrua, thanks to Ravin and the others. 

Now, Lin’s attempts to comfort her only made her guilt worse.

“I’ll just have to comfort you.”

His response was rather nonchalant, but Lucy felt that only made the situation worse. 

Even though Lin didn’t care about the circumstances, Lucy hated herself for it all. 

Before Lin could ask again what had been on his mind earlier, Lucy raised her head.

“I’m sorry.”

“For what?”

“I didn’t consider your situation. I just acted on my own and made things worse.”

“That’s not true. You didn’t do anything wrong.”

“But…!”

“If you really think that way, make it up to me.”

This request seemed to stump Lucy.

“How?”

This was more of a thoughtless remark, but Lin responded with a shrug.

“Help me out next time I’m in trouble.”

“……”

“If you feel like you’ve made things worse, then I’ll leave the solution to you.”

This was the most Lin could offer her now. 

He needed to distract her from her brooding thoughts as quickly as possible.

If Lucy had something she could do for him, it would alleviate some of her self-loathing. 

At least that’s what Lin hoped.

But Lucy’s reaction was far from what he expected. 

She seemed more at a loss than before.

“You know, since we started traveling together, I’ve always thought you were like a mentor to me.”

“……”

He wasn’t sure how to respond to that.

“To be honest, I don’t know if I can help you the way you’re hoping.”

“……”

“So…”

Lucy finally raised her head, looking directly at him.

“Even if I make things worse in the future, please don’t hate me. I’ll do my best to help, but I don’t know if I can.”

It was a plea, almost as if she feared losing him.

Lin couldn’t help but smile slightly at her vulnerability.

“Of course, I won’t hate you.”

He knew better than anyone that if something went wrong, it wasn’t because of Lucy.

He wouldn’t hate her.

“I promise.”

Even though he couldn’t promise the future, he would promise this.

For some reason, Lucy found this assurance more comforting than any rational argument.

“Thank you, Lin.”

Her words were soft, almost a whisper.

“And if you don’t mind…”


She hesitated for a moment, then continued.

“Can we just sit together for a while?”

Lin nodded.

They sat together on the bed in silence, just being there for each other.

It was enough, for now.



 
  
    Chapter 40: The Demon Sword Loves the Hupi House


“Eonni, what on earth are you thinking?”

It was the second day of the festival, and from the early morning, Ibis had been adorning herself meticulously. 

Gyanal couldn’t hold back and confronted her sister.

“What do you mean?” 

Ibis asked nonchalantly.

“Choosing an outsider, a mere commoner, as your festival partner while having a fiancé, and declaring in front of everyone that you’ll claim that man as your own!”

“My fiancé? Oh, Gendry? He’s not my fiancé.” 

Ibis recalled that her illusion spell had been woven with exquisite detail.

“As I said before, he doesn’t suit me at all~.”

“This is about the honor and dignity of our family.”

“I don’t see what that has to do with me. I’m Ibis, right? I come first.”

Everything that the enchanted sword currently enjoyed, including its status, had originally belonged to Gyanal. 

The illusionist who had forcibly awakened her had cast a powerful spell across the entire Zramun Archipelago with just a few incantations. 

The spell made everyone perceive her as Ibis Protect, the eldest daughter of the Protect family, while Gyanal became the understanding younger sister who stepped back from the line of succession for the sake of her sister and the family’s peace.

For some reason, Gendry, who was immune to dark magic, was betrothed to Gyanal. 

They were supposed to be madly in love with each other. 

In a single night, a strange woman was acting as the eldest daughter of the most prestigious family in the archipelago, while Gyanal was seen as a black sheep. 

Her betrothed barely acknowledged her and treated her as a mere servant. 

When Gyanal cried out for this farce to be undone, Ibis proposed a deal: if she followed her orders until the festival ended, everything would be restored.

“So, what exactly is it that you’re prioritizing?” Gyanal asked.

Ibis giggled. “Fun.”

“What?”

“I’m going to bring the greatest fun to this dull island.”

She was certain that she would make everyone erupt in cheers.

“You can look forward to it.” Ibis’s eyes gleamed ominously.

By the time the sun was high in the sky, Lin and Lucy were already out of breath. 

Despite waking up early, Ibis had finished dressing and was waiting for them.

“There’s no time to waste! Hurry up!”

They were practically pushed out of the mansion and, without a single break, they visited every stall run by peddlers. 

They tried on every accessory and souvenir, some of questionable quality, and ate every street food available. 

It was the perfect image of a young lady with her porters, and nothing more. 

Even Gendry, who had been glaring at them from afar, eventually lost interest and didn’t interfere.

“My lady, you’ve covered the entire festival street in half a day, so perhaps it’s time for a break…” 

Even Gyanal, who had been trailing behind them, was panting.

“Oh, right! There were some items I couldn’t buy earlier. Gyanal, find everything on this list and bring it by evening.”

“All of this?” Gyanal looked at the long sheet of paper Ibis handed her. It was so long that it almost touched her knees just by holding it.

“It’s the cycle of economic prosperity. If we set an example by consuming, the merchants and event planners will come back in droves next time, making the festival a success.”

“But without anyone to guard you…”

Ibis pointed to Lin and Lucy.

“There are two right here.”

“These are outsiders!”

“Gyanal, do you think anyone in the Zramun Archipelago would dare to touch a Protect family member?”

“There are more outsiders on the island during the festival.”

“I’ll carry a signal flare. If I fire it into the sky, you’ll come to save me, right?”

“Sigh, please be careful, eonni.” Reluctantly, Gyanal headed towards the festival street.

Ibis didn’t dislike how she worried about her. 

That was why she wanted her to stay far away—from the most dangerous enemy, herself.

“Well then, here we are.” Ibis and her companions stood on a quiet beach, deserted due to the festival crowd.

It was clear they had come to talk business. Lin and Lucy exchanged glances. 

Let’s stick to the plan we practiced yesterday. 

After a night of replenishing Lin’s energy, Lucy felt sharp today, determined not to make any mistakes. 

She focused on Ibis’s words.

But then, “Alright! Chun-shik and Suni! We’re going to find Gerero Protect’s tomb!”

Their plans and practice from the previous day dissolved before Ibis’s unexpected demand.

“Huh?”

“Out of nowhere…?”

Lin and Lucy both hesitated, but Ibis wagged her finger dismissively.

“You saw it earlier, right? Even though I’m the eldest daughter and heir of the Protect family, the servants dared to talk back!”

But she’s your sister, and what she said was completely reasonable.

“To properly succeed, I need to accomplish something no one in the family has before.” 

Ibis declared, “That’s why we must find Gerero Protect’s tomb, which the family has longed for.”

But Lin and Lucy had a different interpretation. 

Suspecting Ibis of being a magic user, they believed she was eager to obtain the enchanted sword as quickly as possible. 

If she, a dual-wielder, were to wield the magic sword, she would be unstoppable, even if the hero’s party attacked in concert. 

Lucy was certain of it. 

Even without seeing Lin’s eyes, she knew.

They had to comply. 

They had to find Gerero’s tomb and the magic sword before Ibis did.

“How do you plan to find it?”

“I’ve already searched the entire interior of the island, so it’s definitely not there. Today, we’ll search along the coast.”

Ibis pointed behind her.

“I’ll take this side.” Then, she pointed ahead. 

“You two go straight that way.”

“Are you really going to search the opposite side without any guards?”

“Aha, then I’ll take Lucy with me.”

Ibis quickly responded to Lin’s question, as if she had been waiting for it. 

Lucy looked at her in shock.

“What?!”

“Are you really suggesting that a noblewoman wander alone with a man, especially an outsider, even if he was chosen as her partner?”


She was outmaneuvered. 

Lin had expected Ibis to suggest that they all stay together if security was questioned, and then Lucy could use her keen eyesight to find the tomb first. 

But Ibis had chosen Lucy for the most logical of reasons. 

Lin lamented his earlier overconfidence, thinking that Lucy and Ravin’s favor had inflated his ego. 

She should have remained humble. 

The goodwill of a fellow companion, especially of the opposite sex, was a sweet but dangerous poison.

Even he, who had dulled emotions, had been careless.

“It’s dangerous to leave Lin  alone. Someone from yesterday might pick a fight again, so it would be safer for us to stay together…”

Lucy interjected at the right moment, but Ibis handed Lin a large firework without a word.

“It’s a signal flare. Shoot it into the sky if anything happens.”

“That won’t…”

“Do you really think a man alone is in more danger than two women?”

They couldn’t win against Ibis’s relentless logic. 

If Ibis were an ordinary human, Lucy and Lin might have overpowered her, but it was unwise to bare their teeth against someone they suspected of being a demon, especially without proper weapons. 

Lin tried to remain calm. 

Crisis was an opportunity in disguise. 

Once alone, he could fortify himself with skill scrolls and bolster his defenses. 

It was unlike him, but he decided to prioritize self-preservation until Lucy purified the demon sword into a holy sword. 

Without him, Lucy’s mind would crumble.

Lin gave Lucy a look of encouragement, and Lucy bit her lip in frustration. 

The situation was infuriating, having to take the bait while knowing it was a trap.

“The Protect family’s signal flare will summon the entire archipelago.”

“…I’ll accept it with gratitude.”

“Well then! With safety measures in place, let the exploration begin~!”

They split into two groups and turned their backs to each other. 

Lin quickly distanced himself, creating an opportunity to use his skill scrolls, and Lucy concentrated on his fading presence.

As Lin became a distant speck, Lucy focused her magic into the red thread connecting them.

“Heh, so that’s how it is,” Ibis said, a dark interest gleaming in her eyes.

“…?!”

“A red-golden thread, huh? Looks like I found the right one.”

Lucy leaped back in alarm as Ibis looked at her with deep curiosity.

“Oh, relax. I’m just overly sensitive, so I noticed it. Even an archmage would have a hard time detecting it.”

“You’re finally showing your true colors.”

“Oh? You knew?”

Not just a brute, huh?

Pleased that she had been discovered, Ibis decided to introduce herself.

“Yes, you’re right. I am the Ma—”

“I know, you’re a Demon swordswoman.”

“…Huh?”

“I’ve known since you started acting chummy with Lin. I knew all along that you Demon swordswomen were after my Lin!”

Disappointed. 

Massively disappointed. 

Even so, Ibis kindly pointed out a few things.

“First, stop calling him by his name in front of others. If too many people recognize the porter, it could become inconvenient later.”

“You magic swordswomen were already calling him Lin from the start.”

“Ah, of course they were. He’s their dream prince. But not me.”

“Not you?”

“Of course not. I’m not part of that organization.”

“You’re not?”

Lucy’s thoughts were in a whirl.

“But you’re still an enemy, right?”

“That’s right~.”

“Then we should fight, right?”

“Yes, but…”

“How should I say this?” Ibis hesitated for a moment.

“Right now, our encounter seems premature.”

“Premature?”

“Yes, premature.”

Lucy had no idea what was going on, but the anxiety that had been lingering for days evaporated. 

Since it’s premature, she should calmly accept it.

“Alright, I’ll go back now.”

“Good girl.”

Ibis gently patted Lucy’s head and led the way. 

Lucy trailed behind, recalling all sorts of bad things, but after a short distance, she recalled one last thing.

“Huh?”

If I’m going back, does that mean Ibis will be alone?

Ibis couldn’t read Lucy’s thoughts but turned around with a smile.

“I’m not alone, I have you. Besides, Lin, it seems he’s already left the island.”

“What?!”

Her red thread was still intact, but Lucy was too upset to realize it. 

Ibis took her back to the mansion. 

It wasn’t until they reached the door that Lucy came to her senses and decided to say one last thing.

“You’re a fool if you think you’ve won by separating us.”

“Is that so? Let’s wait and see.”

As Lucy turned away, her dress fluttered in the wind, and Ibis felt a shiver down her spine. 

Could this child be the one destined to take away her brother? 


No, her companion? 

It couldn’t be. 

But, just in case, she needed to be cautious. 

As Lucy walked off, Ibis sighed and whispered to herself.

“This is why I dislike children. They don’t understand anything.”



 
  
    Chapter 41: Finally Encounter


[Intermediate: Presence Concealment (Lv. 5)]

[Low: Today’s Fortune (Lv. 2)]


[Intermediate: Tiger Strength! (Lv. 6)]


[Intermediate: The Unbearable Lightness of Being (Lv. 5)]


[Super: Presence Detection (Lv. Max)]

After parting ways with Lucy and the others, Lin immediately began using a series of appropriate skill scrolls. 

Two skills to erase his presence and weight, one to boost his luck just in case, one for enhanced strength, and finally, the last remaining super-grade detection skill. 

Although it felt wasteful to use a super-grade skill, it was far better than losing his life by saving it unnecessarily.

“Alright, let’s begin the search for the tomb of the second hero.”

It wasn’t a difficult task. 

All Lin needed to do was scan the surroundings along the coastline. 

Since the object appeared based on probability, it was all left to luck. 

Lin moved slowly but steadily, careful not to miss anything. 

He chose not to use any speed-enhancing skills, fearing he might rush past the tomb without noticing.

As he walked for quite some time, the black-haired girl beside him suddenly asked sharply, “Why do you keep following me?”

Don’t misunderstand. 

It was the girl who had been following him. 

She had somehow attached herself to Lin, walking alongside him as if to guard him.

“Can you see me?” Lin asked.

“Is that even a question?” she retorted.

Strange. 

Did the scroll’s effect expire? 

But skill scrolls don’t have expiration dates.

“I can sense your pulse, your breathing, your body heat. If you’re a living being, I can feel you.”

Though her theory was sound, Lin had weakened those vital signs using his skills. 

Detecting his presence through such means? 

As far as Lin knew, that wasn’t a trait of a demon sword. 

Only a vampire could do that.

A chill ran down his spine. 

Realizing he had misjudged the situation, Lin forced himself to stay calm.

“Why are you walking alone?” she asked.

“Because I want to,” Lin replied.

A valid answer, though it made him want to argue.

“And why are you alone?” she countered.

“It’s just for a while.”

“Liar.” The black-haired girl denied his words firmly. 

“You carry everything on your own, not sharing anything important, and now you’re wandering around alone.”

“…”

“Do you think that’s impressive?” she asked, her tone biting.

“Not at all,” Lin replied.

“You keep suppressing yourself, thinking you can endure it, even though you’re not being treated properly.”

“I can endure it.”

“Liar.” 

Her second denial carried more weight.

“The heart isn’t that strong. No matter how strong the body is, it’s the heart that supports it. I’ve seen countless times how even a small discomfort, disappointment, or doubt can lead to wrong actions and disastrous outcomes.”

“You talk like you’ve lived a long life,” Lin remarked.

“You don’t have to live long to see these things.”

“What have you seen?” 

Lin inquired.

“Would you understand if I told you?”

Though her words sounded spiteful, there was concern buried within them.

“You’re just holding it in.”

“Well, I’m good at that.”

“But I still want to hear it,” Lin insisted.

“Humph. It’s simple and straightforward,” the girl said, stopping in her tracks to gaze at the horizon. 

“Whether with malice, good intentions, by choice, or by force, those who harbor secrets will inevitably be burdened with misunderstandings, jealousy, envy, and hatred. Even if the target was someone they once loved.”

Her voice was soft, filled with sorrow.

“And then, after being betrayed by those they tried to protect, they cried out, but no one listened, and that foolish man ended up with his head cut off.”

“…Who was that man?” Lin asked.

“He existed,” she replied, starting to walk again.

“Do you think it’s natural to bear the burdens you carry now?” she asked.

“I’m a porter, so of course it’s natural,” Lin answered.

“Ridiculous,” the girl said, her tone growing more irritable. 

“You’re not far from the day you’ll get your head cut off too.”

Lin halted in his tracks. The black-haired girl stopped immediately as well.

“Why?” she asked.

“Because you seem kind,” Lin replied.

“What?!” she shouted.

“You’re worrying about me, aren’t you?”

Her pale face flushed red.

“Wh-who said I was worrying about someone like you?!”

She grabbed her skirt and yelled at the top of her lungs, “You’re a weak human who keeps doing things beyond your capacity! And all by yourself! Just keep living like that, struggling alone, and die alone!”

“Hmm… I’m quite used to being alone,” Lin remarked.

“Wha…!”

She approached him, her expression one of disbelief. 

Lin didn’t resist, sensing no hostility from her.

“Did this place make you like this?” she asked, pressing her small, delicate hand against his left chest. “Did this unfeeling heart of yours tell you to say things like that?”

Lin felt sorry for her. 

Why was she making such a pained expression? 


He was fine, after all.

“I’m a porter. My job is to carry the burdens of the party,” Lin explained.

“All you need to do is move the items. Nothing more,” she said as if she knew everything. But Lin didn’t bother asking further. 

The idea of someone worrying about his true nature felt refreshing.

“A porter should carry all the burdens,” Lin stated.

“All of them?” she asked.

“Yeah.”

“Then where are your burdens?” she asked, circling around him as if looking for something, but finding nothing. 

“I don’t see them. Oh! Are they locked inside here?” she teased, poking at his chest again.

“Alright! Since you said you can do it alone, let’s see you do it to the end!”

“Thanks for the support,” Lin said.

“It’s not support!” the girl snapped, exasperated. 

She tried to appear cool but ended up stomping her feet, showing her frustration. 

“Grr! I don’t care what happens to you! I won’t even look at you!”

Her body began to crumble like powder. 

She didn’t turn into smoke like an illusionist, but rather scattered like flower petals caught in the wind.

“Take care,” Lin said.

“Oh, shut up!”

Once the girl had disappeared, Lin was sure. 

She was a demon warrior. 

Then a dark thought crossed his mind.

“Then where is the demon sword…?”

There was no time to waste. 

Lin quickly resumed his search along the coastline. 

But nothing even remotely resembling a tomb came into view.

He eventually began running, desperate to find the tomb of the second hero. 

No matter how hard he tried, it was nowhere to be found.

“Haa… haa…”

The sun had set, the sky painted with the colors of dusk. 

Lin found himself at the dock, panting heavily and leaning forward to catch his breath. 

When he lifted his head, still struggling for air, he heard a voice.

“It’s right over there, demon.”

Arsil stood there, pointing at him.

Huh… What’s going on? 

Had they already arrived?

“You filthy demon!”

At that accusation, Gendry roared, drawing his sword and charging at Lin.

Ah, nothing’s going according to plan, starting from yesterday.

The blade closed in on him. 

And then—

“Move, you damned fool!”

A burst of red-gold light filled Lin’s vision.

“This isn’t right.”

As the ship approached the dock, Arsil frowned.

“What’s wrong?” Naidrian asked.

“I can sense demonic energy all over the island.”

At her reply, the entire hero’s party stood up. 

Reinhold raised his shield and moved to the bow, while the mage furrowed her brow, focusing on the island. 

When they had boarded the ship from the port town, they had expected to encounter demons in the archipelago, but they hadn’t anticipated the demons being so blatant about their presence.

“When the ship docks, everyone prepare for battle and disembark.”

Tch, who does he think he is, giving orders like that? 

Though she felt a twinge of rebellion, Arsil wordlessly put on her dragon-scale gloves. 

As soon as the ship was fully docked, the hero’s party wasted no time jumping onto the wharf. 

The few people who were there backed away in shock at the sight of the fully armed group.

“Stay where you are, armed men! Don’t move!”

Gendry, who had heard the news that a ship was arriving by evening, was waiting with his soldiers as the deputy commander of the guards. 

When a hero’s party disembarked from the ship, not just a supply ship, he immediately conducted a checkpoint.

“If you don’t want to fight us, drop your weapons!”

“You fool! How can we drop our weapons with demonic energy all around? Are you telling us to get killed by the demons?”

Arsil retorted harshly, causing Gendry to hesitate. 

Raising his hand to restrain the guards, he tried to calm his trembling heart.

“What are you talking about? Demonic energy?”

“Damn it, can’t you feel this foul aura?” Arsil snapped.

Even a trained warrior would find demonic energy unsettling or chilling. 

Only those connected to the divine, such as saints, heroes, and priests, could accurately distinguish it. 

Even then, heroes found it difficult without a holy sword.

“We are the Empire’s hero party! This is an official certificate bearing the Emperor’s seal!”

The hero party held up the certificate for all to see, bearing the unique golden seal of the Emperor of the Empire. 

At the sight of the genuine seal, the guards, including Gendry, involuntarily lowered their weapons.

“The heroes…!”

“They’ve come to this place!”

“Are they here to eradicate the demons?”

Their murmurs reached the point of prayer, but the hero had no interest in the villagers’ reverence. 

After glancing at the empty tomb where the coffin of the second hero was supposed to be, he turned his gaze to the north.

“We’re going straight to the northern fort. If the demons have infested the island, we’ll root them out one by one!”

“Huzzah!”

“Leave it to the hero’s party!”

The hero’s courage caused the soldiers and guards who had been forced to remain silent to start cheering as they regained their fighting spirit. 

But one among them wore a very different expression.

The mage turned to the shield knight and whispered in his ear, “They said it’s to the north.”

“Yeah.”

“The village is to the west.”

“Correct.”

“And to the east…”

“Those bastards.”

Naidrian didn’t even have to finish his sentence. 

The hero party realized they had been tricked. 

Before the hero’s party could reach the tomb, someone had broken the tomb and stolen the hero’s sword.

“But we can still sense demonic energy here.”

“What a headache.”

“If we let them be, they’ll bite us in the back later.”

That was true. 

If demons were left alone in the village, they could gather at the rear. 

The more they fought, the more troublesome it would become.

“I’ll handle this.”

“Understood.”

After a brief exchange, Arsil turned toward the guards and villagers.

“Everyone, listen carefully! The hero’s party will remain here to eradicate the demons!”

“Oh, thank you! Thank you so much!”

“You’ve come to save us from the demons!”

Cheers erupted from the crowd. 

But when the hero’s party gave the order to begin the evacuation and sent soldiers to secure the village, everyone’s mood shifted.

At the edge of the wharf, a nervous soldier approached Gendry, still struggling to contain his astonishment, and informed him that the hero’s party was likely to clash with demons.

“Deputy Commander, we must quickly prepare for battle!”

“Do you see any demons here?”

“No, but…”

“Then why are we fighting? You idiots! Get out of here, now!”

Gendry’s reprimand momentarily silenced the soldiers, but their hesitation was evident. 

With the hero’s party ready to engage the enemy, everyone remained on high alert. 

As they waited for the inevitable clash, an explosion of demonic energy sent shockwaves through the village.

Amidst the commotion, Lin’s head was full of thoughts.

Who are these people? 

Where did they come from? 

And why are they so fixated on finding and eliminating demons? 

It didn’t take long for Lin to realize they were here for something more.

But first, Lin needed to regroup and assess his situation. 

As he made his way toward the docks, hoping to avoid further confrontation, a figure in the distance caught his attention.

It was a girl. 

She was young, with dark hair and an air of authority. 

Her presence sent a chill down Lin’s spine. 

He felt an overwhelming urge to run, but he stood his ground.

“Who are you?” the girl asked, her voice soft but filled with power.

Lin hesitated, unsure how to respond. 

He was exhausted from the day’s events, and his mind was clouded with uncertainty.

“I’m just a porter,” he finally replied, his voice barely above a whisper.

The girl frowned, her eyes narrowing as she studied him. “A porter? In this place? And at this time?”

Lin nodded, not trusting himself to speak further.

The girl remained silent, her gaze piercing through him. 

After what felt like an eternity, she finally spoke. “You’re not what you seem. There’s something about you… something dangerous.”

Lin’s heart raced as he struggled to maintain his composure. 

He had faced many challenges before, but nothing like this.


“I’m just trying to survive,” he said, his voice trembling slightly.

The girl’s expression softened, but only for a moment. 

“We’ll see about that. But for now, you’re coming with me.”

Without waiting for a response, she turned and walked away, leaving Lin with no choice but to follow. 

He didn’t know what lay ahead, but one thing was certain: his journey had just taken a dangerous turn.



 
  
    Chapter 42: The Third Magician, the Twin Swordsman Denarua


Before the hero’s party even arrived, a fierce battle was raging between the demon sword and Lucy.

In truth, the demon sword could have easily overpowered Lucy, but it held back. 

It was merely to give her a challenge and to elevate her skill, despite her limbs nearly severed and her hands inexperienced with a sword.

Though she possessed immense strength, it was unrefined and wild.

‘If she stays at this level, things will become troublesome later on,’ the demon sword thought.

The demon sword, after the reincarnated Lee, knew the contents of the DLC.

It was a knowledge bestowed only because the demon sword was one of the few characters with self-awareness, having been consumed alive as material for enhancing the blade of Hononima.

‘That crazy goddess probably didn’t foresee this side effect, did she?’

Thanks to that, the demon sword, who had initially planned to align with the demons, now observed the hero’s party with curiosity. 

It was calculating, waiting for the moment to savor the sweet regret that would inevitably follow.

But then…

“Lin?”

Both the demon sword and Lucy simultaneously sensed the danger surrounding the porter. 

The red string connected to Lin shook anxiously, and Lucy readied herself to leap towards his location.

“Where do you think you’re going? Stay and play with me a little longer,” the demon sword taunted.

“Get lost! My place is by Lin’s side!”

Lucy pushed off the ground, using magic to propel herself forward. 

Her leap was so powerful it reshaped the terrain, effortlessly tearing through the darkness the demon sword had wrapped around her.

“Wow…”

The Abyss, watching Lucy rush toward Lin, let out a small exclamation of admiration.

Has that girl finally come to her senses?

But the result was disastrous.

Despite fending off countless attacks, the hero’s party managed to break through Lucy and land a blow on Lin. 

The porter fell, and Lucy began to lose control.

[Estel-Style Secret Technique]

“Blade Cleave!!!!”

A wave of blood-tinged magic surged from Lucy’s sword, flying towards the hero’s party.

A terrified Reinhold rushed to the front, grabbing his shield tightly.

[Superior Defense Technique]

“Deflection!”

Skkkrrrrrreeeetch!

The wave of sword magic scraped against the shield, making a bone-chilling sound as it slid across its surface. 

Despite the skill’s name, Reinhold couldn’t fully deflect the force, his knees buckling under the pressure. 

He barely managed to alter the sword wave’s trajectory.

At least he had deflected it.

BOOM!

But the redirected sword wave struck a moored sailing ship, slicing it cleanly in two. 

The ship groaned and began sinking into the sea, and no one could even muster a scream.

“She’s gotten stronger…?”

Naidrian was horrified at the firepower he had not even witnessed during the Demon King’s subjugation. 

Lucy began preparing again, gathering her blood-soaked magic for another attack. 

Seeing the ominous magic form once more, the archer urgently shouted.

“Tigria! Why are you standing there? We need to subdue both the demon and the hero!”

“She’s not a demon.”

“What?”

“He’s not a demon, she’s a porter.”

“Whether she’s a porter or not, demonic energy is pouring off him, especially from both of his arms!” Arsill shouted, growing agitated. 

The mage looked at the saintess with disbelief.

“Did you forget? That porter touched the Demon King’s horn with her bare hands and placed it in the sacred crown.”

The entire hero’s party froze.

[Estel Liu Begins]

“Sky Strike!”

“Damn it!”

Just as Reinhold cursed under his breath, Lucy infused her sword with magic and slammed it down onto his shield at close range. 

The tremendous pressure contorted Reinhold’s handsome face into an unsightly grimace.

“Ugh… Aaaargh!”

“I don’t care what you people have done.”

“Lucyena, at this rate, it’s just going to be a war of attrition. Even if you’re angry, we need to talk to—”

“But I’ll never forgive anyone who tries to harm the person who protected me with their life.”

Seeing the growing madness in her eyes, the elf fell silent.

“Do you really want this to end?”

“As I recall, you were the ones eager for an end, weren’t you? And I already told you I don’t care.”

The wizard, realizing that Lucy was stalling for time, also fell silent.

“Whatever happened in the past, this is my fault. Lucy! If you want my right arm, I’ll give it to you…”

“I’m learning what true love really is, but the past keeps dragging me down.”

The saint wasn’t supposed to speak.

Realizing her mistake, Arsil also closed her mouth.

Lucy wasn’t deliberately stalling for time as the wizard suspected. 

She was slowly increasing her magical power, intending to crush Reinhold along with his shield.

Reinhold, veins popping in his eyes, struggled to endure. 

Hidden behind his shield, Lucy continued to speak, only saying what was convenient for her to hear.

“Got it, Arsil? Ravin said you once loved someone too, didn’t he?”

“What…?”

“A past where you couldn’t treat him well, a past where you flirted with another man in front of him… Ha ha ha… That guy is only thinking about killing me—”

“You little…!”

A grinding sound of teeth echoed through the tense air.

“Instead of wondering if I did enough for him, it’s faster to count how many times I didn’t hurt him… How much… how much…!”

Estelyu Technique: Heaven’s Descent

Crash!


“Aaaaaaaaahhhhhhhhhhh-!!!!!!!!!!”

“You… You are the greatest obstacle to my love, a disgraceful stain that prevents me from being proud before him.”

A horrifying noise came from beneath the shield. 

If this continues, the shield-bearer will die.

Arsil and Naidrian prepared to attack, but Tigria was faster.

“Capture, net, weaken, intimidate, slow.”

“…?!”

Though she quickly retreated, once the capture spell was cast, Tigria could target her with just a glance.

The slowing magic that had been poured onto the Demon King now ensnared Lucy.

“Now’s the time! Secure the porter! The porter is Lucyena’s weak spot!”

“Reinhold, you bastard! You call that a plan?!”

“If we do that, we’ll only provoke Lucyena even more!”

“Understood. If this goes on, we’ll either be locked in a standoff or die at Lucyena’s hands. I’ll follow orders.”

Filled with fury, Reinhold raised his shield and charged at Lucy.

“I, too, have a woman I love enough to die for! I can’t die here!”

Because their ally was too close, they couldn’t fire their arrows.

Naidrian also drew his dagger and joined Arsil in engaging Lucy.

“Aaaaaaaah-!!!”

They pounded on her shield with their swords, but it didn’t budge.

Despite his temperament, Reinhold was skilled enough to block Lucy’s full-powered attacks up to three times.

He wasn’t just any shield-bearer.

During this, the archer and the saintess launched their attacks.

Even though the warrior, slowed by magic, wasn’t easily overwhelmed, it was hard for him to shake them off.

“Coordinates set, mass, volume, density, calculation, move!”

Seizing the moment, Tigria cast a short-range teleportation spell, heading towards Lin, who lay behind Lucy.

“Back off!”

Lucy desperately looked back, trying to shake off the tenacious marking, but Tigria had already moved.

As Tigria successfully landed on the sandy beach and began to chant a spell toward Lin,

“Oh my, a face I didn’t expect to see again?”

“…!”

He was met by a black-haired girl, one he never thought she’d encounter alive again.

The girl’s small hands cradled Lin’s blood, which had trickled down her chin, and her lips were stained a dark crimson.

“You filthy wench’s puppet. How dare you show your face here?”

“I am…!”

Her youthful voice grew increasingly seductive.

Her once petite body rapidly matured, enveloping her in an even greater voluptuousness and allure than Lucy’s.

If the reincarnated Lee had seen her, he would have called her the top tier of beauty, the perfect milf from Dongtan.

“Lucy! Behind you! This time, it’s a real demon!”

Following Arsil’s urgent pointing, Lucy spun around, and in her eyes, she saw a demon warrior with long, flowing black hair, seductively drawing twin swords from her waist.

Ultimate Skill:

“Sanctuary: Dark Fang Altar!”

“It’s a barrier! We need to retreat!”

But it was too late.

As the twin swords struck the sand, a crimson light swiftly encircled the shoreline.

The demon warrior, who had created a massive dome, wiped the blood from Lin’s chin with pitying eyes.

“You fool, I’m only helping you this once.”

She then casually beckoned with a finger towards the assembled warrior party, now standing in formation.

“I am Denarua, the dual-blade warrior of the demon party.”

“A dual-blade warrior? A porter is a non-combatant. If you’re a true warrior, leave him be and settle this with us!”

Reinhold’s bold demand was intended to calm Lucy’s growing agitation.

With a demon warrior now in the mix, cooperation with the warriors was inevitable.

“Oh dear, but I’m here because of that porter you’re talking about. If you let me take him, I won’t harm you.”

For a moment, Reinhold hesitated.

If they allowed her to take the porter, Lucy’s wrath would naturally turn toward the demons, and they could use securing the porter as bait.

“Quit scheming.”

But Denarua wasn’t so easily fooled.

“You see, our Demon Lord’s dark energy is embedded in that porter’s arms. He’s an essential ingredient for the resurrection.”

“Damn it, secure the porter!”

The warrior party charged at the dual-blade warrior from their positions.

Denarua met them with ease, fending off each attack.

And in the midst of it all, Lucy stood motionless.

[How about it? Should I help? If I do, you can save Lin.]

“Shut up.”

[Why are you just standing there?]

“That demon seems strange. There’s no hostility or malice towards Lin.”

[Wow! Have you already reached that level of insight?]

The cursed sword whispered slyly into Lucy’s mind.

[Or maybe, just maybe, that demon likes Lin?]

“…!!!!!”

[Come on, Lucy. Looks like you’ve got a new rival in love.]

Gritting her teeth, Lucy growled, “Lin is…”


The red-golden light returned, enveloping the sword once more.

“Mine!!!!”

With a fierce determination, Lucy shoved the hero party members aside and charged at Denarua.

Watching her, the cursed sword chuckled wickedly.

[Ah, now that declaration carries some real weight.]



 
  
    Chapter 43: The Demon Party Gathers


Ultimate Skill.

[Altar: Dark Fang Sanctuary]  

It was a type of skill that had rarely appeared before, one that created a wide area of effect. 

In the game, it caused overall debuffs and very slight dot damage to the enemy, while Denarua received a speed and attack boost from the barrier.  

Though it lacked the flashy impact of other ultimate skills that could turn the tide of battle in a single strike, when wielded by a dual swordsman with naturally high stats, it was powerful enough.  

“Kyaaaa!”  

Denarua dodged Arsil’s punch and slapped her cheek with the hand holding the sword.  

As blood filled her mouth and she was sent flying, the shield knight quickly intervened to protect her.  

“Arsil! Don’t take the front! Stay back and focus on healing the party.”  

“Damn it!”  

Spitting out a mouthful of blood, Arsil immediately summoned divine power to heal herself. 

Though she had a habit of recklessly charging forward, her abilities as a healer were unmatched.  

“Give us some buffs too!”  

“I already did! This is the best we can do against that damn barrier’s debuffs!”  

Despite casting buffs, all of their stats had decreased slightly.  

The Hero’s party had never faced an enemy like this before. 

Even the Demon King had relied on raw strength rather than debuff skills.  

Naidrian fired three arrows in quick succession. 

The dual swordsman parried them effortlessly, redirecting the arrows toward Lucy, who was charging at her.  

“Hah!”  

Lucy dodged with a low stance, swinging her sword. 

But Denarua blocked with one hand and thrust her other blade forward. 

The advantage of dual swords, allowing both attack and defense at once, was in full display.  

The Hero narrowly evaded by bending backward.  

[Estel Style Secret Technique: Heaven’s Strike]  

However, using only one hand to wield his sword meant Denarua’s attacks were slightly weaker than they would be with both hands. 

Seizing the moment, Lucy performed the same downward strike she had used earlier against the shield knight.  

But Denarua crossed his swords and blocked the strike, immediately following up with a kick to Lucy’s abdomen.  

“Ugh!”  

Lucy was sent flying but gritted her teeth, enduring the impact. 

She quickly regained her stance, but Linefold shouted at her.  

“Lucyena! We need to cooperate! Prepare your big attack like we’ve practiced! We’ll hold her off!”  

Before Reinhold could finish speaking, Lucy swung down in rage, forcing him to block.  

*Clang!*  

“You want me to just prepare while he’s aiming for my head?!”  

“There’s no point getting angry! The porter is still bleeding out. If we don’t do something, he’ll die!”  

“I won’t let that happen!”  

Lucy knew the situation. 

Just a glance showed that the pool of blood around Lin had grown larger. 

Fear gnawed at her—fear of losing him.  

[Use me, and I will lend you my strength.]  

“Shut up! Where are you even speaking from when I can’t see you!”  

[I’m waiting outside the barrier~. Just nod your head once. You can’t even deal real damage to that demon without me, right?]  

“And what if I end up fighting that demon alone? What if those bastards take Lin while I’m busy?”  

As the voice echoed in her mind, forcing Lucy into a conversation with the demon sword, Tigria completed the spell he had been casting.  

“Constraint.”  

It wasn’t a trap.  

It was a constraint spell designed to quickly capture a target within a limited area.  

“Extract, transfer, remove, replicate, freeze!”  

As a magic circle appeared beneath his feet, Denarua glanced down with a sneer, spreading her arms wide.  

Crackling.

The area within the magic circle began to freeze rapidly.  

In an instant, her lower body was encased in ice, and as the spell crawled upward past her navel, Denarua flexed her muscles and broke free from the ice.  

The dual swordsman charged forward, her speed and agility enhanced by the barrier. 

Her movements were so fast that even Lucy, if caught off guard, could lose sight of her.

“Dismissed…”

“Too slow.”

As expected, neither Naidrian nor Arsil could keep up with that speed. 

The vampire trailing behind Tigria sank her fangs deep into her nape.

“Aaagh!”

The chilling sound of blood being sucked echoed ominously within the barrier.

After taking a large gulp, Denarua grimaced and spat the blood onto the ground.

“Ptooey. What have you been up to all this time? All I feel is hollow curiosity. You’re just like her.”

“Insult…! I’m nothing like that person!”

“That woman was filled with nothing but curiosity too. Then she discovered affection, and in her foolish attempt to test whether that affection was real, she brought disaster upon the world!”

“That’s why… I avoid taking the lead and focus on observation and research…”

“Ah, I see?”

Denarua smirked, mocking the wizard with a scornful expression.

“Well, a puppet who’s never been loved could never place themselves at the center of anything, could they?”

“Absolutely not!”

Furious, the wizard summoned her magic, but Denarua calmly slashed from her shoulder down to her abdomen.

“Ah…!”

“Tigria!”

Naidrian, seeing the wizard collapse, knocked an arrow. 

But the twin-blade sword’s closed the distance in an instant, driving a sword into the archer’s stomach and slashing through Arsil, who was standing nearby.

“Damn it!”

The shield knight attempted a tackle, but the vampire had already infiltrated behind them, having bypassed the shield.

“Pointless.”

*Shk!*


As the shield knight turned, his shield and upper body were smoothly sliced in half.

With that, the entire hero’s party was incapacitated.

“Now, only you remain, Hero.”

“Kugh!”

The hero took his stance, but Lucy couldn’t focus on the enemy, thanks to the cursed sword incessantly whispering nonsense into his mind.

[We’re all done for! What do we do? What do we do?!]

“Shut up!”

[Come on~ Admit it. That one is the strongest of the demons. You can’t defeat them as you are.]

“If you’d just stop yammering, I could fight!”

[Aha-ha-ha.]

Time was slipping away.

Meanwhile, Denarua was checking on Lin’s condition, completely unconcerned despite the hero being the only one left standing.

That calm demeanor was something the cursed sword decided to exploit.

[By the way, if Lin dies like this, he’ll turn into a demon.]

“That’s ridiculous!”

[Being consumed by demonic energy and dying—yeah, that’s how it works. Most of the weak demons you’ve faced so far? That’s how they were made.]

While the two continued their conversation, Denarua stroked the mask on Lin’s face.

“Brother and sister sacrificed themselves for humanity. But they couldn’t protect the ones they loved who were closest to them.”

What good is peace if it doesn’t bring happiness to oneself?

In the end, it wasn’t her brilliant brother or her kind sister who survived the family—it was her, the twisted one, born again as a vampire through experiments.

“The illusionist said we should let you stay with the hero for a while to further the plan, but I disagree.”

Denarua didn’t have much time left, either. 

She intended to turn Lin into a demon and take him away.

“Our savior, the one who pulled us from the eternal torment of infinite hell… How could I not fall for you?”

She firmly believed that as long as Lin was with her, it would fill the void within her.

“I know I have a bad temper and act harsh, but don’t hate me for it, okay?”

With that, Denarua reached to remove Lin’s mask.

However, just as her hand touched the mask, a chilling voice came from behind her.

“Hey.”

“A pitiful hero with no comrades or love. I left you alone out of pity, so leave quietly.”

“I don’t really know about any of that.”

Lucy raised his sword high.

“Who are you to lay a hand on my Rin?”

It wasn’t the crimson sword, but a dull, dark sword.

Denarua recognized it instantly.

“A cursed sword! You—are you siding with the hero?”

[Aww, sorry, sorry. I used to be a holy sword too, you know. And more importantly…]

A playful voice echoed in the depths of his mind.

[I just can’t wait to see the regrets that’ll follow. It’s going to be top-tier, supreme-quality regret. Hehe.]

“You damned hedonist!”

At that moment, for the first time in what felt like an eternity, the dark sword began to glow faintly.

[Hey, Hero? Since you’re purifying my energy, you won’t feel that holy damage hit quite as hard as you’d expect, okay? Be careful, got it?]

“This is enough.”

[Come on, it’s my comeback stage! This much isn’t enough.]

The sword, now imbued with Lucy’s magic, gleamed a pristine white, radiating brilliant crimson-gold light.

Kwaaaaaaa!

The earth trembled as the overwhelming force of purified holy energy shattered Denarua’s barrier in a burst of light.

With a sound like breaking glass, the blood-red barrier disintegrated, revealing the coastline once more.

“There! The light!”

“Is that the holy sword? Is that woman the Hero?!”

Everyone on the archipelago was gathering. 

Even Gendry, who had been rushing toward Lin, along with the guards and the hurriedly arriving Gyana with his escorts—all stared in awe at Lucy, who held the glowing holy sword aloft.

“Even so, you cannot defeat me! I am Denarua! The mightiest of the Dark Heroes!”

Despite his boast, Denarua slowly retreated, afraid that Lin might get hurt.

Thanks to that, Lucy was able to wield the holy sword (temporarily) without restraint.

[Estel Style Secret Technique]

“Sundering Slash!”

The radiant crimson-gold blade beam surged toward Denarua, an unstoppable wave of light that seemed poised to devour him.

Its sheer size and speed made it impossible to dodge.

‘This is dangerous!’

With no other choice, Denarua braced himself to take the attack head-on.

“Hey there~. Here to save you~.”

At that moment, a spearman from the Dark Heroes appeared, slinging Denarua over his shoulder and leaping away with a jump that rivaled Lucy’s.

Boom!

The holy sword’s attack passed harmlessly, crashing into the distant shoreline with a resounding explosion.

“That guy!”

Arsil, who had barely recovered through holy power, was shocked.

The Hero’s party members, healed by Arsil, also began to regain their senses one by one.

“Well, well, nice to meet you. We are the Demon. It’s the first time our parties meet face to face.”

On the large rock where the spearman and dual swordsman landed stood a sorcerer—Adora.

“Adora!”

Lucy recognized the sorcerer instantly and tightened her grip on the sword, but Adora merely sneered.

“Are you going to make the same mistake as last time? Poor little Lin, your party’s pack mule, is dying, isn’t he?”

“If that person dies, it’ll be all-out war next time. I’ll skewer all of you with my spear.”

“Hmph. If you’d left him alone, he could have become one of us.”

As Denarua grumbled under his breath, Adora whispered,

“How dare you try to turn Lin into a lowly demon?”

“…The process of becoming one of us is too painful.”

“He’s already incredible. pain. You know exactly why this is happening. Still going to be stubborn?”

“…Fine.”

“Thank you for understanding.”

With a slight smile, Adora turned her gaze back to the Hero’s party.

“Since we’re not at full strength either, and it seems like your party’s pack mule is on the verge of collapse, we’ll stop here for today. Oh, and unfortunately, I’ll be releasing the illusion I placed on the archipelago.”

Snap!

With a snap of her fingers, Adora lifted the hypnosis spell that had shrouded the entire Zramun Archipelago.

The residents, all except Gendry, began to recall the memories they had forgotten, looking confused and bewildered.

“What…? Why is Lord Gyana in a maid outfit?”

Even Gyana was no exception.

“Gendry, what on earth is this…”

“Gyana! Oh, finally!”

The coastline had turned into chaos, filled with civilians in disarray.

Both the hero’s party and Lucy had lost their fighting spirit.

“It’s time we retreat. The next time we meet, be prepared for annihilation.”

With a wave of her hand, the illusionist signaled the demon warrior party to retreat.

They transformed into black smoke, drifting beyond the sea and disappearing, but not a single person in the demon warrior party failed to worry about Lin.

“The demons are retreating!”


“Long live the hero’s party!”

“Long live the hero!”

Despite the wounded victory, Lucy gritted her teeth.

As night faded from the coastline, the sun began to rise.

By the time the hero’s party and Lucy hastily took Lin to safety and passed the critical moment, the sun was already high in the sky.



 
  
    Chapter 44: If we leave it like this, Lin will die.


I don’t know how many mornings I’ve woken up in the Zramun Archipelago.

In the private room arranged by the Protect family, Lucy spent her days solely nursing Lin. 

She would endlessly gaze at him, brushing back his fallen bangs, listening to his heartbeat. 

And when she grew sleepy, she would nestle into his arms, seeking comfort in sleep.

No one entered the private room except for Lucy. 

It was a form of rebellion, yet no one dared to protest against the benefactor of the archipelago. 

In fact, it was known that the battle had been so intense that everyone in the warrior’s party, except for the warrior himself, had suffered severe injuries. 

The islanders brought gifts in hopes of his recovery, with no trace of resentment. 

But to Lucy, all of it was meaningless.

Whenever she closed her eyes, the harrowing moments replayed vividly in her mind.

“Why won’t the bleeding stop?!”

Even as she continuously channeled holy power into him, Lin’s bleeding refused to cease. 

Whenever they tried to remove his mask for a closer examination, Lucy would go berserk, blocking them. 

Through the Waltercrua incident, Lucy had learned that Arsil and Lin had known each other in the past. 

She adamantly refused to see him in such a state.

Despite their efforts, Lin’s condition didn’t improve, and Arsil, growing desperate, cried out in frustration.

It felt as though someone innocent was dying because of her mistake. 

Even though Lin had once been nothing more than a porter in her eyes, the guilt weighed heavily on her.

“Medic!”

To prevent a fatality within the warrior’s party, Reinhold was shouting for a healer until his voice was raw.

“Luciena, please! If we don’t remove the mask, we can’t properly assess his condition!”

“If you do that, I’ll rip your throat out, not just your legs, Naidrian!”

Unable to make a proper diagnosis, Lucy and Naidrian were locked in a standoff. 

The situation grew more chaotic until the mage intervened.

“Move. The blood loss is severe. We need to start a transfusion.”

Tigria, who had thoroughly examined all the party members’ blood types and prepared for emergencies during their journey to subdue the Demon King, stepped forward. 

Her meticulous preparations were finally paying off.

While administering the transfusion and intravenous fluids, Tigria diagnosed Lin’s abdominal cavity with magic.

“Penetration, detection, shock!”

She pinpointed the source of the internal bleeding and cauterized it instantly with a high-voltage magic surge. 

Wiping her brow, Tigria stepped back.

“The bleeding has stopped…”

At last, Lin was safe. Lucy let out a tearful sigh of relief.

“Why was my holy power useless…?”

Arsil muttered in a daze, overwhelmed by the realization that she hadn’t been able to help in the end. 

The remorse of having failed to properly finish what she had started weighed heavily on her.

“It’s the demonic energy eating away at the porter’s arm,” Tigria explained, putting away her emergency supplies.

“The conflicting forces… and above all, it’s the demonic energy that’s threatening his life. The holy power was consumed entirely in suppressing it.”

“Then at least purification should have occurred, but there wasn’t even a hint of that.”

“It’s the Demon King’s curse. Two months have passed since then. It won’t be purified easily.”

But all of this was just conjecture. 

With that, the mage slumped down, exhausted from the mental and physical assaults she had endured during the battle with Denarua.

No one was left unscathed.

“If it’s alright with you, I’d like to offer our benefactors proper accommodations,” a voice broke the silence.

“I don’t need anything as long as I have a place for my comrade to rest,” Lucy coldly replied.

Gendry bowed his head at her sharp words, but the once-hypnotized Gyanal defended him.

“Please forgive us. If you’d like, we can arrange separate rooms for everyone. Once you regain your strength, we’ll formally apologize.”

Reinhold, overhearing this, couldn’t help but be impressed by her manner of speech. 

He had heard that she was the daughter of a prominent family who had been hypnotized into servitude, but her aristocratic bearing was impeccable. 

It was a skill he hoped Linachien’s nobility would master someday.

“Is it true? Are you really the great warrior, Luciena Estelle? We had heard that you perished with the Demon King in a double death, and it filled us with such sorrow… but to see you alive, it’s truly a blessing…”

“Do you only express your gratitude with words?”

Luciena Estel, one of the Four Great Warriors.

She had always been known for her sharp tongue, a major reason why she had topped the popularity polls of The Arrogant Saga.

“I told you I don’t need it. All I want is a place where my comrade can rest. Now, I’m leaving.”

“But, benefactor!” the mage called after her.

“The porter needs a comfortable place to rest. He has multiple fractures in his left ribs, and internal injuries. Breathing must be difficult.”

“And so?”

“We’ll find lodgings elsewhere.”

“The way the Hero Party is acting, the porter is a key figure.”

Key figure.

The word left a bitter taste in Reinhold’s mouth.

As Lucy’s spectacular swordplay had driven the demons back and stolen the spotlight, all attention now pointed to the porter’s importance. 

Reinhold and the royal family were being overshadowed.

“Prepare the best room and ensure no one enters. Only I will stay by his side.”

“Yes, warrior!”

But Reinhold could endure it.

He had endured the revolting position of Lucy’s fiancé for over two years now.

In the end, the victor would take all the glory.

With that in mind, the present moment of patience seemed like a virtue that would lead to future success.

Watching Lucy and the Protect family move farther away, Reinhold gave orders to Tigria.

“Send word to the palace. Tell them we’ve found the warrior.”

But Lin still did not wake.

The physician from the Protect family said it was largely due to accumulated fatigue and stress.

Lucy took on the task of caring for Lin day and night, moving his body and cleaning his bare skin with a wet cloth.

“It’s the exact opposite of how it started,” she mused.

Back then, Lin had been the one to bathe her.

Maybe those days, when she had no limbs, had been the happiest.

It had just been the two of them, with no one else around, allowing her to whine and lean on him as much as she liked.


Those were the days when his attention had been solely on her.

Knock knock.

“It’s Tigria.”

“Go away.”

“Understood.”

The warrior’s party came seeking her almost every day, stubbornly insisting that they needed to reunite.

“Luciena, we know you can’t stand the sight of us, but right now—”

“Say one more word, and I’ll burn the entire Elf Forest to the ground.”

“……”

Naidrian never came back after that.

“I-I just wanted to apologize.”

“When are you giving me your right arm?”

Arsil didn’t return either.

“Lucy, how about we talk, just the two of us—ugh!”

“Who dares! Lucy!”

Reinhold had known he was risking his life by coming, so he couldn’t send the mage. 

But when Lucy stormed out of the room, he found himself pinned by the throat and beaten until he was a bloody mess.

“What were you thinking, calling me by that nickname?”

“…Didn’t you used to call me that, too?”

Everyone tried to stop it, and just before his head burst open, Reinhold was barely rescued.

When Arsil used her holy powers and asked with a disapproving look, Reinhold also wanted to die.

When everything falls apart, sometimes people end up doing something crazy.

Still, it wasn’t a complete waste.

At least Lucy had restrained her strength when she pummeled him, which meant she had no intention of killing the hero’s party.

In other words, she acknowledged the necessity of the party but couldn’t mentally accept it.

The next day, Reinhold sent Tigrea.

Knock knock.

“Tigrea.”

“Go away.”

“Understood.”

Once a day, at the same time, Tigrea appeared.

Perhaps because Lucy owed him for saving Lin, she only told him to leave without causing any further trouble.

A week passed like this when the cursed sword Abyss spoke to Lucy.

[What are you going to do? Just let time waste away like this?]

“Shut up.”

[You’ve realized it now, haven’t you? No matter how strong you are, if multiple people target Lin, it’s dangerous.]

“I just need to get stronger.”

[Stronger? Haha! Did you see the illusionist? She wasn’t stronger than you, yet she toyed with you.]

“I need to become overwhelmingly stronger.”

[Even the Demon King was overwhelmingly strong. But how did that turn out?]

Lucy couldn’t argue.

Her words stuck in her throat as she gently stroked Lin’s bare face.

The room was already surrounded by Abyss’s black energy to prevent anyone from spying on them.

Lucy knew it too.

Alone, she was powerless.

Even if she stayed by Lin’s side, people would find a way to break through her defenses and harm him.

The only ones she could cooperate with now were the hero’s party.

Her enemies.

Her heart pounded wildly, urging her to kill them all, especially to tear Reinhold apart vertically.

Her heated head chimed in, 

Yes, let’s wipe them out as a warning and head to Waltercrua. There, with Ravin, we can protect Lin.

Even though she would look weak next to a thief, no one could protect Lin as steadfastly as Ravin.

Even if it hurt her pride, it was far better than Lin getting hurt.

She made her decision.

Eliminate them.

But as she gripped her cursed sword, Abyss spoke to her with an unusual seriousness.

[Hold on, let’s have an important talk.]

“The decision is already made.”

[No, you’ll need to reconsider after hearing this. It concerns Lin’s life.]

“Speak now.”

Abyss grew tense, knowing the information could drive Lucy into a frenzy.

[A time will come when the Demon King’s magic within Lin stirs again. In a human body, he won’t be able to withstand it. He’ll either die or…]

“Or?”

[He’ll turn into a demon.]

“Continue.”

[The only way is to delay the magic’s corrosion with the holy power of a saint and completely annihilate the Demon King within that time.]

Lucy didn’t respond for a while.

When Abyss grew restless with impatience, she finally murmured softly.

“It’s unfair.”

[What is?]

“Why only Lin? He’s already suffered so much because of me throughout the whole Demon King campaign, and even after saving me, all he does is sacrifice!”

She wanted to strike something, but if she did, the mansion might be destroyed.

All she could do was grip her fists tightly until blood trickled out.

“It’s too cruel! What is the goddess doing? I don’t care about losing my limbs! I already know I’m lacking! But Lin? What did Lin do wrong? At the very least, shouldn’t the goddess save him?”

Watching the one she loved suffer was more painful than her own limbs being torn apart.

Lucy screamed into the void, toward the sky.

“My life? If that’s what you want, I’ll give it to you! It was Lin’s from the beginning anyway! So please, save him!”

[The Second Holy Knight’s magic is already inside Lin, holding off the corruption. Don’t you think you’re asking for too much?]

“Second Holy Knight… During the second hero’s time, the goddess swept away the world, and she promised she wouldn’t sit idly by next time! Was that a lie?”

[Luciena Estel.]

Abyss’s voice sank, making it impossible for her to ignore.

[The goddess has already acted. She did something so drastic that even the Demon God was astonished.]

“She acted? What did she do? Strap a sacred sword to Lin like a flimsy life support?”

[How foolish you are. If it weren’t for the goddess, the world would have long fallen to the demons.]

Do you realize?

There was only one possible outcome where you would still be alive after defeating the Demon King and making it here.

Once you know everything, will you still be the same arrogant Luciena Estel as before?

You’ll never return.

Your only ally.

Your closest companion.

[If you don’t form a party to defeat the Demon King, your Lin will leave your side forever.]

“…”

That final sentence pushed Lucy to her decision.

Time passed.

Night came again, followed by yet another morning in the Zramun Archipelago.

Knock knock.

“Tigrea.”

“What is it?”

Tigrea was stunned by the different response, but quickly added, “We need to join forces.”

“Why?”

“Because the Demon Commander has revealed himself to the world. The age of war will return.”

“Why?”

Unsettled by the repeated question, Tigrea decided to speak honestly.

“If we don’t, the world will perish. I… don’t want to be destroyed.”

Lucy wondered if this was the same mage she knew.

During the Demon King campaign, she thought she had shared many conversations with her companions, but there was still so much she didn’t know.

Well, she had misread her thoughts enough to lose her limbs.

“Bring the entire hero’s party to this door.”

“…Understood!”

The mage who had finally broken through for negotiations dashed back to their lodging.

The joy in her departing footsteps irritated Lucy.

To calm her bad mood, she lay beside Lin.

His closed eyes still felt so unfair.

Resting her head on his chest to hear his heartbeat, a rough hand wrapped around her shoulder.

“Ah…”

It was Lin.

“You’ve made a difficult decision.”

“For you.”

“Why? Because I asked you to save the world?”

“Yeah, because you wanted it.”

“I see.”

His hand pulled her closer, warmer, gentler.

“I’m sorry, Lucy. For forcing you to do something you didn’t want.”

“No, not at all. You’re my only ally, my greatest companion, my Lin. What you want, I want too.”

His voice was sweet.

Hearing it for the first time in a week made tears well up in her eyes.

“Hold me tighter?”

“Okay.”

“Tighter, even more.”

“Like this?”

“Yeah, that’s good.”

Lucy buried herself completely in his embrace.

Lin whispered softly to her.

“Are you ready to go save the world?”

“Of course.”

Saving the world meant saving Lin.

I’ll fix it so that you don’t have to suffer because of my foolish actions anymore.

When that time comes, can I reveal this shameful heart of mine to you?

Even if the outcome is scorn and rejection.

“I… Lin… I—”

Bang, bang!

“Luciena! It’s Reinhold. May I come in—”


“Everyone else can come in except you!”

Oh, right.

That Shield  knight definitely needs to die.

First things first.

Lucy’s eyes gleamed red for a moment.



 
  
    Chapter 45: A quick glance at the porter?


It was quite a refreshing feeling.

The breeze still carried a salty scent, and the passing scenery was brisk and clear. 

Having slept deeply for a long time, Lin felt great. 

Perhaps that’s why, even without slowing down the carriage, she could make smooth turns.

“Wow, amazing, Lin!”

“Huh? This?”

“You just turned through the alley without tipping at all.”

However, when Lin cornered, Lucy had deliberately exaggerated, tumbling toward her side. 

Now, she was leaning on Lin’s shoulder with her head resting there.

[This is ridiculous.]

“Shut your mouth.”

“Huh? What did you say?”

“Nothing!”

The sword of the abyss, tied to her waist, snickered, and Lucy immediately straightened her face. 

This cursed demon sword only ever talked to her, and while sometimes it was deathly quiet, other times it would chatter endlessly without stopping, driving her to the edge of madness.

“Lucy, I know it’s a little late to ask, but—”

Another sailing ship arrived in the Zramun archipelago, and the hero’s party received a grand welcome before heading off to the harbor town.

“What is it?”

Lucy had ignored the hero’s party entirely on the ship, locking herself away with Lin until they reached the harbor town. 

Now, after their arrival, the party was heading to the nearby city with a teleportation array, carried by Lin’s carriage.

“Why aren’t you sitting with the other party members in the carriage? Why are you here?”

“I like being next to Lin.”

“But the inside is more comfortable.”

“I like being next to Lin.”

“But…”

“If I were inside that carriage, by the time we arrived, I’d be the only one left alive.”

“Yes, well, there’s a certain charm to sitting up front with the driver!”

“Cool!”

The sword of the abyss was not pleased with how Lin was humoring Lucy.

“Lucy, want to get a little closer?”

“L-like this?”

Seeing her blush and shuffle closer was nauseating.

“I’m going to say something important now.”

“L-Lin. I’m not ready yet…!”

Despite what she said, she licked her lips as if she wanted a kiss. 

Her thick thighs squirmed—she was unmistakably aroused. 

Lucy leaned in eagerly, her ear at the ready, filled with expectation.

“Lucy.”

“Mm! Lin…”

They say a woman in love is beautiful, but the way she whined with her baby voice sent shivers down Lin’s spine. 

What was she going to say? 

You’ve worked hard? 

Thanks for saving me? 

Thanks for protecting me? 

Or maybe… You’re the best?

Suppressing her inappropriate fantasies, Lucy leaned even closer. Lin, in an endlessly serious tone, whispered,

“What are you going to do about your engagement to Reinhold?”

Crack.

The smile on the hero’s face froze.

Though her body didn’t move, her eyes trembled violently.

“Officially, the world believes you perished alongside the demon lord in a final showdown, but technically, your engagement is still valid, isn’t it?”

“I… guess so….”

The sword of the abyss smacked its lips. 

Though this wasn’t the finest moment, the flavor of regret was still delicious—salty, but not too overpowering, an appetizer-level satisfaction.

“Do you… still have lingering feelings for him? Should I help you keep the relationship alive?”

Ah, now that was spicy.

Lucy’s smile collapsed into a frown, and she lowered her head. 

The past weighed like an unbreakable shackle around her heart. 

The crime of looking at another man in front of Lin was far worse than any harm she had done to Reinhold. 

The wound on her heart, opened by that sin, would never heal as long as that man lived.

“If I kill Reinhold right now, will you believe me?”

“Lucy.”

“Please, believe me, Lin! I’ve never loved a man like that…”

“Lucy.”

Lin’s icy gaze made the hero swallow hard.

“Don’t run from your past.”

Lin kept her eyes on the road, her voice gentle.

“Everyone has a past they want to escape from, but it’s those very experiences that make us who we are now.”

“…Yeah. I’m sorry.”

Lucy covered her mouth with her fist, suppressing a sob. 

After a few moments, she spoke through trembling lips.

“I don’t love that shield knight anymore. I love you.”

*My only ally, my best companion, my Lin.*

But she couldn’t say the words out loud, and her feelings seemed to drift even further away.

“I understand. I’ll help you.”

Lucy could only fiddle with the red string wound around her little finger. 

Teleportation, though a grand spell used by master wizards, was not without risk. 

The coordinates needed to be precise for safety, so unless it was an emergency, people traveled between cities using established magic circles. 

It was just a cleverly disguised shortcut in the game.


“Preparations complete. Beginning teleportation.”

As the hero’s party gathered in formation, Tigria infused magic into the circuit, and the magic circle began to glow.

“Injection, activation.”

She didn’t have to say it out loud, as it wasn’t a manually cast spell, but Tigria was committed to her role. 

Lin stood off to the side, lost in idle thoughts.

Standing in front, Lucy grew more nervous as the distance between her and Lin increased. 

She swallowed dryly.

“Casting.”

Ssssss-!

Normally, teleportation magic didn’t make any noise, but they had added effects to make it clear when it was in progress. 

A flash of light erupted.

When the light faded, and their eyes adjusted, Lin saw that they were surrounded by nobles. 

And then there was her.

“Welcome, Hero Luciana Estel! The hero of the Empire, the hero of the continent! I, Linachien Karlun of the Karlun Empire, warmly welcome you.”

She was still beautiful.

Golden hair, long lashes, and eyes that gleamed like emeralds. 

It was less of a soft ache and more like a heavy burden, like the ashes left after the fire had died out.

Five years had passed since Lin had spoken those words to her.

But I am still nothing more than a lowly porter.

I’m not ashamed of you. 

I’m ashamed of myself for breaking my promise.

Did I once love her?

Yes, very much.

Was it a foolish love?

It was unrequited.

Not foolish, just… young.

Even with his mask on, Lucy could tell. 

Lin was staring at the imperial princess. 

Though the look on his face wasn’t visible, the longing in his gaze was unmistakable, and Lucy felt a pang of jealousy. 

Not anger toward the princess who had tried to kill her—jealousy.

“To honor the world’s saviors, we’ve prepared a feast. Please, join us in celebrating their return.”

The princess’s words ended awkwardly, causing Reinhold’s eyebrows to raise. 

When it came to delivering lines with elegance, Lady Gyana Protect would have done much better.

Noticing Reinhold’s sigh, Linachien swallowed hard.

He wasn’t pleased with her.

That only made her more nervous.

And Lin saw everything.

Angered, Lucy took a step forward, a simple but resolute movement that drew everyone’s attention.

“Hmm hmm.”

Clearing her throat, Lucy lazily glanced around the room.

Feeling that she had delayed long enough, the hero finally spoke.

“I, Lucyna Estel, hereby declare that as of this moment, my engagement to Lord Morgan Reinhold is null and void.”

How is that, Lin? 

I did just as you told me.

Finally, I’m completely ending things with that bastard.

Now, I can stand proudly before you.

The crowd murmured in confusion.

Both Reinhold and Linachien were taken aback by the unexpected announcement.

“I have learned many things from this recent battle with the Demon King.”

I’m sorry, Lin. 

I was supposed to say ‘I’ in a formal way, but I used the informal ‘I’. 

I messed up.

…Lin?

“Though we defeated the Demon King, I was gravely wounded and had to focus on my recovery. Even before I fully healed, I learned that demons still roam this world. Thus, I…”

Lin, I’m doing it, see? 

Just like you told me.

“I must dedicate myself more fully to my duty as a hero…”

I get it. 

I just messed up because of that slip-up earlier, right?

Other than that, I haven’t deviated from a single word you instructed.

“Therefore, I am breaking my engagement to Morgan Reinhold, and in order to save the world as a hero…”

…Lin?

“To overcome the crisis of this world…”

As Lucy gestured dramatically while delivering her speech, she slowly lowered her arm. 

She moved stiffly, like a broken doll, toward the lone figure who had been watching her all along—the porter.

“You should look at me.”

Her voice was thick with sorrow.

As the porter’s head turned to face Lucy, the hero fidgeted, unsure of what to do, and finally let out a deep sigh.

“You should be looking at me, not at any other woman.”

Lin awoke from his daydream.

Realizing he had been too indifferent, Lin opened his mouth to apologize, but before he could speak, the crown princess signaled to someone with her eyes.

Smack!

“You insolent fool!”

“…?!”

A knight standing beside a magic circle swung his gauntlet and struck Lin across the face.

Lucy froze as she watched Lin tumble to the ground.

“How dare you avert your eyes when the hero is speaking!”

The knight didn’t stop there; he stomped on Lin several more times while shouting at him.

Lin curled up, bracing himself against the blows.

Lucy stood paralyzed, unable to move.

The rest of the hero’s party looked on in shock.

Even Tigria, who rarely showed emotion, stood with his mouth agape.

“Hero! What should we do with this blasphemous man?” the knight proudly asked as he hauled Lin up by his collar.

Lucy’s grip tightened on the knight’s armored arm, and with a swift motion, she tore it off.

“…Wha—?”

Before the knight could register what had happened, Lucy smashed his face with his own severed arm, knocking him to the ground.

“You wretched insect! How dare you…!”

Smack! Thud!

“You don’t get to treat him however you want!!”

Despite the knight’s skull and the armor on his arm being completely crushed, Lucy didn’t stop the beating.

“Lucy! Stop!”

Only when Lin stepped in front of her did Lucy throw the severed arm to the ground.

“Now you finally see me…”

Lucy’s face twisted into a mournful expression, only for her to start giggling again like a madwoman moments later.

“Good, good… I’m happy when you look at me. My only ally.”

She grabbed his hand.

“My greatest companion.”

She nuzzled his cheek.

“My Lin….”

Lin?

The crown princess’s ears perked up at the mention of the name—so common, yet so oddly compelling.

“You there, remove your mask…”

“Look! As you can see, the hero is in a very unstable condition. Can you now understand the intensity of the battle against the Demon King and the deep wounds it left behind? Unfortunately, we’ll have to postpone the reception of the savior of this world until further notice,” Lord Reinhold quickly intervened, cutting off the crown princess.

No one dared to question the inappropriate behavior. The hero’s shocking display had left everyone speechless.

“Are you hurt? Is there any blood? What if it swells?”

“Lucy, I’m fine.”

“You’re not fine! You’re injured!”


And with that, Lucy began to cry again.

Holding the sobbing hero in his arms, Lin gently patted her back before turning to Lord Reinhold.

“Apologies, but we’ll be returning to our room now. We’ll send word once she’s calmed down.”

Though Lin’s tone was oddly equal to his own, Reinhold had no choice but to nod in agreement.

As the two figures walked away, guided by a steward, Reinhold discreetly glared at Linachien, who had botched the situation so badly.
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“Why did you order the porter to be beaten?”

“His gaze lingered on me too long. It was unpleasant, and he wasn’t paying attention to the Hero’s words. I acted because I saw you were uncomfortable with it.”

“The porter is the Hero’s reverse scale! What woman wouldn’t fall for a man who saved her life? Every time she sees me, she behaves madly, all in an effort to gain his favor. And you dare have such a person beaten in front of the Hero!”

Linachien felt a moment of unfamiliarity with the man who raised his voice at her. 

The shield knight, always so composed, was now anxious. 

The realization that he, too, was merely human dawned on her, an unexpected epiphany. 

But as Reinhold dismissed her, Linachien couldn’t suppress her rising anger.

“A mere porter, what does it matter!”

“A mere porter, you say? No matter his role, he is undeniably a member of the Hero’s party!”

“I’ve never heard of a porter being in a Hero’s party!”

“What?”

“Never! Not once!”

Only then did Reinhold recall how the porter would vanish whenever they stayed in the royal palace or the city, only to reappear naturally as they were about to depart. 

Indeed, as Linachien pointed out, he had never shown his face in public gatherings, nor had the Hero’s party ever spoken about him or sought him in front of others.

Reinhold realized with a start that none other than the Hero’s party had been surprised to see the porter getting beaten. 

This was no mere coincidence, but the result of arrogance and oversight. 

Reinhold himself had claimed the Hero had fallen to his death, sure that Lucy, missing limbs, had plummeted off the cliff.

Had the demonic sword witnessed that scene, it would’ve found it absurd. 

It was, after all, early on in the party’s formation when Arsil had once protested to the crown princess, asking why a mere porter had been assigned as a civilian. 

Even though it had been a trivial incident two years ago, it was now glaringly evident just how authoritative and narcissistic the crown princess was, and how similar Reinhold was for failing to mention the porter’s existence properly.

“And I was supposed to stand idly by while a mere porter ogled the crown princess and paid no mind to the Hero’s speech?”

“Please!”

Reinhold cut her off, his voice sharp. 

Seeing her startled eyes, he forced himself to calm down.

“Your Highness, please speak with more refinement. Should a crown princess be using such coarse language?”

“Do you think such words tarnish my nobility? I am Linachien Karlun!”

Reinhold’s face darkened, fury boiling just beneath the surface. 

How dare a woman shout at a knight? 

But ever the seasoned politician, he masked his emotions with a smile and spoke softly.

“Because you are noble, Your Highness, you must master the art of surviving among the many vultures who seek to tear you down.”

Linachien paused, then her voice softened.

“My apologies. The upcoming summit, combined with the unpredictability of the Hero, has made me overly sensitive.”

She lifted her chin, regaining her composure as she addressed Reinhold.

“If you are to become my husband, you must behave accordingly.”

“I will bear that in mind,” Reinhold responded, lowering his head. 

Despite his throbbing temples, he knew his place. 

He was her subject, after all.

Believing she had made her point clear, Linachien’s tone grew gentle.

“There is much to discuss, but we’ll save it for when we’ve both calmed down.”

“Your wisdom is undeniable, Your Highness. I shall take my leave. Have a pleasant evening.”

“Wait.”

As he turned to leave, she gently grabbed his arm, her fingers softly caressing his skin, a subtle gesture of affection despite her earlier anger. 

It was a distinctly feminine move, one that allowed Reinhold to relax his guarded heart.

He kissed her forehead before they parted, locking eyes for a moment before they went their separate ways. 

Watching from the corner, Tigrea quietly scribbled in her notebook.

“‘Even in a relationship of genuine love, there exists a hierarchy. This leads to conflict but leaves room for reconciliation.'”

After a brief pause, she added another line:

“‘Is this truly love?'”

Meanwhile, Lin’s head throbbed—not figuratively, but literally, from the spot where he’d been struck. 

Something was off. 

His cheekbone burned with the swelling, but he left it alone, lost in thought. 

Surrounded by enemies, even if Lucy was strong, there were limits to how much she could protect him from numerous foes. 

What should he do? 

As Lin sighed, Lucy stirred beside him.

“Lin, what’s wrong?”

They had just finished arguing about whether he needed to be treated, so Lucy was still nestled against him, quietly breathing as she tried to calm down. 

She had her own thoughts running through her mind.

“I’m not helping at all,” she thought. 

Even though she was improving, there was still a long way to go. 

She had never imagined earlier that someone would openly strike Lin like that. 

The harder she tried, the more rigid she became, and when it mattered most, she let her guard down. 

She was frustrated with herself and found her failures infuriating.

“It’s nothing. I just feel a bit stifled.”

“Is it because I’m too close? Should I move?”

“No, it’s not that. It’s just… I guess this place doesn’t suit me.”

He teased her, half-jokingly, even though having a beautiful woman like Lucy clinging to him didn’t seem to bother him.

“Is this your first time in a place like this?”

Although they had used a private room in the Protect family manor, Lin had been unconscious due to his injuries, so it didn’t count.

“In the city or the palace, we’ve always stayed in places this grand, haven’t we?”

“Well… I always stayed separately.”

“What?”

“Yeah.”

“Separately…?”

Sensing her unease, Lin offered her a reassuring smile.

“As the porter, I had to gather information or purchase supplies for the next leg of the journey. Being inside the palace or castle would’ve limited my movement too much. So, I’d find a chance to stay at an inn in town and move around freely.”

Though it was half-true, Lin kept the full story hidden. 

It allowed him to accomplish many things, like disposing of monster parts he’d collected to fund Naidrian’s research or sending letters. 

Technically, it wasn’t a lie, so Lucy didn’t catch on.

Bang bang bang!


Someone pounded on the door, hard. 

Bang bang bang bang!

Lin tried to ignore it, but the knocking continued, relentlessly.

“Who could it be now?”

Annoyed at the intrusion into their private time, Lucy grumbled as she stomped toward the door.

She yanked it open.

“……”

Lucy shut the door again.

Her heart pounded wildly.

What? 

Why was she here? 

Why now, of all times?

While she was still in a daze, wondering if she had seen something wrong, a chilling voice dripped from the other side of the door.

“Open it.”

Startled, Lucy took several deep breaths before cautiously opening the door.

“Hello.”

The person slipped in smoothly, almost nonchalantly.

Lin, sensing the mischievous spirit hidden beneath the innocence, gave a faint smile.

“I’ve been waiting for a man like you.”

“Actually, me too—AAAHHHH?!”

The woman, reciting a secret code from a shared memory, screamed when she saw Lin’s swollen cheek.

“What happened to your face?!”

Lin waved it off casually.

“Hello, Ravin.”

Standing in the grand capital of the Karlun Empire, within the very walls of the imperial palace, was Ravin the Thief, ruler of Waltercrua.

Her once-grown-out ponytail had returned.

“I must have been mad to leave Lin in your hands.”

“…Sorry.”

Even someone as stubborn as Lucy turned into a mouse before Ravin. 

She was the only rival she acknowledged, a competitor she couldn’t hope to surpass.

Though it had gone unmentioned, the small pouch Lin always wore as a necklace contained Ravin’s ponytail.

Perhaps, despite all the terrible luck, it was that very ponytail, imbued with Ravin’s wishes, that had kept Lin safe.

As much as Lucy hated the thought, she couldn’t deny it.

“I’m glad I came as soon as I heard. But to think you’d leave his injuries untreated like this.”

Ravin, panic written on his face, immediately tended to Lin’s wounds with the tools she’d brought. 

After disinfecting and bandaging the injury, Lin, who had been severely swollen, finally relaxed and fell asleep right away.

He drifted into slumber, resting on Ravin’s lap.

It was a spot Lucy desperately coveted, but instead, she knelt beside Ravin, busy with being scolded.

“I seem to recall you swearing you’d never let her get hurt?”

“…Ugh…”

“Don’t whimper, speak up. Do you think I’m Lin? Did you think I’d go easy on you just because you’re crying?”

“…No.”

“Tell me everything that happened, from the islands of Zramun to the moment you arrived at the imperial palace.”

Lucy explained the entire situation in detail.

“I thought if I stayed close to him, I could protect him from everything. That I could block every attack.”

“You should have considered every possibility. You were overconfident. It wasn’t just about guarding him; you should have gone further, toward prevention.”

Ravin kept her voice low, worried that the sound might wake Lin. 

Not that it mattered—Lin had developed a condition where he fell into deep, unavoidable sleep due to the recovery from the dark magic’s corrosion. 

But Ravin didn’t know that.

“I’ll give you credit for trying, but remember, I’ve always said that effort without results is worthless.”

“What am I supposed to do? I want to protect him, but I don’t know how. It feels like I’m wandering in the dark. Every time I try, I get outsmarted by the enemy. Please, tell me what to do. I know you hate me, but think of me as a tool to protect Lin. Just show me the way.”

In some ways, Ravin was the one person Lucy could trust after Lin.

They both lived for Lin, and that shared devotion made understanding possible.

“Lin kept looking at the Crown Princess?”

“Yes. It wasn’t like him—he didn’t even notice anyone else around her.”

“…Sigh…”

Was it regret? 

Or was it hatred?

Lin had said she no longer had feelings for Lina.

His response had been blunt, almost indifferent. 

There had been no hesitation in his words, but who knew what he felt when they met face-to-face?

‘We will use everything—demons, the hero’s party—whatever it takes to protect him, to save him.’

The words of the one who had sent her here kept ringing in her head.

“Trust no one but Lin. Not even me. Not even yourself. If it’s for Lin, then you must be willing to sacrifice everything—even yourself.”

Lucy swallowed hard, her throat dry.

“All of us, we’re just fools who owe Lin everything.”

Ravin hesitated, unsure whether to tell Lucy what was on her mind.

“Let me tell you an old story.”

[You’d better listen closely. This is important. It’s tied to my first and final regret.]

Suddenly, a pleasure-seeking demonic sword whispered in addition to Ravin’s words.

Lucy felt dread creep over her at the prospect of hearing this old tale.

“It’s about Lin, me, Arsil, and Lina. The Crown Princess, Linachien.”

It was a proposal she couldn’t refuse.


“You have no choice. Listen, and become the sword that will protect Lin.”

Calmly, but with weight in his voice, Ravin began to speak of the past.

Back to when they were children.

Back to the days when the slums still existed.

Back to the time when they were still innocent boys and girls in that filthy alley.
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The first memory Lee had was of himself searching diligently for something.

A small boy with a slight build darted between fallen trees and structures, his eyes scanning the ground with determination.

“I found it!”

He exclaimed as he pulled mushrooms growing on a rotten log and stuffed them into the dirty hem of his shirt. He hurriedly made his way back to the hideout.

“Chef! I brought food!”

“Huh? You little brat! I told you it’s dangerous outside!”

Spinel, the group’s cook, scolded him, though he couldn’t hide his satisfaction when he saw the mushrooms. He poured them onto the floor and began sorting through them.

“This one’s no good. Eat it, and you’re dead. This one too.”

“O…oh.”

“Wow!”

Lee cheered. 

Only three poisonous mushrooms had turned up, which was a decent outcome.

“Bring your head over.”

“Yes!”

Smack!

Spinel brought his fist down on Lee’s head. 

Though Lee crumpled to the floor, he quickly stood back up, only to be struck twice more.

After the third blow, Spinel began teaching Lee how to distinguish between edible mushrooms and poisonous ones.

“Got it? I told you this before. If you forget again, I’ll turn you into mush.”

He tossed Lee a worn-out, frayed botanical guide as a warning.

The boy owed his survival to this knowledge.

“Come here, we need to prepare dinner for the Boss and Arsil.”

“Yes.”

While Lee sautéed the mushrooms, other children began trickling back into the hideout. 

Most of them returned empty-handed, looking dejected.

“Those who didn’t bring back anything, go over there.”

At Spinel’s command, the trembling children gathered in the indicated spot. 

The adults of the hideout encircled them, holding clubs in hand.

“If you can’t earn your keep, there’s no reason to feed and shelter you!”

“N-no, we were…”

Before the child could finish, the heavy sound of clubs filled the air, beating them mercilessly.

It wasn’t until the bruised and battered children lay limp on the ground that the beating stopped.

“Boss is coming! Spinel, is dinner ready?”

“Almost. Hey, kid, set the table.”

Lee quickly arranged plates, forks, and knives on the wooden table. Two sets—one for the Boss and one for Arsil.

“Well, smells good.”

Brak was the man who had unified the Sludgewater Alley.

Through brutal force, he crushed anyone who dared defy him, rising to power and establishing a ruthless exploitation system.

The strong would take from the weak, and the weak would take from those weaker still—women and children at the bottom of the chain.

Yet, even Brak had a soft spot for one particular child.

“What do you think, Arsil? There are mushrooms today.”

“They stink… I don’t like it.”

Slap!

Arsil’s cheek stung from the slap, and she tumbled to the ground. 

When Brak said he cared for someone, it merely meant he wouldn’t kill them when they got on his nerves.

“Eat it.”

“I really can’t… it stinks…”

Her protest was cut short as Brak clamped her mouth shut, forcing the mushroom stir-fry into her mouth.

The hot mushrooms burned her mouth and throat, and the pungent smell made her want to vomit. 

But Arsil shook violently and forced herself to endure it. 

She knew if she vomited here, she would die.

It was a certainty drilled into her from a young age.

As Brak contentedly ate his dinner, Arsil quietly took short breaths to cool the burning inside her.

A cup of water appeared in front of her. 

It was Lee.

Lee had tried this once before and had been kicked by Brak for his trouble. 

But still, he poured water into another cup and placed it by Brak’s side.

“Did you cook this?”

“Yes.”

“And did you gather the mushrooms?”

“Yes.”

Suddenly, Brak picked up his plate and smashed it against Lee’s head. 

The plate shattered, and blood trickled down Lee’s forehead.

“Arsil doesn’t like mushrooms. Don’t bring them again.”

“Yes.”

Brak finished his meal and left with Arsil to inspect his territory. 

Broken dishes and scattered mushrooms littered the floor.

Spinel turned to Lee, who was still dripping blood from his wound, and snapped at him.

“Hurry up and clean the dishes, kid!”

Later that night, as Lee lay sleeping, Arsil nudged him awake.

“Lee, wake up.”

“Mmm…”

Rubbing his eyes, Lee sat up. 

His forehead was crusted with dried blood.

“Does it hurt a lot?”

“I’m fine. What about you, Arsil? You swallowed those hot mushrooms without cooling them.”

Arsil opened her mouth wide with a playful “Ahh.”

“All healed.”

Both Arsil and Lee were anomalies in the Sludgewater Alley.


Children weren’t born in this wretched place. 

The Sludgewater Alley was a den of beasts—criminals and sinners who had fled here to hide from their pasts, preying on one another.

Women, especially those too weak to protect themselves, were often assaulted and killed. 

Pregnancy didn’t offer any protection.

So, where did these children come from?

It was simple.

They had been kidnapped and trafficked from outside.

But Arsil was different.

She was born here, the child of a woman who had struggled desperately to make it to Sludgewater Alley while still carrying her in her womb.

A woman dressed in the sacred robes of a priestess who served a goddess entered heavily pregnant, gave birth to a child, and then died.

Brak, fascinated by the peculiar situation, decided to keep the child, Arsil, alive and took care of her in his own way.

A note was found with the child, wrapped in a dirty cloth in front of the hideout, shortly after Arsil was born.

“The surname is Lee, and there is no given name. Please name and raise this child,” the note read, its neat handwriting in stark contrast to the filthy cloth.

Brak left the child there for three days and nights, but the child neither died nor cried.

“This one will be useful when they grow up. Such an extraordinary kid from the very start,” said Brak, the leader of the Sludgewater Alley. 

He took both Arsil and the child known only as Lee under his wing, seeing them as auspicious signs.

Two children, born and raised entirely in Sewage Alley—those were Arsil and Lee.

“Are you ready?”

“Yes, I’ve got the sweet herbs and the ferns all prepared.”

Away from the other children, two figures woke during the hours when even the adults were deep asleep. 

Quietly, they approached the group of children.

“Arsil?”

“Yes, it’s me, Jack.”

“Lupino’s ankle is swollen badly.”

“Let me take a look.”

The other children, already awake, made way for Arsil as she approached. 

Lupino’s ankle was swollen to the point where his ankle bone was nearly buried, and sweat dripped from his body like rain.

“I’ll heal him.”

At her words, the children spread out the ragged blankets they held and surrounded them. 

As Arsil and Lupino were covered by the blankets, Arsil’s hands began to glow white.

Slowly, the swelling began to subside wherever the light touched.

But before the swelling completely disappeared, Arsil stopped using her divine power.

“How is it?”

“Much better. Thank you, Arsil.”

“I’m sorry I couldn’t fully heal you….”

“It’s okay. If I suddenly got better, the adults would definitely think something strange was going on.”

Meanwhile, Lee quietly distributed the sweet herbs and pre-cooked, dried ferns that he had gathered to the children. 

Having come empty-handed during the day and unable to eat anything, these children now eagerly stuffed the greens into their mouths.

Thanks to the care given to them in secret, the children did not envy Arsil and Lee, who were treated specially within the group. 

Instead, they saw them as the only ones they could trust and follow.

“Chew slowly and thoroughly. If you swallow too fast, you might choke and die.”

“Who’s next? Anyone having trouble moving or in pain just from staying still?”

Every night, a brown-haired girl and a black-haired boy would slip away from the eyes of the adults, tending to and feeding the children.

When it started, neither could remember.

It began after Arsil awakened her divine power, and after Lee began to learn how to cook and study herbs, ensuring they could gather even the simplest vegetables.

“I want to grow up quickly. So I can get my revenge on them all.”

“Hey, why are you saying something so scary?”

“Arsil got scolded today too. They hit us however they please just because they’re adults.”

“And when you grow up, will you be able to beat them?”

“By the time I’m grown, they’ll all be bent-over old men!”

Lee, who had been listening to Arsil and Jack’s conversation, wondered, Will any of these adults even be alive by the time we grow up?

And before that, will we even survive long enough to become adults?

“All done. We’re going now.”

“Goodnight, Arsil. Goodnight, Lee.”

“Goodnight, Jack.”

To Jack’s surprise, it was not Arsil but Lee who waved at him.

“Lee.”

“Yeah?”

“Turn towards me.”

“Why?”

“I want to sleep while looking at your face.”

Lee chuckled.

“Once you close your eyes, you won’t see anything anyway.”

“You fool, it’s nice to see your face right before I close my eyes and right when I open them.”

“Why is that nice?”

“I don’t know. It just feels good.”

“If that’s the case, alright then.”

Thus, Arsil found comfort to end the day and the courage to face tomorrow.

“Lee.”

“What is it, Arsil?”

“I really can’t eat mushrooms.”

“Got it. I’ll find something else.”

“Thanks.”

“No problem.”

And the next day, Lee found himself standing face-to-face with a silver-haired child, tinged with a faint blue light, holding a mushroom in his hand.

“What are you staring at, you ugly bastard?”

“You think I’m ugly?!”

“No, you look like shit.”

“Just say I’m ugly. The way you say something can change its meaning so much.”

“Why should I care?”

“Where are you from?”

“Why do you want to know?”

What a sweet talker.

No matter how good-natured Mr. Lee was, he couldn’t stop his expression from hardening.

“You’re even more of a pain in the ass now.”

“You’re really annoying.”

“Yeah, well, you’re a pain in my ass too.”

I should stop engaging.

Until he heard the girl’s stomach growl.

“…!”

The girl’s face flushed as she covered her stomach, but she couldn’t stop her hunger.

With a sigh, Mr. Lee pulled out a mushroom and tore it into small pieces.

Just to be safe, he took a bite himself to check if it was safe before offering the entire mushroom to the silver-haired girl.

“Do you want to eat?”

She was too hungry to refuse.

“I even have water.”

On top of that, there was precious water from the muddy alley.

The girl felt a tickling sensation in her chest, something she had never felt before, from this unexpected kindness.

“I’ve actually been waiting for a man like you for a long time…”

“Huh?”

“…Ah?!”


The silver-haired girl, who had gone beyond blushing and was now bright red, rolled around on the ground in embarrassment.

‘So full of energy. Is she not hungry anymore?’

Mr. Lee tilted his head in confusion.

The girl, overwhelmed by her own embarrassment, couldn’t contain herself.

This was the first meeting between Lin and Ravin.



 
  
    Chapter 48: About Gujeongmul Alley (3)


Ravin was often referred to as a ‘bad seed’ in the words of adults.

When he brought the silver-haired girl to the hideout, Brak showed some interest at first, noticing that she was a girl. 

However, once he saw her face, he lost interest, as she wasn’t to his taste.

“How did you end up here?”

“I was just picking pockets. Got myself a bounty and ended up on the run.”

“Can you fight?”

“Well, sort of.”

Ravin began rummaging through his pockets, pulling out various odds and ends. 

Brak, who had initially scoffed, found himself amused as Ravin continued to produce more items. 

On the other hand, the adults in the group were shocked when they recognized their own belongings among the items.

“That’s my dagger!” 

Especially furious was Groom, the blade expert, who realized that Ravin had stolen his weapon.

“You little rat!”

“Ah, let it go. She seems useful enough. 

Let’s train her as a fighter, put her on the front lines with Arsil.”

Brak stood up and patted Ravin on the shoulder, offering a rare word of praise.

“You’ve got talent.”

“Thank you.”

And just as Ravin started to feel relieved, Brak’s grip tightened on her shoulder, and without warning, he drove his knee into Ravin’s stomach.

“Ugh!”

“Don’t even think about touching our stuff again.”

“…Yes, sir.”

And so, Ravin was accepted into the group without much further resistance. 

However, her relationship with Arsil was disastrous from the start.

“You crazy little—!”

Arsil woke up one morning to find Ravin snuggled up tightly in Lee’s arms, and she cursed loudly at the sight. 

This was likely the beginning of Arsil’s habit of swearing.

“Shut up, I was sleeping soundly.”

“Get away from Lee!”

“No way. This position is perfect. I’ve never slept so well.”

Ravin ignored the ranting entirely and even nuzzled her cheek against Lee’s chest, causing Arsil to explode with anger.

“I haven’t even gotten to sleep with Lee yet!”

“Well, you won’t be getting any chance now. I’m staying right here.”

“You… you… bitch!”

From that day on, the hideout was filled with the sound of Ravin and Arsil’s morning battles. 

The adults, who had little else to amuse themselves with, even started placing bets on the daily fights, with Brak leading the charge.

The one who suffered the most, however, was Lee, who often got caught in the crossfire while trying to break them up.

Time flew by quickly.

Living day by day for survival left little room for anything else. 

Arsil learned boxing from Brak, while Ravin was taught knife skills by Groom. 

As they honed their skills, tailored to their natural dispositions and talents, Lee found himself mastering all sorts of tasks—everything except combat. 

He learned to cook under Spindle’s harsh guidance, enduring countless burns and beatings.

By the time they turned thirteen, Ravin and Arsil were no longer just “other kids.” 

They had become fully accepted members of the group. 

However, that didn’t mean their work changed. 

If they did well, they were given more tasks. 

If they failed, they were beaten.

But amidst this grueling routine, their skills continued to sharpen.

That day was no different.

Lee had become more capable than Spindle himself. 

He could easily gather enough food to feed more than ten people from the woods surrounding the Sludgewater Alley. 

He even made jam from some mysterious forest berries, earning rare praise from Brak.

Today, he had managed to gather a few large bird eggs from the forest and was frying them up.

“Ravin, come down and eat.”

Lee called up towards the trees, but there was no response.

Sighing, Lee let out the embarrassing line he had been rehearsing.

“I’ve been waiting for a man like you all my life.”

“That’s not it!”

Ravin leapt down from the tree, landing lightly, and yelled in frustration.

“I’m a girl, so you should’ve said you’ve been waiting for a woman like me!”

“Well, I wasn’t really waiting for you…”

“Shut up, you idiot! You’re so ugly, no one else would want you!”

“Uh, I don’t really plan on living with anyone anyway.”

“What?!”

“As you said, I’m not that good-looking, so…”

“Who said that?! Who?!”

Ravin, the silver-haired girl with a messy head of hair, glared at him with an intense expression. 

But before she could press further, Arsil burst through the bushes, her fist connecting cleanly with Ravin’s jaw. 

Ravin leapt back in surprise, only to take the hit directly.

“Ugh!”

“Who else but me, you filthy wench! You’ve been teasing me about my looks every chance you got!”

“Arsil!”

Ravin tumbled backward, flipping through the air as she fell.

Lee scolded Arsil for using such harsh language again.

“But she started it—”

“You could’ve handled it with different words. The way you speak can change the entire meaning.”

What had started as advice for Ravin quickly turned into a lecture directed at Arsil. 

Arsil, who was trying her best to be cautious, found it difficult to control her temper because of Ravin’s constant provocations.

“Lee! That gorilla hit me!”


“Arsil, apologize.”

“Why should I?!”

Lee sighed again.

“Ravin, stop teasing Arsil just to get a rise out of her.”

“…!”

Ravin, caught off guard by Lee’s scolding, fell silent, while Arsil, who had been gloating, suddenly turned pale at Lee’s next words.

“And Arsil, if you don’t apologize, neither of you will get any fried eggs.”

“What?!”

“You leave me no choice. Arsil’s eggs will be fully cooked.”

“Ugh!”

Ravin immediately struck a smug pose, her arrogance practically radiating off her.

Arsil trembled with frustration.

“M… mi…”

“What? Mi-mi?”

Ravin cupped her hand to her ear, egging Arsil on.

“Mi-mi-mi-mi-mi-mi?”

“M…!”

“Is ‘mi’ the only thing you know? Where are the other two letters?”

“M…”

“Haha! Lee, did you hear that? She can’t even speak properly—”

“Shut up, you crazy bitch!”

The second punch connected cleanly with Ravin’s jaw.

She blacked out for a few seconds before coming to, knives gripped tightly in both hands, teeth grinding in rage.

“You filthy slut!”

“Oh, come on! I’ll make sure you can never talk back again.”

“You two, enough!”

Just as the situation seemed ready to explode, Lee grabbed his head in frustration.

And at that very moment…

Bwooooh!

The sound of a horn rang out.

“An enemy attack?”

Arsil dropped her fists and muttered. Ravin immediately sheathed her knives.

“Arsil! Ravin!”

“Jack! What’s going on?!”

“Soldiers! Three squads of soldiers are headed this way!”

“Three squads?”

Ravin was shocked. 

Why would they send so many soldiers to a place like this, a filthy slum?

Jack, who had been shoving his slingshot into his pocket, urged the fighters to move.

“Hurry and gather! Lee, the adults want you to stay here and have food ready for when they return.”

“We’re low on supplies…”

“Don’t worry, we’ll steal the soldiers’ rations if we have to.”

“Got it. Don’t die, Jack!”

“And Lee, next time, call me too! I love fried eggs!”

The three of them hurried out of the forest and made their way toward the entrance to Sludgewater Alley. 

Lee watched them disappear, hoping that they would all return safely.

“Ah, now it’s overcooked.”

Sighing, Lee picked up the now fully cooked eggs.

When he returned to the hideout, it was completely empty. 

Even Spindle had armed himself and left.

It was eerily quiet.

Lee wished he could go out and join the fight, but every time he brought it up, Arsil, Ravin, and the others would get furious and insist he stay behind. 

Even Spindle had told Brak that if Lee died, there’d be no one left to cook, so he was always stuck playing guard duty.

“Huh?”

As Lee cleaned up the shabby kitchen, he noticed the door to the food storage room was slightly ajar.

Had Spindle forgotten to lock it properly?

The fire in the crude stove was still burning, suggesting Spindle had rushed out without finishing his preparations. 

As Lee approached the storage room, he could hear someone eating noisily inside.

“Chomp, chomp…! Ugh! Gulp!”

Whoever it was, they seemed to be choking, coughing as they tried to swallow down their food.

Even though Lee wasn’t a fighter, he was still a member of Sludgewater Alley. 

He decided to strike while the intruder was distracted.

He flung the door open.

“Who’s there?!”

“Eek! Huff… Huff!”

The intruder was so startled that the food stuck in their throat.

As they dropped to their knees, choking, Lee panicked and rushed to offer them a drink of water.

“Are you okay? Here, drink this quickly!”

The intruder grabbed the cup reflexively and drank it down, finally calming down enough to look up and glare at Lee.

“Oh…”

What he saw was someone completely out of place in the slums—a girl with skin as pale as snow and hair like melted gold.

A fox-like face with sharp features that seemed stern at first glance.

Eyes gleaming in a vibrant shade of gray.

And a green dress, woven from fine fabric, though dusted with dirt.

Is this what they call love at first sight?

Lee found his gaze involuntarily drawn to the girl.

“How dare you, a mere commoner, look at me so brazenly!”

But the girl’s words were incredibly rude.

For the first time, Lee realized that there were ways to offend someone without using curses.

“And how did you end up here? This place is extremely dangerous.”

“Where exactly is here? Tell me.”

“This is the SludgewaterAlley…”

“SludgewaterAlley? Even the name is dirty.”

But I came to the right place.

Lee distinctly heard the girl mutter under her breath.

Later, Lee would come to learn that SludgewaterAlley was once an ancient castle site, destroyed during the first generation of the warrior’s battles against the demon army.

Despite being located just beneath the capital, the place was nearly unknown, shrouded by the forest surrounding the ruins and inhabited by criminals and exiles. Even the authorities turned a blind eye to it.

The girl hadn’t arrived by accident like Ravin; she had come deliberately.

“What’s your name?” Lee asked.

“I have no name worth telling to a filthy commoner like you.”

“My name is Lee. I don’t have a given name, just the family name.”

The girl was incredibly rude, but Lee simply enjoyed the fact that they were speaking at all.

Lee wanted to win over the prickly girl, who acted like a porcupine, so he offered the fried egg he had saved earlier.

Though cold and lonely on the plate, the girl, who had been gnawing on raw food from the storeroom, couldn’t help but swallow her saliva.

“Want some? It’s cold, but I made it not too long ago.”

“Eat it yourself. What do you take me for?”

“This is a special dish. Normally, only the boss gets to eat it, but I’m giving it to you.”

“The boss?”

“Yes, the highest-ranking person here.”

“Hmm. So, this is your tribe’s tribute food?”

The girl hesitated but finally accepted the plate.

“Oh wait, I’ll go grab a fork—”

Slurp!

Hungry beyond measure, she buried her face in the plate, sucking up the fried egg.

Though her antics were comically absurd, Lee couldn’t help but find them endearing.

“You got oil on your face.”

Lee took out a soft, clean cloth and wiped the girl’s mouth, and she lifted her chin as if it were only natural.

“Not bad. I’ll give you some praise.”

“Thanks.”

“What should I call you?”

“Lee. Just call me Lee; I don’t have a name.”

“Alright, Lee. I hereby appoint you as my first servant in this place.”

“Thank you.”

“Well then, as your lord, it’s only fair I reveal my name. My name is Linashi… Lina.”

“Lina! That’s a beautiful name.”

“Of course. My mother was proud of it too.”

“She must have had good reason…”

Bwoo-wooo-wooo!

The sound of a horn blared.

“What’s that sound?”

“It’s the end of the battle. The soldiers who stormed in from outside must have been defeated.”

“What’s the outcome? How did it go?”

“The horn only blows for us, so if you heard it, that means we’ve won.”

“That’s a relief…”

Lina sighed in relief and collapsed to the ground.

But it wasn’t long before a group returned to the hideout.

Drunk on victory, Brack was laughing heartily, his arm around Arsil’s shoulder.

Unusually, even Arsil seemed to be in a good mood.

“Lee, who’s the little lady over there?”

Seeing the pale and pretty young girl, Brack’s eyes widened in surprise.

“That’s—”

Before Lina could snap, Lee grabbed her wrist in a panic, causing Arsil and Ravin’s faces to harden instantly.

“He’s the boss. The leader of this place. We’re all under his rule now.”

Startled by Lee’s explanation, Lina quickly straightened her posture and lifted her skirt slightly in a curtsey.

“Nice to meet you. My name is Lina. I came here by chance. Please, be gracious with me…”

“So, you’re the daughter of the concubine those soldiers were chasing.”

“…!”

“I don’t know which noble house’s concubine you belong to, but in this place, I’m the king. Did you hear what that guy said? Yes, everyone here is under my rule.”

Though Brack’s words were insulting, Lina held back her anger.

Amused by her restraint, Brack chuckled and kicked Arsil in the rear, sending her sprawling across the floor.

Arsil quickly got up, though Brack paid her no mind.

“You’re free to go now.”

Brack crooked a finger toward Lina.

“You’ll stay by my side from now on.”

“What did you say?”

“Being by my side means that no one else will dare to touch you.”

Everyone in the hideout understood the implication.

The pale and pretty young girl.

Brack was claiming her for himself.

The sharp-witted girl grasped it instantly.

She didn’t like it.

Lina didn’t want to survive by clinging to someone else’s power; she wanted to wield it herself.

But she had no foundation yet.

So, the ambitious young daughter of a concubine nodded her head.

“Alright.”

But Lee lowered his head in defeat.

That night, Ravin whispered to Arsil, who was lying down.

“Hey, was sitting next to Brack really that big of a deal?”

“How would I know?”

“But it was your seat, so if you don’t know, who does?”

Even Lee perked up his ears and focused on their conversation.

“I don’t know. I would just banter with him a little, make him laugh, chat about random things, teach him some fighting techniques… That was it.”

“Hmm… I see.”

“Why? What are you trying to say?”

“Nothing, really. I just thought… after seeing it today… that sitting next to Brack meant always being available for… you know.”

Ravin’s words were roundabout for her usual blunt nature, but Arsil understood.

And naturally, he was furious.

“Hey, you idiot! If that’s what it was, would he have let us sleep separately all this time?”

“We’re still too young for that, aren’t we? Look, I’m just starting to develop a chest.”

“Huh…? You’re growing a chest?”

“Yeah, here.”

“Oh, you’re right! It’s starting to puff up.”

“Ouch! Don’t just poke at it! It’s really sore because of the little lumps.”

“Sorry.”

Fascinated, Arsil meekly apologized, wearing a dazed expression.

“I’m jealous. You’re starting to grow your chest.”

“Ha! Just wait. I’m going to be totally curvy with an amazing body.”

Let’s take a moment here to dry our eyes.

Meanwhile, Lee lay there, his face bright red, pretending to be asleep with his eyes forced shut.

But only moments later, he was jolted awake by a voice.

“Hey, Lee, are you here?”

“Lina!”

Arsil and Ravin immediately bristled at the way Lee responded, so differently from when they called him.

Especially Ravin, who growled openly at Lina.

“What are you here for?”

“Brack told me to sleep here.”

“There’s no place for you here. Go sleep somewhere else.”

When Arsil snapped, Lina merely looked at Lee.

In a hurry, Lee gathered straw and made her a soft bed, covering it with a rough cloth to make it comfortable.

Lina nodded approvingly.

“Well done, First Servant.”

“Thank you.”

At Lina’s casual command, Arsil’s eyes narrowed.

“Who’s First Servant? Don’t call Lee that.”

“He’s my first servant since I got here. Want me to make you one too? Never mind. You’re too lowly for it anyway. You got kicked by Brack earlier, didn’t you?”

“You little—”

“Enough, Arsil. Let’s just sleep.”

Surprisingly, it was Ravin who intervened.

She was quick enough to realize that squabbling with Lina would only upset Lee.

‘Damn it, Ravin’s already annoying enough as it is!’

‘Why is some girl from a whole different world here ordering our guy around? Should I just kill her in her sleep tonight?’

‘Lina’s skin is so pale, even at night.’

‘Damn it, why am I stuck in a place like this…?’

Lying in the order of Arsil, Ravin, Lee, and Lina, they each wallowed in their thoughts until sleep finally took them.


Morning came.

Arsil and Ravin were standing over Lee’s bed, glaring at Lina, who was curled up right next to him.

“So, do we let this slide too?”

“Absolutely not.”

From that day on, every morning in Sludgewater Alley turned into a battle royale between Arsil, Ravin, and Lina.



 
  
    Chapter 49: About Gujeongmul Alley (4)


“Lee, Bark is calling for you.”

“Not Spinel, but me?”

The year Lee turned 15, Lina  came looking for him.

Lee, who had initially been pleased, lost interest when he heard Bark was the one calling.

Since Lina  hadn’t come with any business of her own, Lee walked sluggishly toward Bark, feeling indifferent.

“You called for me?”

“A guest is coming today.”

“A guest?!”

A guest coming to the Sludgewater Alley? Where in the world could such a guest be coming from?

This place was the Empire’s dirty little secret, a hidden corner of the world.

People who escaped the law might find their way here, but no one had ever come as an invited guest or on business.

“We’re running out of food for the month. I’ve called them to make a trade, so you better give it everything you’ve got and show off your skills.”

“I’ll discuss it with Spinel and prepare a grand feast…”

“Spinel’s taking a break this time. Show me your worth. After all, I’ve fed and sheltered you for 15 years, so you shouldn’t have any complaints, right?”

It sounded like a threat—like he would kill him if he proved useless.

Lina  flinched but quickly concealed her reaction.

There was something unsettling about how Bark would always cast a displeased look or reprimand her whenever she talked to or paid attention to Lee.

Though nothing inappropriate like kissing had happened yet, Lina  had a gut feeling that the time was drawing near.

No one had to say it, but this was Sludgewater Alley.

Here, women sold their bodies, and if they crossed the wrong man, they would disappear without a trace.

Men who were weak died too, killed by the brutal laws of power.

All of this was allowed to happen under Bark’s silent approval.

Arsil, Ravin, Lee, Lina , and the other children lived relatively unexploited only because of the group’s protection.

But soon, all of them would grow up.

And when that time came… what would they do?

Lee planned to discuss it with the others, including his subordinates, soon.

In the forest.

Before preparing the meal, Lee always made an effort to go through the forest to find better ingredients.

If he was lucky, he might find bird eggs, or if he was even luckier, he could hunt a large wild animal like a boar.

Today was a day of incredible luck.

He had gathered plenty of plants and bird eggs, enough to fill everyone’s bellies at the evening feast.

But at the same time, the order to use up all the food worried him.

In Sludgewater Alley, they sustained themselves by foraging or by occasionally robbing travelers passing through the outskirts of the forest. 

If they weren’t careful, long periods of starvation could follow.

Thud!

At the sound of something heavy hitting the ground behind him, Lee turned to see Ravin dropping a dead boar.

“I’ve been waiting for a man like you for a long time,” Ravin suddenly said.

Surprised by Ravin’s uncharacteristic approach, Lee decided to respond differently than usual, playing along.

“Honestly, I’ve been waiting for you too.”

“Really?!”

Ravin’s face lit up instantly.

“I’m kidding.”

Ravin froze.

“Haha! What’s gotten into you, Lee? Look at Ravin’s shocked face!” Arsil appeared from the bushes, carrying a boar on each shoulder.

As she dropped them down, even such a simple action made her well-developed chest bounce.

In contrast, Ravin had a beautifully shaped figure but only modest curves.

It was a victory for the late bloomer.

“Lee, that was so mean.”

Today had been an unusually strange day, with unexpected events like the feast for outsiders and now Ravin sulking.

“Arsil, could you take the boars back first? I’ll catch up after talking with Ravin.”

“She’s sulking over nothing, why bother?”

“Arsil.”

“Fine.”

Arsil didn’t look particularly happy either.

With the pressure mounting—having to prepare the feast alone—Lee began to feel burdened.

“Ravin, is something wrong?”

“I don’t know. Something feels off.”

Unlike Lina, who kept silent whenever something bothered her, Ravin always tried to be honest with Lee.

This wasn’t a situation that could be resolved with a mere snack.

“Before we went hunting, I saw the adult women bathing and dressing up Lina .”

Lee remained silent, simply listening.

He was grateful that Ravin was confiding in him at all.

“She was beautiful. Her skin was pale, her hips had a great shape, and her chest… it was, of course, bigger than mine. And when they dressed her up and put makeup on her, she looked like the daughter of some noble house. Well, she is supposed to be the daughter of a noble’s concubine, right?”

Though there was more information than necessary, Lee started to understand why Ravin was feeling down.

“Girls like Lina are what you would really call women. They’re protected, leisurely reading books, and even though they’re aloof, they can charm men with just a smile. Even you, Lee.”

He couldn’t deny it.

His silence only deepened Ravin’s gloom.

“You could at least say something kind to me.”

“Hey, you’re always calling me ugly.”

Feeling exasperated, Lee threw in a playful jab, but Ravin just hung her head.

“No… you’re not ugly.”

“……”

What do you say at a time like this?

Lee, who lacked any skill with words, was at a loss.

“You’re beautiful too.”

“What?”

Ravin’s head shot up in surprise.

Lee suddenly felt his face grow warm.

“You’re even prettier than the adult women.”


“Really?”

“Really.”

“You’re not lying, right?”

“Yeah, you and Arsil are both beautiful.”

A punch landed in Lee’s side.

It hurt so much he had to crouch down for a moment, but when he stood up again, Ravin was already walking ahead, carrying a boar on her back.

And just a little farther up, walking lightly, was Arsil.

Both of them seemed to be moving more cheerfully than before.

Something felt off.

They had managed to catch three boars, and the cooking had turned out exceptionally well.

Bark was thoroughly pleased with the magnificent feast Lee had prepared on his own, without a single mistake.

The outsiders surrounding Bark also appeared quite impressed by the splendid table before them.

Even Lina , normally too anxious to eat in front of others, was so focused on the meal that she didn’t care about the gazes around her.

Lee kept bringing out dishes, glancing at Lina  each time.

Just as Ravin had said, with her lips painted a soft pink, Lina  looked more beautiful than ever.

The children of the group were eating like they had never eaten before.

Perhaps this was the first time they had ever been so full.

Everyone’s spirits were high after the bountiful feast, and they were drinking and laughing merrily.

“Arsil, what’s that?”

“The guests brought them. They unloaded a few pigs from over there.”

Several large wagons were parked at the entrance to the hideout.

But they weren’t ordinary wagons—they were cages designed to hold animals.

“Huh, what wind blew them here to feed us like this? Normally they’d just beat us up if we couldn’t pay for the food.”

Jack sneered as he tore into a chunk of boar meat, and the rest quickly joined in with their own complaints.

Ravin was the most enthusiastic, while Arsil quietly observed.

Lee realized that the alcohol on the table was nearly finished and made his way over to where Bark was.

“No more drinks. Let’s end it here.”

Unexpectedly, Bark called the party to a halt, which was early by Sludgewater Alley standards.

“Then, I hope you have a good night.”

“Where do you think you’re going?”

Lina, exhausted from forcing herself to smile and act pleasant all night, stood up quickly, but Bark grabbed her wrist.

“Ah!”

She stumbled into his arms, her face hardening with humiliation, and Lee’s eyes flickered as he watched.

Bark, still drunk, lifted Lina into a princess carry and turned to Lee, his face twisted with intoxicated satisfaction.

“Bring some snacks and alcohol to my room. Something sweet.”

My heart pounded loudly.

In the heat of the party, my blood ran cold.

Suddenly, I noticed an empty bottle rolling nearby.

…Should I try?

“What are you doing? Hurry up and bring it, you idiot.”

It was Lina who stopped the impulse.

Having been forced to learn curses through daily morning brawls, she lashed out at him mercilessly.

But her trembling lips were saying something else to him.

‘Don’t go alone. Gather the kids and come back for help.’

Understanding instantly, he bowed and left the room.

Watching him run away, the adults chuckled.

“That bastard, he sure knows when to skedaddle.”

“Boss! Are we finally getting rid of the baggage today?”

“Why didn’t we touch them before?”

“You fool! It’s because they weren’t ripe yet. The boss isn’t a pedo.”

“Well, 15 years is a long time to wait.”

Lina bit her lips in fury at the insulting words.

Seeing this, Bark, to save his woman’s honor, bellowed out.

“Anyone who opens their mouth again will die on the spot.”

The party fell silent instantly.

But then, a man who was referred to as a guest spoke to Bark.

“I’d like to take my goods now.”

At his words, all the strangers stood up.

But one of them was watching Lina.

“Did you hear that? We should wrap up this deal.”

Bark nodded.

“Go sell all those worthless pigs now.”

And so began a story that the few survivors of the Sludgewater Alley could never forget.

What’s going on here?

The adults had definitely stormed into the place where the kids were.

“Arsil, Ravin! It’s work. Come here.”

“What, at this hour? Is it our watch?”

Ravin grumbled as he and Arsil walked towards them, when suddenly, one of the adults threw a rock at the kids.

The sharp stone flew fiercely, smashing into Jack’s head.

“Ugh!”

Jack collapsed on the spot as if struck by lightning, his legs twitching in a spasm.

“What the hell are you doing?!”

Arsil tried to rush forward, but the adults blocked her.

“Hey, what’s the point of killing them!”

A hooded stranger protested, and the group casually scratched their temples with the hilt of a dagger.

“He’s not dead yet.”

“Might as well be!”

“Then we’ll just make him into meat and sell him! What’s the big deal, handling human flesh?”

“Damn it, capture them!”

And with that, chaos erupted.

The children screamed and tried to flee, but the encirclement was already complete.

With their bellies full and unable to move properly, they were stabbed by crude spears and pelted with stones, falling one by one.

Only then did Arsil and Ravin realize.

The adults had sold off all the kids, except for those they deemed useful.

“Stop.”

Lupino collapsed under his own feet.

Groom shouted, “That weakling is only good for meat!”

Spears rained down on Lupino’s back.

“Stop.”

Lafam was stabbed in the stomach. 

The spear went in too deep, and he sobbed and struggled, trying desperately to pull the shaft out.

“I said, stop!”

Arsil charged forward without even putting on his gloves. 

Breaking through the backs of the adults blocking his way, Arsil was the first to reach Jack, healing him with divine power.

“What…?”

As the white light flickered and Jack groaned, slowly rising to his feet, the adults gasped in shock.

“Never heard of such a premium skill before! Offer 1,000 gold coins, no, 5,000!”

“Shut up! We didn’t know about this power either! Arsil, come over here right now, and we’ll forget what just happened.”

Groom growled, but Arsil ignored him, continuing to heal the fallen children.

Her strength was draining. 

She had never used his divine power without restraint before, and he couldn’t control it properly.

As the children were almost fully recovered, Groom, growing impatient, barked orders.

“Damn it, capture them alive!”

“Oops! What a shame.”

And then, a swift, silver-haired girl stepped in front of them.

“Ravin, even you!”

“What are you all so upset about? This is our way, isn’t it? Survival of the fittest. These budding sprouts will only grow stronger, won’t they?”

Ravin, holding daggers in both hands, let out a laugh loud enough to tear the air.

“Hey, but where the hell are Lee and Lina?”

“You little bitch!”

“Too bad I don’t have one of those!”

The trash talk ended.

Groom pulled a dark crimson potion from his pocket and gulped it down in one swift motion.

Ravin charged at her teacher without hesitation.

While Ravin fought Groom, Arsil finished healing all the children.

“Let’s go! If you get hurt, I’ll heal you! Don’t retreat!”

The battle had already begun.

Ravin, Arsil, and the children were all fighting against the adults.

In the midst of the chaos, Arsil shouted at the top of his lungs.

“The Sludgewater Alley is ours from today!!”

From a distance, the sound of clashing swords and the tearing of flesh echoed.

Lee, who had come seeking help from Arsil and Ravin, stopped in his tracks when he saw the battle.

“They’ve decided to abandon us!”

Lee quickly assessed the situation and fled the battlefield.

It might have seemed cowardly, but there was nothing he could do there.

He steeled himself to do what he could.

Swiftly, he scooped up some jam prepared for the feast in the kitchen and mixed in a large amount of juice extracted from poisonous herbs, kept for emergencies.

He also blended the poison into sweet wine, then hurriedly carried the tray to Bark’s room.

“I can’t do this anymore…”

A pitiful sobbing sound leaked through the door crack.

“Hey! Did I tell you to spread your legs and grind? I just told you to suck it!”

“I really don’t know how… Sniff…”

The once-proud Lina was sobbing and begging.

She had swallowed her pride, desperately pleading.

Suppressing his rage, Lee knocked on the door.

“Boss, I brought some snacks.”

“Come in!”

When the door opened, there was Bark, standing there naked, leering, while Lina crouched in front of him.

There was a red mark on her cheek, and her top was torn and disheveled, revealing her pale chest.

Lee quickly averted his gaze.

“Yeah, I appreciate that you know when to show up.”

“Where should I put this?”

“Is that jam? Ah, I need something sweet. Bring it here.”

In a place where sweet things were rare, Bark didn’t hesitate to scoop up the jam with his hands and devour it.

Engrossed in eating, he extended his jam-covered fingers toward Lina.

“You can’t say you don’t know how to suck this, right?”

Lina looked at Lee, but Bark snorted in amusement.

“You didn’t do it when I told you to. Now suck it in front of him.”

“Boss, how about a drink?”

“Yeah, pour me one.”

Lee subtly moved closer to Bark as he poured wine into a glass.

At the same time, he gave Lina a barely perceptible nod.

Lina saw it and slowly extended her tongue toward Bark’s hand.

Just as her tongue was about to touch, Bark pulled his hand back slightly.

Lina, having no choice, crawled on the floor, inching between his legs, forced to endure the stench of an unwashed man.

“Ugh?!”

Suddenly, Bark’s movements halted.

The poison from earlier was beginning to take effect.

Cold sweat dripped down, and saliva hung at the corner of his mouth as Brak glared furiously at Lee.

“You… You dare…!”

“Have a drink, Boss,” Lee offered calmly.

Clang!

“Aaaargh!”

Lee seized the moment, splashing alcohol into Brak’s eyes and smashing the glass against him.

“Lee!”

“Now!”

As Brak thrashed backward, blinded and furious, Lee quickly covered him with his upper garment. 

Then, without missing a beat, he scooped up Lina into his arms, carrying her like a princess, and sprinted away.

“I was scared… I was so scared! Why didn’t you come sooner?” Lina cried, her voice shaking.

“I’m sorry. The whole place is a war zone right now. I came as fast as I could…” Lee tried to explain.

“Why didn’t you come faster!” she demanded again, her voice laced with iron and bitterness. 

Her resentment cut deep into him.

“How did I end up relying on someone like you…?” Lina  muttered bitterly.

Perhaps this was the first time Lee had ever been truly wounded. 

Even though he held her in his arms, a sharp, sour ache twisted inside him.

The battlefield was in a desperate state. 

Though Ravin had managed to hold off Groom, the children, far younger and weaker compared to the adults, were rapidly losing ground.

With Arsil forced to stay behind and tend to the wounded, unable to join the front lines, the children who had already fought were being reduced to mere exhaustion, some even falling out of battle entirely.

“Haa… Haa…”

Arsil, struggling to heal each of the children, was drenched with sweat that soaked through her chest and back as she pushed her holy power to its limit.

Jack had been injured multiple times, undergoing treatment repeatedly. Ravin was the only one still holding strong.

Thunk.

“Urgh…!”

“Ravin!” Arsil shouted, her eyes wide in horror.

A dagger had pierced straight through his back, jutting out the other side. In front of Arsil’s eyes, Ravin crumpled backward, his body hitting the ground with a lifeless thud. Blood gurgled from his mouth as he reached out blindly.

“Lee… Where are you? It hurts…”

“Ravin!” Lee shouted.

“Please… Just pet me… one more time… Lee…” Ravin’s voice trembled weakly.

Thud!

Groom, ruthless and unfeeling, crushed Ravin’s reaching hand under his boot.

“Filthy little brats… Haa… You’ve really made this difficult for me,” Groom spat. Blood dripped from his nose and mouth, a side effect of the potion he had consumed.

Without that potion, he knew he couldn’t have guaranteed victory.

“That bastard boss of yours is probably off screwing around somewhere… Haa…!” Groom cursed, wiping the sweat from his brow with a long exhale.

The foreigners had joined the fight too. It was only a matter of time before they subdued everyone. Groom began to consider what his reward should be.

Yes, Arsil would do nicely. She was strong, with a fiery spirit. There would be pleasure in breaking her.

“Arsil!” Lee’s voice called out from a distance.

“… What now?” Arsil whispered to herself.

“Lee! Don’t come this way!” she shouted desperately.

But Lee had already arrived at the battlefield, Lina  still cradled in his arms.

“What in the world…?” Lee’s voice trailed off in disbelief.

Half the children lay bleeding on the ground, unable to be healed quickly enough by Arsil. 

Ravin was among them, struggling for life.

Ravin spotted Lee and weakly stretched out her hand toward him.

“O… M…”

“Ravin!”

“Don’t… come closer…” she whispered faintly.

Ignoring her plea, Lee set Lina  down and began to rush toward Ravin. 

But before he could reach her—

Crack!

“Huh?”

A sword pierced through his back, erupting from his chest. 

The blade shattered his ribs as it was yanked out, and Lee collapsed to the ground. 

Standing over him, eyes bloodshot and wild, was Brak.

“What the hell is this mess!” Brak bellowed.

“Boss, I—”

“Kill them all! Kill those filthy little wretches! All of them!” Brak roared.

“But Boss, that Arsil girl has healing powers—”

“Didn’t you hear me?! I’ll kill you first if you don’t obey!”

Brak’s voice drowned out everything else. 

The fallen children, Ravin, Lina , Arsil—everyone was staring at Lee. 

The one who had always protected them.

“Lee…” Arsil whispered. 

She had always prided herself on being strong. 

A woman who would grit her teeth and rise again no matter the situation.

But as she witnessed the death of the man she cared for, large, hot tears blurred her vision.

She glanced around. 

None of the children were standing except for her.

What use was there in being strong if she was left alone, after losing all the people she cared about?

“Uuurrraaaaahhhhhhhhhhh!”

A massive pillar of light shot down from the heavens, engulfing everyone around Arsil in its radiance. 

It healed all the children, even as the pillar remained.

Within that brilliant light, Ravin stood again. 

Lee wrapped his arms protectively around Lina  and sprinted toward them.

“You damn pests!” one of the adults shouted as he tried to spear one of the children, but the wound healed almost immediately, rendering the attack futile.

“W-What is this…?” he stammered in terror.

Ravin, grinning, taunted, “Ah, this warmth… It’s like being in my mother’s arms, isn’t it?”

With that, Ravin clashed his daggers together, sharpening them with a sinister smile. 

Groom, his body ruined by the potion, began to back away slowly.

“Boss, this isn’t good,” one of the henchmen stammered.

“What do you mean ‘not good’? I’m Brak! The boss of this alley! You are all beneath me! Follow my orders, or face a slow and painful death!” Brak roared.

Arsil clenched her fists and took a fighting stance.

“The boss of this alley isn’t you anymore! It’s all of us now! And we’re going to kill every last one of you filthy adults!”

“You impudent wench—!”

Both sides’ leaders charged at each other, their respective groups following closely behind. 

Ravin, Lee, Jack, Lafam, and Lupino all grabbed makeshift weapons and dashed forward.

“You brats will taste every agony before I finally kill you!” Brak shouted.

The battle raged on through the night.

No matter how much the adults struck, sliced, or stabbed, the children wouldn’t stay down. 

They fought like an immortal army, cutting down every adult in their path.

Spinel’s throat was slit, Groom was deprived of his three potions by Ravin, and a dagger was buried deep into his eye socket.

Brak himself was tackled by Arsil, who pounded him relentlessly with her fists, each blow crackling with holy lightning.

“The pain is over! We will rebuild this alley into something new!” Arsil screamed, lifting Brak’s bloodied face.

“This is our victory! We are free!”

As she made her declaration, the pillar of light finally began to fade.

Had there been a historian present, they would have shivered with excitement as they recorded the moment the history of this small world was turned on its head.


But alas, the only witnesses were a spy from the Empire, hiding in the shadows, and a shabby-looking priest who had seen the pillar of light from the forest surrounding the alley.

“Lord Reinhold, it’s true. Lady Linachien is in the Sludgewater Alley.”

“At last, we have found her. The Saintess of this troubled era!” Reinhold whispered.

Each with their own hidden agenda, new schemes began to unfold. 

Far larger than anything Brak, the alley’s former boss, could ever have imagined.



 
  
    Chapter 50: About Gujeongmul Alley (5)


How did it end up like this?

Not long ago, we were all laughing together, sharing meals under the same roof.

“How long are you going to be stubborn, Arsil? This place is done!”

“No, we’re going to start fresh here. We’ll change this place everyone calls ‘Sludgewater Alley’ and we’ll prove ourselves to those who looked down on us and saw us as nothing more than dirt.”

The joy of liberation quickly gave way to intense conflict between Ravin and Arsil.

“Look around! This place can’t even grow crops. It’s surrounded by forests so thick that no one can even find their way here, let alone trade with us. If we stay, we’ll grow up like the adults, living just as miserably as they do!”

“No matter where we go, we’ll be treated like wandering vagrants with no home. This place is our home.”

“How can this place be our home?!”

“It is home! If a group without a clear origin wanders around, even kids like us could be mistaken for thieves and get killed.”

“You’re such a coward! Have you even been out there? Have you seen it for yourself? You’re just scared! If you keep thinking everything’s hopeless, we’ll never achieve anything, even here.”

“And you’re the one who hasn’t even tried to change anything here!”

“Arsil, look at reality! This place is rotten to the core. All this place holds for us is suffering.”

“No! This is the place we’re meant to overcome!”

Ravin couldn’t understand why Arsil was so adamant about staying. 

Maybe Arsil didn’t fully understand it herself.

Though she never openly talked about it, she had a unique attachment to Sludgewater as one of the only two children born and raised here since infancy.

To her, the adults, including Brak, were nothing more than intruders, unauthorized rulers of a place she had every right to call her own. 

Now that they had finally reclaimed it, she didn’t want to leave it so easily.

“And if we leave, then what? What’s your grand plan?”

“We’ll scavenge around for opportunities…”

“All you’ll do is draw the attention of the suppression squads! You’d be no different than the adults!”

Neither side was willing to give ground, and after hours of tense arguments with no resolution, 

Ravin shook her head in frustration, gathering her followers and heading to the opposite side of their hideout.

“What are you doing, Lee? Let’s go.”

“Huh?”

Feigning nonchalance, Ravin gestured at Lee, but inside, her heart was pounding. 

Apart from her feelings, Ravin calculated that if Lee stood by her side, Arsil would have no choice but to follow.

Arsil, with pleading eyes, also looked toward Lee, but Lina stepped in before anything could be said.

“I… I’m staying. You don’t know the outside world. Here, all we have to worry about are fists. Out there, we’ll be rejected by tighter laws and rigid hierarchies. It’s not the right time yet.”

Though her words were not wrong, the other kids found Lina’s complex reasoning irritating. 

Even though the stares made her uncomfortable, Lina, who had once foolishly boasted about being an emperor’s daughter before being chased out, stood her ground.

At that moment, someone stepped forward beside her.

“Lina’s right. Charging out recklessly is dangerous. No matter where we go, we’ll be outsiders. As rotten as this place may be, fixing our own turf seems like the better choice.”

Ravin bit her lip, her face showing a hint of hurt.

“Lee, if you came with us, we could all find the strength. We wouldn’t have to give up.”

“We’re still only fifteen. We have plenty of time.”

“Death doesn’t wait for time!” 

Ravin shouted, startled by her own outburst.

“…Sorry for raising my voice,” she muttered, and the debate was over.

From that day on, Ravin’s group began to target Arsil’s crew in an attempt to win over Lee.

At first, it was simple tricks.

“Lee! Ravin’s looking for you!”

“For me?”

“She says she needs to discuss something urgent!”

Without knowing the full story, Lee was dragged along, but Lina quickly noticed and informed Arsil. 

Though Lina had only told Arsil because it bothered her to see Ravin bossing around the person she considered her “first vassal,” Arsil’s entire crew became enraged and retrieved Lee from Ravin’s grasp.

Ravin was furious, and so were her followers. 

They knew that if Lee came with them, Arsil would have no choice but to follow. 

To them, Arsil’s stubbornness was nothing more than a foolish attachment to Sludgewater, which only fueled their anger further.

The conflict intensified. 

Arsil still healed everyone, regardless of sides, but things escalated to the point where weapons were drawn. 

What started as confusion turned into resentment, and resentment quickly morphed into irritation, anger, and eventually open hostility.

Meanwhile, Lina’s attitude toward Lee also began to change.

“Lee, what are you up to?”

“Hm, I’m checking the plant guide to see what I can do to help these newly planted seeds grow.”

“Forget that. I need some flowers to decorate my room.”

“I’ll look for something nice in the forest when I head out.”

During Brak’s rule, Lee had often lingered nearby, eager to catch Lina’s attention.

But after the liberation, he became more engrossed in his own tasks. 

This sudden shift annoyed Lina, and she found herself making petty visits to him instead.

Though Lee accepted her attention, there was a noticeable wall between them now, which only made Lina hover around him more.

“Alright! This time, we’ll use my strategy!”

In their latest skirmish with Ravin’s group, Arsil’s carefully thought-out tactics worked half the time and failed half the time. 

Even the successful half was largely thanks to Lee’s cleverness and Arsil’s raw strength.

Using her beauty to sway the other kids had its limits. 

There was a reason Arsil often called Lina a fool. 

Feeling her influence dwindling, Lina instinctively sought to keep Lee close. 

This, in turn, grated on Arsil’s nerves. 

The tipping point came when Arsil was cornered alone, thanks to Lina’s indirect meddling that led Lee toward Ravin’s base.

That same day, Lee had made peace between the two factions with sandwiches filled with jam and potatoes.

Later that night, Lee packed more sandwiches and crossed over to Ravin’s base.

“Wow!”

The kids cheered with joy. 

It was the right move to leave the bread out to be stolen in anticipation of Lee cooking something delicious for them.

Some devoured their sandwiches instantly, while others savored them slowly. 

Ravin was one of the former.

“See? It’s because you do things like this that we can’t just leave.”

“Me?”

“You, Arsil… we want to take everyone with us.”


“For that, we’ve come too far.”

At Lee’s pointed remark, Ravin let out a deep sigh. 

She already knew that was true.

“The kids are getting rougher.”

The sweet sandwich now tasted bitter.

“Lee, you wouldn’t know since you mostly stayed at the hideout, but we grew up tasting blood from the moment we could walk. We survived by wielding weapons, attacking merchants, and raiding caravans.”

This was why Ravin was so skeptical of Arsil’s claims that they could change this place. 

She didn’t believe human nature could be altered so easily.

“This land is cursed. It corrupts people, and the soil can’t even support crops unless they’re wild.”

“Ravin?”

“Arsil’s just like the rest of us. She talks about hope, but all she knows is force. You’re the only one who shows warmth without relying on power. That’s why we want to take your warmth and Arsil’s hope and leave this place.”

The playful Ravin was gone. 

As the leader of her group, she knew all too well what her followers were like.

“It’s getting harder to control them. Even though you’re secretly supplying food, we can’t feed everyone. Most of them want to start raiding again.”

When Lee had come with the sandwiches, he had only wanted to see everyone happy. 

He hadn’t expected to hear such heavy confessions.

“Lee, at least come with us,” Ravin pleaded.

“With you, we feel like we could survive anywhere. Even though it’s vague, we start dreaming of a normal life. Working hard during the day, coming home to our families, laughing together even if we’re not wealthy.”

Ravin’s desperation was palpable, and Lee felt the weight of it pressing down on her.

“Ravin, I—”

“Leader! We’ve got a problem!”

“Is it Arsil?!”

“No! It’s the outskirts! An army’s approaching, glowing white! They’re heading straight for us!”

“An army…? Warn Arsil too!”

Jack’s panicked shout and the unexpected appearance of a mysterious army…

Ravin and Lee quickly headed toward the outskirts, to the border.

Children standing atop the crumbling ruins of the castle walls trembled in fear at the sight of an army glowing in the night.

“Ravin! Lee!”

“Arsil.”

It wasn’t long before Arsil’s gang arrived.

Arsil and Lina narrowed their eyes upon seeing Lee standing with Ravin, but given the circumstances, they decided to deal with the immediate threat first.

“Stop right there! This is the Sludgewater Alley. Our territory! What brings you to such a worthless place?”

Naturally, Arsil climbed to the highest point of the ruins.

As each person gripped their weapons nervously, the approaching army brightened their light even further.

“You want to fight? You’re not the only one who can make light like that!”

As she slammed her fists together, sparks of divine power flew from her leather gloves.

Though it was meant to intimidate the enemy, the army, instead of recoiling, marveled at the sight and cheered in admiration.

“Incredible! A girl cloaked in divine power!”

“This is truly the guidance of the Goddess!”

“Ah, we must pray at once!”

The children of the alley were baffled by this display of goodwill rather than hostility.

“Wha—what’s going on?”

Even Arsil, deflated, let her clenched fists fall, and the divine power around her faded.

Then, from the front of the army, a loud voice rang out.

Though powerful, the tone was soft, exuding a strange sense of comfort rather than that of a warrior.

“Please, do not extinguish that beautiful light of yours.”

“A nobleman? No… that’s the speech of a priest from the Church of the Goddess.”

Lina, being the most well-read among them, immediately discerned the class of the people before them.

Upon hearing Lina’s words, Arsil’s unease flared up, and she once again summoned her divine power.

Seeing the light wrap around Arsil’s entire body, the soft-voiced man smiled as he dimmed his own light.

The light of the army had been emanating from him.

Now, with the brightness gone, both the alley gang and the army could finally see each other clearly.

“Oh heavens! How pitiful you all look!”

“Pitiful? Us?”

Ravin bristled at the man’s lament, but Lina quickly pulled her back.

“Stop it. Priests are worse showmen than nobles. Interfere with their theatrics, and they’ll hiss at you like cats.”

“These gaunt faces! And yet, you’re still so young. You must be in the prime of your youth!”

The man raised his arms toward the sky.

“I am but a humble servant of the Goddess, Agreus! I have been given the high honor of shepherding young lambs like yourselves. Months ago, we witnessed a pillar of light shooting into the sky! We believed it to be a sign from the Goddess, and so we journeyed here with our brethren, only to find the one chosen by the Goddess herself—our Saint!”

“Saint? Me?”

Arsil frowned in distaste at the title, but the man didn’t falter, his smile only widening like that of a doll’s.

“Only those chosen by the Goddess can wield such light! Since the days of the second Hero, no woman has possessed divine power. Only a true Saint can bear such a gift! And just like a Saint, you have been protecting the weak and the helpless.”

“Uh, no, we just grew up here…”

“I, Agreus, am already moved to tears by the grace you have shown! How much have you suffered until now? How much pain have you endured? But fear no longer! I, along with the priests of the Goddess, will save you all!”

What was truly strange was that, despite his passionate words, his tone remained soothing, gentle, almost serene.

With a hint of madness in his fervor, Agreus turned to his comrades and called out.

“Isn’t that right, my brothers and sisters?”

“Indeed!”

“We greet the Saint!”

“We could die now without regret!”

Even Arsil took a step back.

This was sudden, and terribly confusing.

Without context, these strangers had burst onto the scene, making a fuss, and the children couldn’t help but feel uneasy.

But that feeling didn’t last long.

“Now! Receive the salvation of the Goddess!”

When they saw the piles of bread and meat beneath Agreus’s outstretched arms, the children’s hesitation quickly turned to excitement.

Food poured endlessly from a large leather bag, enough to make even Lina lick her lips.

“It may be late, but shall we start a feast?”

“Yesssss!!!”

Fires were lit, and meat was skewered and cooked until it sizzled.

The children, who hadn’t had a proper meal in so long, rushed forward eagerly.

“Here, the juices are still bursting.”

Even Arsil, who had been on guard, took a big bite of the meat offered with a warm smile and sat cross-legged by the fire, savoring the taste.

But Lee couldn’t quite fit in.

For some reason, he felt as though his place had been taken.

Before he knew it, he had wandered back to their hideout.

But he wasn’t alone.

“Wait up, Lee!”

“Seriously, abandoning your lord behind like that!”

Ravin and Lina had followed him.

“You guys should go back and eat. I’ve got things to sort out.”

“No thanks. I haven’t even finished the sandwich you made me.”

Ravin pulled out a jam-soaked sandwich from her pocket and took a big bite.

Watching her, Lina grimaced.

“Hmph, no act of kindness comes without a price.”

“When you say it, it just sounds like a pessimist’s rambling.”

“You little—!”

Lee chuckled as the two bickered.

He was grateful they had followed him.

Yet it only took less than a day and a half for Lee, Ravin, and Lina to begin opening their hearts to Agreus, who stayed for three nights and days, feeding them continuously.

The priests were kind. They didn’t hit the children.

That alone was enough to win over the entire alley.

“What? To the Holy Kingdom?”

“Yes. Arsil, you are the Saint. Of course, you must go to the Holy Kingdom.”

“But… but I have to protect the alley…”


“Do not worry. Do you think we would neglect the place the Saint has cared for? We will support you in every way possible, until the day you return after defeating the Demon King.”

“Really?!”

Arsil beamed, and Agreus nodded deeply, his long dark blue hair swaying.

“Of course, of course.”

And just like that, in only three days, Sludgewater Alley lost one of its few remaining leaders.
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A Week

It only took a week for hunger to return.

“They said the Holy Kingdom would support us. They said they wouldn’t let us run out of food.”

Arsil had spoken with joy as she bid everyone farewell.

But now, both Ravin and Lina were lying down, weakened by hunger.

“The demons are ravaging the world. As someone who can wield divine power, as a saintess, I have to go to the Holy Kingdom and train for the hero’s party that will be formed in the future. I must defeat the Demon King. If I can’t save the world, this place will be in danger too.”

Everyone nodded. 

They had heard Agréus speak of demons and heroes so often that it had become ingrained in their minds. 

Though none of the children had ever seen a demon or the Demon King, they feared them nonetheless, thanks to his exaggerated stories.

For such a noble cause, Lee had to understand why Arsil was leaving.

“I’ll definitely return. I don’t know how long it will take, but I’ll come back. Lee… I hope you’ll wait for me.”

Fearful that he might disappear, Arsil, uncharacteristically, clutched his hand tightly and whimpered.

Lee handed her a small hairpin.

“This is…?”

“I haven’t given you much besides food. I found this in the forest… Sorry, it’s not much, even in a moment like this, I don’t have much to offer.”

“No! It’s perfect.”

Arsil accepted the hairpin with great care.

“I’m happy.”

It was a face Ravin had never seen before. 

Though he felt jealous, he let it go, given the occasion.

But watching the pair, Agréus couldn’t suppress his hidden displeasure beneath his smile.

“This place is a shackle for the saintess.”

“Goodbye, Arsil!”

“We’ll wait for you!”

“We won’t have to starve anymore, right?”

Each of the children offered their goodbyes.

Arsil fought back tears as she waved.

“You’ll really help our alley, right?”

Arsil had confirmed it with Agréus multiple times. 

Yet, every time, Agréus merely smiled that ambiguous smile of his.

***

“Arsil abandoned us!”

The hunger that followed abundance was a torture far worse than what they had experienced before.

Lee managed to gather roots and berries, but they couldn’t satisfy the palates now accustomed to bread and meat.

Most of the children, even those who had followed Arsil, began to rise up in rebellion, leaving Ravin bewildered.

“You’re overreacting!”

“When is the support coming? I’m starving! Let’s go out and steal whatever we can sell or eat!”

Shockingly, it was Lupino who incited the children.

The weakest among them, no one had expected him to be so aggressive.

Ravin, stunned, stood frozen, while it was Lina who stepped in to calm the situation.

“If we act like this, we’ll only endanger ourselves!”

Lina tried desperately to reason with them.

“We’re practically rioters now. If you go out and act as you said, they’ll catch us right away and send a squad to kill us all!”

“Shut up! You’re just the daughter of a concubine with a pretty face!”

The children of the slum already knew who Lina really was. 

She had called herself Arsil’s right-hand woman, but everyone knew that Lee had truly supported their group, not the clumsy Lina.

“What did you say?”

“Get lost, Lina! You acted all high and mighty next to Brak, but on the day of the revolution, you hid in the back!”

“You stupid brats!”

“What? Say that again?”

The children were no longer willing to follow her out of mere obligation. 

Their eyes, stung by her insults, turned hostile in an instant, and Lina felt a surge of fear and helplessness.

“Hey, calm down! If we’re already fighting among ourselves, how are we going to survive outside?”

Ravin, sensing the gravity of the situation, tried to pacify them. 

Though grumbling, the children began to settle down. 

Lina, however, was too shocked.

With her lips trembling, she turned and ran, and Lee chased after her.

“Lina! Lina!”

She hadn’t gotten far before she collapsed, panting and in tears.

Lee pulled out a soft cloth and offered it to her, but Lina swatted it away harshly.

“Leave me alone!”

“Lina…”

“You think I’m a fool, too, don’t you? Just a pretty face with no substance!”

“That’s not true.”

Though he hadn’t shown the same caring attention since the day of liberation, Lee still harbored feelings for Lina.

But Lina didn’t acknowledge his sincerity.

“Useless! All of you are useless! Just look at you—you’re supposed to be my first servant, but things got so bad I had to step in myself. If I had competent servants, none of this would have happened. It’s all your fault! It’s all your fault!”

“Lina!”

Lee finally snapped, shouting so loudly that Lina froze, staring at him in disbelief.

He raised his voice? 

The calm Lee?

“I’m not your servant.”

“Lee…?”

“Even if I were, I’d be too incompetent to be of any use to you.”

“That’s not what I meant…”

“I’ve done everything I could for you.”

“Lee, wait…!”

“Take care.”

Lee turned his back on her. 

The weight of his action hit Lina hard.


He was walking away.

She instinctively reached out and grabbed his arm.

“Let go.”

Why? 

Why does this coldness hurt so much?

“Don’t go, Lee. If you leave, I’ll have no one left.”

“Let go.”

“You said you were grateful when I made you my servant! You said thank you!”

“Sigh…”

Lee let out a deep breath.

“Not anymore.”

No.

Lee pulled his arm free and started walking again, without hesitation or regret.

“I was wrong!”

Lina crumbled, uttering words no noblewoman would ever say.

“Lee, no one liked me from the beginning. You were the only one. Everyone kept criticizing me, so I had no choice but to act prickly.”

“Lee, please…”

“You went too far.”

There it was. 

He responded.

She had a chance now.

Clinging desperately, Lina persisted.

“Yes, I was wrong. I won’t do it again. But… but I can’t do it alone. I’m changing, I’m trying to change. But I need someone to help me.”

“Even if I help, it won’t matter if you don’t really change.”

Lina staggered towards him, standing directly in front of him, locking eyes.

In that moment, with her desperate gaze, Lee felt his heart race. 

They had never looked at each other like this before. 

Unlike Arsil or Ravin, Lina had an alluring femininity that easily captured him.

“I’ll start with how I treat you.”

Her pale, delicate hand touched his cheek.

“Not as a servant, but as an equal.”

“Equal?”

“Yes, equal. Someone by my side, someone who means something to me.”

She spoke cunningly, but Lee didn’t notice. 

He didn’t have the presence of mind to catch the loopholes in her words.

Even if he did, Lina didn’t give him time to think.

“For that to happen, you have to become someone important to me.”

“That sounds too complicated.”

“It’s simple. Or maybe… it’s something more.”

After a moment’s thought, Lina smiled brightly at him.

“Lin.”

“What?”

“Your name.”

“My name?”

Just her smile alone brightened the atmosphere.

And now she was giving him a name? Lee’s heart was on the verge of bursting.

“Calling you Lee all the time doesn’t feel like an equal relationship. You don’t have a name, so I made one for you.”

“Why Lin?”

Lina pointed at herself.

“Lina.” Then she pointed at him.

“Lin.”

“Lina, Lin…”

Lee repeated her words blankly, and Lina blushed and smiled shyly.

“Well, since you’re Lee, I guess you’re Lin now. Commoners have their family name in front.”

“Oh, I didn’t know.”

“Of course not, you’ve only ever lived here.”

Lina gently grasped his arm with both hands.

“Do you like your name?”

Lee nodded sincerely.

“I’m glad.”

Lina leaned her head on his shoulder. 

He could faintly smell her sweat mixed with a delicate fragrance.

“Eventually, we’ll have to leave. But we need to be ready. The children don’t understand that.”

Somehow, the tension between them dissolved into something warmer, something that tugged at his heart.

“I’ve made too many mistakes. They won’t listen to me now.”

Lina whispered softly into his ear, pressing closer, ensuring only he could hear her. 

She deliberately brushed her chest against his arm.

“I’ll change. So please, help me.”

She pleaded earnestly, doing everything she could to secure him once more, to make sure she never lost her grip on him.

After a pause, Lee let out a deep breath.

“Lin.”

Lee, or rather, Lin, simply nodded in embarrassment.


Lina, with a radiant smile, embraced him tightly. 

Lost in the strange, intoxicating reality, Lin wrapped his arms around her in return.

Breathing in her scent, Lin felt for the first time that things would truly change—this time for the better.

Though there was much regret and frustration, this was how Lee received his name, Lin.

It was also the beginning of a foolish girl’s greatest and final mistake.
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“Retreat! Retreat!”

Lina, unable to hold out any longer, finally gave the order to withdraw.

Her group, overwhelmed by the onslaught of Ravin’s gang, scattered in all directions, fleeing back to their hideout.

“Got one!”

“Lina! Help me!”

Ravin, as vicious as ever, made sure to take at least one or two prisoners in every battle.

A captured child called out desperately for Lina, but she turned her back, justifying it as a necessary sacrifice for the greater good.

They’ll be treated well enough by Ravin, won’t they?

But the real problem lay elsewhere. The next time she encountered that child, they would be a complete follower of Ravin’s gang.

“Damn it, we lost again!”

“What could we do? They outnumbered us…”

“Yeah, they outnumber us, and they fight better too! But what’s the point of charging at them knowing we’ll lose?”

The sharp rebuke echoed, but Lina had no reply. 

The excuses were always the same after every bold attempt ended in failure.

“If Ravin had come at us for real, we’d all be dead. Back in the day, Arsil would’ve stopped them.”

“Then what do you want me to do?!”

Lina snapped, her voice rising to a shout. 

The other kids flinched, then quickly shot her contemptuous looks.

“I’m going to join them.”

“Me too.”

Without hesitation, they turned toward Ravin’s side.

Lin tried to grab them, but they shook him off roughly and disappeared into the distance.

Even the kids who remained trudged wearily off to their makeshift beds, leaving Lina and Lin alone. 

Lina collapsed into Lin’s arms, tears spilling down her face.

“I’m doing my best…!”

“I know. You’re doing everything you can.”

“Effort alone isn’t enough. I need something more…something certain.”

“Yeah, it’s tough, but you’ll find the answer in the end.”

Lin’s attempt at comfort felt as hollow as Lina’s own excuses, which had become so predictable that even she was growing tired of them.

What went wrong?

When she returned with Lin, she had seized a new opportunity, rallied a group, and claimed leadership.

She had finally become the leader of a group she had only dreamed of commanding.

With Lin, whose popularity ensured that no one dared think of rebellion, under her wing, loyalty had been solidified.

Arsil, that idiot, had disappeared, and at last, the stage was set for her to execute her strategy.

But to her dismay, the tide had already turned against her.

Even Lin, who had once offered useful tactics at Arsil’s side, was now full of nothing but dull and obvious remarks. 

Lina found herself constantly correcting him.

She could feel the gazes of her subordinates changing toward her, but it didn’t last long when they kept losing important battles.

In the middle of all this, Lin had taken up farming, of all things.

“If they see that crops can grow, they’ll start to change their minds.”

Crops?

When would they be able to wait and grow them?

Did Lin really think that the whole foul-smelling alley would become prosperous from that?

If he truly believed it, Lina thought, it was the limit of his understanding.

And now, much to her dismay, she realized that she too had reached her limit.

“What is this? I’ve even tried to temper my temper because they said I was too arrogant. I’m making an effort to change, but no one cares, no one follows.”

“But I know.”

What good is it that you know?

She was starting to think it might have been better to bring Ravin under her wing after all.

In the end, her initial judgment proved right—there was no one useful around her.

Even though she had lowered herself this far, the situation hadn’t improved. It was all because of the incompetence surrounding her.

She was sick of it.

“Lina?”

“I need to be alone for a while. I need to clear my head.”

“Okay. Just don’t stay out too long; it’s dangerous.”

When she didn’t reply, Lin backed off quietly. 

He felt a pang of disappointment that she hadn’t called him by name in a long time, but he knew her attitude had changed, and he hoped she would soon overcome her gloom.

“Damn it…!”

Under the moonlight, Lina took deep breaths. 

How long was she supposed to live like this? 

How long was she supposed to endure in this miserable place?

As her gaze lingered on the pale moon, an unfamiliar voice broke through the night.

“Lady Linachien.”

The voice was respectful and rich, though a bit youthful.

“Who’s there!”

Lina’s sharp voice cut through the air as she scanned her surroundings, her beauty accentuated by the moonlight.

The young knight in the hood marveled silently at her resemblance to a regal warrior.

“Forgive me for this sudden intrusion. I’ve come to serve you.”

“That tone… You’re a noble. But only a fool would trust someone who hides their identity. Even the scum in this filthy alley know better than that.”

The knight chuckled under his hood. 

She was different from the idle imperial ladies who obsessed only over their appearance.

There was beauty in her sharp wit and bearing, qualities befitting her noble lineage, and the knight found himself thoroughly impressed.

He removed his hood and knelt on one knee.

“I apologize for my rudeness.”

When the knight looked up, Lina involuntarily held her breath.

His blonde hair gleamed, and his features were strong and defined. 

He was the most handsome man she had ever laid eyes on.

Lin didn’t even compare.

“Morgan Reinhold, eldest son of House Reinhold, at your service, Crown Princess.”


“Are you trying to mock me? A crown princess? Do you even know how many children His Majesty has?”

“Yes, I know.”

Children. 

The word was rough on her tongue, shaped by the harsh environment she’d grown up in.

Reinhold’s steady gaze met hers.

“His Majesty’s only true heir is Linachien Karlun. You alone.”

“Lies! I have more than five siblings!”

“You had more than five siblings.”

“…What?”

“Prince Eldest died of illness, the Second Prince fell in battle against the demon army, the Third Princess fell to her death, the Fourth Prince was thrown from his horse, and the Fifth Prince succumbed to the plague that spread earlier this year.”

Linachien’s eyes widened.

All five of them were dead?

That meant…

“I understand your grief at losing your siblings, but unfortunately, there is no time. Such is the tragic burden of royal blood.”

Reinhold adopted a somber expression, but even that was enough to captivate Linachien.

He, too, was captivated by her beauty.

“I have spent over half a year searching for the true heir to the throne. I now understand why it took so long. You wisely avoided danger by hiding in this nearly forgotten place. I am humbled by your foresight, Your Highness.”

“How did you find me?”

“I had my men pose as merchants, traveling far and wide.”

“Merchants?”

“Yes, one of the outsiders who visited this alley on the day its power shifted was one of my men.”

Linachien raised an eyebrow.

“Then you must know the disgraceful situation I nearly faced that day. Your men just stood by and watched?”

Of course, thought Reinhold. If she hadn’t met my standards, she wouldn’t have been worth saving.

But now, seeing her in person, she was perfect.

She was beyond perfect, in fact—someone worth protecting at all costs.

With a snap of his fingers, ten black-clad figures appeared behind him.

One of them held up a severed head.

Linachien flinched but didn’t look away.

She had spent enough time in this foul alley not to tremble at the sight of a corpse or a head.

That pleased Reinhold even more. She was unlike any of the other imperial ladies he had encountered—she was someone he would want to see again and again.

Linachien, sensing his blatant gaze, chose to blush instead of rebuking him for his impertinence.

“This is the head of the man who disrespected you that day.”

“How do I know it’s him? I never saw his face.”

“Shall I present the heads of everyone here until you are satisfied?”

“Dead men are useless. I trust you will repay his insolence gradually.”

Linachien’s voice regained some of its vigor.

Yes, this was how it should be: servants bowing before her, pleading for mercy.

And she, reigning above them all.

This was the dignity that had been hers since birth.

“What do you intend to do with me?”

“I will escort you to the capital, to the imperial palace, where you will be presented to His Majesty and to the entire empire as the rightful heir.”

“The rightful heir, stuck in this filthy alley until now?”

“What do you mean?”

Despite the direct reproach, the knight remained calm.

Puuuuuuuuuuuuu~!

“What…?!”

It was the sound of the horn, signaling an attack from the outside.

Only then did Linachien tear her gaze away from Reinhold and look toward the hideout.

“There has never been a history of Her Imperial Highness, the Crown Princess, residing in such a filthy place as the Gutter Alley.”

Behind Reinhold’s gentle admonition, flames were rising in the distance.

As always, incidents begin in a split second.

At the entrance of the alley, Ravin’s gang, who were standing watch, spotted an approaching army in formation.

“Look at that! White cloaks and armor!”

“Could it be the Church?”

The children immediately called for Ravin.

Upon hearing that the Church’s army had arrived, Ravin was greatly shocked and ran over. But within his surprise was a glimmer of hope—hope that Arsil, the Church’s aid, had finally arrived.

“Ravin! It’s been a while.”

“Kasti? Sir Kasti?”

“It’s Sir Kasti! Everyone, it’s Sir Kasti!”

Recognizing Sir Kasti, the Church knight who was particularly fond of children, they all rushed forward to greet him.

Kasti smiled and raised his hand in acknowledgment.

But in that moment, Ravin saw it.

On this exceptionally bright moonlit night, he noticed the bare sword hanging at Kasti’s waist, its blade reflecting the cold moonlight.

“Kasti, why did you come so late? We were starving!”

“Apologies. It took too long to prepare.”

“Prepare? What did you bring this time? Meat? Bread?”

“Oh, dear.”

Kasti chuckled as if embarrassed by the children’s barrage of questions.

“Filthy commoners, that’s the problem with them. You help them once, and they think it’s a given.”

“Kasti…?”

“Listen closely, children.”

A presence was felt.

As Ravin crouched low to the ground, a sword swung just above him.

Figures in black hoods wielding weapons had stealthily approached where the children were.

“Guh!”

“Urgh…!”

In an instant, the children were seized, and daggers pierced their chests and throats, ending their lives.

“Let me apologize once more.”

Kasti smiled benevolently.

“Cleaning is a simple task, but not an easy one. You have to be thorough, leave no speck of dust behind. It takes proper preparation. From now on, I’ll make sure to clean this place spotless.”

Just as Agreus had done before, Kasti spread his arms wide, and the white army began their assault on the Gutter Alley.

“Jack, Lafam! Secure the Lady!”

Ravin shouted urgently, but no answer came.

Jack, with his throat slashed, approached Ravin and took his stance.

“Th…?”

“We’ll take care of things here. You go to the Lady.”

“But Lafam, your stomach…!”

Gripping his spilling entrails, Lafam still held his club.

“Go, escape with the Lady. That’s what you wanted, right?”

“You guys…!”

“Go, Ravin.”

Lafam gave a sad smile.

“We were always just the stagnant filth in this alley.”

Slash

With those final words, Lafam’s head fell. 

The white army had already taken Ravin’s friends.

There were no screams.

Instead, Ravin drank the crimson-hued elixir—the same one the group had drunk on the Day of Liberation.

“Grrrrgh!”

The world slowed down.

In this world where only he moved swiftly, Ravin’s breath could not keep up.

Enduring the burning pain, Ravin ran toward the hideout where the Lady awaited.

Leaving behind all despair and sorrow, he focused solely on protecting her.

“Lina!!!”

Lin had already confirmed the fire spreading near the entrance and was frantically searching for Lina.

He should never have left her behind!

Gnashing his teeth in frustration at his own careless mistake, Lin scoured the area.

Fortunately, he found Lina where they had first parted.

But she was not alone.

There were knights in black hoods, and among them stood a blonde, handsome young man.

Seeing the weapons in their hands, Lin did not hesitate. 

He lunged forward to save her.

“Let go of Lina!”

But he was immediately struck down by a gauntleted fist.

The heavy blow, devoid of mercy, sent Lin sprawling to the ground, but Linachien did not even bat an eye.

“Kill him.”

“Wait.”

Linachien held up a hand, stopping Reinhold.

“I told you, didn’t I? I’m of noble blood.”

“Lina, it’s dangerous…”

“It’s not dangerous. These men are my knights.”

“Knights? I don’t understand.”

“Well, with that dull head of yours, it’s no surprise.”

Look at this, this incompetent fool can’t even lift a finger to harm his subordinates.

It was always a difference in the capabilities of those they served.

“I am different from you all. I will rise to a higher realm and achieve greatness. When that day comes, I’ll personally bestow blessings upon you.”

“What are you talking about? You said we were equals! We were supposed to protect and support each other!”

“You? Protect me? By my side? Ha!”

Linachien clapped her hands and then extended them toward Lin.

“Fine. If that’s what you want, I’ll appoint you as my chief attendant. That way, you can stay by my side, serving me, and in times of danger, you can protect me. Isn’t that what you want?”

“Your Highness.”

“Morgan, this is my will.”

“Linachien.”

How long had it been since they had met? 

And now, they were already calling each other by their names.

Even Lin had to admit they made a fitting couple—a beautiful pair, if not for how they treated him like this.

“You better choose wisely.”

At Reinhold’s warning, Lin stood up. 

Blood dripped from his lips, but he felt no pain.

His heart pounded for a different reason than before.

“You haven’t changed at all! Still harboring that arrogant heart, waiting for this moment all along!”

“Yes, it was a long, long wait. But did you see? The world was always on my side.”

“I’ve always been on your side!”

“A useless side. You did menial work well enough, which is why I’m offering you this undeserved position of chief attendant. Only someone with status can take such a role. Let alone a male attendant for a noblewoman. You can’t fathom how revolutionary it is.”

“No, I can’t. I never knew what kind of person you truly were!”

Even as Lin raged in utter fury, Linachien remained unfazed.

She was no longer the Lina he had known.

She was now Crown Princess Linachien Karlun.

“Are you rejecting my offer?”

“I’d rather die than serve you as your subordinate! Just wait! I’ll become someone who can stand equal to you! Someone greater than these so-called knights of yours and face you with pride!”

Sigh

Linachien approached Lin with a sigh, her hand softly caressing his cheek.

This was her first genuine emotion shown since she had arrived at the Sludgewater Alley.

Stab

“Then die.”

“…Lina?”

A sharp sensation pierced through his stomach.

“A noblewoman always hides a dagger to protect her chastity.”

As Lin collapsed weakly, Linachien kindly explained.

“This is my final mercy. In recognition of the fact that you were my only ally in this place. I’ll admit it—you were the best comrade here, but ultimately, utterly useless.”

For the last time, I’ll call you by the name you wanted to hear.

“Goodbye, my Lin.”

Lin could not move.

An overwhelming sense of despair and frustration weighed him down.

Reinhold gazed into his lifeless eyes and whispered to him, “I’ll let it go this time, as a final act of mercy. Judging by the way you look, you won’t amount to much in the future, but I’ll remember your face.”

The end. 

From that moment, the relationship between Lin and Linasien was over.

Though he wouldn’t die from a mere stab with a silver dagger, the pain gave Lin a deep sense of regret and anger over the days he had spent with Lina.

Had he liked her?

“Damn it!” 

Yes. 

Very much so.

“They’re all dead. Jack… Lapam…!” So, was it a foolish love?

“I saw Lina at the hideout on my way here. She was with the ones who killed Jack and Lapam!” 

It was unrequited love. 

Not foolish, but young.

“She said it herself. She ordered them to kill everyone in this alley!” 

He was too young to understand his situation or to be mature in the face of unrequited love.

“We need to run. There’s no hope left here. Get up, damn it!” 

He had to admit it. 

She was his first love.

“Please, get up. I’ve checked. Everyone is dead… except us…” And now, she was the mortal enemy who had killed his friends.

Lin stood up, clutching his slowly bleeding stomach. 

Looking around, he noticed the place was different from where he had fallen. 

Perhaps Ravin had dragged him away, running from the soldiers.

“This is where we part ways.”

“Lin?”

“I have something I must do.”

He regretted siding awkwardly with Arsil because of Lina back then.

“Come with me!”

“They’ve seen my face. It would be dangerous for us to stay together.”

“I’ll protect you! Lin, I’ll protect you! Please, please!” 

Finally, Lin looked at Ravin.

Her nose and mouth were bleeding, and tears streamed down her face.

“You’re all I have left, Lin…”

Her words pained him deeply, but Lin turned his head away.

“Lin!”

“I have something I must do.”

He would make sure to strike back at Lina.

“Lin! Let’s just disappear together. We’ll go somewhere normal and live peacefully, just the two of us. Like you always wanted!”

Peace? 

There was a time when he had longed for that.

“Ravin. There’s something I must do.”

Revenge. 

He had to rise and see Lina, aghast, and demand her apology and compensation.

Though he didn’t say it out loud, Ravin could guess. 

The once gentleman now sought the most destructive path.

A man’s resolution could not be stopped by a girl.

“Then I’ll wait for you,” she said softly. 

“I’ll make a place for you to return to. Wherever my name is spoken, that’s where I’ll be. Once you’ve done what you need to do, I’ll create a place where you can live peacefully and comfortably…”

“Promise me… after you’ve finished what you have to do… you’ll come to me, and only say the words I want to hear. Then I’ll come and find you.”

“…I’ll look forward to it.”

That was their last conversation.

She didn’t have the courage to stop him as he dragged his body forward, slowly disappearing into the distance.

Watching his figure grow smaller until it became just a dot, Ravin cried her heart out.

Lin, hearing her sob for the first time, felt a lump in his throat, but he had to go.

It wasn’t until five years later that Ravin would reunite with him in Waltercrua. 

But by then, his heart had died.

“That’s the end of it. Quite a long tale, wasn’t it?”

Though only a few hours had passed since nightfall, Lucy seemed as though she was seeing him again after a long time.

Compared to her own childhood, where she had grown up as a fallen noble living off her sword, her story was incomparable.

It was only now that Lucy could see it. 

Lin’s gaze toward Linasien had not been one of affection, but resentment.

“I’ll give you some credit.”

Ravin stroked Lin’s hair as he slept.

His peaceful sleeping face was endearing.

“Thanks to you telling him to wear that mask, Lin wasn’t recognized by Reinhold.”

Lucy flinched at the reminder.

She hadn’t given him the mask out of pure kindness.

After hearing Lin’s story, she now felt her actions seemed more malicious.

“For three years, Lin drifted through cities doing odd jobs. Maybe that’s why the person who had been watching him eventually left. Either they were short on men, or that guy ended up as a servant in a rival noble family.”

Ravin, who had known every move Lin made since the fall of the Sludgewater Alley, shivered as she continued.

“Then, Lin was offered a position as a porter in a Hero’s party. Can you believe it? Being invited to a hero’s party through a guild quest like that? Lin saw it as an opportunity and grabbed it. Just like he told Lina, if he wanted to stand as her equal, he needed a title.”

By now, Lucy had knelt politely, listening intently.

The bond between Ravin and Lin was something she could never reach, making her lower her head in submission.

“You probably know best, but back then, the Hero’s party was doing menial tasks, right? Until they made a name for themselves, only their professions were known publicly. Shield Knight, Hero, Mage, Archer, Priestess… So Lin didn’t realize that the Shield Knight was Reinhold when he joined the party.”

With that, Lucy’s nagging questions were finally answered.

“And Arsil… She doesn’t know anything?”

“That girl from the slums? She wouldn’t have had a clue. She was probably just tossed around.”

Unlike her tone towards Lin, Ravin spoke of Arsil with complete indifference.

Foolishly, Lucy found a slight sense of relief in Arsil’s ignorance.

And Ravin didn’t miss that slight opening.

“What are you feeling so relieved about?”

“Huh?”

“Does Arsil’s stupidity put your mind at ease?”

“It’s not that…”

“Luciena Estel. Do you even know what situation you’re in right now?”

Suddenly, Ravin’s tone turned sharp, and Lucy, flustered, couldn’t respond properly.

“If I know Lin at all, he probably despises Reinhold. He knew what that bastard was from the start.”

Lucy froze.

“And you, fawning all over Reinhold, what do you think Lin would feel about that?”

Her entire body trembled like a leaf in the wind.

“Every mistake you’ve made, everything you’ve done wrong, Lin has already seen it before with Lina. Back in Sludgewater Alley.”

She could hardly breathe.


“Luciena, did you know your actions in the City of Romance have already become famous among the bards? It’s already a love song.”

“I… I didn’t…”

“Ravin hugged Lin’s head tightly against her chest. ‘Lin is mine.'”

Her declaration was firm, filled with animosity.

Lucy, frozen like a statue, stood rigid until morning, unmoving, until Lin woke up and called her name.



 
  
    Chapter 53: Doors should always be opened and closed


“A grand meeting will be held after this.”

As she was getting ready to go out, Lin asked Ravin why they had come all the way to the capital. 

The answer was exactly what she had expected.

In the memories of the reincarnated person, Mr. Lee, the Hero would rejoin the Hero’s party, and soon after, the grand meeting would take place.

Following the events in Waltercrua and the Zramun Archipelago, the Dark Demon party had appeared on the front lines. 

In the Archipelago, the Hero’s party had been pushed to the brink of annihilation.

Naturally, they needed to seriously discuss what to do next. 

Especially because Reinhold’s exclusive item, the shield “Unscarred Stone,” had been cleaved in two by Denarua’s strike. 

Restoring it was out of the question.

The Shield Knight who had lost the item granted by the Goddess would surely see his standing diminish considerably.

Although there was a high chance that Linachien was conspiring with Reinhold in this performance, Lin didn’t care. 

Once everything was over, neither of them would survive properly, or even if they did, they wouldn’t be human in any real sense.

Never forget.

In the original version of Arrogant Saga, regardless of which heroine you chose, Reinhold and Linachien were always destined to stab a sword into Lucy’s back in the DLC.

As the episode progressed, things would naturally unfold that way. 

At that time, Lin would only need to decide whether to sprinkle a little more seasoning to suit his taste.

For now, even that seemed like too much to handle. 

It was fascinating that despite all the detailed differences, the main episodes were still progressing as they originally had.

“I’m ready.”

For the first time in a long while, Lucy was wearing light armor. 

As she tucked her large chest into the breastplate, only a tiny bit peeked out under her arms, making it difficult to guess her true size. 

She wore the Holy Sword at her waist, but over her dress, which had been designed for easy movement, she had added armor. 

It wasn’t complete armament, nor was it the full elegance of a noblewoman.

This ambiguous appearance fit her current position all too well.

To express this sorrowful heart, the past was clinging to her, and to remain still felt shameless. 

The reproach that Ravin had thrown at her after the talk of the past kept swirling in her head.

The events in the City of Romance.

The incident where Reinhold had kissed her forehead.

She had sworn to behave, to never show such disgraceful behavior again.

But her tendency to rush toward love like a moth to a flame had ruined everything.

There was no light left in Lucy’s eyes.

Ah, my mind is shattered.

“……”

Don’t be too discouraged. 

You’re not the only one who’s wronged Lin.

It brought her no comfort.

She wanted to believe that at least she was someone who hadn’t wronged Lin.

Someone like Ravin, who was chatting with him so cheerfully.

“Did you come without an escort, Ravin?”

“I brought Zeol, but honestly, who’s escorting who?”

“Just having the numbers makes for a decent escort.”

“Hehe, are you worried about me?”

At this, Lin chuckled softly.

“Maybe.”

“…That’s cheating.”

His smile had a magic that could captivate people.

It might only work on Ravin and Lucy, but the power it had over them was undeniable.

Lucy was envious.

She envied Ravin, who had been smiled at by Lin.

She, too, wanted to chat with Lin, like Ravin did.

On the ship heading to the Archipelago, in the carriage heading to the city with the magic circle to the capital, she had spoken to him, but back then, she had been an ignorant fool.

Now, after hearing all about his past, she knew that the person she thought would embrace everything despised Reinhold as much as anyone. 

Knowing that she had actively appealed to that Shield Knight, she felt as though she had lost her place again.

Yet, she still clung to him. 

Because of one thing Lin had said—that even if she wasn’t the Hero, he would have saved her.

Was that his way of giving her a chance? 

Or was it just mercy?

She wasn’t sure.

She wanted to open Pandora’s box to find out, but what if it was empty?

If it turned out that he had no affection for her at all?

Lucy wasn’t sure she could continue living.

Not even death would bring her peace.

“Lucy?”

“Hm?”

When Lin called, Lucy startled and raised her head. 

He was looking at her with curiosity.

“Don’t tell me you’re still thinking about my childhood?”

After Lin had gotten up, Ravin had confessed to sharing the story of the Sludgewater Alley days.

Though she was embarrassed, it wasn’t something that bothered Lin too much. 

Eventually, she would have had to explain her reasons for wearing a mask, and why she should be called nothing but ‘the Porter,’ so it was inevitable that she would have had to bring it up. Instead of being upset, Lin felt sorry for Ravin.

“That must have been a painful memory…”

“If you’re sorry, why don’t we head back to Waltercrua together?”

“I have something I must do.”

“That again. Hmph.”

In any case, their preparations to go out were complete.

Lin and Ravin stood and stared at Lucy.

“What, what is it?”

“You should be leading.”

“Why me…?”


“Ah.”

Ravin sighed in frustration.

“Besides the royal family, you have the highest status in the capital. If you follow behind us, people will think it’s strange.”

“I don’t care.”

“You idiot, that’ll make people wonder, Who exactly is Lin? You need to think!”

Oh.

Lucy sank back into her self-loathing.

“You’re being too harsh on her, Ravin.”

“Well, I’m a little bitter after hearing how she treated her last surviving ally. I hate it.”

“Ravin.”

When Lin gently looked at her, Ravin quickly surrendered.

“Fine, fine. I won’t just nag you. But don’t drag your feet in front of Lin, alright?”

“…Okay.”

Feeling sorry for her, Lin finally mustered the courage to try patting Lucy’s head. 

But Lucy shrank back, pulling away slightly.

“Lucy?”

“No, it’s not that I hate it…”

She was just worried that if her tainted self were touched by him, Lin’s hand would be sullied.

If she revealed this feeling, how wretched would she become?

In the end, Lucy forced a smile.

“Sorry. I was just startled…”

“No, I’m sorry for surprising you.”

How she wished that hand would return.

She wanted him to come closer.

She wished he’d try to stroke her hair again.

But acting all cheerful and clingy, she’d already done that with Reinhold.

If she pulled that stunt again, Lin would hate her.

Lucy lowered her eyes, filled with melancholy once more.

“If you’re not feeling well, Lucy, you can rest in the room.”

“No!”

“Good!”

Lucy and Ravin’s responses overlapped.

In a trembling voice, Lucy blurted out.

“I, I’m still scared without you around, Lin. So please, let me stay by your side. I know I’m a burden, but please, just let me…”

As Lucy rambled on, Ravin furrowed her brow behind Lin, helping her stop her babbling.

“…I’ll stay quietly by your side.”

“You’re not overexerting yourself?”

Lin, are you the one who’s overexerting yourself?

Do you hate me but are forcing me to stay by your side?

Her heart surged, then sank.

Lucy’s emotions and thoughts were all tangled up, leaving her clinging to Lin.

Even though she’d heard his past, her reaction seemed too extreme.

Lin decided to change the subject instead of pressing further.

“Now that I think about it, wandering around without any plan could be dangerous.”

“For example?”

“For example, what if we run into Arsil?”

“If we run into her, we’ll just ignore her. What could she possibly say?”

Ravin’s nonchalant attitude made Lin glad he had brought this up.

“If it’s Arsil, she’ll probably ask about Sludgewater Alley.”

“Ugh.”

Ravin uncrossed her arms.

“You’re right. She definitely would.”

“What will you say?”

“What is there to say? She’s the Saintess. Surely she’ll think about her position before bringing up Sludgewater Alley.”

“…No. She’s so stubborn she’ll probably bring it up without considering who’s around.”

The moment Sludgewater Alley was mentioned, unseen eyes and ears would surely relay it to the Crown Princess and the Shield Knight. 

Then they would heighten their vigilance and start poking around.

“No, no. Since I’m connected with that witch Lina, it’s only a matter of time before I’m exposed.”

“Then she’ll ask about me.”

“Hm, would Lina?”

Lin chuckled.

Such delusions of self-importance.

Of course, she wouldn’t ask.

After all, this was the Crown Princess we were talking about.

“I’ll handle it. Trust in Ravin’s quick thinking.”

“I know you’re good at that…”

“What’s the problem, then?”

“Just don’t punch anyone if you get mad, okay?”

“……”

“……”

“…What the hell?”

“Of course I won’t!”

Already, this was becoming a headache.

Ravin might talk big, but when push came to shove, she always got things done. 

Otherwise, she wouldn’t have been able to lead a group out of Sludgewater Alley or become the head of the Thieves’ Guild in Waltercrua.

Besides, Lin had deliberately appointed her leader, so he wouldn’t let his emotions get the best of him.

“Let’s go, Lucy.”

“Can’t I just stay behind you, Lin?”

“Haha, after hiding behind me for so long, you can’t even imagine standing in front, huh?”

Even this sounded like her fault to Lucy.

In the end, Ravin stepped in.

“I can’t watch this anymore.”

“Ravin…”

“I won’t say anything.”

Slipping past Lin, Ravin whispered to Lucy.

“Didn’t I tell you in Waltercrua to follow Lin’s lead?”

Those words were enough.

“If you make it too obvious that you’ve been scolded, it’ll make things awkward for me too, you know? When in doubt, just stick to the basics.”

By basics, Ravin meant doing whatever would benefit Lin.

Lucy finally felt like she was beginning to understand.

“By the way, where are we going?”

“I’ll tell you when we step outside.”

“Alright, Lin.”

Despite this, Lucy’s nerves were still on edge.

Lin, after a moment of hesitation, reached out again.

His rough hand landed on Lucy’s crown and gently ruffled her hair.

Though she was startled, this time, Lucy didn’t pull away.

Instead, she closed her eyes and savored the sensation.

“Let’s go, my best companion.”

Lucy beamed at him.

“Yes!”

She threw open the door with enthusiasm.

Bang!

“Hey, um… I thought I should apologize to the porter…”

She quickly shut it again.

“Hey! Open the door!”


As Arsil banged on the door, Lucy glanced back at Lin and Ravin.

“What should we do?”

“Window! We’ll go out the window!”

“Got it!”

For the first time, Ravin and Lucy were in complete agreement.



 
  
    Chapter 54: Selective Apology


Arsil believed that an apology was necessary.

!!!

Whether she liked it or not, she reflected on how careless she had been, allowing the porter to be consumed by the Demon King’s malevolent energy. 

It was entirely her fault. 

And yet, back at the Zramun Archipelago, she had recklessly attacked the porter, wrongly accusing him of being a demon.

She had almost killed an innocent party member.

The porter was already suffering, and the guilt burned Arsil like an uncontrollable fire.

So, determined to apologize, Arsil immediately headed to the room where the porter and Lucy were staying.

“Hey, um… I think I owe the porter an apology…”

After waiting a long time, the door finally opened.

However, the moment Lucy saw Arsil, she shut the door again.

Arsil reflexively knocked on the door again, but soon realized she wasn’t in a position to insist and waited in silence. 

She couldn’t tell what was happening inside the room, but the door remained closed for quite some time.

There was no way she could rush this apology.

Instead, Arsil used the waiting time to carefully choose her words.

‘I’m really sorry. This happened because I wasn’t good enough.’

‘If it would help, would you like to hit me until your anger subsides?’

‘Or maybe I could heal you until my divine power runs out?’

No matter how she pieced together her apology, it lacked sincerity. 

She wanted to apologize properly, but what should she even say…?

*Bang!*

“Ah!”

The door suddenly opened again.

“Whoa! You can’t just open the door like that!”

“Ravin?”

Recognizing the familiar voice, Arsil tried to peer inside the room, but was blocked by Lin.

Arsil realized that Lin was taller than she had thought.

He always carried heavy packs on his back and walked slightly hunched over, so she had never noticed before.

Not that she had ever paid much attention, to begin with.

“Is Ravin inside?”

“Do you have business with Ravin? I can arrange for you to see her if necessary.”

“Yeah! Uh, no… No, I’m actually here for you.”

Lin tilted his head in confusion instead of replying.

Come on, Arsil. Speak up.

Hurry.

What are you doing? 

Apologize already!

“If you don’t have anything to say, I’ll call for Ravin.”

“No! I…”

Arsil felt nervous.

It wasn’t pride holding her back, like it had been when she had to speak to Lin.

It was embarrassment.

Arsil realized that what was truly delaying her was his own shame, and she was furious at herself for it.

Disappointed and angry with herself for hesitating, Arsil impulsively bent at the waist and shouted out her apology.

“I’m sorry! I was an idiot for not treating you right away, and also…”

But he was too close.

Suddenly bending forward, Arsil ended up headbutting Lin, who had been standing right in front of her.

Startled, Lin stepped back and yanked the door shut, but not before Arsil’s forehead brushed against his mask.

Ding!

The mask shifted to the side, revealing Lin’s face.

Luckily, before Arsil could lift her head to see, Lucy slipped between them and swiftly readjusted the mask with such speed that even the guards and servants waiting outside didn’t notice.

“What are you doing! You almost hurt him!”

“I’m really sorry! I didn’t mean to…”

“Go away! You’re just in the way.”

“Hey! I came here to apologize!”

Arsil raised his voice in protest as Lucy coldly pushed her away.

“You want to fight? Bring it on. I’ll split the palace in half with you.”

“Lucy! I’m not here to fight!”

“Both of you, calm down. Yelling at each other will only spread rumors across the Empire.”

Surprisingly, when Ravin intervened, Lucy immediately fell silent and stepped back without saying another word.

“Lin, right? The mage said your name was Lin. Haha… I didn’t know that until now.”

Arsil awkwardly tried to restart the conversation, but before she could continue, Ravin appeared, pulling the door open with his temple veins visibly throbbing.

“Ravin!”

“Take her inside.”

Arsil’s face lit up at seeing Ravin, but Ravin coldly commanded Lucy.

Thud!

Lucy grabbed Arsil by the collar and yanked her into the room. 

She tossed her to the floor, but Arsil quickly rolled to her feet, just as the door slammed shut.

“What are you doing!”

“Hello, Arsil.”

“Enough. Just listen to me for a moment.”

Ravin, holding a hairband, started retying her disheveled ponytail.

“Is this how someone apologizing is supposed to act? Yelling and headbutting porters?”

“I… I’m sorry…”

“And why are you calling the porter by name? Are you close?”

“…Sorry.”

“Sorry, sorry! Enough with the apologies! Saying ‘sorry’ over and over doesn’t make it seem genuine at all!”

In the end, Arsil bit her lip and bowed her head.

“What do you want me to do? All I’m good for is fighting.”


That lack of confidence in her voice—

Lucy found it incredibly irritating.

Ever since the incident at the island. 

She thought she was being honest, but her words were nothing more than clumsy excuses.

If she could describe herself in so much detail, she should have been more careful.

Then, Lucy realized why she found Arsil so unbearable.

It was because she reminded her of herself.

Always apologizing, but never actually changing, a selfish idiot.

Now she understood why Ravin always got so angry when she looked at her.

It was all just words.

“Saintess, you said you were here to apologize?”

Lin’s quiet question cut through Arsil’s thoughts, and she nodded.

“To whom are you apologizing?”

“To you, of course, porter…”

“Are you not going to apologize to the hero?”

Ravin, Lucy, and Arsil all felt like Lin had become a stranger.

His voice, sharp and cold, would have shattered Ravin and Lucy if it had been directed at them.

Even the Saintess was silenced by the porter’s unexpected resolve.

Lucy stifled a laugh as she watched.

Arsil, if you had known who the porter truly was, would you have just shut your mouth like that?

The surge of contempt slightly restored Lucy’s wounded pride.

And she felt a wave of gratitude toward Lin, who was standing up for her.


She almost smiled before catching Ravin’s glaring eyes and regaining her composure.

“To Lucy?”

“Yes, to the hero. We were all part of the same event, were we not?”

“That’s… a complicated issue.”

Arsil’s excuse wasn’t entirely without merit.



 
  
    Chapter 55: Not a Botanist, but a Plant Enthusiast


Naidrian.

A high elf archer from the Elf Forest.

Other than his large-scale firepower, he surprisingly possessed the second-most combat strength in the hero’s party, right after Lucy. 

Arsil stood out due to his unique position as the saintess and healer, with her use of martial arts catching attention. 

But Naidrian? 

He quietly adjusted his position, waiting for the perfect moment to unleash a rain of arrows from a blind spot, slowly cornering and eliminating her enemies with precision.

In-game, his performance was highly efficient.

Yet, he lagged in popularity rankings. 

The reason? 

His painfully shy nature—borderline social anxiety—meant that unless someone was close to him, it was as if he didn’t exist.

If the porter was openly ignored, Naidrian was more like the one whose words went unheard. 

His comrades cared for him, yet it was with an air of innocent neglect that left a trace of sorrow in his character.

To make matters worse, his scholarly nature led his to overthink every little thing. 

Whenever he spoke, it felt as if he had taken a step too far ahead in the conversation, leaving others either confused or dismissing him as boring.

Even now.

He kept clearing his throat towards Lin, trying to avoid startling him by announcing his presence with soft coughs. 

This was, after all, a place of study and research. 

He warned them to keep it down, knowing that even in silence, there were ears that could hear.

Of course, only Lin understood his intent. 

As someone who had played through the original version of Arrogant Saga countless times, he recognized it immediately.

“What did you say?”

“No, Lucy. He’s just saying that this place is particularly quiet, so there’s a risk our conversation might carry further than we want.”

Lin calmly explained, soothing an agitated Lucy.

Naidrian was taken aback. 

He had perfectly interpreted his intent.

But instead of being impressed, his gaze towards Lin darkened with suspicion.

That look instantly annoyed Lucy.

‘Should I kill him?’

No. 

She couldn’t.

There was a prayer she had made to the goddess in Ephalter. 

As long as Lin was alive, she had promised not to seek revenge against anyone except for Reinhold.

Of course, that only meant she wouldn’t be the first to strike.

But if he kept provoking her like this, Lucy was prepared to break his neck without even needing to draw the holy sword.

‘Maybe I won’t kill her… How about just slapping him?’

One solid hit might calm her down.

If it wasn’t Lin or Ravin standing in her way, Lucy was a tyrant through and through. 

It wasn’t for nothing that Lin had agreed Lucy was the number one priority to be eliminated before the Demon King could be vanquished.

But that didn’t mean Lucy could forgive someone for stabbing her in the back.

“Are you studying plants?” Lin asked, feigning ignorance.

Naidrian raised an eyebrow, staring at him with a piercing gaze.

He was genuinely irritated.

Lin felt uncomfortable under his scrutiny, but what shocked him more was his own reaction. 

Recently, it had become rare, but every now and then, strong emotions would arise within him. 

And they were mostly negative, focusing on anger and irritation.

“Do you happen to know where the wizard is? I’d like to thank her for her help during the last campaign.”

Lucy was feeling just as annoyed. 

She casually placed her hand on the hilt of her temporary holy sword, tapping it loudly with her thumb until Naidrian finally mumbled.

“You really think the wizard would bother meeting with you?”

This statement was as indirect and convoluted as ever, but Lin understood immediately.

Of course, Tigria would be spending her time close to Reinhold, deeply engaged in her own research. 

Which meant she wasn’t available to meet with him.

Well, that answered the question. 

No point in asking further.

As Lin was about to leave the imperial library without hesitation, Ravin came bursting through the door, fanning herself furiously.

“Whew, it’s so hot!”

“This is a place for reading and research. Could you please keep it down?”

“Oh? Who do we have here? The esteemed archer himself?”

Ravin, unbothered by Naidrian’s discomfort, immediately began browsing through the books she had meticulously gathered for his research. 

Despite the clear signs of his displeasure, she didn’t care.

That was just how rogues like him were.

Their charm lay in their carefree manner, winning people over with casual banter or stealing valuable information—literally, if necessary. 

It was no wonder that Ravin was picked more often than even the porter.

In fact, Lin had planned to use Ravin to set things in motion for this episode.

He tapped the rogue on the shoulder, signaling it was time to go, but Ravin instead turned to him and started a conversation.

“Looks like it’s about plants, huh? Trees and forests? Didn’t you once say you researched farming, porter?”

“…I failed.”

“Why? Isn’t it as simple as planting seeds in the ground and watering them?”

Naidrian’s ears twitched at Ravin’s offhand comment. 

Her ignorance had scratched at the pride of the botanist within him.

“The land was too barren for anything to grow. Even weeds had trouble surviving there.”

“Come on, it’s not like you were planting in a desert, right? Oh! How about planting right next to a river? Water would naturally flow there, and the plants would thrive!”

Naidrian could no longer hold his tongue. He stood up from his seat.

“Hmm, what kind of apple was that?”

“Hmm? The apple I planted? Oh, it was a Red Delicious, I think. I don’t really remember beyond that.”

“In that case, it might have been a Banas Mountain apple. That species does well even in poor soil conditions. But plants, especially trees, don’t just grow well because they have water and soil. Every species has different needs. And the land needs to be high quality, with the right nutrients, moisture, organic matter, and aeration.”

“Really? I had no idea! You know so much about plants! I didn’t realize soil was so important.”

“And not just that, but drainage too…”

Lin and Lucy watched in silence.


Naidrian had taken the bait.

Ravin had effortlessly reeled him in.

It was a bit unfortunate for Naidrian, but he was easy to deal with. 

In a conversation, if your partner responds with interest, it’s only natural to keep talking. 

Naidrian, with his shy demeanor and obsession with plants, wasn’t built for smooth dialogue.

But Ravin? 

She was perfect at giving the right reactions.

She wasn’t even fully aware that she had poked him with his ignorance, and yet he responded with more questions, fueling his excitement.

Naidrian was thrilled.

“Recently, the global forest area has been decreasing. Excessive logging is the main problem. That’s why I’ve been researching fast-growing trees that thrive in barren environments. I’m almost done with the project.”

“That’s amazing! So, you’ve created a new species of tree? Let’s go plant some!”

“This is the Imperial Palace. We can’t plant anything without permission. But I do have a few seeds I’ve created, and I hope to travel the world one day and plant them.”

“You’ve already traveled the world, haven’t you?”

“Well… about a year ago, I released some experimental seeds to the markets, but I couldn’t track where they ended up. I sold them all at the famous market in Balthacrue, but they sold out instantly…”

Ravin’s eyes gleamed.

Gesturing to Lin and Lucy to wait for her, she continued the conversation.

“That must have cost a fortune to research and develop new trees.”

“Yes, it did. The amount of money needed is astronomical.”

“Are you wealthy then? Since you’re a scholar?”

Naidrian smiled subconsciously.

He preferred being called a scholar over an archer.

“My funds are limited. Although our hero’s party receives a substantial amount of support, it’s not nearly enough to cover the expenses of creating new trees. Fortunately, I managed to find an investor. Thanks to them, I’ve come this far.”

“Must be a really wealthy person.”

“Yes, but because of the immense costs, they’ve had trouble securing funds recently and asked me to wait for a bit.”

“I hope they manage to pull through soon.”

“Thank you. I do too.”

Naidrian smiled softly.

“Once everything is finalized, I plan to send them the very first seeds as a token of gratitude.”

Little did he know that his mysterious investor was standing right in front of him, wearing a mask.

Lin wasn’t exactly rich, but he owned all the loot from the battles the hero’s party fought. 

Depending on where and how it was sold, he had managed to make enough to fund Naidrian’s research.

Since the defeat of the Demon King, however, he hadn’t seen much profit. 

During the journey to Zramun Archipelago, he barely managed to scrape together some money through side jobs.

‘Wait, didn’t I faint and leave without getting paid?’

Lin was genuinely broke now.

At least he had managed to buy all the seeds released in Balthacrue a year ago.

“Is the wizard using the support funds to cover her research as well?”

“Hmm~ probably? She hardly leaves her room unless it’s for research, so it must be funded that way.”

“I’d love to see her research too. Where’s her room?”

“Right next to mine.”

“Perfect! I can switch between watching both of you work.”

“My research too?!”

“Of course.”

Naidrian became more excited and eagerly shared the location of his room.

Got it.

Finally, Lin had the information he needed. Now he could find Tigria whenever he needed.

It had taken all this buildup just to acquire one piece of crucial information, but it was worth it.

“Oh, by the way, Lucy. Your support funds have been accumulating in the royal treasury. Make sure to collect them before we leave.”

“…What about the porter’s?”

“Huh?”

“I said, what about the porter’s?”

“I… don’t know.”

Naidrian’s casual dismissal grated on Lucy’s nerves, but he remained indifferent toward the porter.

Surprisingly, Naidrian was telling the truth.

He couldn’t know the details of the porter’s support funds because Lin was excluded from receiving any.

As a non-combatant who was seen as just a pack mule, he didn’t qualify.

That’s why every time the hero’s party stopped in a city, Lin sold the loot to make money, only to funnel it straight into Naidrian’s research.

‘Something’s off.’

In the original game, Naidrian and the porter barely interacted. 

They weren’t hostile or friendly, just indifferent.

But at some point during the Demon King’s journey, Naidrian started treating Lin like an eyesore.

‘What went wrong?’

Regardless, Naidrian wasn’t a priority right now.

Lin had more pressing orders to give Ravin and Lucy.

At Lin’s signal, Ravin cheerfully bid the archer farewell, while Lucy smirked and followed him out of the library.

In retrospect, it had been a mistake to deprioritize Naidrian.

If possible, Lin should have cleared up their misunderstanding now.

[Noooooooo!!!!!]

[Burn it all down!]

…?

A sudden vision flashed through Lucy’s mind. Naidrian, on his knees before the elf elders, screaming in despair. 

All around his, sacks of seeds were burning in the flames set by imperial soldiers.

[Ah, sorry, sorry. The timeline has locked into this path.]

‘What the hell was that?’

[Just one of many possible futures. Don’t worry about it. It’s like a dream. It’s vivid, but it won’t affect reality. It’s just that we’re connected, so I occasionally share them with you.]


The voice of the temporary holy sword reappeared after a long absence.

Lucy shook her head and followed Lin out of the room.

[Wow, this is the first time I’ve ever spoiled something in this sequence.]

The sword’s voice was filled with delight.

[Ahhh~! The regret of that elf! What a delicious treat!]



 
  
    Chapter 56: The Crown Princess Wears T-Panties


Today, all the external tasks were completed.

Arsil’s visit was unexpected, but I managed to learn the whereabouts of the wizard Tigria through Naidrian.

The conclusion was that we wouldn’t meet today.

Still, the bigger picture from the memories of the reincarnator, Mr. Lee, hadn’t deviated much.

At least within the Imperial Palace, things were likely to proceed as planned.

However, to be thorough, Lin returned to his room and made a request to Ravin.

“Stir up the Crown Princess.”

“You want me to meet with that Linachien girl?”

That would immediately expose the fact that Ravin, a survivor of the Sludgewater Alley, still existed.

Ravin was about to argue but quickly reconsidered.

Meeting Linachien was part of Ravin’s plan anyway.

Moreover, once she participated in the Grand Council as the ruler of Waltercrua, she would learn of it regardless.

After all, half the reason she had come to the capital was to meet Lin, and the other half was to meddle with the Crown Princess.

It wasn’t just Ravin’s plan, it was their plan.

“What’s your goal, Lin?”

Ravin’s question was filled with worry and caution—concern for him and wariness of the scheme he was concocting.

Lin shrugged and answered calmly, “To keep Reinhold from intervening.”

Then Lin conveyed what was expected from both Ravin and Lucy.

“We both know Linachien all too well.”

“Of course.”

“Her biggest flaw is her impatience. Push her buttons.”

“She has so many flaws, they come in clusters, like grapes.”

Even Lin, who had once had a crush on Linachien, couldn’t deny that.

In any case, Ravin agreed.

“Lucy.”

“Yeah.”

“No matter what happens, whoever tells you to stop is the culprit.”

“Huh?”

When Lucy tilted her head in confusion, Ravin chuckled.

“That’s just Lin’s cryptic way of giving orders when it’s too complicated to explain.”

“I see.”

Whatever the case, Lucy just had to follow Lin’s words faithfully.

While memorizing Lin’s instructions, Ravin pressed Lin further.

“So, the fact that you’re acting like this means I should assume the worst is coming, right?”

“That’s right.”

“No matter what happens?”

“No matter what happens.”

“And that includes the possibility of you getting hurt, Lin?”

Lin thought back to Mr. Lee’s memories and shook his head.

Technically, it didn’t seem like he would get hurt.

“I won’t get hurt. Besides, I have the talisman you gave me.”

Lin tapped the necklace pouch that contained a lock of Ravin’s hair, causing Ravin’s face to redden.

In contrast, shadows fell beneath Lucy’s eyes.

“Fine. I’m heading out right away.”

“Now?”

“Why drag it out? It’s not like I’m meeting her because I like her. I just want to get this over with.”

Reliable as always.

Ravin pulled out a pair of goggles from her inventory and put them on.

Lin opened the window in sync.

“Aren’t you leaving through the door?” Lucy asked.

Ravin grinned and disappeared like an illusion.

“An unofficial visit means just that.”

Lin and Lucy marveled at Ravin’s vanishing act, as if someone had pressed a delete button, erasing him without a trace.

“Ravin’s level is impressive.”

“Yeah, even that sneaky elf can’t match her ability to hide her presence.”

Well, now that Ravin was gone, they needed to get moving too.

“Lin, are you going to keep moving?”

“Of course.”

The main event was in two days, and the Imperial Palace had many rooms and hidden spaces.

The time and place were perfect.

“Today’s task is 100% map clearance.”

They would search everywhere, collecting every last item—because that was the true player’s approach.

***

The Crown Princess was reading a book on imperial governance.

It was thick, but she was nearly finished after just three days of reading.

Even in Sludgewater Alley, she never let go of her books.

Her unwavering belief was that accumulating knowledge would certainly place her above both power and people.

As she neared the end of the book, Linachien felt an urge to share what she had learned with Reinhold.

But Reinhold had temporarily returned to his family to gather information on how to restore his goddess-blessed shield, “The Untarnished Rock.”

Their reunion wouldn’t be possible until after the Grand Council.

At that moment, an interesting fact came to light.

If Lin had pushed ahead recklessly, he could have met Tigria today.

There was no reason for the wizard to stay by Reinhold’s side now that he had returned home, so she would be holed up in her room until the Council.

Sigh.

“I wish I could at least send a letter…”

Linachien’s sigh carried not just longing but also concerns about the tasks ahead, including the important matters of the Council.

Among those tasks, the timing of her engagement to Reinhold was particularly crucial.

Reinhold and Lucy’s engagement had only been broken off yesterday.

Reinhold hadn’t anticipated the warrior’s return, so he assumed it had been automatically nullified by Lucy’s death and was too preoccupied with the appearance of demons to focus on it.

After many twists and turns, when the warrior’s survival was secured and she arrived at the palace, she immediately made an official declaration of the engagement’s dissolution.


For a brute who always relied on sheer force, that was one part Linachien appreciated.

However, Lucy had infuriated her by killing a knight who had merely struck a porter.

In any case, Reinhold was now unencumbered on the marriage market.

It was only right that she, who had always shared an air of romance with him, should seize the opportunity to plan their engagement ceremony.

Knock knock.

A knock interrupted Linachien’s thoughts.

But the knock came from the window.

‘Could it be Reinhold’s raven?’

The Crown Princess looked up hopefully, thinking it might be a messenger bird, only to find Ravin, goggles off, grinning widely as she clung to the large window.

“Waaaaaaaahhhhh!”

Our refined Crown Princess let out a scream and fell backward in shock.

In the process, she exposed everything beneath her dress to Ravin.


“Whoa, isn’t that a thong?”

Always prepared, aren’t we?

Ravin was impressed.

“I’ve learned something today.”

She meant it sincerely.



 
  
    Chapters 57: We’re Going to Be Away for a While


The first day’s exploration of the imperial palace was a great success.

From the servants’ quarters to the pages’ and maids’ rooms, even to the kitchens and the guards’ training grounds, everywhere we went, we could enter without hindrance, thanks to our brave warrior.

While it’s true that scouring through the servants’ quarters could yield some money, this wasn’t just a game world. 

So, to prevent any unnecessary incidents, Lin thoroughly focused only on collecting items.

Specifically, skill scrolls hidden throughout the palace.

[Intermediate: The Unbearable Lightness of Being (Lv.6)]

This lightweight skill was acquired from a pattern formed by dust in a sunlit corridor.

[Advanced: Conceal Presence (Lv.Max)]

This skill was stolen from the clothes of a spy hiding in the chandelier. For reference, we handed over the spy to the guards without knowing which faction they belonged to. Lucy just didn’t care.

The biggest jackpot was:

[Supreme: The Age of Dots is Over, and 3D Shall Come]

A supreme unique skill scroll, found in the empty kitchen during break time.

“Wow!”

Lin was so impressed that she couldn’t help but exclaim aloud.

Watching Lin in such high spirits made Lucy smile quietly. 

His happiness was her happiness.

“Shall we make something to eat while we’re here?”

Feeling sorry for Lucy, who had grown as timid as an old man like Naidrian, Lin decided to show off his skills.

However, Lucy’s request was surprisingly modest.

“A sandwich, like the one you made in Waltercrua.”

“You mean the one with mashed potatoes and jam? I can make something even better since there are more ingredients here.”

“No, I really like that one.”

She was sincere.

When Lin had first made that sandwich in Waltercrua, Ravin and Lucy both said it was delicious, and Lin had given them a small smile. 

That smile, along with the sandwich’s taste, had imprinted deeply in Lucy’s mind.

“But could you make a lot of them?”

For the record, Lucy was a big eater.

When her limbs had been severed, she’d lost all will to live, and afterward, she noticed how Lin was very careful with spending. 

So, she held back.

“Should I add some bacon to make it less plain?”

“No, it’s okay.”

Growl

As soon as Lucy refused, her stomach growled loudly.

She hadn’t eaten anything since the morning while wandering around, and the sound of bacon had set her stomach off. 

Despite being embarrassed, Lin casually picked up a piece of bacon.

“It’ll add a nice savory flavor.”

“…Please.”

Settling in, Lin began preparing the food.

He cut the crusts off the bread and mashed the potatoes.

As the bacon sizzled in the heated pan, Lin asked Lucy, “Crispy or slightly soft?”

“Crispy.”

Like a baby bird waiting to be fed, Lucy watched Lin cook with an eager expression.

She realized she had never properly seen him cook before.

During the Demon King’s subjugation journey, she had always been busy with her own tasks while Lin cooked. 

After he saved her, she had been too weak to even move, surviving only on the honey he fed her.

If she had to rejoin the hero’s party, Lucy thought she should have paid more attention to Lin’s cooking. 

Perhaps they could have bonded over preparing meals together or debated over how crispy the bacon should be.

With that in mind, she decided to act on her thoughts.

“Hey, Lin, can I help with…”

“This is my domain. I can’t yield it to anyone,” Lin cut her off firmly, handing her a plate of two half-cooked eggs and three crispy strips of bacon.

“Did I come off too strong? Sorry, but if I lose the kitchen, I feel like I’d be useless.”

Concerned that he had hurt her feelings, Lin quickly apologized. 

He grabbed a ketchup bottle and, with practiced ease, wrote in ketchup on the plate.

[Cheer up. Thank you.]

Lucy couldn’t stop the tears from welling up.

She hated herself for crying so easily over something so small, but she couldn’t control it.

“There, there. It’s alright, it’s okay.”

Lin gently patted her back before pulling out a soft cloth to dry her tears. 

Then, with a gentle smile, he cut up the bacon and egg, offering a bite with a fork.

“Is it good?”

“Mm…”

“That’s a relief.”

“Lin…”

“Hmm?”

“Thank you… Always…”

With a heartfelt gaze and sincerity, Lucy’s gratitude made Lin smile softly.

Yes, even the simplest things can warm a person’s heart.

Clang!

One of the chains in Lin’s chest, which had burned bright red, disintegrated into nothingness, leaving behind warmth that lingered in his heart.

As night fell, Lin watched Lucy devour her sandwiches without pause.

“You look great when you’re eating well.”

“Mm…”

“I’m not teasing you.”

As Lucy, cheeks puffed out with food, tried to put her sandwich down shyly, Lin handed her another with encouragement.

“You really struggled when you weren’t eating properly before your recovery.”

That ‘before recovery’ referred to the time when her limbs had been shattered.

Remembering how she had once yelled at him for saving her, Lucy avoided his gaze and bit down hard on the sandwich.

“Your hair’s in your mouth.”

Lin leaned in and carefully pulled a strand of hair from her lips. Lucy, embarrassed, slowly set her sandwich aside.


“Why?”

“I’m such a pig…”

“A pig? You eat so well.”

“Being ‘hearty’ doesn’t sound exactly flattering…”

True, it wasn’t the same as being called beautiful.

“Remember when we talked about ideal types?”

“Yeah…”

Back then, Lucy had mentioned qualities that were a bit more like Ravin than Lin, which had made her panic.

“I like women who eat well. That’s for sure.”

“…Who likes a woman who eats a lot?”

Lucy, once a noble, had been scolded by her parents for eating too much as a child. Because of this, she believed that her appetite made her less attractive as a woman.

But Lin didn’t know that this was all because Lucy’s body required extra nutrition to support her large chest.

And that ignorance pained him.

When he gently brushed her hair aside, Lucy’s cheeks flushed red.

She couldn’t bring herself to look at him directly.

“And besides, I saw you eat heartily every day during the Demon King’s campaign.”

Flinch.

Not again.

Despite wanting to stay calm, whenever Lin brought up the past, Lucy couldn’t help but remember her mistakes. 

Like the time she ate Lin’s share of food and handed him an empty pot with no shame.

Lin suddenly realized he’d made a mistake.

He had meant to lighten the mood, but instead, he had opened old wounds.

The victim here was Lin, yet Lucy, the culprit, was the one too flustered to move, turning the tables so that he had to care for her.

Of course, this was better than her acting brazenly, but it reminded Lin how tangled their relationship had become.

Apologies were hard to offer, and forgiveness was equally difficult to give in a situation like this. 

The ties between them were knotted so tightly that even Lin wasn’t sure how to unravel them.

“Lucy, I’ve told you before, it’s fine. The past is already gone. If you don’t live in the present based on the past, the future will only be bleak.”

No matter how many times they had this conversation, the knot between them never seemed to loosen.

Lucy hesitated, then struggled to voice what had been weighing on her heart.

“That’s… even if it’s true, I don’t think it’s something I can say.”

Her tear-filled eyes fixed on his mask.

“I don’t deserve to say that.”

The moonlight softly illuminated the room, the only light in the darkness.

Caught between not wanting to forgive easily and feeling sorry for Lucy trapped in her regret, Lin finally spoke after a long pause.

“Then, how about just focusing on today?”

“Today?”

“Today, Lucy, you’ve protected me all day.”

He patted her head as a reward.

“You even got mad at the archer for me.”

Pleased, Lin let her lean against his shoulder.

“And you caught the spy hiding in the ceiling.”

Grateful, he consciously smiled at her.

Finally, her tears began to dry, and Lucy relaxed.

“When you look at today, Lucy, you’ve only helped me. You haven’t hurt me at all.”

Lucy let out a deep breath, though it was still shaky.

This was a problem.

Lin steeled himself and whispered to Lucy.

“Look, Lucy, you did really well today.”

“I’m glad…”

“So, you deserve a reward.”

“A reward?”

“To be honest, I know that every time you hear my heartbeat, your breath gets all hot.”

Understanding his words, Lucy’s skin prickled, her whole body warming as she fidgeted awkwardly.

Lin deliberately maintained his calm demeanor, “You’ve been stressed lately, and since you’ve worked hard by my side, you can have one wish.”

“Really?”

Her voice was tiny.

“Really.”

“But it’s kind of a weird request…”

Lin braced himself. 

Normally, he wouldn’t have granted such a request, but in preparation for what was coming, he needed to take care of Lucy’s mental state.

“It’s fine.”

“Are you sure?”

“Mhm. If you don’t want to, it’s okay.”

“No, I do! But… um…”

Fully flushed, Lucy stuttered through her wish.

“I want to… lick Lin’s sweat.”

She wanted to taste a piece of him.

It was a surprisingly intimate and somewhat dark desire, but Lin found himself briefly lost in thought.

“Is it too much…?”

“No, it’s just…”

Lin closed his eyes.

“Just don’t leave any marks, alright?”

“…”

“Um… what do I do now?”

“Just lie down on the bed.”

Lucy would handle the rest.

As Lin complied and lay still, Lucy slowly unbuttoned his shirt.

His bare skin was exposed, and his scent filled the air. 

The smell made Lucy’s eyes glaze over.

She swallowed hard as her mouth opened slightly, and her small tongue peeked out.

The sensation was almost like a bird pecking at seeds; it tickled as Lucy’s tongue traced along his abs, heading lower.

“Hah… Hah…!”

Lucy’s eyes, as red as her hair, fixated on her target below.

She wanted to bury her face there.

Was Lin reacting to her touch?

She wanted to know if even someone like her could stir his desire.

“Hah…”

Like a vampire resisting the urge to bite, Lucy’s breath was ragged as she pressed her tongue to his skin again, this time moving upward.

When she reached his neck, she gave him a soft kiss beneath his chin before resting her ear against his chest.

His heartbeat was faster than usual.

She made a vow to that steady rhythm.

“I won’t do anything Lin doesn’t allow.”

Slowly, his heartbeat returned to normal.

When his large hand stroked her head, Lucy buried her face in his chest and laughed softly.

Lin’s sweat tasted sweet.

Beyond the sound of his heartbeat and the red thread of fate, Lucy had achieved something—something Lin had personally allowed.

The two, nestled together, yawned as sleep began to take over.

“Lucy.”

“Mm?”

Lucy struggled to keep her eyes open, barely able to respond to him.

“If I’m right, we’ll be apart soon.”

What?

Fully awake now, Lucy shot up and stared at him.

“You’re leaving me? That’s why you let me do this?”

“It’s not like that.”

“Lin, I’m sorry! I’ll never make such a request again, I promise! I was wrong, Lin, please…!”

She knelt on the floor, begging desperately.

Lin quickly wrapped her in a hug.

“Lucy, it’s nothing like that. I need to do this.”

“For what? I can’t live without you. You know that. I’ll be better. Please, just…”

Lin held her tighter and waited for her to calm down.

As the trembling subsided, Lucy hugged him back.

“Lucy, do you remember what I told Ravin earlier today?”

“To provoke the princess…”

“To keep Reinhold out of this.”

“Yes, you did say that.”

Lin decided to be completely honest. 

He believed Lucy would understand.

“We’ll be apart for a while because of that.”

“To stop Reinhold’s interference?”

“More accurately…”

Lin leaned close to Lucy’s ear and whispered.

“I’m going to beat him so badly that he can’t even come near the hero’s party.”

Reinhold would be forced to retire from the hero’s party.

That was Lin’s plan.

“I hate him.”

“Yes, I hate him too. So much!”

Lucy agreed vehemently. 

She had intended to kill the traitor from the start.

“Lin, when you say ‘beat him to near-death,’ does that mean I can kill him?”

“No, not quite. If we kill him outright, there’ll be too many complications.”

“Then I’ll just have to be careful.”

“Not full strength, but enough that it’s clear he could die. He’s pretty tough.”

“Yes, that’s what I’ll do. I’ll follow your plan.”

If Arsil had seen this, she would have found Lin’s scheming against another person unfamiliar and unsettling. 

But that was because Arsil’s straightforward nature dictated his strategies.

When Lin had worked under Linachien, he had employed many underhanded tactics despite his simple strategies.

In the Slums, you couldn’t survive without a bit of trickery.

“So, it’s fine. We’ll be apart for a while, but until then, Lucy, you can ask for as many wishes as you want.”

“…Then can I suck on you a bit more?”

“As much as you want.”

“No, now that you’ve reassured me you’re not abandoning me… I just want to fall asleep listening to your heartbeat.”

“Alright, let’s do that.”

It didn’t take long for Lucy to drift off into a peaceful sleep.

She still couldn’t sleep properly without Lin beside her.

“I feel bad about it, but this is the only way.”

Even though he despised Reinhold, Lin couldn’t bring himself to kill him outright. That just wasn’t in his nature.

But there was still a compelling reason to force him out of the hero’s party.

If the shield-bearer remained with them on their new journey, they would face certain doom.

Unlike Linachien, Reinhold was a meticulous man. 

He would bide his time until he could use Lin as a hostage and blackmail Lucy.

To ensure Lin’s safety, Lucy would surrender her weapons and be left defenseless against the attacks of the other party members.


Eventually, Lucy would die, utterly defenseless.

And when Lin had outlived his usefulness, he too would be killed, in the most brutal fashion.

Only Lin knew this. 

Only he was moving to prevent this terrible fate.

That’s all we need to know right now.



 
  
    Chapter 58: Tigris has never been thanked


There was a strange itch in his chest.

Something soft but firm was slowly exploring Lin.

“Mmm.”

As he shifted slightly in his sleep, the itch vanished. 

But it was only for a moment. 

When Lin found a comfortable position and stayed still, the sensation resumed, spreading across his body once again.

Annoyed, Lin reached out and pressed down on the object on his chest.

It felt like a soft ball of fur.

When he gently petted it, the furball calmed down, only to then begin persistently attacking one specific spot.

Unable to bear it any longer, Lin slowly opened his eyes, only to find himself face-to-face with Lucy, who had her tongue out.

“…”

“Good morning, Lucy.”

Lin greeted her as naturally as he could, and Lucy withdrew her tongue.

“Good morning, Lin.”

“Was I sweating in my sleep?”

Still groggy, Lin asked the question without much thought.

Lucy flinched and averted her gaze.

“Not… really?”

“That’s a relief.”

Still half-asleep, Lin closed his eyes again, hoping to fall back asleep before the drowsiness completely faded.

As Lin’s breathing slowed, Lucy glanced at him, cautiously sticking her tongue out again.

But then, an unfamiliar voice interrupted them.

“Luciena’s words aren’t entirely accurate. Although you didn’t sweat much up front, your back is drenched, and the sheets are soaked as well.”

“?!”

Both Lucy and Lin jumped up in surprise.

Standing by the door was the wizard Tigria, watching them with a calm expression.

“What are you doing here?” Lin asked, startled.

“I heard the porter wanted to greet me and spent all day looking for me yesterday. So I came as soon as I could.”

“How long have you been here?” Lucy demanded.

“Not long. Since Luciena was debating whether to continue licking around the porter’s chest.”

“Agh! Ahhh!”

Lucy, horrified, had no other means to stop Tigria than to scream louder. 

Meanwhile, Lin pulled the blanket up to his chest in embarrassment.

Furious, Lucy glared at Tigria.

“You have no manners, showing up without any notice!”

“My apologies. I’ve been training myself to move unnoticed, as my subjects of observation have been doing the same lately. It’s become a habit.”

“Leave. Now!”

“Understood.”

Tigria’s calm apology only infuriated Lucy more.

As Lucy furiously shooed the wizard away, Tigria nodded.

“If you want to greet me properly, feel free to visit my room. I plan to stay there from now until tomorrow.”

“I’ll come right over.”

“Lin!”

Lucy protested, but when Lin embraced her, she stopped arguing.

“We should thank them properly. Let’s get it over with this morning, and then we can spend time together.”

“…Fine.”

Seeing Lucy calm down, Tigria’s usually emotionless eyes glimmered with faint interest.

“By the way, there’s a banquet tonight, only for the hero party.”

“No need. I’m not going.”

“Understood. I’ll be preparing to welcome guests, so feel free to come whenever you’re ready.”

Tigria’s figure wavered, like a mirage, and then disappeared. 

It had been nothing more than a magical projection. 

No wonder there had been no presence or sound of movement; the real Tigria was likely safe in her well-guarded room, controlling the illusion with full focus.

Lucy scowled at the spot where Tigria had stood.

“Lucy, we have to attend the banquet.”

“Why? It’s full of people who hate us.”

“That’s exactly why we need to go,” Lin replied, stretching as he got up. 

The surprise had fully woken him up.

“Who knows what they’re planning behind closed doors?”

“I apologize for the earlier disturbance,” Tigria said.

“It’s fine. Compared to you saving my life on Zramun Island, it’s nothing,” Lin replied.

Fully dressed, Lin made his way to Tigria’s room, though Lucy, still tense, had to be left waiting outside.

It was only natural—after all, the wizard had been the one to sever Lucy’s legs during the Demon King subjugation.

[You’re quite patient. Is it gratitude for being closer to Lin now, more than resentment for losing your limbs?]

“Shut up,” Lucy growled, gripping her cursed sword’s handle tightly.

As Lin entered Tigria’s room, he was struck by how ordinary it seemed for a wizard’s chamber.

There were no magical artifacts scattered about. Instead, books filled the long desk, cluttered together with no particular sense of order.

“Romance novels?”

Lin reconsidered his initial impression.

He skimmed the titles, realizing that they were all romance-themed, covering a variety of genres—pure love, harem, even netorare.

‘Harem pure love? Pure love for non-virgins? What kind of concepts are these? And netorare, really?’

“Apologies.”

Tigria appeared, offering tea. 

When she noticed the netorare novel, she promptly burned it with a spell, the book disappearing without a trace, leaving no smoke or scent.

“I bought that one as a reference, but it turned out to be trash.”

“I see.”

“To surrender one’s dignity and entire life for lust alone is no different from being a beast. It’s foolish to think that fleeting beauty would stop someone from discarding you once they tire of you.”

“There are surprisingly many beastly people in this world.”

Tigria paused as she lowered her teacup.


Whether it was Lin’s words striking a chord or simply being surprised that someone was taking her seriously, it was hard to tell.

“You’re right, Lin. But that’s something I cannot tolerate.”

“I haven’t read it myself, but I don’t think I could tolerate it either.”

“I hope you continue to hold that stance.”

“What’s your favorite book?” Lin asked.

After a brief moment of thought, Tigria pulled out a gray-covered book.

“This one.”

“What’s it about?”

“It’s a story about childhood friends, a man and a woman who are poor but in love. The man leaves to earn money, while the woman waits for him despite the temptations around her. In the end, they reunite and marry.”

It was a simple, classic love story.

Nothing extraordinary, yet Tigria seemed unusually excited as she described it.

There was little change in her tone, but Lin could tell from her slight movements and the way her gaze lingered on the book.

“Love should be like that.”

“I see.”

“Loving the right person in the right way.”

“That’s true.”

“If that had been the case… I wouldn’t have been created as a mere doll.”

Her last words were so quiet that Lin almost missed them. 

He pretended not to hear.

“I should properly thank you. I heard you saved my life on Zramun Island. I’m truly grateful.”

Lin bowed deeply, and Tigria felt something stir within her.

It was a warm, soft sensation between her chest.

“I’d like to return the favor.”

“If you don’t mind, I’d appreciate it if you would spend some time with me.”

The wizard straightened up, her violet eyes fixed on him.

“Do you like Luciena?”

“I like her as a comrade.”

He drew a firm, clear line. 

Yet, Tigria found herself oddly relieved, even though part of her felt disappointed.

Why?

She put down the pen she had picked up to jot down notes, instead turning her gaze fully toward Lin.

“I’m researching love,” she confessed.

“That sounds difficult.”

“It is. That’s why I need examples.”

Ah, so that’s why she had been reading romance novels.

Her personal life was never fully explored in the game. 

Lin had always thought her romance novel obsession was just a quirky character trait, but now he understood there was more depth to it.

“Your tea is getting cold. Let me warm it up.”

“Thank you.”

There it was again.

That simple, yet sincere gratitude. 

It was strange for Tigria, who was used to receiving praise but not thanks. 

This warmth in her chest kept compelling her to keep watching him.

Yet every time their eyes met, she found herself instinctively looking away, only to glance back at his hands, arms, or shoulders.

It wasn’t uncomfortable—more like a quiet tension.

“Ah.”

She spilled a little tea.

Without missing a beat, Lin pulled out a cloth and wiped the table.

“The tea is delicious.”

“I’m glad.”

What was this feeling?

Tigria, who was far more familiar with hostility than kindness, wanted to understand it better. So she decided to test him.

“Luciena seems to like you very much.”

“Does she?”

“She wouldn’t be licking your bare skin otherwise.”

Lin sighed softly.

“Lucy has trust issues because of your betrayal. That’s why she’s become so attached to me.”

Lin’s subtle criticism stung Tigria more than she had expected. 

She was used to disdain, but this… this hurt in a different way.

“I want to observe what affection looks like.”

“Do you want to watch Lucy?” Lin asked, raising an eyebrow.

“Not right now. But I’d like to observe you.”

“Observing me won’t do you much good.”

It will.

Tigria wanted to feel what kindness and affection were like, to understand it for herself.

“There’s value in it. I want to see what actions make Luciena cling to you more, or what causes her affection to wane.”

“That makes sense. Then Lucy needs to be around for it to have meaning.”

“Not necessarily. I need to understand what kind of person you are too.”

Tigria quickly added.

Lin realized it was time to reel her in.

“What do you think about having a private conversation later, just the two of us?”

“Just the two of us? You mean without Lucy?”

“Yes. Aren’t you curious to see how I behave when no one else is watching?”

“You could do that with Luciena.”

“Lucy is… a little too biased right now.”

Tigria accepted his reasoning.

“Understood. But I’m not sure when such an opportunity will arise.”

“Neither am I. But opportunities often come when you least expect them.”

It was a vague promise, but Tigria found herself looking forward to it.

Knock knock

“Lin? It’s already evening. A servant came to invite us to the banquet.”

“Looks like we need to go.”

At Lucy’s knock, Lin rose from his seat.

Tigria felt a pang of disappointment.

Disappointment? 

Was she truly feeling this for a person?


It was strange. 

She felt strange today.

“Would you like to join us?”

Tigria quickly nodded.

“Please.”



 
  
    Chapter 59: That Sandwich Tastes Like Nostalgia


Originally, she had planned to be angry when he appeared.

She intended to ask him what he had been doing all this time and demand the reason behind the numerous carriages of noblewomen that had come and gone from his family’s mansion.

However, when she saw Reinhold’s exhausted appearance, Linachien felt more concerned than angry.

“Morgan, are you alright?” she asked.

“I apologize, Your Highness. I was so focused on finding a way to repair the goddess’s artifact that I failed to send word,” Reinhold replied.

Of course, that was the reason. 

Reinhold had been so engrossed in something important that he had lost track of everything else.

Although she wanted to inquire about the noblewomen’s carriages, Linachien decided to let it slide. 

Whether his exhaustion came from restoring the shield or entertaining those ladies, it didn’t matter much. 

Soon enough, she would tighten her grip on his surroundings herself, ensuring it wouldn’t be an issue.

“A day and a half—it was more than enough time for me to miss and agonize over you,” Linachien said, her voice tinged with playful reproach.

Despite his weariness, Reinhold smiled at her pout. 

It pleased him that, instead of the typical scene where the wife greets the hardworking husband with open arms, she had chosen to express how much she had missed him in such an adorable way.

Arrogantly, Reinhold had already begun to think of the imperial palace as his own home.

When he reached out to hold her hand, Linachien shyly averted her gaze, and Reinhold found this obedient posture from the usually haughty woman quite endearing.

“Saint Arsil and Archer Naidrian have arrived!” someone announced.

Tsk.

The pleasant atmosphere was abruptly shattered.

As Reinhold stepped away from her to greet the other members of the hero’s party, Linachien watched him with a wistful expression before straightening her posture to receive the two newcomers.

“Welcome, Arsil, Naidrian. You must be hungry, but there are still a few people who haven’t arrived. Please wait a little longer, and we’ll serve you the dishes our imperial kitchen has specially prepared,” Linachien greeted them.

“As long as it fills my stomach, it’s fine,” Arsil responded indifferently as she took a seat.

Linachien felt her temple twitch in irritation but calmed herself, reminding herself that this gorilla woman had always been like this.

When they had first reunited, Arsil had shown more interest in the fact that she had escaped the filthy alleys than in the fact that Linachien was the crown princess. 

Now, they barely acknowledged each other, save for the occasional bickering in the hallways.

“I’m fine with just a salad,” Naidrian muttered quietly.

“Oh, but we’ve prepared a feast, haven’t we? You won’t find delicacies like these even in the Elven Forest. Especially our chef’s veal dish—it’s a masterpiece,” Linachien insisted.

“Is that so…?” Naidrian replied awkwardly.

Elves typically did not eat meat unless absolutely necessary due to their naturally weak digestive systems. 

Linachien, of course, paid no mind to this and continued pressing Naidrian, who lacked the courage to refuse further.

Naidrian sat there awkwardly, rolling his eyes, while Arsil seemed lost in thought.

It was an unusual atmosphere. 

Most of the time, people were honored and eager to please the crown princess, but these two seemed entirely uninterested in her.

“The Mage Tigria and the hero Luciena Estel have arrived!” another announcement came.

Ah, finally, someone with a proper title has arrived.

However, this person was the arrogant hero.

In truth, the only proper people at this table were herself and Reinhold.

Linachien barely restrained a sigh.

“You’re late, Tigria,” she said.

“I am not late. I arrived precisely on time,” Tigria retorted.

What a group of cheeky brats!

Suddenly, a strange metallic noise echoed from the entrance of the banquet hall.

Screeeeech!

“Hey! Why isn’t the porter being let in?” Lucy’s voice rang out.

Apparently, after Lucy entered, the guard blocked the porter, Lin, with a halberd, prompting Lucy to bend the weapon with her hands.

“I was informed that the banquet was for the five members of the hero’s party,” the guard stammered.

“What are you talking about? The hero’s party has six members. Including the porter, there are six of us. He even has a royal appointment!” Lucy argued.

“It’s fine, Lucy,” Lin said.

Everyone in the banquet hall was taken aback.

Lucy had been about to retort, but when Lin grabbed the edge of her skirt and fidgeted nervously, she nodded without another word.

The hero, who had always loathed the porter, was now utterly captivated.

‘It seems that securing that porter is the key to controlling the hero.’

Seeing the guard still not allowing Lin to pass, Lin quietly stood near the entrance. 

This saddened Lucy greatly, but she couldn’t go against Lin’s wishes, so she quietly took a seat at the far end of the long table.

“This table is too far for conversation, don’t you think, hero?” Linachien remarked.

“Do you want to talk to me? Is there something you’d like to say?” Lucy shot back.

No, she didn’t.

Realizing she had no valid reason, Linachien dropped the subject.

Now that all the invited guests were present, it was time for the host to officially start the banquet.

“Everyone must be hungry. Please enjoy the meal, and we’ll talk later,” Linachien said, clapping her hands.

The attendants began lining up, continuously placing dishes on the table, filling it to the brim with a feast fit for royalty. 

Even Naidrian, who was usually indifferent, found himself salivating at the sight of the food—especially the vegetables.

However, the only sound that filled the hall was the clinking of utensils. 

No one was rudely slurping or chewing noisily, but the oppressive silence made both Linachien and Reinhold uncomfortable.

Amidst the tension, Lucy hadn’t touched any of the food. 

Instead, she quietly watched everyone else eat, her expression unreadable.

“Hero, aren’t you hungry?” Linachien asked cautiously.

“Yeah, I’m starving,” Lucy replied.

The audacity of this fallen noble!

“If you just take a bite, I’m sure you’ll like it,” Linachien suggested.

“Well, who knows what kind of poison is in it? I’ll just stick to what I brought,” Lucy said nonchalantly.

“Poison…?!”

Crash!

Without a word, Lucy swept all the food in front of her onto the floor with her arm. The dishes hadn’t even cooled yet, and steam rose from the scattered remains.

Linachien had been about to scold her for her rudeness, but when she saw what Lucy took out, she froze in place.

Arsil, too, stopped eating and stared at Lucy.

A sandwich.

Lucy pulled out a sandwich that Lin had made for her the night before. He had made so many that even Lucy, a big eater, had saved one for later.

Lucy bit into it delicately. 

It had cooled down but was still delicious. 


For the first time that evening, a warm smile spread across the hero’s face.

Plop.

The jam and mashed potatoes that Lin had generously spread onto the sandwich oozed out and fell onto the tray in front of her. 

The familiar sight caused Linachien to unconsciously watch Lucy eat.

“Um…”

But Arsil was different.

She, with an uncharacteristically desperate look on her face, cautiously spoke to Lucy.

“Can I have a bite?”

“Are you seriously trying to take from me?” Lucy replied, her tone dripping with disdain.

“Please, just one bite…”

Arsil hated how pathetic she sounded, but she needed to know.

She needed to confirm whether that sandwich matched the memory she had in mind. 

If it did, she needed to know who had made it.

Despite her rough nature, Arsil was no fool.

Linachien and Ravin had both escaped from the alleys. 

If that was true, then there was a good chance that he had escaped the alleys as well, stepping out into the world. 

He was a skilled cook, after all—perhaps he had become a chef somewhere or was running a street food stall.

The wretched people from the Church, even that cursed Pope Agreus, always insisted that the alleys were doing just fine.

She had no allies. 

She couldn’t even send a spy to find out because there was no way to do it.

She wanted to go herself, but with the war against the Demon King and his forces, she had been stuck on the front lines or trapped in places like the imperial palace or the Vatican. 

No matter how much she wanted to know, there was no way to find out.

And now, right in front of her, was the food of her memories—a sandwich that could provide a clue to his whereabouts.

The man she had betrayed the hero to protect.

She had sided with the Empire and the Church to save him and their home, the alleys.

Once peace came to the world, she had hoped to stand proudly alongside him and rebuild their hometown into a place worthy of respect.

But now, Arsil understood—saving their home would require staining her hands with sin.

And so, more than anything, she desperately wanted to know where he was.

“Get lost.”

“Then at least tell me who made it.”

“…The porter,” Lucy replied.

“Porter?”

“Why are you so surprised? The porter always prepared the meals, didn’t he?”

Lucy was busily chewing her sandwich.

Even though it only had jam and mashed potatoes, it tasted incredible. 

It must be because Lin had made it with such care.

Without realizing it, a smile spread across her face.

“Enough of this insolence!”

Linachien shot up from her seat and signaled to the guards stationed by the entrance.

The two guards, waiting for her cue, moved to restrain Lin.

And then, they died. Just like that.

Smack!

Crack!

“Dare to lay a hand on him?”

Lucy darted from her seat and kicked one of them. 

Before he even hit the wall, his stomach ruptured, and he was dead.

The other, wielding a bent halberd, took a punch square in his left chest. 

His ribs snapped, piercing his heart, and he died instantly.

“What in the world…!”

“Luciena, isn’t this a bit excessive?”

Linachien and Reinhold cried out, their faces aghast, witnessing yet another murder within the imperial palace, following Lucy’s sudden teleportation return.

But Lucy only scoffed at them.

“After experiencing my limbs being severed, I’ve developed a habit of not forgiving anyone who dares touch me or my comrades.”

Lucy pulled out a handkerchief from her chest. 

The red silk, matching her own hair, was used to carefully wipe the blood splattered on Lin’s face.

“Thank you, Lucy.”

Ah, right.

As long as Lin was here, nothing else mattered.

Even on the battlefield, with their backs against each other, she had witnessed comrades who betrayed them. 

But Lin, Lin would never abandon her. 

He had already proven that when he saved her life.

“Guards…!”

Linachien started to call for more guards but froze as her eyes met Lucy’s.

The killing intent.

For someone who had only ever witnessed Ravin’s half-hearted skirmishes in the Sludgewater alleys, this was her first taste of a true warrior’s killing intent.

It was not something a person, steeped in arrogance and false bravado, could withstand.

And the killing intent of a hero was something no one could ever endure.

Even the air seemed to be crushed under the pressure. 

The entire hero’s party stood paralyzed, unable to move from their seats.

“I’ve held back twice.”

Lucy warned.

“There won’t be a third time.”

With her red hair flowing behind her, the hero left the banquet hall, with the porter trailing closely behind.

It was only after some time had passed that Linachien collapsed into her seat.

“Your Highness, are you all right?”

As Reinhold moved to assist her, he heard a faint squishing sound beneath his shoe.

“Ugh…! It’s wine! I spilled some wine!”

Linachien quickly tried to cover it up, but Reinhold had already caught the brief grimace that flashed across his face.

As shame overwhelmed her, she hung her head low, and Reinhold stepped back, keeping his distance, before calling the maids to escort the crown princess away.

As she was led out by the maids, Linachien kept muttering under her breath.

“I won’t stand for this disgrace. Never…!”

The banquet was brought to an abrupt end.

Amidst the commotion of the guards cleaning up the corpses, Arsil quietly approached the seat where Lucy had been sitting.

Just a single bite.

In her rush to save Lin, Lucy hadn’t finished her sandwich, and there was one bite left.

Without hesitation, Arsil picked it up and ate it.

“Ah…”

That taste.

Ever since she’d gone to the theocratic nation, she’d longed for that flavor. 

The sandwich, made with an unknown fruit jam and mashed potatoes.

The aching longing gnawed at her heart.

“Did the porter make this?”

Suddenly, Arsil recalled that the porter’s hair was black.

“It can’t be…”

It must not be.

Because if it were him, her world would collapse.

If it were him,


Arsil herself would have to taint him with the Demon King’s curse…

“No…!”

Fear bred hesitation.

And hesitation only fed the growing tragedy that could still be averted.

There would be a brief wait, but it would come soon.



 
  
    Chapter 60: Lin, Angry


Linachien returned to her room, her breathing heavy after finishing her bath, assisted by the servants. 

As the door closed behind her, she was about to scream out in frustration, but then she noticed Reinhold waiting for her. 

She froze in shock.

“Morgan?” she called out.

Reinhold stepped closer, brushing his nose against her still-damp hair and whispered softly, 

“Your Highness looks as pure as ever, having just stepped out of the bath.”

“…!”

“Does saying such things make me impudent?”

Her face flushed a deep red as she quickly shook her head in denial. 

The impudent woman who usually had no regard for others was suddenly flustered before him. 

Reinhold couldn’t help but be amused by the contrast.

“But surely, there must be a reason you waited for me at such a late hour?”

“Of course, Your Highness.” 

Reinhold straightened his posture, and Linachien, too, stood with her back stiff. 

They were no longer lovers now, but master and knight.

“The leash on the Saint and the Archer has slackened. We’ve failed to achieve our objective, and we’ve reached the limits of delaying the contract fulfillment.”

“That was compensation for the contract. It was their failure to secure the Hero, which ruined everything. We have no reason to pay them unless they fulfill their end of the deal. Regardless of their grievances, the contract must be executed as written. We give only when we receive.”

“Not everything is ruled by logic alone. Trust and suspicion are emotional realms. And emotions can suppress logic depending on the actions taken.”

“For example?” she asked.

Reinhold smiled leisurely. 

It was time to teach the crown princess a lesson, and he intended to show her firsthand.

As dawn approached, Arsil arrived at the city walls in response to Linachien’s summons. 

The sun had barely risen, casting a bluish hue over the walls. 

From atop the wall, Arsil spotted Linachien and Reinhold waiting for her.

“Again, you’re without a guard,” Arsil noted.

“With Morgan, I don’t need another guard.”

“Even sheer numbers can be a great force.”

“Morgan himself is a force to be reckoned with.”

You’ve forgotten, Arsil thought. 

Her words were something Lee had often said to her, back when she’d been cornered alone. 

Lee had repeated it to her until it was burned into her memory. 

Linachien had certainly heard it, but she seemed utterly unaffected.

“The Saint has a point,” Reinhold interrupted, “I’m surprised, honestly. You’re always at the vanguard, yet you say something so practical.”

“Are you mocking me?” 

Arsil shot back.

“No, it’s pure admiration.”

“Spare me the formalities. Why did you call me here?”

Reinhold pointed down to the ground below the walls, where a long line of wagons, nearly ten in total, stood waiting. 

Arsil noticed laborers loading supplies of food and daily necessities. 

The work was nearly complete.

“I thought perhaps I hadn’t been paying enough attention to you as my partner,” Reinhold said.

“And what does that mean?” Arsil raised a brow.

“All those wagons are heading to your hometown, the Sludgewater Alley.”

Arsil scoffed. “Ha, you’re only now sending those supplies? You talk big, but I bet you’ll have them hauled back into storage soon enough.”

Despite her sharp retort, her eyes lingered on the wagons. 

The supplies would be enough to last her old neighborhood for at least half a year, maybe more. 

She couldn’t help but think of her friends from back home—spirited but all so thin and gaunt.

Her fingers fidgeted with the hairpin in her pocket as old memories flooded her mind.

Linachien clapped her hands, a sharp sound that echoed in the quiet dawn. 

The laborers, who had been looking up at the walls, swiftly finished loading the supplies. 

Ten drivers climbed onto their wagons.

“Move out!” Reinhold commanded.

The sturdy horses at the front of the convoy began their steady march as the city gates opened. 

Arsil stood there, watching the wagons slowly disappear beyond the city limits.

“Action solidifies trust,” Linachien said, her voice brimming with confidence.

Though Arsil didn’t particularly like her smug demeanor, she couldn’t suppress the stirring of warmth in her chest.

“And why now?” Arsil asked, trying to mask her emotion.

“When the Grand Council is over, we’ll resume our journey as the Hero’s party. Your role will be crucial.”

Of course, Arsil thought. 

Another addition to the contract. 

But she couldn’t stop thinking about the wagons now en route to her hometown.

When Arsil remained silent, Reinhold turned toward the city’s outskirts, deliberately showing her his back.

“When this journey ends, and we finally subdue the Hero, it will be the task of all of us. But at this point, there’s someone else who’s gaining prominence.”

The porter.

Even without him saying it, Arsil already knew who he meant.

“He saved the Hero, and then, as if that wasn’t enough, he’s connected to the resurrection of the Demon King,” Reinhold said. “Whether it’s true or not, we need to keep him close.”

“He’s inseparable from Lucy,” Arsil remarked.

“No, simply keeping him nearby won’t be enough.”

Reinhold turned to face Arsil at just the right moment.

“Arsil, I need you to find out who that porter really is.”

“The Hero’s party was appointed by the Imperial Palace. His identity is recorded in the appointment papers, which are securely stored in the Imperial archives.”

This time, Linachien stepped in. “Only His Majesty the Emperor and his designated representatives have access to the archives. As you know, Father’s condition has been deteriorating. He barely stays conscious for a few hours at a time, and those hours are consumed by the backlog of state affairs.”

Above all, whenever the archives were mentioned, the Emperor would grow confused and babble nonsensically. 

Whether intentional or not, no one could question him with the council present.

“If you agree, I’ll make sure regular supplies are sent to your hometown,” Linachien offered.

“Hmph, the Church sends supplies every month as it is,” Arsil replied coolly.

Reinhold extended his hand toward her. 

“Arsil, it’s common knowledge that the Church has been suffering from famine for years. The supplies you’ve been receiving from the devout patrons aren’t even enough to sustain the clergy.”

Arsil clicked her tongue in frustration but still took his hand, knowing he was right. 


The supplies had been cut off for over a year, and her hometown had been barely scraping by on the last remnants.

She gripped his hand firmly. 

“Don’t forget, the Church’s deal isn’t just about support; we agreed to build an academy and send teachers as part of our contract.”

“I’m always mindful of that,” Reinhold assured her.

The sun was rising behind him, casting a blinding light. Arsil squinted, unable to see his face clearly.

“That is, when we achieve our goal.”

In the blinding light, his face was hidden in shadow, but she could sense the smug, superior smile that surely rested on his lips. 

And so, the morning of the Grand Council arrived.

The crown princess and her shield knight hosted a breakfast with Naidrian and the elders of the Elves. 

This time, they had prepared meticulously, serving a table full of fresh salads and vegetarian dishes. 

The Elves, pleased with the rare fresh fruits and vegetables, enjoyed their meal with contentment.

“How is the food to your liking?” Linachien asked.

“It’s excellent,” one of the Elven elders replied.

Good food can soften people, regardless of race. 

It’s a universal truth.

Linachien lightly tapped her wine glass, drawing everyone’s attention.

“It’s been a string of unfortunate events since the Demon King’s subjugation,” she began. “We failed to secure the Hero, and despite the Demon King’s death, demons continued to appear, leading to the formation of the Demon Party.”

The elders and Naidrian tensed at her words, sensing she might be about to criticize their lack of assistance. 

But then, Reinhold stepped forward, pulling out a certificate and reading aloud, drawing excitement from the Elves.

“All this time, we’ve kept this hidden for preparation’s sake, but I must express gratitude to the Elves who have actively assisted Linachien Karlun,” Reinhold declared.

He began to read the decree with strength in his voice, “The Karlen Empire, in recognition of the Elves as allies, acknowledges the race’s peril and, in accordance with the mutual defense treaty, enacts the following measures.”

Finally!

Naidrian’s eyes gleamed as he watched Reinhold’s lips move, eager to hear the rest.

“One. The Empire will cede the vast forest that begins at the southernmost part of the capital’s outskirts to the Elves for the preservation and flourishing of their race.”

There were small gasps of joy around the room. 

Naidrian looked around with a wide smile, but no one acknowledged his efforts with so much as a glance or a nod. 

Awkwardly, she turned his gaze forward again.

“Two. The Empire acknowledges the Elves’ autonomy over the forest and recognizes their ownership of everything that grows there.”

The elder Elves nodded in agreement with one another. 

Although they were pleased, Naidrian still received no praise for his contributions.

“However, all of this will be granted only if the contract between the Empire and the Elves is successfully fulfilled.”

All eyes turned to Naidrian. 

This wasn’t the recognition he had hoped for. 

He lowered his head slightly, feeling the weight of their gaze.

As Linachien gestured to the servants, everyone’s glasses were refilled with wine.

“Soon, the Hero’s Party will embark on a new journey,” she continued, raising her glass. “It is also a new challenge in pursuit of our shared goal.”

“Hasn’t Naidrian been actively assisting in that pursuit?” an elder questioned.

“Yes,” Linachien answered firmly. “But despite our efforts, we’ve failed. The heavens seem indifferent to our struggle.”

The elders fell silent, unable to respond to her blunt words.

“That’s why we’ve decided to proceed methodically,” she explained. “We’ve begun preparing alternatives, not just through force, but through other means as well.”

“And what might these other means be?” another elder asked.

“The people still support the Hero. We must expose her true nature, show that she is not as just as they believe her to be.”

Linachien’s voice grew dry from the length of her speech, and she took a deep breath instead of sipping her wine.

“They already know her arrogance, but the people are indifferent. We need to start with those closest to her, proving that the Hero herself is not righteous.”

“Are you referring to the porter when you say a close confidant?”

Surprisingly, Naidrian was the first to chime in, and at just the right moment.

“Yes, that’s right. That man wouldn’t follow the hero around and save her without any personal gain. We need to figure out his ulterior motives and hold the hero accountable for associating with such a person. The hero will undoubtedly react violently, and the people will turn their backs on them.”

“In other words, we just need to find flaws in either the hero or the porter, right?”

“Exactly, Naidrian.”

“I’m confident. Leave it to me!”

Everyone was astonished. 

No one had ever seen Naidrian so assertive and self-assured. He must know something already. 

Reinhold was convinced that Naidrian’s confidence wasn’t baseless. 

Linacien, too, responded with a relaxed air.

“After holding this for so long, my arms are getting tired. And my throat is parched.”

At that, the elves began to raise their glasses one by one. 

Although it was slightly irritating how Naidrian raised his glass higher than the others, it didn’t really matter.

‘No problem. I saw it clearly the other day when the porter disposed of the hero party’s loot on his own accord.’

It was a clear embezzlement. 

All that was left was to gather evidence during the upcoming journey.

But Naidrian had no idea. 

The porter wasn’t paid from the hero party’s funds.

“To the prosperity of the Empire and the elves.”

“To prosperity!”

It was a resounding success. 

All of this was achieved between dawn and morning, and on the day of the Great Assembly, no less.

“When did you devise and prepare all of this?” Linacien, back in the room, marveled with genuine admiration.

“If you thought that I, Morgan Reinhold, spent the last day and a half merely repairing a broken shield, you severely underestimate me.”

“I only noticed that carriages carrying noble ladies kept coming and going.”

Reinhold sighed deeply.

“I requested assistance from other noble houses, but for some reason, they kept sending young noblewomen, which made it very difficult to concentrate on my work.”

As expected! 

Linacien, filled with joy, threw herself into his arms. 

It made sense now—there was no way Reinhold would have been distracted by anyone else.

Ravin, you fool. 

You only see the surface. 

To truly understand people, you must look deeper.

With a wry smile, Linacien steeled herself to execute the final part of her plan. 

If she succeeded, just as Reinhold had with his earlier victory, she would surely be acknowledged by everyone as the true crown princess, someone to be admired. 

Reinhold would then see her as a more mature, suitable empress.

Nestled in the arms of her shield knight, Linacien couldn’t help but smile endlessly.

“This is what happened.”

And so, all of these events were relayed to Lin and Lucy through Ravin.

Lucy instinctively gauged Lin and Ravin’s reactions. 

After the story ended, both of them had a strange air about them.

“Ten carriages? Really?” Lin’s voice was dripping with sarcasm.

“They all circled back around to the rear entrance!” Ravin chuckled.

Lucy could sense the anger building.

“The vast forest at the southern outskirts of the capital,” Lin muttered.

“No wonder the forest seemed endless! Once you get out of the trees, it’s all cities,” Ravin added, fuming.

Both of them were clearly upset.

“I knew it! No one had a clue! Sure, it’s one thing to not know the name of the Sludgewater Alley, but no one believed me when I said there was a slum in the forest.”

“It was a truly forgotten place.”

Ravin’s frustration, Lin’s rising anger—something was brewing in Lin’s chest.

Crack!

The many chains binding something inside him strained. 

One of them corroded, crumbled, and fell to the floor.

Crash!

The chain shattered into countless pieces as it hit the ground. 

Simultaneously, an uncontrollable rage surged within Lin.

“Linacien…!”

He spat her name like a curse. 

Ravin, uneasy, approached him cautiously.

“She handed over our alley to the elves…!”

Blood trickled from his bitten lips, startling Lucy, who quickly pressed a handkerchief to them.

“Calm down, Lin! This isn’t like you!”

Even Ravin tried to soothe him, but Lin’s anger refused to subside. 

While his reaction was understandable given the circumstances, it was a side of him they’d never seen before.

However, for the demonic warriors observing Lin from afar through the magic of the demon king, this was great news.

“Finally!” Solitude quivered with excitement.

“I hope Lin isn’t suffering too much…” Sloth murmured with concern.

“Yes, it’s only the beginning.” Deceit, forced into this charade, couldn’t hide his own anticipation.

“You’ve done well, Ravin,” he whispered. 

Recruiting her had indeed been the right move. 

Though they couldn’t turn her into a demon, she was still a useful tool.

“Now, go, Denarua. It’s your turn.”

“Huh?! Another dual-swordsman? And back-to-back, no less!”

“I’m sad about it, too, but Lin made the choice.”

“Well, if that’s the case, I guess there’s nothing we can do…”

The illusionist, Adora, smiled deeply as she felt his emotions.


“Yes, that’s the way. Don’t suffer alone anymore. Show everything you’ve held back all this time.”

Yet, even as his emotions surged, countless chains bound Lin’s raging heart, keeping him restrained.

“Show them your wounds and your anger.”

The day Lin could fully unleash his rage would be the day he would join them.

And soon, the time for the Great Assembly would begin.



 
  
    Chapter 61: Porter, Secured


The mage had been watching the entire process.

Sometimes, using magic to conceal their presence. 

Other times, employing a spell to observe from a distance. 

And in moments like this, when the relationship between the crown princess and the knight seemed particularly favorable, using a duplicate to observe right beside them.

Something was strange.

They were clearly lovers, whispering sweet nothings to each other. 

Yet, to Tigria, they seemed more like villains plotting a sinister scheme.

Why did Arsil and Naidrian appear so pitiful for falling prey to these two?

After all, the world was survival of the fittest. 

Deceiving and using others, whether strong or weak, was the natural order. 

Yet, despite knowing this, Tigria was starting to feel… wrong.

He found himself wrestling with the idea that something about him had changed. 

His perspective on things seemed to have become more emotional than before.

“Stop! Identify yourself.”

“The mage of the hero’s party, Tigria.”

“Confirmed!”

Tigria, who had been sticking close to Linachien and Reinhold, purposely lingered, entering the conference room a moment after the two had gone in.

Normally, guards would be sent to escort the participants of such conferences—only the participants.

“The baggage handler of the hero’s party is not permitted to attend this conference.”

“…What?”

The captain of the royal guards tensed under the cold voice of the hero. 

Three soldiers had already met their deaths for treating the Porter with disrespect. 

He strained to maintain a respectful tone.

“Only nobles, rulers, and scholars with expertise in the subject of the conference may attend.”

Neither Ravin nor Lucy was pleased with this.

Lucy, who simply didn’t want to be separated, protested loudly, while Ravin, with her sharp instincts, narrowed her eyes at the captain as though she were deciding his fate. 

It was a tense moment.

“The agenda of this conference concerns the hero’s party as well. How could the party members not be allowed to participate?”

“Likewise, not all nobles are attending. Only the grand lords of each faction are permitted. It is expected that the leaders will unify their internal positions before attending the conference.”

“So, basically, this is just an excuse for the high-ranking officials to make all the decisions themselves?”

“Archer Naidrian is also not permitted to attend. We apply these rules fairly across the board, so I ask for your understanding.”

Realizing that even other members of the hero’s party were barred from attending, Lucy and Ravin had no ground to continue their protest.

If they were to push the matter further, they would need to challenge the very regulations that restricted the identities of the participants. 

But even Lucy knew that causing a scene right before the conference would leave a bad impression.

“Take care.”

In the end, leaving behind the porter, who waved them off, Lucy and Ravin followed the royal guards to the conference room. 

Yet, Lucy couldn’t shake her unease, glancing back frequently at the door where he remained.

As Lucy fiddled with the red string tied around her pinky, Ravin whispered to her, “Never let your guard down. We’re surrounded by enemies.”

“…Got it.”

It sounded less like encouragement and more like a grim warning of what was to come.

The conference, despite the grand title, was nothing more than a meeting of higher-ranked individuals.

“The hero’s party must first come to our territory. This area is the empire’s most critical stronghold after the capital! We must ensure it’s safe from the demon threat!”

“Is the empire the only priority? The Elven Forest is an ally that even sent Archer Naidrian to fight!”

The discussion regarding the hero’s party’s redeployment was surprisingly quick and unanimous. 

However, the dispute arose over the party’s destination. 

Everyone was clamoring for the hero’s party to visit their territory first, seeking protection for their lands.

Had the Demon King still been alive, the hero’s party would have undoubtedly headed straight to his castle. 

But the Demon King was dead.

Had the demon army moved, they would have joined the front lines in a standoff. 

But the demon army had retreated, and there were no significant movements.

What remained were scattered demon forces, conducting guerrilla warfare throughout the empire.

Eager to be free of the demon threat, nobles and rulers alike argued for hours on end.

“Quiet! The hero’s party will be traveling across the entire land anyway.”

Linachien, as the crown princess, was supposed to preside over the meeting. 

But her attempts to restore order were met with deaf ears, blinded by their own desires.

Reinhold, who had no particular preference for their route, watched quietly. 

Although Linachien repeatedly sent pleading glances his way, he remained passive. 

He had already helped solve several issues earlier that morning. 

In his mind, she would not grow unless she faced responsibility herself.

Boom!

“It seems this will never be resolved. In that case, given the urgency of the situation, our hero’s party will first head to the Holy Kingdom for restoration.”

It was Arsil who put an end to the chaos. 

Slamming her fist on the table, she sparked with divine energy as she cast her gaze around the room. 

As the only person other than the Pope who could wield divine power, her words commanded immediate attention.

“Sacred Lady Arsil, isn’t heading to the Holy Kingdom rather self-serving?”

“Your Highness, Crown Princess.”

Without even sparing a glance, Arsil suppressed her divine energy.

“Since defeating the Demon King, we, the hero’s party, have been dragged around for post-war ceremonies and honors. Not once have we been given a proper health examination. 

Even now, my whole body aches, and I can’t be sure if I’m fit enough to face the demons.”

Her attitude was arrogant, but her point was valid.

Instead of criticizing her bold actions, Linachien chose to let it pass. 

She had learned from Reinhold that, at times, it was more useful to let things flow like water and then strike when the time was right.

“Very well. The hero’s party will focus on restoration in the Holy Kingdom, while we reconvene to decide our priorities.”

Those from the Holy Kingdom secretly smiled, while the other nobles looked displeased. 

Still, they had no solid grounds for objection and had no choice but to retreat.

Just as people began to file out of the room, Linachien hurriedly stopped them.

“Wait. There is still an important matter to address.”

Everyone turned toward her, puzzled.

Even Reinhold looked confused, having heard nothing about this. Linachien took a deep breath and steeled her resolve.


“I, Linachien Karlun, hereby announce my engagement to Sir Reinhold Morgon, the Knight of the Shield.”

“…?!”

Everyone in the room was left speechless.

In a meeting meant to address the world’s crisis, she had used the platform for a personal announcement? 

Although the engagement of the imperial heir was no small matter, it had nothing to do with the current conference.

“Congratulations!”

The first to respond were the elders of the Elven Forest. 

It all made sense now—earlier that morning, they had been called upon to discuss land and resources. 

Clearly, there had been an ulterior motive.

As they clapped, the other nobles quickly followed suit, unwilling to be outdone.

Receiving their applause, Linachien smiled a deeply satisfied smile.

And just then,

H-OH!

Lucy heard the sound of weapons clashing, her red string vibrating at the same time.

“Your Highness, you gave us no prior warning about this.”

“It was inevitable. Did you expect me to just stand by while other ladies flirted with you? Just as you helped me this morning, this was done to help you.”

“These too? You mean there’s more?”

As Reinhold subtly embraced her, the cheers grew louder. 

In that moment, he leaned closer, speaking quietly while Linachien revealed more shocking news.

“To tame that arrogant hero, we need the Porter.”

“Your Highness…!”

“How foolish of them to leave the Porter alone.”

“Surely not?”

“I’ve sent the royal guards. They should have secured him by now.”

Every word of their conversation was heard by the hero, who had pushed her senses to their limits. 

She shot up from her seat. 

The sudden movement startled everyone into silence.

“He’s in danger.”

Even through her dress, Reinhold could see the hero’s powerful thighs swell as she prepared to spring into action.

“Everyone, get back!”

Boom!

Although Reinhold quickly raised his shield and positioned himself in front of her, the hero’s explosive leap sent him flying.

Fortunately, his body absorbed the brunt of the impact, so those nearby only tumbled to the ground.

“What is going on?”

While everyone else struggled to grasp the situation, Ravin shouted.

“An attack! There’s an intruder in the palace! The hero sensed it first and ran ahead! Follow her!”

Linachien, caught off guard by the turn of events, hesitated. 

Meanwhile, the attendees, riled up by Ravin’s words, grew increasingly agitated.

Reinhold, recovering from the fall, discarded his now shattered shield and sprinted after the hero. 

Even without a shield, his superhuman speed allowed him to quickly outdistance those chasing him.

“Reinhold,the porter is fighting off the royal guards.” The mage informed.

How does she know that?

Though curious, he didn’t have time to ask. 

Turning to the mage who was still keeping up with him, Reinhold issued an order.

“The Porter must not be harmed! If anything happens to him, the hero will go berserk!”

“Understood.”

“But.”

Given the situation, perhaps it would be wise to use it to their advantage.

“If the hero shows an opening, teleport the Porter somewhere safe. We’ll figure out the rest later.”

“Understood.”

Following Lucy’s trail of magical energy, the two quickly reached the scene.

“Who ordered this?”

The situation had already been resolved.

The porter sat on the ground, weary but unharmed.

However, the guards who had been sent to retrieve him were all in pieces, their bodies sliced cleanly in two.

“…The crown princess…”

Lucy was holding the neck of the royal guard captain who had come to take them away. 

Trembling in fear, he begged for mercy as he answered her.

“I… I only followed orders. Please spare me…”

Crack!

Without a word, Lucy twisted his neck.

“I’ve already given two warnings.”

She drew her makeshift holy sword from her waist.

“I told you there wouldn’t be a third.”

A furious, crimson-gold energy erupted from her sword, tainted slightly by a dark aura that seeped into the magic.

[Hmm~ Should I add some toppings to this?]

The playful voice of the abyss echoed in her mind as the power began to warp.

“Luciena, can we talk…!”

Reinhold raised his arms defensively, already bracing himself for the inevitable. 

He knew the moment that sword was fully charged with energy, she would cut him down without hesitation.

He couldn’t allow that. 

He had to protect the balance of this world.

“Finally, I get to kill you!”

So, this is how it ends.

The hero had warned him. 

If anything suspicious happened to the porter, Reinhold should be the first to be torn apart.

Lucy was simply carrying out this promise.

Boom!

“It’s a misunderstanding!”

“Die-!!!!!”

[Estel School Secret Technique: Sky Slash]

The makeshift holy sword, shrouded in dark red energy, sliced through the air like lightning.

There was no shield to block the strike—only his own body. 

Reinhold screamed as he was cut deeply, his muscles unnaturally tough, preventing him from being cleaved in two.

Lucy flicked the blood from her blade, readying herself for another strike. 

This man was dangerous. 

She had to kill him here and now…

Just as Lucy flashed a vicious smile, thrilled at the thought of finally ridding herself of her past, she heard a voice behind her.

“Porter secured.”

Tigria had teleported behind her, cradling the exhausted porter in his arms.

“…!”

It wasn’t over.

If she reacted quickly enough, she could still neutralize the mage before she cast his next spell.

But then she saw it—the porter’s mouth forming silent words.

‘It’s okay.’

For a split second, Lucy hesitated.

And Tigria didn’t miss that moment.

“Set, teleport, stabilize.”

Hurriedly, she completed the incantation, not even bothering to check the spell. 

She didn’t know where they would end up, but he knew one thing: he had to get the porter out of here.

“Stop!”

“Teleport!”

Lucy’s sword sliced through empty air as the porter and Tigria vanished.

In the silence that followed, the shadows of Lucy’s past crept back into her mind—nightmares she had been able to escape only while by his side.

‘You were too arrogant.’

The voices of those who had torn her limbs from her body echoed in her ears once more.

‘Because he’s gone, he was precious?’

The taunts from her darkest dreams reverberated through her mind.

‘Be careful before he’s truly gone.’

“Aaahhh…”


She couldn’t breathe.

‘He’s the only one on your side.’

“Liiiiiiin-!!!!!!!!!”

Lucy’s anguished scream shook the entire palace.

By the time Ravin arrived with the others, all they found was the Shield knight’s battered body lying in a pool of blood and Lucy screaming uncontrollably.



 
  
    Chapter 62: Aylan Dekarlune loves her family.


The great lords of the empire each owned a villa in the capital, Caulan.

Among these, the most magnificent was said to be the mansion of Duke Dekarlune.

While it was, of course, smaller than the imperial palace, no one could keep their mouth shut when they saw the luxurious interior filled with lavish items.

Well, no one except Ravin, who preferred to keep quiet and swallow her saliva whenever she saw those extravagant things.

“Thank you for waiting. This way, please.”

The butler politely led Ravin inside.

Following the butler through the wide and complicated corridors, Ravin was eventually guided to a small garden.

“Sluuurp, mhmm.”

There was a rather obscene noise coming from the garden.

A woman lounging on a sunbed had half-raised her body and was kissing a middle-aged man.

“Shall we continue?”

“Your Grace, I heard you have a visitor?”

“Ugh, I was really looking forward to this daytime moment… You know we always conceive children when we do it during the day, right?”

The butler, mindful of his master’s dignity, cleared his throat loudly.

The woman, sensing someone’s presence, reluctantly parted from the man, tapping him on the thigh.

“It seems we have a guest.”

“I’ll take my leave.”

“Darling! Aren’t you lacking in enthusiasm these days? Back when we were newlyweds, you wouldn’t let me walk for days!”

Ravin, who had no immunity to such scenes, turned bright red.

The butler also coughed awkwardly, trying to ease the tension.

“Fine, I’ll let you go now. But be prepared tonight, my lord.”

The Duke’s husband, Garin, nodded respectfully to the butler and Ravin as he exited the garden.

Duke Dekarlune’s eyes trailed after his sturdy and firm backside with a honeyed gaze.

“You’re still as passionate as ever, Your Grace.”

“You should find yourself a partner soon. Marriage is truly a wonderful thing.”

Anyone who knew her from eight years ago would have been shocked to hear such words coming from her mouth, especially since she was once an ardent advocate of staying single.

As Ravin sat down in the chair offered by the Duke, she quietly observed her.

She had long platinum blonde hair, a trait reserved for those with royal blood.

Though not as voluptuous as some, her figure was full yet without an ounce of excess.

She wore a violet dress, a color only those who could bear the imperial bloodline could wear—a testament to her ambitions.

What sent chills down Ravin’s spine was that this very duke, with her lofty ambitions, was known as a staunch supporter of the royal family, particularly of Princess Linachien Karlun.

Her name was Aylan Dekarlune.

She was from a branch family of the Karloon royal lineage and had been a general overseeing the demon frontlines for over ten years, while also holding the title of duke.

“Weren’t you against marriage?”

“Well, I happened to meet a man who made my heart race.”

A powerful general, known for leading battles against the demons, and someone who had never made a critical mistake whether in victory or defeat, she had fallen for a mere soldier who had quietly served by her side.

The story of how she pushed forward with her proposal, despite everyone’s opposition and even after the soldier himself had rejected her due to the overwhelming burden, became as legendary as the heroic ballads sung in the city of romance.

She had even threatened to abandon her position as a general and the frontlines if they didn’t marry, a stunt so shocking that the emperor at the time had pressured Garin into a wedding.

The royal family, recognizing the might of the Dekarlune family, had decided it was better to allow her to marry the lowly soldier rather than risk a union with the royal bloodline.

As a result, she gave birth to two sons and a daughter and became a woman who actively encouraged others to marry.

She was also known as the devoted aunt who fervently supported Linachien, the emperor’s successor, out of loyalty to the emperor who allowed her marriage.

“So, Ravin the Thief, what news do you bring to make my heart race?”

In reality, she was a cunning strategist who was constantly eyeing the imperial throne.

Ironically, her ambition had been sparked by witnessing the behavior of Linachien after she was named the crown princess.

It wasn’t surprising then that Ravin, who held a grudge against Linachien, was secretly working with the Duke.

After all, thieves are always busy in many ways.

“Let me start from the imperial palace attack.”

On the day Tigrea took Lin, Ravin immediately fabricated evidence to frame the captain of the imperial guards as someone who had been bought off by the demons.

Placing an illusionist’s orb, which had been given to her for moments like this, on the bodies, she watched as the guards turned pitch black before disintegrating into smoke.

What people saw and embellished upon was that the captain and the demons were after the carrier who was the key to the demon lord’s resurrection.

The hero, the shield knight, and the mage fought against them, but the shield knight fell, the mage escaped with the key figure, and the hero was left howling after letting the demon slip away.

That was the story the public knew.

“I heard Reinhold is leaving for the Zramun Archipelago to recover?”

“Oh, and the crown princess is going with him.”

“What?!”

Aylan shot up in shock.

“Then who’s overseeing the state affairs?”

“Perhaps… you, Your Grace?”

Reinhold’s wounds, for some reason, could not be healed by the holy powers of the saintess.

A strange black energy lingering in the wound was preventing recovery.

Though not demonic, it was something dark.

Despite this, Reinhold, with his abnormal healing abilities, quickly regained consciousness even though his body remained immobile.

With the saintess’ healing proving useless, Reinhold decided to seek remedies among the ancient mysteries said to be hidden in the Zramun Archipelago.

‘It seems I’ll get to see that fragile lady.’

The expectation in his eyes did not escape the crown princess, whose female intuition kicked in immediately, prompting her to insist on accompanying him.

“If His Highness is not handling the state affairs, then who is?”

“Isn’t Duke Dekarlune still here? I won’t let myself become a widow without even having had a wedding!”

When Ravin relayed the crown princess’ words, Aylan was incredulous.

“But she didn’t even have a wedding! She’s not a widow if he dies; they’re just strangers, right?”

“She must really like him.”

“That woman is crazy.”

“You say that, but didn’t you also pull a suicide stunt to get married?”

“If I hadn’t, I’d be dead by now.”

“Anyway, it seems she has chosen you as her ally in love and romance, Your Grace.”

“Well, in a broad sense, we’re comrades in love, but…”

For some reason, being compared to the crown princess left a bitter taste in her mouth.

“Ahh, just when the frontlines were stabilizing, and I was starting to spend some time with my husband and kids.”

Aylan, now annoyed, waved her hand for Ravin to take her leave.

Bowing low, Ravin made her way out of the garden, but not before Aylan called out to her.


“Hey, thief. If everything you’ve told me is true, and the world’s in this state, why do you think the goddess remains silent?”

“Who knows. Even during the second hero’s era, she only descended after the traitors had spread their descendants far and wide. I guess it just takes some time.”

Feeling she couldn’t just leave after such a question, Ravin tossed one back at her.

“But why do you want to become emperor?”

Aylan lay back down on her sunbed, answering lazily.

“If things continue as they are, the goddess will lose her temper and wipe everything out. And then my husband and children will die for someone else’s sins.”

Driven by nothing but love for her family.

A simple yet powerful motivation.

Perhaps Ravin had once hoped that Arsil would be like Aylan.

Leaving behind a bitter taste, Ravin departed from the Dekarlune villa.

After the imperial palace attack, Lucy hadn’t left her room.

She sat listlessly, wrapped in a blanket that still carried Lin’s scent, trying to escape the nightmares and hallucinations that plagued her.

The hero ate nothing, focusing all her energy on clinging to memories of Lin.

“You look like a mess.”

Having just returned from the Dekarlune villa, Ravin sighed as she looked at Lucy, who was quietly shedding tears.

Although she wanted to slap some sense into her, she looked too much like a broken doll for her to be so harsh.

“Hey, it’s all going according to Lin’s plan. What’s there to worry about?”

“If I had been a better hero, things wouldn’t have gotten this bad.”

“Oh, really? Did you want to capture the shield knight and the mage? The mage left according to Lin’s plan, you know.”

“If I hadn’t treated Lin so thoughtlessly, if I hadn’t let my eyes wander to other men, Lin wouldn’t have had to sacrifice himself.”

“Oh, come on!”

Finally, Ravin snapped, her voice rising.

“Is it because Lin is a porter? Can you stop being  a burden already?”

“A burden…?”

“Yeah! You never think for yourself, always following Lin’s lead without question, and even then, you can’t get anything right! That makes you a burden!”

“Think for myself? Act on my own? That’s easy for you to say! I’m a sinner! Sinners can’t step out of line!”

“And yet, you’re so good at clinging on, aren’t you? That’s what’s really weighing Lin down!”

Hearing that she was burdening Lin, Lucy swallowed her tears.

“I just don’t get it. How am I supposed to act normal around him? It feels like a lie.”

“Ugh, you’re impossible! What have you done so far?”

Ravin grabbed her by the collar, shaking her.

It was infuriating how she even allowed herself to be pulled around so easily.

“You’ve been doing nothing but apologizing and looking pathetic. Did you ever try to understand what was going on around you? Did you try to do anything for Lin beyond following orders? Did you ever set up his bed for him, serve him food, or even feed him? You haven’t done anything for him besides cling like a leech.”

“…What if Lin hates it? What if he hates someone like me trying to do that?”

“Have you even tried?”

She hadn’t.

“You know this isn’t working, and yet you do nothing. That’s just being deceitful. Be honest with me. Deep down, you think that if you stick around and act pathetic, Lin will take pity on you and treat you well, right?”

“That’s not true!”

“Oh, really? Because I’ve seen this plenty of times before. Passive people like you, always making excuses that they’re not worthy or not ready.”

Lucy remained silent.

She couldn’t lie to herself anymore.

She had thought that waiting, keeping her head down until she was forgiven, was the best option.

But if just being there would solve everything, why had Lin made the effort to come back and save her?

Wasn’t it through that salvation that Lucy had learned to love Lin once more?

“…I’m scared. I’m afraid I’ll hurt Lin again.”

“Listen, you fool. Who gets hurt by someone setting up their bed and taking care of them? I’m not asking you to do something grand!”

Ravin suddenly pulled Lucy into a hug.

Startled, Lucy’s eyes widened at the unexpected gesture.

“Just try… Don’t get trapped in your own head. It won’t be easy, and there’s no guarantee you’ll succeed. But you won’t know if Lin likes it or not unless you try.”

Her hands, which had been awkwardly hovering, finally wrapped around Ravin’s back, trembling with uncertainty.

“Is it okay for me to do that?”

“I don’t know. Lin will decide that.”

“Do you think Lin will like it?”

“Did you see? When I scolded you, Lin threw me out right away. Not everything is going to go your way. It’s about learning to understand each other.”

“I’ll try. I’ll try to understand Lin’s heart.”

Ravin sighed, pulling away.

Though Lucy was still crying, she seemed calmer now.

“I don’t know why I’m even doing this.”

I just don’t want you to walk down the same irredeemable path as Arsil.

Ravin wasn’t exactly honest either.

“…Thank you.”

“Shut up. Don’t cause any trouble until Lin comes back.”

“Really, thank you.”

“Save that for Lin. Nothing in this world is guaranteed.”

It was a sobering statement.

Ravin quietly left through the window.

She had a feeling she wouldn’t see her for a while.

As soon as Ravin was gone, the nightmares and hallucinations returned.

But Lucy was different this time.

She was waiting for Lin.

She was determined to wait for Lin without causing any more trouble.

“What should I do for Lin when she returns?”

She intentionally spoke aloud, wondering what she could do.

Negative voices whispered in her ear, but Lucy fought to ignore them, sinking deeper into thought.

Yes.

“I’ll start by saying thank you. Whenever Lin does something, no matter how small, I’ll thank him. Sincerely.”

Because nothing in this world is guaranteed.

Lucy was slowly stabilizing.

But there was one who didn’t like the changes in the hero.

[Mm.]

It was the temporary holy sword, Abyss.

[Well, sure, just going crazy and throwing a fit is amateur-level yandere behavior. It’s better when they’re twisted inside while pretending to be fine, but this one seems to be turning into a normal person. I can’t have that, can I?]

Time to stir things up a bit.

[At the right moment, I’ll reveal some fragments of the truth of this world.]

Show her what the goddess has really done.


Then she’ll realize who Lin truly is to her.

When she understands that…

Lucy and all the others will fall deeper into Lin’s grasp than even the demon mages ever could.

I guarantee it.

[Aaah~!!!! How much longer do I have to wait?! If this turns out to be disappointing, I’ll destroy every demon and human in existence!]



 
  
    Chapter 63: Kill Two Birds at Once in the City of Sorrow, Gillesman


When Lin opened his eyes, he didn’t want to make the typical joke about waking up to a strange ceiling.

However, as the searing heat and the murmurs seeping through the walls greeted him with a displeasing morning, he found himself muttering, “A strange ceiling… or rather, a strange sky?”

It was blue.

A bright blue sky. 

The unnerving clarity of it irritated him.

He had simply woken up from sleep, but for some reason, he felt angry and annoyed—exactly the state he was in now.

“Awake?”

A beautiful woman with light purple hair blocked the sky. 

Even looking up from below, her face was perfectly cute, without a single flaw.

But Lin found her presence uncomfortable.

“Could you move, please?”

“Sure.”

As Lin sat up, he realized that he had been resting on Tigria’s lap. 

The pure, unblemished eyes of the mage, who had been watching his every move, continued to bother him.

Lin suddenly realized that he had grown quite comfortable around Tigria, more so than with the other party members. 

Although she had given him trouble at times, Lucy had always followed him, watching his every move.

Despite repeatedly apologizing and not knowing what to do, she was frustrating but not uncomfortable.

“Are you uncomfortable?”

“It’s just… I’ve never received this much attention before.”

“You seemed fine talking with Lucy.”

“It was awkward even after I saved Lucy.”

“Are you awkward with me?”

“Isn’t that obvious?”

“I don’t get it. Is it because I was hostile towards Lucy?”

Lin quietly observed her before dusting off his pants and standing up. 

Sand had accumulated all over his pants.

“Well, it’s just that… you’ve never really paid much attention to me before, right?”

For some reason, Tigria felt a sharp pang in her chest when she heard those words.

“Ah, you’re finally conscious. It’s been a whole day.”

Tigria had hastily cast a random teleportation spell. 

As a result, they had been teleported to a ruin filled with sand, where the mage holding the unconscious Lin was discovered by explorers who had been researching there.

The leader of the exploration team was a middle-aged man with an impressive mustache. 

His well-formed muscles and tanned skin made his masculinity stand out.

“Hey.”

“At first, I thought the ruin’s monster had awakened, but fortunately, it was a mage. For both you and us, it’s a lucky setup, but if the teleportation coordinates had been off, objects and body parts could have overlapped, leading to immediate amputation.”

Luckily, both Lin and Tigria had teleported without any such incident. 

Although the explorers who found them were initially wary, they relaxed and welcomed them as soon as Tigria demonstrated a simple spell.

The explorers, known for their strong exclusivity, had a reason to be welcoming.

“In the past few weeks, one of our members has died each night.”

The expedition leader stroked his mustache, speaking with a grave expression.

“And the dead members were all shriveled up like mummies, with all the blood drained from their bodies.”

The mage flinched at his words. Lin, too, could easily guess the culprit.

Denarua.

It was clear that she, a dual-wielding vampire in the Dragon Slayer party, was lurking in this ruin.

It wasn’t a difficult guess. 

In the memories of the reincarnated Lee, the boss characters appearing from this map onward were all fixed.

The incident at the imperial palace, where an excessive assault occurred, was part of the storyline driven by Linachien’s independent actions. 

Similarly, the event where the mage teleported with the porter was a predetermined event that occurred once certain conditions were met.

Moreover, the episode that followed this teleportation event was extremely important for both Lin and Tigria.

“I’m commissioning you. Judging by the condition of the bodies, this is no mere physical-type monster. It’s definitely magical.”

In short, it meant that since they had been discovered and protected, they should solve the serial murders occurring within the exploration team.

Contrary to the expectation that she would step forward, Tigria glanced at Lin, waiting. Having no choice, Lin accepted the request himself.

“Very well. In exchange, allow us to explore the inside of the ruin. The monster wouldn’t have appeared out of nowhere; we need to investigate the ruins to find its origin.”

“Of course. While you’re at it, we’d also appreciate it if you could protect our members.”

When Lin shook hands with the expedition leader, the man tried to test Lin by gripping his hand with force. 

However, Lin, who was merely a porter in the warrior party, matched his strength evenly, causing the leader’s smile to fade.

“Are you two lovers?”

What should he say? 

The answer was obvious.

Just as Lin was about to respond, Tigria spoke up first.

“Yes. We’re lovers.”

“Oh, I had a feeling from the moment you arrived together.”

Lin glanced at Tigria in surprise, but she stared straight at the expedition leader without any hesitation. 

However, in truth, the blankness in her eyes betrayed a hint of unease.

“You make a good couple.”

The expedition leader’s mustache twisted into a grotesque smile. 

This meant that Tigria had given the wrong answer.

“Captain!”

A freckled girl with orange hair quickly burst into the tent from outside. 

After saluting, she flinched and stared at the newcomers, though her gaze held an inexplicable hostility.

“What’s the matter?”

“Ah, yes! We’ve discovered a new chamber within the ruins!”

“That’s great news! Lina, you did well. Let’s have dinner together later.”

“Really?!”

She was overly thrilled about what was merely a dinner invitation. 

Lin frowned, knowing the reason why.

“Would you two like to join us?”

“No, thanks.”

“Thanks for the offer, but since the murders occur at night, we should start our investigation right away.”


“Dependable! I’ll trust you with this.”

The freckled girl, displeased with their refusal, made a face, but the expedition leader seemed relieved.

It wasn’t because the exploration team was low on food. 

The leader’s relief was purely because Tigria’s refusal suited his preference.

After leaving the expedition leader’s tent, they looked around. 

Tents and shelters were scattered across the sandy terrain, with a large but partially collapsed palace in the distance. 

The exploration team was investigating the ruins of this ancient royal palace.

On the surface, they didn’t seem any different from the explorers of the Epaltor family, who searched for ancient mysteries. 

But Lin, having observed them closely, had noted three peculiarities.

First, all the busy explorers researching the ruins were women. 

Their appearances and impressions varied, but they all seemed diligent.

Another peculiarity was Tigria’s hostility toward the expedition leader.

“I don’t like that man.”

Tigria, who had just returned to the room with the open sky, confessed this bluntly to Lin.

“This is the first time I’ve heard you outright dislike someone, Mage.”

“Overall, I dislike him, but especially his eyes—they’re disgusting.”

Lin was slightly surprised. 

Tigria had maintained an emotionless demeanor until the DLC was cleared. 

For her to express dislike based solely on her first impression and emotional feeling was unexpected.

“I’ve seen those eyes somewhere before.”

“Tigria?”

“Not just me, ‘we’ have seen those eyes before.”

Wrapped in her robe, Tigria mumbled quickly in a small voice. 

Her breathing had become abnormally fast, as if she were hyperventilating.

Sensing something ominous, Lin placed a hand on her shoulder, and Tigria suddenly grabbed his arm tightly.

“I hate that man. ‘Original’ warned me about eyes like his.”

“I see.”

It was unexpected. 

The reason for her anxiety was the expedition leader? 

Lin had thought it would be something more fundamental.

“Why did you say we were lovers?”

“If you didn’t like it, I apologize.”

“It’s not that I didn’t like it. I just didn’t think you would say that without a reason.”

Tigria gazed intently at the arm she was holding. 

Just that action alone gave her some relief. 

No wonder Lucy clung to Lin’s side.

“The expedition leader looked at me with desire. And there was something twisted about it.”

“If a woman felt that way, she’s probably right. Be careful.”

“A woman? Me?”

“Yes, aren’t you?”

“I’ve never thought of myself that way. My identity as a mage is the strongest.”

“You’re a female mage.”

Lin gently withdrew his arm. 

Although it was a bit disappointing, Tigria restrained herself, as clinging to his wrist would have looked unseemly.

“Regardless of gender, you should be wary of anyone who threatens your body.”

“Of course.”

“Sexually, too.”

“Sexually?”

“Whether someone is trying to set the mood or physically assault you, they’re a threat.”

After a moment’s consideration, Lin continued.

“Or are you the type to accept it if there’s a suitable reward?”

“Absolutely not.”

The answer was immediate. 

Tigria herself was surprised. 

It felt as though someone else had answered on her behalf, someone instilled with these values during her creation.

Lin, reassured by her response, finally allowed himself a slight smile.

“As I thought, since you’re someone who studies affection, that’s the answer I expected.”

“Yes. Acts without affection are unacceptable.”

For now, Lin was reassured. 

She didn’t seem overly curious in that direction just yet.

“Excuse me.”

With a knock, a member of the expedition entered. It was the freckled girl from earlier.

“The captain asked me to deliver this to you.”

She handed them a kaftan, a long, thin robe worn in the desert to shield oneself from the sun.

“Thank you, and by the way, your locket is open.”

“Ah!”

The freckled girl, Lina, hurriedly straightened her attire. Indeed, her clothes were somewhat disheveled, as if she had just engaged in some intense activity.

“A picture of a brother?”

“Ah… no, it’s someone precious to me.”

“They’re alive, right?”

“Pardon?”

Lin smiled bitterly.

“My loved ones all died when I was young.”

“They’re alive! Don’t just assume they’re dead! I promised that when I made enough money, we’d live together!”

Lina’s outburst surprised even her. 

It wasn’t her shouting that startled her—it was the realization that she had just denied the person she cherished.

“Anyway, I’ve delivered the message!”

After Lina left, the mage remained silent.

By the time the porter had gathered and swept away the sand to create a soft spot for them to sleep, Tigria finally spoke.

“Lin, I’ll say this once again.”

Her voice was slightly raised, though it was almost imperceptible.

“I despise NTR.”

Despise? 

It was an unusual word for her to use, but Lin nodded in agreement.

No wonder. 

That damned expedition leader with the flashy mustache was the quintessential netorare villain.

He preyed on the female members of the expedition, who had volunteered out of financial necessity, specifically targeting those who had a lover or someone they cared for. 

He reveled in corrupting them. 

However, he showed no interest in women who were unattached or already inclined toward him.

“Please trust me.”

“Of course.”

But in that sense, Tigria’s declaration that they were lovers was completely the wrong answer. 

Now the expedition leader was interested.

Lin had no choice but to manage the mage’s affection and mental state moving forward. 

Otherwise…

Tigria would lose her battle against her sexual curiosity and succumb to the expedition leader. 

Just as her ‘Original’ had.

However, even with Lee’s memories of his past life, Lin had no idea about the details of the corruption Tigria’s ‘Original’ had undergone.

That storyline had only been hinted at through easter eggs.

“Please, trust me.”

“I do. I trust you.”

“For someone who says that, your response is rather dry.”

Although she was typically emotionless, she expected a sincere answer from Lin. 

Perplexed, Lin decided to change the subject. 

He picked one that Tigria would be reluctant to discuss but couldn’t ignore.

“Mage, by the way, where exactly are we?”

As expected, Tigria clammed up. 

But Lin didn’t stop pressing her.

“I’m not asking because I don’t know.”

The porter skillfully unfolded the kaftan, holding it so the mage could easily slip into it.

“The City of Sorrow, Gillesman.”

“How did you know…”

Random teleportation spells draw from deeply embedded coordinates in the caster’s subconscious. 

Normally, it would transport you to your hometown or a place tied to your memories, regardless of whether those memories were pleasant or painful.

“I know your secret. I’m the only one who does.”

It felt like Denarua also knew, but since she was a demon, that didn’t count.

The reason Lin had deliberately entrusted himself to Tigria was this.

The City of Sorrow, Gillesman.


Once the capital of an ancient kingdom, it was the place where the second hero had been executed under false charges. 

Now, only explorers searching for ancient mysteries sought out the city, its former glory faded.

It was here that Lin had to switch classes to a combat role.

Tigria, on the other hand, needed to obtain her exclusive item and stat boosts.

All while dealing with the expedition leader’s schemes and the battle against Denarua, who was lurking within the palace ruins.



 
  
    Chapter 64: Between awkwardness and unfamiliarity


Lin had always thought this way.

No matter what he did or what plans he had, he believed that it was always himself holding everything back.

Even though Lucy was exceptionally powerful, as long as there were multiple enemies targeting Lin, Lucy couldn’t move a single step away from him and had to stay by Lin’s side.

It was the same in Waltercrua, the Zramun Archipelago, and even here in the Imperial Palace.

The excuse that “a porter is a non-combatant” didn’t hold up.

Situations and events never took such facts into consideration; they just crashed down upon her as they were.

After dragging others down numerous times, Lin began to feel frustrated with herself, and she could somewhat understand why the other party members had disliked her during the Demon King subjugation journey.

When the story reached the DLC episode, Lucy became openly obsessed with her, targeting Lin no matter where or when, leaving the porter no room to properly respond.

This couldn’t go on.

Lin had to reach a level where Lucy could feel somewhat reassured.

Thus, the plan Lin devised this time was to teleport to Gillesman through an assault on the Crown Princess.

Gillesman, the city of despair where the second hero died, was the central location of Chapter 4’s sub-episode, following Ephaltera, Waltercrua, and the Zramun Archipelago.

In the ruins of Gillesman’s royal palace, there were two diverging paths.

One led to the mage enhancement event, while the other led to the porter’s class change event. 

The palace ruins were designed so that both events couldn’t be completed simultaneously.

If the porter’s class change was completed, they would be forcibly expelled from the ruins, unable to re-enter. 

If the mage enhancement event was completed, the ruins themselves would collapse, making it impossible to revisit Gillesman.

After countless attempts to save and reload, the only solution Lin found was to complete the class change first, then return later with Lucy to finish the mage enhancement event.

But that was a matter of game mechanics.

Lin was now in reality.

Originally, Lin had planned to only complete the mage enhancement event, but after growing sick of his own weakness, he decided to pursue both simultaneously.

Nothing was impossible.

As long as he had past memories, nothing was…

“Captain… please…!”

“Lin-na, are you flirting with me while you have someone back home?”

“But… you made me this way, Captain…!”

“Then say it with your own mouth.”

“Ugh…!”

“Hurry.”

“…I’m sorry, Bazel, for being such a woman…”

“Hurry!”

“Ugh… Lin-na’s clingy… here, and the Captain’s big and…”

This is not working.

The sky was wide open, which was absurd enough, but Lin was jolted awake by the loud and blatant sounds of NTR coming from the room next door.

“Lin, I can’t sleep.”

“Neither can I.”

That damn NTR guy had already started a mental attack.

The target was probably Tigria’s body.

“It’s creepy being alone. Can I come closer?”

“That’s a bit…”

Creepy?

It was a strange word to hear from her.

This was a mage who didn’t mind wiping off demon fluids, yet she found this creepy.

“Please, I want to leave…!”

“Let’s get out of here for now. I can’t take it either.”

In truth, the place they had been assigned was more of a ruin with a roof blown off than a proper room next to the expedition leader’s barracks.

It was probably once a small house where people lived.

So just stepping outside didn’t reduce the noise.

Lin walked until the disgusting sounds could no longer be heard.

Tigria walked with her.

She wanted to walk a little closer to him, but with her short stature, it was impossible to keep up with his strides.

Realizing this, Lin slowed down a bit.

Tigria quickly took small steps to walk beside him, a small smile creeping onto her face without her realizing it.

But since she wasn’t used to making expressions, it looked somewhat grotesque.

Her heart was pounding from walking fast.

She wanted to believe that was all it was.

It was late into the night.

Originally, they were supposed to enter the palace ruins this evening, but since the expedition team had retreated early, they couldn’t do so.

However, after walking to escape the noise, they found themselves in front of the palace.

“Lin, you walk faster than I expected…”

“Is that so?”

“Seems like it.”

“Still feel awkward with me?”

It was awkward.

Tigria kept trying to talk to her.

She clumsily asked questions about him, but the content was too vague to give lengthy answers.

“Yes, a bit.”

“Got it.”

Watching the mage, who seemed somewhat disheartened, Lin quietly sighed.

Though it was unfamiliar, this wasn’t entirely strange behavior from Tigria.

It was similar to what she had done as a child when she wanted to say something to Lina but didn’t know how to approach her.

Back then, she would throw out ambiguous comments, not knowing if they were compliments or teasing, just hoping for a reaction like a puppy waiting endlessly.

Remembering her younger self, Lin found herself looking up at the tall gates of the palace.

“Did you come here often?”

“No.”

“I thought you were from here.”

“I awakened right before the apocalypse. The original sent me outside the capital just before the flood hit.”

“I see.”

Tigria seemed eager to continue the conversation, but Lin wasn’t in the mood.


He was a bit flustered himself.

Dealing with party members other than Lucy was more challenging than he had expected.

And with Tigria sending him strange goodwill, it made things even more complicated.

Even though he had to manage her affection level, especially with the NTR guy in the sub-episode, Lin found himself unable to do so.

His mindset had changed drastically from the time of the Demon King subjugation journey, and it was subtly rejecting this.

“Have I weakened mentally as well?”

Even though he was once unaffected by any mockery or disregard, he now felt uncomfortable and uneasy just because they were alone together.

Lin disliked seeing himself grow weaker and more timid, and he wished that Lavin and Lucy were by his side.

As he lowered his gaze from the palace, he realized Tigria was standing far behind him.

“Why are you standing there?”

“This distance seems right.”

“What do you mean?”

Her small voice, carried clearly by the wind mixed with sand, reached his ears.

“The distance between you and me, Lin.”

“That’s not true.”

“Maybe not. But you’re speaking more comfortably now than when we were closer.”

Lin took a step forward.

“Do you want to get close to me?”

Tigria took a small step back.

“I don’t know.”

Lin took another step forward.

“I don’t know how to get close.”

“Neither do I.”

Tigria took another step back.

“Before subjugating the Demon King, you were close with Lucy, weren’t you?”

“Luciena took care of me, but we weren’t close.”

“Did Lucy ask you questions first?”

“Yes, I remember answering vaguely.”

Lin advanced, and Tigria retreated.

“Why did you do that?”

“I wasn’t interested.”

“Then Lucy got busy with her personal quest, right? That was when you first asked me where Lucy had gone, wasn’t it?”

“Someone who always came at a set time didn’t come, so I saw it as an anomaly.”

“I see.”

Lin stopped walking.

Tigria also halted.

“When it’s just the two of us, you said you wanted to observe me, right?”

“Yes.”

“Do you want to observe me? Or do you want to get to know me?”

“A foolish question. Observation is necessary to know.”

“In that case.”

Lin took a large step back.

“You only need to observe.”

Tigria had a look of realization as if she had been struck by something.

Not wanting to be outdone, she followed Lin.

“Lin…!”

She couldn’t catch up even with a fast pace, so she broke into a run.

However, with the weak legs of a mage, it was tough to close the distance she had allowed to grow.

“Please, walk with me…!”

He didn’t stop.

He was heading straight for the entrance to the palace ruins.

“Ha… ha…!”

Why am I running?

I don’t know.

I just hate and fear the thought of losing sight of him.

Even though her breath was coming in gasps, Tigria kept her eyes fixed on Lin as she ran.

Lin felt the same.

Why am I acting so stubborn?

I don’t know.

I’m angry at the sight of you acting friendly now.

Surely, to you, I was nothing more than a bug you could crush underfoot.

I miss the days when nothing fazed me, when I diligently went about my business, unaffected by anything.

Back then, it must have hurt, but it didn’t hurt.

I must have been lonely, but I wasn’t lonely.

I envied myself back then.

“Lin!”

The porter, moving without hesitation, stepped through the half-open doors of the palace.

The palace, too, had a large hole in the ceiling, letting the white moonlight flood in.

Though they had technically entered the dungeon, the first hundred meters or so were still a safe zone.

The solitary moonlight shining down calmed him.

Enjoying the feeling of peace, Lin decided to venture a little further in.

Relying on the moonlight to gauge direction, he turned his head and—

“What the hell are you doing here?!”

Denarua was glaring at him with a face full of disbelief.

“Are you out of your mind? This is a dungeon!”

“I was taking a walk and somehow…”

“What? Then, since you carelessly walked in, it wouldn’t matter if you died by my hand, right?”

“Could you let it slide?”

“Let it slide?”

Denarua drew her twin swords, scowling fiercely at him.

“Are you ready?”

The tension in the air was rising.

But there was no malice.

So Lin decided to be honest.

“I’m sorry. I was wrong. I won’t worry you again.”

“…Hmph.”

As she swung her sword in the opposite direction, the cries of fallen monsters were heard.

“I’m clearing up right now, so come back tomorrow.”

“Clearing?”

“Can’t you see? Clearing out monsters.”

Why would a demon clear out monsters?

“In case I get hurt by them?”

“Just clearing the way. Don’t be so self-centered, you fool!”

Denarua yelled at him.

“Who would worry about the likes of you? Get lost already!”

“Why aren’t you leaving?”

“Well…”

Lin sheepishly pointed to the junk items the monsters had dropped.

“Could I pick those up?”

“Huh?”

“I really need them.”

“Get out!”

A gust of wind from her sword slashed above Lin’s head.

Feeling his spine tingle at the terrifying power, Lin noticed that some of the items had been blown toward him.

“Thanks!”

“Hmph….”

While he was busy picking them up, the twin-sword wielder vanished without a trace.

As Lin was about to finish gathering the loot, a small hand extended an item to him.

“…Here.”

It was Tigria, covered in sweat.

Her hands trembled as she held it out, still struggling to catch her breath.


Feeling a bit sorry for having been so prickly, Lin gratefully accepted the item.

“Thank you.”

Then he pulled out a soft cloth and gently wiped the sweat from the mage’s forehead.

Tigria quietly felt the careful touch.

Her expression, unused to showing emotion, was twisted, but her lips unmistakably curled upward.



 
  
    Chapter 65: When a doll develops emotions, it commits an irreversible mistake.


 The next day, Linna was found dead.

She lay in the middle of the expedition camp, fully dressed, staring up at the sky. 

Dried tear streaks stained her cheeks, and a locket was clenched tightly in her hand. 

In truth, if it weren’t for the name tag on her clothes and the necklace, it would have been difficult to identify this dried-up corpse as Linna.

Unlike the expedition leader, who looked down at the body with a heavy heart, the other members whispered among themselves, casting furtive glances.

“Serves her right, cheating on her lover back home.”

“She was never good enough for the captain anyway.”

Even though, as far as Lin knew, every member of the expedition was the captain’s lover, they still slandered Linna. Whether it was simply because they lost an opportunity last night or something else, Lin couldn’t tell, but explorers were often as insane as sorcerers. While mercenaries chased after money, explorers blindly pursued both mystery and riches.

That must be why the leader’s insane words of encouragement resonated with them.

“It’s a sad and unfortunate event, but let’s think positively. There’s more for us now!”

The female members cheered. 

They were pleased that their share would increase now that the person they never liked was dead. 

It was a sight even more disgusting in reality than it had been in the game.

“Still, if we keep losing members, we’ll be short-handed, so let’s hurry up and resolve this,” the expedition leader said, patting Lin on the shoulder with a hearty grin. 

“Is that a trained body? Feels firm.”

But then, the man began to slowly knead Lin’s shoulder, his hand sliding down his back.

“Mmm…”

The leader exhaled, as if savoring the moment, eyes closed. 

Even though Lin openly showed his discomfort, the leader’s hand continued to slip downward until Tigria intervened.

“What are you doing?”

“Oh, my apologies. I just have this urge to check whenever I see a well-built person.”

The expedition leader licked his lips with disappointment as he withdrew, offering a feeble excuse to Tigria, who had interrupted him. 

His tone was like that of a woman whose romantic time had been rudely interrupted.

‘What the hell is this?’ 

Lin thought, bewildered.

This guy was supposed to be a womanizer, right? 

A heterosexual? 

Or maybe he’s bi?

Damn it, I couldn’t clear all the DLCs, so the character profile is incomplete.

Tigria, standing in front of a disgusted Lin, exchanged a hostile look with the expedition leader.

“A victim appears right after your group arrives. I hope you’re worth your keep.”

The leader sneered as he backed off, addressing the sorcerer. 

“Our supplies aren’t exactly plentiful, you know.”

“Don’t worry. We’ll catch the culprit for sure,” Tigria replied firmly.

“I’ll be waiting.”

Lin wasn’t sure whether to be pleased or worried about the growing animosity between the womanizer expedition leader and Tigria. 

But everything in excess has its consequences.

To defuse the tense atmosphere, Lin made a suggestion to the leader.

“There are various monsters inhabiting these ruins, but serial killings often involve something that disguises itself by consuming comrades. As uncomfortable as it may sound, we should first check if there’s an enemy hidden among us.”

“Of course, not uncomfortable at all. Ignoring reality won’t solve anything.”

“May I question the members?”

“As much as you like.”

Once again, the leader put his hand on Lin’s shoulder and whispered in a low voice, “I have high hopes. If you’re free, how about dinner tonight?”

“It’s clear that the culprit is active at night, so I’ll focus on catching them,” Lin responded firmly.

“Pity. But if you do catch them, I’ll reward you generously.”

Forced to retreat under Tigria’s deadly glare, the leader turned to a short-haired female member nearby.

“Anna! How about dinner tonight?”

“…No, thank you.”

“Don’t be like that. You know the reason I dine with everyone in turns is to distribute the little meat we have left.”

“…Ugh.”

Anna blushed slightly and reluctantly agreed. “Alright.”

“Great, see you tonight!”

The leader strode back to the barracks with a cheerful gait, while Tigria continued to glare at his back.

“I hate him so much, I could kill him,” Tigria muttered.

“Don’t,” Lin said.

“I mean I hate him that much.”

Lin didn’t disagree.

Lin and Tigria wandered around the camp, questioning the members. 

It was similar to the game, where you had to gather clues about the culprit. 

Lin’s obsessive gamer instincts kicked in as they slipped into an unoccupied tent, scanning for usable items, though nothing useful seemed to be there.

“Lin, what is that?”

Instead, there were only strange objects scattered in each tent, fueling the sorcerer’s dark curiosity.

“It’s long, thick, and shiny with lubricant on it.”

“Don’t pay any attention to those.”

“Is it… like in the books?”

“I suggest you learn when you find someone you love later.”

“Love… I’m just a researcher.”

“Researching true love, right?”

“Understood.”

Frustrated by their fruitless search, Lin gave up any greedy thoughts and began seriously interrogating the members. 

When asked about the deceased Linna, everyone gave unkind answers.

“She was a fool, deceiving herself.”

“She made flimsy excuses, saying she had no choice because of the money.”

“We’re no different, but she was the worst of us all, whining constantly.”

They made no effort to hide their relationship with the expedition leader.

“Once you taste the captain’s favor, no one can escape it. If his muscles are as impressive as that…”

“Still, there’s no one but him in my heart. I’m just momentarily replacing what he can’t provide.”

“Be careful.”

The last response came from Anna, the woman the leader had asked to dine with him.


“Your mage girlfriend will be no different if her lower belly starts to ache.”

“That won’t happen,” Tigria snapped.

Anna gave a sad smile. “I thought the same once.”

It was a dead end. 

No valuable items from the tents, and no useful information from the members.

“Lin, I feel so disgusted I want to throw up.”

“Me too.”

Tigria shut her mouth tightly and her body shook slightly. 

Seeing tears forming in her eyes, Lin gently patted her back, helping her calm down quickly.

But then it was Lin’s turn. 

Though he thought he was fine, his chest swelled with nausea, and he quickly covered his mouth with the back of his hand.

“Ugh…”

His head spun, and he bent over, feeling a small, soft hand on his back.

 It was Tigria.

“Are you okay?”

“Thanks to you. Thank you.”

At his gratitude, the sorcerer’s mouth twisted just as it had last night. 

Though it didn’t form a full smile, Lin felt a strange sense that the wall between them was slowly crumbling.

Straightening up, Lin asked brightly, “Aren’t you hungry?”

“I’m hungry. But we have nothing.”

“We have the items we picked up from the ruins yesterday.”

“What good are those?”

Lin and Tigria had barely managed to escape, without even bringing money. 

Not that money would do much good, given there were no places to spend it.

But Lin grinned.

At that moment, a joyful shout echoed from the camp.

“Look! The Golden Carriage!”

Following the voice, they turned to see a large, golden carriage entering the camp, gleaming in the light. 

It had a structure reminiscent of a food truck from his past life, and the sign on the side read:

[World Postal Service’s Golden Carriage!]

“Come on over! The Golden Carriage has everything you need, except what it doesn’t! As long as you have money, we sell food, daily necessities, everything! If you’re short on cash, we also buy or trade items! Come on, explorers! Operated by the World Postal Service! Oh, it’s good! Oh, it’s convenient! Come on over!”

“Is there something you’d like to eat?” Lin asked, rummaging through the porter’s bag.

Tigria, watching the carriage’s enticing display, couldn’t help but burst out laughing.

“Ha-ha!”

Her laughter, coming from her usually expressionless face, was enough to surprise Lin. 

Embarrassed, Tigria pulled her robe’s hood deep over her head.

“Sorry. The timing was too perfect.”

What kind of change is happening in this short-statured sorcerer? 

Lin thought he might need to rethink his perception of Tigria.

No longer just a puppet willing to do anything for her purpose, she now seemed like a child whose emotions were just beginning to awaken.

Suddenly, the memory of the past life as Mr. Lee crossed his mind.

“What do you think about love?” she had asked him.

“I’m not sure. It was never in my cards. Anyway, how about we explore the ruins again?”

“What does the porter like?”

“Good items. And there are likely good items in the ruins. Should we go now that we’ve mentioned it?”

“Is this a good item?”

“It’s okay. Let’s go a bit deeper.”

Mr. Lee had viewed the sorcerer character as nothing more than a powerful combatant. 

Whenever a conversation event occurred with the sorcerer, he would cut it short and go on a treasure hunt inside the ruins. 

His hurry to finish the sub-episodes and reunite with Lucy to clear the DLC had driven his gameplay.

The in-game Tigria had been captivated by the expedition leader because Mr. Lee had barely interacted with her. 

The scene where she accepted the leader’s hand of temptation had shocked Mr. Lee enough to reload a save and increase her affection level to “just a companion.”

‘Wait a minute…’ Lin thought.

From the DLC onwards, all perspectives were from the porter, weren’t they?

“What kind of food does the porter like?”

The sorcerer interrupted his thoughts, but this time Lin wasn’t annoyed.

“Well, I grew up where food was scarce, so I’m not picky.”

“Is that so?”

“That’s right.”

“I see.”

Lin found himself wanting to keep talking.

“But…”

“Hmm?”

“I enjoy watching people eat my food with pleasure.”

“…I like fried eggs.”

“They’re delicious. And easy to make.”

Lin took out the junk items they had picked up and headed toward the Golden Carriage. The camp members were already gathered there, buzzing with excitement. Tigria gathered the courage to grab his sleeve.

“If… I eat it with pleasure… would you like that?”

“Of course.”

Lin smiled softly.

“If I weren’t a porter, I would’ve wanted to be a chef.”

The sorcerer withdrew her hand with a soft smile, watching as he walked to the Golden Carriage and began negotiating with the postal workers.

As she watched, an alarm rang in her heart.

“Would you like it?”

“Of course.”

The repeated exchange echoed in her mind.

Her heart pounded, to the point it was almost hard to breathe. 

At the same time, a fear settled in.

“We are puppets. Puppets should not have emotions.”

The original had warned her.

“If a puppet develops emotions, they will inevitably make a grave mistake.”

When he said this, the original had a bitter smile.

His sad eyes gleamed with madness, his wide-open mouth trembled as he strained.

“Just like me.”


Only then did Tigria realize that this pounding in her chest and fear was an emotion.

“I failed,” he had said.

The original had probably known this would happen and warned her.

Despite having lived for hundreds of years in a puppet’s body, for the first time, the sorcerer failed to let this warmth slip away and kept it close to her heart.

“I will look forward to it,” she said, and with that, the sorcerer could finally smile, one that matched her beauty.



 
  
    Chapter 66: Lin said he’s never been hurt


“What’s going on? Isn’t it soaking wet, unlike what you said?”

“No… hey… I’m not submitting to you, ever…!”

“Then what is this? Were you simply enjoying it, not surrendering? Even with a child and a husband?”

“No…!”

“Anna, if your husband understands your clumsy expressions, then I’m the one who brings them out.”

“Out!”

Of course, I immediately left the room, taking Tigria with me.

Both the mage and the porter were staggering as they walked, their steps wobbly.

It was because they hadn’t gotten proper sleep since last night.

Not only had the expedition leader been flirting blatantly beside them all night, but they were also relentlessly focused on finding the culprit day and night, leaving no choice but to press on.

Naturally, the two ended up at the entrance of the royal palace ruins, where the annoying cries couldn’t be heard.

“Shall we go in?”

Lin lightly pointed with his thumb toward the inside of the dungeon, and Tigria asked cautiously.

“Are you sure?”

“As you saw yesterday, it seems pretty clean.”

“Alright.”

The mage pulled a small wand from inside her robe.

“I will protect you in case of emergency.”

“Why are you doing this?”

“No reason, really.”

“I want an answer.”

Under continuous questioning, Lin scratched his cheek awkwardly.

“I just dozed off for a moment.”

“I’m not a fool. I’m actually quite smart.”

Feeling cornered, Lin decided to be honest.

“This is the first time a party member has offered to protect me.”

Tigria’s eyes shook greatly.

She remembered the porter who barely held on with a small shield during the Demon King’s subjugation journey.

Although Luciena and  Arsil had kicked him out to save him in truly dangerous moments, he had received a barrage of insults afterward.

“I will protect you from now on.”

“That’s reassuring, and there’s also Lucy.”

“The warrior has nothing to do with it.”

Why is Lucy being mentioned when I said I would protect him?

The mage wanted to sulk, but she remained quiet, remembering that she, too, had been indifferent to him in the past.

The path inside the ruins, once a palace, was very winding.

And with its winding paths came many dead ends and item chests.

Though they contained only lower potions or junk like crude iron scraps for sale, each one was precious.

That was the case even earlier today.

“Wow, goods imbued with the aura of the ancient kingdom. If you extract these carefully, they can be made into good enchantment materials.”

When Lin showed the junk items obtained yesterday, the golden carriage postal worker tapped his abacus and slyly offered a price.

“This is how much it will be, but…?”

“Even though it’s imbued with the aura of an ancient kingdom, that’s all?”

“Hahaha.”

When Lin protested, the postal worker cheekily tapped his abacus again.

“Do you have anywhere else to sell?”

Of course not.

Lin had no choice but to sell the junk items at a lower price than the market rate.

However, since the market rate was already quite high, his wallet instantly filled up.

“Is postal service available?”

“Are you asking a postal worker if postal service is available?”

“Then send 78 gold coins here. The recipient is the High Elf Naidrian. The sender is Investor Lee.”

“Quick delivery or super-quick delivery?”

The postal worker sneakily suggested the two expensive options.

But no chance.

“Just the regular quick one. Here’s a letter, too.”

“Of course.”

This guy, for a postal worker, is very greedy for money.

Well, that’s why he drives around in a golden carriage.

Anyway, thanks to him, Lin made a good profit during the day and could even send the investment funds to Naidrian.

To gather more funds for investment and for the upcoming class change, Lin needed to secure as many items as possible.

Tigria and Lin advanced through the dungeon cautiously, but Denarua had cleaned it so thoroughly the previous night that only the bodies of monsters and bloodstains remained.

“Ohhh!!”

And there, for all to see, was a pile of junk items.

Lin unconsciously opened his mouth in admiration.

There was no doubt that it was arranged by Denarua.

“Thank you!”

“Who are you talking to?”

“To the Goddess of Luck.”

Humph, somewhere, it seemed like the Goddess of Luck scoffed shyly.

“Do you need help?”

“No.”

Lin widened the entrance of the porter’s sack.

As he spread it as wide as possible and turned it upside down over the pile of junk, all the items were sucked into the sack at once.

“Impressive.”

“Even though it’s just an inventory, it’s a special item granted by the Goddess.”

Junk piles were scattered everywhere.

The two progressed leisurely, sweeping them up, but eventually came to a halt before a large door.

It was a door filled with strange patterns.

Tigria examined the engravings on the door for a moment.

“It’s the magic circle of the ancient kingdom. A key is needed.”

Here it is.

Behind this was a branching path for individual enhancement events.

Having achieved his goal, Lin lit a bonfire on the spot.

Setting a fire inside the dungeon would usually be a forbidden act, but Lin trusted Denarua that much.

How different could she be from Adora, whose insides were pitch-black?

However, he didn’t forget that Denarua was also a member of the Demon King Slayer Party.

“Now, we can finally have a proper rest.”

“Is it okay to be doing this here?”

“If we go back, we’ll only hear disgusting things.”

Without much objection, Tigria sat down near the bonfire.

Once, she had sat like this with Arsil, just the two of them, but it felt much warmer than back then.

“Are explorers always so self-centered?”

“Usually, yes. But it’s especially bad here.”

“A fellow team member died, but the response is so dry.”

Beyond dry, it was downright hostile and mocking.

“There are parties that even try to kill their teammates.”

It felt like a cold dagger had been plunged in.

Tigria tried to make an excuse but gave up when she saw him quietly staring at the flames.

There was a rational reason.

Luciena was too arrogant and violent.

But saying any of this to Lin, who had risked his life to save her, would be an insult.

“Where I grew up was desolate and lacked everything, but we managed because we had comrades who were our pillars of support.”

“…”

“But eventually, one by one, they left. Some left to find their own paths, others betrayed, and some died because of that betrayal.”

The mage remained silent and just listened.

“I thought about it deeply. Why do I feel awkward with you? Why do I sense an invisible wall between you and the other party members?”

Just looking at the crackling bonfire seemed to calm Lin’s thoughts.

“It might be because of the cold-heartedness and selfishness that discarded a comrade who had once been devoted to you in an instant, beyond merely ignoring or disregarding me.”


When his honest gaze turned to her, Tigria flinched.

“Lucy still suffers from nightmares without me. She wakes up crying, searches around in a panic, and only relaxes when she confirms that you’re not around.”

Swallowing became hard.

Her mouth felt unbearably dry.

“You asked if Lucy and I liked each other. You wanted to observe us to see if it was affection.”

The mage, who had always awakened others to uncomfortable truths, was now hearing a painful critique herself.

“Lucy depends on me. She lost everyone she relied on and had nowhere left to lean.”

“I don’t think the Saint, the Archer, or the Mage would have turned so easily based on just a simple transaction.”

Lin was about to ask something he didn’t remember from his previous life.

He knew what they gained in return for betraying Lucy.

But they hadn’t seemed to have low favorability; rather, their bonds had been strong.

Lin suspected there must have been another reason for them to turn.

“Why did you do it?”

After Lin asked, Tigria finally spoke.

Her parched lips slightly cracked, but she didn’t feel the pain.

The mage, focused solely on how to convey her explanation sincerely, hesitated for a long time.

“I thought it was an opportunity.”

“An opportunity?”

“When I received a special item from the Goddess, she asked me what my wish was.”

[What is your wish?]

Lin also remembered hearing the same words from the Goddess on the day he received the porter’s sack.

Though it was hazy, like a mosaic, he clearly recalled that it had happened.

“I said I wanted to know what true love was, and the Goddess said an opportunity would come at the end.”

But her conclusion differed from his.

The Goddess hadn’t told Lin when she would fulfill his wish or how.

“And on the day we left for the final journey to subdue the Demon King, Reinhold approached me.”

The Shield Knight asked if she truly wanted to know what love was.

Suddenly recalling what the Goddess had said, Tigria listened attentively to his proposal.

If they really subjugated the Demon King, and if Lucy seemed to pose a new threat to the world, she must be eliminated.

And if you do, he would help with her research, saying she could explore his own relationship with the crown princess as a case of true love.

“I thought it was the opportunity.”

“…….”

Lin’s gaze was sharp.

Tigria, feeling self-conscious, continued to confess.

“Like I was blinded, the desire to seize the opportunity grew stronger. I kept justifying that this was inevitable whenever the warrior showed rough behavior. Like I was possessed by something, I kept creating reasons deliberately.”

That was it.

Lin waited a bit longer, but she seemed to have said all she wanted to.

“You were the first to sever Lucy’s leg, weren’t you?”

Again, a sharp jab at her core.

She couldn’t hold back a groan.
It hurts.

His reproach.

It’s frightening.

His contempt.

“…I was wrong.”

“To whom? To me?”

“I was wrong…!”

“No, the one you need to apologize to isn’t me.”

“….”

“It’s not me.”

Lin was angry.

His cold fury didn’t flare up like a bonfire but settled heavily, tightening Tigria’s conscience.

The mage tried hard to steady her breath, which was becoming shallow.

“It was also wrong to not treat you properly.”

Guilt squeezed out her pleading voice.

It made her genuinely want forgiveness.

“No, it’s fine. I wasn’t hurt at all.”

Suddenly, Lin stiffened as if struck by lightning.

He remembered the wish he had made to the Goddess.

[I don’t want to be hurt anymore.]

And since then, he hadn’t been hurt.

His heart had grown stronger.

It had become perfect.

“You must be the first to apologize to Lucy.”

“I will, definitely.”

“Yes, let’s do that.”

Lin took out something dry from the porter’s sack and threw it into the bonfire.

The flames flared up intensely.

“Then we can definitely become friends, with Lucy too.”

“I will, for sure.”

Resolutely determined, Tigria cautiously watched Lin’s expression and asked.

“I also want to ask for your forgiveness.”

“I told you, I wasn’t hurt.”

“To you too…”

Lin shook his head firmly.

No way.

He remembers very well what they did.

The reason he claimed not to be hurt was likely to signify that he wouldn’t even accept an apology.

Tigria covered her face with the sleeve of her robe for a moment.

“Why are you doing that?”

“It seems like dust got in my eyes…”

“Shall I help?”

“No, I’m fine….”

Her shoulders trembled behind the sleeve.

Occasionally, a sniffle could be heard.

Yet, even as the puppet mage began to transform into a person, none of the chains tightly wrapped around Lin’s heart budged.


That didn’t mean Lin wanted to push the mage away entirely.

She, too, had been born into a harsh life.

But if they were to narrow the gap between them, certain matters had to be addressed.

Not just with Tigria, but with the entire party of the Demon King Slayer.

“Let’s go back.”

After the bonfire had burned out, the moonlight took its place.

Wiping her eyes with the rough robe sleeve stung.

But more painful than that was the realization that her apology itself had been rejected.

‘I don’t want to be hated.’

The mage didn’t realize that the warmth she felt during the day was now sprouting into regret and guilt.



 
  
    Chapter 67: Before the last night begins.


Anna was dead.

Just like Linna, she had been drained of all her blood, leaving her body dried and shriveled.

The only difference was that while Linna died looking up at the sky, Anna had died face down, with her rear raised awkwardly in the air.

Though fully clothed, it was an undignified position for a woman who always tried to act cool and chill.

However, her vacant eyes were the same in death as they had been in life.

“This is problematic.”

The expedition leader stroked his beard, unable to hide his discomfort.

“We’re running short of hands.”

There was a flaw in his statement.

Yesterday, after a whole day of inquiries and investigation, the members had done nothing more than spend leisure time in their tents or poke around the entrance of the palace ruins to see if there was anything of value.

To claim they were short-handed in such idle conditions was a baseless complaint.

It would have made more sense for him to be angry about the innocent lives being lost.

But the man who had encouraged them, saying their share would increase with each death, wouldn’t do that.

“It’s only been two days.”

“Two days wasted, even with a Mage among us.”

While Tigria flared up, arguing with the expedition leader, Lin noticed something strange.

“Didn’t that woman even have a child?”

“Still, she gets sent off more lavishly than we do. Maybe she had it better.”

Among the members sneering at the corpse, just like they had with Linna’s, there was one person crying.

Clutching a crumpled letter, she shed tears blankly, her eyes emptier than Anna’s.

“Hanna! How about it? Would you like to join us for dinner this evening?”

Seeing Lin’s attention shift elsewhere, the expedition leader quickly interjected, extending an invitation to the crying woman.

But the one called Hanna remained unresponsive.

“Hmm.”

The leader scratched his chin before turning dramatically toward Lin.

“This is the third time I’ve invited you. What do you say?”

“Well, I heard yesterday you were inviting people for dinner just to divide the meat. Wouldn’t it be better to share it with the members rather than me?”

But the leader didn’t back down so easily this time.

“Then, let’s do this!”

Clapping his hands, he spoke to everyone around him.

“Since the death toll keeps rising, morale in the expedition is low. Tonight, we have a feast! Let’s eat and enjoy ourselves to the fullest!”

Then, he extended his hand politely to Lin.

“Of course, the whole camp might get rowdy, which could disturb your rest or investigation. What do you say? If you decide not to join, I’ll cancel the feast.”

Drawing others into this was low.

Besides, Lin’s rest and investigation had already been disturbed nightly by the leader’s scheming.

Enough was enough.

Though the banquet event triggered slightly earlier than in the game, Lin had gathered enough items, and Tigria didn’t seem to be falling for this man’s tricks.

The sub-episode couldn’t be dragged on forever.

Lin made a decision.

Any more delay, and Lucy’s patience back at the imperial palace would wear thin.

“Fine.”

“Alright then, let’s have fun all night. At least for today, we might prevent any more sacrifices.”

“A wise choice!”

The leader, overjoyed, gave the order to disperse.

“It will be a wonderful time.”

As he subtly wrapped his arm around her waist, Lin pulled away with a stern expression.

Though she showed clear disdain, the leader seemed rather pleased.

“Like a cat.”

He exaggeratedly puffed his chest as he headed to his tent.

The Mage glared at his back.

“Can I kill him?”

“Go ahead.”

“What?”

Tigria blinked, not expecting her approval.

“We’ll see how he behaves at dinner.”

Which essentially meant he planned to kill him.

Tigria nodded in satisfaction, fondling her special item, the “Hornstaff of the Horned Bird.”

“Shall we have a talk?”

As the afternoon questioning period began again, Lin approached Hanna, who was still crying alone, without bothering to engage with any of the other members.

Hanna, who had ignored the leader’s call, responded with a slight movement when Lin called her.

Though small in stature, she was plump in all the right places, but her cheeks had sunken in with exhaustion.

“…Fine.”

“Alright, then let’s start with some questions…”

“But over there…”

She pointed weakly towards the palace ruins.

“Hey, Hanna! You can’t go into the ruins without the leader’s permission…”

“It doesn’t matter.”

A member tried to intervene, but Hanna cut them off sharply.

“It doesn’t matter anymore.”

“Pfft, what a stupid woman.”

The member wasn’t particularly eager to stop her.

Lin and Tigria entered the palace ruins’ entrance with Hanna.

As they walked, the slow pace of Hanna drew the attention of every member.

Eventually, most lost interest and returned to their tents.

From some tents, vulgar moans could be heard.

“What happened?”

As soon as they entered the dark palace ruins, Lin asked Hanna.

“I don’t know… I don’t really know what happened last night.”

“No.”

When Lin signaled with her eyes, Tigria silently blocked the entrance with her body.

“What happened to you yesterday?”

“My Lt…?”

Tears flowed again.

It seemed painful as they ran down her bruised cheeks.

“He died…”

“Who?”

“My childhood friend. The one I always relied on, the one who made me doubt every day why he’d chosen someone like me, so handsome and wonderful.”

Like a broken music box, Hanna slowly began to tell her story.

“We promised to make some money, find a small house, and live together. So, I joined the expedition, and he became a servant in a wealthy house. But apparently, he was too handsome, and after he was caught seducing the lady of the house, he was beaten to death. The letter came yesterday.”

She must have received it when the golden carriage arrived.

“That’s impossible. He always looked only at me. The lady must have seduced him, and when it didn’t work, she framed him.”

Another tear dropped.


“Knowing he’s dead, it feels like my heart is dead too. It’s like there’s a huge hole in the middle of my chest.”

“Not feeling okay?”

It was Tigria.

If it wasn’t Lin, Tigria wielded her blunt truth like a weapon.

“If you’ve got a hole, why not go ask the leader to fill it? Even if your heart’s dead, your body might find it satisfying.”

“I’m different from those other women!”

Hanna retorted instinctively but soon smiled in hollow amusement.

“No, I’m not different… I’m worse….”

“What state is this expedition in for you to say such things?”

Lin, who had been watching quietly, asked, and Hanna lowered her gaze.

“You all know. Everyone here is just like me. Women with loved ones back home who still sleep with the leader. Did you know? When you have dinner with the leader, he slips a bit of aphrodisiac and drugs into the meat. Then he uses it to seduce and dominate women who can’t relieve their urges in this distant place.”

Laughing like a madwoman, she added, “With drugs, his superior physique, and the thrill of betrayal, they can’t escape.”

But soon, her vulgar laughter was mixed with self-mockery and regret.

“But none of that matters in front of the artifact.”

“An artifact?”

“A few weeks ago, we found something incredible. It was a large gem, black on the outside but glowing orange inside.”

That was it.

The gem was the key that opened the dead-end inside the ruins.

Lin and Tigria let Hanna continue, without interrupting.

“Explorers are all maniacs obsessed with money, aren’t they? They talk big about seeking mysteries, but they’re just idiots looking to score big with ancient artifacts. I found that gem, but the leader took it by force. He went deep inside alone and then stopped the exploration.”

“Then, why not sell it quickly and split the money?”

“Why share?”

Hanna countered.

“If you kill them all and take it all for yourself, it’s all yours. Do you think those who cheat on their loved ones have any conscience left? The only salvation left is bringing money back to the family at home, or the one they love. Whether for penance or redemption, it’s their only lifeline.”

Only then did Lin understand why the expedition members were so hostile to each other.

Everyone was a competitor, fighting to monopolize the artifact.

“Foolishness. Even if you wish to provide material rewards, dying is pointless.”

“They can still give after they’re dead. They all have life insurance with the Golden Carriage.”

Life insurance?

Was there such a concept in this world too?

Even Lin was hearing this for the first time.

Hanna laughed again.

“They hide worthless relics in every pocket, and when they die, the Golden Carriage couriers come to take half the value and send the other half to their loved ones back home.”

Whether it was a silver lining or a sign of the last shred of their conscience, Lin just felt disgusted.

“Since the leader took the gem, someone has died every night. They were all women who had dinner with him that day. The leader is probably the culprit.”

“If there was that much evidence, everyone must have known he was the killer. Why did they still accept his dinner invitation? Why did they just watch it happen?”

“There was nothing to lose. For the ones dining with him, the leader would surely make a move. They could wait until he’s tired and kill him to take the artifact, lucky if they succeed. For those who weren’t invited, one of them dying reduces the competition, so they’re lucky too.”

A headache was forming.

In the original game, the culprit of these serial murders was Denarua.

Before the boss fight, she had a line where she boasted about killing them one by one because she found them disgusting.

But in reality, it was just a 1v1 slaughter under the guise of a meal between degenerate expedition members.

And they had vulgar preparations for each confrontation, intertwining bodies.

There was something odd, though.

If the expedition leader was the culprit, how was he draining all the victims’ blood?

Perhaps it was the power of the gem.

“Now, none of it matters.”

Hanna scoffed.

“Whether we make lots of money, die, or whatever, there’s no one left to receive the payment for my life…”

A woman who had nothing left was now alone in her emptiness.

“Why not find a new man? Isn’t it just about having someone every night?”

“It’s not like that… It’s not like that… This emptiness isn’t like that…”

Even Tigria’s sharp rebuke didn’t stir Hanna.

“Don’t you want to take revenge on the leader who made you this way?”

“Will revenge bring him back?”

Not even Lin’s suggestion of revenge drew a response.

Finally, frustration turned into scorn directed at her.

“Then die, why put on a pitiful show alone after ruining yourself?”

It wasn’t Lin.

The one who had spoken so clearly with contempt in a properly formed sentence was Tigria.

She, with a very angry expression, put all her fierce emotions into those few words and turned away.

Hanna thought Tigria’s suggestion wasn’t a bad idea.

Maybe if she died, she could meet him in the afterlife.

She shook her head.

She was a sinner bound for hell, and he, being so good, would be in heaven.

Impossible.

Still, there was no reason to live.

Hanna drew out a long knife from her pocket.

As she held it to her neck, memories of him flashed before her eyes like a lantern.

“Not.”

A faint flicker of lost vitality returned.

If she was going, she wanted to recall her memories with him one last time.

“Excuse me, if you don’t mind, could I share my story…?”

Lowering the knife and raising her head, Hanna realized something.

No one was there.

Lin and Tigria had already exited the entrance and were far away, walking back toward the camp.

“Haha….”

A deep loneliness crept in, and Hanna barely managed to open her mouth in despair.

Having betrayed and lost the one she loved, nothing truly remained for her.

Shluk.


“Hmph, disgusting.”

Contrary to her harsh words, Hanna’s neck fell away gently.

She must have felt no pain as she went, but even in death, her head continued to shed tears.

“Weren’t you aware this would happen when you committed your adultery?”

Mocking the rolling head, Denarua flicked the blood off her sword.

“Love is not carnal desire but a union of affection and loyalty, you fool.”



 
  
    Chapter 68: I just can’t stand it.


A pile of dry firewood was stacked in the middle of the camp, gathered from who knows where. 

The crackling sound filled the air, and a great blaze shot up, but fortunately, the wind was calm, keeping the fire tamed.

Lin, who had always sat alone at the edge of the warrior’s party, liked to quietly watch the flickering flames. 

The unpredictable dance of the fire always captivated his gaze, allowing him to forget hunger and pain, if only for a moment.

However, standing before this massive blaze, Lin felt a growing sense of disappointment as everything around him turned into an unbearable noise.

“Ha! Don’t stare at the flames too much, my friend. If you get mesmerized, you won’t even realize when you’re getting burned.”

The arm of the expedition leader, holding a beer mug, wrapped tightly around Lin’s shoulders. 

The beer mug hovered near Lin’s chest as the leader leaned forward, taking a deep gulp.

“Just like love.”

The man’s slightly curly hair brushed against Lin’s nose. Lin found it utterly repulsive.

Near the fire, a whole pig was being roasted to a sizzle. 

The expedition leader sliced the meat with a knife and distributed it to the members. 

Yet, the meat given to the seven or so members amounted to no more than small chunks, the size of a child’s fist.

“Give me more.”

One of the members extended their plate again, but the leader clicked his tongue.

“There’s plenty. You’ve eaten so much already.”

Yet, he tore a large piece of meat off the pig’s hind leg and placed it generously on his and Lin’s plates.

“This is too much.”

“Eat well. You’ll need plenty of strength for the late-night activities.”

Winking, the leader sucked the grease off his fingers, looking around and noticing that Tigria was missing. 

He narrowed his brows and looked further into the distance but couldn’t find her.

“Where’s the mage?”

“She said there’s an interesting corner inside the ruins.”

“Is it related to the murderer?”

“She just… said the place has an ancient aura, and she wanted to learn more.”

“Ah, mages are always like that.”

The expedition leader tore into the hind leg meat, and the other members began their meal. 

As they took a large bite, they were already halfway through their pieces, and the members looked at each other in disbelief.

They were instinctual women with as little restraint as they had thin dignity. 

Some stuck their fingers into their mouths to scrape out meat between their teeth, unashamed, while others spat out small bones onto their plates as they chewed.

“What a sight. The discipline here is a complete mess.”

The leader didn’t bother hiding his disgust. 

Leaning closer to Lin, as if sharing a secret, he whispered, and the smell of meat wafted from his mouth.

“You’ve probably noticed every night, but to keep those women in line, you need to shut their mouths by smacking the lower one.”

When Lin frowned, the expedition leader flinched and straightened up.

“Of course, that’s not an honorable method for you. I will restrain myself from now on.”

Lin sighed, rubbing his dry face. 

He didn’t want to know why this so-called leader of an expedition kept looking for his approval, acting overly familiar, yet he felt a growing sense of unease.

While the leader continued to chew noisily, the members, already finished with their meal, were eyeing him, wondering if they could take more meat. 

Unable to watch any longer, Lin drew a knife and went around, distributing untouched pieces of the hind leg to the members.

“How kind of you.”

As Lin returned to his seat, the expedition leader immediately carved another large piece of meat from the pig.

“That’s just too much.”

A disgruntled member grumbled upon seeing this. Though small, the voice was clear and unmistakable.

The expedition leader laughed in disbelief, then stood up with his beer mug.

“Alright! Since we’re all full, let’s have a toast! Everyone, raise your glasses!”

Of all times, this happened just as they were about to put the meat Lin had given them into their mouths, and complaints erupted from all around. The leader pretended not to hear them, raising his glass even higher.

“The people here are the few surviving members of my proud expedition. We started with over thirty, but now only seven remain.”

Despite claiming to make a toast, the leader was staring straight at Lin.

“Each of them came here for their reasons. They all had lovers and families waiting for them back home.”

His voice began to tremble. 

The sight of him clutching his beer mug with both hands was grotesque. 

The members looked disgusted, but their expressions changed instantly with the leader’s next words.

“And every single one of them, I have had.”

“…!”

“Captain!”

“They said they came for their families, for their loved ones, so I decided to test their faithfulness. But once I offered them meat when they were starving, they devoured it without hesitation, laced with drugs and aphrodisiacs, and they all panted under me. Even after that, whenever I invited them to dinner, they gladly came. Every single one.”

The members also stood up. Lin couldn’t hide his regret as he saw the distributed meat falling onto the sandy ground.

“I admit I lost to my desires and rolled around with those women, but not anymore. Please believe me.”

Why was he asking Lin to believe him?

Lin stood up, but before he could open his mouth, the leader’s finger stopped him.

“Please, listen a bit more, my little kitten.”

“Screw you! Hand over the artifact, you bastard! If what you said is true, we should at least take something to atone for what happened to our beloved!”

“The artifact? You mean this?”

As one of the members shouted and drew a sword, the leader pulled a jewel from his pocket. 

It was a gem of deep, radiant orange, set against the border of a dark, intense shadow.

“What do you plan to do with this? Say you earned it by letting the leader shove it all the way inside you?”

“You… bastard…!”

The member couldn’t hold back and charged, but the leader swung his beer mug and struck her down. It was absurd, but the fallen member lay motionless. 

The odds were high that she was dead.

“Do you know how precious this gem is? Until now, I only saw your filthy bodies, but this artifact allows me to see souls.”

Lin was also watching closely. 

With his unique skill, the only one he had as a reincarnated soul, he was quickly reading the artifact’s power through the item description, rather than a status window.

[Earl of Night’s Gem]

Item Description: A jewel made by extracting the essence from a vampire originating from the Zramun Archipelago, which existed long before the ancient kingdom.

Effect: If possessed for a certain period, it turns the owner into a vampire. The level of transformation depends on the owner’s compatibility, granting them the vampire’s unique traits of “Eyes that See Souls” and “Bloodsucking.” If compatibility is too low, only survival and reproductive instincts are enhanced.

I’ve figured out what details have changed.

In the end, it was the expedition leader who was the culprit, and it explained why all the bodies were drained of blood. 

He simply assumed the role of Denarua from the game, influenced by the jewel. 


But something felt off.

In the game, the expedition leader also had the jewel. 

Maybe his low affinity for vampires made him appear as someone who just toyed with women more than before. 

But in reality, he had completely turned into a vampire.

The gap between the game and reality was growing wider.

“All of you have filthy and impure souls. I couldn’t find any decent blood to drink, so I was forced to consume you myself, but it feels like nausea coursing through my veins!”

The veins on the expedition leader’s arm were bulging unnaturally as he ranted.

His eyes widened menacingly, the whites expanding, making him look like an unmistakably ugly vampire.

Even with such a sight before them, the team members were slowly closing in with their weapons drawn. 

There was a reason explorers were often called people crazed for money, just like mercenaries.

“And then I met you. You fell from the sky with that mage.”

The expedition leader shuddered at the memory.

“Ohhh~ Ahhh♡”

“That bastard’s excited!”

“Crazy bastard, was he bi?!”

It was a sight too horrific to witness, but Lin couldn’t close his eyes. 

If he did, he felt like something blunt would touch his rear end.

“Wooo~ This is my pure devotion to you! You have no idea how pure your soul is, do you? A soul so full of light and warmth! Like the inside of a woman…! Ahh!”

The crazy vampire’s lower half twitched.

Lin couldn’t take it anymore.

Just as he hastily reached for the porter’s bag, a sharp blade came up against his throat.

“Hey, Captain. Hand over the jewel. Then your gay lover won’t get hurt… gack!”

The sentence was cut short by the explosion of a head.

“Now my handsome face is covered in blood.”

With a snap of his fingers, the blood splattered on Lin was sucked into the expedition leader’s mouth.

But the leader grimaced.

“Tastes awful. Damn wenches! My little kitten, do you know? The mage who was with you had a soul that was completely empty, like a mere outline. But as the days passed, I could see a faint light seeping in, no doubt because of your purity.”

Spreading his arms wide, he shouted grandly.

“This feeling is new. When I see your face, my heart races, and I want to look away, but I can’t stop staring! It would’ve been better if you were a woman, but it doesn’t matter! Come to me. I’ll make you live a life of bliss, panting in joy forever.”

“No thanks.”

Lin finally opened his mouth. 

The answer was a flat-out rejection, as expected.

“Are these people totally insane?”

Lin was genuinely disgusted. 

And disgust wasn’t an emotion his chains held back to protect him.

“Grab him first! He’s the captain’s weakness!”

The team members, blinded by greed, had also lost their minds.

With faces flushed red, they were targeting the jewel, while the expedition leader was puckering his lips toward Lin, as if to kiss him.

Lin couldn’t stand it any longer.

“Ha, damn it.”

For the first time in his life, Lin cursed. 

It was both a signal and a trigger for someone’s fury to explode.

“Multiple Lock.”

The one was none other than the mage, Tigria.

Her voice, full of force, echoed from the ruins of the palace buried in the sand.

“Activate, heat, evaporate, decompose, ignite.”

“A mage?! Where?”

“AH!”

As the spell was completed, Tigria swung the horn staff of the horned bird.

At that moment, an explosion occurred beneath the feet of all the expedition members.

BOOOOM—!!!

“Aaaagh!!!”

“It’s hot! I can’t breathe…!”

The team members collapsed helplessly, burning away.

After all, without their greed for money, they were no different from ordinary people.

“Kiieeeek!”

The expedition leader also flailed, unable to extinguish the flames clinging to his body.

Not missing the moment, Lin grabbed the fallen jewel and dashed toward the palace.

But it wasn’t just the expedition that suffered from Tigria’s magic.

“How dare a mere puppet attack me!!”

Even Denarua, who had been waiting for a chance to rescue Lin near the camp, was caught in the blast.

“Ahhh! This is love! It’s hot, but I’ll endure it!”


“I’ll cut you down this instant!”

The expedition leader chased after Lin, and Denarua pursued Tigria at the entrance to the palace ruins.

As a result, with their directions aligned, both vampires appeared to be chasing Lin.

“Damn it…! Seriously!”

Lin truly wished for Ravin and Lucy to be here.



 
  
    Chapter 69: Each of our crossroads, at the end


[Advanced: Irreversible Steps (Lv. 9)]

Lin, who had just snatched the gem, swiftly activated the skill scroll.  

Feeling a surge in speed, he pushed herself to run even faster.

His desperate sprint for survival was frantic and fierce in every sense.  

“Yes, keep running! The more you run, the more I long for the moment to embrace you!”  

She was angry.  

She was furious at herself for having no choice but to flee from a guy like that.  

Crash!

One.  

Two.  

Three chains, corroded black, fell to the ground.  

“Tigria!”  

Running, Lin raised the gem over his shoulder.  

“Lin! That was mine to begin with! Hand it over, and I’ll protect it!”  

Denarua shouted, but Lin paid no attention.
  

She no longer wanted to be protected.  

“Catch!”  

As she threw it with all her might, her stance slightly faltered.  

Her face was filled with exhilaration.  

“You would have become nothing!”  

Denarua quickly closed the gap.  

Drawing the right-hand sword, ‘Solitude,’ she slashed the expedition leader’s upper body, then immediately thrust the left-hand sword, ‘Silence,’ toward the heart.  

“Urgh!”  

“Die and disappear. I can’t acknowledge someone like you as kin.”  

“Kin…?”  

The expedition leader’s eyes widened.  

Ready to finish him off, Denarua prepared to attack from midair.  

“Fire!”  

Instead, the magic arrow that the dual-wielder dodged pierced through the expedition leader.  

Meanwhile, Tigria, who had fired the spell, safely caught the gem that came flying toward her.  

Lin regained his composure and sprinted toward Tigria with all his might.  

“Lin!”  

“The chant got shorter?!”  

In a single utterance, Denarua watched, shocked, as the magic was cast.  

Neither Lin nor Tigria, caught up in the urgent situation, had noticed.  

“Right up to that wall from yesterday!”  

“Got it!”  

With acceleration magic added, their speed increased even more.  

The two raced down the obstacle-free corridor without hesitation.  

At least, along their running path, there were no obstacles.  

“Ugh! Haah…!”  

The gem’s curse began to erode Tigria’s body.  

Noticing that the curse had activated quickly due to her empty soul, Lin hurriedly snatched the gem away.  

Tigria reflexively looked at him as he forcibly took the gem. 

She finally saw it.  

“Ah…”  

Lin’s soul, shining with a radiant red light.  

Thump.

The warm and cozy feeling made the doll’s heart pound wildly.  

Thump, thump.

“Tigria, are you okay?!”  

Without realizing it, Lin had begun speaking informally.  

As their eyes met, Tigria quickly turned her gaze forward.  

“…!”  

The moment their eyes met, her heart pounded so hard it hurt.  

But there was no time to enjoy the pain.  

“A mere doll shouldn’t be by Lin’s side!”  

“…?!”  

Smack!

As the mage flew from the kick, Lin turned to look back, but Tigria urged him on instead.  

“Go! I’ll hold them off!”  

Nodding, Lin raised the trembling gem that had reacted to the dead-end wall earlier.  

The orange magic power flowed out of the gem, clinging to the wall like smoke.  

As the thick fog of magic was absorbed back into the gem, the wall disappeared without a trace.  

And two diverging paths appeared.  

The direction Lin had to go was already determined.  

“Tigri…!”  

Just as he was about to call out to the mage, Lin swallowed his words.  

A bruised, swollen eye.  

*Thud!*  

Even as he was explaining the situation, Tigria was getting punched in the stomach by Denarua.  

“Know your place! None of the warrior party has the right to be with him, least of all you!”  

The moment the distance closed, the outcome was practically decided.  

Using fists and feet instead of a sword, Denarua pummeled the mage in a fit of rage.  

“That expressionless face! Are you not hurt?! Just like the woman who betrayed your brother, you act like nothing happened!”  

“Limit… Ugh!”  

“Like her, who betrayed her brother for her research! Are you going to shamelessly carry on with your life after betraying the hero and causing Lin so much pain?”

“Extraction, transfer… Urgh!”

“Without a shred of guilt! Without an ounce of shame! Never once asking for forgiveness, you puppets who don’t even blink an eye!”


Tigria’s body was jolting under countless blows.

“Tigria!”

“Don’t come closer!”

Even Denarua paused at the firmness of the cry.

“I said I’d hold them off here. Go quickly.”

Lin saw it.

The unwavering determination in eyes that a puppet could never possess.

“Don’t die.”

At Lin’s plea, the mage smiled faintly.

And with that farewell, Lin threw herself toward the path on the right.

“Lin, wait…!”

The dual-wielder, who was about to chase after that porter, suddenly felt her head being grabbed.

Bam!

She saw stars.

Reeling from the searing pain, Denarua couldn’t believe what had just happened.

“A headbutt? From a mage…?”

“Restriction.”

The mage, blood dripping from his forehead, raised the horn staff of the horned bird.

“Extraction, transfer, removal, replication, freezing!”

It was the freezing magic he had already used in the Jura Archipelago.

A magic circle spread across the ground, freezing the entire area instantly.

Unlike last time, this wasn’t aimed only at Denarua; towering walls of ice rose around, creating a maze that the dual-wielder couldn’t easily escape.

“Damn it!”

Swinging her twin blades, Denarua sliced through the ice pillars, only to spot the mage standing at the left fork.

“It’s time to end this.”

The mage raised a trembling hand and beckoned.

“Follow me.”

“Why should I?”

However, the mage’s next taunt brought her to a halt.

“I’ve met your brother.”

“…?”

“When I was trapped in a test tube, he spoke to me. Said I was pretty because I looked like the original.”

“How dare you spout such nonsense!”

“After saying that, the second hero went to the execution ground the next day to die.”

The mage uttered words that should never have been spoken.

“He loved the original, even until his last breath. He wanted her to be happy…”

“Don’t you dare speak such lies!”

Crimson energy exploded.

“Fine. Since you want it so badly, I’ll kill you here.”

“Didn’t you hear?”

The mage smiled brightly.

“Lin told me not to die.”

“You wretched woman!”

Ultimate Skill: [Spectacle: Sin, Cost, Remnants of Responsibility]

A new world opened up.

A world ablaze with red flames unfolded around Denarua.

It wasn’t an attack skill.

It was a token of apology given by the goddess to the only remaining blood relative of the second hero.

Even after becoming a demon, the goddess felt sorry for Denarua and granted this unique privilege.

“This is hell.”

Within the burning world, Tigria, glancing around warily, felt her fur stand on end when a voice she thought she would never hear while escaping this Gilless called out to her.

“Number 144, Tigria?”

The mage felt his whole body bristle with fear.

“O… Original…?”

At last, they met again.

Running and running through the crossroads, they arrived at a spacious room that had once been a reception area.

Lin, confirming the wooden plaque engraved with the goddess’s emblem, like at the House of Ephalther, steadied her trembling heart and opened the tall, ornate door.

Inside, there was a goddess with glowing golden hair.

Their eyes met, but neither could speak first.

Lin had too much to say, and the goddess, too much shame.

Yet they both knew there was no time to waste.

Eventually, the goddess spoke first, her voice tinged with sadness.

[I have nothing but apologies for you.]

The goddess felt utterly without face.

[…I see.]

“Me too.”

Lin, fiddling with the porter’s sack, finally voiced a question she had long harbored.

“So, could you answer a few questions for me?”

[Well, that depends.]

The goddess tilted her head slightly.


[After your class change? Or right now?]

“Oh, the class change is immediate.”

Indeed.

No matter how many questions he had, he couldn’t resist the class change.

It was the true spirit of a player, ingrained since her days as Lee in her past life.



 
  
    Chapter 70: Class Change [Item Master]


The class change was an ability that only the porter could perform.

As the game’s DLC advanced, the difficulty became increasingly brutal, and it was determined that it would be nearly impossible to clear the game with a non-combatant porter that occupied a valuable character slot. 

This was a system implemented by the developers.

True to its name, “class change” allowed any character to change their profession.

It was even possible to become a hero, but that was usually a poor decision. 

To emphasize again, Lucy was not strong because she became a hero; she was chosen as a hero because she was inherently strong.

Naidrian, Arsil, and Ravin were also formidable because they excelled in their respective fields, making them effective in their chosen classes. 

This was especially evident with Arsil, who, despite being a healer and saintess, could still engage in fierce melee combat.

Of course, if you ground out experience points on the map, other classes could become useful. 

But time in reality was limited, so there was no need to waste it mastering redundant classes.

For someone from the Filthy Alley, the most suitable class was thief, but even that was uncertain and awkward compared to Ravin.

“What class would you like to choose?”

After trying each option through save and load, the class that Lin chose was already decided from the beginning.

“Item Master.”

“I figured as much,” the goddess said with a knowing smile, closing her eyes as her divine power began to manifest.

“I, Justini Elestianus, hereby grant that Lin’s class shall be enhanced.”

Item Master.

Though an unfamiliar term, it was easy to guess that it was a second-tier class, considered an upgraded version of the porter.

From the original “Arrogant Saga,” Lin had always carried items in the porter’s bag, learning about their descriptions, whether he liked it or not. 

Item Master was a hidden class that was given to him once he had mastered all the items.

“It will take a little time, as we need to strengthen your power and create exclusive items that match it.”

In the game, this process was just a few lines of text and was over quickly. 

However, Lin didn’t mind.

She had a question for the goddess, so this brief respite was precious.

“May I ask a question?”

“Yes, please.”

“Can you make me as strong as I once was?”

[…]

The goddess’s expression darkened. 

As if suppressing something, the supreme being took a deep breath and then denied his request.

“Why not?” Lin asked.

“Because I cannot lose you again.”

“Is that task too heavy for me?”

“It was only possible because it was you.”

A cryptic conversation. 

Even after hearing the answer, Lin did not feel relieved at all.

“You are strong enough.”

“Strong enough is not enough.”

Strong enough wasn’t enough. 

It was a contradiction of words that conflicted with each other. 

Lin wanted to demand more, but when the goddess seemed on the verge of tears, he couldn’t continue.

“Look at this. What’s so strong about me?”

Lin thought. Even with such a small favor, kindness, and attitude, he felt himself becoming weaker and smaller.

“Is this a game or reality?” Lin wondered aloud.

He should have asked this when he was first granted the porter’s bag, but at that time, he was too exhausted and in immense pain. 

In his relief and joy at receiving the exclusive item, his mind had been too clouded to remember.

Though even that joy had been swallowed by his following wish.

“This is reality. The only one, a unique world line that barely exists among countless possibilities.”

“Then why is this world so similar to ‘Arrogant Saga’? Why are its detailed settings different despite the similarities?”

The goddess hesitated.

But the goddess had already decided. 

She no longer wished to passively wait, hoping things would go her way.

“‘Arrogant Saga’ was a means to confront the entity that broke the rules. It was a device I set up to run simulations to find an answer.”

“Based on this world?”

“Yes, based on this world.”

There was the developer. A single developer, at that.

“I believed that if we could defeat the Demon King, we could save the world. I believed we could build peace under my protection.”

So, the goddess had applied the many scenarios of Demon King subjugation from the game players. 

As the examples increased, a scenario for Demon King subjugation with creative play was completed.

No matter how many times or what means were used, the hero Lucy was always betrayed and killed.

Even the goddess admitted that the hero’s actions had been extreme, but she couldn’t build peace in a world filled with heroes marked by betrayal.

Moreover, when a Demon King fell, a party of demonic heroes would emerge, making it impossible to win the war against the Demon Army.

Out of options, the goddess used her divine powers to create and release the DLC.

However, even the most inventive player who cleared the main game’s Demon King subjugation could not get past the DLC’s intro.

As her divine powers were gradually being restricted by causality due to breaking the rules so blatantly, a savior finally appeared.

A player who chose the porter, whom everyone else had ignored, even managing to save the hero. This player, despite using save-load, cleared the DLC.

Overwhelmed with joy, the goddess checked on the player.

She wept on the spot.

“Why… you?”

Someone burdened with such great wounds.

Because of those wounds, she had hoped the small remaining, unsullied part of his soul, which she had sent to another world, would find peace.

But he was the only one who could stop the apocalypse.

Someone was needed who could endure all this pain and move forward, not just apply a simple game strategy.

In the game, it was depicted as being merely ignored, but in reality, the treatment of the party’s porter was always the worst.

“If it were my brother, he would help with a smile no matter how many times.”

A woman’s face came to mind.

A woman who had prayed fervently to clear her brother’s name.

Even when the goddess was determined to annihilate humanity for her revenge, this woman had pleaded, collapsing from exhaustion, begging her to spare them.

“For what reason?! Even after suffering so much, why?!”


To the enraged goddess, the pope smiled and closed his eyes.

“Because it’s a world where our loved ones exist.”

“Sister…?”

Witnessing this, the youngest sister fell to darkness and became a demon.

She had been treated poorly as a vampire-born illegitimate child, and when all her siblings died, she was driven by extreme loneliness and went where the goddess’s hand could not reach.

In the end, the goddess squeezed out the little divine power she had left.

“I will surely be punished.”

Carrying regret and guilt, she summoned him once more, weeping tears of blood.

The goddess, who had left, instead taught her love, feeling sorry for those who had gone away.

The goddess told Lin all these facts without any omission.

“You are… a fragment of the remaining soul of the second hero, Guerrero.”

“I see… So that’s how it was.”

To her surprise, Lin responded nonchalantly.

“I am Lin. Not Guerrero. And I help the goddess and this world of my own will.”

“But why? Even after enduring so much pain, why?”

Lin smiled awkwardly.

“Because it’s a world where someone I love exists.”

But the hand stroking the pouch around his neck was more careful than ever.

“I am truly a foolish goddess. I will surely be punished.”

The porter’s bag split in half. 

It transformed into a bracelet, and light enveloped Lin’s wrist.

Soon, after the light subsided, a rough and simple bracelet was secured around both of Lin’s wrists.

“Lin, from now on, you are the Item Master, one who has mastered all items. You can create skill scrolls and high-level items instantly from the inventory without any additional action, just by thinking. Furthermore, through this hidden class promotion, your basic stats have also greatly increased.”

However, the drawback was that creating high-level items consumed the materials used. It was only natural, but this meant he needed to stockpile a lot of items.

“Would you like to test the performance?”

The goddess pointed to the expedition leader, whose figure had collapsed as he entered the sanctuary.

Barely keeping his crumbling body intact, he walked slowly toward Lin. 

She asked her final question.

“In the game, vampires had no special affinity. Were there bad endings or minor detailed settings applied?”

The goddess shook her head firmly.

“No, that was just a random simulation through the variables. Consider it a delusion that never actually occurred, except for the Demon King subjugation.”

“A delusion that never occurred?”

“If Lin dreams of the world’s destruction or imagines it, does it change reality? Does it become something that actually happened?”

Lin understood. And with that, she was greatly relieved.

His only guilt was resolved.

“Come to me!” the expedition leader shouted, mustering all his strength and leaping forward.

At the same time, Lin’s bracelets lit up.

[Master Skill: Item Creation]

[Combine 5,000 tough thorns of the ‘Bristled Lynx’ from the Royal Palace Ruins Monster with a previously acquired skill formula and parchment.]

Recognizing the skill he had created, the goddess smiled.

“I see.”

The goddess understood.

So much so that the goddess herself wanted to intervene directly.

Lin leaped toward the expedition leader.

The Item Master’s voice echoed with the name of the first monumental skill.

“Ultimate Skill: Thousand Strikes!”

Countless thorns poured out from both arms in a flurry of blows.

It was reminiscent of Ravin, who had rushed toward the unique mutant monster in Waltercrua to save Lin.

It was a coincidence.

Back then, Lin had been asleep under the illusionist’s spell and had not witnessed Ravin using his ultimate skill.

But because it was a coincidence, it would now be destiny.


“Go ahead, Lin. I may be a foolish goddess, but I always wish for your peace.”

Countless thrusts tore apart and ground down the expedition leader.

Lin ran towards the crossroads.

Immersed in the ecstasy of a battle unlike any she had ever experienced, Lin shouted loudly.

“Wow! This is so unbalanced!”



 
  
    Chapter 71: You said you hated me?


The second mage, with her elegant lilac hair swept back and her intellectual features, bore an uncanny resemblance to Tigria.

Though she appeared quite haggard, as if born to royalty, she still maintained a sense of dignity as she spoke arrogantly.

“Have you completed your research on affection, Unit 144?”

“Not yet.”

“I see, judging by your tone, you’re still far off. Pathetic.”

For a mere convict, she was incredibly insolent.

But Denarua remained silent, for now. Just for now.

“Studying human emotions is a pursuit as instinctive to us dolls as breathing. All other extreme emotions have been thoroughly examined, yet only love remains unconquered. Only by mastering it can a doll become a complete human.”

It was a phrase she had heard hundreds of times before.

Just like the vampire experiments on Zramun Island, the ancient kingdom chose a woman from the royal family, known for their exceptional aptitude in magic, and cultivated dolls from her lineage, raising them as war machines and useful scholars.

After fulfilling their roles, the dolls were granted the freedom to study just one thing of their choice, and they all chose to study human emotions.

Anger, sorrow, anxiety—all unique emotions were studied and organized, but they stumbled upon the barrier of love.

Why does one fall in love? 

Why does one feel the desire to sacrifice for love? Why does love cause betrayal? 

Why does love bring joy?

The branches of that emotion were too numerous to count, remaining an unsolved enigma through generations.

Every doll that studied love, without exception, failed to understand it and fell in love themselves, eventually committing irreversible acts and facing ruin.

Just like the current second mage.

Love turned the dolls into incomplete and clumsy humans.

“I believed that if it were you, the least skilled of all, you might observe this emotion objectively, without becoming engulfed by it.”

“Original, you seem oddly calm considering your crimes.”

As Tigria retorted sharply, the second mage chuckled darkly.

“Ugh…!”

With a splatter, a black liquid spewed from her mouth.

At the same time, foul water endlessly poured from between the skirt that covered her lower abdomen.

“Does it look like that?”

Below her navel, her flesh split vertically and spread open to either side.

Amongst the corrupted viscera, muscles, and fat tainted by the black fluid, long-tailed creatures, resembling sperm, twisted and crawled.

“I am being punished. I am forever spitting out and swallowing back the seed of that man who filled me.”

“Is it painful?”

“It is disgusting and repulsive.”

“Wasn’t it the seed of the man you once loved?”

“How dare you!”

That man was the thief who had lured her with carnal curiosity.

As the second mage’s fury rose, the worms bared their teeth and hissed at Tigria and Denarua.

“Not for a single moment did I love that vile creature. Repulsive, disgusting wretch! The only one I ever loved was Gere…! Khuh!”

Crunch.

“How dare…!”

Denarua’s calmness pierced the second mage’s heart like a sword.

Releasing the long-restrained anger, Denarua twisted the blade brutally, then slowly withdrew it, dragging out the pain.

“Good…! Good! Do more. Yes, you are worthy. You have the right to be angry at me in his stead!”

The twin swordsman trembled as she retrieved her sword.

This was why she could not tear her apart even though she wanted to.

“If you torture me! If you condemn me! It feels like I am being forgiven by him!”

The second mage, who had been giggling, now wept black tears.

Gone was the dignified woman she had been; only a woman maddened by pain and guilt remained.

“Your brother is gone now. You sent him to the guillotine yourself. You killed him with your own hands.”

“No, no, no, no, no. Listen, my dear sister-in-law…”

Buzz!

“Ughhh…!”

“Who are you calling your sister-in-law!”

“Hehe… more… more…”

“You damn bitch!”

Once again, it was Denarua who shuddered and pulled out her sword.

“Listen. The pleasure that wretched man gave me by exploiting my ignorance was enough to make me lose my mind, but it soon grew dull. His interest and mine both faded. When he was flirting with other party members, forsaking the duty of a consort, I alone gave birth to a child and lay there for three days and nights. Only then did I learn to distinguish lust from love.”

Black liquid poured from every hole in her body—her eyes, her nose, her mouth.

All these things were given to her by the man who had toyed with her.

“So I abandoned the child born without love. Though, needless to say, it grew up quite well on its own. From that day on, I lived only thinking of him. I admit it was too late. I admit I was lacking in many ways. But since that day, I have changed. I will live with shame, atone for my sins, and dedicate my purest devotion to him!”

The second mage, soaked in vain hopes and delusions, burst into mad laughter.

Dreaming of a day that would never come, enduring the pain of her body being eaten by insects and the disgust of that man’s seed crawling inside her.

“The goddess told me, when his wounds heal, this judgment will end. When the judgment is over, I, too, will become pure white and welcome him.”

“Hmph.”

Denarua snorted, barely restraining her gritting teeth.

“The goddess said the judgment would end only when my brother’s wounds are healed? That means he’s finally forgotten you completely.”

“Don’t be ridiculous! Do not belittle Gere’s love! Even in his dying moment, he smiled at me! He thought of only me till the end. Not the bitchy saint who shook her breasts or the archer and warrior wenches clinging on either side of him, but me alone!”

Her filthy face, covered in black grime, smiled.

“He loved only me…!”

“Ugh!”

Tigria retched, dropping to her knees.

It was hard to endure the disgust.

Once considered a high and mighty existence, the Original now seemed worse than a mere prostitute.

“Look, that is your future.”

“No! I am different!”

“What makes you different? You walk around with your head held high, unaware of the wrongs you’ve done. What exactly is different?”

“Now I know. I know what shame is. I will atone until I am forgiven, and after that…”

Tigria’s impulsive defense was cut short.

Realizing that her current state was exactly the same as the nonsense the second mage had been shouting moments earlier, Tigria fell into despair.

“I… I am… different…”

“Unit 144, Tigria!”


The second mage shouted harshly at the despairing sorceress.

“You’ve harbored love! A doll in love cannot study love, as I’ve told you many times! Remember, I said that a doll in love will commit an unforgivable mistake!”

“The unforgivable mistake was already committed, and you, like that wretched woman, will undoubtedly hurt Lin as well. Give it up. Your very existence is a curse upon Lin.”

The guilt choked her throat, making it impossible to breathe.

Just like Lucy before her, Tigria wept like a child who had lost her parents, glancing around in desperation.

The sinner, drenched in filthy water, slandered her, and even the vampire, who had the authority to deliver judgment, reprimanded her.

“A… Ah…!”

For the first time, the doll realized how terrifying emotions could be.

She also realized that she, too, was a great sinner, just like the second.

“Make your choice. I will kill you painlessly with my own hands.”

“I… I…”

She did not want to die.

But living seemed too shameful.

Tigria hated herself for wanting to live.

“Hurry up and choose!”

“I…!”

At Denarua’s urging, she began to sob uncontrollably, on the verge of begging.

Ultimate Skill

[Sever: Space Separation]

With a nostalgic, wistful voice, the flaming void of hell was torn apart, creating a fissure.

Through the rift, twisting their body to enter, appeared none other than Lin.

“Lin! How did you get here?!”

Denarua was astonished, but Lin’s gaze was fixed on the crying Tigria.

“Get up.”

“Lin… I…!”

“You are not like that.”

“…!”

Though submerged in filthy water, the sight of her pale purple hair made it clear immediately.

The woman in a condition worse than a corpse was the second-ranked mage.

“If you know shame, if you know your mistakes, apologize to Lucy.”

“…”

“Tigria, it’s not too late for you. I will vouch for you.”

She grasped the hand he extended with great difficulty.

“Don’t cry. Don’t cry when you haven’t even asked for forgiveness.”

“Sniff…! Sniff…!”

Tigria swallowed her tears as he commanded.

But it bothered her that they wouldn’t stop.

“Lin! You shouldn’t have come here recklessly!”

Denarua, alarmed as Lin’s outer garment began to burn from the heat of hell, started to reverse the summoning of the space he had called forth.

The surroundings distorted in a dizzying manner as hell began to shrink.

Within the contracting hell, the second-ranked mage saw Lin.

More precisely, with the innate power of magic, she saw his soul.

“Guerero…? Is that you? Guerero!”

Ironically, the love she realized too late was genuine, so the second could read the lingering echo of the soul that even Denarua found hard to discern.

“You’ve finally come to forgive me! I… I will purge myself of all these filthy things and come to you immediately. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry to show you such an indecent sight. I have so much to tell you, how much I love you…”

“Hey.”

But Lin’s eyes, looking at her, were only cold.

“I’m not Guerero. But I know him well enough. You could even say we’re like brothers.”

“Not…?”

“Yeah, I’m not. And he told me this.”

The words he was about to speak were no lie.

For it was Lin, who had once been part of his soul, speaking.

“He said he hated you.”

“What?”

“He said he could never forgive you, and it pained him so much that he wished he could go back to before he ever knew you.”

“That can’t be!”

“Why can’t it?”

Denarua’s reverse summoning was almost complete.

Through the narrow gap of the dimension, Lin spoke coldly.

“I heard it myself.”

Fshhh

The second-ranked mage, left alone in hell, muttered blankly.

“He said he hated me?”

Her voice was old and frail.

“He said he could never forgive me?”

Only then did she begin to feel the true pain of the worms eating away at her.

“He wished he could go back to before he met me?”

The dirty liquid, which was once probably a pure, milky white, still flowed down her body.

“No…”

Finally, the second mage faced her own sins.

“No…!”

She shouldn’t have done it back then.

She shouldn’t have fallen into the thief’s temptation.

She shouldn’t have made the absurd excuse that she would taste carnal pleasures and see if her love for him remained unchanged.

She shouldn’t have sent him to the guillotine, soaked in lust.

Everything was an irrevocable mistake.

“Aaaaahhhhhhhhh!”

She could have been happy.

If only she had resisted that temptation back then.

She could have loved.

She could have loved a child born between heroes, and even the child’s child.


She could have been.

A woman who lived, looking only at one man.

“I was wrong. Please… please, please, please, please, please, please…!!!”

Everyone must remember this:

Pleasure is fleeting, but regret is eternal.

There are no exceptions, not even for this foolish second mage.

“I shouldn’t have turned my back on you that day…”

Now, the true judgment is about to begin.



 
  
    Chapter 72: A Chance to Apologize


As soon as they emerged from the depths of hell, Denarua swung her sword at Tigria.

Lin, who hadn’t let her guard down for even a moment, conjured a small reinforced shield to block the attack.

Chae-aam!

She was pushed back a bit, but she managed to defend herself perfectly. 

Even though the attack had been focused on speed, the fact that she had reacted and wasn’t overwhelmed was proof that Lin’s abilities had exponentially improved.

“How…?” Denarua gritted her teeth. 

“Lin, don’t interfere!”

“Doesn’t it feel like something was resolved in that dimension just now?” Lin replied, still holding his ground.

“Not at all! You just saw it, didn’t you? Dolls, when they start to understand emotions imperfectly, commit irreparable mistakes. It’s a historical fact that keeps repeating.”

“Hey,” Lin interrupted, but Denarua continued, “So Tigria has to be even more careful and stay alive.”

“Keeping her alive will only bring more tragedy!” 

Denarua’s frustration was greater than her surprise that Lin had blocked her attack and even protected Tigria. 

For a moment, she wanted to fall to her knees and beg, plead for Lin to come to her.

“You didn’t see it since you came late, but she made excuses no different from hers,” Denarua said.

“I didn’t see it, but I did hear,” Lin replied calmly.

“Then why? Why are you defending the mage?” Denarua demanded.

“In that situation, it was natural to say something like that. And whether she meant it or not will be shown through her actions,” Lin responded.

“She’s the same as the others!” Denarua argued.

“No, she’s different,” Lin firmly denied. 

“The environment she lived in, the experiences she’s accumulated—they’re all different.”

“But the mistakes they made are the same,” Denarua countered.

“All of us, we all make big and small mistakes. We are lenient with our own faults and strict with others’.If we punish every mistake every time, there wouldn’t be a single human left in this world,” Lin said with a calm demeanor.

Denarua scoffed, “Have you forgotten what I am? I am a demon, a being that desires the destruction of the world.”

“Ah, right. You’re so kind that I almost forgot,” Lin teased.

“Who’s kind?!” 

Denarua snapped, feeling a brief wave of frustration at Lin’s foolish answer but did not put away her sword. 

Lin, thinking he had softened the mood nicely, felt a pang of regret.

“Come to us,” Denarua pleaded again.

“Come to us who have done nothing wrong to you. To us who look only at you. Why do you choose to stay with this party that torments you without even realizing it?”

“Destroying the world is too extreme,” Lin replied softly.

“They are all sinners!” 

Denarua yelled.

“And what remains after that? An empty world with no one left to vent your anger on?” 

Lin asked.

“Then what do you suggest? Forgive those shameless humans?” 

Denarua’s voice was heavy with sarcasm.

“Hmm, you don’t understand forgiveness, do you?” 

Lin said with a gentle smile. 

“Forgiveness is beating the wrongdoer to your heart’s content until you no longer need to. It’s not about the victim enduring it unconditionally.”

“That’s… very demon-like,” Denarua muttered, feeling a bit hurt.

“Is it?”

Lin responded, unfazed.

She didn’t quite like what had just been said. 

Denarua felt a little wounded by it. But they had bought enough time. 

Standing deliberately in front of Denarua, Lin used a recovery scroll to heal the severely injured Tigria behind him. 

Lin was quite satisfied with the versatility of her class as an Item Master—being able to attack, defend, and heal.

“Lin… can’t be taken…” Tigria muttered, wiping away tears as she got up.

“I will defeat you here,” she declared.

“Tigria?” 

Lin asked, surprised.

“Lin, please trust me. It’s time to settle this,” Tigria said with determination.

Despite Tigria’s firm resolve, Denarua snorted. 

Though she had used up all her magic summoning hell and couldn’t activate the Darkfang Sanctuary, a mere mage was no threat to her, whose main strength lay in swordsmanship.

Hesitant, Lin took a step back, realizing that he hadn’t sensed any murderous intent from Denarua all along. 

She also knew that Denarua had intentionally allowed him to heal the mage, but she was ready to intervene if necessary.

“I will fight with all I have!” 

Tigria declared.

“Big words!” 

Denarua retorted.

Before she could finish speaking, a magic arrow flew toward her. 

Denarua hadn’t even heard the chant.

Or rather, it was more accurate to say she hadn’t heard the precise pronunciation.

The speed of the chant was so fast that the words seemed to blur together, like watching a fast-forwarded recording.

Whenever Denarua slashed or thrust, Tigria instantly cast short-distance teleportation spells to maintain her distance. 

She hurled arrows, bolts, fireballs, and even froze the ground to annoy the dual swordswoman.

“Damn it!” 

Denarua’s speed increased. 

Tigria’s reaction also became quicker. 

To any onlookers, it would appear as though several clones were fighting simultaneously, a battle too fast to follow.

However, a life-or-death duel was not fought solely with brute strength.

“The fact that a sinner like you is keeping Lin with you is disgusting!” 

Denarua shouted.

“Such words… mean nothing to a demon,” Tigria replied, her voice steady.

Even as she responded, Tigria’s magic flowed continuously, despite her having to speak mid-chant. 

She had spent centuries learning magic in solitude, honing her skills to a troublesome level.

But Denarua hadn’t initiated the conversation to play such a shallow trick.

“I’m speaking from Lin’s perspective. Our kind bears no guilt toward Lin,” Denarua said.

Her tongue, sharper than her dual swords, pierced the mage’s heart. For a moment, there was a slight opening.

In that brief instant, when Tigria swallowed a single breath, Denarua’s right-hand sword, Solitude, thrust forward. 


Tigria barely managed to dodge using acceleration magic, but was soon slashed by Silence, which followed immediately after.

“Agh!” she groaned.

Her front was torn, but the blood flowing from the wound glued the fabric back to her skin. 

The wound was shallower than she expected.

Preparing to chant again, Tigria was struck across the cheek. 

Then her thigh, her arm, and sometimes her back. 

Denarua was toying with the mage.

“Apologize to Lin,” Denarua demanded.

“…!”

“Apologize and say, ‘I’m sorry for ignoring and troubling you, Lin,’” she repeated.

It was a continuous cycle of slashing and stabbing. 

Just like when she had been punched and beaten after entering the ruins, Tigria was once again battered and bruised.

“Apologize,” Denarua insisted.

“Capture… ah!” 

Tigria tried to chant, but Denarua struck her cheek or head to shut her mouth whenever she did.

Anger flared up within Tigria at her own helplessness.

“Apologize!” Denarua ordered.

What use was it to claim to be fighting with all her might?

To be dominated by a dual swordswoman who hadn’t even used her ultimate skills, unable to utter a word.

She hated that conceited warrior who shouted for her to apologize, hated that smug demeanor, pretending to judge her without knowing anything.

Tigria, overwhelmed with fury, finally screamed.

“I was going to apologize!”

“What?” 

Denarua blinked.

“But Lin didn’t even let me apologize, so what could I do?”

“You pathetic fool… Is that your excuse?” 

Denarua hissed.

Lin felt a chill down his spine. 

Unlike Tigria, who was yelling at the top of her lungs, Denarua’s face had turned completely expressionless.

Expecting that Denarua would go easy on her due to the lack of murderous intent had been Lin’s mistake. 

From the beginning, Denarua had been capable of killing the mage without any malice.

It was simply a matter of course.

“Is that your grievance? Is that the grievance you shout so loudly about? To not even have the chance to beg for forgiveness?”

Denarua readied her stance.

“So, that’s all there is to you. I’ll kill you now, at least while you still have some sense of guilt. That’s my mercy.”

Her body shot forward like an arrow.

[Master Skill: Item Creation]

Ultimate Skill:

“Unyielding: No Retreat!”

But once again, due to Lin’s interference, she couldn’t draw his sword.

“Move, Lin!”

“Absolutely not.”

“Why! Has anyone in the hero’s party ever protected you by turning their back? Even that wizard just watched you struggle with a pitiful shield! When those high-and-mighty heroes were devouring the food you cooked, did she ever say a word about saving a portion for you?”

Denarua, who was on the verge of a breakdown, stopped herself when she saw the bitter change in Lin’s expression. 

She realized that in her own sense of hurt, she had unintentionally caused him pain.

“Lin, I…”

“Tell me more…”

Tigria, staggering to her feet, urged Denarua.

“Hurry, tell me more. So I can apologize to Lin!”

“You fool…!”

“Hurry up! Say more, so Lin can hear, and I can apologize!”

Rushing past Lin, Tigria thrust the horned staff of the Horned Bird like a sword.

“Give me a chance too! I don’t care if it’s ugly! I don’t care if it’s shameless! Just let me have a chance to beg for forgiveness!”

So that, at last, I too can taste his warmth.

But her staff, thrust out with only desperation, was a weapon inferior to even a mere club.

Crack!

When Denarua struck it with all her might using the side of her sword, the sacred item bestowed by the goddess shattered into pieces, scattering fragments.

“Tigria!”

Simultaneously, the other side of the blade aimed straight for her eye.

Leaving Lin’s scream behind, the sword blade reached right before her eyes, immovable.

“Remember this. You were, at least, the most conscientious puppet of them all. And remember, that was ‘at least.’”

Ah, I’m dying.

It was a life filled with too much regret to accept…

She waited helplessly for the sword to pierce her brain.

And then, the world stopped.

Denarua, who was lunging, Lin, who was rushing to save Tigria, even Tigria, who had given up on everything—all were frozen.

The only one who could still move was the goddess, who descended with wings spread wide from the ceiling of the royal palace ruins.

[Were those words sincere?]

What?

[The words asking for a chance to be forgiven, to atone.]

‘They were sincere, Goddess. Please, give me a chance…!’

[The chance will be given by Lin, not me. But I can at least let you struggle for it.]

‘Anything would have been fine.’

‘As long as it gave her a chance to beg for forgiveness from him.’

[Will you dedicate yourself to Lin? Will you sacrifice for him?]

‘I’m always ready to give my life for him.’

[Good. I will use my power for you, just this once.]

The shattered pieces of the Horned Bird’s staff were enveloped in light.

Like the peddler’s bag bestowed upon Lin, the light split into two. It didn’t split completely but instead transformed into a scroll connected by magic.

[A scroll of knowledge that can store and use magic. It allows the user to cast most spells without incantations, and you can look up any knowledge related to magic.]

As soon as the scroll was placed in her hand, Tigria began to inscribe countless spells into it. She was calculating how to react once the time stop ended, preparing for all possible scenarios.

[However, I feel a small pang of guilt toward you. It’s like collective punishment for the misguided actions that have been consistently carried out by your predecessors. You must realize how similar you are to the second generation of wizards.]

The light was fading.

Even the goddess’s power had its limits. 

She was already struggling to suppress the massive causality rate.

[Remember, puppets that develop emotions are likely to commit irredeemable mistakes.]

As the goddess ascended back to the heavens, Tigria squeezed out a question with difficulty.

On the day she bestowed the horned staff, why had she asked her about her wish?

[A wish…? I never asked anyone except Lin about that… Wait!]

The always compassionate goddess wore a stern expression.

[Angria! You actually…!]

With just that, Tigria understood everything.

Angria.

That was the name of the demon god.

The goddess, who could no longer delay, bit her lip.

[Tigria, puppet born of suppressed tragedy, I have a favor to ask.]

The mage listened attentively to the goddess’s words.

[If you have the chance, please confirm with the saint and the archer whether I asked them about their wishes as well.]

The light was fading away.

Tigria, unable to nod in the frozen time, still hurriedly conveyed her agreement to the goddess’s request.

[Thank you. And don’t give up. Show that you are different from the second generation.]

It might have been a hollow encouragement.

But even if it was empty, the fact that someone was cheering her on made Tigria choke up.

However, time did not wait.

The moment the frozen time resumed, Tigria used the teleportation she had stored in the scroll to escape the spot.

“What?!”

Denarua, who made a futile slash, also stopped her sword on the spot.

Lin, who had been rushing belatedly, was bewildered, hearing Tigria’s voice from the ceiling.

“Ultimate Skill.”

The royal palace ceiling that Denarua looked at was filled with a display of blue and red light.

Magic circles and formulas floated around Tigria like a barrier.

In the center floated the scroll of knowledge.

“Magic: Transformations of Heaven.”

“No way, the goddess…!”

Countless magic bullets and lasers poured down where Denarua stood.

As she lowered her stance and dashed to the side, the spells changed their trajectory too.

It would be hard to jump into the air to catch Tigria now. 

It was obvious she would be intercepted the moment she leaped.

‘If only I could use Darkfang Sanctuary…!’

Her head filled with rage, she lamented using up all her magic to show hell.

“I’ve cut down thousands like you, mere mages!”

That didn’t mean there was no way.

Denarua fended off all spells with solitude and silence, neutralizing them.

How far could pure martial strength take her?

There was a reason she called herself the strongest magic warrior.

However, as Tigria waved her hand again, countless magic circles were created, and Denarua clenched her teeth.

In the end, should she use that?

The decision was quick, and the hesitation was brief.

Denarua stretched one leg forward and bent her upper body backward.

As she prepared to use her final secret technique, the illusionist’s transmission reached her.

[Denarua, this is nonsense. Withdraw.]

‘If we don’t finish her here, she’ll be a huge obstacle!’

[Our purpose is already fulfilled. And someone like her will protect Lin differently than a hero would.]

‘We can protect Lin too, without a scratch!’

[Indeed, if it’s us. And you are essential to us.]

The illusionist cunningly played on Denarua’s loneliness.

She hated herself for complying even though she knew it was deliberate, but Denarua clicked her tongue and relaxed her posture.

As her hostility faded, Tigria also released her spell formations, gazing down at her from the sky.

“The next time you see me, your head will already be rolling on the ground.”

Tigria could not capture the vampire who vanished in black smoke.

She, too, had no magic left to pursue.

Instead, Tigria made a vow for the next time.

“I’ll be looking forward to it, vampire.”

“…How insolent.”

When Denarua completely disappeared, Tigria closed her eyes and began to fall.

Lin, who leaped to catch her, felt the entire palace ruins tremble.

The royal palace couldn’t withstand the battle between the mage and the twin sword master.

[Intermediate: Irreversible Steps (Lv.5)]

As soon as they used the speed buff skill to dash out of the entrance, the royal palace collapsed with a roar.

The city of Gillesman, the city of sorrow, met its end only after hearing the lament of the second-generation mage, the princess, from the depths of hell.

“Haa… haa…”

Reaching the camp, Lin collapsed to the ground.

As he took deep, ragged breaths, Tigria caressed his cheek with a trembling hand.

“I’m sorry, I’m so sorry…”

Feeling the sorrow different from Lucy’s, Lin let out a sigh.

Clank!


And among the many chains, a single one turned a faint lilac and broke free from its binding.

Clink, clink, clink.

“This won’t be forgiven so easily.”

At Lin’s firm words, Tigria smiled.

It was a very natural, soft smile filled with a hint of sobbing.



 
  
    Chapter 73: You Only Have Lin


“You’ve been through a lot, Denarua.”

Adora, the illusionist, greeted the dual swordswoman whose exhaustion was written all over her face. 

Denarua glared at Adora in annoyance, but the illusionist just smiled in return.

“I could have killed them.”

!!!

“And you could have been injured in ways we couldn’t predict. We need to conserve our strength for the final battle.”

“They say it’s easiest to kill someone right after they awaken.”

“That doll was chosen by Lin to be a party member. Killing it right in front of them could have led to hatred.”

“…I don’t want that.”

With a deep sigh, Denarua sank heavily into the sofa.

She closed her eyes almost instantly, overwhelmed by the soft cushion and her extreme fatigue.

“Congratulations~.”

But an oblivious spear-wielder approached, stretching out the end of her sentence.

“For what?”

“You finally brought despair to the Second. Yawn~. She was such an arrogant woman.”

“Hmph, she was destined to come to that state eventually, given enough time.”

“Really?”

Of course, Lin’s cold words slowly twisted the face of the Second Mage. 

It had been a long time since becoming a demon that Denarua had felt such joy. 

But it wasn’t that important.

“Brother? Guerrero?”

“It’s faint, but I can definitely feel the lingering echo of your brother’s soul.”

Her senses, sharpened by her time in Hell, could just barely perceive it. 

Denarua’s shock came not only from Lin’s sudden increase in strength but also from the golden light she glimpsed at the edge of his now crimson soul.

“Guerrero… Oh! No wonder Lin seemed so kind. He’s a sort of reincarnation of Guerrero.”

“Reincarnation is reincarnation. What do you mean, ‘sort of’?”

“But it’s not Guerrero’s soul, is it?”

Whenever they talked about Lin, even Salomei’s eyes would sparkle, and she would eagerly participate in the conversation, breaking free from her usual indifference. 

Denarua, too, never felt lonely when discussing Lin.

“Guerrero… Yes, there are definitely some similarities.”

Adora also joined in on the conversation. 

She remembered the Second Hero who had saved her from the constant lies forced upon her before she became a demon. 

But all he had done was tell those who tormented her to stop, and the coercion continued the next day.

“Guerrero once told me to rest when I was working hard.”

He was the one who had allowed Salomei, who had been sold to a circus and forced to master dazzling spear techniques without a moment’s rest, to take a day off.

“He was always kind and cared for everyone.”

Denarua also drifted into her memories of Guerrero.

“But the one I love is Lin.”

Cowardly, Adora cut through the thoughts she had provoked herself.

“Right, right! Guerrero’s kindness was brief, but Lin is our savior! He saved us from the endless cycle!”

“Hmph, so stupidly kind.”

“Why? Didn’t you fall for him back then too, Denarua?”

“That…! That’s because he’s sneaky! And falling for someone saving others is a bit careless on our part, too!”

“That’s a bit of a stretch.”

Adora countered Denarua’s flustered excuse, her face now flushed.

“When Lin saved her, we were saved as well. You all saw the look in his eyes when he endured all that pain to save her, didn’t you?”

Yes, that’s right.

Even without any connection to Lin, the demon sorcerers adored him. 

His tearful self-sacrifice and devotion had freed them from their infinite bonds.

They wished to be loved by him. Unlike other humans who treated them like trash, he might smile warmly at them, embrace them when they were in pain, wipe their tears when they were sad, and stay by their side when they felt lonely. 

Even Denarua, who had known only brotherly love, had never received true love.

They wanted him.

Just as he had rescued them from suffering, the demon sorcerers wanted to save him from his torment.

“Yes… I like Lin too.”

“Hehe, you’re not very honest, are you?”

“Shut up!”

Denarua muttered, her face flushed, hiding her face with her hands as her large chest heaved.

“But… is this not incest?”

Even in the shattered Gillesman, the sun was slowly rising. 

Lin lay stretched out in the middle of the campsite, fast asleep. 

Tigria also lay with her head on Lin’s stomach, breathing softly. 

Exhausted, the two had fallen into a deep sleep, feeling the ground tremble beneath them.

“What…?”

“Mm… Just a little longer…”

Lin raised her head with difficulty, while Tigria squirmed on his belly. 

The two jumped up at the intense vibrations and loud noise.

“Come, come! The golden wagon that has everything except what’s missing! You name it: food, daily necessities… Wait, what?”

The mailman, who had been chanting his pitch with his eyes closed, glanced around when he noticed the lack of response.

“Damn it, I brought everything except what’s missing, and all the customers are dead?”

“We’re here.”

“Ahhhh!”

The postman screamed as Lin, who looked like a corpse, suddenly appeared.

“Stop screaming and give me four strips of bacon, four eggs, a pen, some ink, and paper.”

“…What exactly happened?”

Suspicious but diligent, the postman fetched Lin’s requested items from the golden wagon.

“It’s expensive… but, never mind. Just take it out of what I’m selling.”

“Isn’t this a cursed item? It feels ominous.”

“Are you buying or not?”

“I’ll buy it.”


Lin had offered a jewel stolen from the head explorer, the Night Count’s gem.

It would force a conversion to a vampire if kept, and it was a cursed item, so Lin planned to sell it quickly. 

The postman, wearing specially treated gloves, examined it carefully and spread five fingers wide.

“Five thousand?! This is an artifact with the essence of a vampire, and you’re offering just five thousand?”

“No, five hundred.”

“That’s absurd! You thief!”

“Goodness, you have quite a sharp tongue, customer. If you’re not careful, I might really turn into a robber.”

Lin could have haggled down the price even more from five hundred.

“As you said, customer, it’s a rare and valuable item, but how are you planning to dispose of it outside? How will you explain its origin? The postal service of our world sells it instantly by just putting it on the display shelf, saying, ‘Look, we’ve got something amazing here!’”

“Since it sells right away, pay me more.”

“Alright, fine. I’ll waive the price for these knick-knacks.”

If it were Ravin, he would have engaged in conversation while robbing everything loaded on the golden carriage. Unable to swear, Lin had no choice but to accept the terms while calming his boiling anger.

“Five hundred gold coins.”

“Sigh. Take a hundred of them like last time and send them to the high elf Naidrian as investor Lee, via express mail.”

“Wow, you’ve got money, but you still go for the cheapest service.”

Lin shook his head and returned to Tigria, sitting down on a rock to prepare to write a letter.

“Lin, what are you doing?”

“What are you doing?”

“I’m looking at you.”

Tigria was looking up at him with her arm draped over Lin’s knee. 

He felt an unexpectedly heavy sensation on his thigh.

“I’m writing a letter.”

“To whom?”

“To Lucy. I feel like it’s reaching its limit.”

“By the way, Tigria, your tone has changed.”

The wizard smiled gently instead of answering. 

Lin, who wasn’t used to looking into people’s eyes, turned his gaze back to the stationery.

“When you start a letter, it’s conventional to write, ‘To my beloved so-and-so.'”

“I-I see.”

This time, Tigria rested her chin on his shoulder, looking at the stationery with him. 

Her lavender hair tickled his cheek.

“Here’s a typo.”

“Thanks.”

With Tigria’s help, Lin finished the letter and returned to the World Postal Service.

“So, you mean if I write down the recipient’s characteristics, the letter will be delivered automatically?”

“Yes! With love, hate, and information, we deliver anywhere!”

“Then, this letter is for the hero Lucy.”

“What?! The hero? If I may ask, could you tell me your name…?”

As the mailman reacted with great enthusiasm, Lin hastily put on a mask and waved his hands.

“Oh, I’m just a porter. It’s just a letter saying I’m doing well on my errands.”

“I see! Since the demons have returned, I’ll quickly deliver it to the busy hero party!”

“Thank you.”

Watching the mailman disappear rapidly with his teleportation skill, Lin lazily stretched.

Wow, that’s a top-tier ultimate skill, yet a mere postman uses it like it’s nothing.

“Still no news, even though it’s been quite a while. Could it be that Lucy’s dependency has gotten better?”

It had been days, but there was no news from the capital. 

In the past, one would’ve expected to hear that either a person or a building had been smashed, but there had been no such news yet.

“Good, it seems she’s gotten a lot better. She might graduate from me soon.”

Meanwhile, Lin and Tigria were in the middle of a fierce battle with Denarua. 

Lucy’s body was drenched in sweat. 

In the endless nightmares and hallucinations, Lucy was enduring by thinking only of Lin.

“I miss Lin…”

Hold on.

When he returns, plan out how you will act again.

It was a difficult and challenging process, but after forcing herself to recall everything one by one and engraving it into her heart, her expression became resolute.

Once again, Lucy endured a moment, only to have nightmares and hallucinations overwhelm her. 

Even though she fought fiercely in the endless repetition, she barely maintained her sanity.

[You’ve held up quite well, haven’t you?]

“Yes.”

[What’s gotten into you?]

“I’m just trying to change for Lin, even if it seems arrogant.”

[Don’t you want to see Lin?]

However, Lucy did not succumb to the lure of the abyss.

“If I cause a commotion, Lin will be disappointed when he returns.”

[Hmph…]

She’s aiming for the position of the rightful companion, huh?

The abyss wasn’t pleased at all with how composed Lucy remained.

[It seems the time has come.]

“What did you say?”

[You’re no fun as you are now.]

“If you’re planning to make a move, I’ll finish the fight we started back on that island.”

[A move? Hahahahahaha!]

[I’m trying to show you! Just how messed up this world is.]

The dark aura emanating from the abyss enveloped Lucy.

[Your affection for Lin isn’t enough.]


“…!”

[See and feel. Understand that you only have Lin, and that you were brought this far only because of him.]

The hero tried to grab the abyss’s handle, but before she could, the dark aura swallowed her whole.

[Look at what the goddess has done to oppose the demon.]

Lucy disappeared somewhere along with the black aura.



 
  
    Chapter 74: True Love Grown by the Abyss


“Where… am I?”

Lucy regained consciousness and found herself in a forest.

Looking around, she noticed a burned-out campfire and a few tents scattered nearby.

“Yawn~. Huh? Lucy? What’s going on? You’re up early,” a voice called out.

To her surprise, it was Ravin who emerged from one of the tents.

‘Why are you here?’ she thought.

“Oh, just couldn’t sleep,” her mouth moved on its own, cheerfully greeting the morning.

Realizing she had no control over her body, Lucy quickly caught on that this was merely a reenactment of events that had already happened.

“Were you planning to sneak into Reinhold’s tent first thing in the morning?”

“No way, even I wouldn’t go that far!”

“Ravin, Lucy, be quiet…”

Arsil rubbed her sleepy eyes as she stepped out, and Nidrian, who had already returned from a morning excursion in the forest, arrived with Tigria, carrying the fruits they had gathered.

“Everyone’s so diligent,” Reinhold remarked.

“Reinhold! You should be ashamed, getting up later than Lucy!” Ravin teased.

“Haha, I have no excuse,” Reinhold replied.

Something felt strange. 

Judging by the situation, it seemed to be the hero party during their campaign to defeat the Demon King. 

But why was Ravin here? 

And why was everyone so friendly with each other?

“Okay, for today’s breakfast cleanup duty, it’s Ravin and Lucy, right?”

“Oh, come on, Arsil, you do it. I don’t feel like it.”

“I did it for dinner yesterday.”

“But everyone went to sleep without dinner last night!”

“Enough! Follow the rules!”

“Why don’t you mind your own business!”

“Come here! I’m going to pummel your belly with my fists!”

Ravin and Arsil growled at each other.

Had they been like this back in the Alley too? 

The two of them bickering like old friends seemed oddly heartwarming.

“Hey, Lucy. Could you keep what I said yesterday a secret from everyone?”

“Why?”

“Arsil doesn’t know what happened to the Alley. If she finds out, she might be too shocked to continue fighting. And those black-robed knights with Lady Lina were definitely from the Empire. We should figure out who they are and take revenge with Arsil afterward.”

“You care for each other, even though you seem like you’re at each other’s throats.”

“Ha… We don’t have much choice. There are only three survivors left. No, four if you count Lady Lina.”

“Who’s the other person?”

At this, Ravin’s face softened.

“There is… someone I really want to have.”

“A lover?!”

“Not yet!” Ravin blushed, and Lucy giggled at the sight.

By the time they finished doing the dishes, Lucy promised Ravin, “If you find out who ruined the Gutters Alley, let me know. I’ll help destroy both the Church and the Empire.”

“Lucy…”

“Revenge for a friend is revenge for me. I already didn’t like them, so let’s wipe them all out.”

Lucy patted Ravin’s shoulder with a proud smile, but in doing so, she accidentally dropped all the plates she was holding.

“Oh no…”

“Since Lucy did it, Lucy has to do the dishes again.”

“Your friend’s dishes are also your dishes!”

“Have some shame!”

Aside from Ravin, everyone else was annoying, but with no control over her body, Lucy resigned herself to this absurd play, hoping it would end soon.

But time passed faithfully, day by day, and during that period, the hero party’s warm demeanor gradually softened Lucy’s heart.

Facing Reinhold remained revolting, but everything else seemed to be getting better.

She had become complacent, thinking like this.

“It’s done! I’ve placed the Demon King’s horn in the sacred urn!”

“Great job, Arsil!”

Arsil panted heavily while Ravin rejoiced.

After a fierce battle, they defeated the Demon King.

But Lucy felt a painful tightening in her chest.

No… it can’t be…

“When we get back, we’ll have to dethrone that damned emperor,” she heard.

She had hoped desperately, but nothing had changed.

“Target acquired, rotate, move, crush.”

Crash!

“Aagh!”

Tigria broke and tore at her leg.

The pulsing pain transmitted directly to her.

As Lucy screamed and flailed, Arsil grabbed her arm and twisted it off.

“What are you doing?!”

Ravin tried to stand in front of the other party members, but she couldn’t resist the ones whose eyes had changed.

Ravin was pierced by Nidrian’s arrows, and her eye was crushed by the shield knight’s tackle, yet she mustered all her strength to throw Lucy over the cliff.

“Ravin!”

“I’m sorry… This is the best I can do with my strength…”

Ravin whispered with a sorrowful smile.

“If you ever survive and meet a man with black hair and the surname Lee, tell him… I really liked…”

But before she could finish, the shield knight’s sword pierced her abdomen.

“What are you doing?! We agreed to spare Ravin!”

The last thing Lucy saw was Arsil grabbing the shield knight by the collar, angrily shouting.

That was the end.

Lucy plunged into the river below the cliff and never resurfaced.

And so, the first round ended.

“Aaah!”


“Whoa! What’s going on? Did you have a bad dream?”

When she woke up again, Arsil was by her side.

Lucy frowned and tried to attack her, but once again, she had no control over her body.

“I’m going to establish an academy in the Alley and transform it into a place that can’t be beaten anywhere!”

“There she goes with that talk again.”

“Shut up, Ravin!”

A new journey began, but one she had already experienced.

This time, she spent a lot of time with Arsil.

Ravin was still a member of the hero party.

Crash!

“Aaagh!”

“Lucy!”

They defeated the Demon King again.

The sorcerer severed the hero’s leg.

The only difference was that this time, it was Ravin who cut off Lucy’s arm instead of Arsil.

“What are you doing, all of you?!”

Arsil, wearing a dragon scale glove, raised her divine power to support Lucy, but it was no use.

Once again, she was pierced by the shield knight’s sword, and Arsil collapsed.

“We were supposed to go back together…”

The light disappeared from Arsil’s eyes.

“You damn…”

“Hey! We agreed not to touch Arsil!!”

This time, it was Ravin who protested.

Failing to escape from the cliff, Lucy watched in vain as the shield’s edge came down upon her.

Crack.

The second round ended.

The third round.

“I chose the connection with you over the fate of my race… No regrets.”

Nidrian lasted the longest.

In the end, he succumbed, struck by Ravin’s hidden blade.

Crack.

She died again.

Round 4

“I still don’t… gasp… know what love is… but I think I understand friendship…”

Tigria, turned into a pincushion by Nidrian’s arrows, died while kneeling.


Reinhold approached. Death was coming.

Crack.

It repeated again and again. 

The few times became dozens, the dozens became hundreds, thousands, tens of thousands.

Lucy once thought she might escape alive at least once, but when her attempts reached billions, she gave up hope.

Crack.

Death.

Crack.

Death again.

The only difference each time was who died alongside her.

When she became close to Reinhold, no one would help, and she would die instantly on the spot.

Crack.

“How long must I keep dying?!” she wanted to scream in frustration, but her body still did not obey her will.

Whenever she died, a new journey began.

Exhausted to the point of collapse, Lucy eventually lost her sanity.

Her body, like a puppet, continued the journey with her comrades without weariness.

She had no idea how many times it had been.

Surely, it had passed billions.

This journey, too, would end in death.

Lost in her madness, Lucy suddenly realized her soul had detached from her body and was looking down upon herself.

“Oh my, are you the hero?”

The one who recognized her out-of-body state was Adora, one of the demonic magicians.

Despite standing before a hero, the illusionist did not assume a defensive stance.

It was not hard for Lucy to see that Adora, too, had become a worn-out being in this endless repetition.

“Illusionist… what are you… doing…?”

“Can’t you see, Spearman?”

“I don’t know… my head hurts…”

“Haha, I must be going mad too. I’m seeing things now.”

The dual swordsman also appeared.

All of them hovered like ghosts in midair.

“Why doesn’t the Demon King deploy us…”

“The Demon King said that his death is the first condition to break free from this cycle. Don’t you remember he asked us to handle things after that?”

“Not at all…”

Denarua, though intact on the outside, had completely dead eyes.

Ignoring them, Lucy floated in midair and watched the journey proceed on its own.

The moment of the Demon King’s defeat was approaching.

“Hey, you over there. Even if you’re just an illusion, will you listen to me?”

“…….”

Lucy did not answer, but Adora began to speak on her own.

With a voice devoid of any vitality, she rambled to Lucy.

“Do you know why this happened?”

“It’s because the Goddess is angry. Our Demon God played too many cruel tricks.”

Originally, the Goddess and the Demon God agreed to cultivate their races and provide only minimal help to decide who would rule this world.
However, the Demon God covered the Goddess’s eyes, kidnapped the first hero she appointed, and transformed him into the Demon King through endless torture.

“Goddessssss!!!”

By the time the first hero’s desperate screams reached the Goddess, the corruption was already complete.

The Goddess had lost the first hero right before her eyes.

Causality punished the Demon God, but Angria did not care at all.

Swallowing her tears, the Goddess appointed a new second hero.

But the Demon God approached a thief in the hero’s party, promising to fulfill his vile desires if he made all the female party members his own.

When the thief feared the hero’s retribution, the Demon God assured him that if he made the women surrender under him and say they loved him, the hero would leave without a word.

The Demon God’s scheme worked perfectly.

When the thief went further and executed the second hero, the Demon God clapped in delight.

When the Goddess, who had hoped her beloved humans would resolve this themselves, learned of it, she was furious.

During the Great Cleansing Flood, as recorded in history, the Demon God hid behind the Demon King in terror.

For the third hero, the Demon God instilled vanity in a fledgling party of heroes who had not yet fully grown.

This hero’s party, whose names were never even recorded in history, charged foolishly at the demonic army and died pathetically.

Finally, there was the fourth hero, Luciena Estel.

As everyone knows, she died from her comrades’ betrayal and, despite defeating the Demon King, the demonic forces appeared.

[“I will never forgive you.”]

When the Goddess visited the Demon God directly, she suppressed all her anger and left, saying only this.

Though Angria sneered behind her back, the Goddess did not react.

“When I began to feel something was wrong, it was already too late.”

Although the Demon King died and they had stepped forward, at some point, the party of demons found themselves waiting in the rear.

When the Demon King died again and they tried to advance, they were sent back once more.

“The Goddess couldn’t contain her rage and turned the fourth hero’s journey into an endless cycle of Save & Load.”

It was assumed that the Demon King and the demonic magicians retained their memories because they were not under the Goddess’s control.

The Goddess did not stop there; she created an Arrogant Saga and distributed it to other dimensions, applying only the cases where victory occurred.

There were so many victories that they easily reached billions, but none could prevent Lucy’s death.

Only then did the Demon God panic and try to stop it, but causality restricted his power due to his previous trickery.

The Goddess was not in a favorable situation either.

As the cycle repeated and the rounds accumulated, causality continued to weaken the Goddess’s power, urging her to give up.

Even after billions of rounds, the Goddess continued the cycle of Save & Load without stopping.

The minds of the Demon King and the demons had long since been shattered.

“As long as the Goddess exists, we cannot escape this infernal hell.”

Empty laughter, hollow eyes.

Lucy, too, was not much different from them.

“It’s… strange. There’s something so dark in my heart, but… I’m not becoming a demon…”

“A porter, huh… it seems like a class I’ve never heard of…”

“Come to think of it, didn’t the dual swordsman keep a close eye on that porter?”

“There’s something different about that one.”

“I don’t know… Wow! He grabbed the Demon King’s horn with his bare hands?!”

“This is… no, really surprising…”

“Oh, he put it in the urn. Illusionist, it’s almost the climax~”

The spearman called out to the illusionist with hollow eyes.

The illusionist led Lucy across the void to the cliff’s edge.

“This is the best vantage point. Though it’s meaningless…”

Lucy quietly followed her.

Nothing would change anyway.

“Come to think of it, there’s no thief on this journey.”

“Are you still obsessed with such details, dual swordsman? Those expectations only make us suffer more.”

“…g.”

“See, there are no close comrades this time, right? No one is siding with us.”

As the illusionist said, there was no one to intervene. 

The hero’s limbs were easily severed.

Watching herself scream, Lucy felt nothing.

Ah, another round would end like this.

Reinhold raised his shield to strike her.

Hopefully, in the next round, her soul would be separated again.

Honestly, it was much easier not having to feel everything in her body.

This was the only thing the hero, whose spirit had been shredded over billions of rounds, could hope for.

“They’re dragging this out…”

The spearman muttered discontentedly.

Just as Reinhold was about to speak reluctantly, in response to the other party members’ demand to confirm the contents of the contract,

“Secretary: Technique of Shrinking Distance.”

A miracle occurred.

“Nidrian, shoot!”

Before the archer could even draw her arrow, someone moved at the speed of light, scooping up Lucy’s severed body and leaping towards the cliff.

It was the porter.

“Ah…!”

Time seemed to slow down.

The demonic magicians and Lucy both opened their mouths wide, watching the porter flying toward them head-on.

Everything moved in slow motion, and Lucy saw the expressions of her party members looking back at her from the cliff, their faces twisted in shock.

Among them, Reinhold’s face, grotesquely contorted, bore no trace of the beauty that had once shaken her heart.

Crack.

The porter’s mask began to break slowly, perhaps from the pressure of the wind.

Eventually, his face was revealed.

It was ordinary.

Black hair, black eyebrows, a nose neither too high nor too low, lips of a dark bluish hue.

But his eyes…

His eyes burned with intense determination.

“Ah…! What a beautiful soul…!”

The dual swordsman marveled.

“I’m envious! I envy the hero! If only someone had saved us like that…!”

The spearman burned with jealousy.

“I’m sure I had returned to this timeline…! Porter, just who are you?!”

The illusionist was aghast.

But all the demonic magicians could do was let out a hot sigh in response to Lin’s next actions.

Cradling Lucy dearly in his arms, Lin’s face was filled with genuine concern for her. 

The demonic magicians resented that his gaze was not directed at them.

“Who is that person…?”

The illusionist muttered blankly, and Lucy’s nose turned red.

Her chin trembled, and tears welled up.

So that’s how he looked when he saved me.

He cared about me more than anyone else.

“….”

“Did you say something?!”

“Lin!!!!!”

She screamed, but he could not hear her.

She reached out, but she could not touch him.

“So, you weren’t just a figment of my imagination! Who sent you here?!”

“Liiiin!!!!!!!”

My only ally.

My best comrade.

My Lin, Only you could have saved me…!

“The porter’s name is Lin? In any case, we must capture you…!”

[Oh dear! It seems I’ve been found out!]

“The Abyss!”

[How does it feel to confirm the whole truth yourself? Oh, hold on a second. I’ll hear your thoughts when you return!]

“You traitor!”

Before the illusionist could cast a spell, the Abyss snapped its fingers.

The surroundings instantly darkened with a black aura, and Lucy fell onto her bed in the same posture she had been reaching out in.

“Gasp… gasp…!”

She was in her room in the imperial palace.

The faint blue moonlight of dawn shone upon her.

Lucy curled up in a corner, avoiding the light.

[Now you understand, don’t you?]

The Abyss whispered obsessively.

[You must never let him go.]

The Abyss urged greedily.

[Only Lin is your savior. He is a man on a completely different level from those other wretched beings!]

The Abyss instilled twisted affection.

[Your only ally, your greatest comrade, where is your Lin? At the very least, he isn’t by your side right now, is he?]


Lucy lifted her head and looked into the Abyss.

[Keep that desperate, aching heart of yours intact. Show it only to him.]

The Abyss gazed back at her.

[You have to be forgiven, right? You have to be loved by Lin, don’t you?]

Until the morning sun rose, Lucy listened to the Abyss’s malicious words, nurturing her affection for Lin.



 
  
    Chapter 75: Love Comes Through a Letter


Everything was just an illusion.

The glory earned on the battlefield, the cheers of the people, the friendships with comrades—all of it was nothing more than a mirage.

Especially the foolish old love, which had bloomed so shallowly by mere appearances. 

Now, it had become an obstacle that hindered everything for Lucy.

[Only Lin matters.]

The voice from the abyss was right.

For Lucy, Lin was all that mattered.

[Isn’t it amazing? How you endured his torment until the end of your journey?]

She felt suffocated.

Her breath caught in her throat as if her chest had been ripped open, leaving a gaping wound.

[Isn’t it impressive? Grabbing the Demon King’s horn with your bare hands?]

Her hands trembled.

With shaking hands, she clutched her head.

[And yet, the only one who saved you, who successfully rescued you, was Lin!]

“Agh!”

She clutched her chest.

Not the pit of her stomach, but the very center of her chest, felt as if it had been sliced open with a sharp knife.

[Look at the mask of your only ally.]

His face, which you couldn’t bear to see, so you chose to hide it yourself.

Behind that mask, Lin hid all his scars.

[Look at the arm of your best comrade.]

His arm, which was seized and corroded by the Demon King’s magic because he, being a non-combatant, was forced to hold the horn.

With that arm, Lin cared for you, even when your limbs had been severed.

[See your Lin, who could not even say it hurt when it did, who could not feel anger when he wished to.]

This is all the result of what you have done, Luciena Estel.

[You ungrateful creature.]

“…!”

Because she had cried too much, her tears burned as they flowed.

[You cannot be forgiven.]

“No…”

Lin had finally acknowledged that Lucy was at fault.

Now, she just had to beg for forgiveness with all her might.

[You cannot be loved.]

“Please, don’t say that….”

Don’t take away my only hope.

[Devotion to Lin? Sacrifice for Lin?]

Yes, then maybe she could be forgiven, even a little…

[But Lin is not here by your side, is he?]

Lucy suddenly jumped to her feet.

Wearing a simple nightgown made of unbleached cloth, Lucy began to wander aimlessly through the palace.

[Hmph, perhaps this much is enough?]

Satisfied with its long chatter, the abyss fell silent, content to watch this girl’s single-minded devotion.

“Lucy?! Why are you roaming around in your nightclothes?!”

“Luciena! Where are you going, looking like that?”

Arsil and Naidrian appeared in turn, having been informed that the hero was wandering the palace from the early morning.

For the past three or four days, she had been holed up in her room, which they thought was fortunate, but now trouble had broken out.

Arsil thought perhaps it was a miracle she had lasted more than three days.

“Lin is gone… He was with me in the room, I swear…”

Lucy’s memories, after countless turns, were no longer intact.

Mixed up and jumbled, she was desperate only to find Lin.

“What are you talking about? The porter evacuated with Tigria due to the demon attack.”

“Evacuation…?”

“Yes.”

“To where?”

“I-I don’t know. It was an emergency; how would I know?”

Arsil stammered, unnerved by the bizarre gaze turned his way.

“Bring him here.”

“What?”

“Bring him here, I said.”

“I told you, I don’t know where he is!”

“Why don’t you know! Why! Why!”

He should be by my side!

Lin, everyone in this world but us is an enemy.

He had to be there, by her side, no matter what.

Suddenly, a memory resurfaced.

The final moment, Lin’s nod, permitting her to leave.

The sword slicing through the empty air, having missed the wizard.

Could it be that he… that he intended to abandon her because he grew to hate her?

“Bring him hereeeeeeeeee!”

In the end, the hero could not hold on.

With tears streaming down her face, she desperately looked around, searching for the porter.

It was a foolish choice.

She should never have let him go; her hasty arrogance had caused this disaster.

“Ha… Ha….”

Left all alone, she felt dizzy as her vision blurred.

The fear that anyone, at any moment, might stab her in the back made her want to vomit.

“Lin… Lin…! Where are you, please…!”

Hyperventilating, Lucy finally broke down into sobs, crying loudly.

“Liiiiiin-! I was wrong… I was wrong… Sob…!”


“Lucy, no matter what, the porter is not here. Give it up already.”

“He’s not just a porter! His name is Lin!”

Unable to bear it any longer, the saint tried to restrain her, but the hero violently shook her off.

Clang!

Finally, even the temporary holy sword, Abyss, was pointed at them, and both Naidrian and Arsil’s faces hardened.

Of all times, the magician was absent, and now the hero had gone berserk.

Right in the middle of the palace courtyard, where so many eyes were watching.

“Fine, but Lin is not here…”

“Don’t you dare call Lin’s name with that filthy mouth of yours!”

“What are you going to do about it, you narcissistic bitch?!”

Even the sharp-tongued saint, Arsil, exploded with anger.

She wanted to slap her in the face, but her opponent was a hero.

She’d have a better chance if she threw her own arm.

‘It can’t be helped.’

As the high elf Naidrian silently prepared an arrow laced with paralytic poison,

Thunk!

The dagger Lucy threw struck the wall just beside her face.

“Hero, what are you doing…!”

“Do you think I don’t know? Like that time, like that day! You’re trying to betray me again, aren’t you?”

Arsil held her breath.

What the hero spoke of now was something only they knew.

‘Damn it, maybe we should have had the porter here after all!’

Thinking she had been fine for the past few days, she had foolishly thought it safe to speak to her.

“After all, only Lin matters. He’s the only one who treats me like a person, who thinks of me.”

The hero was sinking deeper and deeper into her own thoughts.

The more she muttered, the more the dark energy emanated from her.

As the energy began to darken the surroundings, Arsil shouted urgently.

“Naidrian, shoot!”

“Ah, damn it!”

The arrow flew with a whistling sound but was effortlessly caught by the hero and broken.

Even that arrow was consumed by the energy, turning to dust.

“See? What are you trying to take now? You already took my limbs last time, so what now?”

“Hero, that’s not our intention….”

“Hmph, fine. I’ll do as you say.”

“Arsil!”

Naidrian tried to explain, but the saint, unable to control her temper, provoked the hero.

“This time, I’ll take Lin from you.”

Stillness.

Time seemed to stop.

The hero froze in place, staring at them without a hint of movement.

Her eyes had lost focus long ago.

Everyone held their breath, watching the situation unfold.

Lucy slowly raised her sword, Abyss.

“Come to think of it… you’ve never once asked me for forgiveness….”

The dark energy flared like a flame.

Only a crimson glow shone ominously within it.

“And now you want to take Lin from me…?”

“Blah, blah, so much talking!”

The saint wore her dragon-scale gloves.

Lightning-like holy power crackled around her, showing her aggression.

“Come at me. One punch, and you’ll sleep well. I’ll put you to bed until the porter arrives.”

Then, a violent storm of darkness surged, and the hero screamed.

“I can’t sleep without the sound of Lin’s heartbeat-!!!!!!!”

Infuriated, the saint and the elf archer, who had once turned their backs on the hero, now bared their fangs at her again.

“You’re hiding him, aren’t you? He’s mine! Mine alone! Lin… Lin…! Without you, I am….”

“Ugh! Hit her with the paralytic arrow and shut her up!”

“You provoked her, Arsil!”

Naidrian, trying to draw another arrow, was struck in the ribs by Lucy before he could even raise his bow.

“Ugh…!”

Crack.

“Aaaaaaahhhh—ack!”

Hit with full force, the archer couldn’t even scream properly and rolled across the floor.

The pain was beyond imagination, even preventing him from crying out.

“You…!!”

Arsil launched a flying kick with a roar.

“You really struck a comrade with all your might?!”

But Lucy quickly dodged and struck Arsil with her fist.

The saint fell onto the marble floor, hitting her back first.

“Ugh!”

“Comrade? You think that’s going to work on me?”

Seeing Lucy raise her foot, Arsil quickly rolled to the side to widen the distance.

Despite being barefoot, Lucy’s foot shattered the tile, sinking into the ground up to her calf.

“I don’t need you… I only need Lin.”

[Alright, partner, let’s go! Shall we try a one-hit kill?]

“…Alright.”

She raised one hand to measure the distance from Arsil, while the other held Abyss down.

The black energy began to swirl like a storm, centered around Abyss.

Hisssssssssss!

A strange sound, different from when she gathered holy power, was heard.

Naidrian was incapacitated, and Arsil, with a wounded back, could not move easily.

“Are you planning to destroy the palace…?”

“No?”

“Then, stop n—”

“I’m going to destroy everything except for me and Lin.”

“You crazy bitch!”

Hastily gathering holy power, Arsil hesitated.

Should she attack the hero to prevent the destruction, or should she heal herself first and engage in hand-to-hand combat to buy time?

Meanwhile, Lucy, having finished charging, raised Abyss vertically.

“Lucy, please!”

“I don’t need your plea.”

Veins bulged on her forearm, her muscles standing out.

If she swung with all her might, it would all be over.

Abyss grinned wickedly, anticipating the moment of destruction when a clear, cheerful voice interrupted between Arsil and Lucy.

“Uh… A letter here!

“The recipient is our hero, Luciena Estel!”

“The sender is just a hero party porter! Is the hero here?”

“A letter!”

“A letter from the porter!”

Hisssssssss…

“Me, me! That’s me! I’m Luciena Estel!”

The fully charged black energy dissipated, and Lucy jumped up and down like a child who had received candy, waving her hands at the world postman.

“Here it is. Now, since the recipient is quite famous, I’ll skip the confirmation, and the sender is… a weird guy with black messy hair and a strange mask! Is that a person?”

“Yes, that’s right! He’s my only ally!”

“You two must be very close~?”

“Hehe.”

Smiling brightly, Lucy carefully opened the letter handed to her by the postman.

Seeing the first line, Lucy could read no further.

[To my dear Lucy.]

“Hehe. I love you too, Lin… Hehe….”

The words she muttered to herself over and over would never reach him.

Breathing heavily, tears flowing from joy, Lucy couldn’t contain her happiness and waved the letter at Arsil.

“Look at this~. Lin sent this to me~.”

“That crazy woman….”

As Arsil healed Naidrian, who was coughing up blood, she found herself thoroughly fed up with the hero.

“Oh, could you be the high elf, Naidrian?”

“The one lying here is Naidrian.”

“I see. Uh… There’s also a letter for Naidrian, so I’ll return once he recovers.”

“Did the porter send that one too?”

“Are you the recipient?”

“No, not really….”


“Then I can’t tell you.”

It was a valid point, so Arsil couldn’t press further and focused on healing the archer.

Well, she tried to.

“To my dear Lucy… To my dear Lucy… To my dear Lucy…….”

Between Naidrian, who was physically broken, and Lucy, who was mentally shattered, Arsil let out a deep sigh.



 
  
    Chapter 76: Two Delusions, One Reprimand


Naidrian nearly died from having his ribs shattered, but with Arsil’s healing, he regained her senses. 

When the World Postal Service handed over a letter from Investor Lee, he snatched it up and headed straight for his room.

“Hey! Aren’t you going to thank me?” Arsil shouted from behind, but to Naidrian, the letter from Investor Lee was far more important.

It wasn’t just the amount of gold coins enclosed; Naidrian was more delighted that he had written a longer letter than usual.

“My dear partner Naidrian,

At last, I have managed to arrange the funds, and we can breathe a little easier. Although the sum is smaller than before, I am sending all the money I can currently provide as investment capital. I hope it can be of some help to your research.”

Help? 

It’s more than help!

Lee was his only investor. 

Despite placing investment advertisements in the commercial city of Waltercrua and the academic city of Aetherbel, the only one who responded was Investor Lee.

He had appeared like a comet when his confidence and self-esteem were crumbling, having exhausted all his private funds for the sake of his people. 

Initially, they exchanged letters solely about his research, but gradually, the letters became a medium for his worries and Lee’s encouragements.

“I believe you will overcome this difficult time. Haven’t you made this much progress in your research while being a member of the Hero Party? In a world full of people who don’t think, ponder, or act alone, you, Naidrian, are achieving and delivering results. Some may think it’s insignificant, but the accumulation of these so-called insignificant steps will eventually create a thriving forest that no one can ignore. Some will offer praise, and others will be struck dumb with embarrassment.

You often worry that you are timid, but what kind of timid person puts up investment ads and successfully balances both the Hero Party and research? I hope my words, as someone who believes in you and invests in you, give you the courage to move forward.

I am always cheering for you. Please send me a letter with a seedling when your research is completed. I will be a bee that spreads it widely across the world. Always supporting you, your steadfast Lee.”

A bee? 

How poetic.

Like Lucy, who had held a letter to her chest, Naidrian also pressed the letter to his heart with a deep sigh. 

To a plant scholar beyond just an elf, even a simple metaphor from Lin carried immense meaning. 

No, he thought that there was romance in every aspect of this correspondence, starting from his handwriting.

For someone who hadn’t experienced romance, who struggled with communication itself, falling for Investor Lee was a simple and predictable path. 

The archer, who had read the letter over and over, immediately sat down at his desk to draft a reply. 

The letter began with a greeting and gratitude for the investment and soon, as usual, was filled with lavish praises for Lin’s bee metaphor, which was too romantic, and an affectionate expression of how he could endure and reach this point because of him.

“When the research is completed, will I be able to meet you in person?”

But it took so much contemplation and determination to write this one sentence.

What if his appearance isn’t to my liking when we meet?

That was not a concern.

Naidrian didn’t care if he had a missing eye or was lame.

The reason for his concern was the exact opposite.

What if Investor Lee doesn’t like me? 

What if he is disappointed because I can’t speak properly?

But she no longer worries about such things. 

Now that he can clearly and transparently express his feelings to him through letters and finds himself eagerly waiting for their correspondence, Naidrian has developed the desire to approach him more assertively.

“I want to personally thank my benefactor.”

And I hope to continue this bond in a deeper, more meaningful way.

Unable to write the final words, Naidrian imagined meeting Investor Lee and going so far as to picture their future grandchildren. 

He stomped his feet and covered his flushed cheeks in embarrassment.

And there was someone else enchanted by a letter.

“To my dearest Lucy… To my dearest Lucy… To my dearest Lucy….”

Perhaps the wizard had advised Lin to insert such phrases intentionally, fearing Lucy’s mental state might become unstable.

Whether by chance or design, it was undoubtedly a wise decision that prevented a great disaster.

[But why are you only reading the first sentence…?]

Was her training too effective?

As the Abyss chided her in exasperation, Lucy finally began to read the letter properly.

The letter’s content was simple: asking how she was and praising her for holding out well even without him. 

That alone made Lucy happy, but the following content made her open her eyes wide and read it again.

“I have now been promoted to ‘Item Master’ by the grace of the goddess. As a combat position, I have become much stronger, and I feel I can finally fulfill my role in the Hero Party properly.”

“Ah, after some twists and turns, Tigria’s exclusive item has also been strengthened by the goddess’s grace. It’s a good sign that our strength is being fortified against the Demon Mage Party.”

“Stronger, Lin? And Tigria too?”

Moreover, the fact that Lin casually mentioned the mage’s name suggested something unsettling had occurred between them.

“That sneaky little cat…!”

[Oh! It’s good news that Lin became a combatant, isn’t it?]

“Don’t be ridiculous! There were already too many aiming for him, and if Lin steps up as a combatant, he could get hurt even more than before!”

[He got hurt even with you around, right? Well, it’s great. With the mage powered up, you can fight in more varied formations.]

“What kind of formations?”

[Well~ I don’t know exactly what an Item Master does, but supporting the saint, the archer, and the mage while creating more opportunities for you to shine…]

“Lin must!”

Interrupting the Abyss, Lucy emphasized every single word.

“Always stay by my side. There are no other formations. Got it?”

The Abyss smirked wickedly.

She reacted exactly as it wanted with the slightest prod; it was all too easy.

There was no need to mess with other Hero Party members who were digging their graves. 

Keeping the unpredictable Hero under her surveillance and influence was enough, and Lin made it so much easier.

Yet even the Abyss felt a twinge of guilt toward Lin.

The pain he was enduring could be compared to that of Tiana, the First Hero and Demon King.

“Our revenge has only just begun, right?”

The Illusionist who came to find her in the Zramun Islands handed her a powerful essence containing most of the power the Demon King had intentionally set aside.

Understanding the Demon King’s intent, the Abyss immediately absorbed that power and began her operations.

In other words, the Demon King defeated by the Four Great Hero Party had less than a fraction of her usual strength.

The Demon King’s death was just the first step toward the next phase.

Though many had forgotten, the Demon King was someone who could never be underestimated, even in death.

“I will make everything in this world regret.”

Even if that included the goddess and the demon god.

With her dark intentions hidden, the Abyss whispered to Lucy.

[It’s okay. If the mage tries to steal your role by becoming stronger, you can always weaken her again, right?]

“How?”

[You could destroy the goddess’s bestowed exclusive item or beat her half to death?]

“Would Lin like that?”

[What are you talking about?]


Frustrated, the Abyss snapped.

[Of course, you should do it without him knowing. Do you want to be hated?]

“Yes, I must. I absolutely must.”

Lucy nodded her head frantically.

By now, she had no one she could call a comrade except for Lin.

“Did you call for me, Grand Commander?”

While everyone was swimming in their delusions in their rooms, Arsil, in a battered state, was summoned by Aylan.

The Duke, who had taken the seat where the Crown Princess should have been, lazily fanned herself while buried in a pile of documents.

“I heard the Hero went wild this morning?”

“Well… Lucy suddenly went berserk…”

“You must think I’m stupid? Did you think I wouldn’t know it was because you provoked her?”

Although Arsil was affiliated with the Church and a part of the Grand Army front, she was under the command of Aylan Dekarlune.

Unlike Linachien, Aylan was meticulous and charismatic, and before her, Arsil felt like a cornered rat.

“Arsil, when you first joined as a saint, you were a straight-laced fool.”

Shuddering, Arsil shrank back as Aylan spread her fan.

“But after rolling around in the battlefield a few times and attending meetings, you’ve become a half-baked politician.”

“Is this… a scolding?”

“Let’s see, according to the report, you asked the Hero if she had truly hit her comrade?”

With a snap, Aylan folded her fan, revealing a sneering smile.

“Our palace heard that you tore off the Hero’s right arm. Is that correct?”

“How… did you…?”

“Well, I am a royal and a close aide to the Crown Princess. I only heard about it after the fact, though I’m of the collateral branch.”

More than that, Aylan didn’t like Arsil’s reaction.

Her expression of shock at having her misdeeds discovered was nothing more than that of a small-minded fool.

“I valued you because even if you were a foolish and selfish idiot, you never hesitated when it came to your comrades.”

But Arsil had staged a play before everyone in the palace.

She hid the crime of striking Lucy in the back and emphasized the Hero’s attack on a comrade.

“The only reason I’m letting you stay is because Her Highness still considers you a political partner.”

Though in truth, you’re more like a political pawn.

Swallowing her last words, Aylan got to the point.

“The locations of the mage and the porter have been identified.”

“Where?”

“The City of Sorrow, Gillesman.”

The answer came from another place.

Turning her head, she saw a silver-haired thief entering the office.

“Ravin!”

“Oh dear, if you stare at me like that, I can’t properly greet Her Highness. Could you please look ahead? I’m afraid you might stab me in the back otherwise.”

Arsil bowed her head at Ravin’s taunt.

Even though she hated the sight of it, if she had acted shamelessly, Ravin would have drawn her dagger immediately.

“Gillesman? How do you know that, thief?”

Since she couldn’t say it was the Demon Mage Party who told her, Ravin lied.

“I asked the World Postal Service, which delivered the letter today, about their affiliation and activity range. They said they are in Gillesman, running the Golden Carriage service.”

“I see. Actually, I already knew. This morning, the mage sent a notice to the palace. They said they are in Gillesman and will return tonight using the teleportation magic circle.”

This woman… She knew and was testing me.

If there had been any dubious points in how the information was obtained, Aylan would have immediately placed Ravin on the kill list.

Even though she was a double agent, Ravin was still serving as the Crown Princess’s eyes and ears, so she wanted to see if she had completely turned to Linachien.

This tactic was being used by the Crown Princess in the Zramun Islands, so Ravin was feeling bitter.

Ravin took out a letter from her bosom and handed it to Aylan.

After quickly skimming the letter, which was almost entirely written by Reinford instead of Linachien, Aylan nodded.

“At least this part aligns with my thoughts.”

Carelessly tossing the letter behind her, she shrugged and gave a lackluster command.

“When the mage and the porter return, you’ll head to the Church the following morning, as you wanted.”

“Returning and the next morning? That means the Church won’t have much time to prepare…”

“With the famine, there’s nothing to serve for a meal anyway, right? The purpose of the visit is to reorganize the Hero Party, so there’s no reason to delay.”

Since it made sense, Arsil couldn’t dare to argue.

“More than that, can you please heal the porter when he returns? He’s been corroded by the Demon King’s magic, but I haven’t received a single report that you’ve used your holy power on him since his return. Hmm? Please, I’m begging you, Saint Arsil, who cherishes her comrades.”

With a flick of her fan, the Duke gestured for her to leave.

Arsil was confused.

She knew she was in the wrong, but she had done it all for a purpose.

However, without achieving that purpose, she was left to beg like a beggar.

How was this different from the slums of the Sewage Alley?

Only sins had been added, and she had lost her center.

What would Lee think if he saw her like this?

She hadn’t lived a spotless life since birth, but he might despise her for betraying the trust she valued most.

“Hey, Ravin.”

“Get lost.”

She wanted to convey her frustration to her old adversary, but Ravin coldly turned away.

Watching her walk away, Arsil thought.

If that back were Lee’s instead of Ravin’s, could she endure?

“Ugh…!”

The mere thought made her want to vomit.


Forcing herself to recall the ten carriages heading to the Sewage Alley, Arsil steeled herself.

She would be punished.

But if her sacrifice could help them move forward, it would be okay.

Lee would scold her harshly, but in the end, he would forgive her.

That was the last hope and obstinacy of a foolish saint who didn’t even know the meaning of true sacrifice.



 
  
    Chapter 77: He is just a human being.


The World Post Service arrived like the wind, reaching the imperial palace in half a day.

“The hero seemed to be on the verge of breaking everything,” they said.

At those words, Lin and Tigria simultaneously let out a sigh of relief.

If they had been delayed even a little, it would have been disastrous.

Lin, who had thought that nothing much would happen this time, felt her shoulders grow heavy, realizing that there was still a long way to go.

At present, they were paying for a ride on a golden carriage to the nearest city.

It was a small place to be called a city, but since there was a teleportation magic circle there, they would be able to return to the capital by evening.

But Lin, leaning against the luggage compartment, was idly recalling the conversation she had with Tigria in Gillesman while waiting for the World Post Service.

“Lin, I want to share the conversation I had with the goddess.”

Tigria, who was munching on bacon topped with a fried egg that Lin had made, suddenly brought up a serious topic while brewing tea.

“You mentioned that the goddess asked you for a wish when you received your personal item last time.”

Lin still found Tigria’s more natural speech awkward.

Not only had it become natural, but her tone was also incredibly warm and kind.

Even the way she swept aside her fallen hair after pouring the steeped tea displayed a delicacy that the old, blunt Tigria could never have shown.

“When we fought the dark sorcerer, the goddess stopped time and strengthened our personal items.”

This was something even Lin, who had cleared the first DLC, knew.

“I asked why she had asked for my wish at that time, and the goddess said she never did such a thing. Then she was startled and mentioned the name of Angria, the demon god.”

So, this was obviously known as well.

There was no need to go to the DLC.

In the original version of Arrogant Saga, when each member received their personal item, the goddess asked everyone but the porter and the hero about their wish.

Arsil wished for an academy to be established so that Sludgewater Alley could develop and hoped that Issi would live well until they could meet.

Naidrian wished for a species that could grow well anywhere to quickly establish their forest and to become a proud version of herself.

Tigria wished to complete her research on true love.

And finally, Reinhold… he wished to become a guardian who could balance the world.

Everything began from here.

Originally, as the goddess said, she granted personal items and concluded her descent, but in that brief moment, the demon god Angria pretended to be the goddess and lured the party members’ desires out.

Being a demon god, even just speaking their desire out loud significantly inflated their obsession with it, and Reinhold, who was the most ambitious, became the central piece around which everything else was aligned.

Despite Lucy’s goodwill and dedication, the party members turned against her coldly, due to the demon god’s machinations.

And this was still valid today.

If someone like Tigria didn’t overcome it themselves, they would lose themselves to their desires and continue to act irrationally.

‘Tigria would have struggled too if Denarua hadn’t given her a tough beating.’

However, Lin did not realize that the decisive reason Tigria came to reflect was herself.

He was a man of unnecessary guilt.

“Not just me, but there’s a high chance the demon god also manipulated the other party members. Even after I stated my wish, it kept lingering in my mind, and when Reinhold proposed a deal, I was so drawn in that I could hardly tell right from wrong. I know the other party members didn’t seem to have much concern either.”

“Lin?”

“No, how should I put it, this is the first time I’ve had a conversation that feels like a strategy meeting.”

“Didn’t you talk about all sorts of things with Lucienna?”

The “things” Lucy talked about were about whom among you she would kill first.

It was best not to say that out loud.

As Lin quietly shook her head, Tigria noticed his hesitation.

Whenever there was an important decision, the hero’s party wouldn’t include Lin; they just had him do menial tasks.

“If what you say is correct, then it’s necessary to check whether the demon god also interfered with the other party members.”

“Yes, the goddess asked me to do that.”

In other words, it was like this:

In the DLC version, the way to solve the issues within the hero’s party was to free the members from the demon god’s control, which had them ensnared in the original version, and help them regain their sanity.

Except for Reinhold, of course.

Why did Lin try so hard to retire Reinhold?

The answer was that if the shield knight remained in the party, the other members could never regain their senses.

Because of his constant schemes and desire to strengthen his own ambitions, Naidrian, Arsil, and Tigria could never truly become aware of the truth or reality while he was around.

If that happened, you wouldn’t be able to make a single ally, and the story would inevitably lead to a bad ending.

The previous player, Issi, also gritted his teeth after witnessing that bad ending and vowed to kill him as soon as they met, reloading his save file.

The result?

Surprisingly, during the palace attack, the option to kill him appeared.

So, he tried to kill him.

And then an entity that should never have appeared descended, borrowing Reinhold’s body.

The hero’s party was annihilated by her, an entity that could only be opposed by the “goddess.”

It wasn’t until the end that they realized why she was so sensitive about Reinhold’s existence, but the previous player Issi ended up needing a new keyboard.

The reason for the keyboard’s death was a shotgun of rapid key presses.

The conclusion was that they needed to inflict an appropriate injury on him, enough to prevent him from directly affecting the party, and send him to recuperate in the Zramun Archipelago.

That was it.

Lin wasn’t keeping Reinhold alive because he wanted to.

After all, he was from Sludgewater Alley.

People from Sludgewater Alley preferred to eliminate any clear threats.

It wasn’t like Lin felt comfortable with Reinhold being alive.

Already frustrated, Tigria had just added fuel to the fire.

“I asked you once before, but don’t you think things might have turned out differently if you had revealed your identity to Arsil?”

When she said that, Lin didn’t even have the strength to sigh.

Sludgewater Alley was a setting that existed clearly from the original version, and the memory of the previous player, Issi, confirmed that it was the hometown of the saint, thief, and porter.

If you played as the porter, there were two choices in the early parts of the original and the DLC versions where you could reveal your identity and the details about the Alley to Arsil.

Sadly, both led directly to bad endings.

The cause was a failure to properly understand the character of Arsil.

“Arsil has a hard time controlling her emotions. If I told her, she would have been devastated by the reality that her hometown had disappeared.”

No matter when you revealed the truth, Arsil would be greatly disheartened, and the other party members would find out.

If you told her at the beginning of the original version, she would express her complex feelings under the pressure of her companions’ worries, and Lin would be exposed to Reinhold and eliminated.

It would be portrayed as if he was swept away in a battle with monsters, and then Arsil’s scream would bring up a game over.

If you revealed it at the beginning of the DLC, after rejoining post-Lucy’s betrayal, Arsil would realize that all her actions had no justification and go berserk with revenge.

And she, along with Linassien and Reinhold, would eliminate Lin.

Then Ravin’s scream and Lucy’s rampage would decorate the game over screen.

Eventually, no matter what episode progressed, Reinhold had to be retired from the party for any chance of success.


At least then, even if Arsil became disheartened, Ravin could comfort and lift her up again.

But would comforting her really be possible?

Though Lucy’s betrayal could be excused by the demon god’s influence, the contempt Arsil showed during their journey was entirely her own decision.

‘Uh… Saint, sorry, but I hurt my arm. Could you heal me since I’m having trouble carrying my backpack?’

‘Can’t you see all the seriously injured people on the battlefield? I’ll help you if there’s any divine power left after treating them.’

She was right, so he usually had no choice but to step back.

Even when there wasn’t a large-scale battle, Arsil, especially in battles against demons, would use up her divine power without hesitation, so after treating the party members, she would often be out of divine energy.

There were potions, but even those felt burdensome to Lin, so he had to wrap his body in bandages and ointments.

That was always the case, both before and after receiving the porter’s pouch.

He wanted to shout, “How could you do this?” claiming he was Issi, but if he did, Reinhold would surely kill him.

Yes, revealing his identity might change Arsil’s attitude.

But did it mean he wasn’t a comrade until he revealed his identity?

Seeing her attitude flip like a hand turning over depending on whether he was Issi or not made Lin wonder if he would have been satisfied with that.

The sorrow that welled up to his chin resisted revealing his mask.

It wasn’t a game but reality, and while the main storyline was the same, the details were different; he might have been able to do something, but Lin, guided by human emotions, chose to cut off communication with Arsil.

He was human, after all.

Even if he heard he was part of Guerrero’s soul, he was not a saint like Guerrero.

Unable to voice his pain when in pain, or his sadness when suffering, he succumbed to a suffocating but strangely comforting silence until the goddess locked his heart away.

Once the goddess strengthened him, he acted solely based on the memories of the previous player, Issi, feeling no need to reveal anything.

“It’s all my fault.”

Lin dry-washed his face and let out a bitter smile.

He admitted it.

He hadn’t even tried, though he could have.

Without drinking a single sip of tea, he poured it onto the sandy ground and idly poked the campfire.

That was when Tigria hugged him from behind.

…

“It was a really hard time, wasn’t it? So, I think you had no choice.”

Tigria whispered as she hugged his neck and shoulders tightly.

Her faint scent tickled his nose.

“It’s not really my place to say, but Lin, you’ve done your best ever since you joined us.”

“…Why are you crying?”

Then I can’t cry.

“I’m not crying.”

“Sure.”

After a few hot drops fell on his shoulder, Tigria made a vow to Lin.

“I’ll help you.”

“How?”

“Somehow, any way I can. Even if it comes down to it, I’ll act as a meat shield.”

Lin shook his head.

“No matter how hard it has been, I won’t blindly tell someone with whom I share a bond to die.”

Even though he might treat them as chess pieces, Lin had never thought of it that way.

This was the difference between him and Reinhold, a belief Lin firmly held.

In the luggage compartment of the golden carriage, Lin’s face was contorted with contemplation.

“When we return… later, I need to tell Arsil everything.”

“When, exactly?”

“I don’t know. I just have to hope for a chance.”

Their next destination was none other than the theocracy.

The place where Lin, Ravin, and Arsil’s enemies resided.


But Lin had no idea how to unravel this tangled mess.

“Ah, this is hard.”

A word spilled out of Lin’s mouth without him even realizing it.

And he didn’t even notice.

Quietly, Tigria moved closer and spread her robe over his shoulders.



 
  
    Chapter 78: Send them to the Church. The Pope is already my faithful servant.


Reinhold rose from the bed and walked out to the terrace.

!!!

Although he had regained enough strength to walk around, thanks to the resilience he gained as a member of the hero’s party, any overexertion would cause his wounds to reopen and start bleeding.

To make matters worse, he suffered from the searing pain, as if his body was being scorched by hot iron, but he had grown tired of just lying down.

Barely managing to lean on the terrace railing, he noticed Gyana down below, giving detailed instructions to the maids.

“Did our benefactor enjoy yesterday’s meal?”

“Yes, my lady. For once, he didn’t leave anything behind and cleared the plate.”

“It seems he enjoyed the porridge with lily clams. Let’s not serve it too often, or he may tire of it. Include it in breakfast or dinner every third day.”

The more Reinhold watched her, the more he liked the young lady.

However, he didn’t express this interest outwardly.

After all, she was already engaged.

Although Gendry was a commoner, he was the son of the captain of the guards and had a good character. 

The two were deeply devoted to each other, so it wouldn’t be right to interfere.

Moreover, Reinhold already had Linachien. 

Overindulgence would only disrupt the balance.

“Morgan! You shouldn’t be up!”

The door burst open, shattering the brief moment of peace, as the Crown Princess barged in.

Had it been Gyana, she would have spoken gently, with worried eyes softly gazing at him.

In that case, he would have reluctantly returned to bed to ease her concerns.

“Morgan!”

Why was the Crown Princess always so loud?

Reinhold purposely gazed out at the view, softening his expression before finally offering her a smile.

Even so, he did not move away from the railing.

“The weather is so beautiful, isn’t it? On days like this, I should be strolling by the coast with Your Highness. I was simply admiring the view, feeling a bit wistful.”

Linachien’s heart tightened at the sight of the radiant smile on the golden-haired youth’s face.

Her earlier irritation vanished, replaced by pure concern.

“You need to rest and recover quickly so we can take walks together.”

Yes, this was the proper attitude.

This was how a wife should serve her husband.

“There’s been a message from the royal palace. The mage will return to the island with the porter later this evening.”

“For what reason? If they’ve secured the porter, they should have quietly returned without alerting Aylan Dekarlune. Now it’s going to be a public return, isn’t it?”

The Crown Princess had also pointed out that concern.

However, the news that Levyn conveyed left both Linachien and Reinhold with no choice but to accept.

“They encountered a demon warrior and barely escaped after a battle. They thought it best to return before enemy reinforcements arrived.”

“Hmm.”

As the shield knight let out a low hum, blood started seeping from his wound again.

Linachien wanted nothing more than to force him back to bed, but knowing that he was deep in thought about their future plans, she could only watch him with growing anxiety.

[The situation seems plausible, but the lingering trace of desire from the mage is gone.]

In truth, the demon connected to him had been whispering.

[I thought that puppet would be the easiest to handle, but how did it manage to escape first?]

Maliciously, the demon had hidden from Reinhold the fact that Tigriya was a clone of the second generation mage.

Completely unaware of this, Reinhold continued to place considerable trust in the words of the demon, Angria.

‘That puppet can always be drawn back under the pretense of research. The more pressing issue is the demon warrior party. Aren’t they under your direct control?’

[That’s not fair. They’re not under my control; they belong to the Demon King. Since they have autonomy, they act according to their own will.]

‘By the way, I heard from the mage that the first generation hero was corrupted by the Demon King. Is that true?’

[I had no choice! Her power was overwhelming, so I couldn’t even challenge her. What kind of ridiculous system is a hero, anyway?]

Reinhold didn’t like that the first hero had been corrupted, but for the sake of balance, he couldn’t push the issue further.

After all, he had also betrayed the fourth generation hero for the sake of balance.

[Just look at her now. She’s still enduring the immense weight of causality after pulling off that insane stunt! It’s unfair, unfair, unfair!]

‘Stop, you’re giving me a headache.’

[On top of that, she managed to create exclusive items for all the members of the hero’s party in an instant! I barely have enough time to make one for you!]

Angria was truly resentful.

Since birth, the goddess had possessed far greater power than him.

Unlike the goddess, who created this beautiful world and brought forth many races, Angria could only corrupt the races she had made to exert his own influence.

After years of envy, jealousy, and inferiority, he had finally reached a point where he could contend for control over the world.

Yet it still wasn’t enough. 

So, he caused the downfall of every hero through his schemes, again and again.

[All because of that damn porter! That little bug has managed to disrupt everything, all because I underestimated my sister.]

‘So, everything eventually balances out, doesn’t it? Though I’m supposed to become a guardian, I still have so much to learn.’

[Don’t worry.]

Angria glanced down at the exclusive item he was still crafting.

[Once this is finished, I’ll teach those demon warriors a proper lesson. This item will let us absorb their bodies and their power.]

‘Absorb? You mean resentment?’

[Didn’t you know? That thing eating away at your body. It’s called resentment. It’s the Demon King’s unique power. It’s the physical manifestation of the hatred towards me, who corrupted them, and my sister, who couldn’t save them.]

[And the sword that one of them wields is the very same demonic sword once used by the Demon King. They must have found it in the Zramoon Archipelago.]

Reinhold felt a strange sense of familiarity.

They had followed the hero’s party after hearing they were headed for the Zramoon Archipelago, which had led to their reunion.

So, Luciena had come all this way with the intention of obtaining the demonic sword from the start?

But how could she have known it was there?

Reinhold knew that the hero was not knowledgeable about history.

Even with his own expertise in the history of the first generation hero, the mage had been the only one aware of this information. But who else could have known?

The more he pondered, the more his mind fixated on the image of a lowly porter in a mask.

‘Though his recent actions are remarkable, even the demon called him a mere bug.’

[In any case, the reason why neither holy power nor my magic is helping you recover is because you were wounded by resentment, a third force. I’m doing my best, but you’ll need to focus on natural healing as much as possible.]

“Reinhold!”

Reinhold’s eyes shot open at the sharp voice.

The Crown Princess stood there, fuming with anger.

“Instead of pondering so much, shouldn’t you be more concerned about your fiancée?”

Where had her earlier polite demeanor gone? Now she was filled with irritation again.


Interrupting him just as he was about to grasp something important made Reinhold unwilling to let it slide.

“This is an emergency. The hero’s party is planning to move without me, and Your Highness has insisted on coming here, leaving the capital defenseless.”

“The Pope of the Church is my ally. There’s no need for you, wounded as you are, to go on this mere reorganization journey. I’ve already sent my people. There’s no reason for you to worry!”

Could there really be someone she had sent without his knowledge?

Surprised, Reinhold asked, and Linachien proudly placed her hands on her hips.

“What? Is it so strange for the Crown Princess, heir to the throne, to have a spy or two?”

With a stiff expression, Reinhold turned away, but Linachien glared back without backing down.

“And there’s Aylan Dekarlune in the capital. The Emperor’s loyal servant, who will soon be mine as well.”

“Though she has a high regard for Your Highness, she has yet to swear loyalty.”

“That woman is like any commoner; as long as her family is well taken care of, she won’t have any complaints.”

“A plan must be thorough.”

“We have someone embedded in the hero’s party, and my aunt-like figure is holding down the capital. How much more thorough can we get!”

No matter how thorough the plan, there was no need for the two of them to engage in this power struggle.

Reinhold’s head throbbed, but today, he didn’t feel like yielding to the Crown Princess either.

Knock knock.

“Benefactor, this is Gyana Protect. I’ve brought breakfast.”

“Oh, come in!”

“W-wait… Reinhold!”

Without hesitation, Reinhold allowed Gyana in, leaving the Crown Princess speechless.

As Gyana gracefully entered, pushing a cart, the Crown Princess shot her a glare.

“You don’t need to personally bring every meal.”

“It would not be proper to send mere servants to attend to my benefactor and Her Highness the Crown Princess.”

Reinhold nodded in satisfaction, clearly pleased.

Realizing that neither of them was paying her any attention, Linachien glared even more at Gyana, who quickly bowed and left the room.

“Oh, it’s the clam porridge from last night. It was delicious. Would you like some?”

But Linachien was already too upset to care.

“Hmph!”

She slammed the door as she stormed out, her anger rising as she yelled at the servants.

“Bring my breakfast to my room today!”

Sigh…

No matter how much he tried to cater to her whims, nothing satisfied her unless it was focused solely on herself.

If it weren’t for her striking beauty, he might have reconsidered the engagement long ago.

‘Come to think of it, she declared the engagement all on her own.’

His headache intensified.

[Stress is the source of all illness. You should take it easy.]

‘Does this seem like a situation where I can take it easy?’

[As I said earlier, don’t worry.]

Oddly enough, Angria was the one who seemed more relaxed.

[Once this exclusive item is complete, you’ll be able to control the demon warriors and my power more effectively. With that, we’ll be invincible!]

Is that true?

Startled, the shield knight questioned Angria, who laughed gleefully.

[Are you really asking a demon if it’s true? You just have to trust me; there’s no other way.]

Then came a more sinister whisper.

[When the mage and the porter return, send them off to the Church right away. The Pope is one of my most faithful servants.]

‘Even the Church? How far have you reached?’

Reinhold’s eyes widened in shock, much to Angria’s delight.

[Of course. In order to maintain balance, I’ve had to extend my influence everywhere.]

Finally, Reinhold felt at ease.

With that sense of peace came a return of his appetite.

Without assistance, he crossed the hall to visit the Crown Princess, finding her alone, crying.

He embraced her and gently apologized.


“If you make me shed tears again, I’ll call off the engagement!”

“It was my fault. Please forgive me, my lady.”

“You fool… fool…!”

Linachien cried in Reinhold’s arms for quite some time.

It wasn’t until almost lunchtime that the two of them were able to enjoy a late breakfast together.



 
  
    Chapter 79: I’ll wash that place!


The surroundings were enveloped in light.

Feeling a familiar yet unpleasant sense of floating, Lin desperately suppressed the nausea.

This is nothing compared to Lucy’s leap.

Eventually, the light subsided, and the familiar teleportation chamber of the imperial palace came into view.

“Lin!”

Before he could even fully grasp his surroundings, someone rushed into his arms.

Lucy clung to him instantly, scrutinizing every part of his face.

“Are you okay? I’m sorry. I should have stayed by your side until the end… I’m sorry for leaving you alone.”

For some reason, the hero’s demeanor had changed.

Previously, she would have been cautious and hesitant, but now she clung to Lin in such a public place.

Though there weren’t many nobles gathered in the teleportation chamber due to the sudden return, Lin, who usually disliked drawing attention, was taken aback by her unreserved behavior.

“Luciena, stop it. You’re making the porter uncomfortable.”

“What did you say?”

Both Arsil and Naidrian, who had been waiting, were equally shocked by Tigria’s words.

The mage, who was always stiff and curt, now spoke in a soft and gentle tone, pulling Lin away from the hero.

Meanwhile, Lucy froze.

“Your tone has changed quite a bit, hasn’t it?”

“Thanks to Lin.”

The short exchange of words was like swords and shields clashing.

As Tigria cast a fleeting glance at Lin, accompanied by a faint smile, Lucy was on the verge of bursting.

As a woman, Lucy knew all too well what that expression meant.

“How dare you…! I’m the woman Lin personally saved. From your hands…!”

“I’m ashamed of that.”

“You think just saying that fixes everything!?”

Tigria wanted to apologize immediately, but too many eyes were watching.

It wasn’t just about pride; the people in the imperial palace were all connected to Linachien, making the situation complicated.

Meanwhile, Lucy’s aura of resentment began to rise.

“She’s starting again! Stop her!”

“How? If we draw weapons, there will be a bloodbath!”

Arsil panicked, and Naidrian fidgeted anxiously.

Just as the crowd, still reeling from the nightmare that had occurred earlier that morning, was about to descend into chaos, Lin gently cupped Lucy’s cheek.

“Why have you lost so much weight?”

Lin asked with a serious expression.

“Have you been eating properly while I was gone?”

“N-no… not really…”

“Look at your cheeks, they’re all sunken in.”

When Lin brushed his hand against her cheek, it really did feel hollow.

With the sudden touch and the realization that she had worried him, Lucy bit her lip, at a loss for what to do.

“I’m sorry…”

“No matter what happens, you must eat, okay?”

“But…”

Lucy looked down and pouted.

“When you’re not here, I don’t even feel like eating…”

Though she had always been grumpy when showing affection, now her voice shrank as she mumbled an excuse.

Not out of stubbornness, but because she felt intimidated by his gentle scolding.

After breaking off her engagement with the shield knight, now she clung to a mere porter like this. 

The nobles, who had no idea of the full story, couldn’t make heads or tails of what was happening.

“That’s not something I can just ignore!”

Suddenly, Aylan Dekarlune appeared, pushing through the crowd.

Dressed in a purple gown, flaunting her voluptuous figure, she boldly addressed the porter.

“I heard you had a fierce battle with a magic warrior during your emergency retreat from Gillesman. You’ve been through a lot. Thanks to you all, the empire and this world were saved once again from disaster.”

“You flatter me, Commander.”

“How intense must it have been to even change your speech patterns?”

As Tigria bowed, Aylan made a light joke.

Thanks to that, the tension in the room eased as the crowd laughed.

“Even in war, if there’s no supply, defeat is inevitable. In a wasteland like Gillesman, I doubt you even saw a proper meal. I’ll personally invite you all to dinner.”

“Thank you, but if possible, we would like to rest first…”

“Tomorrow night, the hero’s party will depart for the Church. If you don’t eat and regain your strength now, it’ll be problematic.”

Though it was somewhat forceful, Aylan’s reasoning was sound.

Even if they went to sleep hungry, their malnourished bodies wouldn’t fully recover.

It was better to fill them with high-calorie food and then send them to rest, even if it meant enduring the discomfort.

Tigria spoke up on Lin’s behalf, knowing he hated being the center of attention, but both of them were actually quite hungry.

“With the Commander’s kind invitation, we will certainly attend.”

“Good, good. I’ll make sure it’s a feast worth looking forward to. Now, off you go!”

With a swift motion, Aylan unfolded her fan and covered her eyes.

“And clean yourselves up. The smell is no joke.”

“Hah…”

It was a rare opportunity to bathe.

Normally, Lin would have tried to wash up, but Lucy would whine about not wanting his scent to disappear, leaving him feeling perpetually unclean.

Adding to that, they had been chased by the expedition leader and fought with Denarua at the Gillesman ruins, so even their sweat must have been overwhelming by now.

Lin stripped off his clothes, but the two bracelets, the exclusive items of the Item Master, wouldn’t come off.

[Pocket Cosmos: Item Master Exclusive Item]

[Item Description: An exclusive item for the advanced job class, Item Master. The inventory capacity, originally large, has become infinite. Items can be used without any additional movements or preparation. For convenience, it’s also called Cosmos.]

So, it’s called Cosmos.

The goddess must have been too busy to even tell him the name of his exclusive item.

It seemed the goddess wasn’t as meticulous as he thought.

With all her divine duties, she probably didn’t have the time to oversee every little detail.

However, Lin had one lingering question about the goddess.

‘Why, when I asked her about my previous wish, did she say she had no recollection of it? And then she mentioned the name of the demon god, Angria, with such surprise.’


Surprised?

Did the goddess not know?

Was that why, in the original version, the game had the party members ask about their wishes, only to reveal in the DLC that it was actually the demon god behind it all?

Something about it didn’t sit right.

As Lin submerged himself in the hot water, his thoughts began to spiral deeper…

Bang!

“Lin, are you in here?”

“…?!”

He hastily turned towards the entrance, only to find Lucy peeking around, wearing nothing but a towel.

“L-Lucy? Why are you here?”

“I was invited to dinner, too.”

“Then you should go to the women’s bath!”

“They’re cleaning it. There’s not much time before dinner, so there’s no choice.”

Despite wearing a rather large towel, her side and hips were still exposed, and the towel barely covered the tips of her ample chest.

Lin quickly turned his back, sinking deeper into the water.

“What’s wrong, Lin?”

“Nothing. It’s just… men and women should bathe separately…”

Seeing Lin’s flustered state, Lucy grinned mischievously.

“It’s fine, Lin. You already know every inch of my body, don’t you?”

“People might get the wrong idea if they hear that.”

It wasn’t entirely false.

He had been the one to bathe and dress her when she had lost all her limbs.

Though it hadn’t even been a year, it felt like a lifetime ago for Lin.

“Do you remember when I complained about how unfair it was, back when you used to bathe me?”

“I remember.”

“Do you remember why it was unfair?”

“Um, not really.”

“I thought it was unfair that you were the only one washing me. I wanted to wash you, too.”

Lin pretended not to remember, but Lucy nailed it, and she slowly slid into the water next to him.

As her towel floated up with the water, Lucy gently pressed her chest down to keep it submerged.

The towel that had been floating briefly soon sank.

“Now I can wash you, too.”

“Lucy, you’ve changed a lot in just a few days.”

“…A few days?”

Lucy’s expression darkened.

A wave of vulnerability washed over her, as if she was on the verge of collapsing.

“To me, it felt like an eternity.”

Lin suddenly realized, seeing her vacant eyes, that for Lucy, she had endured alone for what must have felt like an immeasurable amount of time.

It dawned on him that, more than Arsil’s issues, Lucy was the one he truly needed to be concerned about.

“How about we do what we couldn’t before, back in the room later?”

“That’s important, too, but this is about repaying my debt.”

Lucy slowly moved closer.

He could easily say no, but he had the sense that rejecting the current Lucy too hastily would hurt her deeply.

He thought it over and over, but there wasn’t enough time to stop her advance.

“I’ve got you.”

The moment she grabbed his arm with a smile,

“Excuse me.”

The bathhouse door opened again, and Tigria entered, wrapped in nothing but a towel.

“Why are you here?!”

“I need to wash up before dinner.”

“Go to the women’s bath!”

“They’re cleaning it.”

For some reason, the conversation they had just moments ago repeated itself.

Lucy glared at Tigria, who met her gaze calmly, while Lin found himself awkwardly caught between them.

“I read in a book that taking a bath together helps close emotional distances.”

“Bath together? Emotional distance? With whom? Lin?”

“No, with you, Luciena.”

Tigria bowed deeply.

“I’m truly sorry for betraying you that day, Luciena.”

Lin was surprised, but Lucy’s reaction was more complex.

Her mind flashed back to the endless pain she had endured in the infernal hell, her limbs repeatedly severed. 

And now, here was one of the very people responsible, bowing in the bathhouse.

How simple.

An apology.

Even though she still hadn’t escaped the pain.

How easy.

An apology.

On the other hand, Lucy wondered if Tigria had agonized endlessly before uttering those words, filled with tension and fear.

After all, Lucy herself had gone through the same thing.

But now that the apology had been made, all she felt was emptiness.

She couldn’t understand what Tigria was asking for forgiveness for.

Only now did Lucy understand why Lin acknowledged the pain but never forgave, and why Ravin had always been angry when she saw Lucy’s downtrodden demeanor.

It was pathetic.

That was Lucy’s judgment.

Besides, Tigria’s apology didn’t really matter to Lucy.

“I don’t need it. Just leave.”

Despite the cold dismissal, Tigria didn’t back down.

“Then I’ll have to seek forgiveness from Lin next.”

She conjured up soap and a shower sponge with magic, vigorously creating foam as she approached Lin.

“Uh… Tigria, why me?”

“To seek forgiveness and close the distance, I’ll wash your back.”

“Why on earth would you make such an effort in the bath?”

Tigria tilted her head.

“The book said that bathing together will lead to a better relationship.”

Her tone had softened, but the mage still had much to learn.

Lin was reminded once again that knowledge doesn’t always equate to social skills.

“All right, I’ll wash you.”

“No! Wait!”

Lucy hurriedly hugged him, pressing her nose into different parts of his body to absorb as much of his scent as possible.

“Lin’s smell…”

In an instant, her body relaxed.

It was as if his scent slowed her breathing, making the whole world shine.

“Chuup.”

“Lucy?!”

Before she realized it, her tongue had slipped out and licked him, causing Lin, already overwhelmed by the hero’s bare chest, to panic.

“Chuuup, haa… Lin…”

“Stop!”

Finally, Lin couldn’t take it anymore and pushed her away.

Lucy looked up at him with a hurt expression.

“It was fine before… You always used to give it to me as a reward…”

“No, that’s not…”

“Do you want me to wash you with my tongue?”

At the most unexpected moment, Tigria interjected.

Seeing her subtly stick out her tongue, Lin frantically waved his hands.

“Just wash me normally!”

“Really?”

“Yes!”

“So, it’s okay if I wash you, right?”

Tigria glanced over at Lucy, waiting for Lin’s response.

Though he realized he had been cornered, there was no way to back out now. Lin surrendered.

“…Yes.”

He handed over the shower sponge in silence, and this time, Lucy accepted it without a word.

The fact that Tigria had helped her left Lucy feeling bewildered.

“Tigria! Where are you putting that?!”

“The book said washing the chest with foam feels soft and pleasant.”

“You said you’d wash me normally!”

“Lin’s feelings come first.”

Though Lucy had an outburst, both women meticulously washed Lin.

Tigria lathered up from his head, down his upper body, while Lucy thoroughly scrubbed between his toes and worked her way up.

The spot where the two of them eventually met was…

“…Impressive.”

“So strong.”

It was arguably the most central part of the human body.

Lucy offered praise, while Tigria simply gave a matter-of-fact comment.


“I guess we should wash here too, right?”

“Of course.”

The two women exchanged a meaningful glance.

“What do you mean wash! I’ll handle that part myself, so please, stop here! I’ll get seriously angry if you don’t!!”

Desperately struggling, Lin eventually managed to strike a deal with Lucy, promising she could indulge in his scent to her heart’s content later that night. Only then did they safely finish the bath.



 
  
    Chapter 80: To the Kingdom


“Haha, you smell just like Lin.”

After finishing a bath that had drained her to the soul, Lucy immediately smelled Lin’s scent and felt happiness.

Next to her, Tigria, who was wearing a sleeveless shirt, sniffed quietly around her shoulder and underarm before speaking in a monotone voice.

“I like it for the same reason.”

Lucy, who was clinging to Lin’s right side, glared at Tigria, who was sticking to his left.

The Mage paid no attention and smiled up at Lin.

“Your hair’s still a little damp. Want me to dry it with magic?”

“No, I’m fine.”

It would probably dry soon enough with the sheer heat of Lucy’s fiery rage beside me.

Lin stared straight ahead.

Balance. 

He had to keep the balance.

He didn’t know why it was his job to maintain it, but he had no choice.

“We’ve arrived.”

Contrary to expectations, Aylan Dekarlune decided to host dinner at her villa in the capital rather than at the imperial palace.

She claimed it was because, as a proxy, she couldn’t act like she owned the palace, but Lin suspected ulterior motives.

The carriage stopped, and the butler and attendants came to greet them, leading the three to the dining table.

“Welcome, Lin. The porter of the Hero’s Party.”

Aylan spread her arms wide, greeting Lin without hesitation.

The porter, who had never been addressed by his full name, felt awkward hearing the title from the duke.

“Please, take a seat.”

Strangely, Aylan only called Lin by name, ignoring the hero and Mage as if they weren’t there.

Looking at the neatly arranged dishes and utensils, it was clear that all three had been invited.

For a noble, the table wasn’t very large.

Of course, not large for a noble still meant it could easily seat five people on either side.

A maid pushed a cart, arranging various dishes on the table.

Each dish was carefully plated, with only a small bite of each brought to Aylan.

“Mmm! It’s good. You know, unless I have guests, neither the butler nor my husband get to enjoy such special meals.”

Despite her position as the supreme commander of the demon warfront, Aylan chewed with large but quiet bites, tasting every dish before lifting her glass.

“As you can see, there’s no poison. Eat to your heart’s content.”

If it was Aylan, Lucy felt comfortable enough to at least have dinner.

Lucy and Tigria picked up their forks, but Lin just stared at the food.

“Lin?”

Lucy looked confused, but Lin rubbed his chin, glaring at the tableware.

He glanced sideways at Tigria, who was gracefully using her fork and knife.

The Mage didn’t miss the moment.

“You hold the fork in your left hand like this, as if you’re holding a pencil. The same with the knife.”

Moving behind Lin, she grabbed his hands and slowly guided him through the motions of cutting and eating.

Only then did Lucy realize that Lin had been struggling with the utensils.

She’d forgotten that many commoners could handle a spoon well enough, but forks? 

They were often wielded like daggers, stabbing wildly at food.

Frustration welled up inside her, but Aylan’s mocking commentary sent a chill down her spine.

“Oh, so you’re teaching him now, are you?”

Suddenly, the Mage’s hands froze on Lin’s.

It was just like that dinner long ago, the day the porter had joined the hero’s party at Aylan’s invitation.

Everyone stared at him awkwardly as he jabbed at a steak with a fork and chewed noisily.

‘Ugly and uncultured,’ they’d said.

‘Well, for us commoners, that’s pretty normal.’

‘Even though he has a knife?’

‘It’s inefficient. Doesn’t he know better?’

Everyone had their opinions, except for the shield knight, who had stayed quiet.

After that, the porter had stopped eating altogether, using tongs to place a small bit of salad on his plate and nothing more.

“Thank you.”

Lin expressed his gratitude, using tongs to gather some salad onto his plate.

He placed it over the piece of meat he had carefully cut with Tigria’s help.

The hero and Mage, understanding his intentions, quietly set down their own utensils.

Tigria now understood why Lucy always seemed to watch Lin so closely.

Cold sweat dampened her back and hands.

“Sorry, but you’ll have to eat everything. We’re leaving tomorrow evening. Sigh, I didn’t realize things had gotten so deep.”

Though Aylan’s words were sarcastic, she also felt a deep sadness over the fractured relationships.

It was only natural, as she had personally recruited every member of the hero’s party.

“When I first met you, I thought you were a strange young man.”

Aylan herself moved to Lin’s side, cutting all the meat on his plate.

“You took on all the little jobs no one else wanted, always finishing them to the end. But I could see it in your eyes, that ambition to become something greater.”

She took Lin’s hand, helping him spear the meat with his fork and lift it to his mouth.

“The people in the city liked you. Even when you weren’t out there hunting monsters or solving murders, you did the things no one else wanted to, and their quality of life improved because of it.”

Reluctantly, Lin chewed the meat, and Aylan returned to her seat, satisfied.

“That’s why I suddenly offered you the porter role in the hero’s party. I believed you could mediate any conflicts and be the strong support the team needed. The others had their own dreams and duties, so I trusted they’d maintain their own boundaries.”

Tigria stared down at her cold food.

“Yet, despite their power and dreams, they crushed themselves under the weight of their obligations.”

Lucy clenched her fork in her fist.

The tines bent as they dug into her palm, drawing blood.

She whispered to herself.

Lin must have felt a pain far worse than this.

“The hero was arrogant and hopeless at picking men.”

The fork pierced deeper, and the blood flowed.

“The saint was always running, never able to look around her. The archer couldn’t overcome his hesitation.”

Lin quietly sliced two large pieces of rye bread, arranging them on his plate.

“The Mage? She only ever cared about herself.”


Tigria couldn’t say a word, trapped in her guilt.

Her feelings were both a condemnation and a mark of how she still had so much to learn.

“The shield knight? That bastard knew everything and used it for his own gain.”

Lin piled the various meats between the slices of bread.

“You seem to know quite a lot,” he said.

“I know enough.”

“Then do you also know what I want from this journey to the Church?”

“I have an idea, but it’s just that—an idea.”

Lin added tomatoes and lettuce from the salad to his sandwich, creating a towering rye bread masterpiece.

Then, he placed the sandwiches on Lucy and Tigria’s plates.

Finally, Lin returned to his seat and quietly stared at Aylan.

“Tell me what you want.”

Lin took off his mask.

When Lucy and Tigria saw his expression, they stiffened in shock.

The once mild-mannered man now wore an expression of pure hatred.

“Revenge.”

Though expected, it was still surprising.

Seeing the porter’s eyes darkened with resentment, Aylan realized that he, too, was just human.

“The Church is rotten. Only two people can use divine power—the saint and the pope. And it’s been five years since Agraeus last demonstrated his holy power.”

More than anything, the years of famine were a clear symbol of the Church’s corruption.

How could those who served the goddess be so utterly abandoned?

“I don’t know why the goddess hasn’t acted yet, but one thing is certain. If we do nothing, we’ll all be swept away by her wrath.”

Aylan took a long drink of her wine.

The taste was bitter.

“We need to show that we’re trying to fix things. If we can show that effort, maybe the goddess will spare us—or at least only destroy the Church. Isn’t that what purification is about? The tragedy of the second hero happened because we did nothing.”

Purification. It perfectly aligned with Lin’s desire for revenge.

Aylan Dekarlune, central to the fall of the imperial princess in the late stages of the DLC, was a figure poised to bring about a new era.

And that revolution would start with purifying the Church.

She was now offering Lin the chance to be the agent of that purification.

“I’m not the only one who has the justification to carry out this sacred mission.”

“How many more?”

“Two.”

Lin glanced at the hero and Mage.

Both of them mechanically chewed their sandwiches, fully aware of why they needed to regain their strength.

“Don’t worry. I’ve already gathered everyone we need.”

Aylan poured herself a glass of wine, raising it in a toast.

This time, Lin raised his glass too.

Or rather, Lin alone lifted his glass high.

“To our…”

“To purification.”

“To revenge.”

This was an opportunity.

For Aylan, it was a chance for revolution.

For Lin, a chance for revenge.

For Lucy and Tigria, a chance to redeem themselves in Lin’s eyes.

It was an opportunity open to all.

And, of course, this opportunity extended to…

“Hey there!”

“Ravin!”

Ravin the thief, as well.


“I’ve been waiting for a man like you for a long time.”

Standing in front of the teleportation circle to the Church, Ravin grinned at Lin, ignoring Arsil, who called out to him with a warm greeting.

“I’m joining this journey. If anyone’s got a problem with that, leave now.”

No one had any objections.

As Lin and Ravin exchanged meaningful glances, Arsil felt an inexplicable sense of unease.



 
  
    Chapter 81: The Kingdom is a place where only good people live.


After the dinner with Aylan, the rest of the day passed uneventfully. 

As evening gave way to night, the hero’s party gathered one by one in the teleportation room of the royal palace.

“Why are you sticking so close to our porter?”

“It just happened by chance.”

“If it was by chance, I wouldn’t feel great about it. Move away.”

“No, it’s a very happy coincidence.”

Lucy spotted Lin standing behind the magic circle.

Pushing aside Arsil and Naidrian, she found him, but before she could flash her usual bright smile, her eyes fell on Tigria, standing on Lin’s left side, and she growled again.

“The spot next to the porter is mine.”

“Right, so I left the right side open for you. I’m satisfied with the left.”

The warrior was at a loss for words in response to the mage’s gracious declaration.

With Tigria unwilling to give up her place next to Lin but also yielding to Lucy, the hero found himself unable to argue and stood where the mage suggested.

“Hero, Saintess, Archer, Mage, Porter… Hmm, we’re missing one.”

Aylan, who was checking the party members, looked at her list with a puzzled expression.

At that moment, Naidrian raised his hand to explain.

“Commander. The Shield Knight is absent from this trip due to injuries sustained during the last attack on the royal palace.”

“I know that much. I’m talking about another party member, not that reckless Shield Knight.”

“Huh? Who could you be…”

At Aylan’s irritated response, Naidrian quickly shrank back, his voice trailing off in meekness.

She nervously fiddled with a letter from investor Lee that she had tucked into her pocket, trying to gather her confidence.

Everyone looked confused, except for Lin, who calmly waited for the final member of the party—the one they couldn’t possibly leave behind on this journey.

“I’m already here.”

A voice came from the ceiling.

As everyone flinched and looked up, only Lin and Aylan focused on the front of the magic circle.

Ravin had descended silently from the ceiling, standing there as she swept her hair back.

Though it had only been a few days since they last saw her, her hair had grown significantly longer.

She tucked her hair behind her ears and, upon meeting Lin’s gaze, flashed a mischievous grin and waved.

“Yo!”

“Ravin!”

Arsil, standing in front of the porter, called out cheerfully, but Ravin ignored her and approached Lin instead.

“I’ve been waiting for a man like you for a long time.”

It was a secret code known only to Lin and Ravin.

A phrase she had often whispered to him, even in the filthy alleyways where Arsil had no idea what was happening between them.

Ravin grinned confidently, and Lin chuckled softly from behind his mask.

“Move.”

Having caught a faint sound of his laughter, Lucy and Tigria couldn’t refuse Ravin’s arrogant command.

As they stepped back a few paces, Ravin stood right next to Lin and began writing on his palm.

“Confirmed what you asked for last time.”

Lin responded in kind, writing on her hand.

“Which one was it? Please clarify.”

“Found devout and learned priests. There aren’t many. Only about five. Their character is good, too.”

Five. 

Only five who truly served the goddess with genuine devotion.

Out of the thousands of priests in the theocracy, the bitter reality weighed on him.

“Bribe them with money first. Those who refuse, appeal to their sense of duty.”

“Understood.”

As Lucy, feeling uneasy, sighed heavily at what she thought was idle fingerplay between them, an intense conversation continued.

“When will you tell Arsil?”

Lin’s head throbbed at Ravin’s question.

Back in the filthy alleys, Arsil’s steadfastness had been a reliable support, but now she was nothing but an obstacle.

If Arsil had been an ordinary person, Lin and Ravin could have stayed behind and told her the whole truth.

But no matter how they imagined it, Lin and Ravin could only picture Arsil, enraged, immediately questioning the theocrats about the truth without hesitation.

“When the time is right.”

“…Alright.”

As their silent exchange ended, both Lin and Ravin nodded subtly at each other, signaling Aylan to raise her voice with authority.

“Though this is a journey for regrouping, we don’t know what dangers and unforeseen circumstances lie ahead. Stay alert and ensure the mission is completed!”

The palace mages channeled their magic into the teleportation circle, which began to glow.

Fwoosh!

As their vision blurred in the light, Aylan unfolded her fan.

She held its tip near her throat, sending another signal.

After spending the entire night, sleepless and brooding, she had come to a conclusion.

“Eliminate the Pope to purify the theocracy.”

Aylan had chosen execution over capture.

Since capturing was only an option with a slim probability in the DLC, Lin, upon seeing her signal, tightly grasped Ravin’s hand.

Feeling his rough hand, Ravin’s expression hardened as well.

“Teleport!”

With a burst of light, the journey of vengeance began.

Arsil, however, couldn’t understand why they were teleporting in the middle of the night.

Just yesterday morning, Aylan had told the saintess that they would depart for the theocracy a day after the mage and porter arrived.

Arsil had expected to spend today preparing and travel the following day, but the sudden order to prepare had left her flustered.

Especially with the messenger constantly pressuring her while she was alone, without even giving her time to contact the theocrats properly.

And the unexpected addition of Ravin only added to the confusion.

Though the journey was meant for regrouping, it felt like they were launching a stealth attack, with everything proceeding in secrecy and haste.

“We should move covertly to the border.”

Naturally, the porter’s suggestion was not well received by Arsil.

The theocratic city-state of the Theocracy considered magic a convenient heresy, which is why the teleportation circle on the outskirts of their border had been nearly abandoned.

Not only had they arrived earlier than planned, which was already strange, but now the porter was insisting on covert action, as if they were sneaking into enemy territory. It was only natural that Arsil wasn’t pleased.

“Why do we need to do that? I can just send a signal with my holy power, and the Theocracy will come to get us.”

“Arsil is right. We’re not some special forces squad sent to take down the Theocracy. The timing is all wrong, and I don’t get why we’re acting like this.”


The Saintess and the archer voiced their objections, but their protests were drowned out by Ravin and Tigria.

“Technically, this isn’t the Theocracy yet. It’s the outskirts. And, for whatever reason, there have been demon soldiers popping up everywhere we go. Being careful, as the porter suggests, won’t hurt.”

“I agree. We even ran into one in Gillesman when we had to make an emergency retreat, so I think caution is wise.”

At the mention of demon soldiers, the entire group, including Lin, tensed.

According to the DLC, from this point onward, large-scale party battles would take place.

This also meant that not just demon soldiers, but higher-ranked demons would appear as well.

Even though Lin hadn’t yet transitioned into an Item Master, he couldn’t forget how much trouble he’d gone through just to kill a low-ranking demon, a succubus, at Epaltarega.

“Arsil, what’s the Theocracy like?”

“…Are you asking me?”

“I even called your name, didn’t I?”

As the tense journey began, Ravin deliberately struck up a conversation with the Saintess. 

Arsil, who had been openly avoiding and showing annoyance towards Ravin until now, was irritated yet also found herself unable to resist the familiar sense of comfort that she had missed.

“The Theocracy is a place filled with kind people, true to its name. At night, you don’t even have to lock your doors. Even if a thief breaks in, instead of punishing them, people would worry about how desperate they must’ve been to resort to stealing, and everyone would pitch in to help them.”

Behind his mask, Lin’s face twisted in discomfort.

“But the higher-ups… well, they’re extremely rigid. They constantly emphasize that not even a single penny or grain of rice should be used for selfish purposes. The rules are so strict that even paying for information from outsiders is forbidden. As a result, while I’m in the Theocracy, I have no way of hearing about what’s happening outside the borders.”

In the darkness, Ravin’s face contorted as well.

“The Theocracy doesn’t officially have a military. The so-called Holy Knights are just the Pope’s private army. I guess, as a Saintess, you look at the world through rose-colored glasses, huh?”

Ravin’s snide remark didn’t go over well this time.

“No matter how much you want to insult me, don’t you dare disrespect the Theocracy. It’s the place that gave me the direction to change my homeland.”

“…Are you serious?”

Lin and Ravin both stared at Arsil, their faces suddenly grave.

Change the world like the Theocracy? 

With all that talk about bringing the grace of Linachien?

It was, by far, one of the worst things they had ever heard from her.

But just as quickly as they tensed, the two of them deflated.

What did it matter, when the very thing she wanted to change had already been wiped out?

This conversation reaffirmed two things for Lin.

First, Arsil, simple-minded as she was, had been playing into shallow rhetoric without realizing that she was being cut off from all outside information.

Second, her careless mention of their secret dealings in the alleys made it clear that if she learned the truth too early, she would become a dangerous liability.

It seemed best to reveal everything just before the final battle, stoking Arsil’s fury to boost her combat effectiveness.

Arsil, meanwhile, still stewed over Ravin’s earlier remark, ready to snap back.

“What exactly is your problem with m—”

“St-stop right there!”

Before the Saintess could finish her irritated outburst, a ragtag group suddenly surrounded the hero’s party.

“H-h-hands up! If you have food, give it to us! We won’t hurt you!”

It was the most pathetic attempt at a threat any of them had ever heard.

Arsil had already begun channeling her holy power to punish the interrupters, but when she saw the state of the people surrounding them, her mouth hung open.

“Wh-what…?”

They were all skin and bones.

Though they were trying to appear menacing, their innocent faces betrayed their true nature.

With crude farm tools and torches that smoked and crackled with black soot, their tattered gray clothing bore the goddess’s emblem, barely visible through the grime.

It was clear—these were citizens of the Theocracy, driven to the brink of starvation after three harsh years of famine.

“Give us your food!”


Their feeble threats were nothing more than desperate cries of hunger.

This doesn’t make sense.

The Theocracy was running a rationing system. How could this be happening?

As Arsil stood there, dumbfounded, Ravin’s bitter, mocking words stung her ears.

“It looks like the Theocracy’s got some nasty thieves. Even worse than me, apparently.”



 
  
    Chapter 82: Hunger is not a sin.


“Dare you…”

Arsil, already upset, could no longer hold back her anger when Ravin’s mockery added fuel to the fire.

“Stealing while wearing the goddess’s insignia?!”

Divine power crackled as it surged, illuminating the entire area with a bright light.

Lin and Ravin were startled by the sudden brightness, but since they were in a dense forest, the light didn’t reach too far.

“Se… Saint?!”

The citizens of the Church State, recognizing the rare divine power, were utterly terrified. 

They threw down their farm tools and torches, dropping to the ground and burying their heads.

“We’re sorry! We were so hungry!”

“Are you saying you committed a crime just because you were hungry?!”

The warrior party hurriedly tried to calm Arsil down.

“Arsil, you’re attracting too much attention. The Church State might send the knights.”

“Good! We should judge these sinners together with the knights.”

At Arsil’s retort toward Tigria, even Naidrian was startled and shouted.

“Arsil! Are you saying the saint will punish the citizens of the Church State?!”

“They’ve committed a crime, so of course!”

Lucy silently watched the situation unfold.

It’s only natural to be punished for committing a crime.

Then, what about the crime Arsil committed against Lin and herself?

If Ravin had said that, Lucy wouldn’t have been able to raise her head.

But since it was Arsil who had spoken so firmly, the warrior was left speechless.

On the other hand, Ravin felt bitter.

Arsil, by what right and authority do you get angry at others’ sins and seek to punish them?

“Sinners, gather here!”

At her sharp command, the Church State citizens trembled as they knelt before Arsil.

Just as the saint was about to continue her scolding, a porter slipped into the crowd.

Crack.

The porter seated himself between Arsil and the citizens, dropping a bundle of dry sticks onto the ground.

Understanding Lin’s intentions, Tigria quickly used magic to light a fire, and Lin skillfully pulled out a large pot and set it over the flames.

“How long has it been since you last ate?”

Pouring water from his cosmos storage into the pot, Lin asked the citizens.

“Pardon?”

“How many days has it been since you had a proper meal?”

“E-eighty days…”

Nodding at the response, Lin began peeling onions and potatoes, retrieved from his cosmos.

“What are you doing?”

Arsil, bewildered, let her divine power dissipate and asked in confusion.

“They said they’re hungry. I’m going to cook something for them.”

“These people committed a crime while wearing the goddess’s insignia.”

“Extreme hunger makes people forget who they are.”

Lin placed the cutting board down and finely chopped the onions and potatoes.

For people who hadn’t eaten in eight days, the texture didn’t matter.

“Have you ever been hungry?”

“Countless times.”

Did he think, as a saint, that she had never starved?

The growling Arsil answered Lin’s question, and then a sense of emptiness washed over her.

Hunger.

She had long since forgotten how hunger could change a person.

She had forgotten what it was like to be hungry.

“You said there are only good people in the Church State, right?”

Without adding any other ingredients, Lin scraped the finely chopped potatoes and onions into the pot.

“If such good people are so desperate that they’re holding farm tools…”

He stirred the pot with a ladle, hoping the thin soup would be ready as quickly as possible.

“Is it the hungry people’s fault, or is it the environment that made them hungry to blame?”

Arsil met his gaze, which burned quietly from within his mask.

‘We are not filth. We are hungry children. What’s wrong is this harsh environment that starves us! Just wait, I’ll change everything. I’ll make it a place where no one goes hungry, a better place. And when that happens, Ravin, you’ll owe me an apology!’

The saint bowed her head, recalling the words she had once spoken.

A thin soup had been completed.

But the melted potatoes provided a soft texture, making it easy to swallow.

The onions, cooked down to a fine pulp, offered a faint sweetness that complemented the blandness of the potatoes.

Thanks to the slow, steady simmer, the citizens of the Church State could sip the lukewarm soup with ease, despite blowing on it to cool it down.

“Thank you!”

The citizens, now regaining some energy, bowed their heads not to Lin, but absurdly, to Arsil.

“Thanks to the grace of the Saint and the Pope, we are spared from hunger.”

“These people…!”

Lucy was about to burst out in anger, but when Lin gently placed his hand on her shoulder, she immediately calmed down.

“The Church must have a rationing system in place. Why did you resort to stealing?”

“It’s been almost a year since the rations stopped.”

“Lies! I saw the rations being distributed in the streets myself, just six months ago, when we last passed through for the Demon King’s subjugation.”

“Those were for people who bought indulgences.”

“Indulgences?”

Arsil, who had been scolding the bearded citizen, was taken aback by the unexpected word.

“Indulgences are just honorary medals for those who donate generously.”

“They don’t give rations if we don’t buy indulgences…”

“What?”

The bearded citizen mumbled as he nervously glanced around.

“Every week, a new indulgence comes out. If we don’t donate, we don’t get any rations. To receive the rations, we have to return the indulgence to claim them… But how can we, as tenant farmers, earn money when it’s been years of poor harvest? Whatever little we do manage to harvest, they take away. We have nothing left, so we can’t afford to buy indulgences, and we don’t receive any rations.”

The middle-aged man, overwhelmed by grief, began to cry, wetting his sleeves.

“I can handle being hungry, but my child and wife are starving, lying in bed. My three-year-old can’t even cry anymore, only making a faint sound as if her breath is about to stop. How can a father stand by and do nothing…!”


Though he tried to hold back his tears, in the end, he couldn’t, and the man sobbed uncontrollably.

Tears and sorrow spread through the group of Church State citizens, and soon, all of them were sniffing and wiping their eyes.

Even Arsil, weighed down by grief, couldn’t find any more words to say.

“Porter, I want to give these people something to eat.”

Even though she hadn’t asked properly or understood their situation, she wanted to take responsibility for pushing and intimidating them.

“Here are some potatoes and onions.”

Without hesitation, Lin pulled out large bundles from his cosmos and handed them to the people.

“If you eat too much after starving for so long, your body won’t handle it and you could fall ill or even die. Just like now, chop and mash everything as fine as you can, then boil it in water before eating.”

“Thank you! Thank you! This is all thanks to the grace of the Saint and the Pope!”

Though they were still thanking the wrong person, Lin didn’t correct them.

Arsil’s decision to distribute the food had been made on her own, but given the dire circumstances, no one reprimanded her.

The citizens, bowing repeatedly, each carried a bundle on their back.

But when the time came to leave, they hesitated, guilt weighing heavily on their steps.

“Um… Saint?”

“What is it?”

“We’ve done wrong. We would like to offer a prayer of repentance… Will you accept it?”

It seemed a bit shameless, but the man’s face was sincere.

Having grown up in the Church State, all they knew of seeking forgiveness was through prayer. To them, this was the only way to express their sincerity.

One by one, the citizens knelt, setting down their bundles and clasping their hands in prayer.

Arsil, her heart heavy, quietly summoned a faint divine power.

“In the name of the Goddess, I forgive you.”

A soft light enveloped the citizens.

“Having repented, may you rise from your wrongdoings and prosper.”

It might sound odd to say, but never had Arsil looked more like a true saint than she did at that moment.

Standing at the center of the glowing light, her eyes closed in blessing, the brown-haired girl reminded everyone once again of her divine status.

Even Lucy was slightly surprised, while only Lin and Ravin maintained their cold expressions.

After seeing off the Church State citizens, Arsil, looking tired, suggested they rest.

Without complaint, the warrior party each found a place to sit.

Tigria sat to Lin’s left, and Lucy rested her head on his right shoulder.

Ravin and Naidrian perched atop a high tree, keeping watch for any approaching threats.

As the sun rose and dew formed on the grass, Arsil began to regain her strength.

“Let’s go.”

All she wanted was to lie down in a bed and rest.

Her body was fine, but her heart was weary.

For the first time in five years, the Church State she had served felt unfamiliar to her.

The group walked at a steady pace, neither fast nor slow.

By the time they reached the gates of the Church State’s city, the sun was already high in the sky.

Perhaps due to this, the knights on horseback who recognized the warrior party opened the city gates to welcome them.

“Saint!”

“Sir Casti!”

Though there was much she wanted to ask, Arsil felt more relief than anything upon seeing a familiar face.

But soon, the saint noticed something hanging from the side of Sir Casti’s horse.

It was the severed heads of people, dripping with dark red blood.

“Sir Casti, what… is that?”

“Ah, I’m sorry you had to see this.”

Casti, with a look of regret, lifted one of the heads hanging from the horse’s side.

“These are the ones who stole grain. Can you believe it? During this famine, they had the audacity to take bundles of onions and potatoes. And while wearing the insignia of the goddess, no less!”

The head he raised was a face Arsil recognized.

It was someone who had been alive just hours ago.

So, they got caught.

Lin understood immediately that the Church State citizens’ chance at survival had been a random gamble, and they had lost.

He had given them the food to keep them alive a little longer, knowing they were otherwise destined to starve.

The entire warrior party, except for Lin, stood in shock, staring at the severed heads.

“Yes, I am deeply saddened as well. When did such corrupt people begin to emerge in the Church State?”

At Casti’s words, Arsil glanced again at the side of the horse.


“A… ah…”

“It pains me greatly, but we had to execute the entire family, even the children, for daring to eat through such dishonorable means.”

That small head, with long hair hanging beside it…

“They… they were the ones I personally scolded and forgave!!!!!!!!”

At midday, in front of the Church State’s city gates, Arsil’s cry of rage echoed far and wide.



 
  
    Chapter 83: The cruel truth that the snake told me


Chaos erupted in an instant.

Arsil, seething with fury, grabbed Casti by the collar and dragged him all the way to the Papal Palace.

The Warrior Party and the Holy Knights scrambled after her, trying to stop her, but the divine power radiating from her made it impossible to approach.

“Saint?”

“Saint! You’ve returned!”

“Ack, so bright!”

The gates of the Church State had three paths leading inside.

The central path led to the Papal Palace, where the wealthy who had bought indulgences resided.

The left path led to the district for the lower class, those who couldn’t afford indulgences.

The right path was for those barely scraping by, who could just about buy indulgences.

Arsil had always walked down the central path, never seeing the starving masses. The events of today hit her with a shocking realization.

“Agreus!”

Arsil kicked open the door to the Papal Palace and stormed inside, shouting for the Pope who was praying beneath a large insignia of the goddess on the wall.

“Arsil, it’s been quite some time. But you’re so radiant, it’s stinging my skin. Could you tone down the divine power?”

His long, dark blue hair rippled like waves as he greeted her warmly, as if nothing had changed since they last met.

Without hesitation, Arsil threw Casti to the floor before him.

“Sir Casti?”

“Last night and early this morning, he summarily executed Church State citizens who came to steal food. He killed their whole families, including their wives and children!”

“Arsil, I gave that order. To eliminate the bandits.”

“They weren’t bandits! They were starving Church State citizens. They attacked me, yes, but when I gave them food, they repented and begged for forgiveness. I accepted their repentance and blessed them. They were only carrying the bundles of food I gave them back home when Sir Casti decided to execute them all, claiming they had raided the Church’s stores!”

“Ah, I see.”

The Pope let out a soft sigh and turned to look at Casti.

His gaze was gentle, but authoritative. 

Casti immediately prostrated himself.

“I have no excuse…”

“Sir Casti, I sentence you to one week of penance.”

“One week of penance? That’s it?!”

The Warrior Party had finally caught up. 

They had heard enough of Arsil’s furious shouting to piece together the conversation.

As Arsil continued to protest, Agreus spoke more seriously.

“Those so-called bandits were known criminals who had previously killed people while wearing the goddess’s insignia.”

“What?”

Caught off guard, Arsil faltered.

“They said they were just hungry… that their child was too weak to even cry…”

“Arsil, as a saint, a symbol of hope, and a hero in the fight against the Demon King, you’ve excelled. But you’ve rarely seen how desperate people twist the truth to justify their actions. Some priests, after hearing endless confessions in the chamber of repentance, begin to question whether those claims of helplessness are ever truly honest.”

“No, I…”

“Of course, Sir Casti was wrong to act on his own without knowing that you had already chastised and forgiven them. However, the problem of banditry and murder has been ongoing for some time.”

The people Arsil had seen didn’t look like killers.

She knew better than anyone what someone who had crossed the line into darkness looked like, the expressions they wore, and their demeanor. 

Those she encountered had been nothing like that.

“I’m sorry, Sir Casti.”

But Arsil trusted the Pope.

He was the only other person in the Church State, besides herself, capable of using divine power, someone blessed by the goddess. 

He couldn’t be wrong.

And more importantly, he had always guided her, showing her the way.

“It’s alright. I’m the one who acted without checking the facts, and for that, I deeply apologize.”

“No, I should be the one apologizing…”

Their repeated bowing to one another seemed absurd.

And there was someone who had been tolerating this farcical scene since the original version of Arrogant Saga.

“This is ridiculous.”

It was none other than the warrior, Lucy.

“Bandits? In all my life, I’ve never seen bandits with so little presence. They were scared of even the slightest conflict with others. I may not know the face of someone lying out of desperation, but I know the face of someone trembling from hunger.”

“Stop, Lucy. Agreus said they had a criminal record.”

“I’m telling you, they didn’t look like they had any criminal record. Why is it you believe the Pope blindly, but not me?”

“Well…”

“Aha, I get it now!”

As Arsil sided with the Pope, Lucy chuckled and rolled up her sleeves to her shoulders.

Her pale arms were exposed, and just above her elbow, whiter scars from stretch marks stood out.

The sight made Arsil and the rest of the party hold their breath, knowing what those scars signified.

“You’re all in on it together, aren’t you?”

The warrior pulled out a temporary holy sword from her waist, pressing its tip against the ground as she sneered at the Pope.

“When I begged for my life, for mercy, no one listened.”

Tsssssh—

“But here, everyone listens to each other so well. It’s sickening to watch.”

Dark energy, born from deep resentment, began to envelop her sword.

“Tell me.”

Lucy’s smile grew more menacing.

“Give me a reason not to destroy this Papal Palace and the Church State along with it.”

“Luciena! You’ve gone too far!”

“Step aside. I’ll deal with the elves’ forest after I’m done here, so just wait your turn.”

Naidrian had tried to intervene, but Lucy’s sharp threat forced him to back down.

Meanwhile, Agreus, still calm, approached Lucy with a soft smile.

“Resentment. It has seeped into the holy warrior.”

“Don’t try to change the subject.”

“I’m referring to that dark energy surrounding you. It’s resentment. Neither divine power nor demonic energy. That’s the source of your strength now.”

The Pope stretched his hand toward the darkness, causing Lucy to instinctively retreat.

No man could touch her, except for Lin.

“Seeing those scars, my heart aches. It’s clear to me now that your nature was never reckless, just misunderstood…and I failed to recognize that. For that, I must apologize.”

The Pope bent forward ever so slowly, speaking in riddles.


That only served to fuel Lucy’s rage further.

“Oh, I get it now. You’re actually asking me to destroy the Church State, aren’t you?”

“That’s certainly not my intention,” Agreus replied with a sly smile.

“Why punish the entire Papal Palace and the Church State for the actions of a few individuals? This is the sanctuary of the goddess. Aren’t you afraid of the goddess’s wrath?”

“Seeing how you all are treating me, I figure I could just go ahead, do the deed, and then bow down in apology to the goddess, just like you.”

“Clearly, appealing to your sense of faith won’t work,” Agreus said, raising himself upright again. 

His smile, now fully visible, was as serpentine as ever.

“In that case, what about this?”

The snake pointed toward Lin.

“As far as I know, the porter’s arm is still corrupted by the Demon King’s magic.”

The entire warrior party, except for Lin, bit their lips in unison. 

Even without Lucy’s anger in the mix, that was a stain none of them could wash away.

“If you obliterate this place, I can’t guarantee that Arsil will look upon the porter’s arm kindly.”

“Is that a threat?”

“Think of it more as weighing the pros and cons,” Agreus replied, his words hitting a sensitive nerve.

No matter what, Lin’s arm needed to be healed.

The dark magic of the Demon King had been gradually consuming Lin, and it had been foretold long ago by the Abyss that if left unchecked, the porter would eventually turn into a demon.

Though they had delayed the inevitable by infusing the Second Holy Sword, Hononima, into him to hold back the magic, the fact remained that Lin had touched the horn—the concentrated essence of the Demon King—with his bare hands. 

Sooner or later, the dark magic would claim his life.

“I’ve held on this long. Honestly, I don’t even feel any pain. I think I’ll be fine as I am,” Lin said, raising his hand and shaking it to reassure everyone.

But before anyone could respond, Agreus, who had approached without a sound, grasped Lin’s hand.

The Pope’s fingers traced slowly down from his wrist, and after a moment, they stopped at the tips of Lin’s fingers, where the skin under his nails had turned black.

“The corruption is starting to show.”

“…!”

At those words, Lucy and Tigreia immediately moved closer, peering at the blackened fingertips Agreus had revealed.

Though Ravin hadn’t moved, her gaze trembled violently as she looked at Lin.

“With this level of corruption, the pain must have been like needles piercing you constantly.”

“No, I haven’t felt any pain at all…”

“Ah, that’s the problem with men,” the Pope sighed deeply, running a hand through his hair.

“They never admit to pain. Always saying they’re fine. They don’t even recognize their suffering. Much like… how you don’t realize your own pain.”

Lin flinched at the Pope’s final remark and looked up at him.

In that moment, Lin saw something familiar in Agreus’s eyes.

It was a feeling similar to the dark magic corrupting his arm.

But how could he know?

This wasn’t something from the game…

“Can you heal it?” Lucy asked sharply, though her voice shook despite her fierce tone.

She couldn’t stop the tremble in her voice, no matter how much she tried. 

Worry and guilt over Lin were tearing her apart.

“I don’t know.”

The serpent smiled its venomous smile once again.

“But it seems we are the only ones who might have the solution.”

Lucy.

Tigreia.


Ravin.

For some reason, Lin’s figure seemed smaller than usual to all of them today.

Lucy swallowed her emotions and tried to sound as threatening as possible when she spoke to Agreus.

“Whatever it takes, you fix him. No matter the cost, no matter what you need. That’s my burden to bear.”

The countdown to Lin’s fate had officially begun.



 
  
    Chapter 84: Desire and Resentment


Of course, Lin had no intention of accepting Agreus’ ridiculous proposition.

However, seeing that Lucy was being swayed by the Pope’s manipulative words, Lin quickly diffused the situation, suggesting that they rest first. 

He led the Warrior Party to their prepared quarters to avoid further escalation.

Once inside, Lin asked Tigria to cast a soundproofing spell before turning to Lucy with a stern warning.

“I’ll take care of my arm.”

“But Lin…!”

“I have something I must achieve here, and that takes priority.”

His tone was firm and cold.

Even though Lucy understood his reasoning, she was terrified of this side of Lin.

“They said the corruption could kill you. I’m doing this for your sake.”

“For my sake?”

Tigria, unable to remain silent any longer, stepped in, but Lin responded with a biting tone before he could stop himself.

“Are you giving me medicine after poisoning me? Now?”

Neither the warrior nor the mage could find anything to say in response.

In the end, Lucy burst into tears, and Tigria’s eyes welled up as well.

“…Can I sit next to you?”

When Lin reluctantly nodded, Tigria surprised him by guiding Lucy a bit further away before sitting down.

“There’s something strange about the Church State, and who knows what might happen. I’ll stay here.”

She pulled out a handkerchief and gently wiped away Lucy’s tears.

“We don’t have the right to cry. We need to hold it together, Luciena.”

Lucy took a deep breath, forcing herself to stop crying at Tigria’s words.

Seeing them like that, Lin’s anger slowly subsided.

“I’m sorry.”

The important thing wasn’t taking out his anger on them.

“I can’t stay calm when my enemy is right in front of me.”

“Enemy? The Pope?”

“One of them, at least.”

The crucial part was showing Arsil what she needed to see. 

Once this chapter was over, once Lin and Ravin’s revenge was complete, Arsil would need to know what to do next.

She needed to be able to face the truth and endure it, without breaking.

“Tigria, let me tell you a story from long ago.”

He needed allies to help him with that.

“You probably suspected some of it, but this will explain everything about me, Arsil, and Ravin. As well as the Crown Princess.”

“The Crown Princess too?”

His deep, steady voice carried the story, and Tigria, who had been content to listen to his soothing tone, grew pale as the story progressed.

By the time Lin had finished telling everything, the room was filled with a heavy silence.

“Did the love between the Crown Princess and her shield knight seem genuine to you?”

Tigria fell to her knees before him, clasping her hands together, and finally, even the mage began to cry.

“I was wrong… I was so, so wrong…”

“You owe that apology to Lucy, not me.”

But Lucy remained motionless, her head buried between her knees.

“Forgiveness? I don’t know. I honestly don’t know how to find it in my heart to forgive you all.”

Lin’s words seemed directed at himself as well.

He could feel his emotions weakening him more often. 

He felt bitterness more frequently than before, and his anger surged more easily, escaping him before he could control it.

And sometimes, in these rare moments, he wondered what would be left of him after he finished, after he fulfilled the goddess’s will and saw the events through to their conclusion.

He was growing tired.

But he still had to see it through.

“For now, I need your help.”

Lin removed his mask and extended his hands to both of them.

“Help me get my revenge. Maybe then something will change.”

Tigria immediately took his hand.

“Even if nothing changes, I’ll follow you no matter what.”

Lucy took his other hand, pressing it to her forehead.

“Lin… I’m sorry for always showing you my worst side…”

Lin gently pulled both of them closer.

“There, there. It’s okay, really.”

The words, meant to soothe them, were actually directed at himself.

He was reminding himself, steeling his resolve.

To destroy the Church State.

***

After the Warrior Party had left, Agreus resumed his prayers beneath the goddess’s insignia.

Despite the fact that the goddess had long since withdrawn her divine power from him, his prayers did not cease.

The problem was, the goddess had no interest in listening to such vile, corrupted prayers.

“What kind of prayer are you offering with such dedication?”

His prayer was soon interrupted.

Agreus turned to see Ravin landing gracefully from the air.

“Ravin, it’s been such a long time.”

“You actually remembered me? It’s been quite a while, hasn’t it?”

“I never forget anyone I’ve met.”

Such arrogance.

Ravin’s eyebrow twitched in irritation.

“You’ve grown quite admirably. You’ve learned to compromise with the world and have become one of the best among thieves.”

Agreus let out a sigh. 

By now, sighing had become a habit for him.

“Arsil, on the other hand, is still so naïve, having been raised in a sheltered environment. It would be nice if someone like you could teach her that the world isn’t just black and white.”

“She’ll either figure that out on her own, or maybe her mentor should start putting more effort into it,” Ravin replied, rummaging through his inventory.

He pulled out a tattered, brown-stained robe.

“Oh…”


Agreus’s expression changed completely, displaying emotions he hadn’t shown before. 

Covering his mouth with trembling hands, he took the robe from Ravin.

“Diane…”

That robe had once belonged to the woman who had birthed Arsil in the filth-ridden alleyways.

Ravin remembered it clearly—the same robe that Arsil had discarded, claiming she had no need for parents. 

Lin had carefully kept it safe all this time. It was Lin who had handed the robe over to Arsil in advance, before they set off with the mage and Gillesman from the imperial palace.

“So, has our esteemed Crown Princess fulfilled her end of the contract with you using this?” Ravin asked with a smirk.

“Indeed. I will surely repay this favor by securing the porter,” Agreus responded, still inhaling the scent of the robe deeply.

Finally, his hard work had paid off. 

He had found her daughter, sheltered her, and delved into forbidden, forgotten magic. 

Along the way, he had forsaken the goddess and made countless deals—some with the Empire, others with sorcerers, and even with the Demon Lord.

“Now that we’ve concluded human affairs, shall we talk openly as fellow comrades of the Demon Army?”

A wicked smile spread across Agreus’s face as he rolled up his sleeves, revealing the Mark of the Demon Lord etched onto his forearm. 

His thin but muscular arm bore the sinister sigil, pulsing with dark energy.

“Now, show me yours,” he said.

“Sorry, but I’m on infiltration duty. I need to stay by the saint’s side, so I can’t brand myself with the mark just yet,” Ravin replied casually.

“A few months of training, and you could stay by Arsil’s side without her even noticing,” Agreus suggested.

“You do realize that we need to complete all our plans within those few months, don’t you?” 

Ravin had no intention of ever marking his body with the Demon Lord’s sigil. 

She didn’t like tattoos in general, and there was no way she’d bear something as vile as that. 

Not to mention, it’d be too embarrassing and shameful to show something like that to Lin if they ever spent their first night together—assuming that day would ever come.

“The illusionist received a message from the Demon Lord,” Ravin continued.

“Oh? What did His Majesty decree?”

“While the party remains in the Church State, the porter must be kept safe at all costs. No harm, physical or mental, should befall him. After that, we’ll gradually dispose of the shield knight as a sacrificial pawn.”

“As expected.”

Agreus shook his head in pity.

“So arrogant. It’s a privilege of youth to act as if they know the world, but he’s far too greedy to assume leadership of our forces.”

But Agreus quickly turned to Ravin with a grimace.

“However, as you’ve seen, the warrior’s aura is fierce. It’s one thing for her to cling to the one who saved her, but I hear even the cursed sword has sided with her now. Our current forces would have a hard time getting past her to secure the porter.”

“There’ll be reinforcements coming from the Demon Army as well,” Ravin said.

“How many?”

“Two.”

“Two?!”

That meant with Ravin included, there would be three Demon Sorcerers in the Church State.

This might just be doable.

But Agreus needed more time. 

Time to prepare for her.

“Even with reinforcements, it will take some time. Do you know when they’ll arrive?”

Ravin only responded with a sly grin, his young face twisting into a mischievous smirk.

The sight irked Agreus. 

Just as he was about to sigh once again to restrain his annoyance, he felt a surge of energy from behind him.

“Hello~.”

A woman with blue skin and a side-tail hairstyle waved lazily, holding a long, sharp spear. It was Salomei, the same spearwoman who had toyed with Arsil and the mage before. 

Standing beside her was an illusionist with short, gray hair.

“With this kind of backup, securing the porter shouldn’t be an issue, don’t you think?”

“When did…?”

“You’re surprisingly easy to startle for a Pope, aren’t you?” 

Adora, the illusionist, giggled. Unlike her teasing tone, Salomei’s spear crackled with ominous energy.

“Don’t show any weakness now~. It makes me want to kill you. And we don’t need weaklings in our Demon Army,” Salomei threatened, her words dripping with malice.

They were only this friendly because Lin was the target.

“Hmm…”

Even for the Pope, dealing with them would be a challenge. 

Especially since he had lost his divine power.

“Don’t worry too much. Here, we’ve even brought you a gift.”

Adora made a slicing motion with her finger, and a large bone and a tuft of hair appeared in front of Agreus.

“Diane… was it? This is her shinbone and hair. Took some effort to find, but we hope it’s worth your while.”

“Oh! Thank you! How can I ever express my gratitude?” 

Agreus exclaimed, cradling the remains to his chest with reverence.

Adora added with a warning, “If you reveal your true nature, the Church State will rise in resistance once they realize you’ve betrayed them. With just the few of us, we can’t handle a large-scale revolt.”

Adora glanced at Ravin.

“The Demon Army is gathering nearby. We need time.”

“I feel the same. We need more power before we make our move,” Salomei added, her gaze shifting ominously.

“I’ll need about a week to finish preparations,” Ravin said.

“As will I. A week will be enough,” Agreus confirmed, his excitement barely contained.

As Agreus, absorbed in Diane’s remains, grew more animated, Adora sent a telepathic message to Ravin.

[Show the saint the rotten reality of the Church State. Let her realize how deeply she’s been deceived.]

[But won’t that turn Arsil against the Pope?]

[Exactly.]

While Agreus continued inspecting Diane’s remains, Adora made a throat-slitting gesture.

“We need to keep the Warrior Party occupied for a week. Can you manage that, Pope?”

“Leave it to me. I’ll have everything wrapped up in a week.”

Salomei and Ravin exchanged a glance, their eyes gleaming with deadly intent as they focused on Agreus.

‘Three days at the earliest, five at the latest. Within that time, we’ll purify the Church State and kill Agreus.’

There was one man who knew everything happening here.

“Once Arsil knows the truth, wakes up to this reality, I’ll have my revenge.”

The time for revenge was near.

“Will you stand by me?”


For those who longed to be forgiven, Lin’s offer was made with a heavy heart.

“My only ally, my greatest companion, my Lin…”

“For you, and only for you.”

Those who sought forgiveness readily accepted his offer.

And so, this became the starting point of the event known as the Atonement of Saint Arsil.



 
  
    Chapter 85: The alley scenery that Arsil had hoped for


After a day of rest, the Warrior Party gathered at the Papal Palace for breakfast with the Pope.

Though not as extravagant as the Empire’s meals, the fresh salads and various meat dishes on the table were luxurious compared to the rations being distributed outside the palace.

Arsil, who had heard about the executions, couldn’t help but think of the faces of the starving bandits she met near the outskirts, shoveling down thin soup desperately. 

As a result, she had little appetite.

The other party members seemed to feel the same, barely touching their food.

But Ravin was different.

“Another glass of wine.”

She tapped her fork on the glass to summon a servant, causing Arsil to frown.

“Why? The food isn’t guilty of anything,” Ravin said, noticing her expression.

“You’re certainly eating a lot.”

“You never know when something might happen. Eating well is important for keeping your strength up in battle. Besides, we’re here to resupply, aren’t we?”

As soon as her glass was filled, Ravin downed the wine in one swift motion.

“Ah, that hits the spot.”

“Please, have more,” the Pope offered.

“No, I’m full. Overeating causes stomach aches.”

For Agreus, it was no problem if Ravin ate heartily. 

After all, the “something” she referred to was likely the battle that would soon break out between the Warrior Party and their enemies, where Ravin, as a demonic sorcerer, would be playing a key role.

“But where are the warrior and the porter? Are they sleeping in?”

“The porter’s a commoner and unfamiliar with noble etiquette, so he usually eats somewhere else to avoid causing a scene. As for the warrior… she’s probably following the porter around like always,” Arsil answered, irritation evident in her voice.

Ravin snickered.

“What now?” Arsil asked, her annoyance growing.

“Nothing. Just wondering if I’ve been causing trouble as a commoner myself.”

“You know that’s not what I meant.”

“Then what did you mean?”

Arsil felt her frustration bubbling.

Despite the history between them—the fierce conflicts of the past—those events were long behind them. 

Arsil had become a saint, and Ravin had risen as the ruler of Waltercrua. 

Yet Ravin’s unnecessary antagonism was making it impossible for Arsil to ask her about the alleyways and the past.

“That’s troubling,” Agreus interjected.

“As you saw yesterday, we’re dealing with rampant banditry. It could be dangerous.”

“The warrior is with him, so they’ll be fine,” Arsil replied dismissively.

The Pope, still concerned, pressed on. 

“I’ve heard that the warrior can become quite… agitated if the porter even gets a scratch.”

“Ugh, damn it,” Arsil sighed, starting to rise from her seat.

Tigria gently held her back. 

“The porter switched classes after discovering the Goddess’s Sanctuary during that emergency evacuation. He’s now a combat class—an Item Master. He can protect himself just fine, so Luciena’s unlikely to cause any trouble.”

“Switched classes? Because he found the Goddess’s Sanctuary?”

“Exactly. Thanks to him, I also received a new, enhanced item.”

The news of Tigria’s new item had spread quickly throughout the Empire, causing excitement among its citizens. 

However, those with hidden agendas felt only bitterness. 

Agreus, of course, was one of them.

“In any case, we should go find them,” Arsil said, getting ready to leave. 

She couldn’t afford to let the Church State’s true state be revealed to her just yet.

“If the porter has found a new role as a combatant, surely he’d appreciate some time alone. It might be good to let him have a moment to himself,” Agreus suggested.

“But… I still haven’t had a proper look at the porter’s arm,” Arsil countered, hesitant.

“It’ll only be for a little while. Giving him time to recover mentally is also part of our resupply efforts.”

Seeing Arsil still wavering, the Pope came up with another plan.

“If you’re that concerned, why not take this time to tour the Church State’s facilities with your party? You’ve visited before, but we never had the chance to properly show you around. There’s much to see—our distribution centers, schools, chapels, and more. Once we finish the tour, enough time will have passed, and we can go check on the porter then.”

Arsil’s eyes brightened at the idea, and she nodded enthusiastically.

By showing Ravin how the saint planned to improve the Church State, perhaps the tension between them could ease. 

Maybe, just maybe, Ravin would finally lower her guard and engage in a proper conversation.

“Alright, sounds good.”

Ravin stood up lightly, following suit.

“It seems everyone’s eaten their fill. Let’s head out now,” she said, already moving toward the door.

***

Early that morning, Lin and Lucy had activated their stealth skills and made their way to the left side of the Church State—the slums.

As soon as they entered, they were greeted by the sight of emaciated people lying on the streets, too weak to move. 

The sight was pitiful, and Lucy covered her mouth in sorrow.

In front of them, five priests were hurrying down the street, trying to gather children.

“Kids, it’s time for your lessons. Hurry and come along.”

“But… teacher, we’re hungry…”

“Once your lessons are done, you’ll each get a potato or sweet potato.”

“… I don’t want to go.”

“What? Why not?”

“My mom and dad are hungry too. I can’t eat by myself.”

The hollow-cheeked boy’s words made Ruben, one of the priests, hang his head.

Should he have accepted the silver coins that silver-haired girl had offered the day before?

She had said that taking her money came with strings attached—he’d have to follow her will. 

Afraid of hidden traps, he had refused. 

But now, watching these starving people, he wondered if he had made a mistake.

Just then, a man with black hair and a mask, along with a red-haired woman, approached the boy.

“What if I feed you all first, then you can study?” Lin asked.

“Y-Yes… I’ll study…” 

The child, dazed by hunger, nodded reflexively.

Without hesitation, Lin quickly built a large campfire and placed a massive pot over it.

Once again, potatoes and onions came pouring out of his inventory, and he began chopping them up swiftly. 

Lucy lifted a jug of water that Lin had handed her and poured it into the pot.

“What are you doing?” one of the priests asked, startled.

“We’re making a thin soup from onions and potatoes. If you feed people who’ve been starving regular food, their bodies can’t handle it, and it’ll cause severe illness.”


“We appreciate the kindness, but we can’t eat without knowing more about you.”

“Why don’t you try saying that to them?” 

Lin pointed to the people emerging from their homes, staring hungrily at the large pot. 

The poor were swallowing hard, their eyes fixed on the cooking food.

Lucy, sensing the growing crowd, quickly raised her voice.

“Alright! Line up in three rows! No cutting! If you don’t keep order, all you’ll get is broth! Actually, wait, it’s soup, so there’s only broth to begin with. Anyway, keep it orderly!”

Seeing the hungry people muster their strength to form lines, the five priests let out sighs of resignation.

“We’ve prayed to the goddess so many times…”

“And yet… why do you sound so disappointed?”

“That’s because we don’t know your intentions,” one of the priests said hesitantly.

“What are you talking about? Weren’t you praying for help from the goddess?” 

Lin asked, annoyance creeping into his voice.

“Yes, but…”

Lin clicked his tongue in irritation.

“So you prayed for help, and now that it’s here, you’re questioning our intentions? What kind of logic is that?”

“Huh?” 

Ruben, one of the priests, stared blankly, his eyes filling with tears.

Could it be…? 

Has the goddess finally answered their prayers?

“Why didn’t you take the money yesterday? I gave it to you so you could buy food and eat before we arrived today.”

“I… I didn’t realize who you were…!”

“But this isn’t a free gift,” Lin said firmly, holding up a ladle.

“Whatever happens from now on, don’t give up. No matter how difficult things get, if there are other children in the same situation as here, never give up. That’s the condition the goddess has set this time.”

Ruben and the other priests wiped their tears, their faces breaking into relieved smiles.

Meanwhile, Arsil was leading the Warrior Party to the distribution center.

“Here, food is distributed twice a day—once in the morning and once in the afternoon,” she explained.

She wanted to show Ravin that, unlike the alleys, there was no need for anyone to starve here with such a system in place.

But as people handed over indulgences in exchange for food, it wasn’t Ravin who spoke up this time, but Tigria.

“Those indulgences… aren’t they just something people pay for? Doesn’t that make this more of a shop than a distribution center?”

Arsil was reminded, once again, that the mage was the one who could brutally strip away illusions of truth.

“Ah, I’m sorry,” one person at the counter said, “I couldn’t afford enough indulgences this week.”

“Well, you can purchase them here. It’s a little more expensive since you missed the deadline,” the worker responded.

Watching the absurd transaction unfold, Arsil felt her frustration rise, and she led the party to the next location.

“This is the school. It’s where children are taught for free so they can grow up to be capable people.”

This was the institution she was most eager to show them. 

If anything could illustrate her vision for change in the alleyways, it was the school.

However, her hopes were soon dashed.

“Kids! It’s time for class—ah!”

The teacher, who had been trying to wrangle the students into their seats, ducked as a flying pencil whizzed past her head.

The students, draped in luxurious silk, laughed mockingly, throwing insults that no child should know.

“Study hard, teacher! I’ll hire you when I grow up!”

“My dad says if you’re poor, your limbs and head will suffer the most.”

“By the time we’re grown up, you’ll be too old and useless!”

It was strange. 

Just two years ago, the students here had been dressed in simple clothes, sitting attentively and eager to learn.

Now, the classroom was filled with over privileged brats, mocking the teacher.

Arsil clenched her fists and was about to storm into the room when Ravin stepped in her way.

“Those kids are probably the children of the Church’s benefactors. If you cause a scene, the benefactors will pull their support, and the Church’s finances will worsen. Think carefully.”

“How am I supposed to just sit back and watch this?!”

“You’ve endured worse. Why is this so different?”

“You…!”

“Besides.” Ravin pointed toward the window. 

“We’ve found the porter. Let’s go.”

Still glaring at the classroom, Arsil hesitated, and Ravin sighed.

“Aren’t you going to check on the porter’s arm?”

***

The Warrior Party followed Ravin into the slums, and what they saw left them speechless.

“Lucy! Play sword fighting with me again!”

“No! She’s going to play house with me today!”

“Hey, you brats! It’s study time! But if I’m the mom and Lin’s the dad, and you’re the kid, then we can still play house.”

Surrounded by children, Lucy was seriously considering playing house with them.

“Alright, math might seem boring now, but you’ll need it to count food, money, and friends later. Got it?” 

Ruben, the priest, was sitting on the ground with the children, who were eagerly listening to his lesson despite having no desks.

Lin, meanwhile, was struggling to scrub a large pot as some adults offered to help.

“It’s too big to clean properly,” Lin muttered.

“Need some help?”

“Nah, just go study with the kids.”

Despite the grime covering the people here, the slums had a sense of warmth and humanity that was entirely absent from the rest of the Church State.

“What… is this?” 

Arsil murmured, feeling an odd sense of nostalgia.

It reminded her of what the alleyways could have been, had she succeeded in transforming them.

Nearby, a child stumbled and fell.

“Ouch…”

When the child saw blood dripping from their knee, tears welled up. 

Arsil knelt beside them, healing the wound with a gentle glow of divine power. 

The light wasn’t sharp like a spark of lightning but soft and soothing, knitting the skin back together as if by magic.

“Saint?!”

“It’s the Saint!”

The adults in the slums immediately recognized her divine power and dropped to their knees in reverence. 

Even the older children bowed their heads in awe, and that warm feeling Arsil had felt moments before began to fade away, replaced by sorrow and regret.

“There’s no need for all that…” she began, trying to get them to rise. 

But before she could finish, one of the children called out loudly.

“Saint! What are you going to teach us today?”

“Huh? Teach?”

“Yeah! Everyone else came to teach us something, except for that masked man!”

As Lin grumbled to himself about being called “that man,” the crowd chuckled.

“So, Saint, what are you going to teach us?”

More and more hopeful eyes turned toward her.

What am I good at?

Suddenly nervous, Arsil racked her brain.

What am I good at… Ah!


She raised her fist triumphantly.

“Who wants to learn boxing?!”

A stunned silence followed, broken only by Ravin’s loud groan.

“What kind of answer is that?!”

Arsil stood frozen, mentally dying of embarrassment.



 
  
    Chapter 86: The Promise to Return


Arsil had been feeling genuinely happy for the first time in a long while over the past two days.

It had been two days since her first visit to the slums.

After breakfast, the saintess had made it a new routine to lead the hero’s party straight to the left district of the theocracy to offer relief.

“Saintess… No, Master!”

“Oh, relax.”

The children, who had been eating the breakfast Lin had made for them, stood up immediately when Arsil appeared and greeted her.

Satisfied with the display of discipline, she gestured, and the children rushed over to her.

“You said you’d teach us a new technique today, right?”

“Of course. Today, it’s none other than the hook.”

“Wow! Finally, we’re moving past the jab!”

“You lot, you know endless practice is key if you want even the jab to have proper power!”

Surprisingly, Arsil’s boxing lessons had become quite popular.

So popular, in fact, that it had become the first class of the day. 

However, because the children were worn out from the lessons, they would often doze off during study time, much to the displeasure of Ruben and the other priests.

Still, both the priests and the hero’s party were glad to see life returning to the slums.

“Huh? Hemel, where are your parents?”

The lessons weren’t just for children; adults could join if they wanted.

Since practical martial arts were being taught, quite a few adults participated, though today, about half of them were missing.

“Mom and Dad were taken away last night by the knights! They said they had work to do!”

“Yeah, a lot of adults went because they said more hands were needed.”

“They said it was tough work, and they’d have to be gone for a few nights, but if they worked hard, they’d be given lots of food!”

The children were all talking at once, trying to explain things to Arsil, gesturing with their hands and feet.

However, the saintess hadn’t heard anything about this from the pope.

Even at breakfast this morning, aside from the usual attendants, there hadn’t been an increase in people, nor had she seen any gatherings near the papal grounds.

“Have you heard anything?” she asked.

“No, I haven’t… I’m just a lowly priest, so even if something like that were happening, the news wouldn’t reach me,” Ruben replied, shaking his head.

Both Arsil and Ruben felt a sense of unease they couldn’t quite place, but they couldn’t stop their relief efforts.

Meanwhile, Lin, who was washing dishes in a corner, was quietly panicking.

‘It’s too fast.’

In the DLC, the pope usually began to move on the third or fifth day.

Lin had planned to carry out the theocracy’s purification plan before any casualties could occur.

‘Even if they were taken away, it should be safe for at least two days… but…’

But Lin couldn’t just sit by and observe the situation.

She called over Lucy, Tigra, and Ravin, who were nearby.

“The pope is up to something.”

“Already? Well, it’s not surprising whenever he moves.”

“They took the adults, but there’s no work requiring that many people at the papal grounds. Ravin, is there any large-scale construction or anything like that within the theocracy?”

“None at all.”

Ravin, who had gone to bed late and woke up early for his dawn patrol, hadn’t noticed anything suspicious either.

“I don’t like this feeling.”

Lin lowered his voice even further as he spoke.

“He’s the type who kills without hesitation. Remember what he did during the Alley incident, and when we first came here? He blamed the people of the theocracy, calling them bandits.”

“You’re saying he’s likely planning something using people’s lives?”

“It might even be a forbidden magic.”

Forbidden magic.

Tigra’s face hardened, and she didn’t dare speak further.

These were the kinds of dark or blood magic that had been banned and obliterated from the records by the Magic Council back in the days of the ancient kingdom’s second mage.

Each one required the sacrifice of innocent lives.

“Isn’t this just speculation?”

The mage asked again, though this time Lucy firmly denied it.

“Lin’s instincts are as sharp as mine. We can’t dismiss this.”

Especially Ravin, who couldn’t shake off the ominous feeling ever since he heard Lin speak.

When he had met the pope with the demon warriors, the pope had mentioned replenishing his strength through experiments.

At the time, Ravin had been too distracted by the illusions to think much of it, but now, the worst-case scenario wouldn’t leave her mind.

Did the other demon warriors know what the pope’s experiments were about?

“Ravin, can you start searching for any hidden locations within the papal grounds or the theocracy? Places they might use for magical experiments or sacrificial altars.”

“Leave it to me.”

Though Ravin replied confidently, guilt began to creep in.

She had been hiding the fact that she was a demon warrior from Lin.

Though she had agreed to the demon warriors’ mission of securing Lin for his own safety, if others were to be sacrificed in the process, she wouldn’t be any different from Arsil.

Ravin would do anything for Lin, but she never wanted to do something that would make Lin hate her.

Noticing the unusually downcast Ravin, Lucy, who had been quiet all this time, spoke up.

“More importantly, Lin.”

“What is it?”

“Your arm. Have you shown it to Arsil yet?”

“…This isn’t the time for that.”

“Why isn’t it important? It’s about your life! You need to let Arsil heal it with her divine power, or the progression will only get worse.”

“Lucy.”

After a long pause, Lin finally decided to speak honestly.

“Arsil’s divine power isn’t infinite.”

It needed to be saved for the final battle.

Though Arsil had a vast amount, if she used it thoughtlessly, it would run out quickly.

Especially since their enemies within the theocracy were far from ordinary.

“How… How do you know that?”

Tigra was shocked by the revelation that Arsil’s divine power was limited.

It was a question Lucy and Ravin were also curious about.

“Well…”

Because Arsil wasn’t the real saintess.

The real saintess was—


But before Lin could finish her explanation, uninvited guests arrived at the slums.

“Everyone, freeze!”

With the sound of hooves, a group of knights entered the slums.

The moment they dismounted, one knight, with a look of disbelief, scanned the relief efforts and rushed over when he recognized Arsil.

“Saintess, what on earth are you doing?”

“What? What do you mean? What are you doing here?”

“We’ve received complaints from the church’s high-level benefactors. How can you hand out food and education for free to these lowly people while they pay for indulgences?”

“Lowly people? Everyone is a child of the goddess! Even a country bumpkin like me was taught that there’s no high or low!”

“There may be no high or low, but there certainly is worthiness and unworthiness. These people didn’t buy indulgences, so they’re not worthy of receiving this relief.”

This knight had the audacity to confront her directly.

To think that she had merely fed these starving people and taught them the minimum knowledge to survive, and this knight was glaring at her as if she had committed some grievous crime.

“Since when did the church start selling indulgences? And for money?”

“Without money, nothing gets done. It may seem like free food to you, but it takes money to prepare that food. It also takes money to provide a place to teach the children, as well as school supplies.”

It was at this point that an old Dryan, standing nearby, had a sudden realization.

No matter how noble the act, relief efforts required money.

But the supplies that the porter had prepared far exceeded what the empire could have possibly provided for the hero’s party.

The empire provided money, but it was up to them to procure the necessary food and materials.

Where did all that money come from?

She recalled the mission given to her by the crown princess and the shield knight.

Her task was to uncover the porter’s secrets.

“Have you even seen the school? Those ill-mannered kids are harassing their teachers! I’m just giving what’s needed to those who need it most. What’s so wrong with that?”

“Those in need aren’t only here.”

“Sir Casti…?”

Emerging from the group of knights was none other than Sir Casti, who had been placed on probation.

Judging by the defiant look he gave Arsil, he hadn’t forgotten the insult she dealt him last time.

“Please, just return quietly. You’ve caused enough trouble to drag me out of probation.”

“And if I refuse?”

“Are you serious?”

In the end, it was Arsil who had no choice.

Those in need weren’t just here.

She knew exactly where and to whom he was referring.

The church had taken the entire alley she had left behind as hostages.

An alley full of people who were now dead.

At this point, Arsil wasn’t just ignorant; she was incompetent.

“I’m sure you’ve had enough rest by now. It’s time for your health check-up, and the hero’s party also needs their holy symbols renewed on their equipment, so it’s time to return for maintenance.”

“Hmph.”

All she could do was grumble.

But as she turned to leave, a small hand grabbed her sleeve.

“Master….”

“Hemel.”

“You’ll come back, right?”

Forcing herself to smile brightly for the anxious child, Arsil replied.

“Of course! I’ll be back, and when I return, I’ll teach you the hook!”


After patting his shoulder, Arsil and the hero’s party left the slums under the escort of the holy knights.

“Master!”

“We’ll be waiting for you, Master!”

The cries of the children echoed behind her, pulling at Arsil’s heart, but all she did was wipe the corner of her eye with her sleeve just once.

Sadly, the promise Arsil made to return would only be fulfilled after many more nights had passed.



 
  
    Chapter 87: The Beginning of Purification


Somewhere beneath the Vatican.

Agreus stood in the center of a sinister, glowing magic circle.

On either side of the magic circle, inside enormous glass containers, the bodies of adults from the slums were piled up, lifeless and limp.

As the red energy flowed from the glass containers into the magic circle, the Pope couldn’t hide his growing unease.

“It’s not enough. It’s not extracting enough because we rushed the maturation process.”

“But Your Holiness, we’ve already brought every adult from the slums.”

Behind the Pope, Casti, bowing low, spoke, pointing out the Pope’s impatience.

“Why are you proceeding so hastily when even the Demon Magicians have come to support us?”

“The Demon Magicians only trust in the Demon God and the Demon King. Once they no longer need us, they’ll try to eliminate us. Before that happens, I must gain infinite holy power and cleanse them all, becoming the first servant of the Demon God.”

Outwardly, he appeared as a faithful servant of the Demon God, just like the Demon Magicians, but his true intentions were elsewhere.

‘Once I regain the holy power and eliminate the Demon Magicians, I’ll subdue the Demon God. Then I’ll be forgiven by the Goddess and receive her grace again.’

The Pope’s plan was painfully simplistic and shallow, especially for someone in his position.

Yet, those who believe themselves intelligent and high-born often fall into the delusion that everything will resolve easily if they just grasp the power they desperately desire.

“It’s still not enough. At this rate, I won’t be able to meet Diane.”

“According to the magic formula, we only need to mature it for three more days.”

“I need it by tomorrow! That damned porter, he seems to have caught the Demon God’s attention. They say he led the latest relief effort too? Because of that, Arsil has begun harboring ill feelings toward our Church.”

“Even if she has ill feelings, she doesn’t seem suspicious.”

“Once ill feelings arise, suspicion is only a matter of time!”

If she were to become suspicious and discover the truth of the Sludgewater Alley, Arsil might disappear, regardless of her connection to the Hero’s party.

Though, knowing her temperament, she’d probably come straight to Agreus to kill him. 

But even the holy power wasted resisting her felt too precious to the Pope.

“This won’t do. Go and sweep up every living soul in the slums.”

“What?! There’s already a noticeable absence of adults. If rumors spread…”

“Who cares about those vermin!”

Agreus grabbed Casti by the collar and roared.

“Those parasites, who only open their mouths and demand food! At least their lives can serve for Diane and the holy power. That’s their fate and blessing!”

“I-I understand!”

“Don’t forget. The moment I become the Supreme Being, you’ll be the next Pope.”

Of course, that’s how it should be.

If I don’t get a reward for this hellish labor, I’ll revolt immediately.

Even as he sweat profusely, Casti was busy scheming for his own gain.

“I’ll head out immediately.”

“I have high expectations, Sir Casti.”

As the Holy Knight Commander hastily retreated, the Pope stared ecstatically at the magic circle.

And watching from above, the Demon God stifled a laugh.

[How ridiculous.]

Already aware of the Pope’s scheming, the Demon God had ordered his party of Demon Magicians to eliminate him.

[But as long as I can get my hands on Lin, I don’t care.]

Just a little more.

Soon, I’ll have him in my grasp.

[Ah, my masterpiece. My Lin. I can’t wait to see you~.]

After being forcefully removed from the slums by the Holy Knights, the Hero’s party spent the whole day undergoing health checkups and equipment inspections.

Fortunately, as the porter, Lin only received a cursory checkup, and they didn’t even inspect his equipment.

The only silver lining was that Ravin, after saying she wasn’t part of the Hero’s party, had immediately disappeared to take free action.

He could only hope she would quickly notice something was wrong and return.

“Hoo.”

Late at night, Lin lay on his bed without even washing.

Lately, he’d been feeling more fatigued and sleeping more often.

Perhaps because the demonic energy was encroaching more strongly, the holy power of the sacred sword inside him kept trying to put him to sleep.

But Lin didn’t stop thinking.

‘The Pope’s plan has started too early.’

This was too big of a deviation.

Up until now, while the details had changed, the Pope’s forbidden magic plan had always been a main episode in the story.

Lin had been able to manage the minor changes and variables because the main episode itself hadn’t altered.

‘What is going on?’

Lin rummaged through the memories of his previous life as Lee.

Had he missed something?

Even though he hadn’t played since the early access phase, he had been one of the initial players, so surely, this wasn’t how things had been before all the balance updates and patches.

Still, Lee had been a heavy gamer, and he remembered all the patch details, including balance adjustments.

But there was nothing related to the main episode in those memories.

Lin even began digging through the old community posts Lee used to frequent.

[Speculation on Why the Party Betrayed Hero Lucy]

The title of one post suddenly came to mind.

The contents weren’t anything special.

[Honestly, from the early access days, I felt Lucy’s actions were too extreme. It seemed like she’d end up being a victim of power.]

When the DLC was released, there was a lively debate about why Lucy had been betrayed and what the party members’ reasons were.

Most of the discussions focused on how Lucy deserved to be betrayed, but occasionally, there were speculations about the contract the party had made with Reinhold.

Huh?

What contract did they make?

That’s revealed in the original game, isn’t it?

A shiver ran down his spine.

At the time, Lee had assumed it would only be revealed by playing as the porter and hadn’t thought much of it.

After all, other players’ guides indicated that you had to raise the affection level of a character to unlock detailed backstories, so it seemed like a perk of playing as the porter.

What’s this?

Something feels wrong.

Really wrong.

‘When I asked her about the wish, the Goddess said she had never done such a thing. Then she mentioned the Demon God Angria, looking shocked.’

Tigria’s words came back to him.

The mage didn’t know the Demon God Angria had interfered with the Hero’s party.


Even though the game had clearly included this as an important plot point.

The developer doesn’t know the script of the game they made?

[・・・nse.]

Huh?

There’s a strange noise in his thoughts.

Was he too deep in concentration?

Lin felt a sharp pain in his head, like it was splitting apart.

But he couldn’t stop.

This seemed like a crucial clue.

[・・・lin!]

Wait! I’m thinking right now!

[Open your eyes, Lin!]

“Hah!”

A loud voice echoing in his mind finally forced Lin to lift his eyelids.

When had he fallen asleep?

As an odd feeling swept over him, he noticed his room was filled with a bright light.

[Lin…!]

The Goddess stood before him, wings unfurled, hovering in the air.

“Goddess?”

[Lin… There’s no time. Agreus… the Pope’s vile plan is about to be executed.]

The Goddess was weeping.

Tears streamed ceaselessly down her cheeks.

[In the end, I’m being punished.]

“What should I do?”

[There is a research lab beneath the Vatican’s chapel, with a magic circle inside. You must find the path down and stop him. If not, a tragedy beyond repair will unfold.]

“Where’s the path?”

The Goddess lowered her head in shame.

[Angria has shrouded the entire Vatican in demonic energy. In my current state, I can’t find it.]

“Damn it! I haven’t even explained anything to Arsil yet!”

[I’m sorry. But something is wrong. This is too different from the future and the possibilities I’ve seen. You’re the only one I can trust…]

The Goddess swallowed her tears and spoke firmly to Lin.

[Lin, this is a request from the Goddess. Purify the Church right now. I’ve also pleaded with causality to allow a divine descent for the purification. I don’t know if it will work, but endure until I can momentarily break free of causality and appear.]

In her desperation, the Goddess’s speech was rapid.

The light began to fade quickly.

[Please, Lin… The Goddess begs you…]

“Ah, damn it!”

Before he knew it, darkness had overtaken the room, leaving Lin cursing at the situation.

Snapping back to reality, Lin moved to wake the sleeping Lucy and Tigria, but before he could, there was a knock at the door, followed by frantic voices.

“Lin! Something’s wrong! There’s no one left in the slums! Not even the children!”

“Porter! There’s demonic energy inside the Vatican! Get up!”

It was Ravin and Arsil.

The Hero and the Mage also jolted awake at the commotion, quickly gathering their gear.

“Get up! Everyone, get up!”

“We’re awake, Lin!”

“Head to the Vatican chapel!”

Lin kicked open the door and shouted.

“The enemy is there!”

Lucy and Tigria followed him, with Arsil and Ravin trailing close behind.

It wasn’t long before Naidrian, fully armed, joined them, and together, they sprinted toward the chapel.

But what awaited them in the chapel…

“What in the world…!”

The chapel was filled with a thick, crimson demonic aura.

“Ugh!”

“Lin!”

Lin recognized whose aura this was.


It was a feeling all too familiar.

But another demonic aura, fiercely resisting the first, caused Lin to collapse, arms dangling at his sides.

At some point, his fingernails had turned black, and Lucy screamed when she saw his hands.

“Arsil! Is this your idea of a utopia for the Church?”

Amid the urgent chaos, Ravin’s voice, filled with fury, echoed through the chapel.



 
  
    Chapter 88: Real and Fake


“The goddess told me. Find the path leading underground and head to the lab with the forbidden magic circle.”

Suppressing her pain, Lin relayed the goddess’s message.

However, the thick fog of dark energy made it impossible to see the ground.

The members of the hero’s party, not just Lin, began to tremble as their bodies tingled under the influence of the pure, concentrated dark energy.

“How did you, of all people, get a revelation that even I, the saint, haven’t received?”

“This is not the time to argue about that. Forbidden magic always requires a life force. If the thief’s information about everyone in the slums disappearing is true, we need to get to the underground lab quickly.”

Arsil tried to argue further, but the mage swiftly cut her off.

“Convection.”

A quick incantation summoned a gust of wind, but the dark energy ignored physical laws and didn’t budge.

The mage clicked her tongue and cast a stronger wind spell, but still, nothing changed.

[This is a very unpleasant dark energy. It’s the dark energy of the demon god.]

‘The demon god?!’

At the whisper from the abyss, Lucy glanced nervously at Lin’s hand.

The black aura, which had already dyed her nails, was slowly creeping upward.

[What’s eating away at Lin’s arm is the dark energy of the demon king. Although the dark energy originated from the demon god, the two don’t get along, and the demon king’s energy, mixed with the power of resentment, is rebelling.]

‘So, how can we save Lin?’

[The best way is to leave this place, but you won’t retreat with your enemy right in front of you, will you? Hmm.]

The abyss also had no intention of retreating, not with the demon god’s servant here.

Slaying all of Angria’s minions and exacting revenge was the desire of both the cursed sword and the demon king.

[This battle will be fierce. I’ll lend you my full power.]

For the first time in a while, the abyss began to draw upon its divine energy.

Kwoooom—

[Draw me and place the tip of my blade on the ground.]

Lucy hurriedly unsheathed the glowing white abyss and pressed the tip into the ground.

The light struggled against the dark energy for a moment, then expanded, driving the crimson aura towards the walls.

“It worked!”

As the damp stone floor became visible, Lin uncharacteristically shouted in relief.

“There must be a mechanism on the floor that opens the path underground. We need to find it.”

[Intermediate skill: Grave Robber’s Keen Eye (Lv.6)]

Lin immediately used his skill through Cosmos.

But an intermediate-level skill wasn’t enough to detect any differences in the stone floor.

‘Damn it, in the game, you could just press each floor tile one by one.’

But there were too many tightly packed stone tiles for that approach.

It would be a waste of time to press them all individually.

At that moment, the skilled thief, Ravin the Sneak, stepped up.

“Hey, those tiles over there have more moss than the others.”

Ravin pointed to the far right side of the chapel, then ran over, pressing and rotating the moss-covered stones.

Kugugung—

Soon, the stones with the thickest moss began to sink, revealing a staircase leading down.

“Well done, Ravin!”

“For a thief, this is nothing.”

Lin patted the boasting Ravin on the head, then quickly issued orders.

“Let’s head down right away. Ravin, you take the lead and check for traps or guide us. Arsil, follow closely and pinpoint where the dark energy is strongest.”

“Hey, what’s with the casual orders and the way you’re suddenly calling me by my name? I told you not to!”

Lin and Ravin sighed simultaneously at Arsil’s continued protests.

Arsil’s eyebrows shot up in response, but Ravin hurried her along.

“Lives are at stake here. We can settle the small stuff later. Let’s follow Lin’s lead and form up.”

“…Fine.”

As Ravin and Arsil descended the stone steps, the impatient Lin followed without waiting for Lucy, who was still gathering the divine energy of the abyss at the rear.

“Hey, Lin! Wait!”

A flustered Lucy ran after her, reaching out a hand, but she soon stopped and pulled back.

“Ultimate skill.”

[Severance: Spatial Division]

A sharp, heavy slash flew between her and Lin, splitting the space.

One step.

One more step, and Lucy would have been struck by the attack.

“Lucy!”

Lin belatedly realized what had happened and called out to Lucy, but the warrior gripped the abyss tightly, her voice urgent.

“Go on, hurry!”

“But—!”

“Go! We’ll handle this!”

Handle it?

The thought crossed Lin’s mind for only a few seconds.

Lucy was gripping a temporary holy sword, ready for battle, her gaze fixed on something.

Realizing what this meant, Lin gave her a firm instruction.

“Don’t lose, and don’t get hurt.”

“I promise.”

With those words, Lin quickly chased after Arsil.

Lucy felt a surge of strength from Lin’s concerned words.

I can do this.

No, I have to do this.

Because Lin told me not to get hurt.

Even if the enemy was cloaked in that immense aura of power.

“Wow~ Lin’s worried about you! I’m so jealous!”

“Right? It’s really something.”

A lazy voice and a sharp yet soft voice alternated in the air.

“Who’s there?!”

Naidrian aimed her bow and shouted, but the enemies didn’t even bother to acknowledge her.

“But really, why would Lin, of all people, worry about you, a hero? Isn’t her arm like that because of you?”


“Well, that’s because Lin is just too kind.”

“Oh, I see. Those guys must be taking advantage of her kindness!”

The more they mocked, the more Lucy’s anger grew.

Lucy had heard these voices before.

Tigria had also heard them.

That lazy, drawn-out voice was unmistakable.

“Hello~.”

“It’s been a while.”

As the dark energy cleared, two figures, the final bosses of this main episode, revealed themselves.

Tigria’s mouth dropped as she unfurled a scroll of knowledge.

“You are…!”

“I am the spearman of the demon warrior party, Selame.”

“And I am Adora, the illusionist of the demon warrior party.”

“Adora!”

The woman who had humiliated Lucy back in Valtercroix.

Lucy immediately shot up from her position, ready to swing the abyss.

But a sharp thrust from the side forced the hero to turn her head quickly.

Swish!

“Ugh!”

“Oh dear! That won’t do~!”

Selame’s red eyes gleamed with menace as she assumed a combat stance.

It was clearly different from the way she had casually faced Arsil and Tigria earlier.

“Will you be taking care of the hero?”

“Yep! This one gave Lin the most trouble, so I’ll make sure to punish her!”

“There’s some dark forces gathering too, though.”

“Let Adora handle that. I’m going to beat this one up in a one-on-one!”

This won’t be easy.

With her spear firmly gripped and feet planted, Selame left no openings for Lucy to exploit.

Tigria, too, was sweating as she faced Adora, who effortlessly conjured heatwaves with a mere wave of her hand.

“Uh, who should I be aiming at…?”

Even Naidrian, feeling awkward, couldn’t decide where to aim her bow in this tense moment.

As all three of the hero’s party tensed up, the demon warriors continued their casual conversation.

“Agreus was so impatient. He just jumped right in.”

“It’s fine~.”

That conversation,

“We just need to take Lin, right?”

“True enough.”

That was the final straw for Lucy and Tigria.

“…Who do you think you’re taking?”

Crack. Lucy loosened her stance, but the abyss still shone with a sharp glint.

“There’s no way I’m letting that happen.”

Tigria also gathered her magic, hovering in mid-air.

“I’ll take care of that woman. Don’t interfere.”

At Lucy’s stern command, Naidrian aimed her bow at the illusionist.

“Hah! That’s more like it! Shall we properly introduce ourselves, then?”

Blue magic flared around the spear Selame held, like flickering flames.

“Ultimate skill.”

“Estel-style secret technique.”

The abyss also absorbed divine power and Lucy’s magic as the two prepared for a clash.

At last, when both had fully charged their power,

“Spear throw: Dart of the End!”

“Cleaving strike!”

Their relentless attacks collided with no room for compromise.

“What about the others?!”

“The demon warriors have barged in and are holding them off in the chapel!”

When Arsil saw Lin coming down alone, she asked, but the response was grim.

“We need to keep moving forward. While the hero and the others hold the line, we have to deal with the pope and save everyone!”

At Ravin’s urging, the three of them quickly started running.

As Lin dashed forward, she noticed Arsil’s short hair fluttering in the wind ahead.

Dangling precariously from the tip of her hair was a single hairpin.

It was the only gift Lin had ever given her, back on the day they left the slums.

“Arsil!”

“What?”

“I have something to tell you. It’s important!”

“Now is not the time!”

“I have to say it… this is…!”

But Lin couldn’t finish his sentence.

The narrow, winding hallway they were running through suddenly opened up into a large, spacious area.

“What is this…”

Arsil was speechless at the sight before her.

In the center, a large magic circle glowed faintly red.

On either side of it were giant glass tanks.

Inside, the limp bodies of the slum dwellers were crammed like supplies in a storage room.

And on top of the left tank, Pope Casti lay folded over, blood trickling from his mouth.

Agreus, who had been observing the magic circle, slowly turned to face them.

“Arsil, you’ve finally made it.”

“Agreus!!”

“Shhh.”

When Arsil shouted, the pope raised a long finger to his lips, gesturing for silence.

“I have something to tell you. Something very, very important.”

“What’s important are their lives! Stop this madness right now!”

“It’s about your mother.”

“M-My mother?”

Arsil stammered, caught off guard by the unexpected word.

But she quickly gathered her divine power, raising her fist toward the pope.

“I don’t care about some mother I’ve never even met!”

“Then let me rephrase.”

This bastard, is he really going to say that now?

Lin realized that Agreus was deliberately stalling for time.

But the story he was about to tell was something Arsil needed to hear, no matter what.

Before she could decide what to do, the pope revealed a cruel truth to Arsil.

“Let me tell you about the true saintess who loved her unborn daughter so much that she gave her all her divine power and died.”

“The true… saintess?”


“Yes, and naturally, she was your mother.”

Agreus spread his arms wide, just as he had when they first met in the slums.

But now, in each of his hands, he held the robes, shinbone, and a lock of hair from Diane.

“Wouldn’t you like to say hello to your mother?”

The snake-like grin that spread across his face was utterly chilling.



 
  
    Chapter 89: The Truth Revealed with the Removed Mask


Originally, Agreus was a devout priest who served the goddess faithfully.

Like Luciena, he was born as the third son of a fallen noble family, and he turned to religion to reduce the burden on his household. 

Theology and acts of charity suited him well, and he found himself naturally excelling in helping and enlightening others.

Before he knew it, he had become a cardinal at a young age.

“They say he’s practically been chosen as the next pope.”

“How can someone with no real background rise so quickly…!”

But with rapid success came envy and jealousy.

Rumors began to swirl around him, particularly because of his youth and handsome appearance.

“They say Cardinal Agreus seduces female believers with his looks and enjoys pleasure without responsibility. They say he even goes to the outskirts to do missionary work to avoid scandals.”

“No, I heard he prefers men.”

“They say he even enjoys being the one on the bottom!”

Even though Agreus wept and pleaded that the rumors were false, they didn’t die down.

Thanks to the pope at the time, who understood his devotion, and the protection of the newly appointed knight commander, Casti, Agreus managed to keep his position. 

But over time, he became increasingly withdrawn, always wary of others’ gazes.

That was when his obsession with divine power began.

“If I’m recognized by the goddess for my piety and purity, and granted divine power, people will acknowledge me.”

But no matter how hard he worked for the goddess, no divine power descended upon him.

The rumors continued, the days of disappointment stretched on, and Agreus grew weary.

“I am… a sinner who abandoned my home, thinking only of saving myself.”

He once heard the confession of a female priest.

She told him how she had abandoned her sinful, crime-ridden hometown to survive.

“I, too, selfishly dedicated my life to the goddess, just to escape my own hunger.”

His words of comfort to her slowly turned into a vent for his own loneliness and sorrow.

Before he knew it, Agreus wasn’t listening to her confession anymore but found himself crying in her arms.

“We’re alike, aren’t we? Both alone.”

The girl with the beautiful brown hair was named Diane, and although she was a devout priestess, they soon crossed the line.

The night they spent comforting each other passed, and the next morning, while attending dawn mass with other priests, Agreus felt a sudden surge of energy from within.

“My goodness!”

“Divine power! It’s divine power! The goddess has blessed him with divine power!”

“All those rumors were lies!”

Overjoyed, Agreus rushed to Diane, only to find her glowing with divine power, just like him.

“I was born with this power. I want to heal your wounded heart, so I’ll give you half of my strength every day. Because it’s you, Agreus.”

Agreus immediately realized that Diane was the saintess of their time.

Only a saintess, either born with it or chosen by the goddess, could wield divine power.

It had been a long time since the last saintess and the hero’s party, so the timing was ideal.

However, Agreus decided to hide Diane from the world.

He would never send her off to something dangerous, like a hero’s party.

This woman was clearly the match the goddess had bestowed upon him.

Agreus cherished Diane and used the divine power she gave him to perform great deeds and blessings.

Then, on the day Agreus was confirmed as the pope’s successor, Diane tearfully confessed that she was pregnant.

“The pope must embrace all the flock as the goddess’s shepherd. To maintain fairness, having children is forbidden.”

Caught between his love’s anguish and his ambition for the papacy, Agreus wavered.

Seeing his hesitation, Diane resolutely made her decision.

“To seek forgiveness from the goddess and gain permission for this child, I will return all my divine power.”

“That’s absolutely not allowed!”

Agreus roared so loudly that even he was surprised by the force of his voice.

Diane saw his face twisted in an ugly expression.

“The divine power is the only reason I can become pope! The goddess gave it to me through you because she wanted me to have this position!”

That day, Diane realized that Agreus didn’t love her—he loved her divine power. 

She was devastated.

As signs of a miscarriage began to appear, and with her belly growing and eyes of suspicion around her, Diane had no choice but to make a new resolution.

“I will not relinquish my divine power.”

“Diane, you’ve finally understood me!”

“Instead, I will give all of my divine power to our child.”

“What?!”

“Agreus, the baby is in pain. Our baby is suffering in the womb. We cannot lose our child.”

She pleaded with tears, but Agreus, instead, felt betrayed.

His face trembling with rage, Agreus shouted at her.

“By whose permission?!”

“Agreus!”

“It’s mine! The goddess gave it to me! You are nothing but a vessel, a mere conduit! The divine power was granted to me through you after I endured all my trials!”

“Agh!”

Her fragile heart, already shattered by heartbreak, was torn apart.

But by then, Diane was no longer just a woman—she was a mother.

Desperately, she fled, bleeding as she ran, continuously pouring divine power into her unborn child.

“Casti! There is a sinful priestess who has conceived a child out of wedlock! Bring her to me immediately!”

Fearing the loss of his divine power, Agreus sent his right-hand man, Casti, to pursue her.

When Diane, heavily pregnant, found herself cornered, she cried out to the goddess.

“Goddess! Even if I am to be condemned, this child is innocent!”

The goddess, hearing Diane’s desperate plea, intervened, freeing her from Casti and guiding her to the entrance of the slums.

“I will accept my punishment, but please, spare my child…!”

With tears streaming down her face, Diane begged for forgiveness and the safety of her child.

The goddess reluctantly nodded in agreement, and only after receiving that assurance did Diane give birth to a daughter in the middle of the slums. 

She then transferred all her remaining divine power to the child and died, drained of strength.

What followed was the story that Lin and Ravin had told about the slums.

“Was it 15 years? Either way, I’ve been searching for you for over a decade, Arsil. And finally, I found the slums and you.”

Still with his arms spread wide, the pope smiled warmly at her.

“My daughter. I can finally call you that.”

“You never loved my mother. You loved her divine power! And you don’t care about me either, just my power!”


But Arsil clenched her fists tightly.

“Release those people!”

“They are already as good as dead. But you… you still have many to protect and save, don’t you?”

Agreus’s twisted words made Arsil hesitate.

Faces of those dear to her flashed through her mind, and she stood there, unable to make a decision.

“Do you know what this is? Diane’s shinbone, her robe, and a lock of her hair. With this forbidden magic, I can resurrect your mother, and through her, we can produce endless divine power!”

Since Arsil betrayed Lucy, Agreus’s remaining divine power had been completely exhausted.

Desperation and impatience drove him mad, and the pope had crossed a line from which there was no return.

“The Empire has even cooperated with us! Once we have infinite divine power, they will fully support us, and your slum will become a site for a new academy!”

“But the country has been suffering from famine for years. Isn’t that a punishment from the goddess? Even if you revive Arsil’s mother, what’s stopping the goddess from taking the divine power back?”

“The goddess no longer has that power! If she did, the country would have already fallen! The goddess is not one to cause a mere famine. I must save her. I will save the world and the goddess with divine power!”

Ravin’s sharp observation made Agreus retort, his bloodshot eyes flaring with anger.

Ravin shrugged, while Agreus grew more frantic, and Arsil still stood in hesitation.

Crack.

Lin couldn’t bear it anymore.

“What are you doing, Arsil?”

Crack.

“That man is your enemy! The enemy of your mother and the people of the slums! What’s there to hesitate about?”

The chains binding her heart had begun to corrode and break apart.

“Arsil! You are a saintess!”

“Shut up!”

At Lin’s urging, Arsil finally covered her ears and screamed.

“I was never a saintess! Even if I was, I lost that title the moment I betrayed Lucy!”

Crack, crack, crack!

The countless chains snapped and shattered.

An uncontrollable rage began to engulf Lin.

“What do you know?! I never wanted to be a saintess! I just wanted to save my slum! Save the people from my home! I did everything I could, everything a fool like me could do! I may not have been able to save everyone, but I wanted to save the ones I could!”

Arsil shook her head, clutching her head in her hands.

The hairpin still dangled precariously from the tip of her hair.

“All I ever learned from the church was how to fight and how to wield divine power. I never learned how to deal with people, how to act wisely, or how to navigate politics. I was just a weapon of divine power! I believed that if I worked hard and did what was in front of me, I’d be rewarded, and with that reward, I could save the slums! But now, when I’ve come this far, even Lucy…!”

“I’ve done everything I could, but nothing has come true!”

Arsil pointed at the pope.

“That bastard!”

Then at Ravin.

“That guy too!”

Finally, she pointed at Lin.

“And you! You all blame me, but no one is trying to help!”

With those words, the burning rage within her cooled into a calm, blue flame.

“I know I’ve made mistakes… But what about my efforts? It wasn’t for me. It was for the slums….”

“The slums no longer exist, Arsil.”

Lin had decided there was no need to hold back anymore.

“What…?”

“Five years ago, the same year you left, the church and the empire’s knights invaded together. They killed everyone.”

“That’s a lie….”

“The truth is, they wanted to cover up that you were from a criminal group—or maybe, thinking about it now, they just wanted to silence everyone who knew about your divine power.”

“You’re lying! You’re twisting things based on what I told you!”

“It’s not a lie, Arsil.”

Ravin, disgusted by Arsil’s refusal to accept reality, spoke up to support Lin.

“Remember when you asked about Jack and Lafam back in Valtercroix?”

Arsil shook her head, begging him not to say anything.

“Jack’s throat was slit, and Lafam’s stomach was ripped open, his head cut off.”

“…No, no!”

“Arsil! I barely survived too!”

“That can’t be true!”

Arsil grabbed her hairpin and yanked it out violently.

A few strands of her hair came out with it.

“Do you see this?”

She held it up in front of Lin’s mask.

“This is my hope. The gift from the person who means the most to me.”

Her jaw trembled.

There were no tears in her eyes, only madness.

“That person promised to wait for me. From beginning to end, they believed in me. We were going to change the slums together when I returned from my duty as the saintess!”

She gripped the hairpin so tightly that her palm began to bleed.

“And now you’re telling me that person is dead?!”

“Arsil…”

Ravin watched, dumbfounded, as Arsil spiraled out of control.

She hadn’t changed much in the last five years, except for her ability to fight. 

She was still the same girl, unprepared and thrown into the world without proper guidance, trying to survive.

Ravin felt a mix of sympathy and rage, but Lin had no patience left.

“So what? They’re dead. They’re gone.”

He was exhausted, and any hint of kindness had long since vanished.

“You’re lying again!”

“No, it’s the truth.”

A calm voice interrupted their argument.

Lin realized Agreus had stalled for enough time.

“I gave the orders myself, to Sir Casti over there in that glass tank. He did an excellent job.”

Arsil stared blankly at Agreus.

“Lies… You told me you were sending relief supplies to the slums. The empire even showed me ten carts leaving the gates….”

“Well, that too, of course…”

Agreus saw no reason to hide it anymore.

“It was a lie, wasn’t it?”

Arsil stood frozen on the spot.

Her body and mind unable to process the truth.

“How pitiful….”

The pope shook his head as he turned his back on her.

“By the way, did you know? The ritual has already begun. That’s why I kept you all talking to stall for time.”

He tossed the remnants of Diane—her shinbone, robe, and hair—into the magic circle with a wicked smile.

“Now, let us welcome her together. My Diane.”

The magic circle emitted a red glow.

A thunderous sound shook the entire underground room, and all three members of the hero’s party were thrown off their feet.

“Ugh…! Arsil, snap out of it!”

Lin shook the saintess, but her eyes remained vacant.

With no other choice, Lin and Ravin pinned Arsil down, waiting for the tremors to pass.

“It’s happening…!”

As the shaking subsided, Agreus’s triumphant shout echoed through the chamber.

“Come to me, my divine power!”

But what emerged from the swirling dust was not Diane or any source of divine power.

Instead, a grotesque mass of flesh—a slime-like creature made of corpses—appeared.

There wasn’t a trace of divine power in the horrifying monstrosity.

“What is this?!”

Agreus stumbled backward in shock.

“Demon god! You deceived me!”

As he screamed, the dark energy that had filled the chapel swarmed into the basement.

The dark energy seeped into the creature, slowly forming tentacle-like arms.

And then, the center of the slime opened horizontally, like a mouth.

[What did you expect? Did you really think you could trust the demon god? Weren’t you planning to betray me anyway? You’re so naïve—probably because you’re her offspring.]

“You traitor!!!”

[Shut up.]

The creature’s massive form lunged at Agreus, swallowing him whole.

[It’ll take a while to digest, but I’ll get there.]

The demon god’s creature chuckled, raising one of its tentacle-like arms.

[Now, while I digest, why don’t I have a little fun?]

The tentacle swung toward Arsil.

“Arsil!”

“Move, damn it! Get out of the way!”

But Arsil remained motionless.

Unable to watch any longer, Lin rushed forward.

Boom!

“Agh!”

“Lin!!!!”

Lin pushed Arsil out of the way, taking the tentacle strike to his shoulder.

In that moment, Lin’s mask flew off from the impact.

The mask shattered against the wall, revealing the face of a man with black hair.

“Wh-what…?”

Arsil, witnessing the face beside her, snapped back to her senses.

Impossible.

He should be in the slums.

He should be waiting for me in the slums.

Why is he here?

Why is he here, with his arm tainted by dark energy and his shoulder pierced?

Why…

Why is the person I’ve mistreated all this time…

“The…?”

Why is he the one I’ve longed for the most…?

“No… way…?”

The shocking truth was not revealed to Arsil alone.

[Hello, Lin. We can finally talk.]

Through the pierced shoulder and the tentacle, the demon god’s thoughts flowed into Lin’s mind.

It was as if the pale gray figure of a girl stood before him, speaking directly.

The pain was unbearable, but Lin’s mind went numb at the demon god’s next words.

[Did you enjoy the game I made?]

The demon god whispered, brimming with excitement.


My one and only variable.

The best conduit.

My… Lin!

[It was a one-of-a-kind, limited edition, you know.]

The demon god’s innocent smile tore apart his mind.



 
  
    Chapter 90: My last name is Lee, my first name is Lin, and I am the porter of the warrior party.


[By the time I realized it, the open beta had already ended.]

It must have been Early Access.

Amidst the dull pain, Lin made a pointless remark.

[There were thousands of regressions, and eventually, I managed to create a patch for the build. I secretly installed it in my sister’s official file.But my power was too weak. After just one download, the patch disappeared. Can you believe it?]

Ha, so that one download…

[That was you, Lin. Honestly, isn’t it fate that you turned out to be the one with Guerrero’s soul?]

The eyes of the ash-gray girl dimmed even further.

[I really wanted to have you, Guerrero. You were far too precious to be left with those shallow women by your side. So, I broke you.

I waited, hoping you would fall into despair and become mine, but you didn’t. Do you know how sad that made me?]

“I’m not Guerrero! I’m Lin!”

As Lin screamed, Angria stretched her lips wide, nearly reaching her ears.

Rows of shark-like teeth filled her mouth.

[Of course. Guerrero belongs to my sister. But Lin… you will be mine.]

“Ravin!”

Upon hearing Lin’s cry, Ravin swooped in, severing the tentacle that had pierced his shoulder.

As he pulled out the tentacle lodged in his shoulder, Lin quickly activated his recovery skill.

[Advanced: First Aid (Lv. 9)]

The bleeding stopped, and a bandage materialized in midair, wrapping around her shoulder as the partial healing began.

“If anyone dares to hurt Lin, I won’t forgive them!”

[I agree! That’s why I recruited you as my demon warrior, remember?]

Angria retorted playfully, and Lin looked at Ravin, stunned by the revelation.

Ravin bit her lip, her face full of regret.

“I didn’t know it would turn out like this…”

Lin gave a bitter smile.

“Neither did I.”

How foolish they had been.

Lin had thought that as long as they followed the knowledge of the past life gamer, Lee, even if it was difficult, they could clear the game safely or just barely.

He had believed that the only differences were in the details, since this was reality.

There was a set path, and as long as they prepared for the critical moments, they could push through and move on.

And until Tigria, things had gone well enough.

That made him complacent.

He had realized the discrepancy between the goddess’s foresight and Lee’s memories from the past life, but instead of preparing for it, he focused only on the “why?”

He should have told Arsil everything, even if it meant overextending himself.

He should have had a plan to restrain Arsil, knowing she would likely go on a rampage after learning the truth.

Lin had assumed that if he told Arsil about the impending destruction of the Alley, she would fight alongside him in fury.

But his assumption had been wrong.

The shock caused Arsil to lose her mind.

To make matters worse, the saintess, who had seen his real face after his mask was removed, was now staring blankly at Lin.

And it wasn’t just Arsil.

Agreus had started his move earlier than in the game, the goddess had awakened him herself, and their group had been separated from Lucy’s party on the way to the basement.

All of it differed from Lee’s past life knowledge.

“Damn it.”

Wasn’t it too cruel for someone who was just a porter?

It had all started with the simple desire to stand tall before the Crown Princess and make her regret everything, but now, the fate of the world was weighing down on his shoulders.

Lin was just a human being, yet this world’s tragedy was forcing him to act like a machine.

Crack, crack, crack—

More chains were decaying and breaking apart.

His heart was slowly filling with something pitch-black, all the emotions he had suppressed so far.

They were anger and loneliness.

[Yes! Accept it! The emotions my sister forcefully sealed! Accept them all, and you will… Urgh?!]

The tentacles of the flesh mass hesitated.

[That witch Tiana…! How much have you changed? You’re rejecting me? No, you’re actually clinging to me now.]

The tentacle that had pierced Lin’s shoulder was attempting to absorb the demonic energy of the Demon King, compensating for the weakened possession.

But instead of being absorbed, the demonic energy rampaged within the Demon God.

[Too bad, I guess I’ll have to take a break for now. You’re lucky, Agreus. Fine, I’ll give you a chance. Go ahead and rampage.]

With that, the flesh mass stopped moving.

The tentacles retracted, and from the top of the flesh mass, Agreus, half-melted, slowly emerged, looking identical to the chunks of flesh.

“Grrrrrrr!”

Looking like something half-digested, the Pope opened his mouth like a zombie and reached out towards Arsil.

“Ho… Holy pow… er…”

His once beautiful cheek fell to the ground with a wet splat.

Revealing muscle and teeth, he was unmistakably undead.

“This is a dream. There’s no way Lee could be here…”

“Arsil! This isn’t a dream! I’m right here!”

“No… Lee is doing fine in the alley…”

“Please, snap out of it!!”

No matter how much Lin pushed him, Arsil only shook his head.

“Lin, watch out!”

At Ravin’s warning, Lin saw Agreus’s tentacle slowly flying toward him.

Lin left Arsil to Ravin and activated Cosmos.

[Advanced: Flame Burst (Lv. 7)]

Boom—!!

A massive fireball engulfed the tentacle, exploding upon impact with the main body.

Lin had used the skill because fire typically worked on the undead, but the flesh mass, which was layered in lumps, quickly filled the crater it left.

“Uuuuuurp—!”

The mouth attached to the bottom of Agreus’s main body gurgled before spitting out a yellow liquid towards Lin.

Sssssss—

“Ugh?!”

Though Lin dodged easily, the liquid caused a disturbing sizzling sound as it hit the stone floor.


“It’s poison! It could spread through the air, so be careful! And we’re underground, so don’t cause an explosion!”

At Ravin’s warning, Lin quickly pulled out a wet cloth and covered his mouth.

In the game, it had been enough just to avoid the liquid, but she hadn’t considered that it could spread through the air.

Ravin also covered Arsil’s mouth with a mask and used her bare arm to protect herself.

Oddly enough, after expelling the poison, the flesh mass seemed slightly smaller.

Sure enough, the yellow poison seeped back into the main body through the stone floor, and once absorbed, its size returned to normal.

Simultaneously, multiple tentacles lashed out.

Ultimate Skill…

[Unyielding: No Retreat in the Face of Battle]

Standing in front of Ravin and Arsil, Lin activated the best defensive skill he knew.

The tentacles flying straight toward them were all blocked by the shield Lin had deployed.

Crack!

“Ugh!”

The force behind the attack was so overwhelming that cracks began to form in the shield.

Even in the game, the stats and raw power of the flesh mass fused with Agreus had been ridiculously high.

“Ravin, we need to distract it!”

“Got it!”

Ravin darted around, throwing daggers from various angles, but Agreus kept his eyes fixed on Arsil, who was behind Lin.

Lin was holding back the tentacles with his ultimate skill, but it was becoming increasingly difficult to endure.

Agreus seemed to be getting used to his flesh form, and the speed and power of the tentacles were only growing stronger.

Is there a strategy? 

Of course.

In fact, it’s simple.

Arsil or Lucy could purify the poison with their holy powers, while Lin and Ravin blocked the tentacles, and then Naidrian and Tigria could unleash a barrage of attacks. That would be the end of it.

But the hero and the rear guard were tied up with the demon warrior, and the only one who could use holy power, Arsil, was out of his mind.

Once again, Lin cursed himself for not preparing for the unexpected variables.

“Uuuuurgh!”

Determining that simple attacks weren’t working, the Pope spat out more poison.

He sprayed so much that the main body began to shrink.

The sheer pressure from the poison was powerful enough that Lin’s shield started to get pushed back.

Lin gritted his teeth and held on as he was slowly forced back in front of Arsil.

The muscles of his sturdy body bulged, showing just how much effort he was putting into holding his ground.

“Lin, behind you! Be careful!”

Unfortunately, No Retreat in the Face of Battle was a skill that only provided defense from the front.

Agreus, realizing this, used the poison to pin down the front while extending his tentacles to attack from behind, aiming for both Lin and Arsil.

Poison in front, tentacles behind.

It wasn’t just No Retreat in the Face of Battle—it was a complete deadlock.

Clang!

Ravin flew in from behind, trying to block the tentacles with her dagger.

“Argh!”

But it wasn’t enough.

The dagger broke, and Ravin was flung through the air by the tentacle, crashing to the ground near them with her upper body mangled.

“Ravin!”

“Ugh… aaah…!”

Crack, crack, crack—

Seeing the bloodied thief, Lin let out a scream.

The cracks in the shield from No Retreat in the Face of Battle were widening, and it could no longer hold.

Boom!

Finally, the poison broke through the shield.

As Lin watched the poison fly toward him, countless thoughts raced through his mind.

Am I going to die like this?

Are the Demon God and the Goddess really going to let me die?

Do they plan to revive me after killing me so they can use me again?

I don’t care about any of that, but if I die, what will happen to Ravin and Arsil?

Will they die too?

Lin quickly turned around, pulling Arsil and Ravin into his arms.

“I’m sorry. This is all my fault.”

I should’ve done better, should’ve figured this out before it came to this.

“I’m sorry I couldn’t protect you.”

As he whispered his apology, filled with regret—

“…Lee?”

A spark returned to Arsil’s eyes.

The yellow poison was about to hit Lee’s back, Ravin lay on the ground, bleeding, and they were both right in front of her.

They were right there, in her vision.

She didn’t understand why, but the people she cherished were about to die.

What should she do?

Not knowing anything, not having learned much, she didn’t have the answer.

In that case, there was only one thing she could do.

“Holy Skill.”

[Ultimate: Purification, Healing, and Crushing in the Name of Justice! (Lv. Max)]

As always, she would protect, heal, and crush the enemy.

A sphere of holy power burst forth, pushing back the poison.

It also healed Ravin’s broken bones.

“Lee, is it really you? Is it really you?!”

Inside the sphere of holy power, Arsil grabbed Lin, shouting.

“What have I been doing all this time…!”

The first feeling that washed over him was relief.

You’ve finally come to your senses, huh, you fool.

The next feeling, however, was a flicker of anger, like lingering embers.

Through the broken chains, rage was still seeping out.

But now wasn’t the time.

With superhuman willpower, Lin suppressed the unwanted guest.

“Lee.”


The porter took the hairpin Arsil had been holding and put it back in her hair.

“My surname is Lee, and my name is Lin.”

With a click, the hairpin was fixed back in Arsil’s hair.

“And I’m the porter for the hero’s party.”

At his words, tears began to pour from Arsil’s eyes.



 
  
    Chapter 91: Is that just my afterimage?


A fierce battle raged on.

Both Salomei and Lucy unleashed relentless attacks, completely unconcerned with their comrades, forcing the other warriors to struggle to escape the aftermath of their clash.

“Luciena! We’re still here too! Ahh?!”

Naidrian leaped backward in a panic as Salomei’s spear whizzed past him, narrowly missing.

“Welcome~.”

Adora didn’t miss the opportunity and continued summoning monsters to put pressure on the mage and the archer.

Although the pope had made a premature move, preventing them from gathering too many, it was still enough to fill the small chapel.

In the air, Tigria used her overwhelming firepower to eliminate the monsters as they appeared, occasionally dodging sideways, while Naidrian swiftly pierced any that escaped with his arrows.

“It looks like the illusionist is more of a tactician. Their raw power doesn’t seem that strong.”

“It would be unwise to underestimate them. That slash that tore through space just now was their doing.”

Tigria firmly warned Naidrian not to dismiss the illusionist just because they seemed to rely on numbers.

Hearing her, Naidrian deliberately fired an arrow in an odd direction. Though the space was narrow, the arrow curved, bending unnaturally, heading straight for Adora.

Shaaak!

The arrow tore through the air and struck the illusionist, but there was no blood, no sign of injury.

Adora grinned.

“Where are you looking?”

At the same time, a voice came from behind the archer.

“That’s just my afterimage.”

“Kuh! Tigria, use heat detection. Sense their body heat!”

“The warrior’s attacks and the monsters are creating too many heat sources!”

Ugh, seriously!

“This is really not easy!”

Naidrian grumbled, slashing through a charging monster with his dagger.

Meanwhile, Lucy couldn’t hide her growing anxiety as she faced Salomei, who was not yielding even an inch.

The speed of the thrusts was not something to take lightly.

Lucy’s pride, built on the belief that she could defeat anyone except the Demon King, began to crack.

That same pride was being damaged now.

Just as she leaped into the air to unleash a powerful attack, Salomei immediately thrust her spear, blocking the blade’s path before Lucy could channel her strength.

They were locked in a standoff.

“You’re sweating a lot, huh? Poor hero, is it because you’ve been away from Lin for too long?”

“Shut up!”

Despite the taunt, even Salomei was inwardly impressed.

No matter how skilled a hero Lucy was, she couldn’t quite fathom the source of this strength.

Lucy responded to Salomei’s speed and force just slightly slower, but still, she pushed back with sheer strength.

Though Salomei kept a leisurely smile, the balance of their duel was dangerously unstable.

If this continued, she would have to rattle Lucy’s mind.

Through the swords that clashed, Salomei could sense Lucy’s growing agitation.

Despite having received intense emotional conditioning from Abyss and awakening as a true yandere, Lucy hadn’t been able to fully display that side of herself.

From the moment they entered the Holy Land, Lin had rushed ahead as if being chased, barely acknowledging Lucy or Tigria.

With all these events piling up and no way to relieve her frustration, Lucy’s dark affection only continued to build.

“You’ve had so much time with him, yet he hasn’t accepted you. Why not just give up?”

“Don’t make me laugh!!”

Lucy deflected Salomei’s spear with a surge of crimson-golden power.

“There’s only Lin. Out of all those millions of repeated lives, the only one who saved me was him!”

Yes, this is fate.

All of it was her fault.

The blame rested solely on her for failing to recognize true love, for her arrogance, her recklessness.

“If Lin wishes it, I’d gladly give my life.”

But Salomei no longer heard Lucy’s words.

“Millions of repetitions…?”

How does the hero know about that?

“Who told you that?”

“I figured it out through the power of love.”

“Stop spewing nonsense and just tell me, okay?”

Blue energy began to ripple through the air once again.

“You knew that, and yet you still acted like that toward Lin?!”

“This is just the beginning. My true atonement is yet to come!”

Salomei’s attempt to destabilize Lucy’s mind had backfired, coming back to haunt her.

The battle intensified once again, with neither party willing to forgive the other.

“Discharge, chain, release!”

With just those three words, a high-voltage current was unleashed around Tigria. 

The current flowed through the monsters, incinerating and exploding them without leaving a single one standing.

“I’ve got you!”

Naidrian quickly drew his bowstring, but by then, Adora had already created more than a dozen clones in the air.

“Multiple Mana Reflect!”

Tigria also launched dozens of mana bullets, bouncing them off the surroundings.

“Quite interesting.”

However, half of the attacks were swallowed by the fierce battle between Salomei and Lucy, and the rest were nullified by a mere gesture from Adora.

“Even if you sense my heat signature, it’s no use. I’ve copied everything… huh?!”

Adora had been ready to mock them but quickly turned her head to dodge an arrow.

At the same time, her clones were struck by arrows, disappearing in puffs of smoke.

“In that case, we’ll just shoot everything all at once.”

Naidrian, annoyed by the illusionist’s tricks, snorted in frustration.

Adora acknowledged she had underestimated her opponents.

Naidrian might have been overly cautious, but excluding firepower, his skills in person-to-person combat were second only to Lucy’s.

“No matter how strong you are, 2 vs 1 is too much.”

Tigria, too, gathered her remaining mana, preparing to finish it.

But even in that dire situation, Adora didn’t stop smiling.

“2 vs 1, you say?”


Humans are really so naive.

Naidrian finally understood what Adora meant and shouted, “You coward!”

But it was already too late.

“Ultimate Skill.”

Salomei, who had been gathering her magic while fighting Lucy, shifted her stance as she looked at Naidrian.

“Destruction: Strike of Lumination!”

The spearman’s full-force thrust flew towards Naidrian.

The archer’s instincts screamed that there was no way he could dodge this.

“Estel School Secret Art: Skyward Slam!”

Before the archer could even comprehend the unexpected assistance, Salomei, who had already anticipated the movement, instantly relaxed her stance.

“Ah!”

As Lucy lost her balance and stumbled forward, the spearman delivered a flying kick.

The kick landed squarely on Lucy’s chestplate, sending the hero flying backward.

Straight towards Adora.

“Wait, Salomei!”

Salomei, too, sensed something was off as Lucy flew far too easily, but it was already too late.

The illusionist hastily tried to create a clone and escape, but—

“It’s useless.”

Lucy twisted in mid-air and grabbed the illusionist by the throat, slamming her into the ground.

“Kuh-hah!”

“Deploy, Seal, Isolate.”

“Do not move!”

The situation was concluded.

The mage trapped Lucy and Adora within a magical barrier, while the archer aimed his bow at Salomei.

“Yeah, you’re right. From the start, it was three against two.”

Lucy, confident in her victory, tightened her grip around the illusionist’s neck.

“Say it again. What was that? You’re going to take Lin?”

“Kuh… Ack…!”

Before Lucy’s triumphant moment could last any longer, the illusionist, whose face had gone pale from being choked, suddenly burst out laughing.

Salomei, too, couldn’t suppress a mocking chuckle.

“What’s so funny?”

“Hah… Luciena, unlike last time, you’re attacking without hesitation. That’s something worth praising.”

Slip.

Lucy felt the sensation in her hand vanish.

Adora had slipped through her grasp and casually stood up again.

“But you’re still just a boar charging straight ahead like always.”

“What a pity~. Did you really not notice whether your comrades were in your line of attack or not?”

“No way…!”

Both the hero and the mage were horrified, but it was already too late.

“You took my illusions too lightly. Liars always put a bit of truth into their lies to deceive even themselves.”

“Shall I tell you again~?”

The black mist began to rise from the feet of the demon warriors, their bodies dissipating into smoke.

“We’ll be taking Lin.”

With a final, cruel farewell from the spearman, both enemies completely vanished.

Simultaneously, the spatial barrier blocking the stairs to the basement dissolved.

“Tigria, tear up the floor! All of it!”

“I don’t have enough magic left for that! Let’s just hurry and join up with Lin!”

“Damn it, Naidrian, follow me!”

Lucy, completely enraged, kicked off the ground and rushed towards the basement.

Those cursed fools!

Had they been clones from the start?

No, the magic and weight during our fight were definitely real.

Then, when did it happen?

No time to think about it now—I have to save Lin…!

As the hero and her companions sprinted desperately, a chilling voice echoed through the hallway.

[Lin! At last, you’re mine!]

“No!”

And before Lucy’s scream had even fully left her lips—

[Not a chance!]

Booom!

A blinding light filled the hallway.

[Did you think I’d just stand by and watch? Angria!]

A massive pillar of light shot upwards.

It pierced through the entire Vatican, obliterating everything in its path.

Not just the basement’s ceiling but the very walls of the hallway crumbled under the force.

Only then could Lucy and her group finally see the situation in the basement.

There stood Lin, panting heavily, held protectively in Raven’s arms.


In front of them, radiating light, was Arsil.

On the other side, facing them, was a grotesque mass of flesh and the demon party members who had just disappeared moments ago.

With a face filled with unprecedented kindness and sorrow, Arsil turned her gaze towards Lin.

[Sorry I’m late, Lin.]

The goddess had descended through Arsil.



 
  
    Chapter 92: The emptiness that comes after revenge


It would be nice if she could say something, anything, instead of shedding tears.

But Arsil couldn’t bring herself to speak.

The overwhelming feeling of helplessness and the heaviness in her heart eventually made her recall the notion of guilt.

She needed to apologize to him, at the very least.

Yet, in that moment, she feared what words might come back to her.

“Lin!”

Lin, whose shoulder wound had worsened from blocking Agreus’ attack, couldn’t hold on any longer and collapsed.

Seeing this, Ravin quickly cradled Lin in her arms.

Looking at Lin’s forehead drenched in cold sweat, Arsil felt as if everything was her fault.

Perhaps she was right.

As Arsil’s skill ended, the sphere of divine power also vanished.

“Give it… back! The divine power!”

As Arsil regained her senses, Agreus became even more frenzied.

The toxic fluid that had been enlarging his body was purified, shrinking his form. 

On top of him, the Pope pulled out his tentacles again, but the Demon wouldn’t just sit back and watch as the situation worsened.

[You fool. You haven’t even recovered yet!]

Without a host body of flesh, the Demon couldn’t manifest in the world.

Now that Arsil had regained her composure, Angria knew that Agreus was useless and forcibly subdued him.

[Hah, nothing seems to go right unless I step in myself!]

Agreus was reabsorbed into the fleshy body, and the Demon’s voice echoed in their minds.

[I’ll let you stay close if you hand Lin over quietly.]

“You expect me to believe that? I will never become your pawn again!”

As Ravin shouted in anger, the Demon leisurely raised its tentacles.

[Oh, really? It’s your choice to refuse mercy. Don’t regret it later.]

“Arsil! That creature is vulnerable to divine power because it was created through unholy means. Use your skill, now!”

At Lin’s urgent command, Arsil gathered divine power.

As sparks of lightning crackled and divine energy collected in her hands, a cold warning came to her.

“If you move any further~ Ravin dies.”

From the left rear, Salomei appeared, her blue spear gleaming.

“It’s a pity, Ravin. I thought we could have been good friends.”

From the right rear, Adora emerged, her gray bob swaying as she walked.

“You should reconsider carefully.”

Ravin spat back bitterly, full of rage.

“Do you really think Lin will ever like you after you’ve sacrificed innocent people?”

The sorcerers shrugged helplessly, glancing at each other.

“To us, Lin is far more important than any other innocent people.”

“Of all the people we’ve met, no human has ever treated Lin well first.”

Those words stabbed Arsil’s heart, sharp and countless.

As the sorcerers approached, the saintess fell into despair.

She had been utterly toyed with by Salomei alone, along with a sorcerer.

And now she had to face not only another sorcerer, but also a Demon?

But retreating was not an option.

Now, she had to protect Lin, no matter what.

If she lost Lin, Arsil wouldn’t be able to live any longer.

There would be no reason to continue living.

‘Goddess, please….

Though it may be hopeless, please allow me to save Lin.

I don’t care what happens to my life, just let Lin live… please!’

[Lin! Finally, you’ll be mine!]

Tentacles lunged toward them, accompanied by charging sorcerers.

Arsil, having summoned her divine power to its fullest, stood in their way.

“What can a weakling like you possibly do~?”

In the blink of an eye, Salomei’s spear was flying towards her.

Ah… so this is how I die.

But if I can die for Lin…

She consoled herself, knowing she hadn’t been much help until now.

Yet, there was someone who wouldn’t allow that to happen.

[Not a chance!]

A voice that wasn’t hers erupted from Arsil’s mouth.

With the voice, a radiance of divine power, far beyond anything imaginable, burst forth from her body.

Kwoooom-!

The divine power formed a massive pillar, blowing apart the basement’s ceiling and walls.

[Did you really think I’d just sit back and watch, Angria!]

The fierce storm of divine power sent both Adora and Salomei flying backward.

Feeling their strength wane, the sorcerers were forced to lower themselves, unable to resist.

Only after the divine power had driven them back did it subside enough for Lin and Ravin to take in their surroundings.

At that moment, Lin heard a familiar voice, full of kindness and sorrow.

[I’m sorry I’m late, Lin.]

The Goddess had descended.

Through Arsil’s body.

[Sister……!]

Angria felt cheated.

No matter how many tricks she had used, the Goddess had descended without a problem through the saintess.

It was a world of difference from Angria, who had barely managed to possess a failed abomination of flesh with a bit of power.

[This is so unfair. Even with all the causal restrictions, you still descend? Why are you doing this to me?]

[Why are you doing this to me? Where is the vow to duel solely with our influence, fair and square!]

[I’m asking you! How did you descend?!]

Consumed with inferiority, Angria swung her tentacles wildly in a fit.

[You even created a hero and a holy sword! You crafted that crazy simulator to make endless loops, all while receiving fewer restrictions from the law of causality!]


Saying the Goddess had fewer restrictions was a groundless assumption.

She was already bearing immeasurable constraints and suffering that even a Demon couldn’t endure.

[And now you even descend?! It’s unfair! Unreasonable! Why does causality only favor you?!]

Though Angria furiously lashed her tentacles, they dried up and crumbled as soon as they touched the Goddess’ divine radiance.

Even so, Angria continued her outburst.

[There is only one condition for my descent, Angria.]

But the Goddess, who had always quietly endured, had now changed.

[When I must purify my people myself!]

The Goddess was angry.

[You’ve made me personally cleanse my own followers! That is why I was granted permission by the law of causality to descend!]

[So what—! It’s your fault you couldn’t manage them!!!!]

Before the Goddess, Angria was nothing but a tantrum-throwing child.

She knew she was inadequate, yet threw a fit, blaming the Goddess for her own shortcomings.

[Even the heroes! The true saintess of this age! Your own church members! It’s all your fault for not keeping them in line! Whether or not the law of causality restricts you, it’s your fault! Am I wrong?!]

[I… I trusted you, Angria!]

The Goddess trembled with guilt and rage.

Her divine power clashed violently with the Demon’s demonic energy.

While the two gods were locked in their power struggle, Adora hadn’t forgotten her mission.

‘I have to secure Lin now.’

At that moment, Lucy’s group, who had been chasing the sorcerers, stood in awe, watching the gods battle.

With their attention diverted, now was her chance.

Creating a decoy, Adora cloaked herself in illusion and sprinted toward where Lin lay.

Her decoy would be powerless against the Goddess’ divine power, so this was her only option.

She advanced, neither fast nor slow.

Before long, when Adora had gotten close enough to see clearly, she noticed that both of Lin’s hands had turned black.

‘Ah, Lin…!’

Even though he no longer needed to feel any pain, he remained so devoted.

She had to save him right away.

For old times’ sake, she wouldn’t kill Ravin.

Her feelings for Lin were genuine, and in respect for that, she planned to roughly push Ravin aside and secure Lin.

However,

[How dare you!]

“Aaaaaaagh!!!”

The Goddess, who had been on high alert against the Demon’s tricks, immediately noticed Adora’s intentions and burned her with divine power.

Adora fell, writhing in agony, her face twisted in pain.

She could only twitch intermittently on the ground.

“Adora!!”

Salomei, unable to stay still after her comrade had been fatally wounded, swung her spear wildly to try and save the illusionist.

But she too was no match for the Goddess, who was using Arsil’s body.

With a single kick, Salomei was sent flying, helpless.

“Urgh… ngh…!”

[Touching the demonic beings will only add more to the law of causality, sister!]

Despite her subordinates being on the brink of death, the Demon, consumed by inferiority, scoffed.

But the Goddess didn’t care.

[It’s not just about demonic beings.]

Her voice was cold, laced with deadly intent as divine light scattered from her body.

[I can punish demons too.]

[What? What? Sister, wait! What are you saying?!]

[Let’s end this here. I’m tired of this war full of nothing but wounds.]

[You fool! Are you suggesting we all die together?!]

[If need be.]

Angria felt fear.

She could tell the Goddess was serious.

She couldn’t die here. 

She must not die.

Gripped by the terror of death, the Demon desperately tried to think.

[Ugh, ugh!]

In a last-ditch effort, Angria vomited up the partially digested Agreus and began to beg pitifully.

[Look! I’m giving you the heretic! If you kill him, the purification will be complete, and I know you won’t be able to descend any further. Kill him and let off some steam, alright?]

[Angria, the pain will be momentary, but the peace will be eternal.]

[You crazy—! Break the link! Break the link now!!!]

It was truly a matter of a hair’s breadth.

Just before the Goddess could slice the fleshy body in half and incinerate it, the Demon severed the link, ending the possession.

Even though it had been just a possession, if the Demon had taken the brunt of the divine power, its true form would have been damaged beyond repair.

Luck was the only thing the Demon had going for it.

The Goddess, watching the body burn with pity in her eyes, turned to deal with the remaining sorcerers.

Though adding more to the law of causality would be inevitable, she judged that this would ultimately be the best way to help Lin.

But she couldn’t do it.

[Denarua…]

The one woman to whom she owed a debt she could never repay appeared, tearing through space and gathering up Adora and Salomei.

“This makes us even.”

The vampire coldly spat out her words and disappeared in an instant.

The Goddess, unable to bring herself to attack her, lowered her hands in anguish.

Everything had gone wrong.

No matter how hard she tried to fix things, even when she had considered erasing the tangled knots altogether, nothing had been resolved.

[I have sinned against you all.]

The Goddess looked at each of the members of the hero’s party.

She had something to say to each of them, but the price of harming demonic beings hastened the end of her descent due to the law of causality.

[Please, do not give up, and do what must be done.]

Finally, the Goddess’ gaze fell upon Lin and Ravin.

[I entrust this one to you, not me.]

The divine light of the Goddess began to fade.

Lin, too, sensed that their brief time together was coming to an end.

[Avenge yourselves.]

It wasn’t something a being of forgiveness and love should say, but they had earned the right.

As the divine radiance fully dissipated and her descent came to an end, Arsil, whose mind had remained intact, gasped for breath, trembling.

And then, the three avengers slowly approached the Pope, who lay on the floor.

“Hrk… hrk…! Wait, I’m still useful. Arsil! If I just modify this magic a little, I can give you unlimited divine power!”

Arsil said nothing.

She merely tightened her grip on her dragon-scale gloves.

“I can bestow blessings upon you all! The Pope’s blessing! I can give you anything you need. I was chosen by the Goddess herself!”

The priest who had once been so devout and upright now grovelled pitifully for his life, blinded by greed.

“Because of you… because of you…!”

“Arsil! I’m your father!”

“Because of you, I’ve committed unforgivable sins against those I love!”

Crack

The saintess’s fist crushed the Pope’s eye.

At the same time, Ravin’s dagger pierced between his ribs, sharp and precise.

“Guh…! Ugh… ah…!”

Finally, Lin kicked the dagger that had lodged itself between the ribs.

With that kick, the blade sunk deep, puncturing the Pope’s heart.

“Kghhhhhh…!”

The Pope’s body trembled violently before going still.

Having taken in a breath in a desperate attempt to live, he died without even being able to exhale.

“It feels empty…”

That was all Ravin could say after finally completing her half-finished revenge.

At the end of the long, long torment, all that awaited was the fleeting death of their enemy.

“Uh… ngh…

Why am I crying…”

She remembered Jack, whose throat had been torn out.

She remembered Rafam, who had worn a desolate expression in his final moments, with only his head remaining.

She remembered the children of the Alley who had been trampled without even having a chance to fight back.

“Nothing has… changed!”

The lives that had been lost would not return.

All they had to offer to their graves was the head of their enemy.

“Even though we killed him, I don’t feel relieved at all…”


Lin embraced Ravin.

Her arms, which had been wandering aimlessly, firmly wrapped around Lin’s back, and Ravin wept aloud.

Arsil, too, wanted to cry on Lin’s shoulder.

But she soon bit her lip and bowed her head.

Only the sorrowful sound of weeping echoed through the desolate remains of the Pope’s sanctuary.



 
  
    Chapter 93: How has Mashin been using tricks?


Angria, who narrowly escaped the wrath of a desperate goddess, barely managed to sever the link and gasped for breath.

[Yustini…! How could you do this to your own sister!]

Had she been a little slower, she would have been completely obliterated.

Despite the limitations placed on her power by causality, she was still this formidable even after creating an infinite regression loop.

Feeling the disparity in strength once again, Angria bit her nails.

[Damn it…! No, but she’s still much weaker than she used to be.]

If the goddess had been at her full strength, the sorcerers would have vanished from this world with a single wave of her hand.

And Angria herself would have been left barely clinging to life—if she were lucky.

[Still, I didn’t expect her to lose her mind like this. To recklessly push forward, defying causality head-on.]

She had to think.

To defeat that overwhelming goddess, she had to constantly devise strategies.

For those without power, cunning was their only weapon.

Angria fought back her feelings of inferiority and tried to clear her mind.

[At least I managed to avoid punishment from causality.]

Causality.

The first restriction that bound both gods and demons.

The law of causality was simple.

No direct interference with the opposing side.

But even this was a lesson the demons had learned through bitter experience.

Right after corrupting the first hero, which had been their initial interference, the demon had nearly half of their power restricted by causality in an instant.

[My sister even created the hero system! I can’t do something like that—it’s so unfair!]

She had protested, but in vain. 

After all, she had corrupted someone who had been chosen by the goddess herself, leaving her unable to resist when causality struck.

She could feel the power.

She knew her original strength was still there.

But whenever she tried to draw on that power as she had before, it simply wouldn’t manifest as expected.

The demon, who had already been weak, had no choice but to grow accustomed to the further diminished output, grinding her teeth in frustration.

The power was there, yet she couldn’t use it.

While the goddess could breathe life into a hero and create exclusive items with just a single breath, Angria found even that to be beyond her reach.

To make matters worse, the demon’s race, which she governed, could only increase by corrupting the goddess’s chosen people.

What kind of situation was this?

A straightforward approach was impossible.

From the beginning, it was an unwinnable battle.

After securing one demon king, the demon, having lost considerable power, turned to another strategy: sowing discord and corruption through cunning.

[Even though causality activated when I tortured and corrupted Tiana directly, when I amplified her negative emotions to corrupt her earlier, there were no restrictions.]

Desperate to increase the number of demons, Angria had hidden in the human world before the hero appeared, whispering to them, subtly stirring up their emotions and causing them to fall to corruption.

[Ha! So causality depends on whether the interference is direct or indirect? What kind of absurd, idiotic logic is that?]

She had tested it.

The result? 

A resounding success.

By merely encouraging a thief, she had completely destroyed the party of the second hero.

Though she hadn’t been able to fully corrupt Guerrero, it was still a major victory achieved without triggering causality.

Cause and effect.

[In other words, as long as I’m not the direct cause or the one taking action, I’m in the clear?]

The rules were as shallow and twisted as she was.

It was as if these loopholes had been allowed for someone’s amusement.

[How dare they try to use me.]

Angria couldn’t comprehend the thoughts of those beings above, but their twisted sense of humor was undeniable.

Whoever they were.

[Still, if I’m going to dance to their tune, I’ll make it a dance of blades.]

The demon didn’t hesitate to use any means necessary.

No matter how grandly anyone dressed it up, stimulating the primal desires of humans and other races always yielded more than expected results.

[Even if a demon king is out of reach, lower demons are simple.]

By stirring up a hunger for honor, the third hero’s party had charged headlong into the demon army, leaving not even a trace behind.

Well, maybe a finger.

They had been so immature that they hadn’t even become a proper meal for a monster.

Using this experience, corrupting the party members of the fourth hero had also been an easy feat.

“I wish to be the protector of balance. A world without either good or evil would become abnormal.”

The first one she tempted was the naïve shield knight.

Fool.

Balance wasn’t about evening things out—it was about locking them into place.

Then, one by one, she targeted the party members, timing it right after the goddess had bestowed upon them their exclusive items, enhancing their desires.

It was simple.

She just had to make them realize what they truly wanted.

Whether it was greed, dreams, or goals—once they focused on that, they wouldn’t see anything else.

That’s how she was able to sever the limbs of even the fourth hero, Luciana.

Quite easily, too.

The problem was that they had regressed again.

[Wait, what?]

At first, she had no idea what was happening.

By the third time, the demon noticed the story of the fourth hero’s party repeating itself and learned that the goddess had even created a simulation game, distributing it across different dimensions.

If she let her guard down, she would be done for.

The demon was different from the goddess.

From the start, she had been the one working behind the scenes while the naïve goddess stood idly by.

[Just one…? Has she weakened this much?]

It was just a game, just a simulation. But the demon could only create one patch build for herself.

Piercing through different dimensions and exerting influence there was incredibly difficult.

If her power hadn’t been restricted, Angria could have distributed at least ten of them, though not as many as the goddess.

But her concerns were unfounded.


[This feeling…!]

The person playing the demon’s limited-edition game was none other than a soul tied to Guerrero.

[Ha ha! So you sent him here, sister. Though the soul isn’t quite complete.]

Still, it looked delicious enough.

Once again, the demon squeezed out her power.

Because the DLC had been released.

Unable to prevent the death of the fourth hero, the goddess had created a DLC from that state.

Angria shuddered with anger and clicked her tongue.

That foolish sister had created an infinite regression loop, continuously receiving the penalties and restrictions from causality on top of one another.

Angria, who had already lost not half, but barely a tenth of her power, managed to create a DLC even in that state.

[See, if I hadn’t been thinking ahead, this battle would have been over long ago.]

Squeezing out every last bit of strength, she distributed the special demon DLC to Lee’s reincarnated IP.

And Lee did not disappoint the demon.

He revived Lucy and skillfully cleared the entire DLC.

When Angria realized that the goddess had summoned Lee back to this world, she was filled with joy.

[This time, I can make Guerrero mine.]

It was the obvious next step, a plan meticulously designed.

Because,

In reality, the porter in the hero’s party was always oddly mistreated and neglected.

It was the one part of the game’s story where the demon had reluctantly followed the goddess’s design.

In the game, the porter’s treatment was at least somewhat concealed as mere disregard.

The demon refrained from interfering with the goddess for a time, watching the hero party’s behavior in the only clear simulation route.

If left alone, Lin would naturally become a demon.

And not just any demon, but a pure one.

If Guerrero’s soul had been complete, it might have been impossible, but with only part of it remaining, it was now possible.

But strangely enough, the goddess wasn’t making things easy this time around.

[Sealed away his negative emotions?!]

Even worse, since Lin was still human, the goddess could act without triggering any penalties for meddling with the demon’s own kind.

[Sister, you’re really something, aren’t you?]

The game was merely a calculation of potential possibilities.

It was fundamentally different from reality.

This was cheating.

[By all rights, he should be mine, shouldn’t he?]

Lin was the one person the demon longed for, the only one she truly cared about.

[And now, you dare to take what’s mine?]

With Lin’s soft nature, if he stayed by her side, he would have served her loyally and wholeheartedly.

Dreaming of ruling this world alongside Lin after defeating the goddess, the demon had lost her mind to an unbearable sense of betrayal and rage.

That was why the incident of the Sacred Nation’s purification happened this time.

Angria, unable to wait for the final act to claim Lin, had overreached.

She had possessed a grotesque slime of flesh and brought along two of her mages, excluding Ravin.

Even her arch-nemesis had descended, having been granted permission by causality to directly purify her own cult.

In the end, she had gained nothing, and both mages were injured—a pitiful outcome.

[Damn it, they were at least worth something.]

Though she was working to restore their magic to the maximum, it would take time to recover from the direct blow of the goddess’s holy power.

Especially the illusionist, who had sustained damage all over his body and was barely hanging on.

“Master Demon.”

Unaware of the situation, the shield knight called out to Angria nonchalantly.

“When will my exclusive item be ready?”

Is this guy serious right now?

[You… do you have any idea what’s going on?]

“What do you mean?”

[The Sacred Nation mission was a failure. No, it was completely purified. The goddess herself descended.]

“W-What?!”

His surprise was pathetic.

Always acting like he knew everything, yet in the end, he was just an amateur.

[Since she also messed with the demons, the goddess’s power will be further diminished.]

“Well then, it seems I’ll have more to handle.”

Handle? What a joke.

You’re just a mere human—you’re not even fit to be a substitute for Lin.

At best, you’re just a transitional pawn.

[Is your body recovered enough?]

“I can run without issue now, but combat is still out of the question.”

[Start preparing. I may have taken a hit in the Sacred Nation, but since the goddess and I traded blows, both sides will need time to rest.]

A lie.

The demon had been utterly beaten down.

Lying was second nature to her.

[When the time comes, return to the capital and reclaim the favor of the nobles and the public.]

“Because of the crown princess’s reckless moves before I left, public opinion about me isn’t great either.”

[In that case, there’s a tactic that’s always worked.]

Angria spoke as if it were nothing.

[I’ll slowly gather the demon army on the front lines. When there’s an external enemy, the internal forces naturally unite.]

“So, you’re telling me to be the rallying point.”

[Exactly.]

At least he could understand that much.

Good.

It pained her to the core that she couldn’t have Lin, but at least her sister would be hit with another penalty after this incident.

Consoling herself with the thought that she would soon have more cards to play, Angria pressed on with the creation of Reinhold’s exclusive item.

[What?]

But then she noticed her power output was even weaker than the day before.

[No way…?]

It couldn’t be.

She hadn’t done anything to anger causality.

She hadn’t touched anything directly…

[Ah.]

She had.

[Lin.]


In her excitement at finally being able to speak with him, she had touched his shoulder.

He was still human.

[Oh… my god, no-!!!!!!!]

Reinhold’s exclusive item was now going to take even longer to complete.

No, in fact, the time had just been extended further.



 
  
    Chapter 94: Delicious Vegetable Porridge


Arsil sat alone in an isolated spot, her head buried between her knees.

As much as she wanted to gaze at Lin endlessly, the guilt from her past mistakes weighed heavily on her, making it impossible.

Her mind felt blank.

Though her head tried to reject the ugly truths of the Sludgewater Alley, her heart quietly told her that she could no longer deny them.

In the emptiness that felt like a gaping hole in her chest, the only thing she could cling to was Lin.

But overwhelming regret and guilt kept her head down, unable to look up.

Lucy and even Tigria were displeased by the sight of her.

They wanted to lash out, asking if she was just pretending to look pitiful for attention, but they knew they were in no position to speak.

Besides, the situation in the Holy Kingdom was growing more urgent than just Arsil’s feelings.

“The goddess descended and directly revealed the corruption of Pope Agreus, purifying it. The Holy Kingdom no longer exists.”

Standing in place of the reluctant Lucy, the mage Tigria addressed the gathered crowd.

Since everyone had seen the pillar of light created by the goddess’s descent, there was no doubt in her words. 

Yet, the people of the Holy Kingdom immediately began asking what they should do about their livelihoods.

“A council must be formed, and those with wealth must contribute a portion of their assets to secure enough food to survive this year.”

“What did you say?”

“We bought indulgences—those absurd meal tickets—and made donations. The Pope must have amassed a fortune from us by now! Use that money instead!”

The mage’s suggestion was reasonable, but the wealthy, who had been extorted by the Holy Kingdom for so long, protested fiercely.

Not only the wealthy but also the commoners, who had sacrificed to buy indulgences, looked at the hero’s party with cold eyes.

There were no allies left for the hero’s party since most of the people from the slums had been sacrificed to Agreus.

“What?”

“The Holy Knights took everything and fled,” Lucy replied indifferently, causing the wealthy to look as if they had been struck.

“They were the only armed group in the Holy Kingdom. They’re probably circling nearby, ready to take your money too.”

“Hero…”

“Unfortunately, we used all our supplies saving the slum dwellers. And our purpose in coming here was to cleanse the Holy Kingdom.”

Lucy pushed the mage aside and faced the crowd, cutting off their hopes coldly.

“Our mission is done. And it was the Holy Kingdom that took your money, not us. If you want to survive, this is what you’ll have to do. If you don’t like it, don’t do it. You’ll make an easy target for thieves and worse, Holy Knights or not.”

“Where is the Saint? She must save us!”

Lucy wasn’t good at speaking. 

She was simply stating the truth.

Even the people of the Holy Kingdom couldn’t argue with what Arsil had done.

“You’re the hero!”

“And I killed the Demon King for you. I gave my whole body for that.”

Lucy casually drew out her sword, placing it on her shoulder.

“Or should I rob your storehouses myself?”

As the atmosphere grew tense, the people of the Holy Kingdom, seeing Lucy’s fierce expression, kept silent.

Their faces showed unfairness, but Lucy only tightened her grip on her sword.

“Let’s eat.”

Lin brought out a large pot and set it on the ground.

“If you’re hungry, it’ll just make everyone angrier.”

With that, he calmly poured water and began preparing the ingredients by himself.

Though Lucy disliked the idea of helping those ungrateful people, she always stood by Lin’s side.

Sighing, she lowered her sword and barked at the Holy Kingdom’s citizens.

“What are you waiting for? Get in line! Line up!”

The sun set unusually early that day.

As dusk settled in, the people who had eaten their fill agreed to discuss further tomorrow and began to disperse one by one.

The hero’s party set up camp near the ruined papal palace instead of finding separate lodgings.

All the while, Arsil remained by herself.

None of the other party members called out to her.

Naidrian patrolled alone, watching for any Holy Knights or thieves, while the others helped Lin prepare their dinner.

“Arsil.”

The Saint could sense someone approaching but didn’t want to respond.

However, when she heard the voice calling her name, she slowly lifted her head.

“…”

“You need to eat.”

Without waiting for a reply, Lin placed a bowl in front of her.

It was a thin vegetable porridge.

“Sorry, this was all I could make with the ingredients we had.”

Vegetable porridge—her second favorite dish after sandwiches in Sludgewater Alley.

But why was Lin apologizing to her?

A memory flashed through her mind.

It was right after the party’s first battle with monsters, when their hatred toward the porter began.

After enduring the party members’ harsh words, Lin had felt a pointless sense of guilt and shame, making him work hard to cook for them.

Even though he had injured his arm, he had wrapped it with makeshift bandages and moved as fast as he could to prepare a nutritious meal.

His arm had tingled painfully from the tight bandage, but he didn’t stop.

Up until today’s battle, the hero party always praised Lin’s cooking skills and eagerly awaited mealtime.

Even Lucy, who had forced him to wear a mask, silently emptied her bowl whenever Lin cooked.

Cooking and carrying supplies—those were the things he did best.

Though they might seem trivial, to the porter, they were a way to apologize and atone for his perceived wrongs. 

So, he made the vegetable porridge that Arsil liked.

He left out the mushrooms, knowing she didn’t like them, and finely chopped various ingredients, stirring them into the porridge.

He even seasoned it slightly stronger to match her preference for saltier food.

At least, that’s how it had been.

Deep inside, Lin had been happy to reunite with Arsil.

“What are you doing, porter?”

“Oh, Saint! Just in time—dinner’s ready. It’s vegetable porridge.”

Though his bandages were soaked with sweat, Lin didn’t seem to mind.

But Arsil found his cheerful act shameful.

With a sigh, she turned her back to him.

“I’m not hungry. I don’t want it.”


And with that, she walked away coldly.

Following Arsil’s lead, the other members of the hero party gradually left as well.

Lin stood there, staring blankly at their retreating backs.

He watched as Arsil’s figure disappeared into the soldiers’ mess tent far from their camp.

Quietly, he sat back down.

Well, it’s been five years—her tastes could’ve changed.

She’s probably eaten much better food since then.

Left alone with the pot of porridge, Lin simply stared at the flickering flames beneath it.

The unsteady fire mirrored his own unsettled heart, unable to calm down.

Just in case anyone wanted some by morning, he placed the lid on the pot and kept it warm.

But by the time the situation was under control, no one from the hero party had touched the meal he’d prepared.

In the end, without even tasting a spoonful himself, Lin had to lug the entire pot of porridge far away to dispose of it.

Arsil watched him the whole time, her gaze cold and indifferent.

Since then, Lin rarely made porridge or soup.

That had started from the moment his heart began to shut down, just as it had when he used to throw himself into various tasks.

“Ugh…”

***

Her chest felt heavy.

It had taken so many years, but she finally realized—back then, that porridge had been made for her.

The food she’d once claimed was her favorite, even boasting about it to the mage, had been prepared by Lin.

And yet, she had wounded him.

She had been the one, humiliating him in front of everyone.

“Ugh… sob…”

Holding the bowl of porridge in her hands, Arsil began to weep.

She regretted it just as much as she could still feel the warmth in her hands.

She still liked vegetable porridge.

But now, the dish had become a symbol of the wounds she had inflicted on Lin.

As she cried uncontrollably, a dry, indifferent voice spoke up.

***

It was Ravin.

The thief stood tall in front of the Saint, waiting a moment before approaching to take the bowl.

“If you’re not going to eat, hand it over.”

“N-No! No… I’ll eat it. I will.”

In a panic, Arsil quickly took a spoonful and shoved it into her mouth.

“It’s… delicious.”

And it was, sincerely.

***

However, before she could take another bite, a fat tear fell into the porridge.

Her face twisted in grief as she broke into sobs.

“I shouldn’t have…! If I had known it was Lin… sob…!”

No matter how much she wiped her tears with her sleeve, they wouldn’t stop.

The Saint wept loudly, her voice cracking as she hiccuped through her tears.

It was a sorrowful, pitiful sight, but none of those who heard her felt sympathy.

***

“If you’re not going to eat, give it here.”

“Sob… No… ugh…!”

When Ravin pressed her again, Arsil quickly covered the bowl and stuffed more porridge into her mouth.

But she couldn’t even manage half a bite, and what little she did put in her mouth dribbled out.

Realizing her pathetic state, Arsil hung her head in shame, only to have Ravin take the bowl from her.


“Give it back! Please!”

“You’re making a mess of yourself.”

***

As Ravin walked away, Arsil cried out, begging for the bowl to be returned.

Still spilling porridge from her mouth, the Saint sobbed like a child until she eventually cried herself to sleep.



 
  
    Chapter 95: Even a Broken Clock is Right Twice


Lucy was in a bad mood for various reasons.

From the moment they arrived at the Holy Kingdom, she had noticed that Lin’s mind was elsewhere, yet she had quietly followed along. 

Even after their confrontation with the pope was over, Lin had been so busy managing the aftermath that he didn’t have a moment to breathe.

Why bother helping those ungrateful people?

But Lucy couldn’t complain to him. 

After all, it was Lin who was doing the helping.

She was angry at the people for acting as though Lin owed them something, but at the same time, she understood that Lin’s kindness had also saved her. 

So, she kept her frustrations to herself.

Though she always fell asleep listening to his heartbeat, lately, Lucy had been feeling lonely.

Today was no different.

After the whole vegetable porridge incident with Arsil, morning came and the sun rose high.

A legion from the Empire arrived at the Holy Kingdom.

“The Duke of Dekarlune, Aylan Dekarlune’s deputy and Supreme Commander of the Demon Army Front, has arrived!”

The man leading the army on horseback was none other than the Duke’s consort, Garin Dekarlune.

They quickly seized control of the Holy Kingdom, creating a calm yet undeniably threatening atmosphere that the wealthy and commoners alike had no choice but to follow.

Of course, they also distributed the food they had brought as part of the relief efforts, which made things easier.

When Garin learned that the Holy Knights had emptied the storehouses, stealing all the money and supplies, he found himself in a difficult position.

“Damn it. We took over without a fight, and now they want more?” 

Lucy grumbled from the back, only for the mage to swiftly cover her mouth.

“Luciena, Garin’s army is the private force of Duke Dekarlune, not the Empire itself.”

“The Duke is the only one who can stand up to the crown princess and the shield knight. It’s not a bad idea to work closely with them,” Lin added, causing Lucy to reluctantly close her mouth in agreement.

***

After that, things were the same as always.

Lin cooked meals for the people, Lucy organized the lines, and Ravin lightened the mood by joking with the people in line.

Some of the wealthy recognized Ravin as the ruler of the commercial city Waltercrua and asked if they could relocate there or receive help settling in.

“We’ll consider it positively. More capitalists and merchants in a commercial city are always welcome.”

It was clear that he’d already discussed this with Lin.

Lucy knew that Lin and Ravin often held private discussions at night while she waited alone in the tent.

There was nothing she could do.

Outside of battle, she was useless.

Was this how Lin had felt during their journey to defeat the Demon King?

Lucy found herself sinking into a melancholic mood.

Time passed quickly, and before long, evening came.

Lin, having received jam and bread from Garin, made sandwiches for the first time in a while.

Arsil snatched a sandwich from Ravin, devouring it like a madwoman, laughing and crying at the same time.

So, it really was Lin who made the sandwich she’d held at the imperial banquet.

Reflecting on the past, wiping the tears and jam from her face, Arsil soon returned to her vacant stare.

Yes, the most frustrating thing was Arsil.

The reason she kept catching Lucy’s attention wasn’t anything complex.

The mage and the thief were ignoring her, but Lucy couldn’t stand the sight of Arsil.

Lucy, who was more attuned to Lin than anyone, had already noticed that Lin occasionally checked on Arsil from a distance.

Did the Saint realize this?

In the end, Lucy couldn’t ignore Arsil and approached her.

Unlike Lin, Arsil didn’t even glance at her.

Leaning against the trunk of a nearby tree, Lucy called out to her, her voice harsher than she’d expected.

“Hey.”

Lucy was surprised by how sharp her tone sounded.

“Are you crying because you’ve already apologized to Lin?”

“Leave me alone…”

She wanted to.

But the only reason Lucy was sticking her nose in was for one simple reason.

“Do you know? Tigria and I still haven’t been forgiven by Lin.”

Arsil’s shoulders shook noticeably, though she said nothing.

The Saint knew that the hero didn’t lie about things like this.

“And it’s no wonder. I was the one who tormented and berated him the most.”

Even as she spoke, Lucy felt a pang of sorrow.

She shouldn’t have brought it up.

“I’ve been begging for his forgiveness ever since he saved me, but it took a long time just to get him to acknowledge that I was even wrong.”

Ironically, when that acknowledgement finally came, both Lucy and Tigria had cried tears of joy.

Lucy realized once again that she still had a long way to go.

Her head hurt.

Who was she to give advice?

“That’s why you should apologize to Lin soon too, even if it’s hard for you right now.”

Having said her piece, Lucy stood up.

“…Thank you.”

“Thank you? For what?”

“For saying that for my sake.”

What was this girl talking about?

Lucy tilted her head in confusion.

“It wasn’t for you. It was for Lin.”

“…What?”

“Whether it’s you or me, Lin is already in pain. And here you are, sitting around, making it harder for him to forget by staying in his line of sight. I was telling you to apologize quickly and go on your way.”

That’s all.

From the start, Lucy hadn’t cared about anything but Lin.

The only reason she spoke to Arsil was because she knew that if things continued this way, Lin would suffer.

Shocked by Lucy’s coldness, Arsil finally found a target for the frustration and emptiness she had nowhere to place.

Angrily, she strode up to Lucy and shoved her.

“What?!”

“You… you knew everything from the start, didn’t you?”


“What are you talking about?”

“You knew! You knew that the porter was Lin! You knew how close Lin and I were!”

“Close? I don’t know anything about that nonsense. Yeah, I overheard Ravin telling you not to interfere. I know what happened between you, Lin, and Ravin, and what happened in that alley.”

Arsil was stunned.

She clenched her teeth as the anger swelled inside her.

“Why didn’t you tell me?!”

“Because Lin didn’t want me to! He said he’d tell you himself when the time was right.”

“If you had told me sooner, I wouldn’t have done any of those insane things in the Zramun Islands, the Imperial Palace, or the Holy Kingdom!”

Lucy was left speechless.

She thought to herself, “Is she even thinking straight right now?”

Sadly, Arsil had been forcibly turned into the Saint, leaving Lee’s side and Lin’s side, causing her physical growth to halt entirely. 

She had been trained and worshipped under the pretext of needing to defeat the Demon King, but when Lin, who had always been by her side to correct her, disappeared, she reverted to behaving like a child.

Of course, no one knew about this, and the hero was no different. 

The situation was gradually spiraling out of control.

“You know what? Tigria knows too, right?! That’s great! While I was cluelessly doing nothing and getting distant from Lin, you were probably laughing at me watching that!”

“Arsil!”

In the end, Lucy also exploded.

“I’m talking about seeing Lin!”

Grabbing Arsil by the collar, Lucy began to spill the truths she herself didn’t want to face.

“Look at Lin, whose arms are rotting because of our mistakes! We never treated Lin as a companion! Both you and I were the same. We’re sinners. We hated him for not participating in battles after defeating the Demon King! So… we forced him to fight bare-handed… and let him be consumed by dark magic! You didn’t even heal him!”

“…I thought that with the Demon King dead, the powers of dark magic would disappear.”

“Whether that’s true or not, our companion was suffering, so you should have healed him! Even after that, you never came to fix Lin’s arms or cared!”

As she screamed loudly, the hero party members began to emerge from their tents one by one. 

First came Ravin, then Tigria, and finally Lin. 

Except for Naidrian, who had gone out on patrol, everyone stepped outside to watch as Lucy fiercely unleashed her anger.

“I was rough and unworthy, so you said I wasn’t fit to be a hero, right? Arsil, you always rejected and ostracized anyone you thought wasn’t your own! And look where that got us! I’ve had my limbs cut off, and you’re like this!”

Determined, Lucy noticed Lin’s quiet gaze and released Arsil’s collar.

This was bad. 

She had made herself look bad to Lin. 

How pathetic and humiliating to have sinners fighting among themselves.

But contrary to Lucy’s worries, Lin calmly called out to her.

“Lucy, come here.”

“Lin, I…”

“Thank you.”

It was sincere. 

If it had been her own personal grievance, she wouldn’t have said anything and would have just left her alone. 

Lin was grateful that Lucy spoke the words she wanted to say on her behalf.

Charrururururuk!

And one of the chains that had been enveloping Lin’s heart for a long time turned red, breaking free from its shackles. 

Thanks to the warmth from that, Lin was able to suppress the anger he usually felt.

“Lin!”

Thanks to that warmth, Arsil knelt on the ground, her head bowed miserably.

“I was wrong…! I really didn’t know it was you. If I had known it was Lin, I would never have done this. It’s all my fault. Please… so…”

“Arsil.”

“Yes, Lin! Say whatever you need to say. If you want to hit me, that’s fine. I’m really sorry for hurting you even in the islands…”

“Is the reason you’re begging for forgiveness from me because I was the hero party’s porter?”

Please, say it’s not true.

I don’t want to be disappointed by you anymore, Arsil.

“Of course! If it were you, I wouldn’t have done it from the start. Never!”

But Arsil simply betrayed Lin’s last hope. 

Lin closed his eyes. 

Surely, if it hadn’t been Lucy just now, several more of his chains would have been corroded black again.

“Arsil.”

“Yes, yes!”

Lin seemed to be losing consciousness.

“Then I can never forgive you.”

“Why? Why! Lin, I was wrong! I was really wrong. Do whatever you want me to. I’ll do anything you ask! You’re all I have now. The alley is gone, and Ravin hates me because of my foolishness…!”

Arsil crawled forward, clinging to Lin’s waistband.

“I was wrong. I was wrong, so please…!”

“Haa….?”

A sigh escaped him without him realizing it. 

With that sigh, everyone froze.

“I’m so sick of hearing you say you were wrong now.”

Everyone froze at his lament.

“Ah….”

As Lin stepped back, Arsil staggered forward helplessly. 

The blood in her veins felt cold and numb. 

It was like being hit by a massive hammer, with a heavy and unbearable pain rising in her chest. 

The Saint, whose tears had even dried up, was in despair.

“Lin… please….”

“I found them!”

At the very moment Arsil was about to cling to Lin for the last time, Naidrian, who had gone out on patrol, hurriedly entered the camp.

“I found them! The children from the slums!”

“You found them? They weren’t sacrificed by the pope’s magic?”

Ravin, trying to calm his fluttering heart at the unexpected news, asked, and Naidrian nodded brightly.

“Yes, that night when all the adults disappeared, the priests who were with us got suspicious, so we took the children and fled to a nearby refuge!”


“That’s a relief! Well done, Naidrian! Really well done!”

“Thanks to the priests.”

Naidrian, hugging Ravin tightly, was overjoyed. 

However, upon seeing the dejected party members and Arsil sobbing on the ground, he cautiously observed their reactions.

“Uh… did I come at a bad time…?”



 
  
    Chapter 96: Let’s go see the kids


A lot of things happened in the middle of the night.

First, Garin, the commander of the legion stationed in the Holy Kingdom and the husband of Aylan, surrounded and annihilated the hideout of the Holy Knights, who had looted the warehouse and fled.

To be precise, it was a union of the Holy Knights and the corrupt priests.

“We have only this much money and food left! There was never much to begin with!”

It was far too easy, and the results were anticlimactic.

Agreus and Casti had apparently poured everything into their grand scheme, but all they had stolen amounted to a few gold coins and barely a week’s worth of food.

No wonder the knights looked so weak and emaciated.

All of the remnants of the Holy Knights, except for those two, were killed.

On the other hand, Garin’s army had only one injured soldier.

Even that injury was the result of one soldier getting overly excited and spraining his ankle after charging forward and falling.

Garin had no choice but to force the two survivors to confess all of their wrongdoings in front of the citizens of the Holy Kingdom, and then he handed them over to the people.

It didn’t take long for the angry crowd to beat them to death.

For Garin and the imperial army, this wasn’t a bad choice, as it temporarily allowed the citizens to vent their long-held grudges.

But the real problem was something else.

It was the survival of the children from the slums.

Naidrian returned to the camp at dawn, bringing Ruben with him.

“Priest! Are you all right?”

Ravin greeted him with concern, but Ruben didn’t look too bad.

“We still had some of the food left from the porter, so we managed to hold out. However, we couldn’t light fires often because we were afraid of being discovered, so meal times were irregular.”

“That’s a relief.”

Arsil, overhearing the conversation from a distance, also felt relieved.

She had promised to teach the children how to fish the next time they met.

However, the thought of showing her miserable self to those innocent children again felt like an unbearable sin.

“I can send part of my forces to protect the children and the priests, but the food situation is a different matter.”

Ravin and Lin brought the priest to Garin, but Garin looked troubled.

He seemed exhausted, having just returned from the subjugation of the remnants.

“We’re already running low on food ourselves. If we bring in the children and feed them, the people who were here first will start to complain.”

“But they’re just children. Can’t we do something?”

“Of course, I want to help too, but Ravin, you know better than anyone, don’t you? People already hate the slums because they were the first to receive aid from the Hero’s party. They are irrational, but they refuse to accept their own situation and just get angry. Bringing the children here and sharing food could lead to a crisis.”

“Then let’s do this.”

Ravin relayed the conversation he had with the citizens of the Holy Kingdom before.

It was to relocate them to Waltercrua.

After all, aside from being Holy Kingdom land, there was no other advantage to staying here.

Both the rich and the commoners wanted to migrate.

“If we waive the taxes for just one year, Waltercrua will take care of all the settlement subsidies and other formalities.”

Somewhere, they could hear the wailing voice of Regent Geyol, but Ravin ignored it, thinking it was just a hallucination.

“How much food do we have left?”

“Enough for four days.”

“We’ll begin teleportation for the relocation in two days. Once everyone is moved, we can bring the children here.”

“Understood. It’s actually better to have fewer people here anyway, since this place will be used as a military base under Dekarlun’s autonomy.”

Using the Holy Kingdom’s land, which was far from the demon front and close to the capital, as a military base.

It was a significant statement.

Lin realized that Garin and Aylan saw them as implicit political partners.

Anyway, the discussions with the Dekarlun side ended there.

Protection was secured, but there was no food to feed the children.

No matter where they went, food was always the issue.

As Lin, Ravin, Tigria, and Lucy were racking their brains, something caught Lin’s ear.

“Come on over! The golden carriage that has everything except what’s missing! We’ve got food, supplies, whatever you need, as long as you’ve got money! If you don’t have money, we’re happy to buy or trade items…”

A familiar, flashy carriage.

A familiar, charismatic voice.

It was the Golden Carriage from the World Postal Service they had seen back in Gillesman.

But this time, the postal service driver stopped when he saw the Holy Kingdom, which had become a refugee feeding station.

“Well, damn… Gillesman, that little gem, went down, so I paid a bribe to get my assignment changed, but this place is falling apart too… What a disaster, seriously!”

The postal service driver cried out to the sky, not caring about the people’s stares.

“Here, here! We have stuff to sell and stuff to buy!”

Lin urgently waved his hand and ran toward him.

“We really are indispensable to each other, aren’t we?”

It was a stroke of both fortune and misfortune to run into this postal service.

“How about we make an exclusive contract? Let’s say… for about 23 gold coins?”

This postal service always appeared out of nowhere when they needed money or supplies and always slashed prices while inflating the cost of what they wanted to sell.

At the mention of the price, Lin’s initial relief disappeared, and he felt like punching the driver in the face.

They had salvaged as many parts as possible from the monsters Adora had summoned, but it was nowhere near the amount they could have gotten for the same goods in Gillesman.

Back then, everything they sold had been priced at less than half its value, while everything they bought was marked up to a ridiculous extent.

“How much for everything on this list of supplies?”

“Let’s see… Well, since this place isn’t as much of a wasteland as Gillesman, I’d say about this much.”

He scribbled a number on the list.

22 gold coins.

With just 1 gold coin left, they wouldn’t even be able to send a regular fast delivery, let alone invest in Naidrian’s research.

“All right. Let’s do it.”

But there was no other choice.

They had to feed the children.

With a sigh, Lin began to pull out the monster parts from Cosmos.

He discreetly pulled the postal driver aside to avoid suspicion, but someone was watching from the shadows.

“I’ve finally caught the embezzler red-handed!”

Loots are supposed to belong to the nation they were originally affiliated with.

Therefore, unless it was a personal gift, the loot from the Hero’s party was supposed to be turned over to the Empire first.

But Lin was using that loot at his discretion to fund his own personal resources.

“This will get our elves the forest they were promised.”

Excited, Naidrian began drafting a report to the shield knight on the spot.


He wrote down in detail what loot had been traded and for how much, but by the time he looked up, Lin was gone, leaving only the postal driver packing up his carriage.

“Well, it wasn’t as much as I expected, but I’ll still make a profit from selling this stuff.”

“Um…”

“Huh? A customer?”

Shy Naidrian softly called out to the driver.

It took several tries before the driver turned around, and he timidly handed him a sealed letter.

“Is this… a love letter?”

“No! I need to send it through your service!”

“Ah, I see. Fast delivery or super-fast delivery?”

“Um… how much for both?”

“Fast delivery is 8 gold coins, super-fast is 12 gold coins.”

Naidrian was horrified at the exorbitant prices and frantically waved his hands.

“Just regular fast!”

“All right, that’ll be 1 gold coin.”

“Wait a minute, oh no…”

As the archer rummaged through his wallet, he realized it was full of silver and copper coins, with not a single gold coin in sight.

He had spent the 100 gold coins he had recently received from Investor Lee entirely on research expenses, leaving him penniless.

“Uh… I’m sorry, I don’t have any money… What’s your cheapest service?”

“You don’t have money? Hmm. Our cheapest option is ‘whenever there’s time, if it’s convenient.'”

“Oh, how much is that?”

“50 silver coins.”

Still expensive.

Naidrian reluctantly emptied his remaining money and handed it over to the driver.

“This might take a while to arrive, though.”

“It’ll arrive, right?”

“That much I can guarantee.”

The driver’s indifferent reply wasn’t very reassuring, but being broke was a sin.

Naidrian had so many letters he wanted to send to Investor Lee, but disheartened, he trudged back toward the Hero’s party.

Lin and Lucy were standing there, staring grimly at the desolate land.

“Archer, could you check the state of the land? See if it’s fit for cultivation…”

For several years, the land of the Holy Kingdom had suffered from famine, believed to be the punishment of the goddess.

Now that the Pope had been purified, Lin wondered if that curse had been lifted.

However, Naidrian only gave him a contemptuous look, refusing to answer.

“Hey, what’s with that face? If you’ve got something to say, then say it!”

Lucy stepped in to speak for the startled Lin.

She reached out and grabbed Naidrian’s cheek, causing the archer to stammer and flail in response.

“Ugh! Th-there’s a faint… and bad energy… around here…”

“Now that Arsil has calmed down, you’re the one making a fuss? Let’s handle this nicely, okay?”

Naidrian was furious at being treated like a thug.

“Excuse me, Luciena!”

“What? If you’re going to apologize for hitting my arm, I won’t accept it.”

Lucy’s sharp words were unexpectedly forceful.

Caught in an awkward situation, Naidrian cautiously backed away, but Lin wasn’t ready to let him go just yet.

“Excuse me, would you mind sparing a moment of your time?”

After the Arsil incident, Lin had learned that the game he’d been playing was the limited edition of Demon’s Return. 

He realized he could no longer be complacent.

It was a bit early, but Lin decided it was time to reveal to Naidrian that he was Investor Lee.

Unlike Arsil, Naidrian was the type to keep secrets, so there was no harm in telling him ahead of time.

“No.”

To Lin’s surprise, the elf flatly refused.

It had become clear that Naidrian had not been happy with him for some time now.

This only made it more important to clear up any misunderstandings and reveal his identity.

“Please, just for a moment…”

“Naidrian!”

Lin’s repeated requests were suddenly interrupted by someone else.

An elderly man came running toward them, drenched in sweat.

His ears were pointed.

“Elder?!”

“Naidrian! This is fraud! It’s all fraud!”

“What are you talking about? And how did you even get here…?”

“The forest that the Empire promised us! It’s impossible for elves to live there. The land is barren, and worse, the entire forest is filled with the grudges of the dead! How could you have accepted such a place? Didn’t you investigate it properly?!”

“No way…”

The elder, appearing out of nowhere, blamed Naidrian for everything.

He was so agitated that he didn’t care if he revealed confidential information between nations in front of Lin and Lucy.

“We need to go there immediately, verify the situation, and lodge a formal protest with the Empire!”

“But I’m currently on a mission with the Hero’s party…”

“You’re in the middle of regrouping anyway! With teleportation, it’ll only take a few days!”

“…I understand.”

The archer reluctantly nodded.

For him, the survival of him people came first.

It had all happened so quickly.

Even though the Elf Council had the authority, it seemed absurd that they could just take a member of the Hero’s party whenever they pleased.

Lucy frowned, but Lin tried to step in, though it was futile.

Throughout the ordeal, Naidrian didn’t glance at Lin once.

“Luciena, I’ll be back soon. This is about the fate of my people.”

Without waiting for a response, Naidrian left with the elder.

‘This is a disaster.’

Lin couldn’t shake the feeling that letting him leave was a terrible mistake.

But since Naidrian refused to engage, there was nothing Lin could do.

Even so, he couldn’t just sit idly by.

Lin quickly pulled out parchment and a pen from Cosmos and started writing a letter on the spot.

The recipient was Naidrian, and the sender was Investor Lee.

The letter contained kind words, encouragement, and a confession revealing his true identity.

[The porter of the Hero’s party, Lin. That’s my full name and identity as Investor Lee.]

Before the ink could even dry, Lin ran to the golden carriage of the World Postal Service.

“I need to send this letter!”

“You only had 1 gold coin earlier, right? That means you’ll need to use the cheapest service.”

“What’s the cheapest option?”

“When it’s convenient, whenever possible, for 50 silver coins.”

“It’ll be delivered, right?”

“That much I can promise.”

“Here.”

“…Since you’ve done some business with me before, I’ll make sure it gets there a bit faster if I can.”

“Thank you.”

The World Postal Service, having finished its deal with Garin’s army, pulled its golden carriage and headed out of the Holy Kingdom.

Please, let the letter arrive in time.

“Phew…”

Having run frantically, Lin finally collapsed and caught his breath.

Nothing was ever easy.

As Lin wiped his sweat with a soft cloth, Arsil stumbled toward him.

“Lin?”

It seemed like she’d been crying again since she hadn’t been seen since the morning.

With tear-streaked cheeks, she avoided eye contact as she approached.

“Can I look at your arm…?”

It was the answer Arsil had come to after racking her brain all night.

But it was the wrong answer, and it only made Lin more irritated.

“It’s fine.”

“No, it’s not fine…! The tips of your fingers have already turned black. If we leave it as is, the corruption might spread faster.”

“I said it’s fine. It doesn’t even hurt.”

In the DLC, after the Holy Kingdom episode ends, Arsil’s holy power stats increase exponentially.

In his previous life, Lee had thought it was some sort of bug, but it was just an increase in her total power, so he recklessly used Arsil’s holy abilities.

But during the final boss fight, when Arsil’s holy power hit zero and couldn’t be replenished by any item, Lee had to reload the entire Holy Kingdom episode to continue.

That day, Lee had kicked his PC case so hard that it dented.

It wasn’t a bug.

It was the finite amount of Arsil’s remaining holy power.

Lin’s arm was like a bottomless pit, endlessly draining her holy power.

It wasn’t healing, just delaying the inevitable.

Rather than wasting power on something meaningless, it was better to save it all for the final battle.

“No, I’ll heal it. Please, let me heal it. I beg you… I…”

Arsil tried to apologize but stopped herself.

Lin’s bitter words from the previous night echoed in her mind.

“I’m scared, Lin… I’m afraid of losing you. And your anger scares me too. You were always so kind…”

“I haven’t changed much since we last met.”

From a distance, they could see Ravin approaching.

Her expression was unreadable—angry, sad, or maybe both.

“But you hated me, even when I was the same as before.”

“That’s because I didn’t know it was you…”

“You didn’t even accept me as an ally.”

“That’s because I didn’t realize it was really you…”

“Arsil.”

In the end, Lin let out more harsh words.

“If you were going to heal my arm, you should have done it when we took down the Demon King’s horn.”

“…!”

Arsil’s hands trembled as she withdrew them, her shoulders slumping.

She looked like she’d been hurt.

Everything annoyed Lin.

“What am I supposed to do? I’m just a fool who only knows how to fight, so if you don’t tell me, I won’t understand…”

Yet, when Arsil looked up at him with tears streaming down her face, Lin couldn’t help but feel pity for her.

“I’m sorry for being stupid… I really don’t know what to do… I’m so frustrated and ashamed of myself… Hic…”

What was Lin supposed to do with this overgrown child?

“Arsil.”

The one who offered a solution was Ravin.

She put an arm around Arsil’s shoulders and spoke gently.


“Let’s go see the children.”

“Children…?”

“Yes, the children. Jack and Lapham, and all the others.”

Ravin gave a bitter smile.

“They’re all resting there.”



 
  
    Chapter 97: There are no more rules or correct answers.


“I’ll be back.”

In the end, Ravin left the Hero’s party with Arsil for a brief visit to the alleyways.

Lin had no choice but to agree when Ravin asked him to trust her and allow her to help guide Arsil back on track. 

With Naidrian having already left without permission, Lin figured being short a member for a day or two wouldn’t be a big issue.

“These are the coordinates.”

Surprisingly, Ravin remembered the exact coordinates of the alleyways.

While working in Waltercrua, she had learned how to read and set coordinates herself, preparing for situations like this where she might need to go back and forth quickly.

“Don’t worry. I’m taking her there to give her a proper scolding.”

Lin chuckled at Ravin’s bright smile as he noticed the talisman pouch hanging from her chest.

In this dark, uncertain reality, every time Ravin saw that pouch, she felt connected to Lin.

Of course, what really tied them together was the red string made from Lucy’s hair, but the talisman pouch was still a symbol of their bond.

“I’m ready.”

Despite the extra burden of teleporting to a location without a teleportation circle, Tigria activated the teleportation spell with ease.

“I’ll be back.”

“Okay.”

Lin gave Ravin a warm smile but didn’t extend the same kindness to Arsil.

Adjusting her hairpin nervously, Arsil and Ravin were soon engulfed by the light, disappearing from view.

After the brief flash, the two were gone, leaving Lin with a slight sense of emptiness.

He walked away from the camp, deciding that today would be entirely for rest, even if it came late.

The Duke’s soldiers cast hopeful glances at Lin, as if they expected him to cook again, but Lin wasn’t having it.

For several days, Lin had been using his own supplies to cook and distribute meals to the remaining citizens of the Holy Kingdom.

Garin and the Duke’s forces had saved a significant amount of rations thanks to Lin’s efforts, so expecting more would be greedy.

Moreover, Lin had paid for food for the displaced children out of his own pocket.

Garin, aware of the situation, sternly warned the soldier not to stare at Lin, telling him to focus.

Disappointed, the soldiers couldn’t help but sigh and lick their lips in regret.

Lin continued walking.

Since saving Lucy, his life had been a constant cycle of running and chasing.

Ironically, there were times when he had to remove his mask to hide, and after the archipelago incident, he had to wear it again just to survive.

“Phew…”

Feeling suffocated, Lin removed his mask and wiped the sweat from his face.

A cool breeze blew past, cooling him down.

As he stretched, he noticed Tigria floating nearby, casting magic with a scroll of knowledge.

“This wind… is magic?”

“Yes.”

“You didn’t need to make the wind blow.”

“But…”

The mage tapped her foot against the ground, mumbling softly.

“This is all I can do for you right now…”

Was that it?

Perhaps Tigria was trying to atone in her own way, without being too intrusive.

“And…?”

The mage blushed and whispered softly.

Lin, momentarily caught off guard by the shy confession, smiled a little.

It wasn’t the usual guarded expression but a genuine, warm smile.

One of the chains wrapped around his heart loosened, turning a soft shade of violet.

It didn’t take much to ease someone’s heart— just a little care and sincerity would have been enough.

Since the journey to defeat the Demon King, all Lin had ever needed was a bit of attention and goodwill.

Unfortunately, Tigria couldn’t see into Lin’s heart.

This regret would become even more significant when Tigria recalled the major mistake she would later make.

“Lin, you seem troubled.”

The doll, who had only recently started to understand emotions, was now cautiously calculating her distance from Lin.

“I guess.”

A lot of thoughts crossed Lin’s mind.

How should he handle Arsil from now on?

How much could he trust the main episode, manipulated by the Demon, as it progressed?

What variables would arise, and how should he prepare for them?

But no matter how much Lin pondered, nothing ever went the way he expected.

And there was no guarantee things would go his way in the future either.

“I’m just overwhelmed with all these uncertainties.”

“Lin.”

The wind continued to blow.

The gentle breeze caused both Lin’s and Tigria’s hair to flutter.

“I know Lucy and I might be difficult, and maybe you don’t trust us fully, but we genuinely want to be with you.”

The overly honest mage likely didn’t fully grasp the weight of her words yet.

“I don’t want you to carry everything on your own. Even if you can’t share everything with me, I’d rather you treat me like a tool. I’m ready to be that for you.”

Her impulsive words left Lin feeling slightly uncomfortable.

“Thank you, but I don’t see you or Lucy as tools.”

There was a time after rescuing Lucy when Lin couldn’t respect them as companions.

Back then, he viewed himself as a tool, and he viewed them the same way.

But as the chains around his heart loosened and he started to rediscover his emotions, the warmth in Lin’s heart began to return.

Though his anger still dominated, Lin was slowly coming back to himself.

“Why did you stop?”

Lin noticed that Tigria had halted and looked at her in confusion.

Her face flushed as she responded.

“I don’t think you realize how nice your voice sounds, Lin.”

“Huh?”

“That’s why I want to talk to you more, and for longer.”

“Well… I haven’t really had much experience with conversation…”

Lin’s awkward response made Tigria feel a little heavy-hearted.

Not having much experience with conversation— that was likely because of how the other members of the Hero’s party had treated him.

“Can I keep talking to you in the future?”

“Of course. I’ll try too.”

When Lin agreed, Tigria clasped her hands together over her chest.

It was a precious promise she wanted to hold close.

“I’m satisfied with this for today.”

Tigria didn’t ask for more than that.

But the mage had one more thing on her mind, and it wasn’t just Lin who had wronged her.

There was someone else too.

“This place… it’s secluded enough.”

Tigria quietly floated into the air and slowly drifted away into the distance.

Lin watched her go and turned toward the figure standing nearby with a red ponytail fluttering in the wind.

He understood.

Making his presence known with deliberate footsteps, Lin walked toward Lucy.

“What are you doing?”

“I just… wanted to calm down.”

Lin sensed a hint of loneliness in Lucy’s response.

He realized that, recently, he hadn’t been paying enough attention to her, and that she had been feeling isolated.

“Is it hard to stay calm when you’re with me?”

“I like being with you.”

Lucy was still staring off into the distance.

“But when I’m with you, I only see you. I start wanting to act childish. And that would trouble you, wouldn’t it?”

She’s… really trying to change, isn’t she?

Lin felt a sense of admiration, though he didn’t realize that all of Lucy’s thoughts and actions revolved around him.

The Hero had been broken for a long time, thanks to the excellent training of the Abyssal Holy Sword.

For Lucy, everything was about Lin.

She was prepared to swing her sword without hesitation, even if the one standing in her way was a god.

“Right now, it’s fine.”

“Today’s a rest day.”

“Really…?”

“Yes.”

At Lin’s permission, Lucy quickly turned around.

A moment later, standing just a bit apart, she tugged on Lin’s hand.


Lin felt a soft, warm sensation in his palm.

“Can you feel it? My heart.”

Lucy whispered, her smile innocent yet alluring.

Just as she said, Lin could feel the rapid beating of her heart through her chest.

Through Lucy’s chest.

As Lin became flustered, Lucy pressed her ear against his chest.

His heartbeat, faster than usual.

And hers, beating even faster.

To Lucy, it was sweeter than any melody.

I love you.

But she didn’t dare speak the words aloud, swallowing them back down.

She hadn’t been forgiven yet.

She hadn’t been acknowledged yet.

She didn’t have the right to confess to him.

All she could do was hope that her feelings, her heart, would somehow reach him, and that he might realize it on his own.

With a bittersweet hope, Lucy clung to her twisted love, a love even less than the unrequited crush of a countryside girl.

If only she could stay by his side just a little longer.

But her happy moment didn’t last.

“Hero, Porter!”

Garin came running toward them, calling out.

“Commander?”

“We’ve received a message from the Duke.”

Garin wasted no time getting to the point.

“Monsters are gathering at the demon front. It’s still a small number, and they’re moving slowly, but they’re definitely forming a group.”

Lin’s expression hardened.

It was a sign of the main episode just before the final chapter.

But wasn’t the next destination supposed to be the Elf Forest?

That was where he needed to clear up any potential misunderstandings with Naidrian and recruit her to his side.

The Elf Forest episode was supposed to end right around the time the demon army began their large-scale gathering, starting the front-line episode.

Could it be… the Demon God?

Lin quickly changed his line of thinking.

This was a game created by the Demon God.

There was no guarantee that events would follow the expected order.

Even with the battle against the Pope, while it was true the ritual was supposed to fail, the possession by the Demon God was never part of the original DLC.

Even the Pope had been taken aback, so it was clear that this was the Demon God’s doing.

Think, Lin.

The demon front held a crucial territory, one he needed to protect for the elves.

If he delayed the front-line episode while dealing with the Elf Forest, the growing demon army would crush not just that area but even the City of Commerce .

In that case…

“We’ll strike first.”

“We’ll go.”

Lin could no longer afford to be swayed by the Demon God’s whims.

Everything was uncertain now. Reinhold and the crown princess could return to the capital at any moment.

“Lucy the Hero, Tigria the Mage, and I, the Porter, will go ahead and either clear them out or at least hold the front line.”


If the Demon God was going to keep throwing things out of order, then Lin had no reason to stick to the main episode’s script either.

Luck and clever strategies weren’t solely the Demon God’s specialties.

“We’ll leave immediately.”

Lin, resolute, made his decision.

Lucy, standing beside him, also nodded, gripping the handle of her temporary holy sword.

“…May the Hero’s party have good fortune.”

Lin could only hope that the unease blooming in his heart was nothing more than baseless fear.
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Although it took some time to prepare, Lin and the group safely crossed over to the Demon Front’s stronghold.

Before they departed, Lin met Ruben and conveyed that in about three or four days, the remaining Church citizens would leave for Waltercrua and be able to return to their homeland with the children.

“What about the Saintess?”

It was difficult to answer, but looking at the faces of the children, including Ruben, who were curious about Arsil, it was hard to dodge the question.

“The Saintess is greatly shocked by this incident. She is showing signs of nervous exhaustion, so she said it would be best not to show herself to the children right now. She wants to fulfill her duties and recover before she meets them. Until then, she has entrusted the children to you.”

“Leave them to us.”

Though only five remained, they were truly priests of the Goddess.

The start may be humble, but perhaps in the end, they would become great figures remembered in the history of theology.

Since the Garin-side wizard had also finished preparing the teleportation, Lin and the party were immediately transported to the Demon Front’s stronghold.

As the light from the teleportation faded, they found themselves standing in a teleportation magic circle on the outskirts of the City of Romance.

“It’s been a while.”

“Y-Yeah.”

Unlike Lin, who seemed excited to leave the Church nation, Lucy and Tigria were anxious and restless.

Especially Lucy, who was extremely tense, cautiously watching Lin and keeping a wary eye on her surroundings.

The City of Romance, Lowellina.

Unlike straightforward names like the commercial city Waltercrua, the northern end Ephalter, and the academic city Aetherbel, Lowellina’s nickname seemed a bit unfitting for a city.

Originally, Lowellina was known as the City of Flowers, a place where a variety of flowers bloomed throughout the year, fostering a thriving horticulture scene. 

But why, and since when, did it start being called the City of Romance?

The origin of this name goes back to Aylan Dekarlune.

Lowellina was the territory and home base of the Ducal family of Dekarlune, who had governed it for generations. 

Aylan, once known as a cold-blooded soldier, revealed his fiery passion just once — in a legendary stunt to win Garin’s hand in marriage.

When Garin, a mere soldier at the time, rejected her proposal, Aylan climbed to the top of the high walls of Lowellina, brandishing a sword, and screamed that if Garin didn’t marry her, she would kill herself.

The incident even brought the Emperor, who was in good health at the time, personally to the city to press Garin into marriage.

From that moment, Aylan transformed from a cold-blooded soldier into the embodiment of love and romance. 

And thus, Lowellina, under her rule, naturally shifted from being the City of Flowers to the City of Romance.

“And that’s why we postponed cleaning up the Church’s purification and came here instead?”

In Lowellina, the Deputy Commander, Viscon, was a strict and inflexible figure, second only to Aylan.

“There are certainly monsters gathering, but still? It’s hard to say they’ve formed a unified army. If we take them down now while they’re scattered, it could just make them regroup elsewhere or turn them into a more elusive network.”

Viscon was fiercely loyal only to Aylan, and the only person he couldn’t talk back to was Garin, who had bested him in strength.

“It may become a war of attrition, but if we keep pushing forward, disturbing their formations, we can advance the front line significantly.”

“And if we end up stirring a hornet’s nest? Have you forgotten the tale of the three great heroes? The heroes’ party ventured too deep, got cut off from their supplies, and were completely wiped out. That disaster nearly brought the empire to ruin.”

That was because the three great heroes acted recklessly before they were fully prepared.

The heroes’ foolhardy charge into the Demon Army became so infamous that none of their names were remembered, only their blind charge.

“Why don’t you stick to carrying supplies? Don’t start acting like a military expert in front of me.”

“O…!”

As Viscon scolded Lin, the veins in Lucy’s temple bulged with anger.

Lin quickly shot her a glance, and the warrior took a deep breath, holding back her temper.

“Hah, what’s going on here? They’re treating a porter like a shield knight or something.”

Lucy’s murderous intent surged as she warned the Deputy Commander.

“I’ve been broken off from that guy for a long time. You’ve heard, haven’t you? Don’t mention him in front of me. You’d better watch your mouth before I report you to the Supreme Commander.”

“Hmph. As if I need your advice.”

Although the heroes’ party had been personally selected by Aylan, Viscon had little affection for any of them.

Each member was too strange, too unpredictable, and they all disregarded ranks.

Despite his rigid personality, Viscon’s judgment was surprisingly objective.

“Damn that old man!”

As soon as they left the reception room, Lucy fumed, but she still watched Lin for his reaction.

She was worried Viscon’s mention of Reinhold might have upset him.

“No point in arguing with someone so twisted. Let’s just focus on getting ready.”

“What if he doesn’t give us permission for the mission?”

Lucy, surprisingly, made a sensible comment, to which Lin replied mischievously.

“Then the three of us can handle it. It’s not like we’re commanding an army. We’ll just do it ourselves. After all, the heroes’ party has the privilege of independent action.”

Even if they bent the rules a little, as long as it worked in their favor, Aylan wouldn’t make a fuss.

“Lin, are we going to restock immediately?”

“Yeah, we need to buy supplies and check our equipment.”

“I’ll come with you.”

“Do you really have to?”

“Let’s bring Lucy along too.”

Tigria stuck close to Lin and also invited Lucy.

Lucy was reluctant, but ever since Tigria changed her tone, following along usually led to good outcomes.

With a sigh, Lucy moved to Lin’s right side.

“Isn’t that the hero!”

“Kasim! You haven’t been discharged yet?”

“Do you remember? Last time, didn’t I beat you up?”

Many soldiers who recognized Lucy greeted her warmly, impressed by her feats on the front lines.

Though Lucy responded brightly, since they were once comrades, she was unaware of the shift in their gazes when they turned toward Lin, the porter.

“Ah, Sergeant Milo, it’s been a while.”

The heroes’ party received funds but had to pay for supplies from nobles or commoners at each base. 

It was a strict rule unless it was a genuine gift given out of goodwill.

So, Lin approached the quartermaster to buy the necessary items, but even the quartermaster, Milo, looked at him coldly.

“You’re still alive?”

It felt like they had charged a little more, but that kind of flexibility was necessary.

Even so, it was still less than half the price compared to what the Golden Carriage World Postal Service would have charged.

Lin, rummaging through his inventory, felt his face grow pale.

There was no money.

Not that it had been lost—there simply wasn’t any.

After buying provisions for the children and paying for postage back in the Church nation, all that was left was 50 silver coins.

Nowhere near enough.

“What are you doing? Hurry up and pay. I’m busy.”

“Uh… just a moment?”


As Lin continued to fumble through his inventory, Milo’s frown deepened with every passing second.

“Here.”

Tigria pulled out some gold coins from her inventory and handed them over.

To Lin, this was humiliating.

A porter who couldn’t even manage provisions and finances?

It wasn’t Tigria’s fault; Lin had simply failed in his role as a porter. 

He had ruined the only reason the hero party had kept him around.

“This guy is hilarious, isn’t he?”

Milo raised his voice, making sure everyone around could hear.

“He doesn’t even fight, but he’s always hanging around on the battlefield, causing trouble, and now he can’t even handle his own duties?”

Soldiers who had never liked Lin to begin with slowly began gathering around at the commotion caused by the quartermaster.

“He’s completely useless.”

“I bet that guy’s been pocketing all the money.”

“Hey, someone should send a report to the auditor!”

Lin didn’t respond. 

He silently stored the supplies Milo had placed in front of him into his inventory.

“What the hell are you doing?”

This was karma.

“What are you doing to your companion?”

Lucy’s voice shook as she radiated her crimson-gold magical energy, trying to control the atmosphere.

“Why are you suddenly acting like this?”

This was karma for all of them.

Even Tigria, who had been trying to keep things calm, began to lose her composure.

She had been foolish.

She hadn’t anticipated that something like this could happen—what a failure as a mage.

“If anyone speaks ill of the porter again, I’ll personally cut them down!”

“Lucy, stop. I’m fine.”

“Fine? How can you say that? Do you even know what you mean to me…!”

Both Lucy and Tigria knew.

They knew just how shallow their actions were.

Who had created this atmosphere in Lowellina?

They despised Lin for being weak in battle, and the soldiers, who felt the same, began to join in.

This was karma.

No matter how hard they tried to escape it, it was impossible to break free from.

Despite this, they thought a few apologies could somehow absolve them. 

The overwhelming guilt and regret suffocated them.

Ah, come to think of it…

We still haven’t heard the second reason why Lowellina came to be known as the City of Romance.

“All of you, listen up! Disrespecting the porter means disrespecting me…!”

Suddenly, a cheerful melody from a distant instrument cut Lucy off.

All the hair on her body stood on end.

And so,

“Ah~~! Even the hero~~~ felt her heart redden~~ like the fiery kiss of the shield knight’s lips upon her forehead~~!!!”

It was common to hear that song, “The Song,” playing throughout the city.

“Hah… hah… hah…!”

“Lucy?! What’s wrong?”

“Stop it, stop that song! Make it stop!!!!”

Lucy collapsed, hyperventilating, and Lin rushed to check on her.

Meanwhile, soldiers hurried off with Tigria to find and silence the bard.

“…I know well enough.”

Lin nodded awkwardly as the bard’s song reached its climax in his ears.

“Aah~~! Aaaah~! Everyone saw it~~~ the hero’s smile and the joy shining on her face~~~!!!”

Tears were too common now.

Open sobbing in front of everyone.

The soldiers and even the passersby were taken aback.

“What in the world is going on here!”

Viscon, finally realizing something was wrong, burst out of his office and heard the bard’s song for himself.

Viscon’s face darkened instantly.

As much as he disliked her, Lucy was still a hero and, at least by name, a noble.

“You fools!!!! The shield knight broke off his engagement with the hero a long time ago and has been betrothed to Her Imperial Highness for ages! And yet you’ve still let that ridiculous song circulate! Issue an immediate ban!”

But Viscon’s order only made Lucy appear as if she were still a woman suffering from a broken heart.

[How does it feel to be back?]

The Abyss, which had remained silent until now, laughed, finally taking this moment to mock Lucy.

[Nothing’s changed, has it?]

A wave of regret hit.

Thick, aching regret.

Regret she could never undo.


[I don’t know how I’ll ever be forgiven by Lin~ sob sob sob.]

The Abyss imitated Lucy’s sorrowful tone, only to drop it to a whisper suddenly.

[What did you even do? Hm? Hm? Nothing. Not. A. Single. Thing. Has. Changed.]

The second reason why Lowellina came to be known as the City of Romance?

It was because of the incident where the hero, after much effort, finally received a kiss on the forehead from the impenetrable shield knight.



 
  
    Chapter 99: The doll learned new emotions.


The crying, once it started, showed no signs of stopping.

While Viscon dealt with the situation, Lin quickly carried Lucy out of the city of romance. 

With no other choice, he had to set up camp outside the city walls.

In the meantime, Lucy, who kept trying to help, would move around, only to collapse and start crying again. 

Lin hurriedly set up the tent and laid the hero down.

Lucy, who said she felt uneasy if Lin wasn’t visible, insisted that the tent’s entrance be left open. 

The porter, drenched in sweat, worked alone to prepare everything while waiting for the mage to return.

When Tigria returned with Viscon, having solved the situation, she was left speechless at the ridiculous sight.

For her, someone who only had affection and guilt towards Lin, Lucy’s behavior was completely incomprehensible.

In the end, the three-member hero party had no choice but to use the outskirts of the city as their base from now on.

Rumors about the incident Lucy caused were surely spreading within the city walls.

If Lucy heard the gossip, she’d break into tears again, perpetuating the vicious cycle.

In the past, she would’ve apologized, saying she was sorry or wrong. 

But recalling what Lin had said to Arsil, Lucy could only bite her lip and stay silent.

Even after a whole day passed, Lucy cried and cried until she finally collapsed from exhaustion.

For a hero, one of the strongest beings among the goddess’s races, to reach the point of exhaustion meant that Lucy had cried a considerable amount.

With her spirits so low, she didn’t even have an appetite.

Lucy, barely managing to swallow the water Lin had given her to prevent dehydration, finally fell asleep from sheer exhaustion. 

Only then could Lin step outside the tent and stretch.

Holding Lucy, who had clung to him all day, had left his body stiff and aching.

However, when Lin stepped out, he noticed that Tigria was also sitting there, looking dejected, and he sighed.

“Don’t worry about trivial things like this.”

Lin was completely unbothered, having grown accustomed to such things long ago.

“That’s not something trivial at all,” Tigria refuted in a gloomy voice.

Just because Lin acted like nothing bothered him didn’t mean it was truly nothing.

Tigria couldn’t even begin to imagine how much Lin had endured, how much he had suppressed and killed his emotions to get to this point.

But to Lin, it didn’t matter.

Even at that moment, the demonic army was likely gathering, and he needed to secure Viscon’s permission to clear them out quickly.

If permission couldn’t be granted, Lin was ready to act on his own, but it was better to move with mutual consent whenever possible.

“Are all the arrangements complete?”

The “arrangements” referred to the ban Viscon had placed on a certain song.

The popular tune, titled “The Hero Blushed,” spread stories of a woman’s obsessive past, openly ridiculing her, and was being played everywhere. 

Even someone as composed as Lin found it bothersome.

“The bard who sang that song was arrested immediately. He was even using magic to perform it, so Viscon had him punished with flogging.”

“Flogging? Isn’t that too harsh?”

“Not at all. He was charged with hero defamation and royal defamation. He should be grateful his head is still attached.”

In that case, he was lucky to still be alive.

Those charges were just below murder and treason in severity.

Lin had nothing more to say.

“Oh, and he was exiled from the city.”

“That seems a bit unfair. It’s possible the news hadn’t even reached him yet.”

“That’s why knowledge is power. Later, if someone like Lowellina contests the matter, they won’t be able to get away with saying they didn’t know.”

Lin understood the importance of information well.

He was already struggling to reconcile the memories of his previous life as “Mr. Lee” with the discrepancies of the current reality.

“Because of what Viscon said, rumors are spreading that Luciena was rejected by Reinhold.”

“Well, to be honest, that’s true.”

Though the way she was rejected was rough, it was the truth.

Lucy had liked Reinhold, but the shield knight had no feelings for her.

That was the clear reality.

After a moment of hesitation, Tigria awkwardly continued.

“And… there’s another rumor going around.”

“Hm?”

“They’re saying that… the hero is comforting herself with the ‘lowly porter’ because of her heartbreak.”

The imagination of people was truly astounding.

Lin let out a small laugh, but a sense of tightness settled in his chest.

Once everything was resolved, maybe he’d move far away and live alone, away from people.

The more time passed, the more he grew tired of people.

“Lin… where are you? Lin…?”

A weak voice came from the tent.

Lucy had woken up again after only a short nap.

The moment she realized Lin wasn’t there, her breathing grew ragged.

“I’m right here.”

“Lin… were you outside because of me?”

“I didn’t want you to feel uncomfortable.”

“No, not at all. You know I can’t sleep unless I hear your heartbeat.”

Hearing their conversation, Tigria felt her frustration grow.

Even though Lucy was weak, there was a subtle hint of coyness in her voice as she clung to Lin.

Despite everything, she continued to hold on to him.

But Tigria couldn’t bring herself to criticize Lucy because she felt the same way.

She couldn’t shake the feeling that Lin was being taken away from her.

There was no point in sitting there, stewing in her discomfort any longer.

“Letter for you!”

As if on cue, a letter arrived from the world postal service.

The speed of the delivery suggested that even the recipient had been surprised by Tigria’s sudden request.

Though she hadn’t consulted Lin, the goal was clear.

The mage, letter in hand, began heading towards the city of romance.

***

“Meeting face-to-face for two days in a row? We probably don’t have any matters worth such intimate conversations.”

Viscon maintained his stern posture. His slicked-back hair shone with oil.

“Deputy Commander, I request authorization for a sweep operation against the currently gathered monsters and demonic army.”


“…Your tone has changed. You always sounded like a stiff doll.”

“We weren’t exactly close enough to chat over such trivial matters, were we?”

Viscon frowned openly as Tigria coldly retorted, reversing his previous statement. 

However, if there was anything Viscon excelled at more than Lin, it was ignoring everything outside his interests, unless it directly affected him. 

He just kept staring expressionlessly, scoffing as he mocked.

“Why should I care, mage?”

“Even on a small scale, the level of threat changes depending on who the commander is.”

“Depending on who the commander is.”

“Lowellina’s army is reputed to be elite among the elite, but if the young princess who has no command experience takes over, they’ll just be a disorganized bunch who are easy to manipulate.”

Viscon’s face tightened. 

Even the deputy commander knew of the ambitions of his lord, Aylan, and actively supported them. 

“But if Commandant Lin, Deputy Commander, and the Supreme Commander take charge of Lowellina’s elite forces, it will be a formidable army.”

“What are you trying to say? The demon army has been operating under a single Demon King. Now that the Demon King has been defeated, there are no capable generals left to command the army.”

“You must have already heard of the existence of demon warriors. They were all exceptionally strong in intelligence or combat.”

“A mere officer and general have different levels of power. From what I’ve heard, the demon warrior parties have always infiltrated our empire’s territory to spread propaganda or initiate localized conflicts on their own, but there are no reports of them commanding armies on the battlefield.”

“Although they didn’t show any leadership, their actual capabilities are unknown.”

“In that case, I can’t authorize the sweep any further.”

“Even if it’s just the three of us going?”

“It would be two. The porter is just the porter.”

“But porters now have the strength to be active on the battlefield.”

“That’s because I haven’t seen them in action, so it’s uncertain.”

Viscon turned his head away completely. 

“I can’t authorize it.”

With a firm declaration, Tigria played her last card. 

“Are you aware that I have been assigned as the direct liaison of the royal court?”

“…You’re going to directly request and get approval from Duke Dekarlune?”

“No, that’s not it. That would be… ignoring the reporting hierarchy.”

Tigria paused for a moment. 

“I have an obligation to regularly report on the status of the hero party. Or to immediately report any unusual matters.”

“Any unusual matters?”

Viscon’s face, which had been frowning, turned pale as he contemplated.

“The entire elite unit of Lowellina laughed at the porter, a member of the hero party. Duke Dekarlune has always detested this phenomenon intensely.”

“That’s because the soldiers mocked the porter. Besides, didn’t you guys ostracize him as well?”

“Regardless, even after completing the Demon King extermination mission, this kind of attitude is not acceptable.” 

He tried to argue in his own way, but it was a topic that would obviously provoke his lord’s anger.

“And furthermore, outdated pop songs are being played all over Lowellina, disrupting the mental state of Hero Luciena Estel.”

Boom!

“Dare to threaten me?”

“Deputy Commander.”

Viscon slammed his fist on the desk, trying to intimidate, but Tigria didn’t flinch. 

“The hero party is homeless on the outskirts of the city. They can’t even enter Lowellina because of Luciena’s seizures and the porter’s avoidance.”

“O…!”

Trembling, Viscon scribbled something on a piece of paper right there. 

Despite the haste, his handwriting was neat. 

He stamped the paper and handed it over. 

“Here is the sweep operation permit. Get lost.”

However, Tigria carefully checked the contents of the permit on the spot. 

She thoroughly examined the permit for any nonsense, then folded the paper and tucked it into her pocket. 

Then she took out the letter she had received earlier from the World Postal Service.

“Deputy Commander.”

“Deputy Commander..? You bitch…!”

“I am the liaison of the hero party directly appointed by the royal court. Therefore, the contents I just notified you have been reported directly to Deputy Aylan, Duke Dekarlune.”

Only then did Viscon hurriedly look at the letter Tigria handed him. 

It was sealed with Duke Dekarlune’s emblem. 

“There is no obligation for me to report to you, but I will share what the Duke said.”

“The Duke… is speaking to the hero party…?”

“Yes. There was nothing special about the content.”

Tigria adjusted her robes and casually muttered, “I am ashamed, I am sorry.” 

He had made his lord have to complain because of his own actions. 

Viscon’s face twisted grotesquely. 

“I hope for better cooperation in the future, Deputy Commander.”

Tigria cherished the permit Viscon had given her. 

With this, she could help Lin. 

Although she acted unilaterally, it achieved something that would benefit him. 

Surely, Lin would be pleased. 

The mage expected to see the porter happy. 

The excitement of possibly receiving praise from him swelled in her heart. But,

“Are you feeling better now?”

“No… I want to stay like this a bit longer.”

From the moment Tigria saw the two people embracing in the distance, her steps slowed. 

The mage, who had thought of quickly showing the permit and being praised, saw the hero rubbing her cheek against Lin’s neck and felt a chill. 

She had apologized to the hero and helped her to be with Lin. 

But Lucy just wants to monopolize Lin. 

If she had been with her from yesterday until this morning, the afternoon, at least since she solved the matter and returned, should have been time solely for Tigria and Lin.

“This is unfair.”

“You like Lin too, so we could all work together to protect him.”

“I want to be alone with Lin.”

“You’re trying to take away the place where I belong with endless greed.”

“I want to talk with Lin too.”


“Actually, I do.”

“I want to have Lin. Just me, forever.”

Thud, thud.

Heavy footsteps.

With each step, new feelings of possessiveness and jealousy began to sprout in Tigria’s heart.



 
  
    Chapter 100: No, It’s Not My Fault


What should I do?

Ever since saving Lucy, who had lost her limbs, Lin felt like this was the only thought constantly on her mind.

They managed to push through somehow, but every time they reached this point, her chest felt tight.

It would have been nice if Ravin were here.

But the thief had left with the saint to the Sludgewater Alley.

They would return, but no one knew how long it would take.

The Waltercrua migration of the church members must be underway, so they might stop by there as well.

“Lin… my Lin…”

This time, just like always, the object of ‘What should I do?’ was Lucy.

The obsession had grown worse, and whenever she even attempted to enter Lowellina, she would have seizures, leaving Lin helpless.

Every time Lucy tried to get better and move forward on her own, the past kept holding her back, preventing her from moving on.

Until recently, Lin had comforted her, pitying Lucy’s struggle with her mistakes and instability. But ever since visiting Gilles Manor, Lin began to feel differently.

Lucy’s obsession with Lin had deepened, and there seemed to be something sticky, dark, and jealous inside her, as if it was swallowing everything else up.

Even here, in the City of Romance, Lucy feared the popular songs and cried in terror over her exposed guilt, but always ended up clinging to Lin, acting spoiled.

Whenever Lin exchanged a few words with Tigria, Lucy would immediately whine and tug on Lin’s clothes.

What should I do?

Lin made a decision.

“Tigria, add more wood to the fire. Let’s prepare dinner.”

“Got it.”

At Lin’s request, the eager Tigria stoked the flames grandly.

Lucy, startled, burrowed into Lin, but Lin remained firm.

“We need to eat, right? I’ll cook it quickly.”

“B-but… I’m not hungry…”

“I am. And I bet Tigria is, too.”

How could she argue when Lin was hungry?

Lucy quietly squatted down, watching Lin joyfully cook.

“Tigria.”

“Yeah?”

“I’ve been thinking for a while, would a soft-boiled egg on top of steak taste good?”

Tigria seriously considered the question.

“This is amazing.”

“What is?”

“This is clearly a dish someone should have tried at least once, but I’ve never thought about it myself.”

“So you think it would taste good?”

“Definitely.”

It’s because you’re practically a doll and never cared about gourmet food.

Lucy didn’t like the smile Tigria gave Lin in response.

“If we add mashed potatoes and a salad with a tangy dressing, it’ll balance the flavors nicely.”

“I totally agree, Lin.”

Lucy groaned, hoping to get Lin’s attention, but Lin didn’t respond.

Lin heated up a pan, adding butter, and seared thick sirloin steaks while sending Tigria on errands for anything they needed.

Tigria obliged without a hint of complaint.

In fact, the more Lin spoke to her, the more Tigria’s face lit up.

“Can you keep stirring the mashed potatoes?”

“Like this?”

“More. If they start running like water, they won’t taste good. Let’s not add any more cream.”

“Okay, got it!”

Lucy wasn’t happy.

The two of them looked like a married couple.

Lin kindly instructed while Tigria followed with enthusiasm, creating a warm atmosphere.

It was exactly the scene Lucy had longed for.

She dreamed of having a family, bickering lovingly with Lin as they lived together.

“Here, it’s done!”

Lucy was handed a steaming plate, but she had no appetite.

But since Lin had put in the effort to make it, rejecting it wasn’t an option.

As Lucy quietly cut into the steak, topped with two soft-boiled eggs, Tigria, who also received a dish from Lin, reacted differently this time.

“Thank you, Lin.”

“For what?”

“For cooking. It looks delicious.”

“It’s nothing. This is just my job.”

“I should have said it earlier. I’m sorry for taking so long.”

Lucy raised her head in surprise.

Thank you.

It was the very thing she had resolved to say to Lin after Ravin had scolded her in the imperial palace.

But somehow, she had forgotten, and Tigria had said it instead.

“Thank you, Lin.”

“You’re welcome.”

When Lucy echoed Tigria’s words, Lin merely chuckled and moved on.

Why did she feel like she had lost?

Her appetite diminished further, but she kept cutting and chewing.

It was delicious.

But even though it tasted good, she felt sad.

Even with Lin sitting right beside her, he felt so far away.

“I want to discuss what we should do next.”

Lin murmured as he spooned mashed potatoes into his mouth.

“We need to get the mission approval so that the demons can’t set foot here.”

“About that…”

Tigria, who had been waiting for this moment, quickly pulled out a mission approval document from her robes.

“I contacted the Duke this morning and got it.”


“Really? When?”

“This morning, I informed him of our situation, and by the afternoon, I negotiated with Viscon.”

So that’s why she was briefly out of sight.

It was a relief the results were good, but Tigria had acted on her own.

For now, with only three members of the hero’s party, it wasn’t a big deal, but if she acted this way when everyone was together, it could cause friction.

Her independent actions could sometimes lead to bad situations for the entire party.

But seeing the excited magician waiting for praise, Lin found it hard to criticize her.

“You did well, Tigria! We can finally relax a little.”

“It’s what had to be done.”

“Next time, let’s discuss things together before taking action. When we all put our heads together, we can achieve better results.”

“Understood! I’ll definitely do that!”

Whether it was because she was still emotionally young or because it was Lin who said it, Tigria took Lin’s compliment at face value without thinking deeply about it.

Though Lin felt slightly bitter, he decided to let it slide. 

This wasn’t the selfish act of a doll, after all.

And there were more important things at hand.

Meanwhile, Lucy, shoving soft-boiled eggs into her mouth, was struggling to hide her jealousy.

“Our next plan. My plan is to complete my revenge.”

Both Lucy and Tigria froze.

At Lin’s words, Tigria instantly cast a silent, no-chant soundproof spell.

“The Sludgewater Alley was destroyed by both the Church Nation and the Empire.”

In other words, Lin and Ravin’s revenge was only half-fulfilled.

“The ones responsible for the destruction in the Empire are Reinhold and Linachien.”

Splat. 

The fork pierced through the soft yolk, breaking it open.

“They’re big shots. One’s a Shield Knight, and the other’s the Crown Princess. But still, I really want revenge.”

Lin took a bite of the dripping egg yolk.

“Can you help me?”

“Of course, I will. Trust me, Lin. I’ll be the one to kill the Shield Knight myself.”

“Make sure you let me help.”

Both nodded enthusiastically, but Lin just kept chewing his steak.

When the meal was over, Lin wiped his mouth and casually said,

“Thanks, but right now, you’re both utterly useless.”

“…!!”

Lucy’s eyes widened.

Useless?

No one had ever said such a thing to her.

Tigria was equally shocked.

Neither of them had ever expected Lin to be the first to say such words.

“Can you tell me why?”

Tigria stammered as she asked, and Lin answered casually.

“You both keep telling me you were wrong, but when we try to work together, you’re trapped in the past and can’t do anything.”

Tigria, who had brought back the mission approval, might have felt unjustly accused, but the root cause of Lin being treated this way by the world stemmed from the attitudes of the hero party.

“And it’s the same here. Did you follow me without expecting this? When you said you were sorry, I assumed you had braced yourself for at least this much.”

The atmosphere grew heavy.

Lin wasn’t angry, but he was chastising them.

“Why is it that the one who was the target of all the abuse is willing to move on, but you two are sitting here, paralyzed because it’s hard? Why do I always have to carry you forward? And we’re not even making progress.”

“What should we do?” 

Tigria muttered.

This was completely different from Ravin, who scolded them angrily. 

Lin was calmly pointing out their disgrace, quietly telling them they were useless.

No yelling, no berating. 

Just a calm reprimand.

You’re no help at all.

You’re unnecessary.

I end up doing all the work.

So, what are you going to do?

Lucy was frozen, and Tigria was desperately thinking. 

She kept racking her brain, trying to figure out what answer or action would please him.

“I’ll… face the past.”

“What do you mean by that?”

Tigria wasn’t sure if this was the right response. 

She swallowed hard and finally spoke.

“I won’t just say I was wrong… I’ll figure out exactly what I did wrong… understand it, and stop letting it hold us back.”

“What did you do wrong?”

Lin’s indifferent question terrified her.

One slip-up here, and it felt like he’d walk away forever.

“I… I… I only treated my comrades with cold detachment, with no teamwork…”

“No, no. I mean, what did you do wrong to me? Didn’t you apologize for what you did to me? If not, then never mind.”

“No, no! It’s because I wronged you, Lin. That’s what it’s about.”

“Then what did you do?”

Breathing became difficult.

This pressure was like nothing she had ever experienced.

Tigria took several deep breaths and began listing her faults.

“I… I stood by when others bullied you… I didn’t treat you like a person… I left you alone when you were injured… and even after I apologized, nothing really changed…”

Lin was honestly dumbfounded.

Here was the person who was trying the hardest, confessing that she hadn’t done anything right.

In fact, aside from her indifference, she hadn’t done much wrong to Lin, but she was still earnestly listing her sins.

“I… I want to apologize to you, Lin… is that okay?”

“No, it’s not. If you apologize, I have to forgive you, don’t I? But I understand your sincerity.”

Lin cut her off firmly.

This time, he turned his gaze to Lucy.

“L…”

“Don’t cry. If you cry, I’ll get angry, and there’ll be no forgiveness.”

“H-hmph…! Hnnngh…!”

Lucy struggled to hold back her tears, lifting her eyes to the sky to stop them from falling.

The starlight seemed dimmer than ever.

“I ignored you, Lin… I made you wear a mask, called you ugly… I scorned you for being a non-combatant, and made others do the same… h-hic…!”

“Don’t cry.”

“I… didn’t even thank you for the meals you made… we ate everything as a group without appreciating you… I never helped you with anything… and when you saved me, I lashed out at you with harsh words… I kept trying to do things, but I always ended up hindering you…”

There was so much.

It went on and on.

Even Lin, listening to her confession, was taken aback by how much she had to say.

With every admission, Lucy’s expression twisted more and more.

She clenched her teeth and spoke slowly, but the tears had already begun to fall.

Lin chose not to point that out.

“And lastly… I flirted with Reinhold and got engaged to him…”

Wait, what?

“Why is that something you did wrong to me? That’s got nothing to do with me.”

“…Huh?”

Lucy shook her head.

“No, it does… I only have you, Lin, so acting like that was wrong…”

“No, that’s your love life. I don’t have a say in it.”

“Noooo! I was wrong!”

Just saying Reinhold’s name was repulsive to her. 

She had postponed it over and over to finally confess this to Lin, only for him to respond indifferently.

“You’re the only one for me, Lin! That past was a mistake! I never should have done it. I was wrong for not recognizing you from the start and for messing around. It was a mistake. Even here… I’m sorry for letting that ugly past reach your ears… I’ll never, ever do it again. Not just in words, but I’ll show you with my actions. I… I really can’t live without you, Lin…!”

Lin, in a very nonchalant way, nodded.

“Well, if that’s how you feel, Lucy… for now, let’s leave it at that.”

He looked around.

Tigria was frozen in place, and Lucy was biting her lip, trying her best not to sob out loud, even as the tears flowed.

“Crying won’t solve anything. Look at me. If I had collapsed in tears back then, saying it was too hard, would you two have ever looked back at me?”

Flinch.

“I just worked hard. That’s all there was to it.”

Both of them lowered their heads.

“It took a long time.”

Lin sighed.

“It’ll take a long time.”

Then, he spread his arms.

“But if this is what you want.”

He embraced both of them at once.

“Don’t give up.”

Lucy and Tigria clung to him, tightening their grip, unwilling to let go.

“Let’s do our best, okay?”

There was no verbal response, just fervent nodding against his neck.

Ah, did it really have to come to this?

Neither the scolded nor the scolder felt at ease.

From this day on, Lucy’s whining stopped as if it had been a lie.

She began to express herself more clearly.

But that was a matter for tomorrow.

Lin didn’t notice that, even as they clung to him, Lucy and Tigria were locked in a fierce, silent battle, shoving each other as they tried to hold on tighter.

And there was one more person.

Someone else was getting a scolding, Sludgewater Alley-style.


“So, what exactly did you do wrong?”

At Ravin’s quiet question, Arsil burst into tears.

“I… I grew arrogant, only seeing and hearing what I wanted…! I’ve wronged not just Lin but everyone…”

Now they were getting somewhere.

Ravin let Arsil cry it out until she was done.



 
  
    Chapter 101: So what did you do wrong?


When the familiar radiance disappeared and Arsil opened her eyes, she found herself standing in a landscape both familiar and strange.

It was a forest—overgrown but unsettling, with trees whose roots and branches twisted unnaturally into the ground. It was a forest she had no fondness for.

This was the narrow, elongated woods that surrounded the Alley.

Had it been this easy to come here?

For five years, she had agonized over how to find the time to return. 

Now, she felt like a fool for worrying so much.

Moreover, the eerie silence that accompanied the lack of birdsong filled her with an ominous feeling.

“You didn’t forget the way, did you?”

Ravin teased her playfully, but Arsil kept her mouth shut, retracing her memories as she continued forward.

‘Is this really the right place?’ her mind questioned, but her body moved on its own, walking as if it knew the path by heart.

She moved straight ahead, turning to the side whenever the road seemed uncertain, winding through twisting paths…

“Ot….”

Before she knew it, the entrance to Sludgewater Alley, a place she had longed to see, appeared before her.

It was just a barrier of ruins, a mere obstacle they once climbed over. Now, scattered across the entrance were skeletons, gray bones dressed in tattered clothes, strewn here and there.

Ravin, who hadn’t visited as often as Arsil, let her playful expression fade, her face clouded with a somber look.

On the rough stone surface of the ruins, black stains remained, pressed deep into the rock.

Five years—over those five long years, the blood that had once soaked the ground had been mostly washed away by nature, leaving behind only a few dark traces.

Even though her body trembled, Arsil held herself together with her arms and stepped into the entrance.

A skeleton with torn brown sleeves caught her eye.

Arsil knew well whose clothing that distinctive garb belonged to.

“It’s Jack. That bastard from the Church’s Holy Knights cut his neck with a sword.”

Ravin picked up a small skull and placed it on the headless skeleton.

“And Lafam… he told me to hurry and bring Lin before his head flew off.”

Surrounded by the bones, Arsil looked around.

Near the entrance, Ravin’s gang had made their camp.

They had set up an outpost close to the entrance as a display of readiness to leave at any moment, constantly clashing with Arsil’s group as they fought to take Lin.

‘Come with us, Arsil!’

‘Jack! We can do it!’

‘Then at least hand over Lee!’

‘Wait, were you gay, Lafam?!’

Though their quarrels had been rough, Arsil could still vividly recall their faces—her friends.

She ventured deeper and deeper inside.

The children of Sludgewater Alley never overlapped in their roles. 

Each one of them had their own place, their own task.

Everywhere her eyes fell, memories of who had done what came flooding back.

“That’s right. I used to provoke you from up there.”

At the very top of the ruins stood the spot where Ravin had always been.

As they went further, Arsil saw the hideout her group had inherited from Brak.

“After you left, Lina took over the gang.”

“Lee… Not Lin?”

“Lin was always weak when it came to Lina.”

It was the one thing Ravin held a grudge against Lin for.

“That arrogant fool managed to ruin everything even while riding on Lin’s coattails.”

“…That’s still true.”

“Yeah, and that’s the problem.”

Staggering, Arsil entered the hideout and revived old memories, conjuring up the faces of those long gone.

Those who could only be seen by Ravin and Arsil now, but would never be seen again.

While wandering through the hideout, Arsil noticed a few steel tables cobbled together, along with a twisted and broken chopping board.

This place… it was Lin’s kitchen, where he used to cook.

“I always thought… if I ever came back, Lin would be here to greet me.”

As she ran her hand over the chopping board, Arsil spoke, her dried lips feeling slightly uncomfortable.

“He would smile softly and embrace me.”

She had dreamed of establishing a grand academy and seeing Lin surprised by the kitchen she would show him.

But now, Sludgewater Alley was nothing more than a ruin, filled with only skeletons, fitting for a desolate place.

Nothing remained of what she had tried to protect.

“Just what happened here?”

“What happened after I left?!”

Ravin casually sat on a nearby rock.

Was this the second time?

At least this time, the person who had been there to witness it all was present, so there was no need to go over the part when Arsil had been around.

Ravin confessed everything calmly.

How, after Arsil had become a saint and gone to the Church, the support had dried up like a lie, and the two groups had fought fiercely, soaked in murderous intent.

As Arsil listened absentmindedly, when Ravin mentioned that the Church’s Holy Knights had ravaged Sludgewater Alley from the entrance onward under the command of Casti, her clenched fists trembled.

When he continued and said that the Imperial army, led by Linashien herself, had swept through the inside, searching for the empire’s only heir, Arsil couldn’t take it anymore. 

She smashed her fist against a nearby rock.

Crack—!

With the power of a saint, the rock shattered into pieces, scattering fragments everywhere.

“How did you survive?”

“My gang told me to live, that I had to survive… and they died for me. I drank the elixir of Grum and escaped, only to find Lin collapsed.”

“Lin was collapsed?”

“Lin said… that Lina had personally stabbed him and left him to die.”

“Ha….”

After doing such a thing, had Lina really had the audacity to act so nonchalantly whenever they met, even making playful comments?

Arsil’s vision blurred with red as rage consumed her, her head spinning.

The shocking truths she had to accept were overwhelming.

She realized just how little she had known, how much of her time had been wasted elsewhere in vain.

“Why didn’t you tell me sooner? You, Lin… You could’ve just told me. Why did you let me act like a fool… all alone?”

“If we had told you, you would’ve rushed straight to Lina.”

“Of course I would’ve!”


“Don’t be deluded, Arsil. You had no power. You were just a fighter under the name of Saint, a pawn of the Church. The only reason Lina didn’t touch you was because she was working with the Church. If you had shown any hostility, she would’ve had no problem turning you into a corpse, passing it off as an honorable death.”

Lina had that kind of power.

Despite her foolish and reckless behavior, the Crown Princess’s authority far outweighed her shortcomings.

“Then… then why did Lin hide behind a mask?”

“It started with Lucy telling him to cover his face, but in the end, it was a blessing.”

“Why? Was it because the Crown Princess would’ve recognized him?”

“That was part of it, but—”

As Arsil’s voice rose, Ravin grew calmer.

“There was someone in the Hero’s party who had helped Lina and the Imperial army massacre everyone in the alley.”

“What…?”

Who could it have been?

Confused, Arsil looked at Ravin, who quietly asked her.

“There’s someone who comes to mind, right? The one who urged you to betray Lucy.”

“…Reinhold.”

“Exactly. He went to Lina herself. The two of them fell for each other at first sight. And right then and there, Lina stabbed Lin, while Reinhold led the army to slaughter everyone in the alley. Lin had to wear a mask to survive. His identity couldn’t be revealed.”

Staggering, Arsil collapsed onto the rock she had just shattered.

Sharp fragments pierced her, but she couldn’t feel anything.

“The children… They worried about you as they died, not blaming or resenting you.”

Arsil looked up at the sky.

The overcast sky looked as though it could release rain at any moment.

“You were once a stubborn, honest, kind-hearted child who cared deeply for others while you were here.”

Ravin opened her hand, checking for raindrops, just in case.

The Arsil who had left this place had disappeared, leaving behind only someone isolated, constantly suspicious of others, and obsessively focused on moving forward without regard for anything else.

“You’ve abandoned it.”

“I… back then…”

“You say you couldn’t do anything because of your circumstances, but what about me? I barely survived, started as a thief, became the guild master of Waltercrua, and eventually its ruler. According to your logic, none of that should be possible.”

Ravin’s calm eyes pierced through Arsil.

“And what about Lin, a mere porter? How was he able to grasp the Demon King’s horn and escape with Lucy, whose limbs had been severed? He was in an even worse situation than you. According to your logic, it shouldn’t have been possible either.”

Ravin stood up and approached the saint.

Arsil looked up at her, and her expression was cold.

“Because everything was against her. What could a 15-year-old girl possibly do in a massive city like Waltercrua? What could a mere porter, constantly bullied by his party members, do in the presence of those powerful heroes?”

Arsil couldn’t answer.

So Ravin told her.

“It was hope. It was a tiny sliver, barely there, but I had hope that I could rebuild a home and see you all again. Lin had hope too, faint as it was, that he could overcome the odds and save the world.”

Hope— a word long forgotten.

“You’re the one who taught us that hope. You were the one who walked around this miserable alley, telling everyone that they could make it, that it was possible. You’re the one who said to have hope and strength of will. But now, you’re the one who’s been making excuses, finding reasons why things couldn’t work, ignoring what you could—and should—do.”

Ravin asked, “Arsil, do you know what you did wrong?”

Arsil answered in a trembling voice.

“Even though I became a saint, I didn’t try to learn about the alley… I could’ve looked into it, I could’ve found out somehow…”

Ravin shook her head and asked again.

“Do you know what you did wrong?”

“I didn’t recognize Lin… I made things hard for him, and in the end, I let him be consumed by the Demon King’s corruption… and I betrayed Lucy…”

“For the last time, Arsil.”

Ravin shook her head firmly again.

“So, what was your real mistake?”

At Ravin’s quiet question, Arsil finally broke down, shedding the tears she had been holding back.

The reason, which had been stuck in her throat with uncertainty, came pouring out between her sobs.

“I became arrogant… I only saw what I wanted to see, heard what I wanted to hear… I committed terrible sins, not only to Lin but to everyone!”

Arsil sobbed, confessing her sins as she continued.

“When I lost hope, I gave in to despair and became nothing more than a puppet, doing only what I was told! I saw people in a twisted light, treating them as threats… even Lin, even Jack, even Lafam—they were my precious companions, not just some porters… I should have treated them as such… But I was neither fit to be a saint nor fit to be Arsil!”

Finally, she understood.

Ravin let her cry, letting her pour out her regrets and reflections.

Her weeping, a once-strong person now broken, was sorrowful, but Ravin wasn’t soft enough to feel sympathy for something that was her own doing.

He let her cry until she was done.

Plop.

Raindrops began to fall.

By the time her tears had mixed with the rain, making it impossible to tell them apart, Arsil staggered to her feet and hugged Ravin.

“I’m sorry….”

How selfish.

Of course, you should be sorry.

You were wrong.

But somehow, tears welled up in Ravin’s eyes too.

“When you go back, apologize to Lin and Lucy.”

“Will they forgive me?”

“Don’t worry about that yet, you idiot. Ask for forgiveness first.”

“Yeah… I’ll do that for sure….”

The rain poured for a long while.

Then, as if it had never happened, the sky cleared, and brilliant sunlight shone down.

Ravin awkwardly stepped away and glanced at Arsil’s drenched, white priestess robes, which clung to her and outlined her large chest beneath.

Hmm, for a priestess robe, it’s pretty provocative.

Just as she was about to say something to her,

“What exactly are you two doing here?”

Ravin and Arsil found themselves face-to-face with a group of elves led by Naidrion.

They were the same elven elders Arsil had encountered before.


Even though their expressions were stern, Arsil could feel their condescending gazes on her.

“This is elven land,” Naidrion declared with a sharp edge to her voice.

“…What was that?”

At her harsh proclamation, Arsil clenched her fist and took a step forward.





 
  
    Chapter 102: I will remember


“How exactly do you handle things?”

Naidrian couldn’t understand why they were scolding her.

The people who had plenty of time to spare in the capital were the elders.

Of course, it made sense that she had gone to inspect the forest they had been promised, but there was no way Naidrian, who had been away with the Hero’s party, could have known that the forest was in such poor condition.

Yet, the elders reprimanded her.

“You should’ve checked everything before accepting the land!”

“Elder, we all heard the news about the forest being gifted to us at the banquet. How could I have checked beforehand…?”

“Aren’t you the closest elf to the Crown Princess and the Shield Knight? How is it that you couldn’t even get a hint in advance?!”

The archer felt a surge of frustration and injustice.

Her expression, long stripped away from her face due to the lack of care, now showed nothing as she tightly clutched the bundle of letters from Investor Lee hidden in her chest.

To others, they might have been simple letters, but for Naidrian, they had been an immense source of comfort during hard times.

He was the only one who praised her and encouraged her to become someone greater.

The research was nearing its end.

When this research was finished, Naidrian planned to meet Investor Lee, no matter what.

She didn’t care if he was unattractive.

She had already anticipated that they would be from different races.

Her feelings had gone beyond desperation to yearning—a heart that couldn’t be stopped, like a runaway carriage.

‘Even so, this forest is not normal.’

Not only were the shapes of the trees grotesquely twisted, but an unpleasant, erratic magic lingered throughout.

A sense of wariness, as if the forest itself was trying to drive away an uninvited and unwelcome guest, enveloped her.

‘And there’s the cold air laced with resentment.’

She wouldn’t have noticed it elsewhere, but in the forest, she could feel it clearly.

The souls burdened with lingering regrets were wandering through the woods.

Despite wearing layers, her body trembled from the chill, indicating the deep-seated grudge of these spirits.

“Let’s find the place where the spirits are gathering. Then, we can ask Arsil to perform a purification.”

“Hmph, what good is a saint now that the Church has fallen?”

“Still, she’s the only one who can use divine power.”

“Tch… Always handling things with such makeshift solutions…”

What else could be relied upon in this situation other than the saint’s purification?

The archer’s grievances continued to pile up.

And now, with the rain coming down, the elders started making a fuss about not having a rain plan.

Naidrian erased every expression from her face.

She trudged on, slashing through the underbrush with unnecessary force, her steps heavy with irritation.

It was in this foul mood that she encountered Ravin and Arsil.

“This is elven land.”

She instantly regretted the words she spat out, realizing her tone had been too haughty because of her sour mood.

Arsil was not one to take Naidrian’s arrogance lightly.

“…What did you just say?”

Not only Arsil, but Ravin too, smirked from behind, pulling out a dagger.

The sneaky combat style of backstabbing thieves didn’t pair well against archers or mages.

“This is my hometown! Who said it’s elven land?!”

“This… this place… no way, here?”

“Yeah, I was born and raised in this alley!”

Naidrian was dumbfounded, questioning how this could be called an alley. 

To her, it was just a ruin in the middle of a vast forest.

The Empire had given them this forest—was it really the saint’s hometown?

Even the normally timid Naidrian cursed inwardly at the Crown Princess and Reinhold for this absurdity.

‘They’re making a mockery of us.’

“No matter what you say, this forest was officially gifted to us elves by the Empire. Here’s the royal decree with the imperial seal.”

Naidrian, though flustered, confidently pulled out the document, waving it triumphantly.

Arsil, who had been meticulously reading every word from a distance, froze when she confirmed the document’s authenticity.

“Linasein, you bastard… Our homeland…”

“Our homeland?”

“Yes, I’m from here too. So is our pack mule.”

Only then did the archer understand the strange atmosphere that had been brewing between the three members of the Hero’s party.

It seemed that Arsil and Ravin hadn’t gotten along well from the start, and the pack mule had hidden their identity, tormenting Arsil into a state of oblivion.

Naidrian, ever perceptive, immediately grasped their relationships.

“Who gave you permission to hand over this land?! I won’t allow it!”

***

Arsil had been careful to conceal this information due to the political power and influence of the Crown Princess and the Shield Knight.

In other words, she didn’t trust the elves—not even Naidrian, her own party member.

“Reinhold promised to rebuild this place in exchange for betraying Lucy. But by the time I got here, the place had already been destroyed for years.”

“You kept the truth from me, even though so much time has passed. You toyed with me, who knew nothing.”

Arsil tore the sleeve of her robe.

Soaking the torn cloth in oil, she tied it around a thick branch.

“Before the reformed Hero’s party left for the Church, the Shield Knight showed me ten carriages leaving the city gates. He said they were all relief supplies being sent here.”

She struck the flint again and again, trying to light a fire.

It wasn’t working.

Her palms blackened, but Arsil didn’t care.

“If I had just checked the carriages and the drivers one more time before leaving the capital, I would have known that those ten carriages circled back and never went anywhere. They returned to the capital… but I didn’t check. I was stupid and let myself be deceived.”

Finally, the fire caught.

“My heart was screaming at me to confirm the truth, but I didn’t. I believed what I wanted to believe.”

Arsil threw the torch onto the pile of bones.

The fire spread rapidly.

If it had only been bones, it would have been difficult, but thanks to the clothing they had worn when they died, the fire burned easily.

“The Crown Princess and Reinhold are liars. Can you really trust a pact made with people like them?”

“You think you’re so clever, don’t you?”

Arsil chuckled bitterly.

“This is the result of ignoring the voice in my heart—the voice that said, ‘This isn’t right; this might not be right.’ I convinced myself that this was the only path, that there was no better way.”


But Naidrian, feeling lectured, snapped back at her.

“And what do you know about my efforts?”

Arsil looked at the archer with pity in her eyes.

‘I was just like that.’

If only she had turned her head just a little to the side, widened her view a little more, she could have clearly seen all the lies, the conspiracies, and the schemes. 

But she had ignored them all because of her own stubbornness.

As always, the flickering flames brought a strange calmness.

‘Hey! Now you’re here?’

“…TH…?”

It was unbelievable.

The voices of long-lost friends echoed from within the flames.

Not only Arsil, but Ravin could hear them clearly too.

‘Arsil, Ravin! Glad to see you both safe. What are you doing here in a place like this, where there’s nothing?’

“Lafam? I came to see you…!”

Arsil replied, and both Jack and Lafam giggled.

The laughter of young boys and girls resounded from all around.

‘What’s the point of coming back after leaving? There’s a bigger, better world out there.’

‘Don’t fight with Ravin. Get along.’

‘Yeah, forget about this place and go succeed out there.’

“But you’re still here!”

Arsil’s cry was met with a somber reply from Jack.

‘Arsil, we all wanted to leave here. We wanted to take everyone and leave together… even you.’

Lafam continued.

‘The real Sludgewater Alley is where all of us are together. Wherever we’re together, that place becomes Sludgewater Alley.’

‘So now, wherever you are, that’s the Alley. It’s not here anymore.’

“Jack! Lafam!”

The lingering grudges slowly dissipated.

‘I’m glad I saw you both. There’s nothing left for me now. The other one… they’ll come after their revenge is complete.’

Lafam said, sounding regretful.

‘We’re fine now, so tell them not to push themselves too hard.’

Jack added, full of concern.

“Don’t go!”

‘We have to. We’ll be watching from the other side! Watching the Alley you’ll build!’

“Don’t go!”

‘When you make the Alley, give it a good name, will you? What kind of name is Sludgewater Alley anyway?’

“Please, don’t go!”

It was no longer clear whose voice it was.

Ravin couldn’t hold back anymore and covered his face with one hand.

Arsil was already in tears.

‘Remember us.’

‘We’re everywhere.’

‘Maybe we’re still Sludgewater Alley, after all, since we’re everywhere.’

This final conversation seeped deep into Arsil’s heart.

‘Goodbye, Arsil, Ravin… And give our regards to that one.’

“No!”

The once-mighty flames began to die down.

“Arsil, you idiot! You’re going to get burned!”

Terrified, Ravin pulled her away.


The still-smoldering ashes were hot to the touch.

Suddenly, Arsil hugged Ravin and sobbed.

In the end, Ravin couldn’t hold back his tears either.

“I’ll remember… I’ll remember that you’re everywhere…”

Even while crying, Arsil repeatedly whispered the words the spirits had entrusted to her.



 
  
    Chapter 103: A Foolishness That Cannot Be Let Go


Tigria became a dot in the sky, unfurling the scroll of knowledge in her hands.

The mage, who had been casting a search spell with closed eyes, soon detected the twisted creatures matching the conditions she had set. 

She quietly muttered.

“Behind the bushes at 11 o’clock, about seventy of them.”

Before those words had even finished, Lucy leaped into the air, soaring beside Tigria as she glided.

“I’ve confirmed it.”

Without hesitation, the warrior mercilessly landed on the spot Tigria had pointed out.

Boom-!

The impact from Lucy’s leap, something that even Lin had declined ages ago with a pale face, tore through the air and ground.

Half of the monsters surrounding Lucy were knocked down just from that alone.

The creatures, being mindless beasts, rushed toward the warrior without any sense of fear. 

They had a tendency to charge blindly, unable to distinguish the strength of their enemies.

As the warrior swung her blade, another half of the remaining creatures were sliced into pieces.

There was no need for any of Estel’s secret techniques. 

With just simple stabs and slashes, Lucy easily cleared away the monsters.

“Ah, I’m late.”

Lin, who had arrived late, clicked her tongue in disappointment. 

He had run all the way there since it was a waste to use his utility skills on such trivial monsters, but there was no way she could keep up with Lucy’s speed.

“There are more over there.”

“Oh, really?”

As soon as Lucy pointed to the opposite side, Tigria swept the area with her magic.

With a mere gesture, dozens of fireballs and lasers shot out. 

As expected, when it came to firepower, mages reigned supreme.

“There were, but they just disappeared.”

Lin silently stared at the spot where smoke was rising, rubbing the ground with his foot in frustration.

“I want to fight too.”

“No way. You might get hurt.”

“But you two fight without holding back.”

“That’s because it’s our role.”

Lin eventually muttered quietly in frustration.

Suddenly, Lucy rushed over and hugged Lin tightly.

Tigria, hearing Lin’s grumbling through her magic, flew over and embraced him from behind as well.

“Uh… hey guys?”

“We’re scared of you getting hurt.”

“Alright, alright. I misspoke. I’ll be careful, okay?”

Lin hastily tried to explain while attempting to pull them off, but Lucy shook her head and burrowed deeper into him.

Tigria subtly pressed herself closer as well.

Feeling the pleasant yet overwhelming pressure from both sides, Lin had to take a deep breath.

‘Yeah, I can’t expect this from Levin, can I?’

“Look over there, even the fox is staring at us. I’m embarrassed.”

Sitting quietly in the distance, the fox’s gaze seemed anything but pleased.

“Who does that fox think it’s challenging?”

“No, Lucy. It’s because it’s a fox that it’s challenging us even more.”

“Should I kill it?”

“Agreed.”

“No, no, no, no! Why are you always so quick to kill something?!”

As Lucy and Tigria’s eyes sharpened, Lin quickly stopped them.

“Okay! We’re done for today, right? Let’s eat. I’ll cook something tasty.”

“Today, I’m Lin’s assistant for the cooking!”

“No, Lucy. You washed the dishes at lunch, so it’s my turn this time.”

“Want to try switching?”

“…I’ll just do it alone.”

Something felt off.

Lin thought everything had gotten better when he scolded them last time and made them cry, but now it seemed like they were competing over him.

As they neared the demon army’s frontlines, Lin felt a growing unease about what these two might end up causing.

“Are all the monsters between Lowellina and the frontlines cleared now?”

“Yes, Lin. There’s no more presence.”

Contrary to their expectations, the monsters had gathered not just outside the frontlines, but also scattered between the city and the front.

They couldn’t figure out how the monsters had infiltrated, but clearing them out was the priority.

Now that the internal cleanup was done, it was time to move toward the frontline.

“We should reach there in about a day and a half, right?”

“Yeah, around that.”

As Tigria accepted the bowl Lin handed her, she spotted thinly sliced carrots in the stew and quietly scooped them out.

It was the result of Lucy’s attempt to help.

The one responsible for this mess, Lucy, made a grimace each time she picked up a spoonful of stew with carrot strands attached.

Chewing reluctantly on the carrots, the warrior finally brought up a constructive topic.

“Definitely, the Demon King and the Demon Warrior’s ways of managing their forces are different.”

“Is that so?”

Lin, not knowing much about warfare, simply agreed, while Tigria took the topic more seriously.

“Now that you mention it, the way they infiltrated the monsters between the city and the frontline is also unusual.”

It was unsettling.

If the Demon King approached like an overwhelming storm, then the Demon Warrior was more like a drizzle, quietly soaking everything before you even noticed.

Both were terrifying, but you had to pay more attention to the latter.

“When you think about it, Demon Warriors are more like demons, right?”

“That’s true.”

“I agree.”

When Lin spoke, Lucy and Tigria nodded enthusiastically.

Lin wasn’t one to speak unless necessary.

Lucy, in particular, grew anxious when Lin stayed silent. 


She had nagged him so much during the Demon King subjugation journey that the porter had practically lived with his mouth shut.

She often forced conversations with him back then.

Yet recently, casual conversations had increased, making Lucy and Tigria feel a faint regret—they should have been like this from the start. 

At least now, Lin seemed to feel more comfortable around them.

“I’ll go feed the fox.”

Lin filled a bowl with stew and stood up.

“Again?”

Lucy, who didn’t want to be separated from Lin for even a moment, complained but didn’t stop him.

Since they had left Lowellina, a black fox had mysteriously appeared and had been following them at a distance.

Both Lucy and Tigria, despite not showing it, felt strangely empty when they couldn’t see it.

“I’ll be back.”

If Lin walked far enough, the fox would eventually appear and eagerly devour the food he gave it.

He fed it the same food he made for the others, without differentiating between humans and animals, and the fox seemed to enjoy it.

But today, the fox took its time showing up.

Lin kept walking until the campfire was barely visible when he finally spotted the fox sitting on a tree stump.

“You’re here.”

When he placed the bowl down, the fox lowered its head slightly and cautiously began to eat.

However, it spat out every single slice of carrot Lucy had cut.

Still, it chewed the stew-soaked meat thoroughly, looking quite cute.

As the fox nearly finished the bowl, Lin asked softly.

“Doesn’t it bother you, eating like that?”

The fox licked its lips and stared at Lin intently.

The figure slowly grew, taking on a human shape.

“I thought vampires only turned into bats.”

“That’s a stereotype. What do you take vampires for?”

The dual swordswoman Denarua snickered, perching on the tree stump.

“How did you know it was me?”

“Just a hunch?”

Denarua’s eyes narrowed skeptically.

It couldn’t have been just a feeling.

Unlike other Demon Warriors, Denarua could completely conceal her demonic energy by raising the aura of secrecy inherent to vampires.

Even Lucy hadn’t noticed her presence.

‘Is he getting better at sensing us?’

Denarua shook her head, dismissing the thought.

That wasn’t why she had come.

“Did you forgive them?”

“Not at all. But don’t you think we should forgive them once everything is over?”

Denarua didn’t like that answer at all.

“Forgiveness isn’t an obligation.”

“That’s true.”

“It’s not something you do out of a misplaced sense of guilt, like when someone who lends money feels guilty for the borrower.”

“Listen when people talk to you!”

Denarua stood up abruptly.

She was just as quick-tempered as Lucy, though not many knew that.

“I still haven’t forgiven the Second Mage and her underlings, and I don’t plan to.”

“Isn’t that because they haven’t reflected on their actions or apologized?”

“And if they did, would that make your wounds disappear?”

As Denarua’s emotions flared, Lin remained silent.

At times like this, it was best to just listen.

“Does someone who has been hurt have to suppress their pain and forgive, just because the other person apologized or showed remorse? That’s forcing the victim to make a sacrifice in the name of forgiveness.”

“Lin, come to us.”

Denarua was earnest.

She had cast aside her usual demeanor, seriously imploring him.

“We wouldn’t hurt you. In fact, we like you. We all do.”

“I appreciate the offer, but if I side with the demons, innocent people will get hurt. Just because I’ve suffered doesn’t mean I can cause more suffering.”

“We fell because of the pain humans inflicted on us! Their suffering is just payback!”

“Do you really believe that?”

Lin felt sorry.

The more Denarua grew angry, the calmer he became.

“Look at Agreus. He sided with the Demon God and sacrificed the people in the slums. Are you saying all of that was part of your revenge? Innocent lives—”

Denarua momentarily thought of Guerrero.

It was a phrase he would have used.

Once, she had believed it, but not anymore.

“No, you can’t just put everything aside. You all claim your revenge is for yourselves, but to me, it just looks like lashing out. I rarely get angry, but when I do, I always regret not holding back or finding another way. That regret will eat at you.”

“Are you saying wanting revenge is wrong? Are you going to give me some lecture about how revenge only hurts yourself?”

“I’m saying your target for revenge is wrong. I want revenge too. I’ve killed the Pope, and now all that’s left is the Crown Princess and the Shield Knight. Not the entire empire.”

Denarua felt sad.

Despite all he had suffered in the city of romance, Lin harbored no resentment toward the world. That attitude alone saddened her.

She couldn’t leave him with that sorrowful expression.

As Lin reached out to her, Denarua slapped his hand away harshly.

“Why do you look like you’ve been rejected, even though you’re the one who was pushed away?”

“Because you said you wouldn’t come with me!”

Denarua, having given up, turned her back on him.

Her small, trembling back made Lin feel pity.

“I’m not a saint like you! Fine, a fool like you needs to suffer more!”

‘She’s hurt.’

Lin gave a bitter smile at the unintended outcome.

But, he had to finish what he started.

“Next time we meet, I won’t go easy on you, Denarua.”

“…That’s my line. Watch over those women by your side.”

With Lin’s declaration, Denarua gave up the last bit of hope she had clung to.

There wouldn’t be any more gentle words between them from now on.

As she turned to leave, coldness seeping into her heart, she paused and picked up the hope she had cast aside.

“But if you ever need help with revenge, call me. I still love blood and slaughter.”

‘So fragile.’

How had such a delicate girl fallen to become a demon?

Lin felt both pity and regret.


“Take care.”

“Shut up, you idiot!”

With a harsh retort, she stormed off.

Lin lifted the bowl she had left behind.

The small amount of stew remaining seemed to reflect the unresolved feelings Denarua couldn’t let go of.



 
  
    Chapter 104: A glass of champagne to celebrate your achievements


Though it wasn’t widely known, the coastline of the Zramun Archipelago was beautiful.

Even at dawn, the sunlight peeking out made the sea sparkle, and the cool weather made it the perfect place for a stroll.

“Huff… Huff…!”

And there was one person lightly running along that coastline—none other than the Shield Knight, Reinhold.

“Sir Shield Knight!”

“Good morning!”

The island’s early-rising residents, already working at the break of dawn, noticed him and greeted him warmly.

The blonde youth, waving brightly at them, was like a picture-perfect image come to life.

He ran until no one was in sight, then leaped onto a tall coastal rock in a single bound, landing effortlessly at the top.

As he looked down, satisfied with the breathtaking view before him, the demon spoke to him.

[When is the Crown Princess expected to arrive?]

‘It’s been four days since she set out, so she should be arriving soon.’

[She’s sneaking in without using the teleportation circle, right?]

‘Why do you ask, when you can see far wider and deeper into the world than I ever could?’

[Just a little concern. Don’t worry about it.]

Reinhold sat on the edge of the rock.

The sea breeze blew coolly through his hair.

‘I’m still uneasy. I can’t trust sending the Crown Princess alone.’

It was understandable why Reinhold felt this way.

Moreover, her reaction when they had subtly suggested that she should go alone had made the Shield Knight sweat nervously.

“Why should I go by myself?”

“The situation is urgent. You know that the Holy Nation has been purified. By now, the saintess must know everything….”

“You intend to leave me behind and let that frail girl handle it all, don’t you?”

Reinhold was shocked that she dared to interrupt him and stunned by the crude and old-fashioned term “frail girl.”

He wanted to wash his ears immediately.

“The Holy Nation has been purified, and all of Pope Agreus’ corruption has been exposed. The saintess must be aware of everything by now, including the fact that there’s no longer any place for her to hide.”

“And what exactly can she do? That pitiful girl doesn’t even have the backing of the Holy Nation anymore!”

Her naive words gave him a headache.

Even without backing, she was the only one who could still wield divine power.

If she were to sway public opinion while helping people, it would become quite the problem.

“What do you think that brainless girl, who only relies on brute strength, could possibly accomplish?”

Still, Reinhold couldn’t refute that particular comment.

After all, Arsil, who had been watching closely from the sidelines, never looked beyond the immediate battles and had no broader vision or initiative.

“Fine. The saintess will be dealt with quietly, without anyone noticing. But the real problem is Duke Aylan Dekarlune.”

“Aunt? My aunt is one of my strongest allies. No one in the imperial palace is more loyal than she is.”

“That was when she was still a soldier. But now, she’s standing in for the Crown Princess, managing state affairs. Do you think she’ll want to go back to being just a soldier when she’s sitting in such a prestigious position and receiving all the praise for purifying the Holy Nation?”

“My aunt, Duke Dekarlune, may be a distant relative, but she is still royalty. Sir Reinhold, I advise you to retract your statement and speak carefully.”

When he subtly implied treason, Linachien’s face immediately hardened, and she sternly warned him.
Reinhold found himself wondering why he always had to explain things to such a stubborn woman just to get anything done.

But if Lin knew what Reinhold was thinking, he would have mocked him endlessly.

To someone like Lin, shackled by countless restraints like Lucy, the Shield Knight, who couldn’t even handle one person properly, was nothing more than a rookie.

“Please take a look at this.”

Reinhold handed her a letter he had received from a spy.

Suspiciously, Linachien took the letter, and as she read it line by line, her expression grew darker.

“…What is this?”

“Has your informant sent any news?”

Linachien bit her lip.

There had been no word from Ravin since she departed for the Holy Nation.

Although she had been patient, given the fierce battle between the Goddess and the Pope, her anxiety grew with each passing day.

In the end, Linachien reluctantly nodded.

“Fine. I will go.”

“Please, reclaim your rightful place and show grace and authority to those who have betrayed you.”

The painful memory ended there.

Reinhold sighed deeply and asked the demon, half in hope, half in despair.

‘Sending the Crown Princess is a rational decision, but the Crown Princess herself is irrational. Wouldn’t it be better if you intervened directly, like the Goddess did in the Holy Nation incident…?’

[Oh, come on!]

But the demon yelled, almost throwing a fit at Reinhold’s suggestion.

[It’s a proxy war! Proxy war! A battle of influence fought through one’s chosen race! The rules of this world are based on proxy wars and causality. The fact that there are rules means that someone set them!]

In truth, the demon had received similar requests from the Demon King before.

At first, the demon had explained everything patiently and in detail, but after hearing the same request dozens of times, it started driving them mad.

[If there hadn’t been a proxy war, I would’ve been wiped out by my sister’s hand long ago! Without causality, I wouldn’t have been able to survive this far on mere luck! And all of this might have been set up for someone’s entertainment. I’ve come this far by tiptoeing on a tightrope, laying traps, and somehow managing to outwit my sister. That’s why you, who wanted to become the protector of balance, were chosen by me. So stop bringing up that foolish idea! I’ve had enough of it from the Demon King!]

‘I understand. I misspoke. Please forgive me.’

[There won’t be a second time. Watch your mouth.]

The Shield Knight felt as though he were speaking to another Linachien.

‘If it’s not too presumptuous to ask, do you have any idea who created those rules?’

[There is one possibility. I’m not certain of their identity, but I suspect their existence.]

‘Could you tell me more?’

[You know about the World Postal Service, right?]

Of course he did.

A group that used the ultimate utility skill—spatial translocation—without any difficulty.

No one knew where they operated from or who their leader was.

[They appeared at some point. Humans that neither my sister nor I knew about. I suspect that the one overseeing them is one of the beings who created the rules.]

‘Hmm…’

Though uncertain, it made sense.

[So no matter what happens, don’t mess with the World Postal Service.]

‘I will keep that in mind.’

[Sigh… I’m still mad, damn it.]

But the Shield Knight still had one more question.

‘Since the Crown Princess has set out, it’s probably time for me to go as well. When will that be?’

[As soon as your exclusive item is complete, you will depart.]

‘But I’m not in perfect condition.’

[Hah, don’t worry about that.]

Surprisingly, the demon responded smoothly, with no trace of the earlier anger, now speaking confidently.

[Your exclusive item is special. It can absorb energy. By drawing in life force and demonic energy, you’ll recover quickly.]

‘Hoo… You’ve mentioned it before, but it really seems like it will be a masterpiece, unlike any other exclusive item.’

[Of course! If it wasn’t something of that level, I would’ve made it as easily as my sister does.]

Then the demon hurriedly added another note.

[In that sense, you must capture the Porter alive. Under no circumstances should you kill him.]

‘The Porter…?’

Why did Angria, who called the Porter an irregular, want him alive?

Reinhold was increasingly uncomfortable with the attention Lin was receiving.

[That guy should’ve fallen into corruption long ago, before the Demon King was even subdued. And not just a minor demon—he was supposed to become a high-ranking demon, at the level of a Demon Warrior.]

‘A mere Porter?’

[Why are you so surprised? Corruption isn’t a choice. What matters is how much of the feeling of avarice consumes you. Even I can only create an opportunity for corruption, not force it. The total amount of avarice shapes the rank of the demon.]

Reinhold let out a deep sigh.

It made sense.
Considering the struggles and frustrations he had seen the Porter endure during their journey to defeat the Demon King, it was no wonder he could reach the level of a Demon Warrior.

Even the Demon Warriors had mentioned using him as a vessel for the Demon King’s resurrection when they first encountered him in this archipelago.

The demon might’ve said it casually, but Reinhold suspected there was some truth to it.

Especially coming from a demon who specialized in lies.

[Your task is simple. With your exclusive item, you’ll release the avarice sealed within him by my sister. Once he becomes a demon, you will absorb that power over time. That will solidify your link with me, and you’ll become the true guardian of balance.]

‘I see. That makes sense.’

[Exactly. That’s why the Porter must be kept alive.]

‘I understand.’


Though it was unsettling, Reinhold decided to tolerate it, as it would become the foundation for his power.

Once he had absorbed everything, the Porter would be nothing more than a dried-up corpse, so he only needed to secure him.

[Just wait a little longer. It’s almost complete.]

The demon consoled Reinhold while secretly savoring its own devious plans.

[The game is over, Lin. From now on, it’s all-out war.]

***

In the capital, Caulan, a grand banquet was being held at the palace.

“Congratulations on the successful purification of the Holy Nation, Your Grace, the Duke.”

“Baron Wilston, thank you for coming despite the busyness of managing your estate.”

“I couldn’t miss the chance to celebrate such a victorious moment.”

“Well, that’s reassuring to hear.”

The banquet was to celebrate the successful purification of the Holy Nation.

This event, personally hosted by Duke Dekarlune, was deeply significant in many ways.
The participation of major lords and prominent figures from across the land was essentially a declaration of support for Aylan.

Even the central nobles, who had once sided with the Crown Princess, were slowly turning towards Aylan, admiring her ability to manage state affairs properly.

Her supporters chatted and laughed with her, while the nobles loyal to the Crown Princess huddled in a corner, casting envious glances.

As the atmosphere reached its peak, Aylan raised her glass.

“To His Majesty the Emperor, who allowed us this gathering, and to all of you who have come! I will offer the toast personally.”

Everyone fell silent, waiting for the Duke’s toast.

Aylan looked around the room with a satisfied expression, dragging out the moment before she finally spoke.

“Though I gave the orders, the true heroes who succeeded in purifying the Holy Nation weren’t me. It was the party of heroes. And furthermore, though they currently…”

“The one who granted you permission was me.”

A sudden voice interrupted, and Aylan quickly looked toward the entrance of the banquet hall.

Her words froze in her throat as she saw the owner of the voice.

Platinum blonde hair that seemed to shimmer like melted ice.

Sharp, regal features.

And a figure draped in a form-fitting violet dress that highlighted her as the true center of attention in the room.

“You’ve done well, Aunt.”

Linachien Karlun, Crown Princess of the Empire, had arrived.

Holding a glass, she stood before Aylan and addressed the room with a commanding voice.

“All of this is thanks to His Majesty’s grace. Let us raise our glasses to him.”

Someone quickly followed her lead, raising their voice.

“To His Majesty the Emperor!”

Linachien lifted her glass, and the nobles followed suit.

“To His Majesty!”


After downing her wine in a single gulp, Linachien immediately approached Aylan.

“Please, drink, Aunt.”

With a warm smile, the Crown Princess personally poured champagne for Aylan.

“So that I may then offer a toast to your accomplishments, Aunt.”

On that day, in that very room, Crown Princess Linachien Karlun brought an end to Duke Dekarlune’s role as proxy in the affairs of state.



 
  
    Chapter 105: Do you remember the old days?


Lin was walking along the grassy plains with Lucy and Tigria.

This area, thick with reeds, was a place where one could easily lose their way. 

So Lin carried a map and a compass, navigating toward the outpost of the Demon Army’s frontline.

“When we reach the outpost, I plan to push the frontline as much as possible.”

Lucy noticed that recently, Lin often made rather radical or firm statements. 

She wondered if it was because his range of abilities had expanded since becoming a combatant or if he was simply eager to make a mark. 

Either way, every time he spoke as if he’d be the one stepping forward, the warrior felt uneasy.

“The front line has been stagnant for a long time. Do we really need to push it?” she asked.

“To ensure we create a situation where we can buy enough time if the Demon Army advances,” 

Lin replied without taking his eyes off the map.

Among the reeds, which had grown as tall as the average child, there was no room for carelessness.

“Our enemies are on both internal and external fronts.”

Externally, they faced the Demon Race. 

Internally, their adversaries were the Crown Princess and the Shield Knight. 

Neither side would be an easy match.

“If anything goes wrong, we might have to return to the capital to deal with the internal enemy. If the Demon Army advances during that time, we could be caught in a dire situation.”

“So, it’s really to secure time to face the internal enemy? Even if we retreat a little, the Demon Army’s front line needs to be able to hold.”

“Exactly.”

“I understand, Lin.”

The last leg of their journey to subjugate the Demon King had been hastily pushed forward due to the precarious situation on the front line. 

At that time, Lowellina was surrounded, leaving the city of romance exposed, and the Demon Army was advancing toward the capital. 

Initially, the hero’s party planned to break through Lowellina’s siege and form a new front line far from the capital, pushing their way back. 

However, sensing the crisis, the emperor and the nobles unanimously forced them to enter the Demon Lands directly, urging them to strike at the Demon King instead.

While it was common sense to protect the capital first, the Demon Army, without the Demon King, was simply a collection of individually powerful fighters, lacking the tactical coordination of Aylan and Garin. 

As a result, Garin took on Lowellina’s defense, Aylan saved the capital, and the hero’s party accepted the mission to subdue the Demon King, each waging fierce battles in their respective roles.

There was only one Demon King, but three Demon Warriors emerged after her death. 

The number of strategic moves they could make was fundamentally different.

“Certainly, that Reinhold guy, even if he’s no good at much else, is excellent at defense. Stalling is probably his plan. Going along with Lin’s suggestion might be the right call.”

Lucy, seeing the sense in his words, readily accepted the plan, leaving Lin with a strange feeling. 

The very experience of proposing an idea and seeing it accepted felt new to him. 

Or perhaps even the act of proposing an idea itself was unfamiliar.

“Tigria, could you check from above if the map’s distances match the actual terrain?”

“Got it.”

At Lin’s request, Tigria happily took to the sky. 

Ever since that one big scolding, Lin had been asking for her help without hesitation, big or small. 

Both Tigria and Lucy welcomed this change in Lin with all their hearts.

“I’ll keep an eye out for any demons or monsters on the way.”

“Thanks.”

As Lin expressed his gratitude, Tigria shyly looked away, letting a small, private smile slip. 

Watching her fly off, Lucy turned, trying to latch onto Lin’s arm, but halted just before reaching him, a hint of hesitation in her eyes.

“May I… hold your hand?” she asked cautiously.

“My hand?”

Usually, she would cling to him without a second thought, so Lin was a bit surprised.

“Not my arm?”

“Well… your arm is best, but if an enemy shows up, you’ll need to respond. I thought just holding hands would be good. Is that… okay?”

Lucy looked up at him, hesitantly, unlike the forced cuteness she once displayed for Reinhold. 

Now, even for a small request, her heart raced with nervous tension, and it was endearing enough to make Lin smile involuntarily.

“Sure.”

Despite her initial eagerness, Lucy hesitated, so Lin reached out and took her hand first. 

As their hands clasped, connected by an invisible red string, Lucy felt shy and delighted, even if it was a secret only she knew.

“I liked it most when I was in your arms,” she confessed.

“Really?”

“Yes… because you took such good care of me. Sometimes, I miss it.”

“For me, it was a time when you were hurting and suffering a lot, so I’m relieved things are better now.”

“It wasn’t really painful… not compared to what you’ve been through.”

Her demeanor had shifted noticeably since that day of reprimand. 

Though she still wandered, unsure of how to seek forgiveness, her resolve to live wholeheartedly for Lin had never been stronger.

“Do you want to go back to those days?”

“No.”

Lucy’s answer that followed surprised him.

“I want to go back to when we were on the journey to subdue the Demon King.”

“…Why?”

“Even though everything that happened can’t be changed, I should have been the one to take down the Demon King’s horn.”

Since their hands were clasped, Lin could feel the intense presence of demonic energy radiating from her. 

The Demon King’s demonic aura had already reached up to his wrists.

[The internal corrosion is already complete.]

‘What did you say…?’

[Demonic energy is like mold. Once it shows on the surface, it means the inside has already been entirely corroded. Lin, both your arms have undergone internal corrosion.]

Even the Abyss, usually unfazed, was startled by this unforeseen development.

[When you were in the Holy Kingdom, it wasn’t nearly this severe…]

Unbeknownst to the Abyss, this wasn’t due to a massive change. 

The chains that bound Lin’s emotions had corroded substantially due to Arsil, accelerating the demonic aura’s corrosion.

[If your skin turns completely black, it’ll be really dangerous. It might spread beyond your arms, across your entire body through your shoulders.]

‘What should I do? Hurry, tell me!’

[You must delay it with the holy power of the Saint. When the Saint returns, make sure she inspects your arms first.]

It was too fast.

So fast that even the Abyss was startled. Even the holy power of the second sacred sword, Hononima, struggled to keep it at bay. 

So much so that, for once, the Abyss prioritized Lin’s arms over corrupting Lucy’s mind.

Seeing Lucy’s face darken, Lin decided to lighten the mood by recalling an old promise.


“Lucy, do you remember what I said back in Waltercrua?”

“Of course, Lin. I remember everything you say.”

Lin had no reason to doubt her sincerity.

“Back then, you were having such a hard time being apart from me. So, I promised that if you endured, we’d spend an entire day together, just the two of us, whenever you wanted.”

“Yes! I remember it so well!”

Lucy’s eyes sparkled. 

She’d never forgotten; it was a promise she’d kept close to her heart, though too shy to mention it herself.

“How about a day in Lowellina once the front line is settled?”

“Yes! Absolutely!”

Lin was relieved. 

In the main DLC episode, they had bypassed the Elven Forest, so once the Demon Army’s front was over, their only place to rest was the romantic city of Lowellina. 

After that, they would inevitably move to the final chapter, a long, long final chapter.

In that last respite before the grand finale, Lin would have to take care of the final preparations and check on the party members.

“We haven’t even reached the front yet, but do you have any plans for our time in Lowellina?” Lin asked.

“Oh, yes, plenty! Don’t worry, Lin. I’ll plan everything!”

This was a date—a first date with Lin. 

Her heart raced, her cheeks flushed. 

She wanted to calm this fluttering feeling but also wanted to let it linger. 

Yet, Tigria interrupted Lucy’s romantic thoughts, shattering her anticipation.

“Lin! We’re almost there. It’s just up ahead.”

And without hesitation, Tigria linked arms with Lin.

“Hey, if you do that, won’t it be hard to respond if an enemy shows up?”

“I’m a mage. As long as I can chant, I’m good.”

Annoying.

Though Tigria initially displayed excellent teamwork, lately, her attempts to cozy up to Lin had increased. 

Lucy thought she might need to have a “talk” with Tigria at some point. 

And if talking didn’t work, perhaps fists would.

But as they approached the outpost at the Demon Army’s frontline, Lucy cleared her mind of such thoughts.

Alright, Luciena Estel. 

Don’t do anything foolish like you did in Lowellina. 

If anyone dares to disrespect Lin, you step in. 

Immediately.

Tigria seemed to have a similar mindset, tension evident in her posture.

“Welcome. I’m Lieutenant Jules Kestner of the outpost. I’ve been informed in advance by the Deputy Commander….”

But as soon as they saw the lieutenant, both Lucy and Tigria’s resolve dissipated.

Jules looked gaunt, with dark circles under his eyes and hollow cheeks.

“Lieutenant?! Why have you lost so much weight?” 

Lucy exclaimed in shock.

Jules, once a robust man, now seemed barely able to stand. 

It wasn’t just him—his aides and the soldiers on guard looked similarly emaciated, with sallow complexions.

“Is it because of the Demon Army? Are there signs of an invasion?”

“In a way, yes,” Jules answered Tigria’s urgent question weakly. 

He rubbed his face in exhaustion.

“It’s a problem. There’s a succubus in the Demon Army. It seems like there’s more than one.”

Lucy’s face stiffened.

Succubus.

The first obstacle she and Lin had encountered on their journey, and the very demon that tormented and killed Lin when he was still powerless, was a succubus.

“Every night, they invade the troops’ dreams, draining their energy. Everyone is utterly drained… It’s shameful, truly….”

Both Tigria and Lucy slowly turned to look at Lin.

But Lin merely scratched his cheek nonchalantly. 

Thanks to the goddess’ emotional seal, Lin was immune to mental attacks…

“Ah.”

Or at least, he used to be. 

With many of his emotional chains now undone, that immunity was uncertain. 

Recently, he’d noticed himself getting angry or irritated more frequently, and Lin’s face gradually grew serious.

“Lin, what’s wrong?” 

Lucy asked, concerned.

“You have us with you,” Tigria said, pressing her chest against his arm for emphasis.

Neither woman’s gaze showed the slightest hint of amusement.

“It’s decided. We’ll have to start training Lin to resist succubus influence,” Tigria said.

“Yes, I’m all for it.”

“W-what does that mean…?”

Seeing Lin stammer in discomfort, the warrior and mage exchanged glances, sharing a sly smile.

“You’ll understand tonight.”


Jules, who had approached unnoticed, patted Lin’s shoulder in sympathy.

“We’re not exactly close, but life seems pretty harsh for you,” he said.

As someone who had treated Lin no differently from the other soldiers in Lowellina, Lin didn’t bother responding.

[Oh, yes. This event isn’t so bad!]

Only the pleasure-seeking Abyss was chuckling, delighted with itself.



 
  
    Chapter 106: Special Training for Succubus


The man asked pitifully.

“Wouldn’t it be best to just scout out the succubus forces and wipe them out right now?”

The wizard shook his head firmly.

“We are the only fighting force left at this base. If we leave, it will be completely defenseless. If they lure us out and then attack, this place could fall in an instant.”

The man, deep in thought, spoke again, carefully.

“How about Tigria finds them with her search magic, and then we launch a surprise attack? It would be faster to locate them and could work, don’t you think?”

The warrior dismissed the idea with a wave.

“We don’t know how much resistance we have against the succubus charm. We also have no idea how many there are. If Lin falls for their charm, we could be taken captive in the heart of enemy territory. Besides… in front of Lin, Tigria and I might be humiliated in ways we can’t even imagine. Are you okay with that?”

Hearing those words, the porter felt a deep revulsion and unease.

Lin, not even wanting to imagine such a scenario, made up his mind.

“Fine.”

The resolve in his heart was already solidified.

“If we’re going to do this, let’s do it properly.”

Thus, special training for Lin to prepare against the succubus began, led by Lucy and Tigria.

***

Although they had faced high-ranking demons before, it was easy to forget that even lower-ranking demons were still immensely powerful, much stronger than ordinary soldiers. 

Without strategic deployment from exceptional commanders like Aylan and Garin, a simple frontal attack couldn’t match the demonic army’s strength.

An incident with the Ephalter house had shown that, despite Lin using all his holy water as a shield, he barely managed to kill one succubus. 

As a result, Lin almost lost his life, and if Lucy hadn’t pleaded with the goddess to grant divine power to the porter, Lin wouldn’t have survived.

This incident had forced Lucy to take the training seriously. 

She truly intended to focus. However, she couldn’t help but feel her personal interest growing with each passing moment.

“Since succubi tempt others physically, I’m going to… wash Lin’s body thoroughly.”

“I’m helping, too!” Tigria interjected.

“Kids shouldn’t interfere,” Lucy shot back.

“I’m not a kid.”

“Anyone with a smaller chest than mine is a kid.”

“So that makes the thief and the saint children, too?”

“Yeah, they’re all kids.”

At Lucy’s quick rebuttal, Tigria pouted and muttered under her breath.

“We’re not the kids here; Lucy’s just… mature.”

Smack!

“Did you just hit me?!”

“If you’re ranking by chest size, then clearly, the warrior’s the old lady here!”

“Be quiet! You’re ruining the atmosphere! Or get out!”

“…I’ll keep quiet.”

Lin, thoroughly embarrassed, found himself staring at the tent ceiling.

In truth, Lucy and Tigria were dressed in nothing but their lower undergarments, triggering a forced sense of politeness. 

Tigria began to undress his upper body, and Lucy removed the lower part of his clothing.

Finally, as each article of clothing fell to the floor and only a thin layer of underwear remained, Lucy swallowed hard, her breaths steady but her body warm.

“Wait… if you pull it down like that—!”

Thinking that drawing it out slowly would only be more awkward, Lucy grabbed each side and pulled swiftly.

Thump!

“Ow!”

With the speed of her action, something sprung free, hitting Lucy’s face with unexpected force.

“Lucy, are you okay?!”

No, she was far from okay. 

Stars flashed in her vision.

Raising her head with effort, Lucy saw what had struck her: a thick, serpent-like object.

“…I’m fine. Actually… better than fine….”

Without realizing, her mouth began to open slightly. 

She wanted to taste that piece of meat so tantalizingly in front of her.

‘Could I take it all?’

‘It might be too much.’

But only by taking it in fully would she be able to look up and see Lin’s face.

And if the snake were to release its venom… shouldn’t that be deposited somewhere… lower?

Just thinking about it made her feel faint with pleasure.

“Lucy! Tigria, Lucy’s zoning out! She might have a concussion!”

Upon hearing this, Tigria examined Lin from beside him, carefully assessing his state.

As part of her instinctive programming, Tigria, like all dolls, was designed to study human emotions.

Every emotion but one had been thoroughly researched — love remained unconquered. 

The doll’s database held centuries’ worth of accumulated knowledge, including lust.

Quickly, she reached her conclusion.

“Lin, this isn’t a concussion.”

“Then… what is it?”

“This is…”

The wizard’s scholarly passion ignited.

“She’s smitten.”

At that moment, Lucy, panting heavily, pushed Lin down.

Lin toppled over into Tigria’s place, and Lucy straddled his muscular thigh.

The warrior’s body heat was like molten lava pressing against her thigh.

“Why is she acting like this?! Tigria, help me!”

Tigria stiffened, letting out a soft, involuntary moan.

“Help me!”

But Tigria, trapped under Lucy’s firm grip, found herself unable to move.

Lin’s natural instincts took over, his thumb instinctively tracing over the sensitive spots in Tigria’s grasp.

“The sensation… it’s too intense…!”

While part of her felt this overwhelming physical response was unforgivable, Tigria couldn’t deny that only Lin could bring her this kind of pleasure.

Ironically, as her awareness of Lin’s touch intensified, so did the delight she felt.

“Ah!”


“Stay still, Lin… I’ll make sure you feel good.”

With the sole interference out of the way, Lucy took hold of Lin’s arms and began lowering herself over him.

Her hot breath grazed his ear, causing every hair on his body to stand on end.

Soft, sensual sounds accompanied Lucy’s lips as she tasted him.

Unconsciously, Lin’s hips and thighs began to respond with their own subtle, natural rhythm, betraying his growing desire.

As Lucy’s tongue trailed down the porter’s form, it paused, wrapping around a finger that had turned black as if savoring a sweet candy. 

She gently sucked on the darkened finger, savoring it as if it were the finest treat. 

Despite the faint taste of sweat, Lucy found herself unable to stop.

“Lin… I… I want to ask for your forgiveness…”

“What kind of forgiveness?”

Pinned under the warrior’s strength, the porter had already surrendered, focusing solely on enduring. 

Yes, this was special training to resist a succubus. 

A test to withstand temptation without succumbing.

But, hearing Lucy’s words, Lin couldn’t help but glance her way. 

He quickly looked away after catching a glimpse of her enormous, well-shaped chest, held up perfectly without sagging.

‘Incredible. It’s strange and marvelous that they’re so… firm,’ Lin thought to himself, genuinely impressed.

Lucy leaned in closer. 

“Can’t you… punish me? Like earlier?”

“What? No, absolutely not. What are you saying?”

Lin immediately rejected her request. 

Allowing even the smallest indulgence would make him vulnerable to the succubus’s charm. 

He took a deep breath, trying to maintain his composure, but Lucy’s movements only became more fervent and intense.

“Ah… Mmm…!”

Her finger slipped from her mouth, a thin string of saliva stretching between them. 

Yet, Lucy’s tongue remained extended, reaching out into the air.

“Lin… please… let me go. I can’t… I’m at my limit… just this once, I swear… I’ll listen to everything you say after this. Just… please…”

Despite rejecting her pleas, Lin could see that the warrior was behaving strangely. 

Her legs clenched tighter around him, and her voice grew increasingly desperate.

‘Wait a minute. If the succubus tires out before I do, doesn’t that mean I win?’

Lin clung to this sliver of hope, taking deep breaths to steady himself amid the chaos.

“Alright, fine.”

“What?”

“You can go.”

“Say it… one more time…”

Deliberately, Lin enunciated each word, one syllable at a time.

“Let. It. Go.”

Lucy’s entire body froze for a moment. 

Then, squeezing her thighs even tighter and biting down on her lips, she took a deep breath.

“Nngh… ahhh…!”

Unable to hold back any longer, she let out a high-pitched moan and collapsed forward. 

Instinctively, she found Lin’s neck and pressed her lips against it, drinking him in, leaving a mark as she continued to kiss him.

“Ha… ha… ha…”

Looking at the red mark she’d left, Lucy smiled slyly. 

Another bond had been forged between them, a string of red connecting them. 

It would fade over time, but having carved it into him once, she couldn’t help but feel a desire to make it permanent, to renew it endlessly.

“Did you enjoy that?”

Lucy nodded, still weak from exhaustion. In a teasing tone, Lin whispered,

“Enjoying yourself alone is pretty unfair.”

“…Lin?”

“And, Lucy, I don’t think… your lower half has fully enjoyed itself either.”

“…Oh.”

The blackened hand moving toward her lower half, exuding dark, heavy desire, caught her attention. 

Startled, Lucy bit down on her lip hard, drawing blood, but the pain snapped her back to her senses.

Through her sharpened gaze, she looked again at Lin’s blackened hand. 

Then.

Grab.

“Lucy?!”

Lucy seized Lin’s head with one hand and stood up.

“Lucy, what… Ow!”

“You… damn scoundrel…!”

Even though she had fallen from nobility, Lucy, once a member of high society, spat out a curse. 

This… this wasn’t Lin.

There was no red string connecting her to this darkened hand.

There was no mark on his neck, no trace of her lingering affection on him.

In an instant, Lin had transformed into someone else.

Was she embracing a man other than Lin?

Lucy felt a wave of nausea and fury surge through her.

“Disgusting… disgusting… disgusting…!”

“I’m so sorry!”

“What are you? A succubus?”

“N-No, I’m an incubus! This is a dream, a dream! None of this is actually happ—”

Crunch.

Before the words were even out of his mouth, Lucy crushed the incubus’s head, its skull cracking and oozing as her wrath took over.

In that same instant, Lucy woke in Lin’s arms, her eyes snapping open.

“Lucy! You suddenly went silent, and I got worried.”

Quickly, she sat up, looking him over.

The red string connecting her to Lin was still there.

The trace of her mark on his neck was still there.

And her anger toward the incubus lingered, still fierce and unyielding.

“Why are you suddenly arming yourself?”

“I’m going to kill them. All of them.”

They dare touch me in a dream?

And with someone who wasn’t even Lin?

This is retribution.

Atonement to Lin.

And this retribution will be paid in blood.

Fully armed, Lucy stepped out of the tent and sought out the wizard.

“Tigria!”

“You’re awake.”

For some reason, Tigria also exuded a fierce aura of power.

“Are we wiping them out?”


“Where are those bastards?!”

“Detection complete. They’re that way.”

Without hesitation, the warrior leaped forward, vaulting over the barricade of the forward base and charging ahead with powerful strides.

“Hey, Lucy! Wait for me!”

The enraged wizard and a stunned porter chased after her.
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Tigria, caught off guard by Lin’s sudden, intimate touch, gasped, her breath hitching as a wave of alarm flooded her senses.

The mage, feeling herself teetering on the brink, barely clung to her composure as she fled outside the tent, still dazed from the strange, lingering sensation. 

Hurriedly draping herself in clothing, she noticed the spot where Lin had touched her chest still burned.

“Haah…”

As she adjusted her bra, the fabric brushed against a sensitive spot, and she couldn’t suppress the unexpected shiver. 

Though it was a startling realization about her body’s sensitivity, Tigria felt a strange ache at the bridge of her nose, as if some lingering pain accompanied it. 

Thankfully, there was no blood, but the powerful sensations had left her shaken.

“It’s just because it was Lin,” she murmured, trying to convince herself.

There wasn’t a trace of doubt in that belief. Resolving, she reminded herself to be more cautious. 

After all, even the second Archmage had once conducted foolish experiments on the correlation between lust and love, ultimately meeting a tragic end. 

That foolish woman had forfeited her destined happiness and forever branded herself as a traitor to history.

Though Tigria would never know, the second Archmage, in the aftermath, had wept in agony, unable to escape the pain of a long-overdue punishment. 

Tigria shivered at the thought of repeating that mistake, yet, as she recalled Lin’s touch, her body ignited with a feverish heat once more.

“Hnn… Mmh…”

Inside the tent, a soft moan, unmistakably feminine and alluring, echoed. 

Suddenly, Tigria’s own position—standing outside in the night—seemed pathetically lonely.

‘Maybe I should have waited a bit longer,’ she mused, although deep down, she knew staying any longer would have been unbearable.

“This is so unfair,” she muttered.

If only Lin had followed her outside. 

If he had abandoned Lucy to come to her. 

If he cared about her more than Lucy.

Jealousy was like a swamp, swallowing her whole with no way out, leaving her increasingly entangled in those dark emotions.

A cool night breeze brushed past her, chilling her body and hardening her heart. 

Leaning against a tree, Tigria waited, holding on to the faint hope that Lin might still emerge. 

But the moans from inside continued, and as her exhaustion set in, her eyelids grew heavy.

“Tigria?”

“… Lin?”

Hearing the voice she had longed for, Tigria stood up abruptly. 

Before her stood Lin, shirtless, his well-toned muscles sculpted from labor. 

She couldn’t help but feel a slight blush.

“What about Lucy?”

“She’s completely worn out—couldn’t handle any more.”

“Oh… I see…”

So, he’d attended to Lucy first.

Something inside her felt unsettled.

“Huh?!”

“So, I’m here now.”

“N-no, it’s alright. Besides, we’re outside. Someone could see us…”

“Doesn’t that add to the thrill?”

“Lin?”

“Before anyone notices, I’ll make it quick.”

His words dripped with a confidence that felt foreign to her. 

This wasn’t the Lin she knew.

As a sense of unease crept over her, Tigria instinctively tried to step back, but with the tree at her back, she was left with nowhere to go.

“Nervous?”

“I don’t want to seem like an easy woman… Lin, don’t you know why I’m acting this way?”

It was a lie.

She wished he would take her then and there, to hold her close and whisper sweet words of love. 

Yet, some inexplicable apprehension kept this desire in check.

“Tigria…”

Lin leaned in closer, his face mere inches away, though his scent seemed to elude her in the breeze.

“Sometimes, relationships can start with a primal connection.”

“Really?”

“Yeah…”

Tigria let out a shallow sigh, closing her eyes, fully vulnerable.

Just as he leaned in, ready to claim her lips, she muttered, “You’re definitely not Lin.”

“…?!”

“Bind.”

Magic threads shot from Tigria’s fingertips, snaring the imposter in a vice-like grip. 

He struggled, but the thin yet resilient threads held firm, tightening around him.

“If you were Lin, you wouldn’t have said such things.”

There was no expression on her face, but anger simmered beneath her calm exterior. 

Clenching a ball of magical energy in her hand, she brought it close to the face of the creature masquerading as her beloved.

“You have the audacity to mimic the one person who cherishes me—even with all my flaws?”

Sizzling magic crackled.

“Gahhhh—!”

“You dare try to turn me into a disgrace in front of Lin?”

Unforgivable.

Had she failed to realize the deception, she would have been no different from the second Archmage. 

The mere thought sent a shiver of rage through her. 

Unwavering, Tigria continued to sear the creature’s face with her magical fire.

“Yes, yes! I’ve committed a grave sin, please forgive me…”

“Oh, it’s a grave sin, alright. Now, die.”

“Agghhh!”

With a furious grip, she ignited the creature’s head in flame. 

The incubus slumped forward as its head burned, and, at last, Tigria opened her eyes, finally emerging from her nightmare.

Quickly adjusting her clothes, the mage unleashed a powerful detection spell, her bloodshot eyes sweeping the surroundings as her magic poured forth in torrents of raw energy.

“Found you.”

Not far from here, her senses locked onto the unmistakable presence of demons and monsters.


“You’re awake?”

From inside the tent, the clamor grew louder as a fully-armed Lucy burst out. Instantly, Tigria grasped what had transpired.

Though she didn’t like Lucy, in this moment, they were allies.

“We’re taking them all down, right?”

“Where are those bastards hiding?”

“Detection’s complete—they’re that way.”

Without hesitation, the warrior sprang toward the direction indicated, clearing the barricade of the outpost with ease, her steps pounding relentlessly into the ground as she charged forward.

“Hey, Lucy! Let’s go together!”

Tigria lifted the porter from behind and ascended into the air.

“….”

He buried his face into the back of her head. 

The scent from his hair brought her a sense of security.

“I’m sorry.”

“What? What’s wrong all of a sudden?”

“In my dream… an incubus appeared in the form of Lin….”

“Oh….”

Although it was just a dream, Lin had decided to brace himself for the worst-case scenario in his own way.

***

“I’m sorry, I didn’t know it was Lin and I started talking to him.”

“Huh?”

“I knew it wasn’t him and immediately stopped, but I’m really sorry. I ended up talking to him for more than five sentences.”

“Well, that much is….”

Seeing Lin relieved, Tigria instead felt dizzy.

“Doesn’t that mean you hate me?”

“Hmm? No, no, who would think that because of that….”

“I’m scared that talking to an incubus made Lin dislike me.”

What is this? 

Why does Tigria seem like Lucy? 

Perhaps the wizard was also greatly relying on Lin while she was unaware. 

She recalled too late that the porter was like a newborn who had just learned emotions.

Fortunately, Lin had sufficiently learned through Lucy how to react in situations like this.

“Did you hit my head properly?”

“I burned it so it shrinks.”

“Don’t do that anymore. Got it?”

“Are you… forgiving me?”

“But there won’t be a second time.”

“Yes, I will never do that. Never…!”

But shouldn’t you or Lucy forgive me for something else? 

Now that the atmosphere had relaxed, Lin quickly swallowed the unnecessary words.

Not far away, the demon army camp burning in flames was visible. 

Perhaps because Lucy had already caused chaos, the monsters were all dead without exception, and occasionally some demons were seen.

Especially upon seeing two grotesque male demons with evil-looking creatures erected, Tigria groaned.

“They’re a little smaller than Lin.”

She decided to ignore the previous statement. 

As Tigria descended to the ground with her, Lucy had just made the succubi kneel in a row, draping the abyss over her shoulders like a libertine.

“Are there only two incubuses?”

“Yes! There are two of them. But even before they arrived, they were bleeding from every hole!”

“Who ordered this? Who sent incubuses to me!”

That’s why Lucy got extremely angry. Lin’s head began to ache.

“Lin, for a nightmare to absorb spiritual energy, the time in the dream and reality must pass equally while asleep. From that, it seems Lucy didn’t go all the way.”

“I didn’t do anything!”

Tigria said this deliberately to reassure Lin, but Lucy, who had sharp ears, immediately heard and reacted roughly. 

In a fit of rage, she swung the abyss, and one succubus was hit and killed on the spot.

“Th-th… I fainted while falling on Lin, so my body… was touching… ah… sniff…!”

Confessing something that wasn’t asked, Lucy sobbed. Lin quickly approached and hugged her.

“It’s okay, it’s okay. Let’s not do that again, okay? We have to be careful and careful.”

“….”

But you or Lucy shouldn’t forgive me for something else, right? 

She instinctively swallowed her unnecessary words now that the tension had eased.

The magician continued to interrogate, inserting magic needles into the eyes, lungs, and heart, continuing the questioning methodically.

“Is this all the demon army on the front line?”

“Ah, no. There’s a main base further back, and they have spread out into small organizations like scouting teams.”

“Who is the commander?”

“A, a mounted knight. He suddenly appeared, and even though he’s not the Demon King, due to his magic and strength, he was able to make them surrender and follow him.”

A mounted knight? 

Were there any mounted knights among the demon warriors?

“We are trying to devise a plan to have nightmares absorb our spiritual energy and drain our vitality. Who came up with that strategy? That mounted knight?”

“We, we tried to come up with it ourselves! It was my fault. Please forgive me just once…!”

However, as Tigria clenched her fist, all the demons, except for the succubus being interrogated, curled up like hedgehogs against the magic needles. 

Shaking and trembling, the appearance of explanation was not pleasant.

“Well done, Tigria. Let’s take him away. Extract information and let the soldiers vent their anger on him.”

“Lin, what about me?”

“Lucy did well too.”

“Hehe.”

Among the corpses, Lucy was rejoicing, and Tigria was executing the succubus to confirm if it was dead. 

The succubus screamed in fear.

“Yes? Master! I’ll serve you as my master. I’m really good at this, you know? Whether it’s day or night, please let me save whatever plays you desire! I can do it. I’ll defend against other nightmare women so they can’t do foolish things, I’ll scout if you tell me to, I’ll do anything!”

Lin realized that she was the most influential among them, and perhaps it was her own survival strategy, but the succubus’s plea only embarrassed the hero and the wizard.

“Day or night?”

Lucy emitted a red-gold light,

“Whatever plays you desire?”

Tigria infused more magic into the scroll of knowledge. 

The succubus, trembling, wiped away her tears and snot, and desperately cried out.

“You can’t kill me like this! I know quite a lot. The location of the demon army’s main base, plans for front line expansion, and also……! Huh?”

Bam! From somewhere, the ground shook with the sound of rough hooves. 

Lucy and Tigria immediately went on alert, but because the sound echoed in the quiet night, it was difficult to pinpoint the direction.

“Yikes! They’re coming! What are you doing, you bastards! Protect me, protect me! There’s still a lot of information we haven’t revealed…!”

It was instantaneous.

In the blink of an eye, the succubus’s upper body exploded. 

A pool of blood and severed limbs scattered here and there, and only the lower body remained, proving that the succubus had existed.

The sound of hooves dying down. 

Having entered the burning camp, the hero party could finally see their opponents. 

A black, muscular horse, and similarly dressed in black greaves, holding the reins, was a woman with side tails. 

She was mistaken for a stupid succubus or a knight. 

She was the armored unit seen in the DLC.

The mounted spear-wielding horsewoman had an overwhelming presence.

“…Salomei?”

Salomei muttered with vacant eyes.


“Let’s go together. We need you. Too… too!”

The tension was not a joke. 

Not only Lin, who knew the power of that mounted unit, but Tigria and even Lucy were swallowing their saliva, trying to find a gap.

Mage Salomei. 

The power of the spear-wielding mounted warrior was as strong as Lucy, who had unleashed a full charge of her Hononima.
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Thud-thud-thud-thud-thud-thud-thud-thud~!

Salomei’s black horse dug into the ground and charged forward. 

Its strength was so immense that a single steed caused the ground to tremble. 

From the spear gripped tightly in her right hand, blue mana began to radiate.

“Restrain!”

Tigria cast her spell, but before the net of mana could touch her, Salomei was already closing the distance. 

The black horse, which had been racing toward Lin, abruptly changed direction, darting toward Lucy instead.

“Huh?!”

The thrust was infused with terrifying speed. 

Lucy barely managed to fend off Salomei’s attack with her Abyss. 

But as she deflected it, Salomei’s spear spun around, the opposite end swinging back at her.

“Tch!”

Lucy, who had been preparing a counterattack, quickly abandoned it, bending backward to evade the strike. 

By the time she regained her stance, the black horse had already distanced itself and was turning away.

Thud-thud-thud-thud-thud~!

Another charge began.

“Tigria, set up traps along the path!”

“I’m already on it!”

***

But once again, Salomei’s movements were unpredictable.

“Hiiiiiiiing!”

The black horse vaulted high, evading the orbs of mana. 

The eyes of the entire warrior party naturally followed it upward, but there was nothing in the saddle.

“So simple.”

The lazy taunt came from amidst the mana orbs. 

She had used the horse as bait to draw their attention while Salomei herself snuck through the gaps in the mana field.

Using her spear’s considerable length, she thrust it powerfully from afar, aiming precisely at Tigria. 

Of course, the mage wasn’t foolish; she had layered protective barriers around herself at various distances. 

But the spear pierced through them all without delay.

***

[Advanced Skill: Shield Deflection (Lv.8)]

Seeing the spear speeding toward Tigria, Lin hurled himself in front, activating a defensive skill. 

Though the small shield generated from his cosmos shattered immediately, it was enough to halt the attack.

He successfully blocked it, yet Lin felt no satisfaction. 

The sensation through the shield had told him that Salomei had restrained her power upon seeing him.

“You know, Lin. For me, there’s only Denarua and Adora. With the Demon Lord gone, they’re the only family I have left.”

Salomei was crying. 

Transparent tears streamed down her blue skin, filled with an urgent longing.

“The Demon god won’t even help Adora recover her magic; he’s too busy. No matter how much I beg, he only curses. That’s why I need you, Lin. If you came and encouraged her, even just a word, I believe Adora would truly feel better. I trust that you, Lin, will save us, like you did back then.”

“Don’t be ridiculous! You think I’d help just because one of your demon companions is critically wounded?!”

***

Explosions erupted as the mana orbs collided, but the warrior stubbornly pressed through, shielding herself with her shoulder. 

As stabs came through the smoke of the explosion, Lucy parried them all with her dark sword before swinging back once more.

Ka-ga-ga-kak!

Spear and Abyss clashed, engaging in a fierce battle. 

The situation was reminiscent of their earlier fight in the Holy Kingdom, yet Lucy felt more strained this time. 

She wasn’t weakening; Salomei was getting stronger.

Resentment empowered the spear wielder.

In the end, unable to determine superiority, the two separated once more.

“Salomei! If we continue, it’ll just be a war of attrition. How about we both withdraw?”

“Adora kept looking for a way to heal your arm, Lin. If you were hurting, Denarua wanted a way to ease the pain. Denarua worried about how you felt and, even though I wanted to see you, I kept holding back.”

Salomei continued to speak, stewing in her own grievances.

“When I was young, my family sold me to a traveling circus just to have one less mouth to feed.”

The uncanny spear techniques that allowed her to close in on Tigria’s spells were skills she had learned back then.

“I just wanted to see my mother, but the ringmaster said I wasn’t practicing hard enough, keeping me awake every night and beating me. The thing I loved most was falling asleep in my mother’s arms under the warm sunlight. But they told me she was gone and beat me until I mastered the spear.”

Even as she spoke, the spear wielder clashed fiercely with the warrior. 

She unleashed countless stabs at Lucy, narrowly evading each counterstrike and retaliating with cuts of her own. 

Kicks, punches—she used all manner of unorthodox techniques in their ferocious duel.

The mage and porter could only watch from afar, unable to intervene amidst the chaos, bracing themselves for any emergency.

“When I reached an age where I barely recognized my own body, we arrived in a city where a wealthy man and his people approached.”

Lucy was gasping for breath, but Salomei showed no signs of exhaustion. 

Lin prepared to move while she was momentarily lost in her muttering, yet Salomei’s blue spear aimed squarely at him, silently warning him to stay back.

“They told me to strip, in front of that rich man and his people. They wanted me to perform the spear techniques, naked.”

Suddenly, the spear wielder gripped her weapon, swirling it with such grace and precision that the entire warrior party momentarily held their breath, captivated by the elegance and discipline.

“I begged them to spare me that, but the ringmaster kicked my stomach again and again. I cried from the pain and stripped to perform the spear dance. I did my best, but the rich man said he was bored and tossed something at me.”

It was a device, large and thick, shaped like a man’s.

“He ordered me to put it inside me and perform the spear techniques again. I pleaded. ‘Please, spare me just this once.’

“I tried so hard! I practiced without sleeping! Even when I hated it, I did it! But why are you making me do this? Ringmaster, please, not this time…”

“‘You worthless wench! Do as these fine people say!’

“‘Aagh! Mama—! Mamaaaa!’

At some point, Salomei realized that the kicks raining down on her had stopped. 

When she looked around, she found herself alone, naked, clutching a spear.

She was the only one alive.

Her body was soaked in blood, but something felt wrong. The color was not just red, but a mix of red and blue. She noticed her skin had changed, trembling in fear.

She dropped her spear, sobbing alone, until they appeared.

“Look at this. Another Demon warrior.”

“Hah, just another pitiful soul.”

“Better to have company than to be alone. Three is better than two, and four is better than three.”

A long-haired Demon Lord, a dual-wielding swordsman with dark, wavy hair, and a short-haired illusionist with white hair.


“Nowhere to go, right? Neither do we. Come with us.”

Without hesitation, Salomei took the warm hand extended by the smiling Demon Lord.

And so, the spear wielder of the Demon warriors, Salomei the Sloth, was reborn.

“Neither the ringmaster nor the demon god ever cared about us. Only the Demon Lord, Denarua, and Adora were my true family.”

The dazzling spear performance came to an end.

“And yet, you all killed the Demon Lord! Give me back Lin, whom the Demon Lord entrusted to me!”

***

The sound of the black horse’s hooves came thundering closer. Lin shouted urgently.

“No! Stop her from getting on it!”

Lucy and Tigria opted for their best alternative. 

They unleashed Abyss and spells toward the charging horse, but this was no ordinary steed. 

The black horse dodged the sword, enduring the magic with its body as it carried Salomei closer.

“You think Lin isn’t precious?! You act like that because you don’t understand! Do you even know how fortunate you are to have someone so devoted to you?!”

Salomei, now seated atop the black horse, clenched her spear and screamed. 

Her accusations were so piercing that neither the warrior nor the mage could retort.

“You have no right to keep Lin!!!!”

Darkness gathered on the tip of her blue spear. 

A deep, resentful energy emanated from around Salomei and her horse.

“Give me back Lin!”

***

Think, Lin. 

Staying passive won’t solve anything. 

His temples throbbed from the strain of forcing himself to think. 

Still, a faint idea came to him.

“You want to take me with you?”

The usual heavy backpack was gone, and with the speed of a soaring wind, Lin launched himself toward Salomei.

“Let’s see you try!”

Throwing himself forward without using any skill, Lin’s reckless move caught Salomei off-guard. 

Instinctively, she stretched her arms to catch him.

In that brief moment, Lucy charged.

“Lin belongs to me!!”

Lin soared toward Salomei, while Lucy dashed toward her. 

The moment they would both reach Salomei would almost be simultaneous—or rather, Lucy, as the warrior, was just a bit faster.

Making her decision, Salomei swiftly shifted the spear from her right to her left hand, pointing it at Lin.

Thud.

“Ahh!”

“Lucy!”

Salomei spun her spear once more and hurled it toward the mage, who was attempting to cast an unvoiced spell.

Swooooosh!

It all happened in an instant.

Lucy taking a hit. 

The spear hurtling toward the mage. 

And—

“Uraaaaghhhh!!!!”

Arsil, who rushed in from somewhere, punched the spear’s shaft with her fist.

Then Ravin, emerging from the shadows, grabbed Lin and used a dagger to slash a deep line across Salomei’s chest.

It all happened in a split second.

Though the damage was minimal, Salomei was forced off her horse. 

She managed a quick fall to minimize the impact, but Lin used a binding skill immediately, trapping her in threads of mana.

“Surrender, Salomei.”

“Lin, if you held me in your arms instead, I’d be truly happy.”

“Surrender!”

“I can’t retreat from here!”

Ignoring Lin’s demand, Salomei tore through the mana threads with sheer strength. 

Dark energy, filled with resentment, flowed endlessly from her. 

The spear that had been knocked away turned into black smoke, reappearing in Salomei’s grasp.

“Damn… That’s way too convenient,” Arsil muttered, but nobody responded as a tense silence hung over them.

Who should she take out first?

The healer, the saint?

As Salomei weighed her targets, Denarua’s telepathic voice reached her.

[Salomei! Retreat!]

[Lin is right in front of me. I will not retreat!]

[It’s five against one. Even you are at risk.]

[Even if it’s dangerous, Lin is more important!]

Denarua exploded in frustration.

Salomei quietly lowered her spear.

“I’m going back.”

“You think we’ll let you go? Hah, this time we’ll settle the score!”

“Don’t be mistaken. I’m letting you off.”

As Salomei’s mana turned blue, crimson eyes and sharp, white fangs appeared around the warrior party. 

Nearly a hundred monsters surrounded them.

“Damn it, even though they were hidden by the demon warrior’s mana…!”

While Arsil berated herself for not sensing the creatures earlier, Salomei leisurely mounted her black horse.

The demon warrior and the monsters quickly withdrew. 

As the sound of hooves receded, the warrior party finally relaxed.

“Lin, are you okay?”

“That was… perfect timing, Ravin.”

“Look at all this sweat…”

Though embarrassed to be held in her arms, Lin sincerely expressed his gratitude. 

With a worried look, Ravin pulled out a soft cloth, gently wiping the sweat from his face.

Her cautious, delicate touch paused near his neck.

“…What’s this?”

“Huh? Oh…”


“No, wait, isn’t this…? Isn’t it that?!”

Suddenly, Ravin’s face turned furious.

She wasn’t the only one with chills running down her spine—Lin felt it too.

“A kiss mark, right?!”

Lucy was drenched in a cold sweat.



 
  
    Episode 109: You’re the Only Man in My Life


“Ravin! Ravin!”

Lin chased after Ravin, rushing frantically.

Seeing the hickey, Ravin had stormed off, fanning herself in frustration before ultimately failing to calm down and bolting away. 

Lin, startled, had immediately followed her.

Fortunately, Ravin didn’t seem intent on truly escaping, as she neither used her thief’s knack for hiding her presence nor quickened her pace.

“Ravin!”

“Let go!”

Lin managed to grab her, just barely within reach, but Ravin yanked her arm free roughly. 

While relieved that she’d at least stopped, Lin felt a pang of embarrassment at Ravin’s words that followed.

“You knew I’d been to that Sludgewater Alley with Arsil… and yet… how could you?”

“I’m sorry…”

“No, whether I went to that alley or not doesn’t matter. Seriously… damn it…”

Ravin tried to steady herself with deep breaths, but she simply couldn’t.

Instead, with each passing second, a bitter sadness welled up inside her.

“Do you have any idea how precarious the life of a thief is? And even more so as a woman? It wouldn’t be surprising if something defiled me any day.”

Ravin stopped speaking, her breathing ragged, biting her lip harshly. 

Her gaze was directed elsewhere, while Lin simply stood before her, head bowed.

“But even so, I turned away from every trick and temptation because I wanted to be an honorable woman for you. Every scoundrel who tried to mess with me is either dead or missing something below the wrist. If there’s one thing I haven’t been honest about, it’s that I hid joining the Demon Hunter Corps. For that… I truly have no excuse. I never dreamed that such sacrifices would be required at the temple.”

“But the Demon Hunter Corps… you were tricked by the demons. That wasn’t your fault.”

“Regardless!”

The topic almost derailed. 

The issue with the Demon Hunter Corps was a different matter from the trouble Lin had caused, and a subject they would eventually have to discuss separately.

“In my life, I’ve chosen only you as my man. Even if things don’t work out between us or our love fades, I have no intention of letting any other man into my life!”

Unable to hold back her feelings any longer, Ravin broke into sobs, burying her face in her hands.

Lin froze at the sight of her, utterly struck. 

He’d always thought of her as a carefree, mischievous spirit, and seeing her vulnerable and hurt because of him as a woman left him stunned. 

Though he’d felt their relationship deepening, he had expected their affection to grow naturally, on a foundation of playful banter. 

But now, that illusion was crumbling helplessly.

“Am I so obvious to you? So much so that even when another woman leaves an ugly mark like that on you, you think I won’t react? And in such a visible place, too!”

“No, it’s because of the succubus incident! The entire forward base was in complete exhaustion, so Lucy suggested we go through a response drill…”

“Lucy? Lucy suggested that?!”

Ravin’s sharp, cat-like eyes shot up to glare at him, and Lin gulped, bowing his head once more.

“You’re impossible. How could you even think of associating with the woman who tormented you the most… are you even thinking at all?”

“I’m sorry. Truly, I’m sorry.”

Lin tried to reach out and embrace her, but Ravin twisted her body, pulling away, pushing him back with trembling hands.

“After that alley, I lived solely for the day I’d see you again. And yet, Lin, you came back all broken, having endured endless torment and scorn, and now even your arm is rotting with demonic infection! Want to know the funny part? Despite everything, meeting you again made me so happy, so unbelievably happy.”

Her fist struck his shoulder. 

It didn’t hurt in the slightest.

“I could meet any other man if I wanted! A wealthy man, a handsome man, a strong man—I could go back to Waltercrua right now and choose anyone I wanted!”

Her fists might not have hurt, but her words stung deeply. 

They were words he hadn’t wanted to hear. 

True as they were, he hated them.

“But I don’t want any of that. Because you’d hate it. Because it would be a sin against you. If you hated it, I’d hate myself, too. That’s why I hate you even more now. You know I can’t do anything… that I won’t do anything you dislike and will only look at you. Sometimes I wonder if you’re doing this on purpose, knowing that, and it makes me hate you so much.”

“It’s not like that, Ravin.”

“You have to take responsibility for me. You made it so no one else even enters my thoughts. You have to take responsibility. Since the alleyway, you’ve tamed me, bound me to you. So, you must take responsibility.”

This was the worst. She hadn’t expected her confession to come out so explosively. 

Tears spilling over again, she closed her eyes, crying her heart out.

Lin pulled her into a fierce embrace.

“Let go!”

“No.”

“I said, let go…!”

“I don’t want to. If I do, I feel like you’ll disappear.”

Ravin struggled desperately, but her body refused to respond. 

Was it the tears? 

Or was it the sorrow?

She wanted to be angry, but this embrace that held her so tightly, so relentlessly, was breaking down her walls. 

Just a little more, she wanted to stay angry. 

But the moment she sensed Lin trying to apologize, to make things right, Ravin’s heart began to race despite herself.

“I really hate you.”

“I’m sorry.”

“I really hate you.”

“How can I make it up to you?”

“I don’t know.”

After a moment of silence, Lin asked in a trembling voice,

“… Do you truly hate me?”

Hearing that voice, all of Ravin’s hurt melted away like snow.

“No… I don’t hate you.”

With a gentle gesture, she wrapped her arms around Lin’s back, leaving him relieved.

Their gazes met, and even with tear-streaked cheeks, Ravin’s beauty remained radiant. 

Lost in her eyes, Lin’s face slowly inched closer to hers.

“Oh, where do you think you’re going?”

But Ravin tilted her head, avoiding him.

“Uh… did I misread the moment?”

Wasn’t this the right time for a kiss?

“After shamelessly getting sucked on by Lucy and leaving a hickey… you want to kiss me?”

Ravin narrowed her eyes, glaring intently.

Then, out of nowhere, she bit down on Lin’s neck.

“Urgh?!”

Her fangs sunk into his skin, and Ravin began to suck, not stopping until she had left her mark. 


A slight sting mixed with the delicate sensation of her tongue, vivid and unforgettable.

Just like a vampire, she drew from him repeatedly until, finally, she pulled away.

“Phew!”

A deep red bruise instantly covered Lucy’s former hickey, mercilessly obliterating any trace of it. 

Ravin, looking utterly pleased with herself, stuck out her tongue and slowly licked down Lin’s neck.

She leaned close, whispering softly in his ear, making him shiver.

“Go show them. Show them who you belong to, and what kind of woman you have by your side.”

With unwavering pride, Ravin took Lin’s hand and led him forward. 

She walked like a victorious general returning from battle.

As they returned to the party, filled with anxious warriors who had been fretting over them, Ravin pulled out a soft cloth and wiped Lin’s neck once more for all to see.

“… Did you?”

“Are you insane?”

When Arsil asked, dumbfounded, Ravin gave her a sidelong glare, shaking her head in denial. 

The saint finally sighed in relief, though a faint twinge of envy lingered. 

Lin had always been by her side in their younger days, yet now he stood there, awkward and silent, by Ravin’s side. 

Seeing the once-easygoing porter stand with such hesitation, Arsil sighed, her eyes dampening.

Lucy, too, felt a painful churning in her chest. 

She wanted to protest the fact that her kiss mark had been thoroughly erased by Ravin. 

But as Ravin approached her, fierce and unyielding, the warrior swallowed nervously, feeling a shiver run down her spine.

“Hey.”

“W-what?”

“Brave, aren’t you? Must be because you’re a warrior—so bold and reckless.”

Ravin’s words carried the confidence of a victor. 

She poked Lucy’s shoulder with her finger.

“If you’ve got time to leave marks like that, you’d better start thinking about how to earn Lin’s forgiveness. Got it?”

“Ugh… I’m sorry…”

Forgiveness—Ravin was the only one who seemed free of that word. 

She was also the only one, aside from Lin, who had the right to wield it.

It was unfair.

Only Lin should have had the authority to say it, and it shouldn’t have been used as a weapon. 

She chastised herself for these thoughts, knowing full well that everything was her own fault.

Recalling the events in Lowellina, Lucy berated herself repeatedly, knowing nothing would change by thinking this way. 

Yet, her heart was filled with excuses, refusing to accept the complete defeat she felt in front of Ravin.

However, Ravin’s next words effortlessly shattered any trace of resistance.

“So, you left a hickey, huh?”

“It was… just a precaution drill against succubi…”

“Cut the nonsense, okay? From now on, you’re banned from any physical contact with Lin for a while.”

“…?!”

“What, surprised? You thought you’d get away with that?”

Lucy fell to her knees on the spot.

“Please, just don’t take that away! I’m so sorry. Without Lin’s heartbeat next to me, I can’t sleep, and I just have nightmares!”

“Then you should’ve acted more carefully, shouldn’t you?”

Having thrown away every shred of pride, Lucy begged with all her might, and only then did Ravin allow her to share a room with Lin again—on one condition: Ravin would be there, too.

Throughout the night, Lucy cast desperate glances at Lin, but as a sinner himself, he had nothing to say, remaining silent. 

When Ravin scolded Lucy for even daring to look at him, she had no choice but to apologize again.

“This is unfair…”


And now, someone else realized Ravin had started on a completely different level.

Tigria clenched her teeth, staring at the dark bruise on Lin’s neck.

“If I stormed out in anger… would Lin come after me?”

Hidden in her robe sleeve, the mage’s fists trembled. 

The doll that had harbored love now desired to be loved—a love exclusively for herself, more urgently than anyone.



 
  
    Chapter 110: A rapidly changing situation


Princess Heir, Linachien, found herself plunged into a whirlwind of duties the moment she returned.

She had reclaimed the authority for state affairs that had been temporarily entrusted to Aylan, which meant she had to handle all the affairs herself. 

With the Emperor barely lucid, managing to regain his senses perhaps once a week, all governmental duties fell solely onto her shoulders.

“Your Highness, there’s a dispute between the Valcaron and Draven families over their adjacent territories. The unclear boundary has led to clashes, and if unresolved, it could potentially escalate to a military conflict. We urgently need you to establish a boundary standard.”

Unfortunately, both the Valcaron and Draven families were noble supporters of the Princess.

“Measure the lands of both families and divide them fairly.”

“Excuse me? The Draven family’s territory is significantly smaller. The vague boundary arises because a vital waterway for farming meanders between the lands, which both families’ farmers rely on. You need to inspect this carefully and make a considered decision.”

“Excuse me…? This dispute arose because each side is trying to claim the waterway within their territory….”

Linachien felt an overwhelming urge to smack the advisor, whose eyes widened with every word she spoke. 

She opened her fan with a frustrated sigh.

“Gather the relevant documents for a thorough review. Next!”

The advisor with wide eyes withdrew, and another individual approached, holding a report.

“Your Highness, due to drought conditions, the food shortage in some imperial regions near the Holy Kingdom is worsening. Should we provide food aid from the central government, or should we consider tax relief?”

“Which is better?”

“…Pardon?”

“Enough of this endless ‘yes, Your Highness’! When presenting a report, shouldn’t you bring materials and proposed solutions as well?”

The departments handling these matters should have brought the information to aid her judgment, but Linachien was unaware that this was all a test set by the advisors.

During Aylan’s proxy period, the central advisors and local nobles couldn’t help but admire how decisively and efficiently she handled affairs.

‘Set the boundary along the waterway and place the waterway under imperial management. Collect taxes on water usage based on the level of poverty among the serfs within each family’s territory. Request information from both families and send investigators and overseers from the capital.’

‘What exactly is meant by “some regions near the Holy Kingdom”? Report precise locations. For now, exempt merchants from tolls to encourage trade in the affected regions. Provide tax relief to the local leaders so they can purchase grain equal to the tax amount. Most of the imperial grain is designated for the Demon Front. Direct support is not an option.’

These were conclusions Aylan had already reached. 

However, since Linachien had abruptly revoked her authority, no official seals had been stamped on the documents.

By clearly determining what could and couldn’t be done, and giving reasons for each, those who supported Linachien as the sole heir couldn’t help but feel drawn to Aylan instead. 

They were disappointed that the Princess could barely handle these tasks, which were practically non-issues.

‘If only Morgan were by my side!’

Linachien felt stifled. 

When her shield knight had been with her, the state affairs hadn’t felt so complex or daunting. 

The absence of his support weighed on her, and flames ignited in her eyes.

‘He could be flirting with that island girl for all I know.’

Despite claiming to care for him, Linachien was entangled in doubt and couldn’t fully trust her beloved. 

She was lacking as both a ruler and a lover.

“Your Highness, it is time.”

The attendant came over to whisper in her ear.

“As usual.”

Despite the disheartened response, the Princess dismissed the advisors and rose from her seat.

“It’s time to pay my respects to His Majesty. We’ll continue with the reports afterward.”

As she left with her attendant and ever-present recorder, sighs echoed throughout the conference room from the assembled nobles and advisors.

Walking through the long corridors, Linachien wished fervently that the Emperor would be conscious when she arrived at his chambers.

The once-vibrant and robust Emperor had faded, now a decrepit shell who drooled as he lay half-conscious. 

Sometimes she wished he’d just pass quickly and pass the throne to her.

“Father, it’s me, Linachien. Do you recognize me?”

“…”

Yet, her desperation was in vain. 

The Emperor remained unchanged, his sunken cheeks wet with drool. 

Disgusted, Linachien forced herself to ignore it, pulling out a silk handkerchief to wipe his face.

“Please recover soon, Father. It is my lifelong wish to hear you call my name once more.”

Feigning devotion, she continued her charade, while the scribe beside her recorded every detail meticulously.

“Your Majesty, it appears that there’s an infiltrator within the Hero’s Party. I need access to the royal archives to investigate this individual.”

If she was going to perform, she figured it might as well be dramatic. 

Yet the impatient Princess dived straight into the main topic before laying out her argument.

“…Porter…?”

“…!!”

To her surprise, the Emperor reacted to the word “porter.”

“Yes, that’s correct. The porter from the Hero’s Party. Please, allow me access to the archives…”

“You are unworthy.”

Wide-eyed, Linachien dared to grab the Emperor’s shoulders, shaking him.

“What do you mean by that, Your Majesty…!”

“You are unworthy.”

“Father!”

But the Emperor’s briefly lucid gaze quickly turned foggy again, leaving Linachien with a hollow, bitter laugh.

“Unworthy… me?”

Her face twisted into a menacing scowl as if she could strangle him right then and there. 

But with eyes watching, she could only clutch the Emperor’s blanket as though it were his collar.

“Who else would be qualified if not me? I am Linachien Karlun! Your only heir!”

Linachien wanted nothing more than to snatch the royal seal off this decrepit man’s finger. 

But with the Emperor still alive, there was no way to obtain it.

As the Emperor began drooling once more, Linachien’s shoulders slumped with resignation.

“This damn old fool….”

After tossing aside the handkerchief she’d used to wipe his face, she strode out of the chamber, her steps sharp and deliberate. 

As she passed the chronicler by the door, she gave a curt order.

“That last record? It never happened.”

“Yes, Your Highness.”

Without hesitation, the chronicler ripped out the page, using it to wipe the sweat from his brow. 

Linachien sneered before heading out.

“Hah…”

Taking advantage of her departure, the chronicler discreetly tucked the torn page inside his clothing. 

History, after all, must be recorded as it happened, as it was witnessed.

***

“The Princess is busy with state matters and has refused to grant an audience.”


“Is that so…?”

The archer, Naidrian, looked disheartened, but the attendant didn’t hold back.

“And she also mentioned that the Hero’s Party should return to the front lines immediately, instead of loitering in the capital.”

“I… I understand.”

With that, the attendant left.

Naidrian, who had returned to the capital with the Senate, ignoring Arsil’s suggestion to go back together, now made her way to the teleportation circle. 

Her hopes of receiving recognition for her efforts and achievements were thoroughly shattered by Linachien’s cold rejection. 

Shoulders drooping, she was about to activate the teleportation spell when an unexpected figure appeared.

“Your Grace, the Duke?”

“Naidrian. What’s the archer from the Hero’s Party doing here?”

Aylan raised an eyebrow—a signature look she reserved for nonsense.

“Hurry and return. The Front is in a dire situation.”

“The front?”

“Yes, the front. A message from Viscon indicated that monsters have infiltrated between the vanguard and Lowellina.”

“What?!”

“Fortunately, the Hero’s Party has already cleared out the monsters in the area and stationed themselves at the outpost. So, get going. We’re at the brink; a localized skirmish could break out, or it could escalate into a full-scale war.”

“Are you coming as well, Your Grace?”

“I have preparations to make. You go first.”

Aylan’s tone was firm, reflecting her shift from proxy leader to soldier.

“Go means go!”

“Yes!”

The elf, who had been ready to chatter, bit her tongue at the Duke’s sharp command and stepped into the teleportation circle. 

After she vanished in a flash of light, the teleportation mage hesitantly spoke up.

“Um… I assumed you’d be going as well, so I set the coordinates for Lowellina….”

“She’ll walk the rest of the way. She’s an elf, after all.”

Aylan patted the mage’s shoulder and swiftly moved to leave the palace. 

However, just as she was about to exit the teleportation room, a voice stopped her.

“Oh! Your Grace! It’s been a while!”

“Well, if it isn’t the penny-pinching postman!”

Though she greeted him playfully, Aylan felt irritated by the interruption.

“By any chance, did an elf named Naidrian, the archer from the Hero’s Party, come this way? I heard she was here.”

“She just left for the Demon Front. It’s quite the battleground.”

“Really? That’s unfortunate. I had a letter to deliver to her. I thought I’d take care of two tasks in one go. What a shame.”

Chatting away, the postman from the World Postal Service led Aylan toward his carriage parked outside the palace. 

Not wanting to draw attention, she walked alongside him as they exchanged trivial stories.

Upon reaching his golden carriage, the postman snapped his fingers.

“There we go. Now, no one can overhear us.”

“As always, it’s amazing. Using top-tier skills so effortlessly, even as a mere human.”

“I may be a commoner, but I’m different from the rest.”

With a sly grin, the World Postal Service’s postman gestured grandly.

“Do you have any mail to send today?”

“Yes.”

“Express delivery, right?”

“Naturally.”

“As I thought! You’re always a pleasure to work with.”

Aylan pulled a letter from behind her fan and handed it to him.

“Deliver this to Protect on the island of Zramun.”

“Apologies, Your Grace, but there is no such person as Protect of Zramun.”

Aylan glared, and the postman merely shrugged.

“Duchess Aylan Decarron. For a letter requiring this level of security, you’ll need to provide the exact recipient’s name.”

Grinding her teeth, Aylan scanned her surroundings to make sure no one was watching. 

Then, with lips pressed tightly together, she spoke the true name of the recipient.

“This is for Gendry Karlun of the Zramun Archipelago.”

“Any special message?”


“Whether you like it or not, you must prepare.”

“Quite the chilling message.”

Grinning, the postman took the letter and snapped his fingers once again.

“But it sounds thrilling, so I’ll deliver it immediately!”

As the fierce sandstorm settled, the golden carriage and the postman from the World Postal Service vanished without a trace.



 
  
    Chapter 111: Demon Army’s All-Out War (2)


 After eliminating the succubus and incubus units, it wasn’t long before Naidrian joined the hero’s party with the main force of Viscon.

Although Lin felt the need to talk to the elf, who was treating him coldly for some unknown reason, the urgent situation didn’t allow him any time for that.

“The Crown Princess has returned to the capital, and His Grace, the Duke, will return to Lowellina,” Viscon said.

This statement meant that the main storyline had now fully transitioned to the Demon Army Frontline Arc.

Lin had hoped they could perhaps go to the Elf Forest, but he abandoned that hope completely now.

“Haah, this won’t be easy,” Lin muttered to himself after a long while.

Up to Gillesman, things had been going somewhat smoothly in his plan, but it all fell apart once they entered the Holy Kingdom.

The most pressing issue now was that he hadn’t managed to properly train the hero’s party.

The Holy Kingdom was clearly supposed to be Arsil’s strengthening episode, yet here, not only did Arsil fail to power up, but she hadn’t even awakened her ultimate skill.

Since they didn’t visit the Elf Forest, Naidrian’s level didn’t improve beyond that of the original version.

According to Lucy, the temporary Holy Sword wasn’t fully responsive to its master’s will, meaning they couldn’t be fully prepared.

The only one who had truly grown was Tigria.

Lin’s worries deepened, and his sighs grew heavier.

In the Demon Army Frontline episode, there would be consecutive battles with the Four Heavenly Kings, a common trope in other games as well.

In this world, the position of a demon hero was similar to that of one of the Four Heavenly Kings, so ultimately, it meant a series of three battles against the demon heroes.

Originally, it would have been four, but since Ravin was no longer a demon hero, one battle was skipped.

It was a significant gain in its way, but Lin still had a reason for concern.

The consecutive battles were implemented in the game system only due to its limitations; in reality, the battles were supposed to happen simultaneously on three fronts.

The northern desert region, the central frontline in the reed field, and the southern jungle front were where the demon heroes and the hero’s party had to clash in various combinations.

Lin had a specific reason to head to the northern desert region.

Just before the battle would occur, he had prepared land for the elves.

That place had once been swept by desert sandstorms, but now he wasn’t sure what had become of it.

The seeds sown a year ago should have bloomed into something beautiful by now.

He had no choice but to trust Naidrian for that. 

He needed to see that outcome with his own eyes.

If Lin went north, Lucy would naturally follow him.

Without a porter, the hero would likely run rampant.

Keeping a distance after being scolded by Ravin earlier, Lucy, who was trailing behind, flashed a terrifying smile as she met Lin’s eyes.

As Lin turned his head away, Tigria whispered to him that Lucy’s gaze had turned hollow.

In the end, Lin and Lucy had to go north.

That meant the demon hero appearing there would inevitably be Adora, the illusionist.

She had been set up as Lucy’s rival back in Waltercrua, so it was inevitable.

No matter how manipulated this game was by the Demon God, it was hard to ignore the framework of the main episodes, the only information they had.

“Tigria and Arsil will head to the central frontline.”

On the other hand, Denarua was fixed to appear on the central front.

It made sense practically, too, as the dual swordsman was the most senior demon hero and one of the highest in pure martial power.

Denarua’s position was to lead the demon army from the center.

Given the open-field nature of the battle, they needed strong firepower, so there was no hesitation in sending in Tigria, a magician.

Then there was Denarua’s ultimate skill, Dark Fang Howl.

It created a wide area of effect, buffing himself and debuffing the enemy.

To counter this, Arsil was absolutely necessary.

Not just for the final battle, but this time, Arsil planned to expend a large amount of divine power.

That left the combination of Ravin and Naidrian.

They would face Salomei in the southern jungle forest.

Oddly enough, the match wasn’t entirely unfavorable.

In the densely wooded jungle, Salomei would find it hard to use her spear effectively. 

And with Ravin’s agile movements and Naidrian’s ability to avoid branches and perform arced sniping, there was a fair chance.

Salomei’s skills were by no means trivial, but the jungle preventing her from mounting her horse gave them a significant advantage.

The problem, however, circled back to Lucy and Lin’s combination.

“If Lucy falls under Adora’s illusions, it’ll be a disaster…”

The goodwill score that had been a big concern right after saving the hero was no longer an issue, but her mental resilience had weakened.

Lin now admitted it.

It had become something beyond dependency on him.

It was like a twisted affection, but he didn’t have the time to correct it.

He had briefly considered rethinking the combination, but there were no real alternatives.

He regretted the time wasted worrying unnecessarily.

“Thus, I propose we deploy the hero’s party across the fronts as discussed.”

In an unusual move, Lin took the lead in proposing this strategy during the meeting with Viscon.

Since they had just received reports that the demon army was divided into three, there were no objections.

Viscon was even pleased, especially at the suggestion to deploy the highest firepower, the magician, and the healer, Arsil, in the central front.

So much so that Viscon, who was usually hard on Lin, applauded the decision without any criticism.

With the vice commander’s approval, none of the other generals dared to raise objections.

The team agreed on the deployment, sensing it was the right move.

After a smooth military meeting with no friction, Lin immediately gathered the hero party.

“Everyone already knows, but this operation is crucial. If we make a wrong move, the front lines could collapse entirely.”

In this meeting led by Lin, the porter, who would have imagined he’d ever be at the heart of the party? 

Once the object of scorn and disdain, he now held a position of importance—though it didn’t sit well with Naidrian alone.

“Lin, what if the illusionist doesn’t show up? The spearman said the illusionist was quite unwell.”

“That would be better, actually. If the illusionist does appear, dealing with them will be a nightmare.”

Though her combat ability was the lowest among the demon warriors, the ultimate skill Lin had often used—Spatial Separation—was none other than the illusionist’s exclusive skill. 

In fact, in the past, the illusionist from the Holy Kingdom had once used it to separate him and Lucy.

But Lin had already prepared measures to counter Tigria’s concerns. 

When he explained these precautions, everyone nodded in understanding.

“Make sure everyone gets it, not just me and Lucy. It needs to cover a large area.”

“Understood. I’ll get started right away.”

Lin’s work was complete. 

All that remained now was action.

Just as he was about to dismiss them for individual preparations, Arsil cautiously approached him.

“What is it?”


“…”

The hesitant priestess, after being nudged forward by Ravin, finally blurted out her request, her cheeks flushed with embarrassment.

“Let me see your arms!”

“Oh…”

Lin looked slightly troubled. 

In the recent three rounds against the demonic forces, Arsil had expended enormous holy power. 

He didn’t want her to use limited resources on him unnecessarily.

“Lin, I can sense it with the holy sword’s aura. Both your arms are in a dire state.”

Seeing his reluctance, Lucy spoke up beside him.

“But I don’t feel any pain…”

“The miasma climbing up your arms will soon spread to your entire body. If that happens, you’ll transform into a demon, won’t you?”

Even Ravin chimed in.

“Are you trying to turn me into a widow who’s never even had her first kiss?”

“…”

Faced with that comment, no one dared to argue further. 

Lin reluctantly held out his arms, and Arsil quickly began channeling holy power to assess the state of his arms. 

But soon, realizing the internal corrosion had already spread throughout his arms, Arsil’s tears began to fall as she infused them with holy energy.

“Why are you crying again?”

“…I’m just… sorry.”

Though Lin often said he was sick of apologies, Arsil couldn’t help but express her regret. 

Lin didn’t feel the need to point it out either. 

Since returning with Ravin, Arsil’s demeanor had changed significantly. 

The once-bold priestess had become more subdued, careful with her words and actions. 

When her eyes met Lin’s, she would demurely purse her lips and lower her gaze.

“What exactly are you sorry for?”

Arsil paused, remaining silent for a moment, but continued to channel her holy power into his arms. 

Lin could feel his arms growing lighter than usual.

“For not acknowledging my comrades… and for not treating you as one.”

“And?”

“…For being afraid and giving up, doing nothing alone.”

Approved.

That was enough for him. 

Lin took out a soft cloth and gently wiped away Arsil’s tears. 

He then pulled out a new hairpin he had kept from Cosmos.

“Lin…?”

Confused, Arsil stared at him as Lin carefully placed the pin in her hair.

“I intended to give this to you when we first met.”

Arsil’s shoulders trembled.

“It’s finally time I do.”

Arsil pressed her lips together, struggling to hold back the tears that threatened to overflow. 

She stifled them, but they continued to seep out. 

All the other women, save Naidrian, looked at her with envious eyes but refrained from interrupting Lin.

“Do your best.”

“Yes…”

Arsil wiped her tears herself. 

She knew she couldn’t just cry until she was forgiven; she had to earn that forgiveness through her actions. 

That was her resolve. 

Yet, the warmth of the hairpin nestled in her hair was more comforting than anything else.

“We must make this operation a success.”

“Leave it to me. I’ll definitely hold them back,” Ravin said confidently, clapping her fist into her palm, but Lin shook his head firmly.

“The goal of this operation isn’t defense.”


“Not defense?” 

Lucy looked at him, puzzled.

Without hesitation, Lin revealed his true objective.

“With this battle, we’re taking down the demon warriors.”

Whether they were friendly or hostile towards him, they were demons—Lin’s enemies.
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Southern Front.

Ravin and Naidrian entered the jungle with only a small group of soldiers.

Though it was called a small group, it was filled with supply soldiers carrying relief items and food—essentially acting as porters.

Despite this, there wasn’t a hint of unease in the soldiers’ eyes.

“Ravin, what kind of person is the porter?”

“What, are you interested?”

“I just got curious all of a sudden. Lately, everyone has been relying on the porter, haven’t they?”

Ravin honestly didn’t like Naidrian.

Even though the timid archer didn’t actively participate in the bullying, her looks of disgust or contempt directed at Lin had always been clear. 

Ravin found it frustrating that, after experiencing such a shock in the Sacred Nation and reflecting deeply in the old alleys of the Sludgewater, this elf still acted haughty despite having accepted Arsil.

“He’s been a dependable guy since childhood.”

But now, with a major battle ahead, it wasn’t the time to cause conflicts.

Especially not when they would be facing the enemy sorcerer.

If the two of them ended up in a standoff, even the soldiers following them would become anxious.

“He was kind but strict when it mattered—especially about manners. He used to scold me and Arsil, saying that seeing the world with such a twisted view would only lead to mistakes when dealing with people who mattered.”

“Hmm. Is that so.”

Despite suppressing her dislike and answering sincerely, the reaction she received was tepid.

Ravin thought, ‘As expected,’ and tried to brush it off.

Or at least, she tried to.

“Did all three of you grow up in the slums? Then you and the porter probably don’t think much of theft or embezzlement, right?”

“…What are you trying to say?”

Sensing an edge in Naidrian’s words, Ravin stopped walking and growled at her.

Naidrian, filled with her own frustration and irritation, leaned closer to her.

“Who knows?”

“Are you suggesting that I or Lin are hiding something…?”

However, Ravin couldn’t finish her sentence.

The jungle, bright as midday just a moment ago, suddenly turned pitch-dark, engulfing them in an instant.

The soldiers murmured in fear.

Ravin shouted to them.

“Stick together! Focus only on defense. We’ll handle the attack!”

Ravin drew her dagger, while Naidrian pulled back her bowstring and surveyed the surroundings.

Then, a voice, now so familiar it was almost comforting, called out to them.

“Lin’s not here? Well, that’s disappointing.”

Salomei appeared, accompanied by a blue aura.

Though she wasn’t mounted on anything, her overwhelming presence was undeniable.

“Good. I hope Adora meets Lin.”

“Hey, it’s too dark. Can you light it up?”

When Ravin protested, Salomei grinned, gripping her spear.

“Why should I? I can see just fine in the dark.”

“Oh, really?”

“…?!”

A whisper brushed past the spear-wielder’s ear.

She hadn’t sensed anything.

She narrowly avoided the dagger swinging at her.

“I only mentioned it because I thought it might inconvenience you. Guess it doesn’t matter, then.”

A thief’s domain is in the darkness.

And Ravin was at the pinnacle of that domain.

Her presence vanished as if it had never been there.

Just as he tensed, a sharp slicing sound rang out.

Salomei managed to locate its direction and spun her spear like a windmill, deflecting the arrow that clashed against her spear shaft.

Naidrian spoke coldly to the spear-wielder, who staggered back even from just an arrow.

“This is what it means to shoot blindfolded, right?”

“Hah… amusing.”

Blue flames flared in the spear-wielder’s eyes.

Meanwhile, Tigria and Arsil were moving ahead, faster than even the main forces at the central front.

To avoid detection, Tigria was flying low, just above the ground, with Arsil running alongside her.

“Hey.”

After hesitating for a while, Arsil finally gathered the courage to speak to the wizard.

Tigria, glancing sideways, prompted Arsil to lower her gaze slightly.

“Is there anything I did that upset you or was wrong?”

“No.”

Wait… 

Wasn’t her tone less stiff than usual just now?

As Arsil tilted her head in confusion, Tigria turned the question around.

“Did you apologize to Lucyena?”

“Ah… no.”

Embarrassingly, she had forgotten.

Arsil felt a wave of self-loathing.

How could she forget something like that?

The matter with Lucyena was similar to what had happened with the porter.

Arsil had become a betrayer, backstabbing her comrade, simply because she’d been swayed by the schemes of the Shield Warrior and the Crown Princess.

“Did you?”

“Yes, but Lucyena said she couldn’t forgive me.”

“She said as long as it wasn’t Lin, she didn’t care about the rest.”

“What… what is that supposed to mean…”

It seemed like overcoming one mountain only led to another.

If only she could go back in time, Arsil would have beaten her past self black and blue.

Ah, but considering it would be her against herself, maybe she’d end up getting beaten instead.

With the boost to her eyesight from Arsil’s magic, the wizard spotted a dark crimson mass at the edge of her vision.


“They’ve appeared.”

Both the wizard and the saint stopped simultaneously.

Tigria fired a magic flare into the sky.

With a sharp sound, it shot upward and burst in the air, signaling the main force to pick up speed.

“It’s time to get to work.”

As Arsil rummaged through her inventory, what she finally pulled out was a hairpin. 

She carefully fixed it onto her hair, then murmured as she pulled out a dragon-scale glove.

“With this, I’ll be with Lin.”

The murmuring of the Saintess was extremely bothersome, but Tigria forced himself to ignore it and looked ahead. 

Amidst the horde of monsters numbering in the hundreds, he could see demons, and at their forefront stood a dual-wielding swordsman.

With arms crossed, her hands rested on the hilts of her swords, her posture a clear invitation to attack at any time.

“Tigria, how many do we have in our main force?”

“Two thousand.”

In terms of numbers, they seemed superior, but the demons themselves were an asymmetrical threat. 

Tigria and Arsil would have to reduce their numbers as much as possible first.

“Do you think the two of us can take on the dual swordsman?”

“Impossible. We need to stick to our original plan, stalling for as long as we can.”

Observing the murmuring hero party, Denarua frowned.

“Standing before the enemy, yet you waste time with unnecessary chatter. You pathetic little gnats.”

“Oh, is that so? You see, gnats like us fight with cunning.”

Lightning crackled as Arsil answered back leisurely, her divine power sparking.

Cunning, Arsil? You?

Tigria’s eyes widened, but without showing it, he took to the sky.

“Looks like Lin isn’t here. Since there’s no reason to hold back, you all need to die right here.”

“That’s our line.”

A myriad of magical circles formed around the mage as he unfurled a scroll of knowledge.

“You’d better be prepared! Here, you’ll pay for the sin of tormenting Lin!”

Finally, Denarua unsheathed her twin swords and charged forward. 

Behind her, demons and monsters charged together.

“Hah! If I defeat you here, maybe Lin will forgive me!”

With defiant fervor, the Saintess shouted as she surged with divine power.

In the end, they were passing through.

Lin was swept up in nostalgia, momentarily forgetting the march as he looked around in awe. 

Not only Lin but also Lucy and the soldiers trailing behind him gazed around in surprise.

“This is impossible. Last year, this was the same desert.”

Lush greenery stretched expansively, tall enough to reach their waists.

To think it grew this much in just one year. 

Even Lin couldn’t believe it. 

Naidrian truly was an exceptional botanist.

Unlike the jungle of the southern regions, filled with the demonic aura, these trees were even capable of purifying the surroundings. 

Whether Naidrian intended this or not, Lin snapped off a branch and stored it in his inventory, just in case it might aid his arm or enhance his healing power.

“This is unsettling. This wasn’t here before. Was there some kind of disaster?”

As Lucy clung to his arm and whispered, Lin smiled and patted her reassuringly.

“With life growing, it’s no disaster. It’s actually a good omen.”

Despite his words, Lucy couldn’t shake her unease.

This was the first large-scale battle she’d face with Lin.

During the Demon King subjugation, she had despised him for staying in the rear, but now she wished he would stay behind. 

She’d rather die herself than see him get hurt.

Lucy couldn’t erase the haunting image of Lin, injured and dead, from her memory of the Ephalter cave.

Even the soldiers found comfort in seeing the young forest. 

The sight of life newly blossoming in a place as barren as a battlefield offered them solace.

But the peace did not last.

As they exited the forest, a fierce sandstorm whipped up. 

Everyone shielded their eyes with their arms and endured the stinging winds for a few moments. 

When the storm finally calmed, they slowly looked up one by one.

“She’s here.”

There was a pang of regret. 

He had genuinely wished she wouldn’t come.

Her entire body was wrapped in bandages, only a tuft of white hair poking out from under the wrappings, the sole hint identifying her as the illusionist Adora.

“This must be my third invitation.”

Her chest and shoulders heaved as though even breathing was a struggle.

“Lin, won’t you just quietly come with us?”

But Lin shook his head resolutely.

Adora bit her lip.

“Adora.”

Why?

Lin couldn’t stop himself from asking the illusionist.

“Are you… alright?”

“I’m fine,” she replied with a pained smile, trying to appear nonchalant.

But Lin asked again, his voice genuinely angry.

“Adora, are you really alright?”

It was… concern. 

Genuine concern, something she had never received from anyone other than the Demon King or the Demon Warrior.

“No… it hurts too much.”

She almost burst into tears. 

As a Demon Warrior, she didn’t want to show weakness, but with Lin in front of her, she couldn’t help wanting to cling to him. 

Just to hear him say not to hurt.

“This… this is why I can’t give you up.”

With a swift movement, two fans unfolded.

“I want all of your concern, all of your affection.”

In her eyes, there was more than just moisture; a glint of madness also shimmered.


“How dare you, you walking corpse.”

Lucy lifted her blade with resolve.

“You’ll die here.”

“Don’t underestimate me! I, too, am part of the Demon Warrior’s order!”

With her fans tracing the arc of the hero’s unyielding sword, Adora began a graceful, deadly dance.
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The strike from Lucy’s sword sliced through Adora.

“Chit.”

Realizing she hadn’t felt the satisfaction of a clean hit, Lucy clicked her tongue.

Once again, it was nothing but an illusion.

As the mirage collapsed, Adora appeared in mid-air, pressing down on Lucy’s sword with one fan and attacking with the other.

The warrior nullified the assault by striking the fan away with her gauntlet.

Clang!

Though she aimed to shatter it, the fan was surprisingly sturdy.

Lucy’s gaze remained fixed on the illusionist.

She knew that if she let her guard down for even a moment, another trick might slip through.

Seeing Adora covered in bandages from head to toe, Lucy surmised that if she kept up close-quarters combat, it would make it difficult for Adora to use her illusions.

Amidst her storm of attacks, Adora’s fan suddenly grew to human height.

As her vision became obscured, Lucy slashed quickly, but her rushed attack lacked depth, causing her sword to bounce back.

Seizing the opening, Adora’s thrust came piercing through the large fan.

It was an attack based on acupuncture techniques, aiming at vital points or disrupting the flow of magical energy.

“Got you!”

In an instant, Lucy countered, grabbing Adora’s arm and driving the hilt of her sword down.

This time, she felt the satisfying impact of her strike.

Crack!

“Argh!”

She prepared to strike again, but the fan opened, flinging concealed weapons toward her.

Dodging them and resetting her stance, she found the distance between herself and the illusionist had already widened.

“I’ll join you!”

“No!”

As Lin attempted to activate Cosmos, Lucy stopped him.

“She might have already set up another illusion. Lin, stay back and guard the soldiers.”

Since Lucy was already overpowering Adora, Lin conceded without protest.

Agreeing with Lucy, Lin used his top-tier skills in sensing presences and insight to monitor for any variables the illusionist might introduce.

Their task was to capture the dark sorceress.

There was no reason to hold back on skill levels.

Clang!

Adora’s attacks came one after another.

But they were nothing more than desperate attempts to restrain her opponent.

As Lucy parried and dodged with ease, a relaxed expression started to appear on her face.

So, the injury from the goddess wasn’t trivial after all.

“When compared to the fight at Waltercrua, this is way too easy. Have you become some honest little shepherd girl?”

Adora gritted her teeth at Lucy’s taunt.

The mocker and the one forced to swallow the mockery.

The tables had completely turned since the days of Waltercrua.

“It’s not as if… I was good at lying from the start.”

It was true.

She had never been talented at lying.

She had simply been forced into it.

Adora had once been an innocent girl, a dancer from an artist’s village.

One day, she had witnessed the esteemed village chief sneaking around with another man’s wife.

Adora had been practicing her fan dance quietly when they had slipped into a hidden corner, lost in their acts.

“Have you seen the chief?”

When the chief’s wife came searching, Adora had shaken her head, not wanting to disturb the village’s peace.

“No, I haven’t.”

Only then did the chief, noticing his wife’s approach, hastily flee with his lover.

As he ran, he had given Adora a subtle nod.

That had been her first lie.

“Tsk!”

“Damn it, she’s surprisingly tough!”

As Adora’s stamina ran low and her attacks waned, Lucy’s flurry of strikes resumed.

Adora, with an almost inhuman focus, managed to dodge each attack narrowly.

Just one hit.

One direct hit, and she could capture her.

But Adora slipped away every time, keeping Lucy on edge.

Suddenly, Lucy realized she had been falling into the rhythm of Adora’s illusions, moving to the tempo as if performing a choreographed action scene.

She found herself wanting to swing her sword to match Adora’s subtle guidance.

Seeing Lucy’s predicament, Adora’s smirk appeared from beneath her bandages.

“Shall we keep dancing like this?”

Since the village chief’s affair, Adora had periodically seen an old man sneaking food from the village’s grain warehouse every night.

He was a pitiable man, left to raise his grandchild alone after his son and daughter-in-law had passed.

When the villagers began to suspect him, Adora had defended him.

The dancer who twirled every night in the open space before the warehouse claimed she had never seen anyone stealing.

And the villagers believed her.

That was her second lie.

“Don’t mess with me!”

With determination, Lucy broke free from the illusion’s rhythm.

Instead of feeling compelled to swing her sword, she stowed it away entirely, escaping Adora’s control.

Momentarily stunned, the illusionist opened her fan, attempting to cast another spell, but Lucy was quicker.

As Adora twisted her body to avoid it, Lucy’s fist landed squarely on her chest.

“Ugh!”

The illusionist tumbled backward, landing with difficulty as she struggled to rise again.

Unable to even wipe away the blood at her lips, she had to strategize her next move against Lucy.

But soon, she doubled over, coughing up more blood.

“Adora, thank you… back then.”


The dancer had wanted to stop lying.

But the villagers’ wrongdoings only multiplied, becoming more twisted.

The chief continued his affair.

His wife and the lover’s husband grew more resentful, festering in suspicion.

The old man continued to steal food.

And the villagers grew distrustful of one another.

In one family, a child displayed an astonishing talent for playing musical instruments, but that skill came from constant abuse.

The latest newlyweds in the village? 

The marriage had been hastily arranged after the man assaulted the woman, and both families had covered it up.

Adora had been there, knowing the truth of each incident.

“Please, stop doing this…”

She had no desire to keep lying.

“You only need to turn a blind eye, Adora.”

But the villagers had forced her to lie.

Her lies piled up, and ironically, the more they did, the more the villagers began to fear her.

“Adora is a witch! She dances night and day, cursing our village!”

Led by the chief, who now trembled in terror, they had captured the powerless dancer and tied her to a tree.

Adora begged for her life, claiming she was innocent, but there were more people eager to bury the truth than listen.

As bloodshot eyes emerged from the cracks in the dancer’s wounded head, the village chief hastily lit a fire at the base of the tree to silence her screams.

“Aaaaaaaah!!!”

Engulfed in the agony of her burning body, Adora finally succumbed to a tide of resentment. 

The ropes binding her snapped, and freed from her bonds, she began to reveal the truth—not lies.

“You’re all guilty!”

She then showed them visions of the lies they craved.

The village chief, delighted, shouted as he saw an illusion of his innocence. 

But when his wife saw an illusion of his infidelity, she stabbed him in a fit of rage.

An old man insisted he wasn’t a thief, but suspicions spread, and the villagers beat him to death in their frenzy. 

His young grandchild soon lay beside him.

Everyone denied their own flaws while condemning others, unleashing violence upon each other.

When the flames that clung to Adora’s body finally died down, she was the only one left alive.

Unwillingly transformed into a liar, Adora sat there, dazed.

In the end, the villagers believed only what they wished to be true, leading to their own destruction.

“Look, there’s one who received no reward for her good intentions.”

“Hmph, there’s nothing but complacency in lies—what kindness is there to speak of?”

The Demon King and the Twin Blades approached her.

Before Adora could frown at the Twin Blades’ scorn, the Demon King extended a hand.

“Betrayed, left alone, unredeemed—that’s who we demons are.”

Compelled, Adora took his hand, and thus became the illusionist of the Demon King’s army.

“Adora! Surrender, now!” Lin shouted at her fallen form.

But the illusionist rejected the call to surrender.

“I still despise humanity, and I crave affection.”

Raising her fan, she pointed at the warrior and screamed, convulsing.

“We are the betrayed, the abandoned, the unredeemed. Lin, you are no different from us! They don’t cherish you!”

“That’s not true. Lin is the most precious to me!”

“Don’t make excuses! You only think that because he’s useful to you! If Lin had become a demon, you wouldn’t have hesitated to cut him down! Lin was destined to be our comrade—all because of your scorn and torment, his fall was inevitable!”

“Stop lying!”

[It’s not a lie. If the goddess hadn’t sealed Lin’s emotions, he would have become a top-tier demon, and you would have died from the betrayal of your Shield Knight.]

“W-What…?”

Lucy’s legs buckled as the Abyss suddenly joined in, acknowledging the truth.

The illusionist didn’t miss the opportunity.

Thud!

“Ugh?!”

Her strike was aimed at Lucy’s shoulder, but the impact wasn’t strong enough, though it was enough to force Lucy back several steps.

“I will neither surrender nor die here.”

“Hmph, if you can’t even perform illusions properly, don’t bluff!”

“Illusions?”

Adora’s sinister smile spread between the bandages.

“Who said I couldn’t?”

She opened her fan.

Lucy resumed her fighting stance, but the fan dissolved into black smoke, dispersing into the air.

“Ultimate Skill.”

[Lies: The Truth You Refused to See]

As the sun set and even the twilight was swallowed by darkness, countless monstrous eyes emerged from the gloom. 

They stretched on and on, from the north, cutting through the center, reaching the southern front.

It was a massive, monstrous front line, revealing itself from concealment.

“This is the best I can do.”

A giant, unique mutant creature picked up the illusionist and threw her onto its back.

At the same time, every monster started charging toward the central front.

“No!”

Lin, horrified, fought beside Lucy, cutting down as many monsters as they could, but the sheer number overwhelmed them.

It had been a trap from the start.

While succubi and incubi squadrons lured away Lowellina’s troops by clearing a handful of monsters, the Demon King’s forces had managed to gather their entire army.

They’d been utterly outmaneuvered.

The Demon King was supposedly the only capable leader among them?

Quite the opposite.

The Demon King’s tactician had been even more skilled.

They had taken a devastating blow.


However, Lin had prepared for this very moment.

“Lucy! Use the teleport scroll!”

It was the very item he had requested from Tigria during their strategy meeting—a mass teleportation scroll configured to Tigria’s location.

Lucy activated the scroll without hesitation.

A massive ring of light enveloped them, and in an instant, the warrior party and the soldiers disappeared from sight.
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The fight in the jungle was definitely unfavorable for Salomei.

Even when she tried to use the reach of her long spear, the trees and bushes obstructed her path whenever she thrust it forward.

Moreover, her opponents were a rogue specialized in backsteps and an archer adept at sniping.

And to make things worse, they were top-notch in skill.

They completely concealed their presence, only revealing a murderous intent at the moment of attack.

And with arrows flying from unpredictable directions, Salomei found himself in a difficult position.

“Haah… damn it…”

But that didn’t mean the spear-wielder was an easy target.

Ravin took a blow to her shoulder from the spear’s shaft, and Naidrian almost had her forehead pierced when Salomei charged at her.

Unable to even rub her throbbing shoulder, Ravin glared at Salomei, her guard up high.

“We need to settle this. Naidrian, buy me some time.”

“Leave it to me.”

Earlier, Naidrian had been grating on her nerves, but now, her confident answer made her seem dependable.

Should she use the elixir? 

She only had one left.

Ravin decided to hold off.

For now, it was still a two-on-one deadlock.

However, when Naidrian reached for her quiver, a sense of dread washed over her.

A low, ominous growl reverberated—

From the shadows, pairs of monstrous eyes began to emerge one by one.

The creatures filling the jungle were releasing their camouflage.

“Adora…?”

Salomei froze, fully aware of what their exposed position meant.

The breaking of the illusion meant Adora was pushed to her limit and could no longer maintain it.

“Adora!”

“Where are you going!”

This wasn’t a tactical retreat.

Salomei was leading the monsters out of the jungle, intending to escape.

Instead of pursuing, Ravin and Naidrian focused on protecting the soldiers in the rear from the approaching monsters.

In a flash, the enemies vanished, leaving only the Southern Front party behind.

“This is exactly the situation Lin anticipated.”

“I’ll use the teleport scroll right away! Get ready, everyone. It’s an all-out battle from now!”

There was no time to waste.

With that announcement, Ravin activated the scroll.

A burst of light bright enough to illuminate the entire area scattered around them, and when it dissipated, Ravin found herself facing an overwhelming number of monsters and, standing at the forefront, the Demon party.

Adora, wrapped in bandages, lay weakly in the arms of the twin swordsman.

Salomei and Denarua looked on at her with concern.

A dull ache faded from Ravin’s shoulder as she turned her head to see the whole party of warriors gathered, all watching ahead intently.

“Are you alright, Ravin?”

“Thanks, Arsil.”

Though there wasn’t a single scratch on her, the saintess looked exhausted.

The mage floated above, casting multiple magic circles to intimidate the enemies.

Lucy held a powerful spell at the ready, while Lin’s cosmos shimmered on both arms.

And then there was their own party.

Finally, the central front saw a standoff between the elite forces of the Demon Army and the Empire.

“You idiot, I told you not to push yourself.”

“It was within my calculations….”

“Always with the lies.”

Denarua growled, but Adora smiled faintly.

Seeing this, Denarua once again realized how much the relationship among the Demon Warriors had changed since the beginning.

‘A twin swordsman, right? I look forward to working with you.’

Adora had greeted her warmly on their first meeting.

To this, Denarua had responded coldly.

‘I hate lies.’

‘…That’s unfortunate.’

From then on, the two hardly spoke.

‘What are you doing?’

‘I have to practice spear techniques… or I’ll get in trouble.’

‘You smell like sweat. If you don’t want to train until you drop, go over there and take a break.’

There was friction with the spear-wielder, too.

‘Lying must be convenient, huh?’

‘Do you really think so?’

There was no smooth relationship between the spear-wielder and the illusionist, either.

Looking back, it was obvious that the three of them, each deeply scarred, were incapable of proper communication.

Moreover, Denarua had developed a habit of skipping multiple steps in conversation, which led to misunderstandings with other Demon Warriors.

When she told the illusionist she hated lies, she actually meant she could be honest with her.

When she told the spear-wielder to go lie down, she was trying to say she didn’t need to practice something she hated as if she were being chased.

‘Stop messing around!’

‘I was sleeping, though?’

‘Could you please stop messing around?’

Unable to clear the misunderstandings, their mutual resentment only grew until they argued whenever they met.

At times, they would even draw weapons, causing the Demon King himself considerable headaches later on.

Whether fortunately or unfortunately, these conflicts were resolved only after the Demon King’s demise, when they, drained of all malice, were finally freed from the infinite cycle imposed by the goddess.

As they moved together, grudgingly engaging in conversation, they would eventually shout at each other, demanding explanations for past actions, only to be shocked as the hidden meanings unfolded.

Days passed, with flushed faces and awkwardly averted gazes, and the Demon Warriors ultimately accepted that they were all broken and fallen souls.

With the Demon King gone, who had always understood their sorrows, this realization was an inevitable outcome.

Now, they felt tenderness for one another.

Pity for themselves, and pity for each other.

Even so, all they could do was lick each other’s wounds.


Yet,

Perhaps Lin could be the one to save them?

“I can still fight.”

“With that body, how?”


Adora clutched the twin swordsman’s shoulder tightly.

“I can fight, Denarua.”

But Denarua would not allow it.

“I’m worried.”

“That’s unlike you.”



 
  
    Chapter 115: Demon Army’s All-Out War (6)


Denarua, who soared into the air, prepared to charge straight at Lucy. 

Twin swords gleamed, revealing themselves, but Denarua had to deflect a sudden arrow.

Clang!

“I’m not letting you go that easily!”

“…Hmm.”

Landing before even getting close to Lucy, Denarua immediately targeted the archer. 

Knowing the presence of a sniper could create unforeseen complications, she decided to eliminate her swiftly.

“You’re going for the archer right away? Simpler than I thought.”

“…?!”

But Ravin, who had blended into the darkness, appeared right behind the dual swordsman.

“Bye-bye~.”

“You…!”

The thief vanished again without a trace, leaving the dual swordsman gritting her teeth. 

Just then, more arrows from Naidrian flew toward her.

Each arrow, imbued with magic, sliced through the air with enough force that even the sound of their flight conveyed their power.

“Here I am~.”

“Annoying pests!”

Whenever she dodged or deflected an arrow, the thief would reappear, striking swiftly before disappearing again. 

Trying to locate the thief’s presence only led to sniper attacks, and focusing on the sniper led to another surprise from the thief. 

Their teamwork, refined only briefly on the southern jungle front, was surprisingly effective.

Whenever she got close to Naidrian, Ravin would attack again, and the sniper would widen the distance between them.

“Damn it!”

Frustrated, Denarua dashed toward Lucy again, only to be blocked by Arsil and Lin.

“We’re not letting you pass so easily!”

“That’s my line!”

Unfortunately, Arsil’s movement had slowed due to a holy buff skill affecting a wide area. 

Easily evading the saintess’s kick, Denarua slashed horizontally across her exposed abdomen.

“Argh…!”

“Arsil!”

[Advanced Skill: Swift Movement (Lv.8)]

[Ultimate Skill: Brilliant Strike (Lv.Max)]

Although Arsil fell, they couldn’t afford to stop. 

Lin alternated between using buff and attack skills, firmly grounding himself as he threw a powerful punch. 

However, even with his speed increased dramatically, he couldn’t match Denarua, who was already boosted by her ultimate skill.

The dual swordsman quickly sheathed her weapon, grabbed Lin’s arm, spun him around, and slammed him back-first into the ground.

“You’re too much! You know I can’t hurt you, and yet you’re doing this?”

“We’re enemies, Denarua!”

“It doesn’t have to be that way if you’d just make the right choice.”

Although Denarua wanted to appeal further, she had to withdraw due to another arrow. Meanwhile, Arsil rose again, healing her abdominal wound with her holy power.

‘Damn it.’

The hero party’s strategy was obvious: Lucy, the hero, would gather mana into the temporary holy sword for a powerful strike, while the other party members would buy time until then. 

However, actually reaching Lucy remained impossible.

‘Despite some friction among them, they’re quite in sync.’

If she kept her distance, Naidrian’s arrows would fly at her. 

If she left an opening, Ravin would close in. 

If she advanced, the saintess offered meaningless resistance, while Lin threw himself as a shield, knowing she wouldn’t attack him with full intent.

With time dragging on like this, Lucy’s mana continued to concentrate into the abyss.

If left unchecked, the hero’s party would have the upper hand with Lucy’s single, decisive blow.

Denarua considered calling for Salomei.

No. 

There’s no need for that at all.

“Hmph.”

Watching the dual swordsman smile leisurely, Lin sensed something was amiss.

“You think I’d let you win so easily?”

The dual swordsman raised her sword, pointing it straight at Lucy. 

Seeing Denarua standing calmly, Arsil frowned.

“What is he doing all of a sudden…?”

However, the saintess couldn’t finish her sentence.

Though she had been standing at a distance, the dual swordsman was suddenly right in front of her, slashing her sword toward her.

“Huh…?”

By the time she realized it, her body had already been cut diagonally, a deep wound marking her form. 

Losing strength, the saintess fell backward, and Denarua pierced her abdomen with her other sword.

“Aaaaargh!!!”

He had forgotten.

“Arsil!”

Ravin, in a panic, revealed herself and clashed with Denarua, but even the thief’s attempts at guerilla tactics failed as she was seized by the throat and slammed into the ground.

Crunch!

“Ugh…! Agh…!”

Sharp stones pierced into Ravin’s back, leaving her writhing in agony, unable to focus. 

Denarua kicked the curled-up Ravin, sending her flying. 

She rolled several times before coughing up blood and fainting.

“This can’t be happening!”

Though they had been in sync, Naidrian gasped as she saw Ravin easily subdued. 

Swiftly, she knocked three arrows, aiming directly at the dark swordsman.

“You’re not the only one with ranged attacks, elf.”

The twin swordsman’s slash swept through the archer’s body, leaving a trail of destruction.

“Heuk….”

Naidrien, whose abdomen was deeply slashed by the sharp attack, couldn’t even let out a proper scream. 

Instead, she gasped, swallowing her breath as she collapsed.

In an instant, the Hero Party, including the healer and saintess, fell one by one, rendered unable to continue fighting.

Arsil desperately tried to heal the wound with divine power, but Denarua twisted the sword still embedded in the saintess’s abdomen ever so slowly.

“Aaaaargh!”


“Quite a long life you have.”

It was an intentional cruelty, meant to prolong the pain and prevent healing.

“Overwhelming power. No tricks can work in the face of this.”

The Hero Party, who thought they had gained the upper hand through teamwork, crumbled helplessly in the face of Denarua’s sheer strength.

However, except for Lucy, there was still one final line of defense remaining.

“So, you mean overwhelming power, huh?”

That power… I felt it keenly just now.

Even if I have to use up every resource, I must stop Denarua.

Now is the time to use that skill I had been saving as a substitute for Reinhold, just in case.

“Ultimate skill…”

“You’re too slow.”

Before Cosmos could even activate, Denarua was already in position, ready to bring down the hilt of her sword on the back of Lin’s neck.

The Darkfang Sanctuary, which affected movement and attack speed, was something Lin couldn’t keep up with… at least, that was the case until now.

The skill Lin was about to use was intended to heal Lucy’s limbs within the Ephalter family. 

It was a skill he’d been saving, one that no one else had seen, and one he could only use once.

Kwaaaaaaang!

A burst of energy exploded from Lin’s body.

Denarua, who had aimed for the back of Lin’s neck to knock him out, was startled and quickly retreated to put distance between them.

“Too slow.”

“What?!”

Before the twin swordsman could even properly brace herself, Lin was already closing the distance, launching a fierce kick. 

Though she barely managed to block it, Denarua found herself overwhelmed by the relentless speed of Lin, the item master.

[Bio Force: Full Body Release]

This skill allowed the user to utilize 100% of their physical strength and then enhanced it even further, providing the strongest personal buff. 

While it sounded impressive, it was essentially his final, desperate struggle.

But this desperate struggle defied all logic and expectations.

[Advanced: Conceal Presence (Lv.Max)]

Lin’s fist, which had been flying toward Denarua, suddenly vanished.

As Denarua scanned the surroundings in confusion, Lin, crouched low beneath her, sprung up like a coiled spring and unleashed an uppercut.

[Advanced: Dazzling Strike (Lv.Max)]

“Kuh…!”

The punch barely grazed her chin, yet she could feel the numbing pain.

The power of the item master was on full display.

Most people would time their powerful skills carefully, considering their reserves of mana, divine power, and qi. 

However, an item master like Lin, with enough items, could continuously stack and unleash skills.

Even in a fully unleashed state, Lin continued to relentlessly pour on enhancements and attack skills without holding back.

A fist flew toward her.

Denarua tried to deflect it by grabbing his wrist, but the attack was too fast. 

She barely managed to evade one by shifting its direction slightly.

She leaned forward, drooling, unable to hold back.

‘If I’m careless, I’m done for!’

There was no time.

She could sense divine power being channeled from behind, indicating that the saintess had begun healing herself.

Lin’s attacks grew fiercer and faster. 

Before any more impossible speed could be added to his strikes, Denarua knew she had to subdue him.

But how could she catch up with Lin, who was growing faster than her, despite using the Darkfang Sanctuary?

The answer was simple.

“Tch!”

Ultimately, Denarua began her counterattack as well.

As she unleashed an unrelenting assault with her twin swords, Lin shifted his focus to defense and evasion.

A thrust.

Lin anticipated her movements, evading the slash by lowering his waist. 

Denarua twisted her sword, redirecting her attack toward Lin’s face.

With a grim resolve, Lin raised his arm to take the blow, but it was a feint.

Smack!

“Ugh?!”

Taking advantage of the distraction from her feigned attack, Denarua kicked Lin’s ankle, throwing him off balance. 

In a flash, she clung to Lin’s back, wrapping her legs around his waist and squeezing her arms around his neck, pressing down on his carotid artery.

“Lin!”

“Kuh… that… magic… recharge!”

They had to make this plan work, no matter what.

Without a chance to react to the soft sensation of Denarua’s chest against his back, Lin blacked out from the chokehold.

“…I did it.”

Denarua took deep, heavy breaths, realizing with irony that Lin had been her true adversary. 

Though she had managed to subdue him without inflicting serious injuries, Denarua had expended too much stamina in the process.

With trembling legs, she gritted her teeth and charged towards Lucy…

Kwaaaaaaaaa—!

“Are you ready to face this?”

It was too late.

In the split second that Denarua hesitated, Lucy had completed her full charge.

The temporary holy sword, forged with a fierce red-gold aura, exuded a terrifying energy.

“For daring to lay hands on my Lin, I’ll make you pay with your life.”

With a hollow laugh of despair, Denarua lifted Lin and hurled him toward Arsil.

“Come on.”

Denarua gestured tauntingly, beckoning with a flick of her fingers.

Could she withstand this?

No, she had to.

The twin swordsman assumed a defensive stance.

“Estel Style Secret Technique.”

And, of course, the hero answered the provocation.

The hero’s arms, brimming with strength, seemed ready to burst.


To think that she had dared to touch Lin and choke him—unforgivable.

“Cleave and Slash!”

A massive strike flew toward the twin swordsman.

“I am the strongest of the Demon Warriors, the Twin Swordsman Denarua!”

With a defiant shout, Denarua braced herself to meet the oncoming strike head-on.



 
  
    Chapter 116: The End of the Demon Army’s All-Out War


She couldn’t even scream.

In the early stages of the endless recursion, Denarau had laughed at the demons, mocking them for being weak and foolish as they dragged the fight until the hero party unleashed such a powerful attack. 

But now, even she found herself the pitiable one.

She hadn’t let her guard down. 

Under normal circumstances, or if it were the usual hero party, things wouldn’t have turned out this way. 

The only difference was whether Lin participated in the battle. 

If these fools had listened to Lin earlier, their journey might have been much smoother.

“O…!”

But now, all she could manage was to barely block the insane, crimson golden slash. 

Grinding her teeth so hard her molars threatened to crack, she felt herself being pushed back bit by bit.

“Uuuuuugh!”

Taking a step back, she tried to brace herself with her legs and waist, but it was only a matter of time. 

Her wrist snapped backward, the slash breaking through her defense.

“Ot…!”

Kwaaaaaaah!

In the end, Lucy’s strike swallowed Denarau whole. 

The overwhelming power severed even the hero’s screams at their final breath.

“Haa… haa… haa….”

It was a strike fueled by every ounce of strength she could muster. 

Not only did it finish off Denarau, but the prolonged slash also incinerated the gathered horde of monsters.

Seeing the attack succeed, Lucy knelt on the abyss, her hands trembling and sweat soaking her underwear.

“Lin….”

Despite everything, Lucy stood up again and approached the porter. 

Even though he had fainted, his chest was still rising and falling, indicating she was safe. 

It was fortunate that Denarau had tried to avoid hurting Lin at all costs.

“Ar….”

Lucy paused as Arsil struggled. 

The saint, who had barely healed herself, was now sweating profusely as she healed Ravin. 

For some reason, the healing was slower than usual.

“Hurry!”

“I’m using as much divine power as I can, but it’s not easy! The dual swords’ ultimate skill is making recovery too slow!”

As Lucy became irritated from waiting and nagged, Arsil calmly responded, uncharacteristic of her usual self. 

However, both the hero and the saint’s faces hardened shortly after.

The dual swords’ ultimate skill hadn’t been deactivated yet?

“No way…!”

As the hero frantically scanned their surroundings, a small beast darted in from behind. 

Before she could react, a black fox bit Lucy’s neck hard.

“Kuh! You…!”

“It’s not over until it’s truly over, hero,” the fox said, shifting into a human form. 

Denarau, now in a disheveled state, sucked Lucy’s blood and magic through her bitten neck.

“Let go! Let me go!”

She struggled desperately to tear the vampire away, but instead, the long fangs dug deeper, tearing her neck apart. 

Like a lion or tiger hunting a herbivore, Denarau dragged Lucy back, biting her as she tried to pull away.

The blood-sucked Lucy struggled briefly before collapsing, but the dual swordsman had already recovered some strength and wounds.

“This is absurd. The hero’s magic is most similar to ours.”

She even tasted good. Feeling disgusted by this fact alone, Denarau raised her sword, aiming it at Arsil. 

Despite what happened to Lucy, the saint continued to heal without stopping. 

Gazing at Lin lying quietly, Denarau smiled calmly.

“It’s time to kill all of you and take Lin away.”

“Our team?”

But Arsil lifted her middle finger toward the dual swordsman.

“Our team is not all down yet!”

At that moment, a voice echoed from behind Lucy. “Ultimate skill.”

“What?!”

It was a familiar voice—the hateful voice she could never forget. 

Yet, she had forgotten she was present during the battle. 

She had been so focused on fending off the hero party and Lucy’s powerful strike that she had completely forgotten about her existence.

Before confronting Denarau, Lin had issued a secret command. 

He raised her index finger. Set the bait. Pointed at Lucy. 

The bait was the hero. 

He lifted two fingers. 

The second force after the hero was the real deal. 

Then she clenched her fist. 

She would end everything with this.

“Magic: Celestial Transformation!”

Countless magic circles sprang up in the sky like fireworks, multiplying exponentially to form a single band that could be called a galaxy. 

Tigria snapped her fingers while holding the scroll of knowledge, and all sorts of spells shot toward the monsters. 

Thunderous roars followed one after another as the monsters advancing from the rear towards 

Lowellina’s main forces were swept away in an instant.

Leading the standoff was Viscon, and as the monsters erupted before them, Lowellina’s main forces cheered.

“I thought we could just leave them alone!”

Denarau immediately drew her sword and leapt into action. 

Or rather, she had acted. 

Until her suddenly outstretched hand grabbed her ankle, she hadn’t reacted.

“Lin?!”

“I thought we could just leave them alone?”

Suddenly regaining his senses, Lin blocked her path. 

‘This just wastes more time!’

The longer Denarau hesitated, the more monsters and lower demons burst forth. 


Moreover, even Adora waiting in the rear was now in danger. 

But because the effect of his full-body power release hadn’t ended, Denarau couldn’t act despite knowing the enemy’s intentions.

At that moment, something distinctly different from magic shook the very ground.

Buuuuuuuuum!

A blue spear-wielder clad in black armor charged forward riding a massive dark horse. 

Tigria recognized this and launched countless spells, but the dark horse deftly changed direction, evading them all.

“Yaaaaaah!!!”

As the spear-wielder grabbed the reins, the dark horse roared loudly, stamping the ground and taking to the sky. 

But it wasn’t just the spear-wielder who took flight.

“Estelvigi: Sky Slam!”

Despite having her blood drained, Lucy surged upward, collapsing her staggering body to completely cut off the dark horse from the front. 

The spear-wielder, who had leaped off the splitting dark horse with a monstrous roar, aimed her spear directly at Tigria.

[Ultimate Skill]

“Throwing Spear: Dart the End!”

Though her stance was imperfect, the spear imbued with blue magic she had gathered since the charge pierced through the layers of defensive spells.

Move. 

You have to move. 

You need to dodge.

However, with so many spells being cast, moving her body by her own power was difficult. 

She twisted her body barely, managing to tear through the defensive magic as the thrown spear flew past her right shoulder.

“Ahhh!”

The mage plummeted lifelessly to the ground.

The hero’s party and the main force, led by Lowellina, fell into despair upon witnessing the scene.

“Unbelievable…”

Even Lin’s voice trembled.

The plan had been flawless.

Lucy was meant to divert attention, making Denarua focus solely on her, effectively erasing Tigria’s presence. 

Then, at the right moment, she’d unleash her ultimate skill, destroying everything.

Everything went as planned.

The enemy acted exactly as expected.

But before overwhelming power, it was all in vain.

They managed to reduce the monsters by more than half, but the main targets remained unscathed.

In contrast, every member of the hero’s party was in critical condition.

Arsil managed to barely stabilize Ravin and Naidrian.

Salomei, spinning her spear idly, sneered as she slowly approached.

Denarua also wiped the blood off her sword, then turned to the hero’s party and declared,

“Checkmate.”

Neither Lin, Lucy, Tigria, nor anyone else could refute that arrogant declaration.

But Lin took his stance.

“The result isn’t decided until the very end.”

At those words, Lucy also raised her blade, standing by Lin’s side.

“Regardless of what others may say, I’m going all the way.”

Ravin appeared to Lin’s right, one hand fiddling with a potion hidden in his coat.

“Let’s see this to the end, alright?”

Naidrian aimed his arrow, and Arsil rushed over, healing Tigria’s arm as she ran.

“Salomei.”

“I know. We’ll capture Lin alive.”

“You handle Lin. I’ll quickly take care of the others and join you.”

“A tough mission, huh~?”

Everyone prepared for the second round.

Hearts pounded, and their eyes burned with intensity, searching for any opening in their opponents.

Just as the air grew heavy with the tension of an imminent clash,

“Listen. To the words of me, Aylan Dekarlun.”

A deep voice resonated across the entire battlefield.

“We are weak.”

For those who had faced the demon army, it was a speech they’d never forget.

“But there are precious ones we must protect.”

Faces brightened among the soldiers of Viscon and Lowellina’s main force.

“That’s why we gather here, standing on this battlefield, to protect.”

The Demon Warriors looked uneasy, unable to determine the direction from which the voice echoed.

“Yet, the enemies are stronger than us.”

This was Aylan Dekarlun’s skill in action.

“Do not fear. Have you not raised me high, precisely for times like these?”

This skill, though merely spreading her voice across the battlefield, had one crucial effect:

“When it is time to protect, when it is time to fight, I shall become your sacrifice to realize your desires!”

It raised the morale of the soldiers.

“I shall stand at the forefront to shield you, and I shall slay our foes from the front! Yes! It is I! I, Aylan De—”

“—karlun!”

The ground trembled.

But the cheers of Lowellina’s main force alone were not enough to shake the earth.

Something else was rumbling across the land.

Thud-thud-thud-thud-thud!

Compared to Salomei’s black steed, they were nowhere near as imposing, but that was only because her horse was exceptional.

Behind the horde of monsters, thousands of cavalry appeared.

And at their forefront, clad in white armor, rode Duke Aylan Dekarlun.

No, she led them from the very front.

The cavalry had charged without halting even once.

“We must retreat, Denarua! Adora is right there!”

“This… damn it!!!”

Salomei, horrified, and Denarua, hastily sheathing her sword.

Thud-thud-thud-thud-thud!

The charge continued without stopping.

Aylan, leading the terrifyingly fast-paced cavalry.

“Behold! The duty of nobility!!!”

The hooves of her white steed trampled down the monsters.

With that gruesome, chilling sound, both the hero’s party and Lowellina’s main force charged toward the enemy lines.

They clashed, slashed, pierced, and shot down their enemies.

Even when injured, they felt no pain.

Even Lin continued fighting, shouting his battle cries.

Only after the last monster fell did the cavalry finally halt.

Regrettably, the Demon Warriors escaped the battlefield shortly after Aylan’s surprise attack on their rear.

Lin collapsed to the ground, exhausted.

The soldiers, having witnessed the desperate efforts of a mere porter, patted him on the shoulder one by one as they passed.

“Indeed, the Duke’s judgment was correct. I was mistaken.”

Even Viscon, as he passed, placed his hand on Lin’s shoulder before disappearing, leaving Aylan standing before him.

“I offer my gratitude.”

Aylan bowed to Lin.

“Your efforts saved us.”

“It wasn’t just me. I didn’t do anything that remarkable.”

“True enough.”


Aylan offered him an apologetic smile.

“But until this very moment, you’re the only one who hasn’t received proper gratitude.”

Overcome by an indescribable emotion, Lin turned his gaze to the distance.

The night was ending, and dawn was breaking.





 
  
    Chapter 117: The Shield Knight Moves


Linachien visited the emperor’s bedroom again today, as she always did.

Her once flawless, jade-like face was now shadowed with dark circles from the endless pestering of the court officials.

Due to the stress, her hair had become slightly brittle and thinner.

Rumor had it that her irritability was so intense that even her maids and the officials weren’t spared from her outbursts—a rumor that had spread throughout the capital.

As a result, the opposition faction, the Aylan faction, had grown stronger, unified against her.

It was evident that Reinhold and Mashin’s judgment to strip her of administrative duties to contain Aylan had been correct, but it also showed their failure in choosing the right people.

“You are unqualified.”

And today, the emperor spat out the same phrase the moment Linachien began speaking about her plans.

“Aaaargh!”

Linachien, who had held back as long as she could, finally snapped, kicking the emperor’s bed without a hint of restraint.

The attendants and scribes, shocked but unwilling to draw attention, quickly hid from the crown princess’s line of sight.

“You old fool! What do you mean, unqualified? You were the one who appointed me as crown princess with your own hands!”

Linachien had recently received a letter through the World Post Department, a letter from Naidrian, accusing Lin, the porter, of embezzlement.

The accusation was grave: that he was disposing of the hero party’s spoils of war to amass personal wealth.

The hero party had fought countless battles so far.

The spoils alone could easily exceed the annual budget of a small city.

The moment she read the letter, Linachien had ordered a discreet investigation into the porter’s misconduct.

And almost laughably quickly, her informants gathered evidence that Lin had indeed been trading monster parts and other loot here and there.

It had all gone so smoothly that even Linachien wondered if it was a trap.

She had even sent a letter to Reinhold in high spirits, but an unexpected obstacle had emerged.

The emperor, who could pass away any day now.

“All I’m asking is to let me into the royal archive just once!”

Through her eyes bulged in anger, shouting at the top of her lungs, the emperor only drooled, murmuring his usual response.

Should she just strangle him to death right here?

The thought was tempting.

The emperor, once the ruler of the land, was now nothing more than a withered tree.

Even Linachien, who had never wielded a sword properly, felt that her own two hands could overpower this shriveled old man if she pressed her hands around his wrinkled neck or pushed a pillow down on his face.

The crown princess, who had even raised her hand, clenched her fist and stopped herself.

‘The cleanup would be troublesome.’

That was the simple reason.

The two hidden servants and scribes would be a hassle to deal with.

Both were nobles and served the royal family, so any suspicion would not be trivial.

Moreover, Reinhold had warned her strictly to consult him before taking any actions.

‘While you might ignore the hero party and other nobles, Aylan Dekarlun has public support and even commands his own private army. Do not underestimate him.’

Linachien had retorted, asking if Aylan would truly abandon the demon front and withdraw her troops, but Reinhold had firmly insisted that a cornered rat could attack at any moment.

Since then, the shield knight had sent her multiple letters, all warning her not to act rashly.

Linachien found this hurtful.

She was already suspicious that he was flirting and laughing with that woman in the Zramun Archipelago, yet all he sent were warnings to restrain herself over things she hadn’t even done.

Suddenly, a pang of loneliness struck her.

Loneliness transported her back to her childhood.

Back then, whenever others expressed dissatisfaction with her, Lin would settle things on his own.

When she vented her anger, Lin would always approach and try to soothe her.

Even when things didn’t go well, Lin would stay by her side without complaint.

Most importantly, Lin never looked away from her.

Until the day she had cast him aside, that is.

But now, what did she have?

Even when Reinhold acted competently, he subtly imposed his ideals on her.

If she refused, he’d act as though he tried to hide it, but his sarcasm would become sharply pointed.

Mocking her lack of education, he’d stop just before crossing the line, then soften his tone to console her like a child.

‘It’s nothing special once you understand it. People who act smug over knowing such things are really just foolish and mean.’

For some reason, today felt different.

Why did memories of the past keep flooding her mind?

Perhaps she was simply exhausted.

It wasn’t just today.

Whenever her body felt worn out, whenever her heart ached, she recalled those genuine words of comfort.

Those words that everything would be okay.

That she could do it.

These days, thoughts of him, who was likely farming or doing hard labor somewhere, often resurfaced.

‘Should I summon him and actually use him as a servant?’

And, considering he was a man, perhaps having him close would give Reinhold a sense of alarm.

Thinking it wasn’t a completely unreasonable plan, Linachien finally managed to suppress her anger.

“I shall return tomorrow, Your Majesty. Please, I implore you, let’s have a proper conversation by then.”

Leaving the insolent remark, the crown princess exited the chamber.

She wished this corridor were a bit longer.

Should she skip the administrative office and sneak out instead?

Truly, she had many thoughts today.

“Your Highness! The Valkaron and Drevan families are clashing over water routes with military force. Today, you must make a decision!”

“Your Highness! Despite the upcoming harvest season, it’s yet another famine year. You must urgently address the food crisis. The elderly and children, even able-bodied men, are starving to death!”

The moment she sat down in her seat at the administrative office, words poured down on Linachien.

She felt suffocated.

Since her return to the capital, there hadn’t been a single issue she resolved with her own hands.

Since the day she returned, all matters had been delayed and delayed, with new issues piling up in the meantime.

“Your Highness.”

“Your Highness!”

“Just, just!”

Finally, Linachien exploded.

Banging her hand on the desk, she shouted at the officials before her.

“What exactly can you do on your own?!”

However, her words were a question and doubt that the officials wanted to direct at her.


“……”

Breathing heavily, Linachien realized that the atmosphere had become eerily quiet.

Everyone was staring at her with stiff expressions.

Even the nobles who supported her, the loyalists to the crown princess, looked at her with concern.

“Ah… I was just….”

“Your Highness! Good news!”

Just as she attempted to salvage the situation with a gulp and a faint smile, the door to the office opened, and a herald clad in armor entered.

“What is it?”

The Crown Princess, thinking it was a good opportunity to change the atmosphere, quickly asked the messenger. But the answer was not one to be welcomed.

“Two days ago, the warrior party and the Lowellina army, led by Duke Aylan, achieved a great victory on the Demon Army front! The monsters and demon soldiers were annihilated, and only the demon warriors barely managed to retreat!”

“Is that… true?”

As she barely managed to suppress her trembling body to ask again, cheers erupted from the pro-Duke faction.

“All of this is thanks to His Majesty the Emperor’s grace!”

“Long live His Majesty the Emperor!”

“Long live!”

As the cheers reached even the Emperor, everyone chanted, “Long live!”

Rinashien also mouthed “Long live His Majesty the Emperor,” but her beautiful face was contorted with rage.

[The Demon Army lost.]

The Demon God spoke lightly, as if it were a trivial matter, even though his army had been defeated.

‘Isn’t this dangerous?’

[Not at all. Rather, it perfectly ripened the demon warriors. Think of it as a seasoning.]

‘Ripened?’

When the shield knight asked in disbelief, the Demon God grinned.

[It’s finally completed! Your exclusive item!]

‘Is that true?’

[Yes. Now you just need to absorb the demon warriors’ power and corrupt the porter to absorb them.]

After absorbing some of the porter’s strength, who had turned into a demon, there would be no more business with the shield knight.

Instead, he would take control of the knight’s body, lure the weakened Lin, and make her his own. 

And then, the power that Reinhold had painstakingly gathered would be passed on to her intact.

It was a perfect plan.

The shield knight, unaware of the Demon God’s intentions, was simply pleased with the completion of his exclusive item.

‘Can I try it out right away?’

[Of course! Hold on…]

“What are you doing here?”

A high, slender voice interrupted them.

The intruder was none other than Gyana.

“I’m a little disappointed that you entered without knocking, Lady Gyana.”

“This is my room. How is it that you, my benefactor, are in a lady’s room without permission?”

Even in this surprising moment, she handled it gracefully without losing her dignity.

A smile appeared unconsciously.

Reinhold felt as if a long-cherished dream had finally come true.

“My lady.”

“If you could leave my room now…”

“No, Your Highness.”

“…!”

Finally, Gyana noticed the letter in Reinhold’s hand.

It was the very letter the world’s postal department had delivered to her in a golden carriage — the letter revealing the secret of her birth, which Reinhold had stolen and read.

“Do you know how joyful this is?”

To clear out a woman whose only charm was her face.

To replace her with a woman more noble and ideal.

“I’ve come to the conclusion that the current Crown Princess is unfit to rule this empire properly.”

This was utter certainty.

“In this darkness of despair, I saw hope in you.”

As Reinhold held out the letter, Gyana snatched it away hastily.

“Gyana Karlun, the last illegitimate child of His Majesty the Emperor. Come with me to the capital. The Empire must prosper under the rule of its true master, you.”

“I have no interest in the throne. Besides, I have someone I love. I will not take a single step outside these islands of Zramun.”

“Your Highness.”

As he rose, Gyana had to look up at him naturally.

The oppressive force from his large frame and muscles was overwhelming.

“No one can live as they wish. If there’s an obstacle, you must overcome it, and if there’s an interference, you must remove it.”

[Summon exclusive item.]

“What is that sound?”

“Nothing to worry about. It’s just the voice of my supporter.”

The Demon God openly revealed his voice as she granted Reinhold his exclusive item.

The demonic energy that gathered around the shield knight formed into a large kite shield.

[This is your exclusive item, ‘Chaos.’]

“This power…! Truly magnificent!”

Grasp it, and you will be connected to my power, immune to the interference of the goddess. 

With it, you, a human, will wield the power of the demons.

Seeing the shield, which glowed a sinister dark red, Gyana instinctively sensed that Reinhold had abandoned his humanity.

“Someone, help…!”

“Gyana!”

“Gendry!”

At his fiancée’s urgent call, Gendry, who had been on standby, rushed in.

However, Reinhold didn’t bother hiding his exclusive item.

“You’re… no human!”

“I am human.”

Reinhold firmly denied.

“I merely borrowed power to endure the great duty of a guardian.”

“All monsters say that. You demon!”

Thwack!

That was Gendry’s final word.

Reinhold swung his shield indifferently, crushing Gendry’s head.

“Aaaahhhhhh!!!!! Gendry!!!!!”

“Your Highness, whether you wish it or not, you must prepare for the fate that approaches.”


The dark red demonic energy from the shield knight spread throughout the entire Zramun Archipelago.

It didn’t take long for the energy to conquer the archipelago.

“You will be my consort and atone for the sins of Karlun with an era of peace and prosperity.”

Thus, every living being, except for Gyana Karlun, the Emperor’s last illegitimate child, perished at Reinhold’s shield, and their life force was absorbed.

The Protect family, once famed as the shield of the world for producing two heroes and a pope, along with the Zramun Archipelago, was utterly destroyed that day, sinking into the sea by the shield knight’s hand.



 
  
    Chapter 118: Lin and Their Misunderstanding (1)


After the victory on the Demon Army’s frontlines, the hero party set out for Lowellina alongside the advance troops.

However, Naidrian, under the flimsy excuse of observing the local flora, chose to remain behind with Aylan as part of the rear guard.

“Commander, I have something to report.”

Although she had sent a letter to the imperial palace, Naidrian, being stationed on the frontlines, couldn’t be sure if it had reached its destination.

To ensure her knowledge of the Porter’s embezzlement reached someone reliable, she decided to inform Aylan directly.

“The hero party has already departed, hasn’t it, Naidrian?”

“This is a matter I wish to discuss solely with you, Commander.”

“…Very well, speak.”

Aylan, who was tirelessly managing post-battle cleanups and maintaining vigilance against potential threats, looked visibly fatigued.

Although she suspected this might just be another complaint or unnecessary chatter, Aylan still maintained a listening attitude.

“In truth…”

Taking a deep breath, Naidrian began explaining the Porter’s embezzlement.

She detailed how the Porter had been hoarding the hero party’s spoils during their journey and recently, evidence surfaced at the Holy Kingdom that he had disposed of them as he pleased.

When the archer finished speaking, Aylan’s expression hardened menacingly.

“Does anyone else know about this?”

“N-No.”

Instinctively, Naidrian lied.

Though she felt overwhelmed by Aylan’s presence, it wasn’t entirely untrue since there was no guarantee the imperial palace had received her letter.

“Naidrian.”

“Yes?”

“Do you truly believe the Porter committed embezzlement?”

“What?”

Aylan’s skeptical response left Naidrian feeling something was amiss.

Lowering her voice, Naidrian had assumed Aylan was siding with her. 

However, the commander’s frown was directed squarely at her.

“You claim to have seen the Porter trading monster parts in the Holy Kingdom?”

“Yes, that’s correct.”

“And that scene equates to evidence of embezzlement?”

“Yes.”

“For someone committing embezzlement, doesn’t it seem like an awfully careless transaction?”

“Well… you could twist it negatively to justify it as such.”

“Conversely, one could frame it as evidence of nothing at all.”

Even with the mountains of tasks from post-battle operations, rumors about the Porter continued to circulate.

But the Porter wasn’t to blame.

All of this stemmed from her failure to adequately protect him, Aylan thought bitterly.

“Naidrian, have you ever seen the Porter receive support funds when the hero party stopped by the imperial palace or other cities?”

“…No, I haven’t.”

“That’s all I can tell you.”

Unfortunately, the allocation and receipt of support funds for the hero party were classified information.

This situation frustrated Aylan.

She couldn’t divulge that she personally managed the support funds’ allocation and obtained imperial approval for them.

Revealing this might even expose that Naidrian received the smallest share of all.

Instead, Aylan suggested another solution.

“I heard you’ve been avoiding conversations with the Porter recently. Is it because of this?”

“…Yes.”

Aylan scribbled down a set of coordinates, tore the paper, and handed it to Naidrian.

“What’s this?”

“The Porter asked me to give you this. He said you’d understand his sincerity once you arrived there.”

Naidrian hesitated, unsure how to proceed, but Aylan, irritated by her indecision, waved her off with a dismissive gesture.

“It’s my order as well. Go there immediately, then return to Lowellina. There’s still much work to do.”

And so, after a full day’s travel, Naidrian arrived at the designated location.

Carrying only light luggage, she hastened her steps with the agility of an elf, reaching the northern frontlines.

All she could see was a desert.

Not a desert of fine sand, but one of scattered gravel.

What was she supposed to discover here?

Filled with doubt, Naidrian ventured further until she stopped in her tracks.

“My goodness…”

Before her stretched a sea of green.

Small trees, no taller than a child—or up to an adult’s waist—formed a dense forest.

Untouched by human hands, the trees were packed tightly together, with no paths carved through.

The elf could only marvel at the sight.

“How could there be a forest in such an arid desert?”

Her curiosity as a botanist burned, and Naidrian wandered through the forest, examining it with fascination.

However, what came next startled her more than the forest itself.

These small trees were familiar.

The shapes of their leaves, the texture of their trunks, and the structure of their roots.

These saplings were none other than her earliest experimental creations.

She had released the seeds in Waltercrua, intending to spread them widely, but they had remained unsold for a long time—until a man purchased them all at once.

Overjoyed, she had even written to Investor Lee about it.

And now, those seeds had taken root on the northern frontlines, showing potential to form a new elven forest.

“This… this could eliminate the need for new land!”

Overcome with emotion, Naidrian stood in awe of the vast greenery.

As she lingered in silence, lost in thought, the loud rumble of a carriage broke the stillness.

“Ah! There you are, Elf Naidrian of the hero party!”

A golden carriage, painted entirely in gold, rolled up to her.

It was the World Postal Service, carrying a letter for her from Investor Lee.

“What’s the matter?”

“A letter! From Investor Lee, of course.”

“Hand it over!”


As she urged them impatiently, the World Postal Service clerks chuckled and handed her the letter.

Their demeanor was unusually rude.

Even as she noted the oddity, Naidrian quickly took the letter.

Investor Lee.

Seeing the name on the envelope filled her heart with warmth.

[Dearest Naidrian,

I always read and treasure the letters you send me over and over again.

Each time I see the hope contained in your words, my heart grows warmer as well.]

‘And so does mine.’

Once this arduous journey was over, she vowed to meet him in person.

No matter how short or long the time, she wanted to spend the rest of her life by his side.

[Hearing that your research has reached its final stages was the best news I could receive.

I can’t wait to walk with you through a world painted green by your efforts.

Your achievements deserve to be shown to both the present and future generations.]

Each sentence resonated deeply with her, touching her heart.

Every time she read his letters during difficult moments, she couldn’t help but feel that only Investor Lee truly understood her.

“You must finish reading it. Only then is my delivery service complete,” the postal clerk urged as Naidrian held the letter close to her chest, her eyes closed.

Strange. 

Normally, they would leave immediately after delivering the letter.

But the next lines of the letter made Naidrian’s heart race.

[You once expressed a desire to know more about me and to meet. Very well.

I share the same sentiment.

Now that your research has reached its final stages, it’s only natural as your investor that we meet.

However, I have one concern.]

Concern?

‘Could it be because Investor Lee doesn’t look appealing?’

There was absolutely no issue with his appearance.

Naidrian was intrigued by him.

‘I need to finish reading this quickly and send a reply.’

[I’m worried you might avoid me if I reveal who I am.]

‘You really don’t have to worry about that, Mr. Lee.’

[Even writing this down makes me nervous. Because now, I have to tell you who I really am.]

‘No matter who you are, it doesn’t change anything.’

[My name is Lee Lin. I’m the Porter who has been journeying with you as part of the Hero’s Party.]

“What… what did you say?”

[Due to the complications that would arise if my identity became public, I’ve kept it hidden even within the Hero’s Party. I sincerely apologize for this.]

Naidrian reread the message over and over again.

There was no mistake—it clearly said “Porter Lee Lin.”

[It was also me who purchased your first test batch of seeds in Waltercrua. Since you said they could grow even in barren lands, I believed they would thrive there. And since no one would claim ownership of that place, I thought it was the best spot. Therefore, I am now letting you know the location where I planted them.]

The coordinates written matched perfectly with the ones Aylan had given Naidrian.

‘The Porter asked me to pass this on. He said that if you went there, you’d understand his sincerity.’

“No… no, no, no!!”

Naidrian shook her head in denial.

This couldn’t be true.

The one person who truly understood her—was he really the Porter she despised so much?

The one who comforted her heart and, at times, made it race?

It dawned on her why the Porter had tried so hard to talk to her.

‘It was to tell me this… That he’s Investor Lee.’

Her mind was filled not with joy but with chaos.

As she tried to make sense of the situation, a sudden memory struck her—the letter she had written accusing Lin of embezzlement.

“Postman! Where’s the letter? What happened to the letter I gave you?!”

Something was definitely wrong—very wrong.

Was it really embezzlement?

If it were, he would’ve been much more cautious, like Aylan said, rather than casually calling the postman for a transaction.

Besides, Lin was now an Item Master capable of using skills like Conceal Presence with ease.

She’d seen him use it herself during the battle with Denarua.

“Oh, that letter? I delivered it to the Crown Princess safely and securely~.”

“What?”

Thud.

‘I was too rash.’

She should have investigated more thoroughly.

Regardless of the embezzlement claim, all the funds she’d received from Investor Lee had been provided through those transactions.

“What do I do? What should I do?”

Tears streamed down her face.

Her instincts and intuition sounded alarm bells—she had made a grave mistake.

The more she thought about it, the less certain she became that Lin had committed any wrongdoing.

“There’s still more letters left.”

“I know!”

[If, after reading this letter, you feel inclined to talk to me, I will likely be in Lowellina around this time. Perhaps we could meet in the City of Romance.]

[Please, if you decide, come speak with me. I’m sorry for deceiving you all this time. I’ve always believed in your potential more than anyone else. Yours sincerely, the Hero’s Party’s Porter, Lee Lin.]

“Ugh…! Ughhh…!”

Why were the tears flowing?

She didn’t know.

The whole world suddenly felt like despair.

‘I have to go. I have to go to Lowellina…’

Her body trembled, as if it could collapse at any moment.

Even so, Naidrian rose to her feet.

Clutching the letter tightly, she started running.

She ran and ran, gasping for breath, yet she didn’t stop.

The distance to Lowellina was significant.

She would have to run without rest.

“What should I do?!”


Even as tears fell and she shouted into the wind, she didn’t stop.

Because deep in her chest—and in her sharp, logical mind—a fear spread like ink:

‘I may have falsely accused the one person who saved me and my people.’

“I’ll come to you. I’ll come quickly… So please, talk to me, Lin!”

Crying out her unreachable wish, the elf wiped her tears against the wind as she ran.



 
  
    Chapter 119: Lin and Their Misunderstanding (2)


The city of romance, Lowellina, was bustling with preparations for its festival.

The celebration had been personally ordered by Aylan to commemorate their victory at the Demon Army Front.

While the victory itself was significant, the fact that Lowellina’s forces had suffered minimal casualties filled the city with joy and excitement.

News spread that Aylan’s rear unit would arrive by this evening.

Once Aylan officially declared the festival open tomorrow morning, the city would indulge in days of festivities befitting its reputation as the “City of Romance.”

Looking out the window of his lodging, Lin could see not only locals but also traveling merchants setting up their stalls in preparation.

Under normal circumstances, Lin would have taken this opportunity to sell off monster parts and materials from the recent battles.

However, this time, he refrained.

He had stored everything in Cosmos to prepare for the upcoming battles.

The materials and items he had stockpiled for the Demon Army Front had been nearly depleted, but there was also another reason: he no longer needed money.

With the main episode set in the Elven Forest skipped, only the final chapter remained.

Thus, there was no need to gather funds once the Lowellina festival ended.

A knock echoed through the quiet room.

“Lin? It’s Tigria.”

“Come in.”

Tigria entered carefully, closing the door behind her. 

Noticing that Lucy wasn’t present, a hint of surprise flashed across her face.

Lucy, in fact, was out in high spirits.

It was rare for her to leave Lin’s side, no matter the circumstances, so the realization that she was alone with Lin caused Tigria’s heart to pound harder.

“So, why did you call me?”

“I have a favor to ask of you.”

“Anything. Just say the word, Lin.”

Lin hesitated for a moment before rummaging through Cosmos.

“I might be overthinking this, but I can’t shake the feeling that the enemies are targeting me specifically lately.”

“I agree.”

Lin’s hand paused as it grasped a skill scroll.

He had hoped to use it himself, to unleash its power on his nemesis and bring an end to everything.

However, the enemies he faced—especially the Demon God and Demon warriors—had an unhealthy obsession with him.

In the final chapter, no matter who appeared, they would monitor his every move and react to even the slightest actions, potentially foiling his plans.

Finally, Lin handed the skill scroll to Tigria.

[Judgment: The End of Selfishness]


	Skill Description: Crushes the mental strength of an unforgivable party member, reducing their MP, stamina, or holy power to zero permanently. Also induces mental collapse.

	Flavor Text:
“No other way. This mental plane must be shattered.”



“What is this?”

“This skill completely incapacitates the target and destroys their mental world.”

“Why are you giving me such a powerful skill…?”

“Lucy’s mental state is too unstable to handle it. Arsil might fumble the timing and waste the opportunity. Naidrian is out of the question since she hates me and seems to still be aligned with the Crown Princess and the Shield Knight. As for Ravin, using it while cloaking his presence might work, but cloaking breaks the moment she attacks, making it risky. The only one who fits the role is you, Tigria.”

Tigria listened intently as Lin continued.

“You’re the most rational, and you alternate between the first and second priority targets for protection in the party alongside the saintess. Plus, your immediate responses and firepower make you perfect for this role.”

Lin glanced at the flavor text again, unease flickering in his eyes.

The wording matched Tigria’s speech pattern before she learned emotions, a chilling coincidence.

Even now, Lin felt wary of the skill. 

It hadn’t existed in the original game.

Ephalter had discovered it in the goddess’s sanctuary on the snowy mountain, and Lin had assumed it was created by the goddess.

But the foreboding flavor text hinted otherwise. 

It suggested that the goddess might not be the skill’s true creator.

“If the Shield Knight, Reinhold, ever reveals his monstrous side, use it without hesitation,” Lin instructed firmly.

“Lin, I don’t understand. Why mention the Shield Knight?”

Lin bit his lip, his discomfort evident at the mere mention of him.

“Soon, I’ll be captured and taken to the royal palace.”

“…?!”

“I can’t explain all the details, but it’s going to happen.”

Lin’s voice was steady, but the implications were grave.

The DLC storyline required freeing his companions from Reinhold’s false contract in time to bring them back to his side.

Failing to do so would make Lin the first target.

As someone who had taken the porter route in his past life, it was inevitable.

He could resist—but doing so would only worsen public opinion.

Their goal wasn’t to kill him immediately but to break the hero down bit by bit.

“So, when that time comes, will you come to rescue me?”

Lin’s voice carried a rare vulnerability.

‘I’m sorry, Ravin. I’m sorry, Lucy. I’m sorry, Arsil. You three would never let me go if I told you this, but if you do, it’ll lead to the bad ending.’

The enemy had likely grown unimaginably strong by now and was poised to consume the world.

Tigria’s face hardened as she nodded. “Tell me what to do. I’ll do whatever it takes.”

With a faint smile, Lin began to explain.

It was a gamble—a gamble involving his fate and the world’s.

***

Out in the streets, Lucy wandered alone, humming a cheerful tune.

Her lightheartedness was a stark contrast to the time she had caused a scene in front of Lin and the others.

However, her previous outburst had left a deep impression on Lowellina’s soldiers and citizens, making them wary of her.

Even as they acknowledged their misunderstanding of Lin’s actions, they avoided upsetting the hero by approaching Lucy.

Lucy, for her part, was unfazed.

Instead, she eagerly explored the city, examining the stalls and events the merchants and residents were preparing.

Lucy was planning.

Yes, she was meticulously organizing tomorrow’s date with Lin.

The promise Lin had made at Waltercrua—spending an entire day just for her, the two of them alone—was finally about to come true.

‘You remember the promise from before, right?’

As soon as they arrived in Lowellina, Lin was the one who brought it up first.

Lucy was so thrilled she asked him to confirm it several times.

Although she did glance at Ravin nervously, the thief didn’t seem to care at all.

In fact, she appeared so indifferent that Lucy felt reassured and clung to Lin without hesitation.

“They’re doing fireworks at the plaza tomorrow, right?”


“Yes, that’s correct, Hero. It’s going to be grand enough to be remembered in history.”

This was the best kind of good news.

If the mood was just right tomorrow, maybe—just maybe—underneath the dazzling fireworks lighting up the night sky, she could express her feelings to him.

Her heart swelled with hope for the first time in a while.

But that excitement didn’t last long.

“Lucy…”

It was Arsil, who had been waiting for a quiet moment to approach her.

Even before Arsil could say anything, Lucy felt irritation rise at the mere sight of her.

“I’m busy.”

“I won’t take long! Just one thing, let me say one thing.”

“Haa, what is it?”

When Lucy stopped, Arsil bent low, bowing deeply.

“I’m really sorry for betraying you back then.”

But Lucy felt no particular reaction.

Unless it was about Lin, nothing else seemed to matter to her anymore.

“If you want to apologize, shouldn’t you be offering me your right arm or something?”

“I will. I’ll give you my right arm.”

“Huh?”

Lucy’s brow arched at the unexpected response.

As Lucy scrutinized her suspiciously, Arsil hurried to explain further.

“Just… not now. I need both arms to fight the enemy. But once everything is over, I promise to give you this right arm!”

Did she even realize what she was saying?

But there was no time to waste.

If Lucy wanted to spend a perfect day with Lin tomorrow, there couldn’t be any gaps or uncertainties in her plan.

She didn’t have the patience for these hollow apologies.

“Fine. Let’s see how it all ends. If you run away then, I’ll personally tear it off.”

“Do as you wish. When the time comes, you can do whatever you like.”

“Hmph.”

As Lucy scoffed and turned to leave, Arsil stopped her once more.

“Lucy…”

“What now!”

Lucy, now fully annoyed, snapped at her, causing the saintess to flinch but still press on with her words.

“Tomorrow… I heard you’re going on a date with Lin…”

“Yeah, so what? What’s it to you?”

“…Are you sure about this?”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

Lucy’s expression darkened instantly.

“What do you mean by that?”

“This is Lowellina…”

“So what? That cursed music is banned, and no one even talks about those disgusting times anymore.”

Arsil’s expression was a sight to behold.

Her wide, astonished eyes seemed to question whether Lucy was in her right mind.

“It’s different now.”

“No, but…!”

It was meddlesome.

But for Lucy’s sake, Arsil felt she had to say it.


Watching Lucy walk away coldly, Arsil tried to call out to her again, but the thief, Ravin, appeared out of nowhere and stopped her.

“Let her be.”

“But Ravin…”

Ravin, staring at Lucy’s swaying ponytail, spoke in a detached tone.

“If she doesn’t know, let her enjoy it that way.”



 
  
    Chapter 120: Dethrone


“I believe it is appropriate to side with the Valkarons this time.”

“And what exactly is your reasoning? The Dreivens have been loyal to the Imperial family for generations and have repeatedly sent relief supplies to the demon warfront!”

A pounding headache sets in.

The ministers are still bickering over the territorial boundary between the Valkaron and Dreiven families.

Both houses initially supported the Crown Princess, but rumors say the Dreivens have now shifted to the Aylan faction.

This has turned the Valkarons into allies of the Crown Princess’s supporters, while the Dreivens are being backed by the Aylan faction, prolonging the conflict.

“What do you think, Your Highness, the Crown Princess?”

“Both sides have valid points, but I see no decisive reason to unequivocally side with either.”

When Linachien rubbed her temples and spoke, the ministers fell silent as if they’d been struck dumb.

As she had mentioned before, this matter had already been resolved decisively by Aylan.

Now, even the ministers were desperate for the Crown Princess to echo Duke Decarlune’s previous resolution just to bring the endless debates to an end.

“Your Highness, a report!”

“What is it?”

“Sir Morgan Reinhold, the Shield Knight, has returned to the capital! He is right outside the chamber!”

“Bring him in at once!”

Linachien’s face lit up at the aide’s report.

She felt a twinge of disappointment that she hadn’t been informed of his arrival earlier, but her joy at seeing him outweighed it.

‘That can be addressed later,’ she thought, smoothing her attire in anticipation of meeting Reinhold.

However, the Crown Princess froze as soon as she saw him.

“It has been a long time, Your Highness,” Reinhold greeted politely.

To be precise, it was not him but the woman accompanying him who left Linachien paralyzed.

“Why is she here?”

“Your Highness?”

“Why is that woman, who should be on the archipelago, here, Sir Reinhold?”

Gyana quickly bowed deeply, apologizing.

“I beg your pardon, Your Highness.”

“Stand up, Gyana. This is not your fault.”

“What?!”

When Reinhold himself helped Gyana to her feet, cold flames of fury erupted from Linachien’s eyes.

“Everyone but Sir Reinhold, leave immediately!”

“Excuse me?”

“Now!”

The ministers exchanged uneasy glances but rose to their feet.

This time, it was Reinhold who stopped them.

“Why dismiss the ministers, Your Highness? Isn’t this still an official matter?”

“This is more important than government affairs!”

“I was under the impression that, since your return, no issues had been resolved. Surely governance is the priority.”

“You… Reinhold!!!!”

Humiliated in front of the ministers, Linachien felt her vision blur with rage.

“How dare you lecture me?!”

“Your Highness, a ruler who dismisses honest counsel cannot become a wise sovereign.”

“Get out! Everyone, out! Now!!!!!”

Trembling with fury, she shouted until the ministers hurriedly left the room.

Even the maids standing by her side were not spared her wrath as she struck their shoulders, ordering them to leave.

Once the storm of departing footsteps passed, only three remained in the chamber—the Crown Princess, the Shield Knight, and the trembling Gyana, whom Reinhold held firmly in place.

“Why did you bring her here?”

“Because she has the qualifications.”

“What qualifications?!”

“She is beautiful, elegant, and dignified.”

Linachien was stunned into silence by his brazen attitude.

She glared at Reinhold, her anger mixed with an unfamiliar anxiety.

“How dare you say such things in front of your betrothed? That vixen must have seduced you! And you cannot even tell the difference?!”

“Why are you silent?!”

As her fury mounted, Linachien turned her attention to Gyana.

“You sly fox! I know all about your betrothal to someone on the archipelago. Were you dissatisfied with that lowly match? How dare you covet the Crown Princess’s man?!”

Rising from her seat, she stormed toward Gyana, shoving her roughly by the shoulders.

“How dare you spread your legs to seduce him! Filthy harlot!”

“No, Your Highness, that is not true. I swear…”

“Not true?! Don’t lie to me!”

Tears streamed down Gyana’s face, but Linachien’s wrath did not subside.

The humiliation of losing her betrothed and being dragged here by her homeland’s destroyer weighed heavily on Gyana’s shoulders.

‘Perhaps it would be better to die here by the Crown Princess’s hand,’ she thought.

Yet, to die falsely accused as a harlot was a fate she could not accept.

“That’s enough.”

“…What?”

Unable to bear it any longer, the Shield Knight stepped between the Crown Princess and Gyana.

Linachien, expecting an apology from him, turned her head sharply, refusing to meet his gaze.

“Your Highness.”

“Your Highness.”

“Will you not look at me?”

She held out, determined not to yield until Reinhold apologized, knelt, and begged for forgiveness.

But something in his tone sent a chill down her spine.

With a sinking feeling, Linachien finally met his gaze.

Smack!

The slap landed with brutal force, sending Linachien flying to the floor.

“Aah!”

She lay sprawled unceremoniously, unable to regain her composure from the shock.

Her breathing was ragged, her hair disheveled, and her body trembling as she gazed at Reinhold with wide, tear-filled eyes.

“Morgan… did you just…?”


“Ah, this should have been done long ago.”

“Why…?”

Reinhold smiled faintly as he looked at her reddening cheek.

“A spoiled brat who relies on her looks must be disciplined with a firm hand. I’ve been too lenient. It will get better. I lost the moment I tried to teach you by clinging to such vague hopes.”

“Engagement… it’s broken. I can’t be with a man like you. I’ll have you imprisoned for assaulting royalty immediately!”

“Go ahead. Do you think there’s anyone in this palace who truly follows you? You’re unworthy, Linachien Karlun. From now on, the position of Crown Princess will pass to His Majesty’s other illegitimate child, Gyana Karlun.”

“…What did you say?”

“Without further delay, I will meet His Majesty and finalize this decision.”

“What nonsense is this!”

Linachien hastily tried to grab Reinhold’s arm, but she was struck back by his sweeping hand.

“Argh…!”

The pain was so sharp that tears welled up as she clutched her wrist. 

Overwhelmed by grief and despair, her voice, now tinged with a metallic edge, accused him bitterly.

“I never imagined you’d be this kind of man!!!!”

“I feel the same. I never thought you’d fall so short.”

“Did you ever love me…?”

“I did. Sincerely.”

It was the same question Lucy had once asked when her limbs were severed, but the answer now was different.

Linachien clung to a faint hope in his final words, but the subsequent reply left her frozen like stone.

“I didn’t expect it to end so quickly, though.”

Reinhold placed his arm around Gyana’s shoulder. 

She flinched, trembling, but he looked at her with warmth before exiting the chamber. 

He turned back to Linachien with a sneer.

“Now that Morgan Reinhold is no longer your partner, why not fetch that stray, Lin, whom you threw away in the gutter? Make him your husband. With your temper, any nobleman’s house will collapse in no time, but that guy might tolerate your whims. You two would be a perfect match.”

Just as Reinhold was about to close the door fully, he remembered something he’d overlooked.

“Oh, and before I return, vacate all the Crown Princess’s quarters for Lady Gyana. That’s an order.”

The door slammed shut with a loud bang.

Only then did Linachien slide down against the wall, collapsing into a heap.

“Ugh… Hic…!”

Her sobs burst forth, distorting her face grotesquely, and scalding tears streamed down her swollen cheeks.

The girl who once longed to stand at the highest place now cried in the lowest position, biting back her wails and wiping her stinging tears with her sleeve.

Reinhold rudely kicked open the door to the emperor’s chamber.

The attendants had long since fled, terrified of the menacing aura exuded by the Shield Knight.

Yet, one unexpected sight awaited him: the emperor himself.

“So you’ve come, Shield Knight.”

“Your Majesty, how is it that you appear so clear-headed?”

“The moment you set foot in the palace, my mind returned. What did you do to me?”

Even Reinhold was unaware of this. 

Yet he felt that the emperor, as he was now, seemed to have drawn upon the last remnants of his life’s strength.

“Please allow me to introduce Her Highness, Gyana Karlun, your illegitimate daughter.”

“…Gyana? I entrusted her to Aylan.”

“One cannot hide noble blood, no matter where they are sent.”

“Are you not satisfied with Linachien?”

The emperor bellowed, but Reinhold didn’t even snort in response.

“That deficient woman, who only has a pretty face, is unfit to be my partner or to rule the empire. You must have foreseen Her Highness, Gyana, inheriting the position, Your Majesty.”

“Reinhold, you wretch!”

“A weeping old tiger is less fearsome than a mere cat, Reynaldo Karlun.”

Reinhold smirked and advanced toward the emperor.

“You’ll face divine punishment!”

“And the Karlun family dares speak of divine punishment? Do you even know what blood runs in your veins? Araksil Karlun, the name of the Rouge who betrayed the second hero and built a harem!”

“How do you know that…?”

It was knowledge granted by the Demon God.

After the events at the Zramun Archipelago, Reinhold had sought to learn the hidden history of the second hero, and the Demon God had divulged everything without hesitation.

The reason the goddess attempted to exterminate humanity, even after purifying the world through a great flood, was because the Rouge’s lineage exploited the chaos to seize power once more, and the humans elevated him as emperor.

“Yet, for the balance of this world, even impurity has its role. Through me, the women of the Karlun line will atone for the sins of their family.”

“Do you think the goddess will stand by and watch this?”

“The fact that you Karluns even dare mention the goddess is blasphemy in itself.”

Reinhold seized the emperor’s neck, lifting him slowly.

“Sir Reinhold? Release His Majesty! What are you doing…?!”

“Pay your penance, Reynaldo.”

“Ugh… Ack…!”

Crack.

The emperor was so frail that even the sound of his bones breaking was faint.

Gyana screamed at the sight of the limp emperor, his tongue hanging grotesquely from his mouth, but Reinhold turned to the officer accompanying him and commanded firmly.

“Record this. Write it all down without a single distortion. Document the history I, Morgan Reinhold, am creating—the history of balance.”

Reinhold tossed the lifeless body onto the bed and removed the signet ring from the emperor’s shriveled finger. 

It slid off easily, confirming the emperor’s death.


“Here.”

The Shield Knight handed the ring to Gyana.

“Use this to open the royal archives for me.”

Kneeling as if proposing, the golden-haired young man smiled with pure innocence.

“My Crown Princess.”



 
  
    Chapter 121: Lin and Their Misadventures (3)


“It is not yet a complete victory over the demons. However…”

In the uncertain hours between morning and lunch, the romantic city of Lowellina’s plaza buzzed with activity. 

Aylan Dekarlune, who had returned last night, stood addressing gathered soldiers and citizens.

Since it was a victory celebration, even the Hero Party had dressed up to match the festive atmosphere. 

Yet, Arsil, true to her title as a saint, wore a slightly worn ceremonial robe, its only embellishment being a hairpin gifted to her by Lin some time ago.

“Long speeches are pointless! What matters is that we’ve won! A great victory against the demon warrior! It would be a waste not to celebrate this!”

Aylan spread her arms wide, her voice booming with confidence.

“From this moment, let the festival of Lowellina begin!”

Cheers and applause erupted from the crowd. 

Even Lucy joined in, clapping brightly. 

Dressed in a pink dress and wearing light makeup, the warrior exuded a captivating charm. 

Her attire, highlighting her shapely figure, naturally drew every gaze. 

It had been so long since she last wore anything but pants that she felt oddly exposed, but her smile widened as she glanced at Lin.

“It’s a festival—everyone, take some time off and do as you please.”

It had become routine for Lin to naturally take charge of the Hero Party.

“Naidrian hasn’t returned yet. The commander said he had some errands to run. I’ll wait for the archer.”

“I’ll check on the injured for now.”

“Maybe I should get back to my original craft?”

Tigria, Arsil, and Ravin each shared their plans before scattering. 

It didn’t bother them much—they already knew Lin planned to spend the day with Lucy.

“Shall we go?”

Lin, dressed in gray instead of his usual black, looked neat and composed, perfectly matching the festive atmosphere. 

Though Lucy felt a pang of regret that he still wore his mask, just being with him made her happy.

“Yes!”

Lucy unfolded a festival pamphlet and clung to Lin.

“Lucy, where do you want to start?”

“I already scouted everything in advance!”

True to Lowellina’s reputation for frequent celebrations, the festival’s layout was meticulously organized. 

Each section of the city, from its outskirts to the central plaza, offered distinct themes that led participants naturally through the festivities. 

Though they would need to leave the plaza and return, Lucy didn’t mind. 

Even the act of walking with Lin filled her with anticipation.

“The outskirts are focused on food, the inner sections on accessories, and the plaza features performances.”

“Ah, it’s structured similarly to last time.”

“Last time?”

“The last festival we attended together.”

“Oh, you’re right.”

It dawned on Lucy that this was their second Lowellina festival. 

She brushed off Lin’s comment but felt a subtle discomfort, as though a thorn had caught in her throat. 

Shaking her head, she wrapped her arm around his.

“Look! Sugar candy.”

The outskirts were lined with stalls selling all kinds of street food. 

The variety ranged from quick meals to skewered treats, all at affordable prices. 

Though Lucy wanted to try everything, she didn’t want to appear too indulgent in front of Lin. 

She chose sugar-coated fruit—sweet, neat, and free from any messy sauces—a calculated decision.

“Two, please.”

“No, let me pay.”

“It’s fine. Today, all you need to do is enjoy yourself.”

Though she hastily reached for her wallet, Lin had already handed over the money and passed her the candy.

“Wow, it’s really sweet.”

“Right? Is this your first time trying it, Lin?”

“Last time, I was busy performing with some bards. It was a decent gig.”

“Ah, I see.”

That explained why he hadn’t been around. 

Still, Lucy found it surprising that Lin could play an instrument. 

The thought of asking him to perform during their next camping trip filled her with excitement.

Then, without realizing it, she blurted something out that made her heart sink.

“It’s my second time, too.”

Oh.

Lucy froze mid-step.

Last time?

She had eaten sugar candy before. 

That much was true. 

She had even chosen it for the same reason—wanting to appear composed. 

Back then, Lucy had been walking this very path, eating sugar candy.

With Reinhold.

“Uh… ah….”

The sweetness in her mouth turned bitter. 

The once-pleasant texture of the sugar-coated fruit now left an unpleasant stickiness. 

Forcing herself to chew and swallow, she felt her appetite vanish. 

The enticing aroma of food around her seemed no different from garbage. 

The skewer in her hand felt burdensome.

“It’s too sweet….”

“Yeah, let’s not force it. Too much sugar is bad for your teeth.”

As Lin went to take another bite, Lucy quickly grabbed the skewer from him and tossed it into the nearest trash bin.

“Lucy, your lips are glistening with sugar.”

“Ahaha….”

Something felt off. 

Terribly off.

Walking beside Lin, this moment felt surreal. 


Not because it was too good to be true, but because the dissonance between familiarity and unease weighed on her.

Lucy’s breathing gradually grew heavier.

“These can’t all be real jewels, can they?”

“Judging by the price, they’re probably fake.”

In the alley lined with accessory shops between the outskirts and the plaza, Lin admired the glittering jewelry adorned with cubic stones.

Watching her touch each sparkling piece in awe, Lucy couldn’t help but find Lin adorable.

It was the only solace amidst the queasiness that churned within her.

“This one would look great on you,” Lin said, holding out a brooch to Lucy.

The warrior’s eyes trembled.

‘It would suit you well.’

The shield knight had once said the same thing.

How could men be so similar?

Yet, Lucy’s reaction to  Lin wasn’t all that different from back then.

“No, it doesn’t suit me,” Lucy replied.

“Really…?” Lin asked, looking slightly embarrassed.

Lin looked away, and Lucy lowered her head.

Her heart pounded loudly.

At first, it was excitement and tension.

Now, it was guilt and regret that made her heart race.

This walk, this festival, felt anything but new.

Shadows of the past loomed wherever she went.

Memories of Lowellina resurfaced, the nightmare of that place gnawing at her.

Just like back then, even now, the echoes of a foolish past trapped her like a sticky bog.

As if mocking her, songs inspired by her ill-fated date with Reinhold in Lowellina seemed to fill every corner.

Eventually, a thought struck Lucy.

Did she truly deserve to stand by his side?

Could she ever earn the right to be with him?

If only she could erase the past, if only these moments with Lin were their first and only experiences together.

In silence, they left the shop and walked aimlessly.

“Are you okay, Lucy?” Lin asked with concern.

“Of course… I’ve been looking forward to today so much,” Lucy responded, wiping the cold sweat from her brow.

As she forced a faint smile and clutched his arm, Lucy thought, Ah, his arm, his body, they’re so easy to touch, yet his heart feels so distant.

Even though she couldn’t live without Lin now, the thought of living an unredeemed life, one without his promise of forgiveness, terrified her to the core.

She felt like she might collapse at any moment.

A gentle touch brushed her forehead.

 Lin had pulled out a handkerchief to wipe her sweat.

How could I have ever hurt someone so kind and caring with malice?

Lucy felt tears welling up.

She bit her lip hard to hold them back as Lin embraced her gently.

“…Lin” he murmured.

“You seem exhausted,” Lin said softly.

After ensuring there was no one around, he pulled Lucy into a comforting hug.

The steady rhythm of his heartbeat soothed her, though it left her wanting more.

If only his heartbeat quickened just a little because of her.

If only she could be the one to make his heart race.

How much time had passed?

When Lucy finally pulled away from his embrace, the sunset bathed the sky in hues of gold and orange.

“If you’re really tired, should we head back to the inn?” Lin suggested.

Lucy shook her head.

Sure, they could return to the inn and share the same space, but that would be no different from their usual routine.

Lucy wanted to take a chance, even if it was reckless.

“The fireworks, they’ll start after sunset. I really want to see them.”

Determined, the warrior led her porter toward the plaza.

They climbed a hill next to the plaza, where a terrace offered an excellent view.

Lucy tried hard to maintain a cheerful facade.

“Fireworks are amazing. I hope they’re as splendid this time as well,” Lin remarked.

“This time too…?” Lucy asked, narrowing her eyes.

“Oh, well, it’s not my first time seeing fireworks. I haven’t been to a spot as great as this, though.”

“Where did you see them before?” she asked.

“In the inner plaza. It was crowded, but it was the best place for making money while playing music.”

Lucy froze, a sense of déjà vu overwhelming her.

[Aha~ Did you already forget? This is the exact same spot as before!]

Not you again. 

Stop saying unnecessary things.

[Unnecessary? This is the most important detail right now.]

Then hurry up and get to the point!

Savoring her irritation, the Abyss took its time before replying.

[This is where the shield knight kissed your forehead.]

Of…

[And if the inner plaza was the best spot for performing, this was the perfect place to watch everything. No wonder your love song came to life here.]

Ah, stop it!

Lucy’s world came to a halt.

“Lucy…?” Lin called out.

“I hate it…” she whispered.

“Lucy, what’s wrong?” Lin asked, his voice filled with concern.

Breathing became impossible.

The world spun around her in a chaotic blur.

She couldn’t figure out where she was as extreme anxiety swirled in her mind.

“I said I hate it!!!” she screamed.

“Lucy!”

Lucy bolted from her spot, shoving through the crowd as she ran.

Sensing something was wrong, Lin tried to follow, but someone grabbed his shoulder and pushed him down.

“Ravin?”

“Don’t worry about her, Hero,” Ravin said calmly.

“But—”

“Arsil’s tailing her. She’ll be fine.”

“Still—”

“Lin,” Ravin interrupted sternly, narrowing her eyes at him.

Her delicate fingers brushed his bruised neck, still red from earlier.

“You promised me some time, even just for a moment. I’m claiming it now.”


Propping her chin with one hand, she leaned in slightly.

“Did you come here alone?” she purred.

“Uh… Ravin?”  Lin stammered.

From her position, Ravin smiled seductively and flicked her tongue playfully.

“I’ve been waiting for a man like you for ages,” she said, her voice dripping with mischief.



 
  
    Chapter 122: Lin and Their Misunderstanding (4)


Ravin stopped Lin from racking his brains to find Lucy in an instant.

“I’m right here. Focus on me.”

Ravin, uncharacteristically bold, drew Lin’s attention.

Though Lin was worried about Lucy, knowing that Arsil had gone with her left him with no choice but to accept Ravin’s invitation for a date.

If he really thought about it, there was no reason for Lin to chase after Lucy, who had left on her own.

“Have you eaten?” 

Ravin asked.

Lin shook his head.

Throughout the date, Lin found himself walking endlessly, plagued by regret and thoughts of Lucy. 

Even someone like Lin, who enjoyed walking, could grow weary after half a day with nothing more than a piece of sugar candy to sustain him.

“Wait here. Don’t go anywhere,” Ravin instructed firmly before disappearing from sight.

Taking the opportunity, Lin glanced around. 

The people who had been startled and murmured when Lucy ran out screaming had gone back to laughing and chatting as if nothing had happened.

‘People really only care about themselves unless it’s someone else’s misfortune or an entertaining spectacle,’ Lin thought.

He silently hoped this incident wouldn’t become needless gossip among the Lowellina residents.

“Here.”

Ravin returned, holding two steaming plates of stir-fried noodles.

It was simple street food, thin noodles fried with cabbage in a spicy sauce, but Lin looked forward to the familiar taste.

“How much was it?” 

Lin asked.

“It’s fine. I did well enough today,” Ravin replied, waving off Lin’s offer to pay.

“Don’t tell me you stole from the Lowellina people?” Lin raised an eyebrow.

“Only from those who seemed like they deserved it,” Ravin said, casually taking a big bite of noodles.

“Viscon’s wallet was especially stuffed—it felt great,” Ravin added with a smirk.

Lin couldn’t help but burst out laughing at Ravin’s cheeky demeanor.

Despite her calm exterior, Ravin seemed relieved to see Lin laugh. 

After a small chuckle, hunger set in, and Lin focused on eating, sliding noodles beneath his mask.

Ravin watched him intently.

“What?” Lin asked, noticing Ravin’s gaze.

“You’re cute,” Ravin replied.

“I’m not cute in any way,” Lin countered.

“Your actions are,” Ravin said with a small smile.

Then, almost too quietly to hear, Ravin added, “And your face too.”

Lin, who was well aware of his plain looks, felt both flustered and dissatisfied.

As they finished their noodles, Lin decided to strike back.

“You are beautiful, though,” Lin said nonchalantly.

“Kuhk! Cough, cough!”

The sudden compliment made Ravin choke on her food.

After gulping down the drink Lin handed her, Ravin’s face turned red.

“Really?” 

Ravin asked, her voice soft.

“Hmm?”

Lin tilted his head.

“Am I really beautiful?”

“Of course.”

“More than Arsil?”

‘Why is Arsil coming up now?’ 

Lin thought, glancing around nervously.

“Look at me and answer directly,” Ravin demanded.

Ravin’s possessiveness had been growing lately, Lin realized.

Hoping Arsil wasn’t around, Lin answered, “You’re prettier than Arsil.”

“And Lucy?” 

Ravin pressed.

“Even more than Lucy.”

At that, Ravin puffed out her cheeks.

“But you still get hickeys from someone else?” 

She teased.

“I—uh… I’m sorry.”

“You’re really in for it,” Ravin huffed.

“I won’t do it again,” Lin promised, defeated.

After finishing their meal, the two engaged in idle chatter.

“The relocation of the refugees from the Holy Nation to Waltercrua is complete,” Ravin said.

“That was expected to take about three days, wasn’t it? Are the priests and children, like Ruben, staying behind?” Lin asked.

“Yeah, thanks to the food supplies you provided and Garin’s protection, they seem to be doing well.”

“That’s a relief,” Lin said, genuinely glad.

Those priests and children would become Arsil’s new family. 

With how much Arsil had changed recently, Lin believed she would protect and lead them well.

Whether Lin and Ravin would remain involved was another matter.

“Waltercrua welcomed the refugees eagerly—they must’ve seen the financial opportunity,” Ravin remarked.

“Considering many of them are wealthy enough to buy indulgences, that makes sense. They’re closer to merchants at heart,” Lin replied.

“The guilds were interesting, though. They didn’t want the refugees forming their own groups, so they each recruited refugees who aligned with their interests, splitting them up and integrating them into their power structures,” Ravin explained.

“They’re trying to erase their identity as citizens of the Holy Nation,” Lin mused.

“Harsh, but better than risking trouble from the refugees’ unity,” Ravin said, her tone pragmatic.

“Clever, in a way.”

“There’s no such thing as a free lunch,” Ravin said firmly.

As Lin shrugged, he noticed Ravin’s hand gently stroking his arm.

The slow, deliberate motion of her thumb brushing his skin felt strangely intimate.

When Lin reached out his hand, Ravin took it naturally, licking her lips.

Ever since Lucy disappeared, Ravin’s gaze had carried the predatory intensity of a hunter.


***

“Hah… Hah…!”

Lucy ran and ran until her legs screamed in protest.

Her body felt unbearably heavy from panic. 

At last, when she could run no more, she stopped in an isolated area, bent over, and gasped for breath.

“Cough! Ugh…!”

Her stomach churned violently, and she spat in vain attempts to settle it, but nothing came up.

Her carefully chosen dress was now smeared with dirt, but Lucy simply collapsed to the ground, extending her legs as she heaved.

“Are you okay?”

A water bottle appeared in front of her.

It was Arsil.

Lucy wanted to push her away but weakly accepted the bottle instead.

“Is this what you meant yesterday?” 

Lucy asked between gulps, her eyes unfocused.

Arsil nodded slowly.

“I’m sorry. I should have been more specific,” she said, her voice heavy.

“It’s fine. I’d have gone on the date with Lin anyway. I’m an idiot like that,” Lucy muttered.

Trying to take another sip, she stopped when nausea rose again.

“Why didn’t I see it?” she whispered.

“Lucy…”

“Wherever I go, the foolish mistakes of my past follow me. Lin knows them too, my disgraceful deeds…”

The preparations she had made for today now felt painfully hollow.

Maybe she should’ve just bought a pile of street food and stayed at the inn with Lin.

“I envy Ravin,” Lucy admitted, the words heartfelt.

She had always felt unbearably small before the thief who was so much weaker than her.

Lucy had thought about it thousands of times—how much she wanted to be as pure and flawless as that woman in front of Lin.

“It’s unfair. How am I supposed to compete with a childhood friend who’s devoted her entire life to him?”

“Do you realize how much it hurts me when you say that?”

Come to think of it, Arsil was also a childhood friend who had longed for Lin.

Lucy hadn’t seen Arsil lose her composure like this in a long time.

“Unfair? I’m envious of you, you know?”

“Envious? Of me? Are you serious?”

Lucy turned her head at Arsil’s words, only to see the tears welling in her eyes. 

She was rendered speechless.

“I lived my life looking only at Lin, just like Ravin did. But now, I can’t even speak to him unless there’s a reason. I can’t cling to him, whining about being scared of being alone. I can’t hold onto his arm. Even when I wanted to beg for forgiveness, to apologize, he refused every time—except for that one instance.”

Although Arsil’s tears hadn’t fallen, they brimmed at the edges of her eyes, her face twisted with the effort to hold them back.

“We both did something unforgivable. The only difference between us is that Lin chose you when the Demon King was defeated. That choice is what lets you stay by his side.”

Neither Arsil nor Lucy looked at each other. 

Arsil tilted her head back, letting her unshed tears face the sky.

“Every morning when I wake up, and every night before I fall asleep, I imagine what could’ve been. What if Lin and Ravin had told me the truth about the filthy alleyways and the dark secrets of the Holy Kingdom? Would I have acted better if I’d known?”

But Arsil quickly dismissed her own what-ifs.

“It’s a childish thought. It’s not that hearing the truth would have made me act better; I should have been a better person to begin with to deserve hearing the truth. Even so, it drives me crazy with envy that you can cry, grieve, and still stay by Lin’s side.”

Lucy remained silent. 

The knowledge that she found comfort in being better off than someone else filled her with disgust and self-loathing.

Grinding her teeth, Arsil wiped her eyes. 

With reddened rims, the saintess directed her focus back to the hero.

“We have to go back. You said you couldn’t be without Lin, so why are we here, leaving him behind? And this is the wrong side of the square. Even if we enter, it’ll take time to reach the hill where Lin is.”

It had grown significantly darker. 

The fireworks were about to start.

“Get up.”

“I’m not holding your hand.”

“You can. I already told you this right arm is yours.”

It stung Lucy’s pride to lose in a battle of words, but without another word, she took Arsil’s offered hand and stood up.

“Let’s go. Just keep going this way.”

The closer they got to the square, the harder it became to move through the throngs of spectators.

As they weaved through the crowd, Lucy asked, “Did everyone… see that bastard kiss my forehead?”

“…It was a coincidence, but the whole hero’s party was in the vicinity.”

“Was Lin there too?”

“…Yes.”

Lucy bit her lip hard.

“He was playing his flute, performing a bright tune. When a huge, beautiful firework exploded, everyone naturally looked up. And just at that moment, you were… kissed. That’s why it became a big deal.”

Boom!

As soon as Arsil finished, the fireworks erupted in the sky. 

Boom! 

Boom! 

Vibrant flowers of light painted the night sky. 

Some exploded swiftly, while others lingered, blooming even more brilliantly.

“I wanted to see this with Lin…”

Lucy’s wistful murmur slipped out as a colossal dragon-shaped firework roared above their heads. 

The crowd gasped and cheered, their eyes following its trajectory.

The dragon soared upward, reaching the hill. 

Just as it rose vertically, its massive body burst into a cascade of multicolored light.

BOOOOM!

“Wowwwww!”

For a brief moment, the fireworks illuminated everything around them. 

And in the midst of the cheering throng, Lucy and Arsil saw it clearly.

On the terrace atop the hill, two figures stood, holding each other.

They saw it clearly—the unmasked Lin pressing a kiss to Ravin’s forehead.

Boom!

As the fireworks started, Lin, feeling overwhelmed by being in such a high place, tried to take Ravin back down. 

But Ravin held onto Lin’s arm tightly, refusing to budge.

“Ravin, let’s go down.”

“No. I don’t want to.”

The fireworks bathed Ravin in colors of every hue. 

Despite her trembling hands and wavering gaze, she mustered her courage and wrapped her arms around his waist.

“Lin…”

She pleaded earnestly.

“Give me certainty.”

Throwing away her pride, she begged the man before her.

“Tell me I’m yours—prove it to me.”

Lin hesitated. 

The magic still bound to his arm had yet to heal. 

Though he believed it would be cured by the end of the war, uncertainty loomed over him.

He didn’t want to burden Ravin with a lifetime of regret if something went wrong. 

But Ravin’s next words pushed Lin into action.

“Lin, could you bear to see me with another man?”

The thought had never crossed his mind, nor did he want to entertain it.

She removed her mask, revealing her tense expression.

“Are you angry…?”

“Stay still.”

Supporting the back of Ravin’s head firmly, Lin brought their faces closer.

“Lin, about what I just said—”

“Shh.”


Their eyes naturally closed as Lin lifted Ravin’s bangs and kissed her forehead gently.

“Ah…”

Even that was enough to make the silver-haired girl feel like her heart might stop.

BOOOOOM!

Above their heads, a massive dragon firework burst, showering them in countless sparks of light as if blessing their union.



 
  
    Cahpter 123: Lin and Their Misunderstanding (5)


“Ah, ugh…!”

Lucy clutched her chest.

The sight of Lin and Ravin embracing amidst the fireworks was breathtakingly beautiful, even to her. 

They looked perfect together—a match made in heaven. 

Yet, watching them brought forth a searing pain in her chest.

She struggled to breathe, reaching out toward Lin. 

But from his place atop the distant hill, he never looked back at her.

Lucy despaired at the unreachable distance between them.

“Ah…”

Arsil quietly swallowed her tears, pressing down on her chest.

She had to endure.

She had to bear it.

She had to hold on.

But Arsil found it unbearable to keep watching. 

The sight of Ravin lighting up like a newly bloomed flower as Lin kissed her forehead was too much.

She hated herself for feeling such vile, clinging jealousy toward the only two friends left from her childhood.

“….”

Ravin gently wrapped her arm around the back of Lin’s neck, pulling herself close to him. 

She pressed her entire body against his, locking him in place so he could look at no one but her.

Their gazes met.

It was as if their eyes were drawing each other in—blue pulling dark, and dark capturing blue.

Slowly, their faces moved closer.

At last, when their breaths mingled, Ravin softly closed her eyes.

“Stop right there.”

A voice interrupted, shattering the moment just as the two were about to connect.

Turning their heads, they saw imperial soldiers clad in the royal palace’s uniforms standing nearby.

“Judging by the mask, you’re the porter of the Hero’s party, aren’t you?”

“What is your business here?”

The porter politely inquired as one of the soldiers, who appeared to be the commander, pointed to the mask hanging from Lin’s belt.

The commander sneered in response.

“Lin, the porter of the Hero’s party, you’re under arrest for embezzlement.”

***

Naidrian ran.

She ran and ran and kept running.

Her entire body was soaked with sweat, sticky and reeking, but she didn’t stop.

After running all night without a moment’s rest, the romantic city’s walls finally appeared in the distance, faint and small.

“Just a little more… Just a little more!”

Her heart was racing, but her body refused to keep up.

“Ah!”

In the end, Naidrian tripped and fell forward in a graceless heap. 

Her thighs, calves, knees, and ankles all screamed in agony, begging her to stop.

“Get up! Get up already!”

The brief comfort of stopping had made her legs rebel, refusing to move. 

Trembling, her thighs cramped up as she struck them with her fists, forcing herself to rise again.

The moment she tried to lift one knee, searing pain shot through her. 

Biting back a scream, the archer struggled to her feet, only to collapse after a single step.

“Naidrian!”

“Tigria…?”

Hearing someone call her name, she looked up to the sky and saw a mage flying toward her.

“What are you doing? Why did you push yourself so far?”

Tigria descended and immediately inspected Naidrian’s condition, but the archer grabbed her shoulders desperately.

“Tigria, please… Please, take me to Lowellina right now. If we don’t hurry, the porter… Lin will…!”

Her words cut off abruptly.

With her elven vision, Naidrian spotted a procession of imperial soldiers entering the gates of Lowellina in the distance.

Following her gaze, Tigria noticed them as well, biting her lip.

‘Lin was right.’

“Tigria, hurry! The porter is in danger. My savior…!”

“Your savior?”

“There’s no time to explain! We need to stop them!”

Naidrian was right. 

Even if everything was going as Lin had predicted, Tigria couldn’t bear the thought of him suffering. 

He had endured enough pain already—all because of them.

“Hold tight.”

Tigria scooped Naidrian into her arms and took off, flying at full speed. 

The wind stung their eyes, forcing them to squint as Naidrian shouted for her to go even faster.

“What about the checkpoint?”

“Fly over it! We don’t have time!”

Though annoyed by her companion’s increasingly impolite tone, Tigria let it slide given the urgency. 

Following Naidrian’s advice, they soared over the city walls.

In the plaza, atop a hill, they spotted Lin and Ravin surrounded by imperial soldiers.

‘How did they get there so quickly?’

Descending swiftly into the chaotic scene, Naidrian and Tigria landed.

“Who are you?!”

But they weren’t the only ones to arrive.

The Hero, alongside the Saint, rushed up the hill, gripping the hilt of her sword with a growl.

“What nonsense is this about arresting Lin?!”

The opposition, however, was no ordinary force—it was an arrest squad sent by the imperial palace. 

They were prepared for such resistance.

“If you draw that sword, it will be considered treason against the Empire.”


“Go ahead. The first to lose their head will be you.”

What they didn’t anticipate was the madness in Lucy’s eyes.

As dark energy began to swirl around her, the commander broke into a cold sweat.

Lucy stood at the center, with Ravin and Arsil readying themselves for battle.

“Everyone, calm down.”

“Lin!”

It was Lin who tried to diffuse the situation. 

Ravin called out to him, but the porter calmly continued.

“There’s clearly a misunderstanding. If it’s nothing serious, I’ll be released. But if we cause trouble here, we’ll only give them a real reason to detain us.”

“Hah, you’re surprisingly rational.”

Raising his hands in a gesture of surrender, Lin stepped forward. 

The commander approached him leisurely, cuffs in hand.

But before he could act, Naidrian stepped in between them.

“No!”

“Archer, the porter has been accused of embezzling spoils acquired by the Hero’s party. You, of all people, should know this—you filed the complaint yourself.”

All eyes turned to Naidrian, while Lin offered her a bittersweet smile.

That smile crushed her heart.

“It’s a misunderstanding. I was wrong.”

“Wrong about what?”

“The porter—Lin—doesn’t receive support funds as part of the Hero’s party. Instead, he’s granted the right to dispose of the spoils from battles!”

Relying on the hints Aylan had subtly dropped in the past, Naidrian pieced together the truth.

But the commander remained indifferent.

“Sure, save that for the trial. Now step aside so I can make the arrest.”

“I said no!!!”

In her desperation, Naidrian drew her bow, aiming directly at the commander.

As the situation spiraled out of control, Lin attempted to restrain her, but the commander wouldn’t remain silent.

“Do you think saying no makes it not true?”

“I’m the one who filed the complaint! If I say it’s not true, then it isn’t! It was all a misunderstanding on my part!”

“Once a complaint is filed, the truth is for the Empire to determine, elf.”

The commander pulled a document from the inner pocket of his uniform.

“Naidrian, archer of the Hero Party. You are hereby arrested as an accomplice in embezzlement, having colluded with the porter Lin to misappropriate funds and reap the profits.”

“What… are you saying?”

“You thought we’d come unprepared? We’ve traced the source and distribution routes of the funds. Even the Global Postal Service assisted us in uncovering the truth. We brought receipts and irrefutable evidence!”

The commander scattered receipts in front of Naidrian as proof.

“Ninety percent of the proceeds from selling the spoils flowed to you! If you’re not an accomplice, then what are you?”

“No, no! It’s because Lin invested in my research! It was all for developing new seeds to save the shrinking elf forests! Lin… the porter is a benefactor to our people!”

“Don’t spout such nonsense, Naidrian!”

An elderly voice bellowed, freezing the archer in place.

It was a voice she dreaded—one that always left her tense and uneasy. 

The Elders of the Elf Council had arrived.

“How did you get here?”

“Because of your foolish actions, we’re on the brink of losing the land we were promised! You’re a traitor and disgrace to our race!”

“No, no! The research is complete! These are healthy seedlings that will grow lush forests anywhere! They will give our people a new home!”

“And where is this so-called salvation?”

Furious, the Elders snatched the bow from Naidrian and pinned her down from behind.

“Kneel!”

“Why are you doing this? Please!”

“You still don’t understand your wrongdoing?”

The Elder who often watched and scolded Naidrian nodded to the commander once she was subdued.

The commander signaled, and Imperial soldiers brought forth large bundles.

When Naidrian saw the contents, her eyes widened in horror.

“That’s…!”

“The sinful fruits of your ill-gotten gains, Naidrian!”

“Elder, no! Please, I beg you! Neither the porter nor I did anything wrong. I was only developing seeds for the future of our race!”

“You still cling to these lies? Those cursed things will doom our race! Without land, we face extinction!”

The enraged Elder snatched a torch from the soldiers.

“Elder! Please! I was wrong! Don’t do this—anything but this!”

But the Elder’s twisted grin offered no mercy.

“It’s too late.”

With a flick, the torch was tossed onto the bundle.

“Noooooo!”

“Burn it all!”

At the commander’s order, the other bundles were set ablaze.

Naidrian struggled desperately, but the Elders pinned her down. 

Her screams of anguish rendered Lucy speechless.

“What madness is this?!”

A voice broke through the chaos—Lord Aylan Dekarlune and Vice Commander Viscon had arrived.

Interrupting their administrative duties upon hearing the commotion, they rushed to the scene.

Aylan, brushing her sweat-soaked bangs back irritably, berated the arresting officers.

“How dare you commit such insolence in my domain!”

“Your Grace, I am executing my official duties.”

“What nonsense is this?”

“Arrest them, investigate whether embezzlement occurred, and release them if innocent. Isn’t that sufficient?”

“Embezzlement?”

Aylan’s gaze shifted to the screaming Naidrian, then to Lin. 

His bitter smile deepened.

“Surely you understand interfering here could be considered treason?”

“…Ha.”

Aylan looked to the heavens. 

The fireworks had already ceased, leaving only a dark, quiet sky.

“So, this is how it ends.”

A long-suppressed sigh escaped him.

“This is the consequence of us disregarding and mistreating the porter all this time.”

Viscon lowered his head in shame, while the commander smirked in satisfaction.

“Consider this your permission, then. We’ll transport the criminals now. Take them away!”

Both Lin and Naidrian were shackled. 

The sight of the unyielding cuffs stirred Lucy, but Tigria quickly restrained her, whispering softly.

“This is part of Lin’s plan. Stay still.”

“Again…!”

Lucy clenched her fists, furious at her own powerlessness.

“Let me go! The porter did nothing wrong!”

Naidrian thrashed wildly in resistance.

“Take me instead! He’s a benefactor! A benefactor!”

Displaying unexpected strength for her slender frame, she lunged toward Lin, but the Elders intervened, striking her down.

“Guh…!”

“Foolish girl!”

The unconscious archer was tossed into the prisoner’s carriage, followed by Lin.

The commander and soldiers, brimming with pride, whipped their horses and departed.

The Hero Party and Aylan could do nothing but watch helplessly as the carriage vanished into the distance.

“No… this can’t be happening…”

Raven glared after the carriage carrying Lin, her eyes blazing.

Lin, who had finally returned to him, was now gone again, like a fleeting mirage—this time, bound in chains.

“This is too much.”


No amount of denial could change the fact: Lin wasn’t coming back.

After the Imperial forces left Lowellina, Aylan’s voice echoed across the square.

“Summon the soldiers.”

Her tone was heavy, grim, and laced with long-suppressed anger.

“We will right our wrongs and restore justice.”



 
  
    Chapter 124: Oh, I Got Caught Too


Naidrian remained unconscious throughout the journey to the capital.

The small leaf placed on her by the Elder Elves, after rendering her unconscious, left her completely motionless, as if in a deep sleep.

Ironically, those very Elders had become captives—not official prisoners, but close enough—abandoned by the imperial army when they fled Lowellina.

The carriage was tightly sealed, allowing not a single ray of light to enter.

It was impossible to tell how many days had passed.

When transporting criminals, teleportation magic circles were rarely used.

The delay was intentional—a psychological tactic to wear down the prisoner during the journey.

However, for Lin, this extended timeframe was a valuable opportunity.

By now, Aylan would have been gathering her forces.

Lin’s willingness to be captured had bought them ample time—enough to march an adequate force to the capital for the public trial.

In addition, Lin was certain that loyalists in the capital, sympathetic to the Duke’s faction, were already stirring public sentiment within the Empire.

The narrative being spread was likely as follows:

The imperial palace is attempting to discard its war heroes.

To suppress Aylan and the Hero Lucy, they have falsely accused and captured a porter who played a pivotal role on the demon front.

Now that the demon front has stabilized, the imperial palace seems to be initiating internal purges.

Such rumors would stoke the nobles’ insecurities and the people’s dissatisfaction, giving Aylan justification for her military actions.

But this alone wasn’t enough.

Of course, it wasn’t enough.

Lin hadn’t allowed himself to be captured merely to set the stage for a confrontation between Lowellina and the capital, Aylan, and the Crown Princess.

Besides, most people still viewed the porter as nothing more than a burden to the hero’s party.

The climax was meant to be the public trial, a stage where the porter’s achievements would finally receive recognition.

A place where the quiet, steadfast work of the porter would be evaluated.

If Lin could secure favorable evaluations here, it would serve as the foundation for a grand counterattack—an opportunity to expose and condemn the sins of Crown Princess Linachien and Shield Knight Reinhold before the entire world.

And, most importantly, there was one final reason—a reason that transcended humanity’s affairs.

To summon her fully…

Clatter.

The carriage came to a stop.

“Drag the elf out first.”

The disdainful voice of the arresting officer echoed.

Suddenly, the carriage door opened, and sunlight poured in.

The light, seen for the first time in days, was blinding.

As the soldiers hurried him out, Lin realized they had arrived at the rear gate of the imperial palace.

“Take them straight to the dungeons,” someone instructed.

Naidrian, still unconscious, was dragged out.

The soldiers, captivated by her delicate and ethereal beauty as an elf, began to let their hands wander.

“Cut it out.”

The officer grabbed their shoulders and issued a sharp warning.

“Though she’s technically a prisoner, she’s still part of the hero’s party. If you try anything while she’s unconscious… No, forget it. I’ll escort her myself.”

Sighing, the officer took custody of the elf.

To the soldiers’ disappointment, the officer’s next words erupted in anger.

“You idiots! Did I not make it clear not to touch her? If even a single filthy hair of yours so much as brushes her mouth, we’ll all be skinned alive! She’s an elf! If this turns into a diplomatic incident, we won’t just be pawns discarded—we’ll face fates worse than death!”

It was an unnecessary concern.

Lin had already applied a skill of Purity Protection to Naidrian’s body.

Any improper actions would trigger the skill, cutting down the perpetrator—painfully.

“What about this one?” a soldier asked, referring to Lin.

The officer clicked his tongue.

“Take him to them. They are waiting in the administrative office.”

Them.

Lin could think of two people who fit that description.

Both were individuals he didn’t want to face unmasked.

With his arms firmly restrained, he was marched through an opulent hallway.

After rounding several corners, they reached a vast administrative office.

Though Lin had been part of the hero’s party for years, this was his first time entering this place.

For the others in the party, however, it had been a frequent destination.

“Sir Reinhold, the prisoner has been brought.”

“Thank you. Leave us; I have private matters to discuss with him.”

“Alone with the prisoner?”

“Why not? It’s a conversation between members of the same hero’s party.”

“Members of the same hero’s party,” he said.

Lin couldn’t help but feel a bitter irony at finally being recognized as such.

The soldiers, uneasy under the Shield Knight’s pressure, exited the office, closing the door behind them.

Reinhold, smiling broadly, stood before Lin.

His brilliant grin was so dazzling it was infuriating.

“Well,” he began, “it’s been a while since we’ve had a private chat, Lin. Who would’ve thought you were that frail boy back then?”

“I see you already know my name.”

Lin wasn’t surprised. 

The arresting officer had recited his full name, exposing his identity.

“This is our first real conversation, Reinhold.”

The casual tone caught Reinhold off guard, but his confidence didn’t waver. 

Smiling, he placed a hand on Lin’s shoulder.

“Still, we have something in common, don’t we?”

“Do we?”

“Both of us have been obsessed with—or are being obsessed over by—the same woman.”

Ah. 

He meant Lucy.

“You must know how exhausting it is. She imposes her will without considering the other person’s feelings. Even from what little I saw of you at Zramun Archipelago and here at the palace, I could sense the suffocating control she exerts over you…”

“No. Don’t act like we’re the same.”

Lin interrupted, his lips twisting into a mocking grin.

“You’re being hounded by her out of guilt—you’re afraid she’ll kill you if you’re in her sight.”


“But I? Lucy clings to me because she owes me her life. Without me, she can’t survive. Funny how things have flipped, huh? Life’s unpredictable, wouldn’t you say?”

“You’re surprisingly eloquent,” Reinhold remarked, his voice tinged with annoyance.

Ironically, it was the same observation Lucy had once made about Lin.

“When I first saw you in that filthy alleyway, I thought you were just some naïve bumpkin.”

“How could anyone growing up in a filthy place be naïve? You’ve never lived in filth, have you?”

Lin’s kindness was reserved for allies or those useful to him—nothing more.

But when facing someone he deemed an enemy, his words cut mercilessly, with no limits.

“You’re nothing but trash…” Reinhold muttered.

“Even trash doesn’t betray others, Reinhold. Did you think I wouldn’t know about your treachery against humanity?”

“How… How do you know that?”

“How could I not?”

Their exchange felt like a riddle, Lin’s words poking fun at him.

Yet, rather than anger, Reinhold found himself intrigued.

No one had ever spoken to him this way.

Instead of displeasure, he felt amusement—a spark of interest.

“How much do you know?”

“Enough to see you’re a delusional madman trying to piece together a fantasy.”

“I aspire to be the guardian of this world.”

Reinhold’s tone turned serious, but Lin scoffed, his smile mocking.

“Balance is achieved naturally. You can’t force it.”

Lin’s own words left a bitter taste.

After all, who was he to talk?

“On the contrary. The lack of intervention is why every disaster, from the first hero to now, has occurred.”

“So, you sided with the Demon Lord?”

“I’ll use whatever it takes to achieve balance.”

“Balance, balance… What even is balance?” Lin snapped, his frustration evident.

Reinhold, however, beamed.

No one—not even the Demon Lord—had asked him that question before.

“It’s when every force in existence is in perfect symmetry. The Demon Lord and the Goddess, demons and humans, the Empire and other nations. Even between individuals. When balance is achieved, no conflict can arise, and peace will reign.”

Reinhold spread his arms wide, his voice filled with pride.

Lin, staring at him, could only gape in disbelief.

“You lunatic! You talk about symmetry in power and relationships, yet all you do is hoard power and manipulate others as you please!”

“That’s true for now! But if I can take down those who refuse to relinquish their strength and insist on breaking others, I’ll gladly give up this power for the sake of balance.”

“Will you, though?”

“Of course, I will.”

The more they conversed, the deeper the Shield Knight’s smile grew.

But everything has its end. 

Reinhold glanced at his pocket watch and sighed with regret.

“Unfortunately, it’s time for me to visit Her Highness, the Crown Princess. Remarkable, really. I thought you were just some lowly creature clawing your way up, but you possess an unexpected charm that draws people in.”

“Why don’t you just go pay your respects to Linachien instead?”

“Linachien?”

Click. 

Reinhold shut his pocket watch.

“Ah, you mean the former Crown Princess.”

“What? Former Crown Princess?”

“Linachien Karlun was deemed unfit for the significant position of Crown Princess. There was no choice but to depose her.”

“Then who’s the current Crown Princess? As far as I know, there are no other imperial heirs.”

“Who says there aren’t? There’s one more. Pity you don’t know about them.”

Another imperial child?

Neither in the original version of Arrogant Saga nor its DLC had such a character appeared. 

Lin was shaken by this completely unforeseen revelation.

Still, compared to what he planned to unfold, an illegitimate imperial child was hardly a concern.

Relying on the memories of his past life as Lee, Lin had his own variables to exploit.

“Guards, take this criminal, Lin, to that room.”

“By that room, do you mean…?”

“Don’t make me repeat myself.”

Reinhold summoned the guards and ordered that Lin be confined to a room in the palace—not a prison cell. 

Such treatment was usually reserved for other royals or high-ranking nobles.

It was baffling why someone like Lin, a commoner of all commoners, was being given such preferential treatment. 

Even Naidrian had been thrown into the underground dungeons.

“There’s a gift for you. You’ll understand once you’re there.”

“A gift?”

“Hmm.”

Reinhold patted Lin’s shoulder, signaling the guards to escort him.

“Calling it a gift is… It’s more accurate to say I’m returning something I shouldn’t have taken in the first place.”

Before Lin could inquire further, the guards began leading him through the maze-like corridors of the imperial palace.

Should he memorize the way just in case? 

But after several turns in identical hallways, Lin gave up.

If worst comes to worst, he could always punch his way out until he found the outside.

“This is the place.”

Curiously, even after arriving at the room where Lin was to be confined, the guards didn’t enter. 

They merely opened the door and gestured for him to step inside.

“You want me to go in on my own?”

“Or do you want us to beat you until you do?”

Normally, guards would accompany a prisoner inside to ensure they didn’t escape, but these guards seemed reluctant to step through the door.

Reinhold had called it a gift.

If so, the room might contain something—or someone—troublesome or dangerous.

No matter. 

Lin, the Item Master, had nothing to fear unless it was a godlike being.

‘It’s not a demon god, is it?’

Obediently, he stepped inside. 

The door slammed shut behind him.

The room was quite large, though by palace standards, it was small compared to the chambers he’d stayed in earlier. 

Lin wasn’t aware of this difference.

As he scanned the room, he froze at the sight of a figure crouched against the wall.

Her pale lavender dress, though clearly made of fine fabric, was tattered in places. 

Her hair, unkempt and disheveled, seemed untouched by a brush for days.

“Lina?”

A slight flinch.

The figure stiffened, then slowly lifted her head.

It was Linachien.

“…Lee?”

A hollow laugh escaped him.

It made sense for her to recognize his face since he wasn’t wearing a mask, but calling him by his surname instead of his first name?

“How are you… here?”

Her expression, initially filled with confusion, began to brighten.

However, Lin’s gaze fell on her swollen cheek, bruised so badly it was a dark, angry red. 

His breath caught.

“You’ve come to save me, haven’t you? You heard I was in danger and came to rescue me! Of course! Lee, you’ve always been the only man who cared for me. Unlike those scoundrels who beat women, you—”

“Hold on, wait.”

“What? Oh, right! We don’t have time to stand around like this. Every second counts if we’re to escape. Sorry, I’m not thinking straight—”


“No, that’s not it.”

“Not it?”

“Lina, listen carefully.”

Lin took a deep breath and raised his hand, revealing the cuffs shackling his wrists.

“I’ve been captured too.”



 
  
    Chapter 125: Selfish and Uncomfortable Cohabitation


Linachien was at a loss for words.

She stared blankly at the handcuffs binding Lin, barely managing to stammer out a question.

“You… you were captured?”

“Yeah. As you can see.”

While Linachien was still too stunned to speak, Lin activated two of Cosmos’ skills simultaneously—Presence Detection and Trap Detection.

After a careful survey, Lin confirmed that the room was free of surveillance devices or magical traps.

Even though the royal heir—an indispensable figure, albeit deposed—was being detained here, they had only posted guards outside.

Even more laughable was the fact that Lin, who had fought valiantly on the demonic frontlines, was being kept in such conditions. 

The overconfidence of the imperial guards was nothing short of absurd.

Lin couldn’t help but let out a dry chuckle.

“What’s so funny? Don’t you get the gravity of this situation?”

“Calm down, Linachien. Losing your temper will only make your injuries worse.”

“How can I calm down here!?”

Linachien suddenly shouted, her voice cracking.

The sharpness in her tone hadn’t dulled one bit.

Despite this being their first encounter in a long time since Lin had revealed his true self, Linachien didn’t ask how he had been or why he was here.

Instead, she was already barking orders, demanding Lin once again serve as her stepping stone.

“If you’re not going to help, why are you even here!?”

However, the tantrum didn’t last long.

Her body, drained of energy and burdened by the heat radiating from her cheeks, gave out.

She collapsed to her knees, gasping for air.

“Why don’t you try icing your cheek?”

“Where am I supposed to get ice from? And even if I had it, what could you possibly do with those handcuffs on?”

‘What could I do? You’re the one who needs to figure it out.’

Lin had no intention of keeping the handcuffs on.

Crack!

With a sharp tug, he broke the chain linking the cuffs, snapping the metal as if it were nothing.

He then grabbed the cuffs still clamped around his wrists and pulled them apart, the reinforced metal shattering under his strength.

His enhanced stats, a result of his transition to an Item Master class, made such a feat effortless.

If Lucy could obliterate an area with a single leap, breaking handcuffs was hardly impressive.

Casually brushing the broken pieces aside with his foot, Lin retrieved some ice and cloth from Cosmos.

He wrapped the ice neatly in layers of fabric and handed it to Linachien.

“Here. Hold this to your cheek.”

Surprisingly, Linachien took it without protest and pressed it to her face.

“Does it hurt a lot?”

The question wasn’t born out of concern—it was pure curiosity.

Lin simply wanted to know how someone like Linachien, who had probably never been slapped before, was handling the pain.

That was the extent of Lin’s emotional detachment toward her.

“Thanks to this ice pack, it feels much better now.”

‘You literally just put it on, you idiot. And why is your tone softening all of a sudden?’

Lin said nothing.

He turned his attention back to Cosmos and retrieved firewood and a pot.

After kindling a small fire, he placed the pot on top and poured in a prepared broth he’d brought along.

Next, he added crab meat, various vegetables, and pieces of meat he had stored, stirring the mixture slowly.

Having gone days without a proper meal while being transported, Lin’s hunger gnawed at him.

While waiting for the stew to simmer, he decided to take it further—pulling out a sous-vide steak and grilling it in a hot pan.

As the meat rested, Lin fetched milk, butter, and some morning rolls from Cosmos.

The aroma of milk heating over the fire filled the room, drawing Linachien’s gaze.

She stared at Lin with a mix of desperation and longing, her throat bobbing as she swallowed involuntarily.

Sighing, Lin rolled the morning rolls in butter over a pan, transferred them to a plate, and poured the milk into a cup.

“Want some?”

Before Lin could finish his sentence, Linachien lunged to grab the plate.

Quickly pulling it out of reach, Lin wagged his finger.

“It’s hot. Be careful, or you’ll burn yourself and regret it.”

After seeing Linachien nod obediently, Lin finally handed over the plate.

Linachien devoured the food like someone who hadn’t eaten in days.

She dipped the warm rolls into the milk, ensuring her stomach wouldn’t be overwhelmed.

When Lin offered strawberry jam, Linachien tore the bread apart, slathering the jam inside before scarfing it down.

Despite her lack of decorum, her tears began to fall mid-meal.

The sorrow of her downfall clashed with the relief of finally having a proper meal.

Lin shrugged and placed a soft cloth beside her.

Linachien continued eating, paying no mind to the sauce and juice dripping onto her hands.

The stew? 

She tipped the bowl directly to her lips, slurping it down messily.

Next to her, Lin’s composed and graceful eating only highlighted the contrast.

“I had no one on my side…”

Once her stomach was full, Linachien let out a satisfied sigh.

Without being prompted, she began recounting the events that had led to her downfall.

The sudden return of Reinhold from the Zramun Archipelago.

The revelation that Gyana, who had accompanied him, was another illegitimate child of the emperor.

“Princess Linachien Karlun has failed to address a single issue in over a month and has shown incompetence by shifting blame onto her advisors. The empire needs a capable heir, and it has been concluded that the future cannot rest with her.”

Reinhold had declared this during an emergency assembly.

He then unveiled Gyana, presenting documents bearing the imperial seal, supposedly signed by the emperor himself, naming Gyana as the new crown princess.

In reality, the seal had been forged by Reinhold, and Gyana had been coerced into pressing it.

To hide the stolen signet ring, Gyana now wore thick, long gloves at all times.

“Is there anyone who opposes?”

At the time, Linachien stood tall, her face swollen from being struck by Reinfold.

However, no one asked her what had happened or why.

The faction loyal to the Duke had long turned their backs on Linachien, dismissing her as a weakling.


For now, they had no grounds to refute her.

The pro-Linachien faction, on the other hand, had grown disillusioned with her recent political decisions and were busy deliberating alternatives.

“I will ask again. Is there no one who opposes?”

There was none.

Not a single person spoke.

Linachien held onto a faint hope that her supporters would rise in her defense.

But no one stepped forward for her.

Relief swept across the faces of the council members, a collective sense of gratitude that they wouldn’t have to face her wrath as usual.

In her shock, the dethroned imperial princess could do little but steady her trembling body, unable to scold or reproach them.

The Knight of the Shield didn’t even glance her way, and Gyana hesitated, unsure whether he should support her.

That day marked Linachien’s disappearance from the public stage.

As soon as the emergency assembly ended, she was detained by soldiers, confined to this room, and denied food for days.

“…”

After hearing the entire story, Lin’s reaction was a cold, “So what am I supposed to do about it?”

Especially since he’d met Linachien right after his private meeting with Reinfold, his mood had only taken a steeper dive.

Still, it wasn’t worth starting a conflict with his cohabitant before the public trial date.

Simply disgusted by her appearance, Lin grabbed a wet towel and wiped Linachien’s hands.

“You’ve been through a lot.”

The warmth in his words and touch brought tears streaming down Linachien’s face as she clung to Lin’s arm.

Lin felt bitter.

To be clear, it wasn’t out of pity for Linachien.

Even when Lucy cried, Lin would feel both sympathy and a small flicker of frustration, silently wishing she’d handled things better.

But Linachien? 

Lin felt nothing.

The only reason he treated her wounds and fed her was pragmatic.

He wasn’t the only one who had grievances to settle with her.

It was like carefully tending to livestock before slaughtering them.

But even Lin had his limits, and the stress had been building.

“What’s that smell?!”

“These criminals are daring to—!”

The soldiers, lured by the aroma of food, burst through the door and took in the scene—a fire lit indoors and various dishes prepared. 

Fueled by irrational resentment, they charged at Lin.

“Stop! He’s my attendant!”

“You think we’ll listen to a dethroned, powerless wretch?”

Linachien tried to intervene but shrank back at the soldier’s roar.

Lin scanned the room.

A bookshelf lined one wall.

“That’ll do.”

“Sure, come at me. Go ahead, beat me up… Gah!”

Already in a foul mood, Lin grabbed one soldier by the neck and dragged him toward the shelves.

The soldier struggled, but Lin strode forward without hesitation.

And once he reached the gap between the shelves—

“Urgh… Ugh!”

“Scream if you want. Otherwise, you’ll lose your teeth too.”

“W… Wha—AAARGH!!”

At first, the soldier tried to resist.

But the searing pain from Lin’s precise, brutal strikes to his pressure points left him incoherent, begging for his life.

When the agonizing screams ended, Lin flung the bloodied soldier past the bookshelf, his mouth frothing with blood.

Wiping his bloodstained hands, Lin turned to the remaining soldier.

“Want to take him out yourself? Or should I personally throw you out too?”

“I—I’ll take him out!”

“If you barge in again, one of you leaves dead. No exceptions.”

“Understood!”

Shaking with fear, the soldier dragged his frothing comrade out of the room.

Lin glanced at the bloodied floor by the bookshelf, debating whether to clean it up.

Ultimately, he decided against it; he’d only be here for a few more days anyway.

After all, this wasn’t the hero’s party or the imperial palace.


“Lin, are you hurt?”

To Lin’s irritation, Linachien’s tone had softened despite his outburst.

“Thank you for saving me.”

The sooner the public trial date came, the better.

Lin clenched his teeth.



 
  
    Chapter 126: Preparation for the Final Battle (1)


When Lin had just begun her uneasy cohabitation with Linachien, Lowellina received an urgent summons to a meeting.

After the assembly of the commanders, as well as the arrival of the Hero Party’s Tigria and Arsil, Aylan finally spoke.

“Reinhold has deposed Princess Linachien and declared Princess Gyana as the Crown Princess.”

With a sharp snap, the duke folded her fan, revealing her displeasure.

“A mere knight meddling in royal affairs at will… Moreover, I’ve received reports that even the forced escort of the porter was his doing.”

At the mention of Reinhold’s name, Arsil clenched her fists tightly.

The man who had mocked and deceived her with mere words.

In the end, even Linachien had fallen victim to his schemes.

Among those who could never forgive Reinhold, Lucy and Arsil stood at the forefront, with the latter being one of his most significant victims.

“Our goal is to secure Crown Princess Gyana and the porter, Lin, and to eliminate Reinhold,” declared Aylan.

Viscon offered his perspective.

“Your Grace, it remains uncertain whether Crown Princess Gyana truly carries the Emperor’s bloodline. Additionally, it’s unclear if eliminating Reinhold alone will stabilize the political situation.”

“Crown Princess Gyana was entrusted to me by His Majesty the Emperor immediately after her birth. To shield her from prying eyes, I asked the Protect family of the Zramun Archipelago to raise her… But after Reinhold returned to the capital, all contact with the archipelago and the Protect family was severed. Even the worst-case scenario cannot be ruled out.”

The worst-case scenario being the destruction of the Zramun Archipelago.

Aylan was the only one privy to such far-reaching implications about Reinhold, who concealed both the archipelago’s collapse and the Emperor’s death.

“The reasons to eliminate Reinhold do not end there,” the mage of the Hero Party added, her tone drawing all attention.

After a deep breath, Tigria unveiled the secret she had long kept hidden.

“Our Hero Party, excluding the porter, fell for Reinhold’s schemes and betrayed the hero, Luciena Estel.”

“What?!”

The revelation hit like a thunderclap.

Aylan closed his eyes, while Arsil gaped in shock.

This had never been discussed or agreed upon.

Yet, the saintess lacked the right to stop such a confession.

“We each had our desires. Mine was related to my research. The saintess sought salvation for the impoverished slum where she was born. The archer… as you may have seen during the festival, wished for land to replace the shrinking elven forest.”

Tigria’s voice trembled, despite her attempt at composure.

“Unbeknownst to us at the time, the Demon God fueled our desires, and Reinhold exploited that, persuading us to defeat the Demon King and then turn on the hero. We agreed, acknowledging Luciena Estel’s actions as reckless and a threat to the regime.”

Arsil was terrified.

The stares directed at them were filled with disgust and hostility.

It was to be expected, yet the fact that Lucy and Lin—the very ones they had wronged—were avoiding such judgmental gazes themselves was unsettling and frightening.

“Luciena merely voiced her frustrations over the injustices of the journey. But we, intoxicated by our greed, sided with Reinhold. After defeating the Demon King and sealing his horn within a sacred casket, we attacked the hero and subdued her.”

“But the hero is still alive now, isn’t she? She’s even traveling with you,” someone interjected.

“That’s because…”

Even a doll would have struggled to utter the next words.

After several attempts to swallow her words and moisten her lips, Tigria continued.

“Lin, the porter, protected Luciena single-handedly and ensured her escape. That’s why the hero is still alive.”

The room fell into a suffocating silence.

The porter, whom they had dismissed and mistreated, turned out to be the bravest and most loyal among them.

The revelation shamed them deeply.

“It was Lin who nursed the grievously wounded hero back to health and brought her this far. He foresaw the emergence of the Demon party and convinced Luciena to unify the Hero Party, bringing us back together.”

Viscon, in particular, broke into a cold sweat from humiliation.

The commanders were too ashamed to lift their heads.

“Meanwhile, Reinhold did the opposite. He broke every promise he made to us. Only then did we begin to understand the magnitude of our mistakes—not just betraying the hero but also ostracizing and tormenting the porter. We regret it and continue to seek forgiveness from them.”

Tigria wiped the corner of her eye.

“During that time, Reinhold tried to manipulate us further, wielding his empty promises. He nearly succeeded—except with Naidrian.”

The elven archer, unwilling to uncover the truth, had walked a path of self-destruction.

The chilling realization that they, too, might have ended up on that path sent shivers down their spines.

“He orchestrated the downfall of Princess Linachien and is now trying to install a new puppet figurehead.”

The sinner declared, looking at the other sinners surrounding her.

“I, the mage Tigria, along with the saintess Arsil, vow to eliminate Reinhold, the root of all evil, and hold him accountable for his sins.”

After finishing her words, she bowed deeply.

“Please help us. I beg of you, assist these sinners in upholding justice.”

“Please help us!”

Arsil, following Tigria’s lead, raised her voice in desperate plea.

The two members of the hero’s party had their heads bowed to the ground, yet no one dared to speak against them.

With a faint sigh, Aylan stepped forward to stop them.

“Lift your heads, both of you.”

“Please, we need your help.”

“We are no different from sinners ourselves. We are the ones who wrongfully blamed the porter who silently fulfilled his duty under any circumstance.”

Aylan rose from her seat and glared at the gathered leaders.

“Yes, it was us—feeling threatened by the hero’s complaints over irrational orders and envying the porter for his resilience.”

As silence enveloped the room, Aylan’s voice grew louder.

“And this is the result. Reinhold, that cunning fox, acts as the master of the empire and seeks to corrupt the world. Therefore, we must ensure the safety of Crown Princess Gyana and the porter, Lin, while dealing with that man! That selfish shield knight spares no one who opposes him. Look at how he discarded Linachien, his former fiancée and deposed crown princess! Since then, Linachien has never appeared in public again. She might already be dead.”

Aylan personally helped Tigria and Arsil to their feet.

“If we remain idle here, the fate of the archipelago and the crown princess will be sealed. We are sinners. Sinners must atone for their sins, and it is our duty to end this cycle in our generation. We must not allow our children to be entangled in this guilt.”

Thud!

Aylan slammed the floor with her sword’s hilt, the sound echoing through the chamber.

“Do not worry! I am Aylan Dekarlune! Did you not honor me for moments such as this? I will take the lead, bear the weight of my sins, and even carry yours. Watch closely from here on, for this is the duty of a noble!”

“We will follow you!”

“For justice, I will give my life!”

Though the situation was meticulously staged, Aylan couldn’t help but feel bitter.

While their newfound resolve was promising, those who deserved apologies were enduring unfair treatment far away.

Before she could dwell on the bitterness, a soldier rushed in, panting heavily.

“Urgent news! Urgent news! A public trial date has been set for the porter, Lin!”

“When is it?”

“Four days from now, in the morning!”

Aylan immediately turned to Arsil.

“Did you witness the mage’s courage?”

“Yes.”

“Now, it’s your turn to be brave.”


“Leave it to me. I will do anything for Lin.”

Aylan couldn’t help but think how far Arsil had come.

It was late, but she was grateful for the change, even now.

“Arsil, take the elven council and return to the capital.”

“The elves?”

“Reinhold will try to sway you again. That will be the critical moment.”

Aylan gripped the saintess’ shoulders firmly.

“The choice will be yours, Arsil. This time, make a decision you won’t regret.”

“I’ll leave immediately.”

With a determined expression, Arsil left the meeting room.

As the saintess in her faded ceremonial robes exited quietly, the duke turned to Tigria.

“Ravin left for Waltercrua this morning, didn’t she?”


“Yes, that’s correct.”

“A dependable ally. Unlike a half-wit like me.”

Aylan, smiling bitterly, pulled herself together again.

“How is the hero’s condition?”

At those words, Tigria silently shook her head.



 
  
    Chapter 127: Preparation for the Final Battle (2)


The outskirts, far from the walls of Lowellina.

The rocky terrain was utterly devastated. 

Amidst the shattered fragments of stone scattered across the scene, Lucy stood, panting heavily.

“Arghhhhhh!”

Boom!

The last remaining rocky hill crumbled as the warrior struck it down. 

A dark energy, an aura of ‘resentment,’ began seeping out of her body.

She had lost Lin right before her eyes.

To Ravin.

To the imperial army.

The man who should have been hers had been taken away while she stood helplessly watching.

That truth was driving Lucy mad.

For Lucy, who harbored an innate distrust of humanity, Lin was her sole anchor. 

And without Ravin—who could at least restrain her—the warrior found herself unable to maintain her sanity, whether by night or by day.

Unable to sleep, Lucy left the walls of Lowellina and swung the Abyss recklessly, trying to vent her hollow heart and boiling rage.

It was all in preparation for the time to come when she would cut down everything standing between her and Lin.

To reach the other end of the red thread tied to her little finger, Lucy swung her sword relentlessly, teetering on the brink of madness.

[That won’t do.]

Even the Abyss, usually mocking, spoke in an unusually stern tone.

[Sharper. Heavier. You need to strike with more force. If you’re going to eliminate the Demon Warriors and kill Reinhold, you must become stronger than ever before.]

‘They’re too strong. I can’t do it alone. Lin always emphasized…’

[Like Lin always emphasized—what? That you should work with comrades? Lucy, I haven’t even lent you half of my power yet. Have you ever called out my True Name? That ultimate strike you used to wield so fiercely in your previous journeys, before you were betrayed—have you used it even once since you claimed me?]

The True Name: Hononima.

It was the name of the holy sword bestowed upon Lucy the Hero. 

A divine weapon capable of inflicting true damage on demons, it could only unleash its full potential by invoking its True Name.

Yet, contrary to its words, the Abyss had been uncooperative, preventing Lucy from calling out its True Name.

Now, it blamed the hero, as if it were her fault.

[Sharpen your mind. Hone your desire.]

The once-playful tone sank low, its voice now soft and subdued.

[Let’s show this world that took the man who should have been yours how terrifying we can be.]

If Lin had been by her side, Lucy, in her right mind, might have realized that the Abyss had ulterior motives.

But the hero, broken by the loss of her beloved, was crumbling.

[The time for regret is over. This time, the one who claims him wins.]

The Abyss’s whispers stirred doubts within Lucy.

‘What if I can’t claim Lin? What if Lin… rejects me and chooses another woman? What if Lin disappears from this world before I can save him? What should I do then…?’

The Abyss’s answer was simple, sharp, and clear.

[If that happens… then make sure no one finds salvation.]

***

The imperial capital, Caulan.

A place Arsil never thought she’d step foot in again.

Yet here she was, returning to the palace with the Elf Elders in tow.

A palace guard, stunned by her arrival, rushed to relay the news. 

Reinhold, who had been amusing himself by flirting with Gyana under the guise of courtship, came running to greet her.

“How unexpected.”

“What is?”

“I didn’t think you’d return so willingly.”

Unsurprisingly, the shield knight regarded Arsil with suspicion.

To bring the Elf Elders here, at this critical moment when tensions with Lowellina and the hero’s party were at their peak?

And the saintess, no less?

It was obviously Aylan’s scheme.

“I brought a gift, and this is how you welcome me?”

“Are you referring to the Elf Elders? Aylan wouldn’t dare touch them, not wanting to risk diplomatic conflict. Whether the duke handed them over to you or you brought them of your own accord, it’s only because Aylan allowed it.”

Arsil clicked her tongue.

If it had been her, she would have welcomed him with open arms.

Recognizing Reinhold’s cunning, she made her next move.

“You’ve taken everything from me. The things I held most dear.”

Reinhold tilted his chin, inviting her to continue.

Suppressing her urge to strike him, Arsil went on.

“They say the Sludgewater Alley is gone, destroyed by you and Lina.”

“That’s truly unfortunate.”

“Unfortunate? You bastard!”

Arsil couldn’t hold back any longer and grabbed Reinhold by the collar, lifting him off the ground despite his larger frame.

“You used the alley as leverage to force me to betray Lucy! And now, after it’s gone, you stage this ridiculous charade in front of me! Ten carriages, you say!”

Her face flushed red as she shouted, her voice dripping with bitterness.

“Do you know why I’ve spared your miserable life despite your crimes?”

“No idea. Care to enlighten me?”

Arsil knew instinctively—he knew.

He already knew everything, which was why he was smiling.

Even though he knew it all, he wanted her to say it. 

He was manipulating her, coaxing her into revealing what he desired.

It was truly twisted.

Reluctantly, Arsil decided to play along with his twisted game.

“Porter… Where is Lin? He’s alive, isn’t he?”

“Ah, so that’s what this is about.”

Reinhold calmly pressed down on Arsil’s elbows, forcing her to lower him despite her resistance.

She tried to hold her ground, but her strength faltered, and she helplessly let him go.

“I’ve heard through Linasien about the ‘special relationship’ you and Lin had.”

After adjusting their disheveled attire, the Shield Knight neatly brushed their bangs back.

“The Saintess’s desperate love… Sounds like something straight out of a fairy tale. But as you know, in actual history, Saintesses weren’t exactly virtuous. Especially the one during the era of the second Hero. Didn’t she and the Mage betray the goddess and end up punished by her directly?”


“Stop beating around the bush. Tell me right now that Lin is safe—and show me that she really is!”

“My, my, how you’ve grown, Arsil! Asking to see proof? If only you’d been this thorough when it came to the Sludgewater Alley, things wouldn’t have escalated this far.”

However, Reinhold coldly shook his head.

“That’s not going to happen. You still don’t know the truth, and until then, you’ll need to cooperate with me.”

“You think I will?”

“You will. Because you’re the kindhearted Saintess.”

A steward entered, carrying wine and glasses.

Taking the tray from the steward’s hands, the Shield Knight dismissed him and then inserted a corkscrew into the wine bottle. 

Turning it slowly, he sighed.

“I truly apologize for deceiving you. I justified it as a necessary act to bring justice and restore balance to the world, but… maybe it would’ve been better if I bore it all alone.”

“Why don’t you start doing that now?”

“I can’t. Not yet. I’m still not strong enough alone.”

Pouring wine into a glass, they continued, “Nothing has changed, Arsil. You still have two weaknesses that I can exploit.”

“Two?”

“What will you do about those children left in the Church Nation? Orphans with no parents, and when this harsh winter ends, even the food reserves you’ve stored will be gone. As the last Saintess of the Church Nation, aren’t you planning to take care of them?”

How did he know?

It was chilling.

Arsil had only brought up Lin, but Reinhold unearthed yet another painful part of her life.

“If you help me this time, I promise to establish an academy on Church Nation’s land and provide unwavering support for the children every year.”

“And how am I supposed to trust you?”

“Do you have any better options?”

“I could request help from the Supreme Commander.”

“You could, theoretically. But even if Lowellina’s production rates are high, most of it goes to sustaining the Demon War Front. Don’t you think support would be… unlikely?”

Reinhold smirked, mocking her plan, and poured wine into another glass.

“Besides, the porter is in my hands. Arsil, wasn’t your original dream to build an academy in the Sludgewater Alley and live happily with Lin? Your intentions are so pure and predictable that anyone could guess them.”

“Don’t play games with me. I’m sick of your lies. I could tear you apart this instant.”

“In that case, I could slaughter every orphan in the Church Nation, skip the public trial, and just execute that wretched porter right away.”

Reinhold’s tone suddenly turned savage, and his menacing aura made Arsil flinch and step back.

It was a face she had never seen before.

Twisted with malice and bloodlust, even his good looks couldn’t mask the grotesque expression.

“Decide. Will you lose everything, or take the slim chance to save the people you hold dear?”

Arsil finally realized the truth.

She had completely misjudged him.

The kind and gentle image he had portrayed was nothing but a performance.

“I had no idea you were such trash, Reinhold!”

But the Shield Knight leisurely grinned and raised his wine-filled glass.

“How sad. All of you judge me however you wish, only to lash out when I don’t meet your expectations. Didn’t you already make this mistake with the porter? You, Tigria, Naidrian, even Luciena?”


At the end of his vile rhetoric, he delivered a sharp rebuke, striking at her faults.

Arsil bowed her head, remaining silent.

Finally, with a voice trembling on the verge of tears, she asked one last question.

“If I cooperate… you’ll save Lin for sure, right?”

Reinhold silently held out the glass to her.



 
  
    Chapter 128: The Night Sky Before the Final Battle


In the pitch-black dungeon beneath the palace, Naidrian lay helplessly on the cold floor.

Days had passed without even a drink or a meal, and she had been trapped in this forsaken place ever since her arrival.

Since her transport to the prison, she hadn’t been allowed to eat or drink, and now she lacked the strength to move.

The filth on her cheek, the stench assaulting her senses—it didn’t matter. 

Naidrian remained unmoving, fused with the filthy ground, as though she had become one with it, like a worm.

Her eyes, unfocused and vacant, suddenly caught a flash of light.

She winced reflexively, and then came a stern voice, laced with impatience.

“Worthless wretch. Can’t you even get up?”

Strange, why was the Elder Elf here?

Naidrian turned her head away without a second thought.

The light and the Elder were of no interest to her.

“Get up, Naidrian! After causing all this disaster, you still haven’t learned a thing!”

The hallucinations were unusually loud.

It seemed they weren’t a mirage after all.

Naidrian tried to ignore the Elder, but the harsh words that followed struck a nerve deep within her.

“You led the elves to their downfall and now you’re pretending you had no part in it! You despicable, worthless fool. If you had just done your job properly, none of this would have happened! Useless wretch!”

“What did I do wrong?” she shouted back, unable to hold it in anymore.

Anger surged, and with it, a burst of strength she didn’t know she had. 

Stumbling, she rose, banging her head against the iron bars of the cell. 

She screamed out all her resentment and injustice.

“What was so useless about me?! You forced a simple scholar like me to take up a bow and go to war! You used me in the name of saving our people, and all you did was push me around. Did any of you ever say anything kind to me? No! Never!”

The banging continued, her skull splitting open and blood spilling, but Naidrian did not stop.

Her cries were filled with blood and bitterness.

“I joined a hero’s party. I betrayed even the heroes for a worthless piece of land! I spent all the funding I got to save the forest on research. What did I get in return? Betrayed by my only ally, arrested, and all my research burned and trampled on! What did I fail to do?! I did everything for you!”

“You… you… wretch!”

“Again?! Betray me and lie to me?! How can you do this to me, after everything I’ve been through?!”

“You—you’re completely mad!”

It was unjust.

She had never imagined she would end up like this—helpless, wronged, and despicable.

In a state teetering between half-crazed and half-regretful, Naidrian rolled in the filth, her screams echoing.

Arsil had been right.

She had prided herself on being clever, but in reality, she had been the most foolish of all.

“AAAAAHHHH! Get away! Go away!”

Once again, she began to bang her head against the wall, and the Elder responded in kind, not backing down.

“Fine! You wretched fool! You want this?! Fine! You’ll end up like that traitor Pristia, erased from the history of our people!”

“Erased… from history?”

Naidrian froze at the unfamiliar punishment.

The Elder smiled cruelly and explained, his voice cold.

“For us elves, there is no harsher punishment than being erased from the records. Have you heard of Pristia? No, of course you haven’t. We erased her completely from our records.”

“I don’t care about any of that…”

“You should. She’s your predecessor in this punishment.”

The Elder wetted his lips with saliva.

“Pristia, the warrior of the second Hero Party.”

“Lies… I heard there were no elves in the second Hero Party.”

“We made it so there were none. Our people betrayed the second Hero, sided with thieves, and were condemned before the Goddess. Thanks to erasing their records, we escaped her wrath.”

Naidrian’s vision sharpened, despite the blood dripping from her face.

Anger fueled her as she listened.

“You’re going to treat me the same as a traitor? After everything I did?”

The Elder chuckled at first, but then, as memories resurfaced, his smile faded, and he wiped the cold sweat from his brow.

“Do you know how Pristia died? She was pulled out of a flood while still alive, only for the Goddess to bring a monster back to her, an enormous one as thick as the oldest tree in the forest. That monster’s… thing was forced into her mouth.”

The Elder’s voice trembled as he recalled the horrific event.

“We don’t know what the Goddess did to her, but her jaw cracked, her eyes popped out, and yet her mouth stretched open and took in the entire thing. Her body inflated like a pig’s, and eventually, she couldn’t withstand the pressure and her lower body exploded.”

The Elder couldn’t bring himself to laugh anymore.

“When you compare her end to your fate, yours will be over quickly and quietly.”

Naidrian felt her last hope die.

She was hollow.

What had she been struggling for all this time?

What did she have left, after denying everything, after blindly running forward in denial?

Naidrian decided to let it all go.

“Go away… do whatever you want. Erase my record, or kill me. I don’t care.”

“Are you still refusing to cooperate?!”

Click!

Naidrian clung to the iron bars with an unbelievable speed.

She reached through the bars and grabbed the elder by the collar, pressing her bloodied face against his.

“Elder… Just go quietly while you still can. Or do you want to die with me here?”

The elder, meeting her bloodshot eyes, quickly realized that the archer had lost her sanity.

Barely managing to release his collar, his breath caught in fear as he snuffed out the torch before escaping the prison.

Once the sound of his footsteps faded, Naidrian collapsed onto the floor.

But as soon as her head touched the ground, she heard a voice calling her again.

“Naidrian.”

“Leave me alone!!”

Despite her harsh response, the other person did not back off.

The archer, out of breath and anger, was about to lie down when a soft light enveloped her.

The warm blood on her head stopped flowing, and her strength began to return.

Only then did Naidrian realize who had come for her.

“Arsil…?”

She lifted herself up and hung from the bars.

The archer asked the saint about the well-being of the porter.

“Have you seen the porter? How is he? I don’t think he’s here, and I don’t know where he is…”


“I haven’t seen Lin either. I just believe he’s fine.”

“Ah…”

Naidrian, lowering her head in disappointment and regret, heard Arsil slowly whispering in her ear.

“But I came here because of Lin. To save him.”

The saint’s face was resolute, and there was no trace of the hesitation she’d shown when facing Reinhold.

***

The final night was deepening, and the moon of dawn was fading.

“Is everything ready?”

“Yes, everyone has been moved!”

“If anything goes wrong, it’ll be an all-out battle. Everything will be decided tomorrow, in exactly one day.”

Aylan and Viscon took the lead, followed by Lucy and Tigra from the hero party.

Lucy, unable to sleep, looked exhausted and continuously emitted a strong aura of resentment.

“Alright, let’s go.”

Lowellina’s army stepped into the teleportation circle headed for the imperial palace.

Somewhere under the same sky, in the imperial palace.

Linachien leaned her head onto Lin’s shoulder for no particular reason.

“Lin, when are we getting out of here?”

“Probably tomorrow.”

Lin deliberately pulled away from the gesture and stood up.

Linachien, now lying on the ground, glared at him, but quickly softened her expression and began to flatter him.

“Tomorrow? You’ll take me out tomorrow, right?”

“Tomorrow, at the public trial, I’ll be acquitted and walk out on my own two feet.”

“…Do you think that’ll happen?”

“It might not.”

“And if it doesn’t? Do you have some backup plan or something?”

Linachien’s frustration was clear, but Lin responded nonchalantly as he stretched.

“If it doesn’t, I’ll destroy everything and escape.”

At his calm declaration, Linashien smiled brightly.

“I believe in you, Lin.”

And beneath the moonlight, there was one who gazed up at the sky—Reinhold, the shield knight.

“Tomorrow, it will all end.”

[Ha, you’re so confident.]

Though the words were spoken, the demon’s laughter was full of amusement.

“With the special item you gave me, and the cooperation of these allies, there’s nothing to fear.”

Reinhold spoke, turning toward those behind him.

“Please, let’s make sure everything goes according to plan.”

“Don’t you mess up, though.”

From the darkness behind them, three pairs of red eyes glimmered.


“We’ll give Lin despair, corrupt him, and make him one of us. If there are any unexpected actions, we won’t forgive anyone.”

“Don’t worry about that, Denarua.”

Reinhold, together with the demon, secretly smiled.

“Everything is under my control.”

Tomorrow, the final battle would begin.



 
  
    Chapter 129: The One Everyone Forgot


The goddess was imprisoned within the dark void between dimensions, caught in the rift that separated the realms. 

She floated in midair, bound by invisible forces, her eyes covered by a blindfold. 

Despite this, her divine power radiated with a brilliant light even in the midst of the darkness.

“Justini.”

At the sound of her name, she lifted her head.

Before her stood the golden chariot and the World Postal Officer.

“Seems like the final act is about to start, doesn’t it? Are you sure you should be hanging around here like this?”

“If you feel sorry for me, you can just let me go,” the goddess responded.

“Ah, that’s not possible. The one who set the rules can’t make exceptions for themselves. You should have followed the rules more carefully. What is this at such an important time? This is such a letdown.”

Despite being unable to see, the Postal Officer exaggeratedly feigned regret, mocking her.

It was the same one who had captured her for breaking the rules, and now they openly ridiculed her.

“It’s unfair! My younger sister, Angria, was directly and indirectly involved, yet she walked a tightrope above the rules, and only I am being treated this way?”

“Everything has its limits, Justini. A hundred times over you’ve triggered endless cycles, even burning the opponent’s mage with your divine power—do you seriously think you have no fault in this? It’s a major crime. Because of that, the fun has been considerably dulled. We wanted the thrill of a close call.”

“What meaning does fun have in a matter that concerns the survival of a world?”

The Postal Officer, usually playful, suddenly stiffened and spoke in a stern voice.

“What meaning is there in this endless, miserable existence if even fun is taken away?”

After a moment, they relaxed, speaking more gently.

“Justini, we all treasured you, gave you strength, while leaving that bastard Angria to struggle on her own. Yet, despite that, your sister is giving us unexpected amusement, and here you are acting all high and mighty. How can you be so proud?”

“A world is being sacrificed just for the gods’ amusement!”

“Then why didn’t you properly manage your own people? Even after you descended upon them, punishing both humans and elves alike, they wiped out the details of history and repeated the same mistakes. Didn’t you just leave them to it?”

The words hit a sensitive spot, a nerve she couldn’t easily defend.

“I wanted to believe in them! I wanted them to realize, repent, and change on their own! If I kept wielding the whip, replacing them every time, it would be no different from seeing them as puppets!”

Despite her pleading, the World Postal Officer remained indifferent.

“With results like this, do you think those excuses will work? How many letters full of desires and evil do you think I’ve carried from your world?”

The Postal Officer gestured toward the gap in the void, mocking her.

“Look at that porter. The soul of a noble who died from betrayal is being summoned back to be humiliated, and you still think your people are worthy of your trust? It’s a terrible joke that even I can’t laugh at.”

The words, like a sharp dagger, pierced her heart, and the goddess could only lower her head, unable to argue back.

The golden chariot’s World Postal Officer, now devoid of its usual levity, spoke in their true voice, declaring her fate.

“Unless your people cry out for you, you will remain trapped here forever.”

The voice, heavy and ominous, sent chills through Justini’s body, making even her divine power tremble.

***

The night and dawn passed, and the day began to break.

Lin, who hadn’t slept a wink, rose at the sight of the rising sun.

Linachien, who had been dozing lightly, hurriedly followed as Lin moved.

“Where are you going?”

Lin didn’t respond to Linachien’s question and simply opened the door.

The soldiers on guard were startled and aimed their spears at Lin, but the tips of their spears trembled.

“Wh… What’s going on?”

“Today’s the public trial, right? Bring the handcuffs.”

“Handcuffs?”

“Are you saying I should go to the trial without handcuffs? I’m fine, but you might get punished too.”

The punishment in the Imperial Palace was severe. 

For example, if someone stole within the palace, they would normally lose their hands, but here, they might even lose their arms.

The terrified soldiers clumsily rushed off, competing to bring the handcuffs, returning with only a single pair.

Lin calmly extended both hands.

“Put them on.”

“Wait.”

Before Lin and the soldiers could proceed, Linachien stepped in between them.

Thanks to Lin, the former empress, who had regained some of her dignity, looked at the soldiers with a scowl, acting arrogantly.

“Why is there only one pair of handcuffs?”

“Eh…?”

“Where’s mine?!”

“Your Highness isn’t attending the trial. I heard you’re not even a criminal.”

“What nonsense is this? Of course, I’m going with Lin to the trial!”

At this, both Lin and the soldiers looked at Linachien with confusion. 

All three of them wore puzzled expressions.

“What is she talking about?”

“Why is Lina coming with me to my trial?”

“Of course, I have to be there to clear my name! Don’t you know that?”

Lin, however, firmly denied it.

“Lina, this is my trial. You have no reason to be there.”

“Of course I do! I’ll go and tell them about what happened to me, and then punish that scumbag Reinhold! After that, you’ll restore me as Empress!”

Ah.

So that’s why.

That’s why she kept acting so sweet towards me.

“Why me?”

“What?”

“Why should I do that?”

“What are you saying… Lin, you came all this way to save me, didn’t you?”

“You showed me the handcuffs when we came here. I came in with them too. I don’t know why, but we just shared the same room.”

“It was all part of the plan to meet me…”

“Lina.”

Lin cut her off coldly.

“We’re nothing to each other.”

Linachien stared blankly at Lin, and gradually, anger began to consume her. 

She shook her head in disbelief, laughing bitterly, before finally exploding.

“Are you going to abandon me?! This…!”

However, Linachien couldn’t continue. 

At the question of whether she was being abandoned, Lin’s face lost even the faintest trace of a smile.


There was no emotion in his gaze, just a cold, impassive stare, as though looking at an object.

This was not the Lin she knew.

And with that, Linachien felt a wave of fear surge within her.

Both her mind and heart were ringing alarms, realizing her terrible mistake.

Staring at Lin for a long moment, she tilted her head in confusion.

“How could the one who was abandoned… abandon the one who abandoned her?”

It was a rhetorical question, a playful jab.

But there was no trace of playfulness in it.

“I was abandoned in the Sludgewater Alley five years ago, and I’ve been living as if I were still abandoned.”

“Is this because of that incident? Ha! Do whatever you want. You coward! Get out! Get out of my room right now!”

The woman, who had never once apologized, knew she was in the wrong, but still tried to save her pride until the very end.

Even after being slapped by Reinhold, she couldn’t suppress her temper. 

It was almost awe-inspiring in a way.

At last, in a frenzy, Linachien threw objects around the room.

“Leave! Get out! If you’re just going to do this, why even come here and stir my heart like this!”

Lin didn’t give in either.

As books and other items flew toward him, Lin ducked and dodged them. 

Her anger only flared further, and she screamed at the top of her lungs.

“AAAAAAGH!!!!!!”

“Uhm… could you move quickly, please?”

Even the soldier, who had grown utterly bored, urged Lin to hurry.

With a bitter expression, Lin left the room.

“Well then, take care and stay healthy. Your Highness.”

The door closed.

Still fuming, Linachien threw a book to the floor and cursed.

“Useless bastard… Why did you even come here? Worthless bastard…”

As she turned away, she noticed a plate sitting where she had been.

It was clean, as though it had just been taken out. 

On it were two small sandwiches.

The kind of sandwich Lin alone could make—mashed potatoes spread between slices of white bread, with jam.

Why was it making her feel like this?

Why did it make her chest tighten so painfully?

“Lin…!”

Linachien ran out of the room.

She twisted her ankle midway but didn’t care, running barefoot down the hallway.

He couldn’t have gone far after just leaving.

“Linnnnn!!!!”

Turning the corner, she saw his back right away.

In a frantic voice, Linachien cried out to him.

The soldiers and Lin both stopped in their tracks.

“I was wrong! About what happened back then, I’ll apologize! Please, come back to me!”

Her apology, which he had never heard before, made Lin turn slowly.

With faint hope, she tried to smile at him, but her face froze.

He had the same emotionless expression as earlier, the same face that felt like a complete stranger.

“That apology…”

With that single apology, Lin organized all his feelings.

“The children from the alley aren’t coming back.”

There was no more regret left. 

Not a single shred.

“Because of you, Ravin and Arsil cried.”

The ache that had once pierced him every time he saw her was long gone.

“I’ll never forgive you.”

He turned back around, moving forward.

After all the days of unrequited love, Lin was completely resolved to move on.

But Linachien couldn’t do that at all.

“Lin! Lin! Please! Please don’t leave me! I was wrong! I was wrong! What do I do if you abandon me too!”

Running up to him in tears, she grabbed his pants and clung to them.

She pressed her cheek to his calf, throwing herself to the floor, begging, and begging again.

But Lin didn’t even spare her a glance.

When the soldiers struggled to pull her away, Linachien screamed, tears streaming down her face.

“If you leave me too, I’ll die!!!”

“Ha…”

A deep sigh escaped him.

He was tired now, so very tired.

“You do know the children from the Sludgewater Alley are dead, right?”

Linachien had never been the kind of woman who could take the lead in any situation.

Even now, she was just an appetizer for what was to come. 

After all was said and done, he, along with Ravin and Arsil, would be the ones seeking revenge.

And that too, would only be the dessert at the end.

But his revenge would be thorough.

“Liiiiin! AAAAAAAAAAA!!!!”

Even as she screamed desperately, Lin and the soldiers disappeared into the distance.

Through a blurry, tear-streaked vision, Linachien closed her eyes, letting a single tear fall.

Her cheek burned.

Her chest felt hollow and aching.

The Empress of a nation slumped against the corridor wall, crouching and burying her face in her hands.

“It’s just because I was angry for a moment.”

Now that she thought about it, the only person who had ever looked at her with such devotion was Lin.

“He abandoned me five years ago, and I left him alone… so it makes sense.”

Even when she was lacking, Lin had been the one to take care of her, offering everything he could.

“I can understand that. After I deal with that damn Reinhold and those weakling bastards, he’ll come back to me.”

Lin, the one who had never looked away, who had always worried only about her.

But why did it feel like she’d never see him again?

Biting her nails until they bled, Linachien created futile hopes and constantly rationalized her actions.

And then.

At the end of that rationalization,

The voice of the one who had been silent until now whispered into her ear.

[Why do you want him?]

Because he’s the only one who understands me.

Lin is the only one who understands me.

Lin is the only one who has always been my ally.

[But it seems you’ve committed a great wrong against that person.]

The voice was ominous and sticky.

[Regret always comes with a lesson, you know. It took me far too long to learn that. I’ll have to make sure our goddess learns this too.]


A black, foggy aura clouded Linachien’s mind, numbing her senses.

“Lin… my Lin… I want him…”

[You’ve at least realized it before it’s too late, so I’ll reward you. Yes, I’ll give you what you want.]

The long silence was broken as the Demon King made his move.

[Come to me, Linachien Karlun.]



 
  
    Chapter 130: The Saint’s Betrayal


Early in the morning, the day of the trial had arrived.

A vast crowd gathered in the large plaza in front of the imperial palace within the regime.

From common citizens to the influential nobles of various regions, including great lords, they all filled the plaza.

Among them was Duke Aylan Dekarlune, along with his elite unit from Lowellina, which he had personally led.

Normally, only the guards could enter unless the regime was under attack, but because of Duke Dekarlune’s high status, this small exception was allowed.

Next to the stern-faced Aylan were both a warrior and a mage.

While Lucy silently stared at the elevated platform, Tigria kept glancing at the warrior, worried about any sudden actions.

Finally, Ravin, the ruler of Waltercrua and a temporary member of the warrior party, arrived, leading her guild members.

Despite her faint smile, she nervously tapped her fingers against her own thigh.

The high platform, which would serve as the highlight of the day, was already occupied by central nobles and Reinhold.

Looking down from such a high vantage point, even the members of the demon army and the warriors seemed like mere creatures in comparison.

The difference in height felt like a symbol of the gap between himself and others, and Reinhold leisurely took in the view.

“Her Imperial Highness, the Princess, has arrived!”

At the cry of the royal guard, everyone in the plaza, except for two individuals, knelt.

Lucy stood stiffly, watching Reinhold escorting the frail princess dressed in a white gown, adorned with gold threads.

At that moment, she wanted nothing more than to tear the hypocrite apart, but recalling Tigria’s words to wait for Lin’s signal, Lucy struggled to remain calm.

When the time came, she would kill that man with her own hands.

She would show Lin that she had rid herself of the past where she had once been unfaithful and turned her gaze to another man.

Focusing only on that thought, Lucy steadied herself.

“Bring forth the criminals!”

It wasn’t even confirmed that they had committed a crime, yet they were being treated as guilty.

After bowing before the princess, Aylan clicked her tongue in disdain.

Shackled, Lin and Naidrian were pushed forward by the guards.

At the sight of him for the first time since his arrest, Naidrian faintly smiled to herself.

Thank goodness.

He didn’t seem to be in pain.

Thank goodness.

“Kill him!!”

“The warrior party was supported with our taxes, and yet they did nothing but waste it!”

“The pack mule, that bastard, didn’t do anything and now he’s even stealing? Stone him to death!”

Aylan and Viscon couldn’t block the noise from the crowd, so instead, they closed their eyes.

“Not yet. Please, hold on.”

Tigria whispered, grabbing Lucy’s arm as it instinctively reached for the abyssal handle.

But even the mage trying to restrain her was breathing heavily with rage.

Reinhold, enjoying the spectacle, raised his voice toward the plaza.

“Here stands Lin, the pack mule of the warrior party! He used the spoils of war for his own private gain, even though he wasn’t a combatant! He took the remains left by his fellow warriors, who fought demons and monsters, and kept them all for himself. His crimes have led him to this trial, relying on his false position as a trusted confidant of the hero!”

The shield knight continued, trying to calm the angry citizens before they could interrupt.

“Even as people across the empire starve from the drought, this man, instead of offering the spoils to the imperial family, used it to satisfy his own greed! He stands here as a traitor!”

“Kill him!”

“My relatives are starving at the border, and this bastard only filled his own belly?!”

The crowd’s shouts grew louder, but Lin remained unmoved.

He was used to it.

He had endured these kinds of accusations and hatred for two years already.

At this point, no one could shake him.

Although many of his chains had been broken, countless more remained to suppress his emotions.

“And here, the archer Naidrian is his accomplice!”

That was all.

Naidrian, not even receiving any attention in this trial, didn’t know whether to feel relieved or saddened. 

She let out a self-mocking sigh.

At Reinhold’s signal, the frail princess rose and asked Lin directly.

“Lin, do you admit your crimes?”

“That’s a ridiculous accusation.”

Lin immediately denied it.

“I belong to the warrior party, but as I am not a combatant, I did not receive any support funds. Instead, I signed a contract granting Duke Aylan Dekarlune the authority to dispose of the spoils of war. It was authorized by His Majesty the Emperor, and the imperial seal was affixed. The funds from the spoils were used for the warrior party’s upkeep, and the remainder was invested for the poor and the Elven Forest’s protection. If you wish, ask Duke Dekarlune about the contract.”

It was his turn now.

Aylan began to walk toward the witness stand.

But Reinhold cut her off, preventing her from proceeding.

“There’s no need for that. We’ve already secured the contract from the imperial archives, authorized by His Majesty.”

“What… is this nonsense…?”

While Aylan looked confused, the frail princess began to read aloud the contract Reinhold had handed her.

“The empire shall provide Lin, the pack mule of the warrior party, a monthly support of 20 gold coins. In exchange, the pack mule must strive to ensure victory in the war against the demon races. If he fails to uphold his duties or commits any crimes, he shall be punished as a great criminal.”

That was all.

The princess raised the contract, showing the imperial seal clearly stamped upon it.

Lin’s eyes widened as he gazed at the document.

Using his skills as a pack mule and item master, he examined the document, and it was clear: the imperial seal was genuine.

“That document has been forged!”

Before the citizens could react, a furious shout from Duke Aylan echoed through the plaza.

Furious that even her secret weapon, the frail princess, had been taken from her, and that the imperial document had been forged, Aylan was ready to make a swift decision.

“The contract with the pack mule was written by me and personally approved by His Majesty the Emperor! I, Aylan Dekarlune, stand by it!”

“Well, this is unexpected. Even with the imperial seal on the document, if you insist on such claims, it could be seen as implicating Duke Dekarlune as an accomplice in this treason!”

Predicting Aylan’s objection, Reinhold responded calmly, trying to drag the Duke into the mess as well.

How should I handle this?

The shield knight, who was certain of his victory, was interrupted by a calm and composed voice.

“Master Porter would never do such a thing.”

“Who are you?”

“I am Ruben, a humble servant of the goddess. I am a lowly priest, currently taking care of orphans due to the crisis in the Church. I am not worthy of your attention.”

“Why has a priest from the Church come all the way here?”

“To clear the name of Master Porter.”

To everyone’s astonishment, the man speaking was none other than Ruben, the priest whom Lin had regarded as the last hope of the Church.


Ruben had come from the Church after meeting with Ravin, who had briefly returned to Waltercrua and then brought him along. 

He was someone who could testify to Lin’s innocence.

Though his expression was gentle, there was a strong belief in his eyes, drawing the attention of everyone in the room.

“Master Porter had dealt with the corrupted Pope Agreus, who had used the people of the Church as sacrifices to forbidden magic. In doing so, he also helped the orphans in the impoverished districts by donating his own wealth to provide food for them this year.”

Though not shouting, Ruben’s voice resonated powerfully, filling the room.

“Moreover, he supported the remaining five priests of the Church, including myself, and ordered us to teach and protect the children, even providing us with funds. He lived on nothing but plain porridge every day. How could such a person commit a crime of embezzlement or wrongful enrichment?”

Ruben’s voice grew stronger as he continued.

“The only thing Master Porter has gained from his acts of kindness is an empty wallet.”

Following Ruben, another figure stepped forward: Vice Commander Viscon Penteyr.

When the general from the Demon Front appeared in person, both the common folk and the nobility began to stir.

“I’ve fought alongside him since the Demon King subjugation campaign. Despite being a civilian unfamiliar with battle, he never retreated from the front lines and quietly did the menial tasks, setting an example for others. During the recent conflict with the Demon Knights, Porter fought against them unarmed and protected the soldiers of Lowellina without hesitation. I can testify to this right here and now!”

The general lowered his head toward Lin, his voice filled with regret.

“I failed to recognize such a hero, and because of his inability to fight, I ignored him. As a general, I showed disdain, and as a result, everyone in Lowellina disregarded him. If there is any fault here, it is mine! I led everyone to wrongly label Porter as inadequate, and for that, I apologize!”

“Yes, the Vice Commander is right! It’s our fault!”

“Porter has done nothing wrong!”

“We owe him an apology. Please, release the Porter!”

At that moment, Viscon, Ruben, and the soldiers of Lowellina all knelt before the court.

“Release the Porter!”

They had thought it was too late.

They had believed it was all too far gone, their pleas meaningless.

And yet, despite their twisted emotions, they couldn’t help but feel a lump in their throats.

Lin couldn’t understand why his heart felt so weak, and he cursed himself for being moved despite having no intention of forgiving anyone.

The crowd whispered among themselves.

Could Porter truly be guilty? 

A doubt began to spread through the murmurs.

Realizing the potential chaos that could erupt, Reinhold quickly stepped forward to suppress it.

“It is deplorable to see people speak of fabricated evidence and declare the innocence of a heinous criminal in the face of clear proof bearing the imperial seal. But this is not your fault. No, it is all due to the fact that Porter has deceived you all!”

Reinhold paused dramatically, as the guards parted to allow the witness to emerge.

The figure that appeared was none other than Arsil.

Her once white robes, now stained and faded to gray, still bore the symbol of the goddess. 

She caressed the amulet around her neck as she stepped forward, looking every bit the saint.

“You claimed to have witnessed Porter’s crimes. Do you still maintain that he is guilty?”

“Yes, I do.”

Her answer was direct, and the betrayal was immediate.

Aylan, who had trusted the saint, ground his teeth in anger.

“This traitor!”

Finally, the last straw broke. 

Lucy, who had been holding back her rage, exploded.

“How could you do this to Lin?!”

Despite the shaking fury in Lucy’s eyes, Arsil remained calm.

She tried to stay composed, though her legs, hidden beneath her robes, trembled with the weight of the situation.

She had to begin.

“Yes, I am a traitor.”

She had to do this.

“Porter is innocent.”

It was time for her confession.


“If there is any crime, it is in my failure to face the truth, and in the betrayal I have committed against him.”

It was happening.

“I admit my sin.”

The saint, Arsil, had begun her atonement.





 
  
    Chapter 131: Arsil’s Atonement


Until she opened her mouth, the tension and fear weighing down on her abdomen made it feel as if she were suffocating.

Deep breaths didn’t help at all.

They only became obstacles that prevented the words she needed to speak from coming out.

But once she finally began, despite the struggle, Arsil felt her trembling subside, and a sense of calm began to settle within her.

“I come from a slum called Sludgewater Alley, a place whose location I’m not even sure of.”

It took an incredibly long time to speak this one line.

“The first sin I must confess to you all is that I betrayed the hero Lucyna Estel.”

Up until this point, people had assumed that the saintess had merely had an argument with the hero, nothing more.

Because she was a saintess—she was supposed to be a good person—and so, they thought, the discomfort was just due to the disagreement.

However, the following words were enough to shock everyone.

“Right after we defeated the Demon King, our hero party cut off Lucyna’s limbs because of her dangerous behavior.”

“…Cut off her limbs?”

Even Aylan was startled.

She had only heard of the betrayal, but the brutal form it took—cutting off limbs—was beyond anything she had imagined.

What about the hero, who was standing there with her limbs intact?

Everyone, except the hero party, turned to glance at Lucy.

“The party members each severed one of her limbs, and I was the one who took her right arm.”

***

He had to stop the saintess who had betrayed her.

But Reinhold knew that if he intervened now, he would only be seen as actively agreeing with what had happened.

Frustration boiled inside him, unable to do anything about the betrayer before him.

“The shield knight, Reinhold, was the last to tear off Lucy’s remaining leg, and then was about to take her to the Imperial capital, planning to display her as a traitor to the public.”

At that moment, the crowd’s attention shifted to Reinhold.

His face was flushed with anger and anxiety.

The saintess took a deep breath.

This was the main part.

“The person who saved such a hero was the Porter, Lin. At that time, he wasn’t even a combatant, but he used skill scrolls, fought through the four strongest of humanity, and desperately rescued her. Later, he even fully healed the hero’s injuries.”

Lucy closed her eyes.

She remembered that time.

The moment Lin pulled her out of the abyss of betrayal and despair, taking care of her with such devotion.

Lin, who had only looked after her.

Her heart warmed.

Meanwhile, Tigria lowered her head.

The puppet felt regret and shame.

The puppet, who used to care only for the study of affection, now found that past to be shameful.

“I come from the slums, and I felt guilty for escaping alone as a saintess. After we defeated the Demon King, I wanted to use my accomplishments to establish an academy in Sludgewater Alley and bring it back to life. The shield knight promised to support the academy’s creation, and I was swayed by that promise, betraying the hero. But the price of greed and sin was severe.”

Her body began to tremble again.

Her legs shook, but Arsil tried to confront her sins.

“After betraying the hero, I received no reward. They kept promising, but I only continued to serve as the shield knight’s subordinate. When I urged for a reward, the shield knight deceived me, showing me a caravan heading out, claiming they were going to Sludgewater Alley.”

Reinhold kept all of Arsil’s words in his memory.

He would need to remember them, for when his turn came, he would calmly refute everything.

“What happened to that caravan? I later learned that it had circled back to the Imperial capital. The reason was that Sludgewater Alley had already been destroyed. Less than a year after I left, the country that I came from, in collaboration with the Empire, attacked and annihilated it.”

Ravin and Lin’s gazes darkened.

It had been hard and lacking, but they were not alone back then.

“Then why did the Empire destroy Sludgewater Alley? That’s…”

“Arsil! What you’re about to say could be seen as treason against the imperial family! Think carefully! You are deceiving everyone here and mocking the goddess!”

Reinhold interrupted urgently, raising his voice.

She was going to expose even this?

How much did she know?

The shield knight was taken aback by how much the saintess seemed to know.

However, an unexpected figure stepped in to stop him.

“Don’t worry saintess, speak the truth as you know it.”

“The Crown Princess?”

It was Gyana.

She, who had always been intimidated by Reinhold, now looked at Arsil with changed eyes after hearing her confession.

“There were four key figures in the alley: I, Arsil, Ravin, the ruler of Waltercrua, Lin the Porter, and… Lina. This Lina is none other than the ex-Crown Princess, Linachien Karlun.”

How many shocks would it take for today to be over?

The crowd was still reeling from the shocking truths being revealed.

“Linachien, the illegitimate child, came to the alley to escape threats on her life, and we accepted her. However, when the imperial heirs died, the Empire came looking for Linachien. To erase her taint, they, together with the Church, destroyed Sludgewater Alley.”

Arsil’s trembling became even worse.

Sweat poured down her face.

Lin and Naidrian looked at her with concern, feeling sympathy.

“Only Ravin and Lin survived the massacre and scattered. Ravin went to Waltercrua and became its current ruler, while Lin, after much hardship, became the Porter for the hero party. But as a Porter, Lin had to wear a mask to survive. Yet this foolish girl never bothered to uncover the truth of the alley or even recognize who her own Porter was, blindly chasing her own greed.”

The saintess paused, her vision growing blurry.

The people below the podium noticed her shoulders shaking.

In the end, Arsil broke into sobs.

“I… I didn’t know any of that, and yet I called the Porter incompetent and shameless… I tormented him throughout the journey… I ignored him… humiliated him in front of others… and eventually made everyone else do the same… I hurt the person I cherished the most… pushed him to the brink…”

No one urged the saintess to continue.

The hot tears stung her eyes.

She wiped her face with her sleeve, then glared at Reinhold.

“The reason the Porter wore a mask all this time! It’s because that shield knight was the one who had gone to Sludgewater Alley to find Linachien and, under her orders, led the Empire’s army to destroy the alley. That man knew Lin’s face, so if he were exposed, he would have been killed. Yet, even so, Lin never neglected his duty as the Porter, even when facing the murderer of his hometown!”

Though her body ached, the trembling stopped.

“The one who persuaded the hero to reform the hero party and fight against the demon king, even in the face of betrayal, was the Porter. The one who spent all his savings to feed and gather people was the Porter.”

Still, tears flowed from her eyes.

“Who is the true sinner? It’s me, the one who knew nothing, who saw the truth before me but turned a blind eye and made excuses!”

She knelt down.

Arsil laid her head on the ground.

“I’m sorry… Lucy!”

With the last of her strength, she apologized.


“I’m sorry, Lin…”

As those words were spoken, only the Saintess’s sobs echoed through the plaza.

Everyone stood in stunned silence.

The party of heroes who betrayed their own hero, the porter who had saved and cared for her alone, bringing them back together.

That porter, despite being despised by people and having enemies by his side, had always done his duty.

And now, that porter was being accused of embezzlement?

Perhaps, but the confession of the Saintess stirred something in the hearts of the crowd, not their logic, but their emotions.

‘This is dangerous!’

Reinhold sensed the looming crisis and moved to act, but someone was already ahead of him.

“I too, am of course a sinner.”

It was the elf archer, Naidrian, who stepped forward.

Seeing Arsil’s confession, she overcame her own hesitation and finally stood before the people.

“As the Saintess said, I betrayed the hero. In an attempt to save my dwindling elven forest, I promised land to the shield knight as a new home, and that land turned out to be cursed, a forsaken land, the ruined Sludgewater alley. And even then, I was accused as an accomplice in embezzlement and had that land taken from me.”

She realized just how foolish her actions were the moment she spoke them aloud.

Humans, after all, could not live every moment with pure reason.

Even those who might harshly judge another’s seemingly obvious decisions would soon realize, if they examined their own lives, how full of nonsense and foolish decisions they had made.

“I researched tree seeds that could thrive in any environment to create a new land. However, the costs were so high that I could not even begin. Then, a letter and an investor appeared. That letter, filled with encouragement and recognition, and the investment, became the only reason in my life. But it turned out, the investor was the porter.”

Her voice was calm but laced with regret.

“The porter, despite not receiving support, lived off the spoils of war, investing most of it in me, and used the remainder to feed the poor. I, however, despised him, suspecting him of embezzlement, and foolishly accused the only person who understood me. I am a sinner, but the porter, Lin, is not.”

She too knelt.

“I’m sorry, Lucy.”

With a heavy thud, she bowed her head to the ground.

“I’m so sorry, Lin.”

In the midst of all this, the mage flew into the scene and landed.

Tigria also kneeled quietly, tears in her eyes.

“I’m sorry, Hero. I’m sorry, Lin…”

The scene had gone beyond shock, and no one knew what to make of it.

Even Aylan, who was carefully observing the hero’s eyes, was confused. 

Then, Reinhold suddenly shouted in panic.

“The porter has bewitched the women of the hero party, making them lie!”

The plan he had thought was perfect had shattered.

Not just shattered—the pride of the shield knight had been shattered.

“Just like the second hero’s bandit, he charmed the women to make them his allies!”

“…Is that so?”

“Now that you mention it, they are all women…”

A few began to waver under the absurd accusation.

Alright, a rift had appeared. 

If more provocative statements were made, it might not flip the situation, but it could certainly escalate it.

But Reinhold’s smug smile was soon twisted by the voice of Princess Gyana.

“The one who is lying is the shield knight!”

“Princess Gyana!”

“The truth is, I am the illegitimate child of the Emperor, raised under the protection of Duke Aylan Decarlune on the Zramun Islands. I was never part of the royal family! I had no intention of leaving the islands, but this reckless man stole the Duke’s letters, forcing me to come here and making me the Crown Princess. In that process, Zramun Island was destroyed, and I… lost the man I loved and was dragged away helplessly.”

As she spoke, Gyana removed the thick gloves hiding her hands.

On her fingers, the royal seal ring glittered.

“Not only did he unjustly depose me, the Princess of the Karlun Empire, he also beat me! After touching the Emperor’s body to assassinate him, he forced me to wear this royal seal and falsified documents. And now, even the Emperor’s body is… cold and alone in his chamber, no one seeking him out…”

“Gyana Karlun!”

The shield knight, red with rage, cried her name with a voice that was breaking.

In response, Aylan too unsheathed her sword.

“Capture that traitor!”

“Try me!”

In the blink of an eye, Reinhold’s forces, nearly a hundred strong, took formation.

Even without the hundred, Reinhold felt he could stand his ground alone for days.

“Do you think you can break through my defenses?”

“You fool, I’ll show you why you can’t find a proper woman.”

Aylan calmly lectured the shield knight.

“You’re too trapped in your own way of thinking. A good partner is like a gem—only through digging will you understand its value. But you judge by appearances alone.”

“What does that have to do with…”

But the shield knight couldn’t finish his sentence.

The sounds of heavy footsteps, shaking the ground inside the palace, echoed.

This was the sound of an army marching in unison.

“Even now, you’re wrong. A shield only blocks from the front. The back is undefended.”

Bang!

Through the violently opened gates of the palace, Lowellina’s army poured in.

At the front was none other than Aylan’s husband, Garin.

Unable to send in large forces due to palace policy, Aylan had already sent the main force to the military stronghold where Garin was stationed, then used the palace’s teleportation magic circle to launch the invasion.

“Teleportation is a key asset! The sentries wouldn’t have allowed it so easily!”

“You arrogant fool.”

With a sigh, Aylan responded.


“All the soldiers in the palace were chosen by me. Not a single one was not handpicked. And you, Reinhold, were one of them. Listen carefully. You are my greatest failure.”

With Garin’s forces merging with those stationed at the strategic point, over a thousand soldiers surrounded Reinhold.

Along with Lin and Naidrian, who had been rescued, the hero party stood ready, and Lucy silently observed them from a distance.

“Checkmate.”

The general, a master of strategy, was certain of his victory.



 
  
    Chapter 132: The Torn Out Heart


Reinhold, completely surrounded.

But Lin watched him nervously, his eyes locked on the man.

This would not be the end.

The young, ambitious man was still blindly trusting in himself.

“Give up, Reinhold.”

Aylan stepped onto the platform, sword pointed straight at him.

The face of the handsome and tall shield knight twisted grotesquely, unwilling to admit that he had been defeated.

“Hah… Hahaha, ha ha ha ha!”

“You’re laughing?”

Suddenly, Reinhold burst into laughter.

For a moment, it seemed like he had lost his mind, but Aylan and Garin did not let their guard down.

In truth, the shield knight had no real options left.

Laughing loudly on purpose, he desperately racked his brain, hoping for a viable idea.

Not a detailed plan, but just a quick solution to buy himself some time.

Whether it would work or not, Reinhold decided to take a chance.

“Lin! Even after all that humiliation, you still pretend to be on humanity’s side—impressive!”

“Are you still spouting such nonsense?”

The claim was so absurd that it made everyone in the square pause.

Even Lin almost lost his composure for a moment. 

‘Is he really still holding onto this persona?’

“Let me cut to the chase. The porter Lin has long since fallen to the demons. He’s just hiding it!”

“Don’t lie! I’ve already testified to Lin’s noble deeds!”

“The so-called ‘victory of the demon lord’ is just a ploy to win humanity’s favor! Didn’t you realize that, priest?”

Even Ruben tried to rebut, but Reinhold remained unfazed.

“And how do you plan to prove that? As you can see, Lin is human!”

A magician stepped forward, but that only turned out to be a mistake.

At the question of proof, Reinhold immediately latched onto the words.

“Then what about that arm, corrupted by the demon lord? How will you explain that?”

Arsil felt a dizzying sensation cloud his mind.

In her confession she forgot to mention that the hero party had forced Lin to touch the Demon Lord’s horn with his bare hands right after they defeated him.

How could he have forgotten such an important detail?

How could I have made such a mistake?

The saint shouted in frustration.

“It was after we defeated the Demon Lord! We forced Lin to handle his horn, thinking the demons would vanish with the lord’s death! It worsened because we let him handle it with his bare hands!”

But as people noticed that Lin’s hands had turned black, they began to distance themselves from him.

“Arsil is right. We failed to mention this. Lin was just a victim!”

“Damn! What idiots we are!”

The magician quickly clarified, and Arsil felt a pang of guilt.

Seeing the situation falter, the shield knight tried to speak up again, but Aylan swiftly intervened.

“Whatever the case, your priority is to be arrested. Don’t forget about the attempted assassination of His Majesty and the royal slander charges. If you want to plead innocence, you can be arrested just like the porter, and explain yourself in a public trial afterward.”

“We’re already in a public trial, and I’m explaining myself!”

“You deceitful bastard! Soldiers, arrest Reinhold!”

At Aylan’s command, Lowellina’s elite soldiers rushed toward Reinhold.

“Guard soldiers, step aside! I don’t want any more innocent bloodshed!”

Garin, the duke’s husband, shouted, and the guard soldiers who had sided with Reinhold hesitated, stepping aside.

Seeing them scatter so easily, Reinhold gritted his teeth.

Should I show some strength now?

As the Lowellina soldiers approached with their spears, Reinhold thought for a moment before making a decision.

The frontmost soldier lunged with his spear.

At that moment—

“This is troublesome~.”

“This plan was flawed from the start.”

“Tch, what a bunch of rookies.”

The demon warriors appeared.

Salomei, swinging her spear to knock away the soldier’s spear before stabbing him in the opposite direction.

Adora, still wrapped in bandages, stood her ground.

Denarua, slashing through soldiers in a wide arc.

All the Demon Warriors appeared, not from anywhere else, but from the heart of Caulan.

“Damn…!”

Reinhold had to be suppressed from the demon army’s front lines.

If not, they would join the final battle like this.

Knowing full well that there had been no other choice at the time, Lin’s expression darkened as he watched the Demon Warriors.

“Kid, are you okay?”

Despite Lin’s hostile gaze, Denarua asked Reinhold.

But with the arrival of the Demon Warriors, Reinhold sensed that it was all over.

He pointed at Lin one last time.

“See? The Demon Warriors came to save a corrupted porter!”

“What?! What the hell is this bastard talking about?”

“Think about it! How could a non-combatant porter face the demon army and fight Demon Warriors?! This is all just a scheme to win humanity’s favor!”

No one believed his words.

Denarua was already shouting curses at the shield knight.

Salomei and Adora also glared at him with disdain.

Realizing that he was the only one shouting, Reinhold stopped his baseless claims.

“Hah…”

He brushed his bangs out of his eyes in a pointless, dramatic gesture.

“It’s not working.”

However, the sneering laughter that followed was as cold as a serpent’s.

And at that moment, someone’s fury exploded.

“Estel Style.”


The lone hero on the platform, Lucy, immediately shot up from the ground.

She leaped so high, she almost appeared as a speck in the sky.

“Sky Strike!”

“Everyone, move! Fall back!”

Sensing the brutal attack, Aylan commanded the soldiers to retreat.

Everyone on the platform scrambled, widening the distance as Lucy’s attack slammed into Reinhold’s shield.

Crack!

The enormous shield was torn to pieces like paper.

“Ugh!”

The arm that had blocked the attack was trembling uncontrollably.

“Your lies end here.”

Her voice was as dry as a desert, sending chills down Reinhold’s spine.

“Luciena… if it’s now, I might seriously consider your proposal.”

“Wrong.”

A deep sense of resentment enveloped the air.

The great sword grew sharper.

“You should’ve begged me to kill you as painlessly as possible.”

Lucy glanced sideways at Lin.

‘Are you watching, Lin?’

‘I’ll sever this filthy past here and now.’

‘Watch me carefully.’

“I’m still deciding whether to split you from your skull, or to cut off your limbs and leave just your body.”

“Luciena, I—!”

“Don’t you dare call me with that filthy mouth!!!”

[Estel Style: Sky Strike]

With a blow fueled by rage, the attack fell from the heavens like judgment.

Without a shield, Reinhold futilely crossed his arms to block, but it was useless.

Lucy was certain this would be the strike that would end the shield knight’s life.

Kang!

“Uh…?”

However, the hero’s attack was suddenly blocked by a crimson shield that appeared out of nowhere.

“What is this…?”

“Everyone, fall back! What the hell is this insane magic?!”

While Lucy was panicking, Arsil, who recognized the demon lord’s exclusive item, urgently warned of the danger.

Aylan and Garin, also uneasy, hastily distanced themselves.

“Reinhold, you! You really did join forces with the demons, didn’t you?!”

“I didn’t join forces. I just borrowed their power.”

The shield knight was in a very unpleasant state.

His plan had been shattered.

He had thought his plan was flawless, confident in his own strategies, only for them to fall apart.

He genuinely admired the one who had disrupted his perfect plan.

It was clear that it was Lin who had caused the gap in his plan.

He had felt something was off from the moment he heard that Lin had been captured so easily.

“You’ve forced me to use my last resort. This is far from an elegant way.”

The shield knight closed the distance with the hero, who was about to swing the Abyss.

Before Lucy could even react, she was tackled by the shield and was thrown back.

“Ugh!”

“Lucy!”

The time had come.

Lin urgently shouted to Tigria.

“Tigria! Now!”

“…!”

It was the signal.

The mage pulled a skill scroll from her robe.

The [Judgment: Word of Greed] scroll, which she had kept safe for this moment, was now in Tigria’s hands.

But just after Lucy, Reinhold charged at Lin, grabbing him by the neck.

“Gack!”

“Don’t move, mage. That scroll gives off a very unpleasant feeling. If you so much as twitch a finger, I’ll break the servant’s neck. Like the Emperor’s.”

“Reinhold!!!!! What are you planning to do!!!”

As Lin’s life was in danger, Denarua and the other Demon warriors surrounded him.

Each of them exuded a murderous aura.

“If Lin is even a little hurt, I’ll crush you.”

The spear-wielder ground her teeth.

“We’ll make you dream your worst nightmare.”

The illusionist unfurled her fan.

“I’ll invite you to the hellish execution grounds.”

Denarua drew her twin swords.

“Hahaha! To think you dogs following the demon lord would try to bite your master!”

Reinhold didn’t flinch, even with the Demon warriors before him.

In fact, he laughed loudly and tightened his grip on Lin’s neck.

[Be careful, Lin’s death will end your awakening too.]

This voice was not heard by the shield knight.

The sun was hidden by darkness, and only the faintest light shone through. 

Under the dark sky, the demon lord’s voice echoed.

[Now, I will do what I intended.]

A chilling tone that seemed to reverberate through one’s skull.

[I’ll take what should have been mine—!!!!]

With the demon lord’s declaration, magic exploded around Reinhold.

The fierce wind and surge of magic made Tigria lose her grip on the scroll.

“Ah?!”

She reached out toward the flying scroll, but when she saw it disappear into the darkness, she swallowed a scream.

And then, at that moment,

“Kaaaaaaaahhh!!!”

“Lin!!!!!”

Reinhold’s shield, “Chaos,” glowed with a sinister red light as it was pressed against Lin’s chest.

As soon as the shield made contact, Lin screamed in agony.

It felt as though his bones were being ripped apart, and his insides were being squeezed.

Seeing this, Ravin also covered her mouth in shock.

“Reinhold—!!! I’ll never forgive you!”

“Denarua!”

“Rip him apart! Right now!”

Salomei, Adora, and Denarua recognized the shield knight as their enemy and rushed at him.

But before their weapons could reach him, the dark thoughts that had been sealed within Lin were brought to the surface through the shield.

Lin’s heart, bound by monochrome chains, was as if trapped in a prisoner’s cage.

“Reveal it! Your darkness! The corruption sealed by the goddess!”

“Ahhhhhhh!!!”

“We have to save Lin!!”

The hero party charged in too late.

“Look! The greatest demon you humans have created!”

Lin’s dark emotions began to swell into a massive black orb that engulfed everyone in the square.

All that remained were the shield knight, three Demon Warriors, and the massive, black orb.

“What have you done to Lin?!”

“Don’t worry, this is what you wanted. To see the completion of his fall.”

“If the chains of the seal are released all at once, Lin won’t be able to handle it! He’ll lose himself and go berserk!”

“I don’t care. Either way, he will become my nourishment.”

“You’ve gotten so bold, Reinhold, just because you’ve allied with the demon god!”

In the end, Adora’s anger boiled over, and she spoke to him disrespectfully.

At that moment, a blue magical spear illuminated the darkness.

“Denarua, I’ll take care of him.”

“Salomei?”

“You and Adora, go inside and find a solution to the situation.”

“You’ll be in danger alone!”

“Lin is in danger!”

The twin-sword wielder bit her lip and sent a signal through the orb, toward ‘him’ inside—the one with whom she had the most twisted fate.

“You’re struggling. Fine, let me absorb the appetizer that is the Demon warriors before the main dish, Lin.”

“You bastard, you were aiming for us too?!”

They couldn’t afford to let him perform any more tricks.

They needed to engage him in close combat.

Fighting on horseback wasn’t an option.


Salomei injected more magic into her spear.

“Such tempting power. Let me consume it.”

[It was going to end soon anyway. Let the Demon Warriors have their last taste of entertainment.]

“I’ll never forgive you!!”

Ironically, the first to begin the final battle were the shield knight and the Demon Warriors.



 
  
    Chapter 133: The Fate of the Cursed Karlun


Gyana was running alone down the hallway of the Imperial Palace.

She had long discarded her high heels, sprinting barefoot on the marble floor.

When Aylan and Reinhold had been in confrontation, Gyana had seized the chaos as an opportunity to dash toward the palace.

It had been possible because all of Lowellina’s elite soldiers had poured out of the palace, and even the palace guards who had been stationed there had run toward Reinhold in a ludicrous turn of events.

“Linachien!”

Gyana shouted her sister’s name at the top of her lungs.

Although they were not particularly close, and in fact, Gyana had even been hated by her, she didn’t want to lose the only family she had left after the fall of the Zramun Archipelago and the death of the Emperor.

Despite being passive, Gyana was kind-hearted, and she had always been worried about Linachien’s safety ever since she had been assaulted by Reinhold, unable to receive any word from her.

Right now, the opportunity to save her and escape had come.

“Linachien!!”

After running and running, Gyana had wandered through the vast palace for a while before finally spotting Linachien in front of the royal treasure vault.

Linachien was desperately trying to open the door, pounding on it with her fists, kicking it with her feet, and struggling with all her might.

“Sis! Hurry, we need to run! This is our chance!”

“Let go!”

Gyana tried to grab Linachien and drag her away, but the former princess shook off her hand, irritably pounding on the door and even throwing her body against it.

Seeing her sister’s nails torn off and stained with blood, Gyana tried to tear her dress and use it as a bandage, but Linachien once again pushed her away.

“There’s an answer inside. I have to get in…”

“Sis, please!”

Gyana grabbed Linachien and pushed her against the wall.

The crash of their backs hitting the stone wall echoed, but Linachien didn’t flinch.

As if she couldn’t feel any pain at all.

“Snap out of it! This isn’t the time to be thinking about treasures!”

“I’m fine. Stop interfering.”

Surprisingly, Linachien answered calmly.

However, the way her eyes locked on Gyana with unblinking intensity radiated a strange aura.

“We need to escape.”

“Escape where? Out there? Reinhold, the traitor, is out there. He’s probably in the middle of a battle with Aylan, isn’t he?”

“…How do you know that?”

Linachien didn’t answer.

She pushed Gyana aside, then approached the vault door again, shaking the doorknob.

“We have to get in. I need to retrieve the weapon that can defeat him.”

“How are we supposed to do that? We’re not warriors! Let the hero party and Duke Dekarlune handle the battle outside. We need to focus on protecting ourselves until everything is over!”

“They’re not enough. Besides, all those women are foxes targeting Lin, aren’t they? We need more power. To save Lin from them, from the Demon King, and to make him mine, I need more power…”

Clang, clang, clang.

Her tone was calm, but her movements betrayed her agitation as she kept shaking the doorknob and pulling at it quickly.

“I think I understand now. I never wanted the throne.”

It was as if a ghost had possessed her. 

The motions of shaking the doorknob and pulling it grew more frantic.

“I needed someone who would always be by my side. Someone who would always see me, always make me comfortable, always be there for me.”

When the door didn’t show any signs of opening just from shaking the doorknob, Linachien began to slam her head against it.

“The reason I wanted a high position was because, if I reached the top, I’d have more opportunities to meet someone like that. It’s instinct. Women… we seek out positions where we can be loved, where we can be loved.”

Bang! 

Bang!

Blood splattered.

Linachien’s blood stained the royal seal engraved on the door, but still, the door wouldn’t budge.

“But I don’t need to do that anymore. I’ve already found her. But because I was too inexperienced, I didn’t recognize her.”

Suddenly, her movements stopped.

Linachien turned to look at Gyana, pointing at the door with her finger.

She meant for her to open it with the ring bearing the imperial seal.

Despite her fear, Gyana, still capable of rational thought, desperately shook her head.

In response to her gesture, Linachien smiled so widely her mouth nearly split open and then slammed her head into the door again.

“Damn it! Damn it! Damn it!”

“Sis! Please stop!”

“Stop? The bastards outside made Lin suffer, so Lin… my Lin was so angry that he even lashed out at me! I need to kill them all!”

She used every part of her body—her fists, her head, her feet, her knees—anything she could, to pound on the door.

Her body was drenched in blood.

Yet Linachien still smiled, her expression grotesque beyond words.

“Right, I’ll kill them all and skin them. I’ll show their skins to Lin to calm him down. Then I’ll tell him that I avenged him. I’ll have him serve me like before. Lin is mine, it’s only right.”

“Your Lin is already deeply resentful of you, after you and Reinhold destroyed the Sludgewater Alley. Please, snap out of it! After saving your life, you can beg him for forgiveness. I’ll kneel with you. Now is the time we need to rely on each other!”

“It’s not resentment… It’s just… a little bit of a tantrum. Fine, I admit I went too far. But… so what? If it were me, I could have done it. Lin was neglecting me back then. That’s why I looked at a fool like Reinhold. If only he had paid a little more attention to me, cared for me without fail, would I have done such a thing?”

At Gyana’s objection, Linachien stopped pounding on the door and turned to look at her.

It was fortunate, in a way, that she had stopped her insane behavior, but Gyana felt as if her knees would give way at any moment, threatening to collapse under her.

“Besides, in the end, Lin has grown and appeared before me. That’s what matters… Do you understand, you foolish little sister? In the end, he came back to me. By showing his displeasure, he’s asking me to understand him. I can understand. It’s cute. Though he’s grown, he still longs for my embrace, you know?”

“You’re insane….”

“Hahahahahahahaha!!!!!”

Suddenly, Linachien burst into laughter.

It was a loud, unrefined, and unbecoming laugh, reminiscent of her days as the Crown Princess, shaking her head as she laughed without any dignity or grace.

The ex-Crown Princess, now a fallen woman, shook her shoulders and glared fiercely from beneath her long, disheveled hair.

“I alone… can hurt Lin. I alone! I can soothe him! But those worthless fools dared to touch my Lin, making him even angrier, and now he’s like this with me!”

Linachien staggered forward, reaching out her hand toward Gyana. 

With each step closer, Gyana stepped back.

The beauty that once had men like Lin falling for her was now gone. 

Before her stood an ugly woman, more grotesque than a beaten, battered lady, her ghostly smile as haunting as ever.

“Open it.”

Linachien’s gaze was fixed on the ring Gyana wore, the royal seal ring.

“Little sister, open it quickly. I must go save my lord.”

“I can’t let you. I can’t open the royal vault for someone whose actions are unpredictable!”

Linachien’s face contorted into something monstrous.

“You’re after Lin too, aren’t you? You damned bitch! You seduced Reinhold, and now you’re trying to touch my true lord!”


“Let go of me, ahh!”

“You’re pretending to run away from me, but it’s just a ploy to steal Lin’s favor, isn’t it!”

In an instant, Linachien lunged at Gyana with a shrill scream, grabbing her by the hair and delivering a fist to her face.

“Not a chance! Not a chance! There’s only one person for me, you hear me?!!”

But Gyana wasn’t just sitting there taking it. 

With gritted teeth, she fought back, knocking Linachien down, and both women crashed to the ground, rolling and wrestling in fierce combat.

This wasn’t a battle between trained soldiers but between two women, and their struggle was as ridiculous as it was desperate.

Crack!

“Ahhhhh—!!!”

Gyana’s scream echoed down the palace corridor.

Linachien bit down hard on Gyana’s fingers.

She chewed viciously, trying to sever them, but the strength of a woman’s jaw was no match for the task.

With blood dripping from her gums, Linachien spat out the finger and sat on Gyana, raining punches down on her.

“Die! Die!”

Completely terrified, Gyana could do nothing but shield her face with her arms.

Linachien, huffing with fury, stopped punching her face and torso, instead wrapping her hands around Gyana’s neck.

“Ugh…! Cough…!”

“Die… right now…!”

Struggling for air, Gyana began flailing her arms and legs, fighting for survival. 

Though she was battered, she still resisted with everything she had, but Linachien pressed all her weight onto Gyana’s throat.

“Ugh… ugh…!”

“Who’s your sister? You bitch!”

“Ugh…! Gah…!”

Once a pure noble girl from the countryside, Gyana could not escape the cursed fate of Karlun and met her painful end.

After her trembling arms fell lifelessly to the floor, her eyes rolled back, leaving only the whites of her eyes as Linachien finally released her, standing up, gasping for breath.

“Heh… heh…”

Covered in blood, Linachien pulled the royal seal ring off Gyanal’s lifeless finger, deliberately slipping it onto her right ring finger.

She needed it for Lin, the one who had suffered all this time.

“Dammit, what is this…”

Rinsing her mind of thoughts, she grabbed the door handle to the treasure vault.

Click.

The door opened easily, much to her surprise, as if all her earlier struggles were for nothing.

[Well done. Your efforts to protect what’s yours have truly been impressive. I almost want to show this to the foolish me of the past.]

A voice guided her forward.

Come. 

I will help you possess him. 

I will lend you the power. 


The power to take revenge on everyone in this world.

[Everyone who has wronged you.]

Linachien, as if in a trance, began walking slowly toward ‘it.’

[Even if the Goddess stands before you, they will be nothing more than large insects to us.]

Before Linachien’s bloodied, wild eyes stood a sacred coffin, releasing an aura of resentment.



 
  
    Chapter 134: Face the Sin


It was a pure white space.

Lin’s heart had a white backdrop.

At the very center of that heart, a large, dark sphere floated.

“Where is this?”

“I clearly got swallowed by that black thing earlier, didn’t I?”

Aylan was also looking around, but he couldn’t define where they were.

“Wizard, where are we?”

Before Aylan could even ask, Tigria searched through the centuries of knowledge she had accumulated, but she couldn’t figure it out either.

As they grew increasingly uneasy with the ominous presence of the black sphere, a voice suddenly echoed in Tigria’s mind.

[Can you hear me, Doll?]

“Who is this?”

[The dual swordsman of the Demon Warriors!]

‘How is this voice reaching me…?’

[I don’t know the principle! There’s no time! You’ve been drawn into Lin’s inner world. Is there a black sphere nearby?]

‘It’s right in front of me.’

[Do you see the chains surrounding it?]

“Chains?”

Tigria, taken by surprise, narrowed her eyes and examined the sphere again.

Just as Denarua had said, it wasn’t black but had colorless chains tightly wrapped around something.

“What is that?”

To anyone watching, it seemed like she was talking to herself, but everyone was paying close attention. 

Even Lucy was fixated on the wizard’s lips.

[Those chains are sealing Lin’s suppressed emotions. You need to break them all!]

“They say we need to break all those chains.”

Tigria relayed the message, and Arsil made a disgusted face.

“How are we supposed to do that? When? And how…?”

“Dual swordsman, how do we break them?”

[Under no circumstances should you forcefully break the chains! And while we’re holding off the shield knight, you must break them in time… Salomei!!!]

“Dual swordsman? Denarua! What’s happening?!”

Tigria called out several times, but the communication with Denarua was abruptly cut off.

From the last gasp of the message, it was clear that the Dragon Knight’s side was in a critical situation.

Trying to understand what was happening, Aylan took the initiative and asked the wizard.

“Isn’t the dual swordsman a Demon Warriors?”

“I don’t know the reason, but it seems like they’re fighting Reinhold. They told us to break the chains while they hold off the enemy.”

“Did they give you any way to break them?”

“The communication cut off too soon, I didn’t hear.”

“Any other options besides the chains?”

Tigria shook her head gloomily.

“There’s no other way. We have to break the chains and shatter this inner world.”

But how?

As everyone shared the same question, Ravin noticed something flickering and crackling from the black sphere.

“What is that?”

Following Ravin’s finger, they all looked at the sphere. 

A projection of a scene appeared from the large, dark mass.

“That’s…!”

The background was somewhere inside a building in the city.

And sitting in a chair inside was Lin.

It was Lin without his mask.

The hero recognized her at once but shook her head, denying it.

“No… it can’t be…”

Just as Ravin was about to approach Lucy, Lin moved, and the image turned into a video.

“Huh…”

The porter wiped his sweaty hands on his pants, trying to hide his nervousness.

Lin, with pursed lips, appeared to be a little excited.

But even seeing his innocent face, Lucy couldn’t bring herself to smile.

Suddenly, the door slammed open, and in walked the hero.

The Lucy in the video immediately noticed Lin and frowned.

“What? He’s a guy?”

“Nice to meet you! I’m the new porter who joined the hero’s party this time…”

“Enough, quiet.”

Before Lin could even finish his introduction, Lucy interrupted.

Without even looking at the awkward figure standing there, she snapped curtly as she tilted her head.

“You’re ugly. Wear a mask from now on.”

“Me?”

“Who else is there? I don’t want to see a man’s face in this party except Reinhold. I’ll let the others know, so wear a mask immediately.”

Lin, hearing Lucy’s arrogant tone and the mention of Reinhold, froze for a moment.

But then, he smiled.

“Understood.”

The smile was shaky.

At the same time, the video cut off.

“…Is that why he wore a mask? For something so trivial?”

Arsil couldn’t believe it.

In the end, it was lucky that Lin could hide his face from Reinhold, but that was just the result.

That was the first meeting between Lucy and Lin.

Lucy was so embarrassed she couldn’t even swallow her saliva, trembling.

And Ravin, glaring at her as if ready to kill her, was about to say something when a new video appeared.

This one was from the first battle between the hero’s party and the monsters at the Demon Army front, something Ravin had heard of when tracking Lin’s whereabouts.

“Hah… Hah!”

Lin, with a small shield, tensed his body and carefully scanned the surroundings.


“Hero! They’re going that way!”

“We need something bigger, Reinhold!”

“Leave it to me!”

The hero’s party was handling things somewhat cohesively, but it was only within the limited space they occupied.

The situation quickly descended into chaos, with even the commanders drawing their swords and fighting the monsters.

Lin’s mind was shaken by the barrage of incomprehensible shouts and loud noises.

A long-armed monster appeared and struck Lin.

The porter barely blocked it with his shield but was sent flying and collapsed, clutching his shoulder and kneeling.

“Help… help me…”

From where he had landed, a soldier with his lower body torn off begged for help.

“Wait… Saintess! Saintess!”

Desperately searching for the Saintess, the soldier passed away.

The porter, heartbroken, reached out and closed his eyes.

He didn’t know when the battle ended.

Lin, seeing his allies walking slowly through the gaps in his small shield, set up camp right there.

Suppressing the shock from the first skirmish and clutching his trembling arm, he barely made some soup.

“What kind of person are you? A member of the hero’s party, yet you can’t even save anyone and just shiver!”

Arsil led the harsh criticism.

Up until then, the party members had treated him somewhat decently.

“You can’t expect much from a porter, Saintess.”

“The shield knight, there’s a certain level of decency. Among all the scraps lying around here, there are our own people as well as monsters!”

“Reinhold is right, Saintess. Don’t waste your energy. We’re already tired and hungry.”

“I fully agree with the shield knight.”

“Well… I suppose it’s an unavoidable limit.”

Lin could only hang his head in shame.

The party members, who had been looking at him with disdain, one by one left the camp.

“I… Saintess, I’ve injured my arm…”

“Do you have any conscience? Can’t you see the half-dead people over there?”

“…I’m sorry.”

After Arsil finally left, Lin managed to finish cooking, but no one returned until late into the night.

Lin stirred the soup with his trembling arm for a long time.

The video cut off.

Darkness.

And a new beginning.

This time, Lin was holding up two rabbits he had caught in a trap.

Naidrian remembers.

It was around the time when food was a bit scarce.

“Ah~ I want meat!”

“Lucy, there’s jerky.”

“Arsil, that’s not meat, it’s just something that used to be meat.”

“I’m full. This is good enough to eat.”

“See, this is why country folk can’t do it.”

“You’re a country noble, aren’t you?”

At that time, the hero’s party had become quite close and started calling each other by their names, not their codenames.

As Lin was returning to camp, following the sound of voices, he suddenly ran into Lucy, who was coming out of the camp.

“Ah, Lucy! I caught a rabbit today. Do you want me to roast it or boil it for you?”

“What did you just call me?”

With his sharp intuition, Lin quickly realized what he had done wrong before repeating the same mistake.

“Sorry.”

“Don’t call me by whatever name you want. Got it?”

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

“Ha, I was already hungry, and now you’ve ruined my mood.”

Lucy muttered in annoyance as she headed back to the campsite.

Thanks to Tigria’s boundary magic, the hero party could easily continue their lively conversation.

Lin, however, was alone, preparing rabbit meat.

Alone versus a group. 

Yet they were all part of the same hero party.

Blackout

Once again, they were in the midst of a battlefield.

Lin cautiously moved forward when he noticed a soldier intentionally shifting his shoulder as he passed by. 

Despite seeing it, he didn’t react and was struck hard.

The soldier, walking away, spat curses and glared at him.

“A useless one like you, living because you’re protected by the hero party. It’s unfair.”

It was only after the soldier had passed that Lin got back to his feet.

Tigria approached her.

“Are you alright?”

“…Thank you for always protecting me.”

“If a porter dies, it affects the morale of the hero party. It’s only natural.”

At least the mage was someone who would converse with him.

Perhaps that was why, Lin, gathering his courage, finally asked a question he had been pondering.

“What if… I wasn’t a part of the hero party? What would have happened to me in this war?”

“If you weren’t part of the hero party, there wouldn’t have been a reason for me or the other party members to carefully protect you. You’d probably be dead by now.”

“…I see.”

“You didn’t hear the answer to your first question. Are you alright?”

“I’m fine.”

After receiving her answer, Tigria left, but Lin remained standing alone for quite some time.

Blackout

This time, things started differently.

The days spent at the campsite were replayed at an accelerated speed.

Lin alone guarded the campsite; the others rarely stayed unless it was time to sleep.

By evening, the video resumed at normal speed.

Lin, who had prepared a meal that the party would enjoy, felt a sharp pain in his foot as he was setting the dishes.

He tried to ignore it, but the pain worsened, so he set down the dishes and went behind a tree.

When he removed his shoes, he found a broken piece of sword lodged in his sole.

As he struggled to remove it with his hands, voices from the campsite reached his ears.

“Isn’t today’s meal a bit much?”

“There’s too much complaining, Hero.”

“You’re the one who came here, though.”

Lin peeked at the scene, seeing the party members gathered around eating.

He focused again on pulling the shard from his foot.

Finally removing it, he hobbled back, only to find that they had scattered once more.

All that remained at the campsite were empty dishes and a lone pot.

Without a word, Lin collected the dishes to wash them.

“Ha ha.”

A weary laugh echoed from behind a mask.

“Archer, can I ask if this mushroom is edible? I’ve never seen it before.”

“Archer?”

“It’s edible. It tastes good, too.”

“That’s a relief. Should I grill it and serve it for dinner?”

“I’ll skip dinner tonight.”

“Porter, hey Porter!”

“Ah…”

“Why are you sleeping here? What about dinner?”

“Well… I wasn’t feeling well, and I ended up falling asleep. I’m sorry, Saintess.”

“Sigh… The porter is too tired to prepare dinner!”

“What? What’s so tiring about it?”

“Lucy, don’t be like that. The porter is a civilian. He’s been pushing himself too hard lately.”

“But Reinhold, we’re the hero party! We can’t plan our schedule around civilians!”

“I’m sorry… I’m sorry…”

Countless videos played.

Sometimes, someone from the hero party, or the entire group, would look down on and criticize Lin.

No one could tear their eyes away from the video.

No one could avert their gaze from the wrongs they had committed against Lin.

Suddenly, light descended upon the black sphere.

Lin instinctively looked up.

A goddess with six wings descended.

“Goddess?”

But when she saw Lin standing atop the sphere, Arsil realized this was, in fact, a welcome.

“When is this?”

At Ravin’s question, Arsil hesitated, then answered.

“This was probably after we first fought the demons. Back then, the goddess herself descended to inform us about the special items. And for the porter…”

“She directly bestowed it upon him.”

After Lin and the goddess exchanged words, a burden was placed upon Lin.

With trembling hands, Lin accepted it as the goddess asked.

[What is your wish?]

Lin slowly removed his mask at the goddess’ question.

His face, soaked in sweat, covered in grime, his eyes dull, made the goddess pause.

“I don’t want to be hurt anymore.”

The goddess, tears falling, reached out toward her.

“Only true repentance and love will save you and grant you forgiveness.”

As the goddess finished speaking, a black sphere was extracted from Lin’s chest.

Massive and dark, light chains wrapped around it, drawing it into the light.

The chains surrounded Lin’s heart, gradually sucking the darkness out, leaving it colorless and lightless.

Blackout

No new videos appeared.

Everyone lost their words.

The hero party, in particular, could not utter a sound, tears streaming from their eyes.

A heavy, gloomy silence descended.

Clap clap clap

“Bravo! Wow, it’s been so long since I’ve watched all of this. The more I see, the more I admire Lin for enduring this.”

The dry sound of applause shattered the silence.

Lin, now completely blackened from head to toe, stood before them.

But Lucy immediately recognized that this was no longer Lin, but something in Lin’s form.

“Hello, Lucy. Long time no see?”

“Who are you?”

The voice was filled with fear, not anger.

“I expected you to become a better person, but you chose the wrong battle partner.”

“I’m sorry. You’ve really… stopped growing.”

“Who the hell are you?”

“Hm, this is a bit disappointing.”

Something sighed and snapped its fingers.

Then, its form blurred like spilled paint, a red X marked across its face.

“Have you already forgotten?”

“You… Elixir?”


The Elixir, the crystallized form of the vision Lin had seen in the goddess’ sanctuary.

When Lin had awakened from that reproach, he was dying at the hands of a succubus.

“I told you, didn’t I?”

The Elixir, shaped like Lin, smiled bitterly.

“Severed limbs can be easily fixed, but a broken heart can never be healed.”



 
  
    Chapter 135: I Will Never Forgive You


Lucy Despaired

Lucy thought she understood the weight of her sin.

She had believed she knew the depth of her guilt. 

Encouraged by Ravin, she had tried to change, to live a life focused only on Lin, with a heart drowned in whispers from the abyss. 

But as she gazed upon the past she had shared with Lin, she realized how little she had understood—how she had underestimated the cost of their shared history.

No matter how much she begged for forgiveness, Lin had never granted it. 

Now, imagining the difficulty of the path ahead, the obstacles that awaited her, Lucy could hardly breathe.

“Why are you here…?”

Her voice trembled as she spoke, and Elixir smiled faintly.

“Elixir is just one of the names people use to refer to me. I am the manifestation of the Goddess’s power. And since it is the Goddess’s strength that seals Lin’s heart, it makes sense that I would be here, doesn’t it?”

That meant, when Lucy had drunk the Elixir and fallen into a dream, this very presence had already lived inside Lin’s heart.

Even before that, Lin’s wounds had been piling up, rotting away unnoticed.

“Elixir… How can we undo the seal on this heart? These chains must be broken if we are to save Lin.”

Aylan asked, but Elixir said nothing.

He only stared blankly at them.

“You sealed these emotions to protect Lin, didn’t you? You sealed them to save him. Please, tell us how to break the chains.”

Ravin too stepped forward, pleading, but again, there was no answer.

However, Elixir gave Ravin a sad smile.

Then, his eyes turned to the others, glaring at each person, one by one, except for Aylan, Ravin, and Garin.

The people flinched and avoided his gaze.

It was then that the puppet, an ancient creature who had studied human emotions for generations, spoke.

“You hate us.”

At those words, the X-shaped mark on Elixir’s face began to tremble violently.

“Of course I do. Did you think I wouldn’t be hated after what you’ve done to Lin’s heart? Where does this naive optimism come from? Is it from your selfish hearts?”

At Elixir’s fierce reaction, Tigria understood.

“You are Lin. You are the sealed emotions of Lin, created by the Goddess’s power. But the chains, tainted by Lin’s feelings, have given birth to yet another Lin.”

“A so-called mage…”

Elixir chuckled darkly, pointing at his X-mark.

“Do you know what this is? It’s proof that you’ve been denying me, denying Lin all this time. This mark is the symbol of the pain you’ve inflicted on me. It’s the sign that I’ve been desperately trying to hide my suffering.”

“The pain… our sins… we will no longer turn away from them. Please, allow us the chance to face them and atone.”

Garin, Aylan’s husband, stepped forward.

He took Aylan’s trembling hand in his own.

“In the last scene, the Goddess said that only true repentance and love could save him and earn his forgiveness. If our sincere apologies are enough, will these chains be undone?”

Once again, Elixir did not respond.

He simply stared at them with a look of disinterest.

“Why aren’t you answering?”

Surprisingly, Naidrian stepped forward, taking a step toward Elixir.

The archer’s cheeks were flushed with embarrassment, but the determination in her heart gave her the courage to speak.

Elixir responded with a casual tone.

“I can’t answer you.”

“Does that mean you can’t answer Her Grace the Duke, or Her Grace’s husband, or the thief from the hero’s party?”

“I am nothing but the embodiment of anger and negative emotions. So unless you are the proper target for such emotions, there is no reason for me to reveal myself or engage in conversation.”

In other words, only those who had wronged Lin could speak with him.

By that logic, Naidrian and the three people he mentioned were the only ones who could stand before Lin in clear conscience.

“Go away. I have no intention of forgiving you. I’ve already told you this many times. Stop wasting your time and leave.”

Elixir waved his hand, issuing a firm dismissal.

Lucy fell to her knees.

She clasped her hands together, pleading desperately.

“Please…! If we leave now, I don’t know what that bastard Reinhold will do to Lin’s heart. He already said he would corrupt him before we came here.”

“That was always going to happen. It was just a matter of time. I’ve only been postponing this issue.”

“Then Lin will become a demon!”

“How dare you say that!”

Lucy cried out in despair, and Elixir, unable to hold back his anger any longer, exploded.

“Luciena Estel! You’ve been involved in most of the wounds I’ve endured!”

The X-mark on Elixir’s face shook violently.

It was as if the X was burning with fury, like a raging volcano.

“Wasn’t it you who constantly slandered me along with Arsil? The childhood I endured, full of nothing but despair… When I dreamed of a new beginning, you appeared out of nowhere to insult me without cause, and then forced me to grab the Demon Lord’s horn with my bare hands! Now, after all that, you’re asking me why I can’t bear this pain and why I’m not becoming a demon!?”

“No! That’s not what I meant…!”

Lucy trembled, desperately denying it.

Once again, she had made a foolish mistake.

She blamed herself, but Elixir’s fury did not subside.

Arsil knelt beside Lucy.

“Please, give us a chance to apologize!”

“Damn it all! That damned apology!”

Elixir trembled with disgust, pointing his finger violently.

“If you weren’t going to treat me until the end, you should’ve just left me to die on the battlefield!”

He continued, his voice rising.

“You didn’t even know my left shoulder was slightly out of alignment, did you? When I blocked with my shield in the first battle against the demon beasts and was sent flying! Thanks to you leaving right after, they only bandaged it roughly, and the bone healed incorrectly. The only thing I could do as an Elixir was to seal my emotions and realign the bones, tendons, and muscles without pain as I moved my arm, only to restore them afterward. Until I met you, do you know what it was like for Lin? I would twist and force myself to work while my shoulder clicked out of place! Without a hint of pain! Did you even know that?”

Arsil opened her mouth, unable to continue her words.

It was a fact she had never known.

Her hatred toward herself swallowed her very sobs.

“The only thing I could do was that. Yet you, a healer, kept hitting me, kept hitting me with your fists. You thought I was a demon, didn’t you? Congratulations. The truth is, I’m destined to become one. Lucky for you, I’m not wrong! It’s fortunate that the punches you threw back then were the right ones!”

Elixir raised both arms.

“Already, the magic in these arms can’t be healed unless they’re severed. Even with the Holy Sword and my strength combined, there’s nothing more we can do.”

Then, he smiled cruelly, a vicious grin.

“Arsil, did you enjoy the stew and sandwiches I made with these rotting arms?”

The Saint froze.

Her tears, already welling up, solidified, trapping her in a blurry, hazy vision.

Elixir mocked her, then pointed to the archer.


“You disgusting, self-centered little brat who tried to love herself by seeking others’ approval. Did I not count as one of those ‘others’?”

“No… no! Lin’s letters were my only solace, my only comfort! It was Lin’s recognition of me that helped me forget the pain.”

“Oh! That must have been because Lin was a investor, right? If the letter you first received said ‘Lin, the baggage carrier of the hero party,’ would you have even dared to open it? You’ve just been trying to get close to the ones with higher authority in the party, haven’t you? You’ve been satisfying your pathetic superiority by ignoring me, who you thought was inferior to you. So, in the end, when I became the focal point of the party, you didn’t even show up for camping, right?”

In contrast to Arsil, Naidrian kept her mouth shut.

Her lips trembled, and her legs buckled under the weight of her sins, causing her to collapse.

Her head lowered, her elven face covered by her hair, her expression clouded with sorrow.

Was there any hope in front of her?

Was there hope that could comfort the despair they had given him and offer him a future to look forward to?

If hope were the target, she would have shot it herself…

As the archer collapsed, Tigria appeared behind her.

Elixir didn’t spare the mage either.

“Researching love? You’ve done all sorts of ridiculous things for that laughable reason.”

“I don’t deny it. Lin, I—”

“You said you considered every emotion except love, but have you ever thought about the inextricable link between love and sacrifice? Have you even felt it?”

The mage couldn’t even think of retorting.

But Elixir’s next words struck like a dagger, sharp and painful.

“That’s why you’re just a puppet.”

It wasn’t mockery, nor anger.

It was a cold, detached evaluation.

A tear fell down Tigria’s cheek, slowly running down her face.

“All of you! Before me, you are nothing but sinners. You bunch of shameless bastards! You’ve seen everything! You’ve seen what I’ve gone through, how I’ve lived, the pain I’ve endured to get here! What you’ve seen is just a fraction of it. And yet you’ve crawled in here and now you dare to ask me? Asking if I can’t endure anymore? Now you want to apologize and ask for forgiveness?”

Finally, he pointed to his heart.

“Two years! At least two years of sorrow, pain, and anger have festered here, rotting without release. And you think one apology will make it all go away? What will come after that forgiveness? That’s right! The person who always forgave—what happened to them? Hero Guerrero, the second hero! Even when his fiancée and the other women betrayed him, he forgave them. Even when his achievements were turned into treason, he forgave them. And in the end, as he was condemned and executed, he just kept forgiving until the end, didn’t he? He died after forgiving them all!”

Step by step, Elixir approached Lucy, looking down at her coldly.


“There’s nothing left to say to you.”

The blood drained from Lucy’s face.

“I am Lin. I am Lin’s pain.”

Elixir declared to everyone.

“I’m telling you this. I will never forgive you.”



 
  
    Chapter 136: Even if I can’t be forgiven


No one dared to step forward in response to Elixir’s hate-filled declaration.

Not only the criminals but even the three who might have had some semblance of honor in front of Lin were powerless here.

Though they wished to quell Lin’s fury, Elixir did not react to their words.

Lucy and Arsil were frozen in place, their eyes brimming with tears at the rebukes that deceived them, while Tigria sobbed, feeling as though her chest had been hollowed out with unbearable emptiness.

The others, too, were silent, unable to speak after watching videos showing their own wrongdoings toward Lin.

Instead, they shrank back, watching the brave party of warriors who had been thoroughly humiliated with words after their poorly attempted defense.

Amidst it all, Naidrian, the only one of the criminals still clinging to her sanity, struggled to hold on.

‘If I back down now, the shield knight will surely try to turn my benefactor into a demon…’

Naidrian was desperately searching for a glimmer of hope within the despair.

She felt the weight of unworthiness deeply within her bones.

But Lin, who had once saved her by recognizing her research, had become the only one who understood her. 

Now, she had to save him, along with everyone else.

Someone might harshly criticize her for this.

How foolish she was to have pushed her only savior, her only understanding ally, into the abyss.

She knew.

She knew how foolish she had been.

Only after everything was negated did she realize the immense pain she caused Lin by rejecting him.

Her heart felt as if it had been torn out in chunks, an excruciating ache that made her want to collapse and wail in sorrow.

But ironically, the only thing keeping her upright now was a message from Lin, a letter she had received.

“The warrior party’s baggage carrier, Lin, believes in your potential more than anyone else.”

The last sentence of the last letter.

She had to do this.

She had to think of a way to save him, even if it was the slightest possibility.

It could not be done through manipulation by others; it had to come from Naidrian’s own will.

‘Isn’t it too late already?’

She shook her head.

‘I can’t give up.’

Lin had not given up, even when faced with immense suffering.

‘I must act. I must plan.’

If nothing else works, she would have to fight with all her might, not for herself, but for Lin.

Even if her struggles led to his rejection and punishment, Naidrian would accept it with a smile, for she had nothing left to lose.

‘Could someone like me, who only studied plants, possibly find a way?’

But self-doubt and frustration muddled her thoughts.

‘No, this is wrong.’

Her mind could not grasp a solution.

She would rather sacrifice herself to save Lin if that were possible.

But then, Naidrian realized there was nothing else left to rely on.

Her own foolish mind had reached its limits.

“Goddess!”

The archer cried out to the heavens.

“If it’s a price for my sins, I’ll gladly pay it. Please, tell me how I can save my benefactor. I’ll pay any price. I don’t care what happens to me, just please let me save him…”

She prayed desperately, her eyes tightly closed.

“I’ll give up this wretched life or anything else. Please, help me, not for me, but for my benefactor, for Lin.”

And the response to her plea echoed in her mind.

[“Step right up! The Golden Carriage with everything but the impossible! We have food, necessities, and more for sale—just bring the money! If you have no money, we offer trade for items or clothes, so come and take a look! The Golden Carriage operated by the Global Post is here for all the sinners in despair! Great deals! Hurry, come on down!”]

“Who are you?! Get out of my head!”

Naidrian gasped in shock and protested, but the Global Post’s representative gave a sly wiggle of his finger.

[“Now, now, no need for such harsh words. You said you’d pay any price, didn’t you? I’m just here to offer you a deal. I’ll go wherever there’s a customer! That’s what the Golden Carriage is all about.”]

She had already experienced things that defied reason, and although the appearance was ridiculous, Naidrian quickly realized that this “Golden Carriage” and its operator were not human.

“Will you sell anything, as long as the price is right?”

[“As long as the price is fair, I will sell anything.”]

“Then… I want to buy Lin’s salvation.”

She placed her final hope in that plea.

[“Lin’s salvation… A concept and result all in one. The price?”]

“My life.”

There was no hesitation in her voice.

Naidrian offered her life as the price to the Global Post.

But the response she received was a mocking laugh.

[“Do you really think anyone would value you more than Lin?”]

“What…?”

[“And even if everyone here combined their lives, it wouldn’t be enough to pay for Lin’s salvation. What makes you think that one person’s life is so precious? Because it’s the only one you have? You people have marked that one life of his with pain and suffering, and now you’re acting like it’s the greatest thing in the world?”]

Her face burned with shame.

No matter how resolute she tried to be, her efforts felt as flimsy as paper in the face of Lin’s suffering.

What am I supposed to do?

Her heart ached with the desire to save him.

But she couldn’t even sink into the swamp of regret to save him.

And then, the Global Post gave her a hint.

[“I lead the Golden Carriage. The Golden Carriage buys and sells anything.”]

The foolish elf finally understood this time.

[If there’s nothing else to trade, I’ll be leaving…]

‘If I offer everything… how far can it go? How much can I give to save him?’

[Everything?]

‘Yes, everything.’

[Your life as well?]

‘Of course, my life.’

[Your lifelong research achievements and honor as well?]

‘Those were discarded long before my life.’

[The forgiveness of Lin, which you may never receive?]

Naidrian’s words caught in her throat.


Forgiveness…?

A word she had never expected, nor hoped for.

The greed she had thought was long gone—crossing the point of no return—began to rise again when this transcendental being mentioned it.

How wonderful it would be if, even after death, she could receive Lin’s forgiveness.

How happy would she be?

In that case, even while falling into hell and suffering, she would wear the happiest smile in the world.

Because it would mean she had received Lin’s forgiveness.

Yes.

Naidrian wanted to be forgiven.

She bit her lip.

Forgiveness… perhaps the only remaining purpose for her life.

But soon, she clenched her lip and tore it apart.

‘Yes.’

The desire to be forgiven was selfish from the start.

‘I’ll offer even the forgiveness that I may never receive.’

What she had to do was return at least half of the heart that Lin had given her.

[Good, that’s the spirit.]

The postal overseer smiled with satisfaction.

[There’s been a lot of complaints lately from viewers, saying they’re too one-sided. The number of dislikes has been growing exponentially, and it’s been bothering me.]

The transcendental being’s voice rang louder in her mind.

[Let me show you, open your eyes.]

The voice grew louder, forcing Naidrian into awakening.

[I’ll show you for just a moment, so engrave it into your mind.]

‘Khh… Aaah!’

With excruciating pain, her eyes opened forcibly.

Her ultimate skill was activated against her will.

[Ultimate Skill]
Future Vision: An Arrow Ahead
Originally, this skill could only predict simple movements of enemies, but with the forced enlightenment and strengthening by the World Overseer, Naidrian was shown a future beyond the capacity of her mind.

She could see it.

The future of saving him.

She could see it.

In that future, she would never be forgiven.

She could see it.

At the end of that future, he would be happy.

Even as tears of blood poured from her eyes, Naidrian smiled.

This way, she could save Lin.

In an instant, the vision ended.

Though it was only in her mind, Naidrian was crying blood.

The postal overseer whispered.

[The plan is set.]

The voice had softened.

[But we’ll need a tool.]

Looking down through her red-tinted vision, something was in her hand.

A skill scroll—just like the one she had been holding before.

[Good luck.]

Yes, this was the only way.

Even if she couldn’t be forgiven, she had to use this skill.

When she regained her composure and looked ahead, Elixir was approaching Ravin.

Elixir, seeing Ravin, only shed tears, saying nothing.

The pain tightening around her chest now was worse than when she had forcibly awakened her Future Vision.

If only she had done better sooner, perhaps the woman holding Lin and Elixir now would have been her.

She had imagined such late regrets countless times.


Now was the time to move forward.

Naidrian prepared to step forward, holding the scroll…

Suddenly—

“That skill scroll… where did you get that?”

But Tigria, recognizing the scroll, grabbed her shoulder and stopped her.



 
  
    Chapter 137: The Beginning of Tragedy


Ravin felt as though her heart was being torn apart.

The videos Elixir Lin had shown struck the thief with a deep shock. 

Some of the content she had witnessed firsthand.

It had been shortly after they settled in Waltercrua, when she had been tracking Lin’s movements and had witnessed certain events with her own eyes. 

Others were findings she had gathered from the guild members through investigation.

Even just knowing these things had been enough to make Ravin furious. 

She wanted to bring Lin back right away.

Crushing the report in her hand, her nails dug into her fist, but Ravin held back.

Lin, who had always bent over backward for them, had been the first to act with such determination, saying there were things he needed to do. 

Ravin had thought that, because Lin had firmly rejected her invitation to join her, there must be a plan in place. 

She believed Lin, of all people, would have a way.

After all, it was Lin who had turned a fool like Linachien into her rival and executed their plans together in the alley. 

He had to have something figured out.

But… it didn’t matter now.

Ravin was only enduring the pain, as solid as a rock.

Yet, that pain was like venom from a poisonous snake, dripping out from its fangs. 

The venom spread, eating away at her from within.

‘What in the world happened to you all this time?’

‘What kind of pain could have made you so numb?’

When she finally reunited with Lin in Waltercrua, she shouldn’t have said those words.

Lin’s face, his body, his voice — everything was the same, but it was his hollow, empty gaze that made Ravin voice her disappointment and worry.

‘You’re like a puppet now.’

Tears threatened to fall.

Ravin focused all her strength on her eyes.

The thief knew better than anyone that tears solved nothing. 

Whether out of anger or sorrow, crying would change nothing. 

It would only leave her frozen in place.

Tears were nothing more than an appeal for others to recognize her pain while she let go of everything else.

She took a step forward.

Elixir noticed Ravin’s movement and looked at her, his face twisted in sadness.

Another step.

Ravin pressed her eyes even harder. 

Her vision was already blurring.

‘Don’t cry, Ravin. It won’t help.’

He took another step forward.

Even through the blurred vision, Ravin could still feel Lin’s desolation.

It was so sorrowful that a single tear fell down her cheek.

There were so many things she wanted to say.

Even knowing that Elixir Lin could never answer, she wanted to express her feelings.

Why hadn’t she said anything until now?

Why had he felt the need to hide everything even from himself?

No, I’m sorry.

I’m sorry I didn’t figure it out earlier.

I’m sorry I made you endure everything alone.

I should have just forcibly taken you and run away back then.

Even if the world were to end soon, I should have stayed by your side until the very end.

There were so many things Ravin wanted to say.

With difficulty, she took another step.

There were so many things, words rising up to her throat, and yet Ravin couldn’t choose which to speak first.

She opened her mouth, which had been tightly closed, but—

“Ugh…!”

What came out was a sigh, thick with tears.

Ravin stopped in her tracks.

Just one step.

Only one step between her and Elixir Lin, and Ravin couldn’t move any further.

The thief covered her face.

Her shoulders heaved violently.

Tears and sobs leaked through the fingers hiding her face.

Aylan and Garin could only silently watch her back.

Lucy and Arsil had already clutched their stinging cheeks and hearts, feeling the pain deep within.

“Ravin…”

A miracle happened.

The one step between them.

Elixir Lin took that step forward, closing the distance herself.

He embraced Ravin, still sobbing.

Ravin wrapped her arms around his back.

Her shoulders and body were still trembling.

More than a thousand words, it was the delicate tremble of her body that conveyed Ravin’s love and sorrow more clearly than anything else.

“Don’t cry, Ravin.”

A faint, almost imperceptible smile appeared on the twisted edge of Elixir’s lips.

Lucy saw that smile clearly.

It wasn’t for her, but it was a smile that could only be truly formed in this moment.

She reached out her hand.

Clenched her fist.

Nothing to grasp.

Just how many steps were left between herself and Lin, she wondered.

But such thoughts were drowned out by the screams that came from behind them.

“Naidrian—!!”

It was Tigria.


She had rushed forward, shouting for the archer, but stumbled and fell.

Lucy had never seen Naidrian truly run before.

A scholar of plants, and yet the elf hailed as the strongest among her kind, Naidrian was second only to Lucy in skill in large-scale combat, and in speed, she surpassed even the most skilled warriors.

In the blink of an eye, Naidrian had passed Lucy and charged straight for Elixir Lin and Ravin, holding the Scroll of Condemnation in her hand.

Tigria immediately recognized the scroll in Naidrian’s hand.

It was the skill scroll she had missed before coming here.

[Condemnation: The Words of Selfishness]

Skill Description: Destroys the mentality of a party member beyond forgiveness. It reduces their magic, stamina, or divine power to zero, making it impossible to recover. Mental breakdown is a bonus.

Tigria had analyzed the magical runes written on the scroll, understanding its effect.

It was a skill like none other, one so vicious and devastating that even the most destructive obliteration spells seemed tame in comparison.

The skill scroll that had been lost due to a ridiculous reason—being missed in the wind—was now in Naidrian’s hands.

“Where did you put it?”

“Let go of my hand.”

“Do you know what kind of skill this is?”

“I know. That’s why I only have this one.”

The mage, who had grabbed Naidrian’s shoulder and looked into the archer’s face, was taken aback.

Blood tears were flowing from Naidrian’s eyes.

The thick and sticky blood was coursing down, staining even the whites of her eyes with red in spots.

“Give it to me. There’s a specific place for that skill scroll.”

Tigria gripped Naidrian more tightly.

“No, this is the right choice.”

“Who are you planning to use it on?”

The strangely calm tone of Naidrian made Tigria tense up.

Quickly, she cast a magic binding spell to connect her own arm with Naidrian’s shoulder using an invisible chain, attempting to reason with her.

“Let’s keep looking for a solution. If we do, the answer will appear.”

“I’ve already seen it. I’ve never given up. I’ve seen the future, not just a clue, and this is the answer.”

“Give it to me.”

Tigria did not back down.

“It was entrusted to me directly by Lin.”

“Then you should have guarded it well.”

“This isn’t the time for an argument…”

[Dammit! Doll! What the hell are you doing? How is the chain progressing?!]

‘The chain still hasn’t moved at all….’

[This side’s at its limit! If that many people went in, they should have either kneeled or buried their heads—what have you been doing?!]

A sudden transmission from Denarua came through.

Her voice was filled with urgency.

The dual-wielder, who never tired even at the Demon King front lines, was now panting heavily.

Things were clearly getting critical on the outside too.

Tigria hadn’t even imagined that the mage knights would be struggling against something like shield knights.

[The shield knight is trying to break Lin’s inner world! And now Salomei and Adora too..!!]

The transmission cut off.

Both inside and outside, things were becoming urgent.

Tigria anxiously turned her head towards Elixir.

That’s when she saw it.

Ravin, who had stopped just before reaching Elixir.

He moved forward and embraced her as she wept, covering her face.

“Ah…”

An indescribable, heavy feeling surged within Tigria’s heart.

‘I want to be by your side too.’

‘Why?’

‘I didn’t know.’
‘I didn’t know until I learned what love was.’

‘I admit my sins run deep.’

‘But compared to the others…?’

‘I want to see your smile too.’

‘The smile meant for me.’

‘Why can’t I…?’

‘I’ve held back in front of Lucy, and I’ve lowered myself more than anyone to try and be helpful—why can’t I…?’

Jealousy swirled inside her, shaking Tigria’s usually calm heart.

A doll, who dared to have feelings of jealousy it was unworthy of.

The doll, who had just learned love and longed for affection, was eventually consumed by that emotion in the end.

As the second great mage had warned, she was devoured by her own desire for love.

And that desire shattered her focus.

At the same time, the binding spell linking her with Naidrian also broke.

This led to an irreversible mistake.

Naidrian sprang away like the wind.

“Naidrian—!!”


Tigria called out too late, as the archer, already close, pushed Ravin away from Elixir.

And she tore the skill scroll toward him.

[Judgment: The Words of Selfishness]

A bright flash of light—short, intense, and blinding.

That was all.

Before Elixir Lin could even comprehend what had happened, he began to notice the change in himself, his expression one of disbelief.

“You fool… what have you done?”

The chains that had surrounded his heart began to rust, turning a deep red.

“Can you handle this?”

“…I’ve already made my decision.”

Blood tears flowed from Naidrian’s eyes, her mouth twisted in a pitiful grimace.

Elixir, watching her with sorrowful eyes, slowly began to crumble, his body deteriorating in front of her.



 
  
    Chapter 138: The Demon of Wrath


Elixir’s body began to disintegrate, turning into paint that started to crumble away.

Viscous liquid dripped from his form, and Elixir couldn’t hide his sense of desolation.

“Right. If I won’t forgive you, there’s only one way to break the chains. Clever, indeed. To destroy me, who has been integrated yet remains a separate existence, and free the seal. You really are sharp.”

Koo-goo-goo-goong!

Alongside Elixir, the chains surrounding Lin’s heart were also beginning to corrode and weaken, unable to maintain their seal.

The chains, now a dull red with rust, fell one by one.

Even the X-mark on them began to melt away, revealing Elixir’s face, filled with disappointment.

“I told you, didn’t I? I am, after all, part of Lin. But a shell tainted with anger and pain. The emotions I showed you were just a tiny fragment of my true feelings. My role was to seal away my true self. When I disappear and my true heart is freed, you won’t be able to handle it.”

Churrrrrr!

The chains of the seal fell like a waterfall, emitting a sharp metallic sound.

The eerie noise made everyone feel a sense of unease.

As Elixir said, if all those chains were to break, no one wanted to imagine what would happen.

But no one could do anything.

They simply stared helplessly at the endless chains falling away.

Surprisingly, after all the chains fell, the inside of the sphere was a white background.

Lucy saw someone curled up inside.

“Lin…!”

It was Lin’s true heart.

Seeing Lin, whose eyes were dead and staring at the ground, a heavy pain surged inside Lucy’s chest.

“What will you do, with this anger that has no place to go?!”

Elixir sighed deeply.

His body was now rapidly disintegrating.

Only a human form was left, and the X-mark disappeared from Elixir.

At the same time, like a bubble popping, Elixir exploded.

Paint began to fill the entire inner world.

The wave of paint that erupted from the explosion struck everyone.

“Damn it, I’ll never forgive you, just so you know!”

Elixir’s voice echoed from the void.

“I’ll let my true self escape. I’ll let you get away from it, but only here.”

Everyone was swallowed by the paint, but strangely enough, they could still breathe.

In fact, the sensation of floating in the slimy liquid brought a certain comfort.

After all, the paint was Elixir, infused with the healing powers of the goddess herself.

However, as Lucy floundered, her eyes met Lin’s.

Lin’s true heart had risen, standing tall, glaring at her.

The distorted expression and the piercing gaze made it clear to anyone that Lin was angry.

“I’m tired.”

“Lin!”

“And I’m really pissed off!!!”

A black aura erupted from around Lin.

As the paint was swept away, the rushing black energy sucked everyone in, like a drain opening in a bathtub.

Lucy, Arsil, Tigria, Naidrian, and Ravin all called out to him, but were helplessly swept away.

Perung!

They were expelled from the inner world.

Not a single one was left behind.

“Puh, kuh!”

Lucy, who had escaped the slimy mess, coughed violently for a long time.

When he opened her eyes and looked around, everyone but her had lost consciousness and collapsed.

But there was something worse unfolding before her.

Upon recognizing the presence in front of her, Lucy sprang to her feet and reached into the abyss.

“Reinhold!”

The square was nothing short of a wasteland.

Shattered buildings and the rough, gouged earth showed just how fierce the battle between the Demon warriors and the shield knight had been.

The platform had already collapsed, but the imperial palace was relatively unharmed.

That was probably because the shield knights had fought with their backs to it.

Reinhold, who loved to show off, had made sure to block attacks aimed at the imperial palace rather than let it be destroyed.

Reinhold was breathing heavily, but aside from Lucy, he was the only one still standing.

Salomei leaned against a broken spear, kneeling with one knee on the ground.

Blood streamed down her forehead, and the abdomen she was clutching indicated a serious injury.

The illusionist Adora was impaled on the building’s wall, her body wrapped in blood-soaked bandages. 

She hadn’t moved and appeared to be dead.

“Keuk…!”

Had she not just coughed up a mouthful of blood, she would have undoubtedly been mistaken for a corpse.

She was barely alive.

The so-called strongest demon warrior, Denarua, was the only one who wasn’t collapsed.

However, she was hanging limply, her neck gripped by a shield knight.

She too was spilling blood, forming a pool of it at her feet.

‘Reinhold was this strong?’

Lucy felt an ominous aura from the shield he was holding, more than from the shield knight himself.

The shield, glowing dark red, seemed to be absorbing the same-colored mana from Denarua.

It was clear that the shield was lending Reinhold strength.

“Reinhold!”

One by one, those who had escaped from Elixir’s slimy grasp began to regain consciousness.

Seeing the shield knight who had defeated the mage warrior, Aylan immediately drew his sword.

“Lowellina! Defensive formation!”

“Defensive formation!”

At Aylan’s command, Garin and the elite soldiers of Lowellina moved in perfect unison to form a line.

At the front were the shield bearers, followed by spear soldiers, and archers at the rear.

It was a typical, well-organized formation, but Reinhold mocked them openly.

“The Demon warriors couldn’t do anything to me. In fact, they ended up just giving me more power.”

As he squeezed the hand gripping Denarua’s neck, she let out a painful groan.

The bleeding from her wound worsened.

“De…nar…ua…”

A spear soldier tried to rise to help, but his spear slipped and he fell forward.

Only the twitching fingers of Salomei showed how much she was struggling with anger.

“These fools. The way they called out to Lin. Even I almost fell in love with him. No, to be honest, if Lin had been a woman, I would have fallen for him. I would have done whatever it took to make him mine. Not these dirty Karlunian women or the clueless warriors, but I would have made him my companion for life.”

At those words, Tigria shuddered.

Even though it hadn’t actually happened, she felt an unpleasant sense of discomfort as if Lin had been raped by Reinhold.

“Fighting between demons and the servants of the demon gods… Is this internal strife?”

“I was never on the demons’ side, so it’s not internal strife. It’s just a tool and a conflict. The relationship can’t even be formed.”

“The Demon King was too powerful, and I thought it might disrupt the balance, so I had to eliminate him. But after killing the Demon King, I realized that the existence of a warrior who lacked wisdom despite his overwhelming strength would be the next threat to that balance, so I intended to remove him as well. Although I didn’t know about the existence of the Demon Warrior, nor did I expect that the pack mule, Lin, would play such a role, many variables emerged… but in the end, those variables were quite pleasing to me.”

“I don’t have time for this nonsense!”

Aylan noticed that the Shield Knight was stalling and interrupted him.

The way the swordsman seemed to be absorbing dark energy from the demon suggested that at the very least, he was stalling to recover his strength.

“I don’t know what you’re aiming for, but one of you will die here, without a doubt. Lowellina!”

“Yes!”

“Prepare yourself for death!”

“Hahaha! This is interesting. Well-trained soldiers, indeed. But in the face of overwhelming power, you’re nothing but delightful toys.”

“Do you want to see just how delightful they are?”

“Unfortunately, you won’t have to touch them. It’s surprising that Lin came back from the Realm of Imagination, but that’s your limit. Luckily for me, he’s ripened just in time.”

“What…?”

Boom!

“Aaaahh!!”

With an explosive sound, soldiers at the back were sent flying into the air.

“What’s happening?!”

Aylan and Garin, both startled, turned to face the attacker.

They barely managed to block an attack aimed at their necks, but both of them lost their balance and collapsed.

No one had seen the attack.

The speed was incredible, but what stood out most was that the assailant’s body was shrouded in dark shadows from head to toe.

“Did you not awaken in the Realm of Imagination? If not, then prepare to witness it properly from now on.”

The Shield Knight chuckled to himself, enjoying the scene.

“That is the greatest demon ever created by your humanity!”

The darkness enveloping the assailant began to slowly dissipate.

Once the mist cleared, the entire group of warriors—except for Naidrian—looked at him and screamed in silent agony.

It was a scream that came from the depths of sorrow, one that could not even be expressed aloud.

Lucy could not steady her trembling arms.

And no wonder—standing before her was Lin, now completely consumed by darkness, his body blackened.

“Go! Go!”

Reinhold’s shield began to glow a brilliant red.

“By the power granted to me by the Demon Lord, I command you: Wrath! Cleanse the ones who have harmed you from this world!”

At the Shield Knight’s command, Lin grabbed his head, shaking it in pain. 

But soon his eyes, now glowing red, shifted to the sky, and he let out a roar.

“Uooooooohhhhhh—!!!!!!”

“Ahhhhhhhhhh!!!!”

Lucy fell to the ground, screaming.

“This has to be a dream, it has to be! This can’t be real!”

Lin… My Lin… My only ally…!

Her entire body was trembling.

Her breath came in shallow gasps.

“I promised I’d protect you…”

That promise had turned to nothing.

Before her eyes, he had fallen into corruption.

“There’s no way this could happen!!! No way!!!”

“Lucy, calm down! Lin’s in a rampage! We need to stop him!”

“How can I stop him?! Are we supposed to hurt him again?! Beat him?! I can’t do that anymore! You do it, you damn witch!”


“Lucy!!”

Lucy reached out toward Lin, unable to even summon the Abyss, her voice trembling.

“My only ally…”

Please, catch him.

“My greatest companion…”

I would rather cut off my own limbs again than hurt you.

“My Lin…”

Please…

“Uooooooohhh—!!!”

But Lin continued to roar, charging at the warriors.

“Hahaha…”

She cried once again.

But this time, it would be the last.

Lucy was ready to accept it.

Maybe it’s for the best.

If I have to die, then it’s by Lin’s hand…

The wind began to blow.

Before this wind died down, Lucy knew she would be dead.

Because Lin was coming for her.

However…

Crack!

“You…?!”

Lin passed right by Lucy, shooting past her and punching Reinhold in the back.

Reinhold, horrified, dropped Denarua and raised his shield to defend, but he heard a creaking sound as the item made by the Demon Lord cracked.

“What is this?! A mere demon dares to…!”

Another punch flew at him from the other side.

When the shield was struck, Reinhold was knocked back.

Lin didn’t stop there. 

He kicked Reinhold with his foot.

Reinhold was pushed even farther.

For the final strike, Lin slammed both of his hands down on the shield.


Crunch!

The shield visibly cracked.

“W-what?! Wait! Wait a minute!”

The Shield Knight, pale with fear, cried out pitifully.

But his cries were drowned out by Lin’s anguished roar.



 
  
    Chapter 139: Naidrian…?


Lin’s attacks were heavy with every blow, yet unmatched in their brutality. 

When up close, he would unleash punches, and when there was distance between them, he’d rush forward to strike with his feet. 

His simple, savage fighting style was nothing but sheer violence. 

However, this very nature made her a significant threat to Reinhold.

Crack!

Each time the attack was defended against, the dedicated item, Chaos, let out a scream. 

Pallid with fear, Reinhold desperately sought Demon God.

“Demon God! Stop just watching and help me!”

[You idiot! You’re the one who destroyed Lin’s homeland. You’re the number one target for vengeance, so if you unleash your anger, naturally, he’ll attack you first!]

Angria was irritated, seething with anger. 

He had acted smart and meticulous all by herself, but was being outmaneuvered verbally in the public trial, and now, being overpowered in strength, he was begging for help like a child. 

As expected, they decided this scoundrel couldn’t be trusted. 

They even began to suspect that perhaps they had chosen wrongly from the start.

‘Couldn’t you have controlled him with your powers!’

[He’s on a rampage. Those guys forcibly removed all his sealing chains in an instant, likely doing something in the realm of subconsciousness. The demon, consumed by repressed emotions, loses his reason until his outburst ends. Do you think such a guy would heed your commands?]

While berating the inexperienced fellow, Demon God continued to explain calmly.

[Demons are strongest when they’ve just fallen into corruption. Conversely, if you absorb power now, Chaos will become even more potent. The damage will be repaired immediately. Just like when you faced the demon warriors before, you should lure him into attacking and absorb a little bit each time you make contact. Then, the situation will be turned around.]

“That’s easier said than done!”

Though Reinhold was nervous, he was living up to her reputation as a shield knight by blocking Lin’s attacks. 

As he activated the power of Chaos, just as Demon God had said, every time he defended against Lin’s attack, magic began to flow in through contact. 

However, if even one slip occurred and he was hit, Reinhold would not remain unharmed.

“What exactly did you do to Lin’s mind!”

Ravin, shocked by Lin’s fall into corruption, regained consciousness and immediately grabbed Naidrian by the collar. 

The archer, who hadn’t even been able to wipe away her blood-tears, stared fixedly at Lin and murmured absentmindedly.

“If not this, there’s no way for Lin to be happy….”

“Happy?! Becoming a demon and going on a rampage is what you call happiness?!”

“Please, believe me.”

Naidrian continued to mutter towards Tigria, Arsil, and Lucy, who were glaring at her from near and far.

“Please, just this once, trust me and watch.”

Crack!

Reinhold was still enduring Lin’s relentless attacks. 

Lin, who had been channeling her strength into single strikes, had, at some point, started linking them into a flurry of blows. 

Instead of just swinging his fists repeatedly, he began exploiting blind spots, increasing the danger. 

Now, having just fallen into corruption, he was growing with innate combat instincts.

[Amazing!]

Demon God was purely impressed.

[At this level, even if he faces the hero, he wouldn’t falter. No, he’d trample over the hero without a second thought. It’s been a long time since I’ve seen such a steadfast demon.]

“No matter what, please help me!”

Demon God, weary of Reinhold’s constant whining to the end, sighed.

[Haa, I guess it’s not the time yet. Whatever.]

There was insufficient power amassed in Chaos to switch to Lin.

[Link]

She injected power into Reinhold through the shield. 

This was Demon God’s prepared safety net. 

She intervened through the dedicated item and even transmitted power. 

However, as a side effect, if the connected person took a hit, she also received the repercussions. 

That’s why she chose a shield knight specialized in defense.

“Come on, try to hold on.”

‘If this is it….!’

The darkness of the dedicated item Chaos was further intensified. 

At the same time, Reinhold’s confidence returned.

Crack!

He blocked Lin’s punch thrown from the blind spot without even seeing it. 

The moment it hit the shield, he absorbed a tiny bit of strength. 

However, Reinhold was pushed back quite a bit.

This time, he spun his body and delivered a roundhouse kick. 

He blocked and absorbed the strength. 

He was pushed back, but not as much as before. 

When the single, isolated attacks were ineffective, Lin went for a low tackle. 

As the shield angled downward, Lin jumped up again and struck with his fist.

Wham!

For the first time, Reinhold was not pushed back.

“Counter!”

The shield knight’s skill to release accumulated damage was activated. 

Lin, overwhelmed by the reverse effect of the accumulated power, was blasted backward by the shockwave.

“Ah, now it’s becoming fair.”

Reinhold, having only succeeded in a single counterattack, regained his insolent tone.

“I’ll show you the unbreakable rock defense… Huh?!”

Before he could finish her sentence, the young man let out a pig-like sound. 

On his face, already trying to smirk, Lin’s fist was hitting him.

‘When the heck did that happen?!’

Thud!

The attack, striking Reinhold while he had his nose pinned, sent him flying into the royal palace and knocking her down. 

Though thick dust rose in the royal palace, whose outer walls had been breached, the shield knight didn’t show his figure easily.

“Impressive….”

Arsil, who had been admiring Lin’s power, realized at that moment that she had said something thoughtless and felt ashamed. 

Feeling helpless about what to do with Lin, who had become a demon, and just watching the battle.

“Uooooo!!!!!”

Lin, having overcome the shield knight, twisted his waist back and roared. 


At that roar, filled with rage and murderous intent, people were terrified and faltered.

“Don’t back down! Don’t back down…!”

Even Aylan, who was encouraging from the front, found it hard to steady her trembling legs. 

If they let things continue like this, everything—demons and others—would end up dead. 

Thinking of her children, Garin and Lowellina, standing beside her, Aylan tried to think of her next move, but even the greatest commanders were at a loss.

“All.”

“Lin.”

Someone called Lin, who was roaring.

“Lin, I’m here.”

It was Lucy, who had just lost her resolve. 

Lowering the Abyss, she quietly called Lin. 

And Lin faithfully responded to that call.

Pewk!

Lin, charging with her red eyes blazing, pulled her shoulder back fully and, adding momentum, struck Lucy’s abdomen.

“Oek…!”

Lucy, retching, was thrown into the air. 

Lin grabbed Lucy’s face and slammed her into the ground as if flipping her over.

Wham!

In an instant, Lucy was covered in blood.

Crack!

She struck once more, pinning her down. 

Pain so intense it made her unable to breathe. 

Continuously pummeling her into the ground without stopping, Lucy’s smile grew deeper as the pain intensified.

“Anyway, without you, I can’t sleep even for a single day… Kill me… Let me die by your hands….”

At those words, Lin looked at the marble shards formed by the earth being broken. 

He dragged her along, pulling Lucy up. 

Now, if pinned into this marble, her waist would break and she’d die. 

Dying at the hands of someone she loves—where could there be a more romantic fate?

On the brink of death, Lucy felt intense pleasure along with the pain.

“Lin, stop!”

Purple-tinged magic bound Lin. 

With a thud, Lucy barely broke free and collapsed to the ground, her eyes vacant.

“Uooooo-!!!”

“Ah… What kind of power is this…!”

Despite pouring all her magic into creating the binding spell, Lin hesitated for a moment, then began to walk slowly towards Tigria. 

The horrified magician poured more magic and concentrated, but the more she did so, the more Lin’s muscles bulged, almost breaking the binding.

“Lin, calm down!”

Arsil finally mustered the courage to rush to Tigria’s aid. 

With a fist imbued with divine power, he swung at her jaw. 

However, at that precise moment, the saintess noticed that Lin’s left shoulder was slightly misaligned. 

It was the result of her not having treated it. 

Since then, she has scolded Lin several times. 

Now, to do it again?

Guilt weighed heavily on her, halting the divine power and bringing Arsil’s fist down.

“Ueerrraaa!!!”

“Kyagh!”

Simultaneously, Lin unleashed a binding spell. 

By tearing away the magic with physical force, the shockwave propelled Arsil towards Tigria, and both of them collapsed. 

Lin’s red eyes began to sweep over the people in the plaza. 

Everyone flinched and stepped back. 

Meeting his gaze meant certain death. 

Instinctively, they all felt that no one could survive his wrath.

“Lin.”

“…?!”

At the sound of her name being called once more, Lin quickly turned around and launched an attack. 

However, the strike never reached its target.

It wasn’t that she dodged—it had stopped on its own. 

Because the one who called him was none other than Ravin. 

His instincts held him back and stood her ground. 

Upon realizing this, Ravin had to restrain both her excitement and sorrow.

“I didn’t leave you alone back then….”

She reached out her hand.

“I saw you struggling and couldn’t just leave you there….”

Her fingertips trembled.

“Let’s go together, Lin. Whether this world perishes or not, regardless of what you are, I don’t care. Let’s live somewhere away from everyone, just the two of us.”

This time, Ravin held back her tears and spoke clearly.

“I won’t just wait anymore.”

Lin, silently watching her hand, slowly raised his own and reached out. 

From his tightly closed lips, he muttered two words in a hoarse voice.

“Ra… vin….”

As their hands were about to touch, a loud boom erupted from the imperial palace.


“Quaaaaaang-!”

Reinhold, who had been struck down and pinned against the outer wall by Lin, burst through it. 

His once handsome face had long since been marred by a broken nose, now bearing a grotesque appearance. 

One side of his face was twisted in a snarl, while the other half was fully smiling.

“How dare you… my face~!!!!”

“Yeah! It had to reach this level! Finish it, Lin!”

Each half of his face moved independently, with Reinhold and Demon God speaking different words.

Angria was thoroughly pleased, lifting the chaos.

“Damn it, I’m hurting too! It seems like the link is getting tangled too. I need to tame you since you’re biting your master.”

“Kiiiiiing-!”

Unlike the previous counter, which merely reflected Lin’s attack, this time was different.

The combined power of Demon God’s magic and chaos, along with the resentment stored by the Demon warriors, formed a massive sphere.

“Don’t worry. Even if I die, I’ll absorb it so it becomes part of me. And when enough time has passed, I’ll bring you back to life. About a… thousand years?”

That’s all.

The link is good after all. 

She could finally use her true power, which she had suppressed all this time.

“Shinmyeol: Reflux of the Apocalypse!”

Quaaaaaang-!

The sphere of magic shot out like a laser.

The colossal, rapidly moving mass of magic hurtled towards Lin without hesitation.

The wizard quickly erected a hundred layers of defense, but they were ripped apart futilely.

“No!!”

Lucy tried to jump out but could only stumble due to her injuries from Lin.

The demonic skill approached Lin in an instant.

She instinctively knew she wouldn’t survive if hit by this.

However, Ravin was behind her.

She quickly grabbed his hand.

“Lin?”

“Lin!!!”

It was too late to evade.

Lin casually watched the incoming magic and closed his eyes.

His instincts told her that meeting this end after such prolonged pain might not be so bad, as he embraced eternal rest.

However, there was someone who disrupted this moment even Lin had given up on.

“Eun!!!!!!”


It was a split second, a hair’s breadth away. 

Naidrian, concentrating all her strength into her legs, didn’t hesitate and leapt forward towards Lin.

“Kwa-dududududdeuk!!!!!!”

Pain caused her mouth to open involuntarily, but not even a scream escaped.

The area of Naidrian’s body touched by the magic had all her blood vessels burst. 

In the end, her arms, unable to hold on, twisted and were torn apart, disappearing without a trace.

However, with the body of a mere elf, Naidrian perfectly blocked Demon God’s skill. 

A miracle that no one could have anticipated occurred.

Thud!

The archer, now a lump of flesh, fell to the ground.

Lin stared blankly at the fallen archer.

Seeing that Lin was unharmed, Naidrian smiled slightly.

“Are you… okay…?”

Having abandoned everything to create this moment, Naidrian felt satisfied.

A sorrowful yet contented smile.

The smile formed after losing her arms brought Lin’s buried rationality to the surface amidst his anger.

“Naidrian…?”

Amidst everyone’s astonishment, only Lin cast an empty call to her.



 
  
    Chapter 140: My name is Abyss


Lin stared down at Naidrian, his face frozen in shock. 

The archer, who had intercepted the demon’s skill in his stead, lay collapsed at his feet, her body trembling as she barely managed to lift her head to gaze endlessly at Lin.

“Did I… help?” 

Naidrian whispered, her voice barely audible.

“Don’t speak! You’re losing too much blood!” 

Lin knelt beside her, his hands trembling as blood spurted from Naidrian’s severed arms, staining the earth crimson. 

The acrid, metallic scent of blood hung heavily in the air.

“I’ll heal you—just hold on!” 

Lin said desperately.

“No… no, it’s already too late,” Naidrian replied weakly, her pale lips quivering. 

Arsil rushed over, her divine magic flaring to life, but Naidrian shook her head, halting the saint. 

“It’s… too late for me.”

The rest of the hero’s party, including Aylan, gathered around. 

Even Tigria, known for her stoic demeanor, covered her mouth in horror at the sight of Naidrian’s ravaged body.

“Why?” 

Lin’s voice trembled as he addressed the fallen archer.

“Why did you sacrifice yourself?”

“Because… it’s my fault you’re in this mess,” Naidrian replied, tears forming in the corners of her eyes. 

“This… this is the only way. The only way for you to find happiness. Without carrying the burden of someone like me—a sinner—on your back.”

Her face was ashen, her lips turning an unnatural blue, but Naidrian continued to speak, her voice strained and hoarse.

A shadow fell over the group as Lucy approached, the Warrior of the Abyss. 

She knelt beside Naidrian and murmured softly, “If you’re in pain, just say so.”

“No… this is what I deserve. A peaceful death… would be too much,” Naidrian said, forcing her eyes open to meet those of her comrades. 

Her strength was fading rapidly, but she clung to her resolve. 

“Please… believe me… this is the only way. Just this once… believe in me, even if I’m worthless…”

Her voice faltered. 

She had more to say, but her words were cut short as her gaze locked on something—or someone—alien among her companions. 

A familiar figure stood out amidst the mourners: a courier from the World’s Golden Courier.

The sight confirmed what Naidrian already knew. 

Her time had run out.

“I’m sorry. I’m so sorry,” she whispered, turning her gaze to Lucy, her lips trembling as she mouthed words of apology. 

Her regret was raw, a desperate plea for forgiveness. 

Unlike past apologies from Tigria or Arsil, hers was filled with a sense of finality that Lucy could not ignore.

For the first time, Lucy nodded ever so slightly.

That gesture alone seemed to bring a faint light to Naidrian’s fading eyes.

“Lin…” she called softly. 

“I’m sorry… you were the only one who believed in me, yet I…”

Her voice broke, and the light in her eyes began to dim. 

Lin’s mind swirled with confusion and pain. 

A torrent of thoughts flooded him.

‘Why did she do this for me?’

‘She hated me.’

‘Ignored me.’
‘So why now?’

‘This is supposed to be my path to happiness?’

‘I hated her too. I hated her without hesitation.’

‘But… why does this feel so wrong?’

Lin’s heart ached as he watched Naidrian struggle for forgiveness even in death. 

He reached out silently, his hand brushing against Naidrian’s pale cheek. 

Slowly, Lin nodded.

The archer’s lips curled into a faint smile. 

“Ah…”

In the final moments of her life, a single ray of light pierced through the darkness of her existence.

“It’s… warm…”

Naidrian’s final breath left her, her body stilling forever. 

Arsil called out her name, tears streaming down her face, while Aylan closed his eyes in silent mourning.

The courier from the Golden Chariot stepped forward and knelt beside Naidrian’s lifeless form, gripping her neck. 

With a sharp tug, her soul slipped free, a translucent wisp hovering in the air. 

The courier tilted his head, a bemused expression crossing his face.

“How unexpected. To find salvation at the brink of death,” he mused before leaning close to the soul and whispering, “As per our contract, you’ll serve me now. The filthiest, most grueling tasks will fall to you.”

With those words, the courier and Naidrian’s soul vanished, leaving no trace of the tragic end for anyone to see.

***

“An archer of the Hero’s Party has fallen…” 

Aylan murmured, his voice heavy with grief. 

The others stood in somber silence. 

But this was no place for prolonged mourning.

A slow clap echoed through the battlefield. 

Reinhold, the traitorous shield knight, strode forward with a smug grin plastered across his face.

“I believe I’ve given you ample time to grieve,” he said, his voice laced with mockery. 

“We can’t afford to spend the entire day mourning, can we? After all, you’ll all be following her soon enough.”

“Reinhold!” 

Lin shot to his feet, his vision clouded with red. 

Fury bubbled within him, but he kept his rage in check. 

Yet the desire for vengeance burned hotter than ever.

“What’s the matter?” 

Reinhold sneered. 

“Wasn’t she the one who tormented you? Shouldn’t you be thanking me for removing her?”

“You bastard!” 

Lin charged, his feet pounding the ground. 

He leaped, delivering a powerful kick aimed at Reinhold.

The blow collided with his shield, sending a resounding clang through the battlefield. 

Lin twisted mid-air, his heel slamming into the upper edge of the shield, forcing it into the ground.

Reinhold stumbled forward, his balance momentarily compromised.

Lin seized the opening, aiming a strike at his throat with his bare hands.

But his assault was caught mid-swing. Reinhold’s hand clamped down on his wrist with inhuman strength. 


His face twisted, half of it contorted into a sinister grin as the Demon’s voice emerged from his lips.

“Oh, Lin… have you forgotten? Half of this man belongs to me.”

With a flick of his wrist, he activated the chaos within his shield. 

Spikes shot out along its edges.

“Even in anger, you must recognize your master,” the Demon cooed, driving one of the spikes into Lin’s palm. 

He screamed in pain, his voice ringing through the battlefield.

“Shh, my dear Lin. I’m merciful. Think of this as discipline,” the Demon said with a chilling smile.

The chaos began to devour Lin’s magic. 

A searing pain ignited in his palm, spreading through his entire body like wildfire, and his mind began to drift into darkness.

“AAAAAAHHHH!!!”


He screamed, thrashing wildly in an attempt to free himself, but an overwhelming force pinned him in place.

“Let Lin go!”

Arsil, empowered by divine energy, charged forward, but Reinhold was quick to react. 

With a smirk, he thrust Lin toward her like a weapon. 

Startled, Arsil hesitated, withdrawing her fist and releasing the divine energy to avoid hurting Lin. 

That hesitation cost her dearly. 

Reinhold tackled her with brutal force, delivering a kick to her abdomen that sent her sprawling.

She was, for all intents and purposes, useless at that moment.

“Lucy, now!”

At Tigria’s command, Lucy growled but obeyed.

The swordswoman charged forward, even as Tigria unfurled a scroll of knowledge and began chanting.

“If you mess up your magic control, you could hit Lin!”
Lucy barked.

“Do I look that incompetent to you?!”

Tigria snapped back, channeling her power into the scroll.

Several magic circles materialized around Reinhold, each glowing with a distinct hue that signified unique properties and effects.

“Debuff!”

The spell unleashed a cascade of curses—slowed reflexes, diminished defense, reduced attack power, and subtle disorientation—all designed to disrupt Reinhold. 

A shimmering web of energy descended on him, yet he stood unfazed, his smile widening in delight.

“Is that all you’ve got?” he taunted.

Lucy closed the gap in an instant, her blade singing as it aimed for Reinhold’s arm—the one holding Lin.

“Too slow.”

“…?!”

To everyone’s shock, Reinhold let go of his shield, allowing Lucy’s sword to pass through harmlessly.

Taking advantage of her overextension, he delivered a crushing punch to her face.

“Gah!”

Though she twisted her neck to lessen the blow, her cheekbone still took the brunt.

But Lucy was no ordinary fighter.

Instead of being thrown back, she planted her feet firmly, using every ounce of strength in her legs to stay grounded.

In retaliation, she abandoned her sword and drove her gauntleted fist into Reinhold’s face.

“Don’t underestimate me!”

The blow sent Reinhold flying.

He crashed into the far wall of the plaza, but Lucy wasn’t done.

“Ultimate Skill: Infinite Transmutation!”

Tigria leaped into the air, channeling all her remaining mana into a devastating magical bombardment.

A rain of destruction—reminiscent of the frontlines against the demon army—pummeled the area where Reinhold had landed.

Meanwhile, Lin finally managed to pull her hand free from the spiked shield.

“Lin, are you okay?”

“We can’t stop now,” Lin gasped.

“He absorbed my magic—this isn’t over!”

“Don’t worry,” Lucy reassured her, picking up her sword.

“We’ll end this here and now!”

Reclaiming her weapon, Lucy unleashed her full power.

A brilliant crimson-gold aura erupted from her, reaching the heavens.

The sheer release of energy caused the earth to quake and the air to tremble.

Boom!

“I am—!”

Lucy roared, invoking her ultimate skill for the first time since acquiring the temporary holy sword.

Though its recoil was immense, its destructive force far surpassed even Tigria’s magical onslaught.

“I am the one who dreams of peace!”

For the skill to reach its full potential, the wielder had to truly desire the peace they envisioned.

It required their deepest sincerity, their most profound yearning for tranquility.

Lucy’s thoughts were consumed by that vision:

The moment Lin forgives her.

The moments they would share together.

The day Ravin accepts her, the three of them find happiness.

“A serene life with you by my side!”

She swung her sword with tremendous effort, her body straining against the immense force of her attack. 

The resulting blade of energy was colossal, its sheer size capable of obliterating everything in its path.

BOOM!

The energy devoured Tigria’s bombardment and surged forward, swallowing the space where Reinhold had stood. 

It extended beyond sight, likely wreaking havoc far beyond the borders of the island.

“Haa… haa…”

Lucy collapsed to one knee, using her sword as a crutch to stay upright.

Her entire body throbbed with unbearable pain, her muscles threatening to tear with every movement. 

Yet, it wasn’t just the physical toll that darkened her expression.

The hit didn’t feel right. It lacked the satisfying finality of a decisive blow.

A primal instinct—honed by countless battles—warned her of impending danger.

Oblivious to this, Arsil, still awestruck by the display of power, muttered, “Did we get him…?”

“Don’t say that!” Lucy shouted, but it was too late.

Reinhold emerged from the dust unscathed.

With a sadistic grin, he moved faster than the eye could track.

He kicked Arsil aside, sending her sprawling, and struck Tigria with a brutal blow to the head, knocking her to the ground.

“Damn it…!” Tigria groaned, trying and failing to rise as dizziness overwhelmed her.

Ravin managed to pull Arsil and Tigria back to safety near Aylan, preventing further casualties.

When the dust finally settled, Lin and Lucy found themselves face-to-face with Reinhold once again. 

He stood tall, his body emanating an aura of power that seemed to grow stronger with every passing moment.

“Lin… Just how powerful are you?” he asked, his voice trembling with exhilaration.

“Even with only half of your magic, this strength feels intoxicating! And to think you hoarded it all for yourself!”

Bending down, he picked up his shield, his face twisted in a grotesque expression of greed.

He no longer resembled the so-called “Guardian of Balance.”

The thirst for power had consumed him.


Lucy gritted her teeth and shouted inwardly at her sword.

“You promised to lend me your power, Abyss!”

[Oh? Did I? Strange… I thought I offered my strength as Hononima, not as your temporary blade.]

The Abyss sneered, its voice mocking.

[But alas, I am not yet Hononima. You are far from ready to wield me as a true holy sword.]

Lucy’s heart sank under the weight of betrayal. 

The Abyss continued, merciless in its condemnation.

[My name is Abyss, and only when you truly understand your desire will I transform. But tell me, Lucy, will that moment ever come?]

Despair washed over her as she realized the truth.

Her vision of peace was incomplete, and without it, she could never unlock the sword’s true power.



 
  
    Chapter 141: You will receive divine punishment!


Reinhold raised his shield with a triumphant smirk, leaning back leisurely. 

Slowly dusting off his clothes, he carefully examined the scorch marks left by Tigria’s magical barrage and frowned.

“If you’re going to surrender, now’s the time. I’ll graciously accept it,” he offered.

“Don’t be ridiculous, you parasitic bastard. I’ll kill you for sure,” Lucy shot back, veins bulging in her neck as she spat her words with venom.

Reinhold chuckled, his demeanor as smug as ever, and continued to toy with the hero.

“Oh, Luciena. Turning unrequited love into hatred so quickly isn’t a good look. Pushing your feelings onto someone without considering their thoughts? How selfish of you.”

“…I’ve long forgotten about you. Don’t you dare spew that nonsense in front of Lin. Didn’t I promise to tear you apart?”

“Be my guest. But judging by your shaky stance, I’d say you forced an opening of your sacred power with that sword, and all you got in return was the backlash.”

Reinhold’s observation was accurate. 

Lucy had unleashed her full magical strength, but the rejection from the Abyss amplified the recoil, leaving her barely able to stand. 

However, the extent of the backlash was known only to her party, as Lucy had always feigned composure in front of others.

As Lucy bristled but failed to counter his claim, Lin stepped forward to stand beside her.

“She’s not the only one who wants to tear you apart.”

“Wait, Lin!” Aylan called out, halting Lin as she prepared for battle.

“If he’s absorbing your power, Lucy should attack while you defend,” Aylan reasoned.

It made sense in theory, but in practice, the situation demanded the opposite. 

Lin and Lucy exchanged uneasy glances. 

Reinhold, needing to bait Lin’s attacks to absorb them, couldn’t allow Aylan’s suggestion to dictate the flow. 

Smirking, he deliberately provoked Lin further.

“A demon joining forces with humans? How absurd.”

“You’re the one who corrupted Lin!” 

Lucy snapped.

“True, I played my part,” Reinhold admitted slyly, “but turning Lin into such a powerful demon took all of us, didn’t it?”

When Aylan tried to interject, Reinhold quickly cut her off, knowing the tactician could disrupt his plans. 

Besides, Lin had a sharp intuition and could strike where it hurt the most. 

To counter them, Reinhold chose to abandon logic and wield raw emotion instead.

“If everyone witnessed your hardships, surely they all owe you an apology by now. Yet has a single soul ever said sorry to you? Oh!” 

He clapped dramatically. “There was Naidrian. But she’s dead, so she doesn’t really count, does she? Zero apologies it is.”

Spreading his arms wide, Reinhold gestured to the Lowellina forces and the civilians gathered in the square, shaking his head in mock disappointment.

“They were scared of you when you rampaged, sure, but even now, as you fight and sacrifice for their sake, not one has offered so much as a word of thanks. Not even your so-called hero.”

His finger pointed accusingly at Lucy.

Though Reinhold’s right to criticize could be debated, his words struck a painful truth.

Desperate to refute him, Lucy stepped forward.

“Once I’ve dealt with you, I’ll spend my life atoning by Lin’s side. That’s none of your concern.”

“Really? Let’s hear it then—your exact plan for atonement.”

“I’ll… I’ll stay by her side forever…” Lucy stammered, struggling to recall the words of encouragement Rabin had once offered.

Reinhold seized the opening.

“Luciena Estel, you stubborn sow. I understand you want to kill me. But what about the demon you’ve created with your own hands? What will you do with him?”

By “demon,” he meant Lin. 

Aside from the subdued demon warriors, Lin was the only one of his kind present.

“He’s not a demon. He’s Lin,” Lucy retorted firmly.

“A demon named Lin.”

“No! He’s Lin!”

“Face reality. Lin has become a demon.”

“I don’t care what he is—he’s still Lin!”

“Maybe to you,” Reinhold sneered. 

“But to everyone else, she’s nothing more than a monster. Do you think they’ve forgotten her rampage? Do you honestly believe they don’t want her gone?”

Reinhold’s words cut deep, not just for Lucy but for Lin, Aylan, and even the crowd in the square.

“Luciena, their feelings aren’t so different from mine when I wanted to exclude you,” Reinhold continued, driving the wedge deeper.

“Stop with the nonsense. No one sees Lin like that. Isn’t that right?!” 

Lucy turned to the crowd, her voice filled with defiance.

But aside from her party and Aylan’s companions, no one met her gaze. 

Instead, the civilians averted their eyes, and Lucy’s expression grew darker.

Lin didn’t need to turn around to sense the atmosphere. 

A bitter smile played on his lips as Lucy’s voice cracked with disgust.

“You cowards… Why do we even bother protecting you, ingrates who understand neither gratitude nor guilt?”

Though no one dared to answer, their discontented stares spoke volumes. 

Lucy’s exhaustion and despair deepened.

“For once, Luciena, I agree with you,” Reinhold said with a laugh. 

“Who’d have thought we’d ever see eye to eye?”

Even to Reinhold, they were revolting.

The knight, who had been chuckling moments ago, straightened his expression and raised his shield.

“Things that know neither gratitude nor remorse deserve to disappear.”

Boom!

“Lucy, get back!”

The shield struck the ground with a resounding thud, and a wave of dark energy rippled outward, exploding along the earth.

The semi-circular force surged forward, but Lin stepped in front of Lucy and absorbed the brunt of it with his body.

Behind Lin stood Lucy, behind Lucy, the hero’s party and Aylan’s group, and behind them, a small number of surviving residents.

“Ugh…!”

Lin endured the wave of dark energy head-on. 

Unlike the Demon god’s usual attacks, it hurt but was surprisingly bearable.

‘Damn it, this is my power!’

Realizing that the Demon god had used his own power, Lin quickly released his magic.

Swinging it like a whip, he struck at the chaos, stopping the wave.

But in doing so, some of his magic was absorbed. 

Though he had neutralized the attack, Lin couldn’t hide his displeasure at being mocked.

“You thought attacking me with my own power would work?”

“Regretfully, I wasn’t attacking you.”

Before Lin could respond, Lucy’s despondent voice brought him to a halt.

“…”

People were dead.

Even though Lin had blocked the wave, those standing beyond his frame on either side were ripped apart by the dark energy.

Among the corpses were the elite soldiers of Lowellina, residents of the capital, and more.

Aside from Aylan, Garin, Viscon, a handful of soldiers, and a few residents, everyone else was gone. 

The elven elders, the nobles—no one had been spared.

Arsil lay on the ground, blood flowing from her ruptured abdomen. Tigria, still dazed from a concussion, could barely stand. 

Ravin, who was tending to both of them, couldn’t protect anyone else.

“Have your grudges been resolved? This time, I hope to receive proper gratitude,” the knight sneered.

The horrific scene left Lin momentarily speechless.

Aylan was crying.

The once iron-willed general now cradled the helmet of a decapitated soldier, sobbing uncontrollably.

Garin and Viscon, too, buried their heads in their hands, trying to stifle their tears.

Lin thought of Naidrian, who had died so senselessly. 

The archer, like these bodies, had departed without ever finding true redemption.

“Reinhold!!”

Grinding his teeth, Lin shouted at the knight.

“What the hell are you doing? Who are you to decide who lives or dies without even consulting me?”

“I am the guardian of balance.”


“Balance? What kind of balance is this? You slaughtered them without giving them any chance! All you ever do is spout nonsense about balance, you self-righteous brat!”

“If they were capable of remorse, they would’ve shown it long ago.”

Reinhold’s decisive response made the veins on Lin’s temples throb. 

His long-suppressed self-control snapped, and for the first time in his life, Lin unleashed his unfiltered rage.

“You bastard! Who the hell do you think you are to judge others?!”

Too furious to continue, Lin let his magic erupt violently.

Words were meaningless now. 

Reinhold would only repeat his twisted logic and ramble about balance.

‘Kill him. Just kill him.’

Keeping him alive would only prolong the suffering.

Just as Lin was about to act, Aylan’s piercing cry echoed through the air.

“You arrogant tyrant, playing god with our lives! You think you’re some kind of deity?!”

Aylan clutched the helmet of the fallen soldier and roared.

“The goddess will strike you down!”

Garin and Viscon joined in, their voices trembling with fury.

“Divine punishment will come for you, Reinhold!”

One by one, the surviving residents began shouting at the knight.

“You’ll be punished!”

“Goddess, deliver us!”

“Save us and strike him down!”

“Goddess!”

“Goddess!”

“Goddess!!!”

The pleas of the desperate filled the plaza, their cries reaching into the heavens.

“Divine punishment! Divine punishment! Divine punishment!”


The sound pierced the skies, soaring upward until it reached the dimensional prison where the goddess was bound.

“Goddess!!!”

[Do you hear them?]

The goddess Justini, shackled at the heart of the space, lifted her head and gazed toward the voices.

[My children are calling for me.]

The golden carriage of the  Universal Postal Service shuddered, its occupant grinning as they rubbed their goosebumped arms.

“Well, now, things just got interesting.”



 
  
    Chapter 142: You’re Just a Filter to Get Lin


“Divine punishment! Divine punishment! Divine punishment!”

The desperate cries for the goddess echoed through the void of space. 

The Universal Postal Service grimaced at this unexpected turn of events.

“Did you foresee this?” a commanding presence inquired.

The goddess lowered her gaze gracefully. 

“I merely had faith.”

With a single horizontal swipe of its fingers, the Universal Postal Service dispelled the invisible forces binding the goddess. 

The sudden release of the restraints sent her collapsing to the ground.

But she did not remain there. 

Slowly, with unwavering dignity, she rose to her feet.

“Since the primary species has made a formal request, I shall approve your descent.”

“Thank you.”

“But even if you descend, what can you accomplish? The powers you can wield on the mortal plane are more restricted than Angria’s. You won’t even be able to exert direct influence through intermediaries as she does.”

For the first time, Justini saw curiosity in the eyes of the Universal Postal Service. 

It was rare to see him intrigued. 

Not just him—other supreme entities observing the situation were equally eager to know what would happen next.

The goddess smiled faintly, a haunting yet beautiful expression.

“What does that matter?”

Her audacious tone caused one of the Universal Postal Service’s eyebrows to arch.

“Isn’t entertainment all that you and your kind desire?”

“You’re insolent.”

Yet, the Universal Postal Service couldn’t contain its growing interest. 

It was eager to see what changes this once-stoic goddess might bring.

“To think you’ve made me curious.”

“You won’t be disappointed,” she replied confidently.

As the goddess drew upon her power, a pillar of radiant light engulfed her and shot toward the earth below. 

The enormous beam landed in the middle of the imperial square.

“If I am to correct the complacency of my past,” the goddess declared, her voice resolute.

A pair of wings unfolded from the lowest part of her back.

“If I am to act in this weary present, despite the pain,” she continued, and another pair of wings sprouted above the first.

“And if I am to dispel the anxiety and unease of this uncertain future,” she finished, revealing the final pair of wings.

Goddess Justini now stood with six wings fully spread, their brilliance illuminating the heavens.

“I will show you. The happy ending that follows great suffering.”

With that, she ascended momentarily before diving swiftly toward the earth below.

“Divine punishment—!!!”

Aylan and the survivors cried out until their throats bled, desperately invoking the goddess and her retribution. 

Though their voices were hoarse, and their cries seemed to shred their vocal cords, they refused to stop. 

Their only wish was for justice to strike down the arrogant shield-bearer before them.

Reinhold scoffed at their desperation, clutching his Chaos Shield with a wicked grin.

“Pray all you want! Do you really think that lazy goddess, who’s done nothing all this time, will move just because of your pitiful pleas?”

Blood dripped from his crushed nose as he chuckled darkly.

“And even if she does show up, she’s powerless. A mere bystander bound by the rules of balance. Do you truly believe someone like her could defeat a guardian like me?”

His brazen words were met with silence. 

The chaotic aura surrounding him was so oppressive that none dared respond. 

All they could do was glare at him, helplessly filled with rage.

Confident in his superiority, Reinhold amplified the Chaos Shield’s power to its peak. 

“Let’s end this. I’ll absorb this power directly into myself!”

A crimson-black aura enveloped him. 

The chaos mage’s energy, Lin’s corrupted magic, and even the lingering resentment left by Lucy’s spells—all of it flowed into Reinhold’s body.

“As expected… Lin’s power is the sweetest of them all,” he sneered. “It’s a shame you’re not a woman. I would’ve pampered you for life.”

Now brimming with power, Reinhold proclaimed triumphantly, “Behold! This is the strength of a true guardian—!”

[You are correct, shield-bearer.]

A majestic voice boomed suddenly, freezing him in place. 

His stance, with his shield raised, became rigid.

The voice, though commanding, carried an otherworldly elegance.

[I am powerless, indeed—but only when I choose to remain a bystander.]

A pillar of light descended from the heavens to the imperial square.

[I do not dislike confidence.]

Large, pure white feathers fluttered gently, descending from above. 

They glowed with divine energy, illuminating the corpses strewn across the square—victims of the chaotic magic Reinhold had unleashed.

As the feathers touched the ground, a brief flash of light erupted. 

The severed limbs and broken bodies of the fallen were restored, and those who had died gasped back to life, coughing for air.

Reinhold looked up at the sky, cold sweat trickling down his face.

“This… This can’t be happening…”

Through the shower of feathers, Goddess Justini descended gracefully. 

Her six resplendent wings were fully unfurled, radiating a divine brilliance that silenced all who beheld her.

“Goddess!”

Everyone, except Reinhold, knelt and bowed their heads in reverence. 

The goddess gazed warmly at her worshipers, but when her eyes fell upon Lin—transformed into a demon—tears welled up in her own.

The agonizing pain in her heart was guilt—guilt directed at him.

The goddess, steeling herself once again, gazed sharply at the shield-bearing knight before her.

“I cannot abide those who think only of themselves and destroy those around them,” she said coldly. 

“You must have realized this through the events of the Second Era.”

Her piercing glare sent a chill down Reinhold’s spine, and he almost fell to his knees. But it was not he who refused to tolerate such humiliation—it was the demon god within him.

“Justini!”

The demon god seized control of his body in an instant and stepped forward.

“What are you doing?!” 

Reinhold protested, shocked and flustered.

Ignoring him entirely, Angria—the demon god—bared her teeth at the goddess.


“How dare you show your face here again?” Angria snarled. 

“Do you hold those traitors so dear? Those who betrayed you after you granted them mercy, after their crimes deserved punishment?!”

The goddess looked at her enraged sister with sorrow in her eyes.

“My dear sister Angria, I have come to end it all,” she said softly.

“End it all? Now?!” 

Angria shouted, trembling with fury. 

“If this is how it was going to end, you should never have started! You should have stayed as my kind and noble sister, the one who was always there for me!”

“Angria…”

“You created this world, birthed your creations, and left me behind. And now, just because your precious things are no longer yours, you want to bring an end to everything?”

“The creation of the world was the dream and purpose of all gods,” the goddess replied.

“My dream and purpose were to always be with you!” Angria roared, slamming the ground with the force of chaos.

BOOM!

“You never cherished me as much as you cherished this world!” she screamed.

“I have always cherished you, my sister,” the goddess said.

“Don’t lie to me!”

BOOM!

Each time the demon god struck the ground, cracks spread like spiderwebs. 

Her fury only grew stronger.

“You never put me first! When I asked for your attention, you ignored me. When I wanted to help, you said it was too complicated and sent me away! If I truly mattered to you, would you have treated me like that?”

BOOM!

“That’s why I decided to take everything you hold dear. I corrupted your creations into demons, and I’ll claim this world for myself.”

BOOM!

“And I’ll take the one you love enough to break your heart. I thought it was the Second Hero, Guerrero. That’s why I sought out Lin, who holds Guerrero’s soul.”

At this revelation, Lucy and Aylan turned to Lin in shock, their faces pale. 

Lin, knowing he wasn’t Guerrero, could only let out a bitter smile.

“But now I know it isn’t about Guerrero,” Angria said. 

“I want Lin—not as Guerrero, but as Lin. He’s more noble than Guerrero ever was. He embodies the love and pain that you, Justini, so desperately sought. He’s mine. He belongs to me! I’ll make him see only me!”

“What are you talking about?!” 

Reinhold shouted, utterly bewildered by this sudden declaration. 

“Wasn’t Lin supposed to be absorbed to restore balance to the world?”

Angria’s laughter was cruel and mocking as she turned to him.

“Balance?!” 

she spat. 

“You insignificant fool, always deluded into thinking you’re something great. You’re nothing but a pawn—just a storage vessel for power! Once I’ve absorbed all the energy of this world, I’ll give it to Lin. He’ll stay by my side forever, and I’ll claim what my dear sister values most!”

“You dare deceive me?!” 

Reinhold roared.

Angria erupted into laughter.

“Deceive you?!” she mocked. 

“I’m the demon god, you idiot! You’ve called me a tool and used me as one, but you were nothing but a stepping stone. Balance? Ha! If even your precious goddess couldn’t achieve it, what chance does a mere human like you have?”

“ANGRIAAAAA!” 

Reinhold’s fury boiled over, and his very essence began to wrest control of his body.

“You dare insult me?!” he bellowed.

“Go ahead,” Angria said, grinning wickedly. 

“Prove your worth. Let your pathetic self-awareness sink in.”

Surprisingly, she relinquished control without a fight, retreating with a smug laugh.

Reinhold, now fully in control, gathered his strength, his spit flying as he shouted, “I am the protector of balance! I’ll prove it here and now!”

But Justini, the goddess, regarded him with cold detachment. 

Summoning her divine power, she enveloped the hero party in light, healing their wounds. 


Lucy’s torn muscles, Arsil’s ruptured organs, and Tigria’s concussion—all restored. 

One by one, the heroes rose, ready for battle.

Only Nydrian, whose soul had been claimed by the World Post Office, could not be revived.

“Prove yourself,” Justini said, her voice as cold as frost.

“But if you fail,” she added, “I will personally drag your soul to hell. I’ll see to it that you’re placed right next to the Second Thief.”



 
  
    Chapter 143: Letting Your Guard Down Again


Lucy felt a surge of divine energy flowing through her, a blessing bestowed by the goddess herself. 

The sensation was overwhelming, far beyond the simple mending of her torn muscles—it was an entirely new dimension of power. 

One immediate effect was the lightness of the oppressive weight of the Abyss, which now felt almost negligible.

“So, this is the Goddess’s divine buff…? It’s incomparable to anything I could ever achieve!” Lucy exclaimed in awe.

Arsil, equally impressed, stepped forward, her gaze lingering on Naidrian’s lifeless body. 

The archer’s corpse lay rigid, unmoving, despite the goddess’s divine intervention. 

Realizing there was no hope for her, Arsil finally withdrew her sorrow-filled eyes.

Recovering from her concussion, Tigria unfurled a scroll of knowledge and rose into the air, her entire body radiating with magical energy.

“I feel stronger than I ever did, even after drinking elixirs,” she murmured, brimming with confidence.

Ravin, unable to contain the energy coursing through her, cracked her knuckles and unsheathed her daggers. 

The entire party wore expressions of newfound determination, invigorated by the goddess’s blessing.

Yet amidst their enthusiasm, one person remained despondent—Lin, the once-noble warrior who had fallen into darkness as a demon. 

Though he hid it well, deep inside, he harbored a fragile hope: Could the goddess’s power cleanse him of his corruption?

That hope was dashed when the goddess deliberately avoided Lin and the other demon-kind, casting her divine buffs and healing powers far from them. 

Feeling the sting of the holy energy on his skin, Lin became painfully aware that he had crossed a river he could never return from.

“The Goddess’s command awaits!” declared Aylan, standing at the forefront alongside Lowellina, their troops arrayed in disciplined lines.

“[Protect the survivors. The hero’s party will deal with the traitor,]” the goddess’s voice resonated, her plan as simple as ever.

Though reluctant to retreat, Aylan accepted their limited role and began organizing a defensive formation.

“[Lin, I entrust the rest to you. I have preparations of my own,]” the goddess added.

All eyes shifted to Lin, who gave a dry laugh.

‘So I’m just going to be used like this, with nothing in return?’, he thought bitterly.

Extending his hand, Lin made a simple gesture with her fingers—four raised, one folded. 

The meaning was clear: Distract and eliminate in one decisive strike. 

It was an old strategy from the party’s early days, one they had used when they were still inexperienced. 

A simple ploy, but effective against overconfident foes.

“Don’t think I forgot, I promised to tear you apart, limb by limb!” Lucy taunted the traitorous knight, her voice echoing with venom.

But Reinhold’s smirk was more potent.

“Oh, I haven’t forgotten either. This time, I’ll sever all your limbs and take your head as a trophy.”

His words were like a wide-scale taunt, triggering fury in both Arsil and Tigria.

Arsil’s temples throbbed with barely contained rage.

“Attack,” Tigria declared flatly. “Stay out of my way.”

For the first time, the mage was visibly furious.

Her failure to stop Naidrian’s demise had led to Lin’s fall into darkness—a bitter wound he could not forgive.

Fueled by a cold wrath, she resolved to unleash relentless, indiscriminate attacks.

But even in her anger, Tigria cast a thousand-layered barrier around Lin.

‘Because Lin is still precious to us.’

“Enough talking! Let’s do this!” Arsil cried, slipping on her dragon-scale gloves. 

Divine sparks crackled around her fists as she charged Reinhold with all her might.

“You still don’t understand, do you? No power can stand against me!” 

Reinhold sneered.

“Any power?” 

Arsil’s eyes turned cold. 

“Does that include the goddess’s divine strength?”

For a split second, Reinhold hesitated—a fatal mistake.

Arsil’s flying kick, bolstered by her momentum, slammed into his shield.

BOOM!

The shockwave scattered dust and debris across the battlefield. 

Yet, when the air cleared, Reinhold’s shield remained unscathed. 

Despite her divine upgrade, Arsil was still Arsil—a healer by nature. 

And Reinhold had absorbed far too much power to be easily overcome.

“Is that all you’ve got?” he laughed, though the levity in his voice faltered when the sky above filled with glowing magic circles.

Tigria’s multi-layered magic bombardment descended like a storm. 

With a flick of his wrist, Reinhold expanded the range of his chaos shield, its dark crimson energy pulsating to intercept the attacks.

“Hey, Tigria, wait! Watch where you’re aiming!”

“Figure it out yourself!” Tigria snapped, her irritation boiling over. 

She flipped her palm and slammed it upward, causing sharp rocks to erupt from the ground beneath Reinhold.

Caught off guard, Reinhold retreated a step too late, a jagged stone grazing his cheek and tearing flesh.

“Got him!” Arsil cheered, only to fall silent as Reinhold’s wound healed almost instantly. 

Without even tapping into divine energy, his regeneration was monstrous—far beyond anything human.

The saint clenched her teeth, her frustration palpable.

“Split the Bear!”

Lucy unleashed her sword energy, unable to expect the Abyss to reveal its true nature.

Though not as powerful as Hononima’s might, it was the same technique that once cleaved a ship in two amidst the Zramun Archipelago. 

Now, with the goddess’s blessing enhancing its force manifold, the attack surged forth with destructive precision.

“Luciena! Is your arsenal limited to sword energy and slamming strikes?” 

Reinhold mocked as the attack bore down on him.

Lucy smirked. “Nope. I can do both at once.”

“…?!”

In an instant, Lucy whispered directly to him, closing the gap with a speed matching her unleashed sword energy.

“Estel Style Ultimate: Sky-Splitting Rend!”

Crash!

This attack was on a completely different scale.

The crimson-black aura shattered like glass as Reinhold was forced to block it entirely with his shield.

Rumble—BOOM!

The collision of Abyss and Chaos shook the very heavens, creating a deafening resonance.

Yet, despite the force, Reinhold’s shield remained unscathed. 

Even the dents from Lin’s earlier frenzy had been repaired when the Demon Lord intervened. 

Now further reinforced with spikes protruding menacingly, the shield exuded an unparalleled defensive power.

“What…?”

Lucy retreated, startled. 

Her most formidable technique had been nullified with shocking ease.

Reinhold, regaining his confidence, laughed derisively.

“Hah, is that all you’ve got?”

The shield knight’s arrogance resurfaced as he carelessly taunted the hero’s party.

“Even with the goddess’s blessing, you’re just a bunch of overpowered small fry!”

He even sneered at Lin, his voice dripping with mockery.

“Hiding behind women? How pitiful. Or are you putting your porter skills to good use, Lin?”


Reveling in his renewed self-assurance, Reinhold lifted his shield, arrogantly pointing the spikes at the goddess herself.

“With this strength, I’ll bring your minions to their knees on this land! Healing and buffs are all you’re good for, constrained by causality’s chains, aren’t you? Soon, I’ll have you bowing and submit to me too. The balance of this world lies solely in my hands…”

“Balance, balance, balance—is that all you ever talk about?”

A voice echoed from the void.

It was Ravin. 

The rogue’s perfectly concealed presence caused Reinhold’s hairs to stand on end as he frantically turned toward the sound.

‘If it’s a rogue, they’ll aim for my back’, he thought, his instincts guiding him to turn around.

But the attack didn’t come from Ravin. 

It came from Lin.

Clang!

The sneak attack was deflected once again.

Reinhold exhaled sharply, patting his chest to calm his nerves.

That was close. 

Too close.

But he couldn’t let it show. 

Masking his unease, he offered Lin a smirk, even as one brow twitched in annoyance.

“To think someone of your caliber would react to such a paltry provocation. You must be nervous. A mistake, dear Lin.”

Chaos flared ominously from the shield as if feeding on Reinhold’s confidence.

“Now, I’ll absorb all your power!”

But Lin didn’t flinch. 

Gripping the shield with both hands, he ignored the spikes digging into his palms.

“Go ahead. Try.”

Even as dark energy clawed at him, Lin’s immense strength as a high-ranking demon left the shield immovable despite Reinhold’s desperate efforts.

“Is this desperation? Or do you think sealing the shield will be enough? Either way, once I’ve drained your strength—”

“Do you really think I’d let that happen?”

The cold, resolute voice wasn’t Lin’s—it was Arsil’s.

The saint, crouched low and weaving to Reinhold’s side, focused holy power into her fist.

“Because of you…”

Twisting her entire body from her toes to her shoulders, she unleashed an explosive counter strike.

“…I couldn’t even teach them the basics!!!”

Crack!

Arsil’s body blow shattered Reinhold’s ribs cleanly, the sound ringing out like breaking wood.


“Gahhh!!”

Overwhelmed by excruciating pain, Reinhold coughed up blood and collapsed to his knees.

This can’t be right… Even if she landed the hit, it shouldn’t hurt this much…

Arsil flexed her wrist with a casual crack and tilted her head mockingly.

“Get up, bastard. We’re just getting started.”



 
  
    Chapter 144: Tell me what you want.


Crack!

Arsil’s fist slammed into Reinhold’s side once more.

Even as his body bent from the blow, the shield-bearer reached out in a desperate attempt to grab her.

But the saint deftly weaved out of reach and followed up with a sharp uppercut, driving into his chin.

“Guhh!”

Blood spurted from his mouth, carried by the wind to splash back into his face.

Embarrassed, Reinhold awkwardly rubbed his eyes with his arm, only to leave his torso exposed.

Arsil seized the opportunity and unleashed a flurry of punches.

“Ugh! Agh!”

Reinhold’s body swayed and staggered as if struck by magical bombardments, but his injuries continued to heal in real-time.

Despite his efforts to resist, his flailing hands couldn’t even graze her.

‘This is absurd!’

Amid the pain, Reinhold couldn’t hide his shock and anger. 

He had successfully blocked her first attack, even with room to spare.

But now, her speed and strength had grown far beyond what he could handle.

‘Did the goddess empower her further in the meantime?’

He failed to recognize his own complacency, attributing her newfound power to underhanded tricks instead.

Yet nothing wounded his pride more than the fact that he, Reinhold—a mighty shield-bearer—was being pummeled by Arsil, the weakest member of the hero’s party.

“This can’t be happening!” he roared.

He tried to swing his shield in desperation, but Lin held it firmly in place, rendering it useless.

Even as Reinhold absorbed Lin’s energy through their contact, he couldn’t shake her off or relinquish his last line of defense.

Trapped, he was left to endure the relentless beating.

Arsil frowned at his feeble attempts to retaliate and landed another clean hit.

“Stop squirming. Ravin, pin him down.”

“With pleasure.”

At her command, Ravin appeared out of thin air and drove daggers into the joints of Reinhold’s limbs. 

He plunged them deep enough that they wouldn’t be dislodged by the shield-bearer’s rapid healing.

As a final insult, Ravin kicked him viciously between the legs.

“Aaaauuuggghhh?!?”

“Whoa. That sounded like a popped water balloon,” Ravin said with mock astonishment.

While Reinhold’s spine arched reflexively, Ravin drove another dagger along his back, forcing him into a grotesque, statue-like pose.

Despite the ridiculous sight, Arsil didn’t crack a smile.

Instead, she prepared her final strike to end him for good.

“Wait!”

came a sudden shout.

“The finishing blow is mine! I’m going to slice him in half vertically!”

“Split him all you want, Luciena, but he’ll just regenerate. I’ll vaporize him with magic,” Tigria countered.

“I caught him! He’s mine!” Luciena protested.

Arsil clenched her glowing fist, radiant with holy power, prepared to deliver her decisive blow.

Each of them believed this was the end.

And Reinhold knew it too.

His twisted face crumbled as he cried out desperately, “Help! Please, someone help me! I beg you!”

Time slowed.

The three attackers, Lin, even Reinhold himself—all of them moved as if submerged in thick molasses.

[This is intolerable!]

The cry for aid awakened the demon Angria within Reinhold, spreading a dark miasma that blanketed the battlefield.

Everything it touched slowed further, leaving Angria as the only free-moving entity.

[To think the so-called final boss would be such garbage!]

Angria hissed, utterly disgusted.

Reinhold babbled incoherently, “Save me! Without me, who will maintain the balance of the world?”

[Oh, shut up already!]

Angria snapped.

Despite her words, the demon began greedily absorbing Lin’s energy, rendering her limp and helpless.

“Oho, this is nice,” Angria purred. “With this power, I could—”

[Try to endure it, weakling.]

But Angria wasn’t helping Reinhold—she was merely channeling all the stolen energy directly into his body.

Reinhold, oblivious to his limits, could not comprehend how utterly inadequate he was to contain such power.

“I-I can’t…!” he stammered.

“It’s too much! I’m going to lose my mind—aaaggghhh!”

[Didn’t I tell you you’d just be a storage vessel?]

“S-save me, Angria! I’ll give you my life!”

[No thanks. You’re worthless.]

Rainfold continued to wail, but Angria seized complete control of the body, pushing him into unconsciousness.

After all, Lin’s greatest tormentor deserved to taste more pain.

The immediate concern was Lin himself.

Just as Angria’s outstretched hand, dripping with insatiable desire, moved toward him, Ravin appeared in midair and whisked Lin away.

“Lin!”

However, upon touching Lin, Ravin also began to slow drastically.

Although Ravin prevented Lin from being absorbed, both of them descended toward the ground at an agonizing pace.

“Tch.”

Angria licked her lips and glanced sideways at the goddess.

Seeing Justini observing silently, Angria was confident the goddess was bound by causality and could not intervene.

“Let me show you why they call me a demon.”

She extended her fingers and prodded Lucy and Arsil simultaneously.

A flick of her tongue brought Tigria’s magic into the fold.

Shockingly, that alone was sufficient.

The voices of the demon reverberated in the minds of all three women.

“It’s been a while since I’ve asked this—what is your wish?”

“Get out of my head, you vile creature!” Arsil shouted.

Angria chuckled dismissively.

“Oh, I already know. Let me give you just a taste.”

Arsil’s consciousness faded as she slumped in place.

***

“Arsil, wake up.”

The sound of a gentle voice stirred her.

Rubbing her eyes, Arsil instinctively raised her chin and spread her arms.

“Are you a child?”

The voice chuckled softly and enveloped her in a warm embrace.

Opening her eyes, she smiled unconsciously.

Before her stood Lin, his hair slightly longer than she remembered.

“Did you sleep well?”

“Mmm…” she murmured sleepily.

“Get up. It’s time for breakfast.”

“What’s on the menu?”

“Your favorite. Jam sandwiches.”

“Yay!”

Throwing off the blanket, Arsil attempted to rise but paused.

A heavy sensation beneath her chest tugged her downward, and her legs felt swollen and weighted.

Looking down, she saw her belly—swollen larger than even her breasts.

“Ah…?”

“Careful now. You’re not alone anymore.”

Suddenly, it dawned on her: she was pregnant.

Whose child?

Of course, it was Lin’s and hers.

It was the fruit of their love, nurtured over the two years since their reconciliation.

Ah, for this boundless joy, she could endure any discomfort.

Guided by Lin’s steady support, Arsil made her way to the table and took a bite of the jam-filled sandwich.

Tears streamed down her face.

“Why are you crying? Did you have a bad dream?”

Lin asked, concerned.

Arsil looked at him, her voice trembling. “Is it okay for me to be this happy? After all the wrongs I’ve done to you… and to Lucy?”

“We’ve all forgiven each other. It’s okay.”

“I caused so much pain… without really understanding…”

“You did. So, make up for it by taking good care of me, Arsil.”

“…Alright!”

“Now, stop crying. It’s not good for the baby.”

“Yeah. I need to be strong. I’m going to be a mom soon.”


Placing a hand over her belly, Arsil felt a warmth spread through her.

It was as if she could hear her baby’s heartbeat.

Then, a whisper came.

“Don’t you want it?”

Dark energy began to seep from her body.

***

In a dimly lit room, Tigria clung to someone, kissing them fervently.

She pressed her chest against his firm body, her desires escalating.

Though embarrassed by her ragged breaths and moans, she couldn’t stop.

Her heated lower half pressed firmly against his leg as she guided his hand to her chest.

“Let’s do it,” she whispered, her voice trembling.

“Please, Lin. I want to.”

“But Lucy and Ravin are waiting outside…”

The mention of their names stoked jealousy in her heart.

“Are they more important than me?”

“…That’s not it.”

Tigria’s expression softened into a sultry, irresistible charm.

Her desires surged as she felt him grow harder against her.

“Put it in… and kiss me,” she murmured.

The foreign sensation filled her, stretching her body to its limits.

“Ahh… Hah… so deep…”

“Does it hurt?” Lin asked.

“No… it feels good. Keep going…”

Even after the kiss ended, Tigria clung to him.

“Just one more time,” she pleaded, her nails digging into his back.

“Don’t you want it?”

As Tigria surrendered to her emotions, a dark aura began to envelop her.

***

“I draw,” Lucy murmured, sketching furiously.

In her drawing, she and Lin kissed, their lips pressed together sweetly.

But it was too sweet—almost unbearably so.

“I draw again,” she whispered.

This time, it was a scene of them laughing, teasing each other while doing housework.

But it felt excessive, like happiness she didn’t deserve.

Ink spilled across her drawing as tears fell from her eyes.

“I’m not worthy of this,” she thought.

From the shadows, the demon Angria snarled, her voice venomous.

“What are you?! You desire so much, yet you hesitate to claim it!”

Lucy ignored her, continuing to draw, each attempt falling short.

Eventually, she stared blankly at the empty page, paralyzed.

Another voice interrupted:

“Oops, my fault for training her too well~”


“Who are you?!” Angria growled.

The playful voice chuckled, teasing her.

“Oh, you’ll find out soon enough.”

A sharp, burning sensation pierced Angria’s back.

As her consciousness returned to reality, the dark energy surrounding Arsil and Tigria dissipated.

Angria turned slowly, only to see Linachien standing there, a wicked smile on her face.

“You’re mine now!” Linachien cackled.



 
  
    Chapter 145: Final Chapter (1)


No one could understand what had happened.

Why had Linachien appeared here? 

How had she approached the Demon God without being detected by anyone?

Why was she covered in blood, her hair disheveled?

None of it made sense.

But what shocked the Hero’s Party and the Goddess more than anything was the sight of Linachien holding the Demon King’s horn—a relic they knew all too well. 

It was an unmistakable quest item, proof of the Demon King’s defeat, and it should have been sealed inside the sacred casket of the royal treasury. 

Only the Royal Sigil Ring could unlock that vault.

Lin and Aylan, fully aware of the implications, gazed at Linachien with suspicion. 

Lin, newly freed from the curse of slowed movement due to her sudden ambush, cautiously asked her:

“Linachien, what did you do to Princess Gyana?”

“Liiiiiiin!”

Instead of answering, Linachien gripped the horn tightly and screamed at him.

“I came to you! So why are you talking about another woman? I was wrong, okay? So stop sulking already!”

Her response was entirely nonsensical. 

But Lin didn’t need much imagination to piece together the fate of Princess Gyana as he took in Linachien’s bloodied appearance and the Royal Sigil Ring on her finger.

“You… You harmed an innocent person…”

Aylan and Garin, who had also caught on, wore expressions of utter horror. 

Gyana had been dragged out of the Zramun Archipelago, unprepared, only to die amidst the political power struggles of the court. 

It was a tragedy born of Aylan’s letters, leaving her burdened with a guilt she would carry for life.

[You wretched girl—do you even realize who you’ve attacked? Surely you were prepared for the consequences.]

“Who are you, anyway? All I see is some pathetic Reinhold scum. Wait, your voice… it’s a woman’s? Don’t tell me you’re here to seduce Lin too?!”

This woman was insane.

The Demon God, standing before the utterly deranged Linachien, was forced to endure a mirror treatment. 

Deciding she was not a rational being, she summoned her magic to escape. 

But the moment she tried, searing pain radiated from the wound, spreading through her body.

[Gaaah! My… my power is being drained?!]

Not only that, but dark energy seeped from the horn, wrapping itself around half of Linachien’s body. 

It was as though the Demon King and the Demon God shared a twisted visage, one face split into two.

The Demon God recognized this darkness all too well. 

A red light glimmered ominously in the shadowed half of her face.

[Angria… It’s been a long time, hasn’t it?]

[Tiana?! What’s happening? You were supposed to be dead!]

[I was merely asleep for a long while.]

The Demon King, witnessing the Demon God’s shock, was thoroughly satisfied. 

Both Linachien and the Demon King took a long, deep breath.

[Ah~ This world is still as foul as ever, filled with disgusting air.]

Unlike the calm and collected Demon King, Angria was losing her strength amidst unbearable agony. 

Though she didn’t fully understand the mechanism, the horn that had pierced her was rendering her powerless.

Unknown to Linachien, this horn was a manifestation of Tiana’s unrelenting resentment—accumulated since the day she became the Demon King. 

Created solely for vengeance, it was an anti-Demon God weapon, spreading through Angria’s body like poison, paralyzing her and her powers.

[Aaaargh! Take this thing out! Tiana!!]

[Why should I? Do you know how long I’ve waited for this moment? Since the day you forced me into corruption, I’ve been waiting.]

Darkness coiled around Angria’s neck, forcing her head down with a sickening crack. 

The Demon King began to recount the depth of her grudge with chilling precision.

[Torture was nothing. I could endure any pain. But violating my purity in front of the one I loved most? Forcing him to sacrifice his life for the sake of my defiled existence? That’s something I will never forgive—not even after ten thousand years or countless cycles of reincarnation.]

She turned her gaze to the silent Goddess, who had been observing the scene in stillness.

[And you—You who ignored my cries to save him! You, Justini!!!]

Her words, laden with resentment, spilled toward the Goddess.

[Why?! I begged you to save not me, but Gilles! Why didn’t you listen?!]

The Goddess, overcome by guilt, clenched her eyes shut. 

After a pause, she answered in a trembling voice:

[I’m sorry…]

Her apology was faint and fragile.

[I was deceived by the Demon God’s illusions. By the time I realized the truth, all I could do was cleanse Gilles’ soul of its corruption and grant him reincarnation…]

[That reincarnation was Guerrero!!!]

Lin’s eyes widened in shock at the unexpected revelation. 

Gilles, Tiana’s lover, had reincarnated as Guerrero? 

The man who had once been the second Hero, and before that, the tragic lover of the first?

If so, wasn’t his soul cursed beyond redemption?

[You think I wanted salvation for myself? Happiness for myself? No! I only wanted him to find peace! But you turned him into a Hero, dragged him into the Abyss while I stood paralyzed in grief, and what came of it? Betrayal and a brutal death! And now you stand idle while Lin—]

Blood-red tears streamed from the glowing eyes of hatred.

[I didn’t know… I only sought the purest, most untainted soul for the Hero’s role—]

[You never know! Not when I was kidnapped by the Demon God! Not when Guerrero was betrayed and left to die! Not even when Lin has been suffering this entire time! For someone who holds such immense power, your ignorance is the pinnacle of arrogance!]

Until now, everyone had pointed out the same flaw in the goddess.

Now, she had to acknowledge and accept it.

And she already had.

The goddess descended upon this earth in acceptance.

“Without preparation, you delighted in creating heaven and earth, yet you are a useless goddess incapable of doing anything! Do you even know how much suffering and tragedy your sister have unleashed upon this world? This world doesn’t deserve to exist. Its destruction is justified!”

“Tiana? Demon King! What are you saying?”

Denarua, who still hadn’t fully recovered despite her long rest, propped herself up and shouted at Tiana.

“We promised to live together as a family!”

[Denarua, this is the only way. All we’ve done is lick each other’s wounds, but we can’t truly heal them.]

The Demon King’s proclamation of the end of the world shocked not just the demon warriors.

“Tiana!!!”

The Abyss slipped from Lucy’s hands and took human form.

In the shape of Ibis, whom they had seen in the Zramun Archipelago, the Abyss looked at the Demon King with trembling eyes.

She, who had always lived sharpening her spear of vengeance, unable to accept the sight before her, shouted:

“We agreed on revenge! Against that demon god and that goddess who made us like this and killed Gilles! We vowed to tear them apart and create a world where we wouldn’t hurt anymore!”

[There’s no such thing as a painless world, Ibis. Don’t you understand yet? The one I love has suffered through three lifetimes, drowning in sorrow. How long must I continue to watch his agony? The more it repeats, the more pain he endures. It ends here. Destruction is the only answer.]

The Abyss saw uncontrollable madness in the Demon King’s blood-red tears.

The mixture of resentment and rage was so intense that even the deranged Abyss found it hard to keep up.

The time for the cursed sword’s own regret was approaching.

[Nonsense! No matter how strong you are, the source of demonic energy is me! If it comes to endurance, you’ll have no choice but to submit to my will!]

Angria’s words were true.

Even as power was being stolen from her, the Demon God relentlessly attempted to invade the Demon King’s mind.

But Tiana merely chuckled, then broke into laughter.

[Hahaha! Did you think I wouldn’t anticipate that?]

The black aura surrounding Linachien began to fade.

[In a world doomed to destruction, there’s no need for me to persist.]


“Tiana…?”

The Abyss called out to the Demon King, her face pale with shock.

No, it can’t be, she thought. It’s not what I’m thinking. 

She denied it over and over again.

[The world’s illness stems from endless greed, desire, and selfishness, which breed chaos. But what truly destroys the world is unpredictable disorder.]

Crack!

Linachien, whose hand remained unconsumed by the Demon King, gripped the black aura covering her face.

“Enough talking! I’ve waited long enough. Hand over Lin! Give me the power to take him!”

[Behold! This insolent one is my true champion.]

“Give him to me!”

[Do not fear,] the Demon King said, blood tears finally ceasing.

[I will give you everything.]

“Tiana—!!!!”

With the Abyss’s scream echoing in the air, Linachien tore the black aura apart.

Rip—crunch!

“Ahhhh!”

Then, as if to make a point, she opened her mouth wide and devoured the Demon King’s black essence.

Chewing and swallowing greedily, horns sprouted from her head, and demonic wings unfolded from her back with each bite.

At last, having consumed the Demon King entirely, Linachien turned to the Demon God Angria and grinned.

“Not enough. Give me more.”

Riing!

Angria felt the searing agony of her very soul being torn from Reinhold’s body.

[Aaaahhh—!!!]

“It’s all mine! This power, and Lin too!”

Through the horn embedded in her back, Linachien absorbed the Demon God’s power at an astonishing speed—far surpassing anything before.

Angria was paralyzed by the fear of being completely consumed by Linachien.

[Break the link! Break it! Why won’t it work?!]

The link, already twisted by Lucy’s true-name release attack, refused to release the Demon God.

This was the outcome of her once-favored higher beings withdrawing their blessings.

[Sister! Save me, sister! Sister!!!]

But the goddess, tears in her eyes, could only watch helplessly.

Only then did Angria recall the causal law she had invoked.

The goddess was now rendered powerless and incapable of doing anything beyond granting blessings.

[I… I’m dying? Me? A god?]

Crack—rumble!!!

[Aaaaaaaah!!! Sister—!!!]

At last, all her power stolen, Angria was sucked into the Demon King’s horn alongside Reinhold’s body, her form twisted in a violent vortex.

[Sister… Sister…! I was wrong. Please! I—aaaaah!!!]

And so, the Demon God Angria was sacrificed to a mere human who had consumed the Demon King.

“Hah… hah… haah…”

Having transformed into the perfect demonic form, Linachien let her tongue loll out as drool dripped down her face, a look of ecstasy in her eyes.


“Lin…!”

Slowly, Linachien brought the horn to her forehead.

“I’ll save you…! I’ll save you from these wretched foxes!”

With veins pulsating, she embedded the Demon King’s horn into her own forehead.

“Forever, you’ll be with me! Rejoice, for this is my happiness, the proof of eternal love!”



 
  
    Chapter 146: Final Chapter (2) _ Beware of Grotesque Expressions


Lucy was hurled through the air, blood trailing behind her.

The force of the blow came from Linachien, who had just devoured the Demon God and struck Lucy in the same breath.

Reflexively, Lucy raised her sword to block the attack—but her hands grasped at air. 

The hero was unarmed.

It was because the Abyss, having split into a separate form to restrain Tiana, had rendered Lucy defenseless. 

Driven by muscle memory, the hero committed a foolish mistake and took the blow directly to her torso, crashing violently into the ground.

The sudden turn of events left Lin and Arsil dumbfounded. 

They didn’t even realize what had just transpired.

“Lin!”

Without wasting a moment, Arsil and Ravin, who had been tense and on guard, rushed to Lin’s side and dragged her away to safety as soon as they saw the hero fall.

Lucy struggled to her feet, calling desperately for her weapon.

“Abyss!”

She spat out blood and summoned a temporary holy sword.

But the Abyss itself stood frozen, unmoving, paralyzed by the shock of Tiana’s betrayal and subsequent demise.

“Damn it, get over here already!” Lucy shouted in frustration.

But her defiance was short-lived. She wobbled and suddenly collapsed forward.

“Huh? Gah!”

Dizziness overwhelmed her, and her balance failed.

Disoriented, Lucy made a feeble, dazed sound as black blood streamed from her lips.

“Ugh…!”

The hero doubled over, retching uncontrollably as more dark, lifeless blood poured from her mouth.

Nearby, Linachien raised a finger with an almost casual air.

“One down,” she said smugly.

Having absorbed both the Demon King and the Demon God, Linachien was now completely transformed.

The blood and disarray from the battle were gone, replaced by an eerie, unblemished beauty. 

Her smile was beguiling, yet chilling.

But the horns sprouting from her forehead and the black, leathery wings on her back left no doubt—she was no longer human.

“That fool Reinhold, fighting like that,” she muttered, shaking her head disdainfully.

“Taking his time, playing with his prey. I am not so indulgent.”

Boom
!
Linachien stomped the ground, unleashing a wave of gray miasma that spread outward, devouring the earth in every direction.

It moved like veins across the ground, swallowing the plaza in a sinister, monochromatic hue.

Only the sacred sanctuary guarded by the goddess’s presence remained untouched.

“Still watching, aren’t you, goddess?” Linachien sneered, a cruel twist of her lips marring her perfect features.

“Let’s see how long you’ll just stand there, doing nothing, while I take everything from you.”

The goddess’s face twisted for the first time, her composure cracking as her enemy mocked her.

“Divine Ruin.”

Linachien clenched her fist into the air.

Crash!

The sacred artifact floating above Tigria, the Scroll of Knowledge, shattered into fragments with a sound like breaking glass.

A violent explosion followed, engulfing the mage.

Bloodied and battered, Tigria plummeted to the ground without even a scream.

“Two.”

Turning slowly, Linachien moved like a dancer in a macabre ballet.

With graceful precision, she delivered a spinning kick that shattered Arsil’s guard, breaking her ribs and arm in one brutal motion.

“Three.”

She kicked into the air, striking an unseen target.

A gasp followed as Ravin, who had been hiding, was thrown helplessly to the ground.

“Four.”

Linachien opened her hand, counting her fingers as she surveyed the carnage.

In one fell swoop, the hero, mage, priestess, and thief had all been rendered incapacitated.

Lin managed to catch the fallen Ravin, but dark blood trickled from his own lips.

“Ravin!”

“I’m… fine…” Ravin tried to smile, but coughed up another mouthful of blood.

Nearby, Arsil and Tigria lay on the ground, retching up the same black ichor.

“Well, I’ve tidied up,” Linachien announced, spreading her palms theatrically.

“Darling, come here. I’ve dealt with all the foxes that tormented you.”

Her smile was sweet, almost tender, but it made Lin’s stomach churn.

“The one tormenting me the most is you!” Lin shouted.

At those words, Linachien’s cheeks flushed pink.

Her expression turned giddy, almost intoxicated.

“Say it again,” she murmured, eyes wide with anticipation.

“Please, say it again.”

“You’re the one who torments me most!” Lin snarled.

Linachien let out a strange, trembling sound, clutching her abdomen as if in ecstasy.

“Of course! Only I can hurt you like this. Because you love me, Lin. And don’t worry—I’ve reflected on my actions. I know I’ve caused you too much pain. But it was all necessary. Now, I’ll make it up to you. I’ll love you for the rest of eternity. Only you. Forever. So, come here, Lin. Let me love you.”

“Don’t be ridiculous!”

Lin hurled a spear of blue energy with all her might.

Linachien caught it effortlessly, the crackling blue magic dimming to gray in her grasp.

The spear-wielder screamed as the corrupted energy traveled back to her.

“No!” 

She screamed, clutching her head as the corrupted energy backfired.

“Salomei!”

Adora, barely holding herself together, rushed to support Salomei.

Both were drenched in cold sweat.

“Linachien, the enemy of our Demon King!”

Hoping to distract her, Denarua charged with her twin blades. 

She slashed in an arc, her weapons gleaming.

But the twisted being before her, whom even the Demon King had named Chaos, stopped the attack with a single finger.

In the next instant, her other hand pierced Denarua’s shoulder.

“Ugh…!”

“Oh, right. You’re vixens too, aren’t you? You’re so insignificant I almost forgot.”

“That’s enough!”

Lin stepped forward, his voice firm, trying to buy time.

“Stop this, Linachien.”

“Lin.”

“Linachien.”

“Lin.”

“Stop it, Linachien!”

Linachien’s playful demeanor cracked.

“Are you trying to make me mad? Even after I’ve been so patient?”

Lin’s voice remained cold.

“Don’t hold back, then. I won’t, either.”

Lin lunged, smashing into Linachien’s outstretched arm to free Denarau.

The arm bent unnaturally before snapping back into place with a sickening crack.

Linachien barely felt the pain, but her heart ached.

“Darling, I even let you hit me. I deserved it for hurting you. But… you did it for someone else?”

Her tone darkened. 

Slowly, she raked her nails down her stomach, splitting her flesh open. As the wound parted, the sight within was more horrifying than any mere mortal wound.

“You’ll regret this,” she whispered.

And the nightmare continued.

The insides of Linachien were hollow, consumed entirely by a void of darkness.

“Yes, my dear, you’re so kind—too kind. That’s why this happened. It’s my fault, I’ve made a grave mistake. I should have wiped out all these filthy pests before welcoming you properly!”

Linachien laughed maniacally, her grotesquely split belly exposing a chasm of nothingness.

“I’ll clean up now. We can talk after that,” she said, her words laced with venom. The darkness within her womb writhed ominously, a pulsating abyss.

“But first, those who once wielded my powers—and you, my dear—must return to me.”

A piercing, high-pitched noise shrieked through the air.

“…?!”

With the screech, Linachien’s womb began to devour everything imbued with magic. 

The suction was monstrous, forming a vortex of shadow that spiraled before her.

“Aah!”

Salomei and Adora, grievously wounded, were pulled into the vortex without resistance. 

Desperately, they flailed, grasping for anything to hold onto but finding only emptiness.

A firm grip stopped their descent—it was Denarua.

The twin-swordswoman discarded one of her blades, using the other to anchor herself to the ground while gripping Adora’s hand. 

Adora, in turn, clutched Salomei.

But Denarua’s strength was faltering. 

Her planted sword was slowly being pried from the ground, her injured shoulder unable to bear the strain.

“Denarua, let go!”

“I can’t!”

The sword finally snapped with a sharp crack.

All three women were sent hurtling into the air. 

Salomei’s arms flailed uselessly as she resigned herself to her fate.

It’s over.

Denarua despaired, the weight of her life flashing before her eyes—a life marred by struggle and pain, now slipping away.

Then, someone caught her arm.

“Denarua!”

It was Lin.

Slamming his left arm into the ground as an anchor, Lin reached out with everything he had and managed to grasp Denarua’s wrist. 

His grip was tenuous, but it held.


“Lin…?”

“Don’t give up!”

Lin’s teeth clenched as he resisted the monstrous pull. 

The grinding sound of his bones echoed against the relentless vortex.

“What are you doing, my dear? Come to me quietly!” 

Linachien screamed, her fury amplifying the suction.

Lin’s arms made grotesque sounds as they elongated unnaturally, stretching under the strain. 

Even Denarua’s tears, flowing freely, were swallowed by the void.

“Lin, stop! You’re going to break!”

“I’m not breaking—I refuse! I won’t watch anyone I care about die again!”

“But we’re your enemies.”

“Then live to atone! Dying isn’t allowed!”

The sickening sound of his body breaking filled the air, but Lin’s resolve never wavered.

Moved by his sacrifice, Denarua whispered, “I won’t be a burden anymore.”

Below, Salomei murmured, her voice laced with regret.

“I’ve always wondered… If someone had given me genuine affection, would I have turned out differently?”

Adora, her voice soft, responded, “Me too. Even a small kindness might have saved me.”

Her words resonated with Denarua, who closed her eyes briefly. 

When she reopened them, her determination was renewed.

“You’re right. Watching someone you care about sacrificing themselves isn’t joyous—it’s agonizing.”

“Exactly,” Adora agreed.

“I used to imagine what receiving love might feel like,” Salomei added, a trembling smile on her lips. 

“It’s warm. And now, I feel that warmth.”

The three women, who had spent so much time at odds, now shared a unified gaze. 

Understanding passed silently between them.

Denarua smiled at Lin, her heart heavy with affection and grief.

“No… Don’t,” Lin muttered, reading her thoughts.

But Denarua felt the love behind his refusal and her heart ached.

So, it’s time to let him go.

Because I care for him.

“Goodbye, Lin. I really liked you—even if it was a silent, hopeless kind of love.”

“Denarua!”

The vampire released her grip, plunging into the abyss with Salomei and Adora.

Lin watched, stunned, as they disappeared into the shadows beyond Linachien’s monstrous womb.

“Why… Why…?”

The women smiled at him until the very end, their expressions filled with peace as the darkness consumed them.

Consumed by grief and emptiness, Lin failed to notice Linachien approaching, her jaws wide, her womb a gaping maw.


“Lin, no!!!”

Lucy’s scream echoed as she coughed up blackened blood. 

But before her cry could finish, Lin was swallowed by Linachien’s void.

“Lin!”

Darkness engulfed everything.



 
  
    Chapter 147: Final Chapter (3)_Can You Make Me Happy?


“Finally!”

The swirling storm of dark magic ceased, and Linachien trembled with ecstasy.

“Finally, I’ve claimed Lin! Mine. Entirely mine now!”

Her lower abdomen, once closed, now bulged, rounding gently. 

Stroking it with a tender hand, Linachien felt a surge of maternal affection.

“Oh, my Lin. Sleeping like a baby. Once everything is over, we’ll become the only lovers in this world, living for eternity together.”

Her expression, a visage of madness, left everyone speechless.

Lucy and the hero’s party, bleeding black from their mouths as if their very souls had cracked open, stood frozen in shock.

“Tiana… is this what you wanted?”

The Abyss shook its head in disbelief.

“You said it was for Lin, but all you’ve done is give him more pain.”

The Abyss regretted.

It should never have left the Demon King alone for so long.

At the very least, even during countless loops of infinite regression, it should have defied the timelines to stand by her side.

Even if doing so meant the regression could not end, it should have been done.

Now, the truth was clear:

The Demon King had despaired and given up. 

Like the demon warriors, she too wished to be with Lin. 

But to escape the endless cycle, someone with the soul of the one she loved had to join the hero’s party and kill her.

Even in that process, Lin was forced to endure loneliness and agony alone, and seeing this, the Demon King despaired at a world where no one could find happiness.

So, she abandoned everything—reason, justice, and purpose—and chose annihilation.

“Justini!!!”

The Abyss screamed at the goddess.

“What are you doing?! Are you just going to stand by and watch the world fall apart?! This isn’t right! Are you going to let a third party destroy this world, not the Demon God or even yourself?!”

The goddess stood silently, her face twisted in anguish, enduring the Abyss’s rebuke.

“It’s no use,” Linachien sneered, gathering her strength.

“You’ll all die by my hand!”

A storm of gray magic erupted like a dragon ascending to the heavens.

Linachien, having absorbed the Demon King, the Demon God, and all the demon clans, now surpassed even divinity in sheer power.

As the gray magic formed into a human shape, Linachien merged with her new body.

Towering as large as the goddess, she pointed at the deity, unable to suppress a laugh.

“I can feel it—your jealousy.”

The goddess’s eyes wavered violently.

“It was your fleeting jealousy that allowed the Demon God to abduct the first hero, wasn’t it?”

[It was only for a moment! Angria blinded me! I never meant to abandon Tiana!]

“Regardless, the Demon God exploited that weakness. Choosing the second hero was your greed, wasn’t it?”

[You’re wrong! I only realized after selecting her!]

“How could a god be so naive? Didn’t you already suspect it deep down but chose to ignore it?”

Linachien gently caressed her abdomen.

“Thank you. Because of you, I could meet and embrace Lin.”

[I will… set things right.]

The goddess bit her lip, speaking with resolute conviction.

[I’ll repent for the past.]

The hero’s party was enveloped in light.

[I, who neglected the present,]

Her divine power restored them, shielding them from the suffocating gray magic.

[Will pay the price and open a new future!]

“It’s too late. This world belongs to Lin and me!”

Gray magic exploded from Linachien, blanketing the world in an oppressive, colorless sky.

The goddess quickly drew the hero’s party close, encasing them in divine energy to repel the invading magic.

“Let’s see how long you can hold out!”

Unlike Linachien, who unleashed her magic without limits, the goddess, bound by the constraints of causality, began to sweat.

The hero’s party and Aylan sat helplessly, overwhelmed by despair.

[Pull yourselves together! The fate of the world rests on your shoulders!]

Justini scolded the party, trying to rouse them.

“But how…?”

Arsil murmured blankly.

“Lin’s already been consumed by that monster…”

Even Tigria, who had once wielded the scroll of wisdom, now grimaced in hopelessness.

Lucy, who had lost Lin before her eyes, stared vacantly into the void.

At that moment, someone stood before the goddess.

“Tell me how.”

Ravin’s voice was steady as she faced the goddess.

“Is there a way?”

[The odds are slim, but there is a way.]

“Then tell me. If it means saving Lin…”

[If this plan is carried out, the one who goes through with it will not survive.]

The goddess’s declaration sent a shiver through everyone present.

“Not survive? What do you mean?”

[Exactly what it sounds like. There is no hope of survival.]

The weight of her words crushed the group into silence.

Saving Lin would mean losing someone forever.

But only Ravin remained resolute, staring unwaveringly at the goddess.

“Is it possible to save Lin?”

[It is the only way.]

“Tell me.”

Despite the certainty of death, Ravin did not falter.

The goddess, moved by her unshaken resolve, placed her faith in her.

[It’s simple. Someone must tear through that chaotic womb and extract Lin. However, the limits of causality prevent me from intervening further. Moving forward is up to you.]

“Are you going to save Lin?”

[Chaos only sought to absorb Lin’s power. Killing him was never the intent.]

“Absorb only Lin’s power…”

As Tigria repeated the words to herself, a realization struck her.

“If all of Lin’s power has been absorbed, then he must be… human now. Stripped of all his demonic energy. Is that why you’ve been keeping your distance?”

Instead of answering, the goddess offered a bitter smile.

It was a small comfort that someone finally understood her intentions.

Yet, this understanding did not absolve her from the sacrifices made—Naidrian’s death and the countless lives lost could not be excused.

“Saving Lin alone won’t solve everything. To prevent annihilation, Linachien must also be defeated,” Arsil interjected firmly.

Even if they managed to rescue Lin amidst the overwhelming chaos, Linachien, robbed of her obsession, would undoubtedly lash out. 

Until the chaos was quelled, this tragedy would never end.

[That part… I will handle myself.]

“The goddess?”

[Trust me. For that moment alone, I’ve preserved my strength within the restrictions. All that’s needed is someone to pierce through chaos and rescue Lin.]

Arsil remained silent. 

She desperately wanted to save Lin, but as the weakest member of the hero’s party, she knew she’d be nothing more than a sacrificial pawn. 


Her fists trembled with frustration.

Tigria, too, stayed silent. 

Neither a physical combatant nor armed with her dedicated weapon, she could not imagine herself succeeding.

Lucy had been silent from the beginning.

“I’ll go.”

The one to step forward without hesitation was, as expected, Ravin.

Fingering the last remaining elixir in her pocket, she had already made her resolve.

“I’ll go.”

“Don’t be ridiculous! You can’t do it. All you’re good for is sneaking around unnoticed,” Lucy snapped at Ravin, her words brimming with scorn.

Ravin grabbed the collar of the hero’s tunic, glaring into her lifeless eyes.

“So what! If there’s even a sliver of a chance to save Lin, I’ll take it! What about you? Are you
just going to sit here calculating probabilities and watch?!”

“That’s enough!”

“Probability matters.”

“If we don’t act, the probability is zero! Lucy, I’m disappointed in you. I thought if anyone would stay devoted to Lin to the end, it would be you. Clearly, I was wrong!”

“Ravin, stop this. You can’t do it.”

“Say whatever you want… guh!”

Before Ravin could finish, Lucy struck her square in the stomach.

Doubling over, she released her collar and staggered back, clutching her abdomen.

“You… what are you—”

“Can you promise me?”

“What…?”

Ravin froze as she saw tears falling from Lucy’s face, her twisted expression crumbling under the weight of her emotions.

“Can you promise me you’ll make him happy?”

She asked, her voice trembling with suppressed sobs.

Her resolve was already set; all she waited for was Ravin’s confirmation.

“You’re not like me. When I look at Lin, I see his face harden with pain. But when he looks at you, he always smiles.”

“Lucy, you—”

“The stupid, foolish me only reminds Lin of his suffering. But you… you’ve always been his hope.”

Swallowing her tears, Lucy tried to sound as calm as possible, just as Lin had always comforted and soothed her.

“When Lin wakes up and you’re not there, he’ll lose his smile forever. That would hurt him more than anything. And I can’t allow that. So go.”

“Lucy…”

“Say it! Say you’ll make her happy!”

It was a desperate, heart-wrenching plea.

Unable to respond with words, Ravin nodded slowly, her heart heavy with emotion.

Only then did Lucy smile, for the first time in what felt like forever.

“Good. I believe in you. So believe in me too.”


Before Ravin could stop her, she downed the stolen elixir in one gulp.

A bitter taste filled her mouth as she felt her body surge with unnatural strength.

The side effects would undoubtedly be severe.

But for someone who wouldn’t return, there was nothing left to fear.

“I’ll go.”

There was no longer hesitation or regret in the hero’s eyes.





 
  
    Chapter 148: Hunoni


It was inevitable from the start.

From the moment Lin threw himself into harm’s way to save her, it was already decided.

Lucy could only lament her belated realization: this body, saved at the cost of another’s life, was always meant for Lin.

“Lin belongs to me!”

Those words she had shouted at Ephalter.

No, that wasn’t it.

It wasn’t Lin who belonged to her; she had always belonged to Lin.

What a fool she had been, blind to the obvious.

She hadn’t realized even after losing her limbs.

[Warning: Once you cross, survival is impossible.]

“Lin didn’t calculate his odds when he saved me.”

Lucy’s resolve hardened.

“This is something only I can do—something only I can do for Lin.”

The Abyss approached her, its hand outstretched.

It was a trembling hand, still reeling from the loss of Tiana.

“I’ll fight with you,” the Abyss said softly.

“At this moment, I am your sword, Luciena.”

Could the cursed blade have known?

For someone who had tasted the regret of others and lived only for vengeance, the cruel irony was that she would come to regret her own actions.

The smirks and jeers she had once relished would now echo back at her in mockery.

Without hesitation, Lucy took the Abyss’s hand.

“Ha, you trust me?” it asked.

“Even if you betray me, I’ll still save Lin.”

“…Now you’re starting to sound like a real hero.”

The Abyss shed its human form, returning to the massive greatsword it had been.

It landed heavily in Lucy’s grip, humming with restrained power.

***

“Lucy…”

Arsil, consumed by guilt and self-loathing, couldn’t bring herself to meet Lucy’s gaze.

Her head hung low, her shoulders shaking with silent sobs.

Lucy gently patted her on the shoulder.

“I’ll do what I must. You do what you must. You too, Tigria.”

“And what’s that?”

Tigria asked bitterly. 

“The most important moment is now, and I can’t do anything…”

“Every moment matters. We failed Lin because we forgot that. I will save him, and when I do, I need you both to do what you can for his happiness afterward.”

Lucy exhaled deeply, steeling herself.

She closed her eyes, summoning every ounce of determination.

“Alright!”

She exhaled again, banishing her fears.

“Everyone, get back! I’m going in full force!”

***

With the Abyss in hand, Lucy adopted her stance.

She channeled her mana, reinforcing her body to its limit.

The potion she had just consumed amplified her power, forcing every latent potential to the surface.

“Urgh…”

She swallowed the blood that surged up, the potion’s side effects already wreaking havoc inside her.

From the start, this was no easy task.

But the difficulty made it worth it.

“Please,” she prayed silently, “let me save Lin. Let me see his face one last time before I die.
That would be enough. That would be enough.”

“Here I come—!!”

Lucy propelled herself forward, a thunderous explosion erupting as she kicked off the ground.

Dust rose in her wake as she sprinted with reckless abandon.

The moment she left the goddess’s protective aura, gray miasma engulfed her, clawing at her like countless shards of metal scraping her flesh.

It felt like scrubbing raw skin with a steel brush, the agony spreading throughout her body.

Still, Lucy did not slow down.

Her armor and gauntlets became riddled with scratches, and her exposed skin was flayed until raw flesh was visible.

Yet, she pressed forward with even greater urgency.

“Lucy!!!”

Arsil cried out, tears streaming down her face at the sight of Lucy’s torment.

Pathetic.

Pathetic!

She couldn’t forgive herself. 

Grinding her teeth, Arsil unleashed all her divine power.

Sparks flew as holy energy surged forward, but it was swallowed by the miasma, unable to reach Lucy.

“Please!”

She summoned her power again.

This time it pushed slightly further but was still woefully insufficient.

“PLEASE!!”

The effort drained her quickly.

The divine power her mother had left her was vanishing like a fleeting dream.

“This is something only I can do!”

Despite her exhaustion, Arsil refused to give up.

Her brilliance rivaled the goddess’s own, but her divine energy was rapidly depleting, rushing toward zero.

“AAAAAHHH!!!”

Lucy screamed, unable to suppress the pain any longer.

The miasma poured into her open mouth, tearing her insides just as it had her skin.

And yet, the hero did not stop running.

Her speed, however, began to falter.

Her knee buckled.

The divine energy sustaining her was exhausted.

***

“Stop, Arsil,” the goddess’s calm voice pronounced.

“Your divine energy is gone. You are no longer a saintess.”

Even as the goddess spoke, Arsil refused to yield.

“Stop. If you push any further, you will die.”

“I don’t care!”

She continued to draw upon power she no longer had.

Blood vessels in her eyes burst, staining them red.

“I want to save Rin! I want to be of use to everyone! It’s too late, but even if it’s late—”

Crack!

“—even if it’s late, I want to do what’s right!”

***

A miracle began.

Though her divine power had run dry, holy energy erupted around Arsil, brighter and more potent than ever before.

“For Lucy, for the Sludgewater Alley, for Ravin—for everyone!”

Arsil activated her ultimate skill:

[Self-Sacrifice: Until the Last Breath]

A blinding light surged forward, piercing the oppressive gray miasma.

It enveloped Lucy, healing her broken body as fast as the miasma tore it apart, keeping her moving forward.

“AAAHHH!!!”

Lucy screamed as she charged.

Her right arm burned as though it were aflame.

“Arsil, your arm!” 

Someone cried out in alarm.

But Arsil paid no heed.

She watched Lucy race toward Linachien with joy, pouring even more of her life force into the effort.

“Arsil, stop! You’ll lose your arm!”

Ravin shouted in panic.

“If I can save Rin, who cares about my arm?!”

Yet, anxiety gnawed at Arsil—not for herself, but because the distance to Linachien still seemed insurmountable.

Arsil couldn’t guarantee her life would hold out until Lucy arrived.

At that moment, a small, delicate hand gripped her shoulder.

“Use my life force too.”

“Tigria?”

“I too… wish to seek forgiveness.”

Arsil couldn’t turn to look, but she faintly smiled.

“You realize this could kill you?”

“Do you not see Lucy charging straight into death over there?”

“…Heh. Then I’ll use it without hesitation.”

In an instant, Tigria felt as though her very soul was being drawn in.

She bit her lip against the searing agony in her left leg, which felt like it was burning away.

The metallic taste of blood spread in her mouth.

Still, Tigria didn’t falter and shouted, “Run, Lucy!”


Though her voice didn’t reach her, the restorative light infused with the life forces of a saint and a mage safeguarded the hero.

Yet the healing only alleviated her wounds, repeating the cycle of tearing flesh and regeneration.

No mere scratches could stop Lucy.

[Where do you think you’re going?]

The demon unleashed a torrent of dark energy, responding to Lucy’s relentless approach like a cornered beast.

The hero’s wounds multiplied, healing faster but at an even greater cost to Arsil and Tigria.

“Arghhhhh!”

“Urgh…!”

Arsil’s right arm burned to ash and vanished.

Tigria’s left leg suffered the same fate, leaving no trace.

Even so, neither of them ceased pouring their life energy into Lucy.

‘Almost there!’

Finally, Lucy was within striking distance of Linachien. 

She pushed forward, but her strength was insufficient to land a decisive blow capable of cleaving the demon’s belly. 

Her singular focus on closing the distance had left no room to strategize.

A plan?

Maybe hacking away until something gave in would suffice.

As Lucy resigned herself to this brutish method, the Abyss whispered to her one last time.

[Hero.]

‘I’m busy! Keep it short!’

[Do you not regret it?]

‘Regret what?’

[How it all came to this. How you gave your life, yet cannot stay by Lin’s side.]

The words weren’t meant just for Lucy. 

They were also a lament for the Abyss itself, unable to be with Tiana despite its countless years of waiting.

[Do you not wish to give up? Lin will never be by your side anyway.]

[Do you not wish to cry? To let him hear your sobs, even faintly, so that he might feel even a sliver of heartbreak?]

[Your steps, driven by regret and sorrow—are they not leading you to ruin?]

The murmurs clawed at her resolve, trying to pull her down, to drown her in grief over Lin.

‘No.’

[What?]

‘I no longer regret.’

Lucy broke through the dark energy, her expression soft but resolute.

Even as the cursed sword’s whispers tried to sway her, her heart held only one thought.

‘Only love for him remains.’

Even if she couldn’t tell him herself, that didn’t mean she could stop.

‘Lin always told me to move forward. So that’s what I’m doing.’

[At the end of this path lies your death.]

‘You’re wrong, you idiot.’

Lucy’s sorrowful yet radiant smile shone brighter than ever.

‘At the end of this path lies the happiness of the one I love. That’s the future I want.’

Her conviction stirred even the heart of the vile cursed sword.

[I will honor you, Luciena Estel.]

The darkness enveloping the sword began to recede, revealing a radiant pink glow more brilliant and serene than Arsil’s ultimate spell.

[Speak my true name.]

Without hesitation, Lucy channeled her magic.

Crimson-gold and soft pink hues surged and intertwined.

“True Name Liberation!”

[Envision the peace you desire!]

“I will draw it!”

Following the Abyss—no, Hunoni’s—command, Lucy painted her desires in her mind. 

Fleeting images of wishes passed by:

Walking down a forest path with the one she loved.

Playful laughter and carefree chatter with him.

Entwined together in a blissful embrace.

But Lucy rejected them all.

She wanted only one thing.

“For his peaceful days!”

Ultimate Skill: [Hunoni: Yearning and Adoration for My Beloved].

The energy she unleashed this time was leagues beyond anything she had wielded before.

It wasn’t just a strike—it was her love embodied in her blade.

Lucy swung the sword, her overwhelming passion cleaving Linachien’s belly.

[Arghhhhhh!]

[The rest is up to you, Hero…]

Hunoni, having expended all its power, began to fade.

[May your love reach him…]

There were no words of thanks for what had been endured, yet a quiet melancholy lingered in the air.


Empty-handed, Lucy staggered forward, gasping for breath.

‘Lin!’

She still ran, her heart ablaze with unwavering love.

Lin—her one and only ally.





 
  
    Chapter 149: Final Chapter (4)


Inside Linachien’s chaotic womb, it wasn’t a grey haze but an all-encompassing, pitch-black darkness. 

The Demon King had been wholly devoured, while the other demonic entities and warriors seemed to be in the midst of being digested, having been sucked into the void.

“…!”

Though not as sharp or skin-piercing as the grey miasma, this darkness clung to Lucy’s body, damp and oppressive, constricting her like an unyielding grip. 

Even her body—stronger than most humans many times over—swelled painfully as her blood struggled to circulate.

A soft sound.

Ssssshh…

Before long, Lucy felt a radiant light envelop her.

“This is…?”

The gentle, pure light that illuminated the darkness was distinct from the life force born of Arsil and Tigria’s sacrificial selflessness. 

It was also unlike the divine power that had torn through Linachien’s abdomen in a brilliant pink glow.

Lucy quickly deduced the source of this light—it was divine power bestowed directly upon her by the Goddess.

But how?

The Goddess had made it clear that her intervention in battles was constrained by the laws of causality.

Lucy had no time to dwell on this mystery.

The suffocating pressure of the darkness had been pushed back, and her path became clear.
There was only one thing left for her to do.

“Lin—!!”

Her voice rang out, but there was no response. 

Only impenetrable darkness surrounded her, blinding her to everything except for the faint light emanating from her.

“I need to find him… quickly!”

If she wasted any more time fumbling in this abyss, Lin would be completely absorbed by Linachien. 

Desperation clawed at her as she groped aimlessly in the dark. 

She called his name, over and over again.

“Lin!”

Her hands grasped nothing but darkness.

No matter how she swept and clawed at the void, it was always just an empty, oppressive shadow.

Worse still, the light around her was visibly dimming.

“Please, this isn’t for me…”

Her voice trembled with fear, fear of losing him forever.

She moved more frantically, but it wasn’t enough.

“Ah…”

Was she going to lose him here?

After coming so far, after everything she had sacrificed to reach this point—Arsil and Tigria’s very lives among them?

No. She couldn’t accept that.

Lucy closed her eyes. She needed to feel it—to listen for his heartbeat.

The heartbeat she had heard from the moment he clung to her in his most broken state.

She could never forget it.

She exhaled every last bit of air from her lungs and focused her magic.

In the suffocating void, red-golden magic surged around her, shimmering faintly before coalescing into a single, vibrant red thread.

This thread wasn’t something newly forged. 

It was the same thread she had woven countless times in her reckless youth, out of her own hair, yearning to bind herself to him. 

A thread of fate, tied to her pinky and knotted around his. 

A thread born of her love, her selfish desire to keep him close.

Lucy opened her eyes, holding her breath.

The thread glowed faintly, cutting through the darkness and leading her somewhere deep within.

A relieved smile crept across her face.

“I found you…”

***

Lin, meanwhile, found himself immersed in the darkness, too overwhelmed by its eerie comfort to resist.

Absorbed entirely by Linachien, he felt like a fetus floating in a womb, unable to muster the will to reject the tranquil embrace.

The moment he was devoured by Chaos, his fate had been sealed.

All his efforts had turned to nothing, leaving only the promise of Linachien’s destruction of the world.

Oddly, Lin felt no anger, no despair—only relief.

‘I gave it my all.’

But had he truly?

He had endured endless suffering, but in the end, who had stayed by his side?

Even Ravin had faltered, unable to overcome her limits.

The others—the warriors, the companions—had failed to breach Linachien’s shield.

Those who wronged him had long since crumbled.

The ones who treated him with kindness?

They were too fragile to last.

He had no choice but to accept it.

‘This is just how my life is.’

In his first life, his love was defiled before his eyes, and he had sacrificed his life trying to save her.

In his second life, blind faith and purity led him to trust and love those who betrayed him, ending in his death.

And now, in this final life, he was left unloved, drowning in the darkness.

Lin curled into himself, his body folding like that of an unborn child.

If he closed his eyes now, the miasma would carve away his conscience, transforming him into something unrecognizable. 

A distorted being who lived only for Linachien’s desires. 

Even if that didn’t happen, Chaos would torment him with visions of a destroyed world while whispering false promises of love.

‘What does it matter?’

He was tired. 

Tired of the wounds, the sorrow, the endless fight. 

He had borne too much pain, swallowed too much grief, and dragged himself this far.

And yet, the burden remained his alone.

***

The thread burned brighter, pulling Lucy forward with a resolute determination.

She would not let go.

Not now.

“Lin… wait for me.”

All hope was gone.

“Please… don’t lean on me anymore. I just can’t take it.”

A sense of exhaustion dominated Lin.

“I want to sleep…”

The porter knew his mission was over.

As his third life as Lin came to an end, he slowly lowered his eyelids.

Just before his eyes closed completely, a faint smile appeared on his face.

Finally, freedom…

“Lin-!!!”

Someone called out to him.

“Lin!!!”

A desperate and urgent voice, as if a child were frantically searching for him.

He barely managed to crack open his heavy eyelids.

“Lucy…?”

Please, don’t disturb me.

I just want to rest now.

“Lin, can you hear me?”

No, I can’t.

Let’s stop. Lucy, I’m so tired.

“I came to save you!”

It’s too late.

If you wanted to save me, you should’ve done it when I was suffering among people.

“I’m sorry I’m late. I’m sorry I hurt you. I’m sorry all I can do is say sorry. I’m sorry for being a fool.”

It’s okay.

Once I fall into this deep sleep, everything will be fine.

“But even if I’m a fool like this… I can’t live in a world without you.”

What a fool you are.

The world’s going to end anyway.

A world without me won’t last long either.

“As someone who hurt you, it’s my duty… no, my mission to help you find happiness until the very end.”

Heroes are supposed to save the world, not my happiness.


“You’re my everything. My world. Your happiness is the only purpose of my life. Just as you saved me, I’ll save you. I promised Ravin!”

What is this… this warmth?

“I’m sorry. I’m such a fool I don’t even know what else to beg for. But there’s one thing I’m certain of, even as foolish as I am.”

Please, don’t come closer.

If I open my eyes again, it will only lead to more pain.

“As a sinner who hurt you, I might deserve to die here, but someone like you, who sacrificed so much, deserves to find happiness. That’s the least this foolish hero understands.”

Suddenly, Lucy grabbed him tightly.

“So, Lin, let’s live, okay? Let’s be happy. You’ve suffered so much. Really, so much. You’ve endured so much because of people like me.”

A warm sensation spread through Lin’s shoulders.

Someone was holding him tightly, unwilling to let go, pressing their ear to his chest as if to hear his heartbeat.

“Accept the past. Face the present. And live straight for the future, no matter how hard it gets… Isn’t that what you told me? That maybe then you could forgive me?”

“Lucy…”

The porter’s lips trembled as he called the hero’s name.

But Lucy kept listening to his heartbeat, pleading.

“I know. I probably don’t deserve your forgiveness. But even so, I’ll commit one more sin against you.”

“…?!”

Lin’s body spun as Lucy reversed their positions, pulling him into her arms.

With all the strength of her crimson-gold magic and elixirs, she hurled him out of the darkness.

“Arghhhh!”

“Lucy! What are you doing?!”

Lin shouted as he was flung away, his eyes wide in shock.

Even in that moment, the darkness quickly receded from him.

“You need to live! You need to be happy!”

The hero, who wanted to greet him with a bright smile, couldn’t hold back her tears any longer.

“Be happy…!”

Through blurred vision, the red thread glowed brightly. If only she could follow him now.

But the light bestowed by the goddess had already faded, and the darkness closed in.

If only she could convey her feelings to him, even at the end.

But Lucy didn’t.

“I’m really sorry. I’m sorry for being so pathetic… to the very end…”

“Lucy!!!”

“Be… happy…”

She reached out toward him, her hand trembling, her lips pressed tightly to suppress the words.

‘I love you.’

She held back until the very end.

She never let the words escape.

I don’t deserve to say them.

Good job, Lucy.

This is the end you deserve.

Even just watching his back from afar made me so happy.

“Goodbye… Lin…”


Lucy closed her eyes, resigned to everything.

CRRRACK!

And then the darkness tore her body apart, crushing her until she was left in shreds.

Swooosh.

Only the severed red thread floated aimlessly in the darkness.



 
  
    Chapter 150: Final Chapter (5)_The Age of Destiny


“Lin, I can see him!”

“We did it!”

Ravin shouted with relief as he caught sight of Lin through the hazy battlefield, his eyes fixed with determination. 

Arsil, standing beside him, beamed with joy.

“Thank goodness…” Tigria, who had lost his left leg, sighed with relief as he leaned against Arsil for support.

“Lin!”

Linachien, sensing that her grasp on her prize had loosened, frantically reached out, withdrawing all her malice from Lin’s trajectory. 

The miasma she had scattered was reabsorbed, restoring her to her human form—though at great cost.

“That wretched hero,” she spat, venom dripping from her words. 

“She dared to defy me!”

Her wrath burned, fueled by the searing pain in her abdomen inflicted by Hononi’s divine blade.

Still, she refused to let go of Lin.

“I fought for you… You can’t be taken from me so easily!”

Linachien’s hands trembled as she stretched toward Lin, desperation carving lines of anguish into her face.

“I’ll go save him!”

A massive shadow cast itself over Lin, a colossal hand reaching to claim him.

Without hesitation, Ravin prepared to charge.

[No. You have done all you could.]

The voice was calm yet commanding, stopping Ravin mid-step.

The goddess herself descended, her radiance undeniable.

[We are all guilty of failing Lin. Each of you sacrificed everything to save him, to atone for your sins.]

Despite her gentle tone, the goddess struck Linachien’s hand aside with unyielding force.

She shielded Lin, carrying him into the radius of her divine protection.

Turning to him, she whispered an apology.

[I’m sorry, Lin. My inadequacies have caused you countless trials and sorrow. I have failed you and this world.]

“Goddess… Lucy…!”

[Lucy made her choice. She saved you, even at the cost of her own life.]

“Please, save her!”

[It’s too late. She is already gone.]

The goddess shook her head, and Lin’s shoulders fell in despair.

“I tried so hard to protect them… yet…”

Naidrian was dead. 

She had rushed into danger without hesitation, saving Lin from the relentless assault of Reinhold and the demon king, but at the cost of her own life.

Lucy was gone too. 

She had saved Lin from Linachien, her final words not a plea for forgiveness but a simple wish for his happiness.

Fury swelled within Lin as he turned on the goddess.

“Is this justice? Is it right for those who devoted their lives to you and this world to die like this?”

[No, it is not right.]

The goddess’s eyes remained fixed on Linachien, who clutched her wound and summoned her dark power.

But the goddess raised her hand, and her divine energy restrained Linachien effortlessly.

[No longer will I stand by and do nothing.]

For the first time, the goddess rejected the laws of causality, unleashing her full might to correct her mistakes.

Chains that had long bound her strength shattered with a deafening crack.

[This is what I should have done from the start.]

Blinding light burst forth, purging the gray miasma that had engulfed the battlefield.

Though brilliant, the light did not burn.

The goddess, however, no longer bore a gentle smile.

[Hear me, humanity! Even after witnessing my punishment during the era of the second hero, you failed to repent. You repeated your sins, binding this world in corruption.]

Her voice thundered, shaking the hearts of all who listened. 

Even Lin knelt, unable to raise his head.

[The time has come for a second purification. Yet I will grant you one final chance. Those who acknowledge their sins against Lin, step forward and atone.]

She pointed beyond the battlefield.

[Go. Do not look back, no matter what happens. Those who turn back will be consumed by the purification.]

“Justini! You dare claim the right to cleanse this world?” 

Linachien screamed, her gray miasma swelling around her. 

“This world is my gift to Lin!”

Her power surged, growing into a towering mass that overshadowed even the goddess.

[Go.]

The goddess’s divine energy paved an escape path for the survivors.

[This time, the world will burn. There will be no flood.]

Her words marked the beginning of the end.

As she soared toward Linachien’s monstrous form, her radiance broke through the miasma.

[You dare resist causality? Fool. Do you not understand why Angria fled from my gaze?]

The goddess tore through Linachien’s defenses with her bare hands, plunging into the heart of her enemy’s form.

“Lin! Come back to me!” 

Linachien’s cries echoed, her voice filled with madness and desperation.

The refugees, guided by the divine light, hesitated as her screams filled the air. 

Some turned back—and instantly froze, their bodies petrified as punishment for defying the goddess’s command.

The goddess’s warning had been clear: to look back was to be forsaken.

[This is the end of my patience.]

Her final declaration reverberated as she disappeared into Linachien’s abyss, leaving the world trembling in her wake.

The road stretched endlessly before her.

“Lin… I was wrong! I should’ve only seen you! I should’ve lived for you alone! Please! Please, please, please, please, ahhhhh!”

“Please,please,pleaaaaase !!!!!Please, please, pleaaaaase~!!!!!Please,please,pleaaaaase !!!!!”

Linachien, tears clouded with despair, begged and begged before Lin.

But all she could see was his sweat-soaked back, turned away from her.

“Hnnk…Ack!Hnnk… Ack!Hnnk…Ack!”

Cracks began forming on Linachien’s body, her very being fracturing.

From those cracks, the divine light of a goddess seeped through.

“Justini! If you keep this up,you won’t survive either! We’ll Both Perish! Justini! If you keep this up, you won’t survive either!”

“We’ll both perish!”

“Justini!”

“If you keep this up,you won’t survive either!”

“We’ll Both Perish!”

“So be it.”

The calm reply of the goddess made Linachien finally feel the cold grip of death’s fear.

“No…No! How Can This Happen When I’ve Come So Far?! Lin…! Please,justlookatmeonce… Lin… I was wrong… Please,justonce…! No…  No! How can this happen when I’ve come so far?! Lin…! Please, just look at me once… Lin… I was wrong… Please, just once…!No…No! How can this happen when I’ve come so far?! Lin…! Please,just look at me once…Lin…I Was Wrong…Please,just once…!”

Unable to bear listening any longer, Lin gazed forward and spoke softly.

“Lucy wished for my happiness, not hers. Lina, you’ve only ever thought about yourself until the end. That’s why I can never forgive you.”

Though spoken quietly, the resolute words reached Linachien clearly.

Her mind unraveled at his rejection.

“Heh…Hehehe….Heh… Hehehe….Heh…Hehehe….”

Linachien let out a hollow laugh.


“Atlast, you called me Lina… At last, you called me Lina…At last, you called me Lina…”

BOOOOOOOOOOOOOM!

A deafening explosion shook the heavens and earth.

Unable to withstand the goddess’s power, Linachien’s body erupted, unleashing an unprecedented explosion in history.

“What in the world is that?!”

The blast was so massive that even survivors in the capital and most of the Lowellina forces turned their heads in disbelief.

Frozen in place, they could only watch the oncoming shockwave with terror-stricken faces.

“Ahh…!”

The ground trembled violently, causing Aylan to fall to the ground.

“Ugh…!”

She tried to stand, but her twisted ankle swelled too quickly, making it impossible to move.

“Go…!”

Aylan tried to call out to her husband but stopped herself.

If she called him back, he might hesitate, and that could spell doom for them both.

Many soldiers around her had already turned to stone where they stood.

Quietly, Aylan pressed her lips together.

Having witnessed such a colossal battle, her body refused to respond.

She gazed wistfully at her husband’s back.

A life full of sin, it ends here.

As she prepared for her final moments—

Suddenly,

A firm grasp.

“Don’t give up!”

“Viscon?!”

The lieutenant grabbed her hand firmly.

“If you turn back now…!”

“You may bear the sins, but neither you nor your husband deserves this fate. Please, live on and guide humanity’s survivors toward the right path.”

Miraculously, Viscon steadied Aylan, took a few steps forward, and held Garin’s head, guiding him forward.

“Don’t look back! Take the general and go all the way!”

“Lieutenant!”

“No.”

Viscon stopped at Garin’s anguished cry.

“I am no lieutenant, only a sinner.”

Releasing Aylan’s hand and Garin’s head, Viscon quickly turned to stone.

Thus, Viscon became the sole figure in the damned city of Caulan, standing tall and unyielding, looking only forward.

In the end, the only survivors to escape the capital of Caulan were the hero’s party, Aylan, and Garin.

CRAAAAACK!

The moment they escaped, a massive pillar of fire erupted, consuming the entire city.

The fire raged on for days, purging not only the guilty but also the remnants of evil magic and corruption scattered across the land.

Eventually, the divine flames of purification left nothing but ashes, sparing only the lands of Lowellina and the former holy kingdom.

This marked the end of not only the demon god but also the goddess herself.

“The crimes of three eras have become the pyre that burned us all.”

Gazing at the ashen world, Aylan lamented.

Unable to shed tears, she trembled quietly as Garin held her in his arms.

Her slender shoulders quivered weakly, fragile as a flickering flame.

“Is it over?”

Lin could not hide the emptiness in his voice.


“It’s also a new beginning.”

Ravin embraced him, hoping to comfort the void.

Lin buried his face into Ravin’s chest without a word.

From afar, Arsil and Tigria watched with aching hearts.

Thus, with the fall of the empire, the age of the goddess and the demon god came to an end, ushering in the era of destiny—a time where past, present, and future intertwined.



 
  
    Chapter 151: The Porter Finally Sets Off to Find Happiness (Full Story)


The war between the Demonic Race and humanity, the Demon God and the Goddess, had finally ended.

With the annihilation of Linachien, who had consumed the Demon God’s power, the Authority: Demon Magic disappeared, and the demonic creatures vanished from the surface of the earth.

However, the Goddess also perished alongside Linachien, bringing punishment and purification upon humanity.

As a result, the fire of purification spared only Lowellina and the lands of the old Holy Kingdom, burning everything else to ash.

The surviving humans were a mere handful—refugees in Lowellina, a few elves, and a sprinkling of humans from the remaining two lands.

The long and arduous war left behind nothing but emptiness and futility.

“We have accumulated countless sins.”

In the Flower Plaza of Lowellina, Aylan, now the Ruler of Lowellina, began her lament in a sorrowful voice.

“We struggled to survive, but ethics and morals were nowhere to be found in our actions.”

At the plaza’s center stood two graves: those of Naidrian, the archer of the Hero’s Party, and Luciena Estel, the Hero herself.

Yet, the graves were empty, serving merely as monuments to mark the war’s end—neither body remained to bury.

“And this is the result. We looked down on others and lived selfishly, deepening our sins. This is where it has brought us.”

All of Lowellina’s people had gathered for this somber war-end commemoration.

Among them was Ruben, protected by the Goddess herself, standing at the forefront, with the remnants of the Hero’s Party behind him.

Arsil, who had lost his right arm, stood with hair turned white from expending his life force. 

The sleeves of his gray robe fluttered listlessly in the breeze.

“Most of all, we treated Lin, the porter of the Hero’s Party, as less than human, scorned him, and mistreated him. He was the lover of the First Hero, the Second Hero himself, and in this lifetime, he became a porter who devoted himself to humanity. Across three lifetimes, we changed nothing, repeating our sins.”

Tigria, who had lost her left leg, did not have gray hair, thanks to the long lifespan unique to dolls. 

Yet, when calculated, her remaining lifespan was now no more than that of an ordinary human.

Leaning on crutches, she smiled at Lin, saying, “Saving you gave meaning to this doll’s existence.”

“And because we failed to repent for our sins, we were judged by the Goddess and lost her too. Everyone gathered here is all that remains of humanity.”

Ravin, blaming herself for her perceived uselessness, was consoled by Arsil and Tigria, who reassured her otherwise.

“Ravin, I entrust the future to you.”

“To Lin’s happiness.”

Though the comfort was heartfelt, Ravin still felt ashamed before those who had sacrificed themselves.

When Lin held her, saying tearfully that he was glad she was safe, even the sly thief couldn’t hold back her tears.

“What should we do now?”

Aylan lamented.

“What are we, the remnants of humanity, to do, burdened by our sins and failures?”

At this, Ruben stepped forward.

Clad in black mourning robes, he looked around the crowd before speaking.

“The Goddess protected me, guided me to escape, and left me with a final message. I will now share those words with you.”

Even the Hero’s Party was hearing this for the first time.

Aylan had only been told that the Goddess had spoken final words, not their content.

“Listen, my children. I, Justini, created and loved this world and all of you. But because of my immaturity, I failed to guide you on the right path and brought about this karmic end.”

The atmosphere in the plaza grew heavier, and everyone listened in silence.

“I have taken with me those too far gone to return. Do not despair, but strive to live righteous lives.”

How could they?

With the Goddess, their object of faith, gone, who would protect them now?

Who would offer redemption and enforce justice?

As these doubts arose, Ruben cleared his throat.

“Do not forget the past. Those who forget history have no future. Remember even a sinful, bitter past, draw lessons from it, and live better lives.”

At that moment, light descended upon the plaza.

A brilliant glow poured from the sky.

From the heavens, an angel with a pair of radiant wings slowly appeared.

Her face was obscured by the backlight, but her short hair was visible as she descended, bearing the weight of the past.

“Yet do not be trapped in the past. It is the foundation for living the present and building the future. Be true to today, escape the mire of the past, and look ahead.”

Another angel appeared, playful and smiling.

Though her face was unseen, her sidetail hair gave her a mischievous aura.

“And if you face the uncertainties of the future with conviction, you will prevail. To achieve this, you must pursue righteousness. If you live an even more wicked life, the future will judge you.”

Finally, a third angel arrived, her black, curly hair exuding an ominous warning to humanity.

“I, flawed and unworthy, leave this world behind and entrust you to the Three Sisters of Fate, who govern the past, present, and future. Serve them and move forward. If you do, you will prosper eternally.”

Everyone knelt, clasping their hands in prayer.

Looking down at them, the angels each left a parting message.

“The past often seems more beautiful than the present. Strive to create truly beautiful memories.”

“The present may weigh you down, but cherish today and make it worthwhile~.”

“If you waste the past and present, the future will surely hold you accountable. But…”

The black angel’s voice, sharp as frost, softened slightly.

“If you live the present by learning from the past and preparing for the future, we, the Sisters of Fate, will grant you the sweetest fruit.”

“Trust us! It’ll be amazing!”

“Yes, it will taste like happiness.”

With those words, the three angels radiated an even brighter light, proclaiming:

The era of the two gods had ended, and the age of destiny had begun.

It was up to humanity to pave their path forward.

This was the opening chapter of the new scripture, the story of the Three Sisters of Fate.

“Are you ready, Lin?”

“Yes, I’m ready. Let’s go.”

Standing before the gates of Lowellina, the three former members of the Hero’s Party each carried a large backpack.

“Where’s Ravin?”

“She disappeared.”

At Arsil’s question, Lin shrugged.

“Probably off to steal another wallet?”

“She said she quit thieving.”

“I wouldn’t count on that…”

As Arsil looked conflicted, Tigria and Lin chuckled softly.

“Well then…”

Lin began, his voice tinged with finality.

It was time to part ways.

“Wait a moment, Lin.”

Arsil called out, adjusting her clothes.

Tigria stood straighter, leaning on her crutches.

For this moment, they had even refused a send-off from Aylan and Karin.

“I’ll go to the old Holy Kingdom and care for the children. Even without one arm, I’ll continue my penance there.”

“I see. I’ll cheer for you, Arsil.”

“And I’ll take up Naidrian’s legacy and help the elves in the small forest you created until they can stand on their own.”

“That’s meaningful. Your magic will be a great help to the elves.”

Lin’s calm reply solidified the finality of their decision.

Though they had prepared for this, the weight of parting hit them hard.

“I’m sorry.”

“Thank you. Because of you, I could become a person, not just a doll.”

The two bowed their heads in unison, their gestures filled with emotion.

Watching them, Lin felt his chest tighten with a strange ache.

Had this farewell come long ago—during those youthful, fleeting days—perhaps the three of them wouldn’t have faced such separate, divergent paths.

“Thank you for saving me,” Lin said softly.

But no, that wasn’t what he wanted to hear.

That wasn’t what his heart had longed for all this time.

Even though Arsil and Tigria both knew everything had already ended, they clung to pointless regrets they couldn’t let go of.

But neither dared to voice them aloud.

“Goodbye, Arsil. Goodbye, Tigria.”

“Goodbye, Lin!”

“May you find happiness.”

With these parting words, the three turned their backs on each other.

Lin walked alone, while Arsil and Tigria supported each other, heading down a different road.

The two walked forward without looking back, their steps determined yet weighed down by the heaviness of loss.

When they had finally walked so far that Lin’s footsteps could no longer be heard, Arsil broke into tears.

“Ugh… Lin… haaa…”

Unable to wipe her tears without arms, she cried freely, her anguish raw.

Tigria chided her through her own tears, her voice trembling.

“What… what did you expect? Did you think it wouldn’t come to this?”

“You’re crying too, you fool…”

Loneliness enveloped them.

The road without him was unbearably desolate.

***

The former saint and the mage had not been forgiven.

They had secretly hoped he would ask them to stay, to walk together again.

But such miracles never came.

Deep down, they had always known.

Still, accepting the truth was an entirely different matter.

And yet, they resolved not to give up on the present.

Tears soaked the path they had taken, filled with regret.

***

Lin continued walking.

Though he had always believed himself accustomed to solitude, the silence now felt unfamiliar, almost jarring.

The echoes of his past—those lively, chaotic days—lingered in his mind.

He reassured himself that he would adapt.

Moving forward with steady steps, Lin saw someone standing in the middle of the road ahead.

When he recognized her, warmth bloomed in his heart.

He had half-expected her not to come, and if he had claimed not to feel even a flicker of disappointment at the thought, it would have been a lie.

Quickening his pace, he finally stood before her.

The silver-haired rogue, her hair shimmering with a faint blue glow, was staring at the ground.

After several deep breaths, she spoke with forced brightness, her voice betraying her nervousness.

“I’ve been waiting for someone like you for a long time.”


Her voice cracked slightly, making her blush with embarrassment.

But Lin simply smiled.

“To be honest, I’ve been waiting too.”

“Really?”

This exchange, so reminiscent of their past conversations, reminded them both of how far they had come.

For the first time, Ravin felt the end of her journey and the beginning of something new.

“Really. I’ve been waiting for someone like you.”

“Wh-what?”

Before she could react, Lin pulled her into a tight embrace.

Strongly, fiercely—as though afraid to let her go.

“I’ve been waiting for someone who would look only at me and wait for me as long as you have.”

“Lin…”

“I’m so sorry to have kept you waiting. I’m done wandering. I want to stay by your side.”

His voice, heavy with emotion, brought tears to Ravin’s eyes.

“You… you’ll never escape me now,” she said, her voice shaking.

“Of course. I wouldn’t want to.”

“Never! Do you hear me? Never!”

Her trembling hands reached up to caress his face.

“You’re my first and last love—the one I fought for with everything I had. Not something stolen, but someone I earned with my own efforts.”

His rough, calloused hands wiped away her tears with care.

“I love you, Ravin.”

At those words, the breath she had been holding escaped in a shuddering sigh.

And then she kissed him.

It was a deep, lingering kiss, filled with unspoken promises and the weight of their shared past.

They didn’t know how much time passed—minutes, hours?—but when the kiss ended, Ravin held out her hand to him.

“Let’s go.”

“To Waltercrua?”

“It’s already been destroyed.”

“Then where?”

“To find our home.”

For a moment, Lin stared at her hand, thinking back to the moment he hadn’t taken it in the dirty alley all those years ago.

“This time, together. Until the very end.”

But instead of taking her hand, he stepped forward, wrapped an arm around her shoulders, and pulled her close.

“I’m never letting you go.”

Lin smiled warmly at Ravin, who blushed but couldn’t help smiling back.

“Tell me this isn’t a dream,” she whispered.

“It’s real, Ravin.”

“Then I’ll dream a new dream.”

“What kind of dream?”

“Three children, at least.”

At her words, Lin blushed furiously, rendering him speechless.

Ravin laughed and nudged him forward.

“Let’s go! We’ve got dreams to chase!”


And so, the two walked forward, no longer as wandering souls, but as lovers and partners for life.

Lin no longer felt lonely.

The weight of the past lifted as he held her tightly, vowing never to let go.

For the first time, his tattered soul began to heal.

And perhaps, one day, he would forgive those who had hurt him.

With that hope in mind, he moved forward, ready to embrace the happiness that lay ahead.



 
  
    Epilogue 1: The Three Sisters of Fate


Swallowed by the chaos, Denarua closed her eyes, awaiting her end. 

She had thrown herself into the fray alongside her other sisters, determined not to burden Lin. 

Yet, it wasn’t long before she realized Lin had been absorbed into the darkness as well.

Adora, Salomei, and Denarua struggled desperately to save Lin, but the tightening grip of the black magic quickly drained them of their strength. 

Exhausted, they collapsed, limp and powerless. 

The only solace Denarua found was in the knowledge that the magic hadn’t harmed Lin but seemed to cradle her instead. 

Clinging to that sliver of comfort, she tried to muster her remaining strength. 

However, even that effort was in vain, as the sorcerers’ magic was completely stripped away.

“Damn it…”

At least Lin was safe.

Denarua consoled herself with that fact, though she despised her own helplessness.

Trapped like a bug in a pitcher plant, she waited for death.

Once again, she was about to lose someone she loved dearly—just as she had lost her brother.

Regret consumed her.

If only she had sided with Lin and her companions instead of opposing them. Perhaps she could have helped.

But how could she have foreseen that Tiana, her only family, would lose her mind and plunge everything into ruin?

She still couldn’t believe it.

The Demon King, who had always been their rock, had become the source of this catastrophe.

“None of it matters anymore. Lin is all that matters!”

She could feel Lin’s energy fading.

Every fiber of her being screamed to find him and get him out of there, but she lacked the power to act.

It was then that a pink flash pierced the suffocating darkness.

“I am here!”

With an assured cry, someone tore through the chaos—Lucy.

The warrior, who had been wandering in search of Lin, followed the red thread of fate that guided her to him.

“You deserve happiness…”

Casting aside her own desires, Lucy poured her heart into saving Lin, sending him to safety.

Denarua was moved to tears at the sight.

Lin had been rescued, and Lucy had finally embodied the selflessness of a true hero.

Yet, Lucy’s tragic demise, crushed under the weight of the black magic, tore at Denarua’s heart.

Now… it’s my turn.

At least I can finally rest.

Just as Denarua thought she had nothing left to hold on to, a brilliant light flooded her vision.

[It’s much easier to find my way with some light, don’t you agree?]

“What—A goddess?! What are you doing here?!”

[“I’ve come to atone.”]

To Denarua’s astonishment, the new arrival was none other than Justini, the Goddess herself.

[I am here to release all my power and set things right.]

“Set things right?”

[To cleanse the sinners and undo the devastation caused by my mistakes.]

“That sounds like…”

[Yes. I will sacrifice my life.]

The pure white light not only dispelled the black magic but began cracking the very fabric of Linachien’s form.

Through the fractures, Denarua saw Adora and Salomei still lying unconscious. Like her, they had been drained of their magic, leaving them with human-like bodies.

“Not bad, I suppose. Dying alongside a goddess.”

[No, you’re far from my equals. Instead, I ask you to bear my burden.]

“What burden?!”

Denarua’s sharp retort was met with a sorrowful smile.

[I owe you an apology. I took away your brother and sister, the ones who loved you. I shattered the few sanctuaries your heart had found.]

“Enough riddles. Just tell me what you want!”

[Rule this world, Denarua. Together with your sisters.]

“Rule… the world?”

[Yes. I was naive, and the Demon Lord cunning, which led to this ruin. But you—Denarua—know both the pain and love of this world. I believe you can lead it. You and your sisters. Together.]

Denarua let out a bitter laugh.

“Me? What makes you think I won’t turn this world into an even bigger mess? And we’re practically human now—”

[No, Denarua. You are not human.]

For a moment, she had forgotten. Denarua was not human.

[You’re a vampire. A being who can absorb power and see into souls through blood. There was never another candidate but you.]

The goddess brushed her hair aside, revealing her pale, exposed neck.

[Take it. Begin.]

“Wait, what?! You can’t just—”

[There’s no time.]

“I can’t rule a world!”

[Then Lin will face his harsh life again, without a guardian to protect him.]

That made Denarua pause.

[Regardless, cleansing the world is necessary. Without order or morality, humanity will tear itself apart. And Lin…]

“You…”

Despite her anger, the goddess gently embraced Denarua.

[This world needs you. Lin needs you. Only someone who knows pain can ensure it doesn’t consume this world again. Let the love you’ve known shield this world from suffering.]

The goddess added softly:

[And deliver justice to the guilty.]

Denarua followed the goddess’s gaze to the soul of Linenfold, groveling in disgrace.

[And grant peace and blessings to the brave who sacrificed themselves.]

The spirit of Lucy, bound by the red thread, floated aimlessly.

“Do you trust me?”

[There’s no choice. If I unleash my full power, I’ll rip apart not just this world, but the dimensions beyond it.]

“You’re leaving me no options!”

With a resigned sigh, Denarua sank her fangs into the goddess’s neck.

[Ah!]

Despite the goddess’s strange gasp, Denarua continued, drawing divine energy into her being. Her body glowed with radiant light.

White wings unfurled on her back as one of the goddess’s pairs disappeared.

The light extended to Adora and Salomei, awakening them as they too sprouted wings.

[From now on, you three will be the Fates who govern this world: past, present, and future.]

The goddess grew dimmer as she imparted her final command.

[Take care of this world. Take care of Lin. Let no one endure the pain you’ve known.]

“I will,” Denarua vowed, her voice steady. “I’ll make sure Lin finds happiness.”

[I believe in you.]

Turning away, the goddess approached a shadowy girl curled up alone.

[Farewell.]

Denarua whispered softly, “You’ve done enough.”

Hearing those words, the goddess’s smile faltered as she hugged the girl.

[Sister?]

[It’s over now, Angria. It’s all over.]

As the goddess’s body ignited in flames, she held the girl tighter.


[Forever]

She promised.

Tears glistened on both their faces as they vanished into the light.

A deafening explosion marked the end of the two gods of good and evil.

***

“Ugh…”

Reinhold groaned, his cracked voice barely audible as he opened his eyes.

The heat permeating the air was unbearable. He swallowed hard, but his parched throat refused relief.

“W-Water…”

The shield knight crawled blindly, his vision blurred by the intense heat, until his hand sank into a puddle.

Water!

Frantically, Reinhold cupped the liquid in his hands and drank. But something felt wrong.

The texture was slimy, and the taste was far from refreshing.

Straining to open his eyes fully, he realized with horror that what he was drinking was a sticky, black, sludge-like substance.

Spitting it out in disgust, Reinhold turned his gaze forward—and froze.

The sight before him sent him toppling backward in terror.

“Ahhh!”

“Die, die, DIE!”

To put it simply, four women were torturing a single man.

To elaborate, two of the women bore grotesque, male-like lower bodies, stabbing and biting at the man’s front and back.

Another woman, disfigured and missing her hair, had grotesquely large breasts, while her companion’s chest was torn open, exposing raw flesh.

Their voices dripped with curses, their identities unmistakably female despite their horrific appearances.

The last figure, an elf with large ears and a lower half that was violently destroyed, was vomiting rotten fluids into the man’s mouth.

The vile liquid sizzled and burned as it seeped through the open cavity in his chest.

“Because of you! You made me abandon Guerrero! You made him abandon me!”

The woman, her sharp nails raking through the man’s flesh, spewed venomous words.

Her lower body contorted unnaturally as she absorbed the same searing liquid she was feeding him.

All five were entangled, their curses and attacks directed at each other as much as their victim.

The man convulsed violently, his eyes rolling back in agony.

He bore the full weight of the torment, unable to escape or even lose his sanity to the pain.

“H-Heek!”

Once a proud protector of balance, the shield knight Reinhold stumbled backward, only to bump into someone’s feet.

“P-Please save me! Help—”

Before he could finish, a slap sent him sprawling.

The figure standing over him grabbed his head, forcing him to face the grotesque scene.

“Look closely, Reinhold. This is the price for disrupting the world’s balance,” whispered a black-haired angel of fate.

Her voice was sticky with malice.

“Remember the goddess’s words? She promised to throw you into the pit alongside the Second Thief.”

“No, no! I am the guardian of balance!”

“Sure you are. Let’s see how well you balance yourself after every hole in your body is ripped apart. You won’t even know if you’re a man or woman by the end of it.”

“Stop! Please, no!”

Desperate, Reinhold dug his heels into the ground, but Denarua’s grip was unyielding.

He was dragged forward, kicking and screaming.

“Here’s fresh meat!”

With a kick to his back, she flung him forward.

His hair tore from his scalp with a sickening rip, and Reinhold landed in a heap at their feet.

“This man once tormented and drove to the brink of death the soul reincarnated as Guerrero.”

“Gue…rre…ro?”

The neck of the second sorceress twisted unnaturally as she turned her gaze toward Reinhold.

The other three followed suit, their focus now fully on him.

“Who knows? Maybe if you take vengeance on him, Guerrero will finally glance your way.”

The suggestion stirred a frenzy.

The sorceress and elf warrior, unoccupied with their current victim, began advancing on Reinhold.

“Stay back! I am Morgan Reinhold, leader of the Hero’s Party and the guardian of bal—AHHHH!”

“Shut your filthy mouth.”

The elf, with brutal strength, ripped away Reinhold’s manhood and shoved it into his mouth.

“What shall we do with him?”

“Flay him. Slowly. Cut his insides into ribbons. When Guerrero sees, he’ll thank us.”

The sorceress’s bloodshot eyes gleamed with malicious intent as she responded.

Despair overshadowed the pride that once lit her gaze.

“I’ll do it. Guerrero will praise me, not you!”

“You? The wench who choked on monster seed and died? Don’t make me laugh!”

The two cursed at each other, their claws inching closer to Reinhold. 

He struggled, but there was no escape.

“Enjoy your stay,” Denarua said, smirking as she closed the gates of hell behind her.

***

High above, in a pristine white realm, the angels of fate gathered. 

Denarua brushed off the infernal heat and joined her sisters, Adora and Salomei.

“Is the punishment over?”

Adora asked playfully.

“Over? It’s just begun.”

Denarua shrugged.

Salomei yawned.

“Can’t we rest? I’m exhausted.”

“Don’t be dramatic,” Adora chided.

The three turned their attention to a single soul lying before them, their efforts focused on restoring its strength.

“He’s stronger than most. It’s taking longer than expected,” Denarua muttered.

“True. But we mustn’t rush,” Adora added.


Salomei, already descending, called out, “They’re summoning us! Let’s go!”

The three angels descended into the mortal realm, their radiant wings shimmering.

The time had come to herald the new Age of Destiny.

Looking down upon the world, Denarua’s gaze softened as it landed on a familiar face.

“I’ll make sure you find happiness,” she whispered.

And so, the Age of the Gods ended, giving way to the Age of Fate, where humanity would carve its own destiny.



 
  
    Epilogue 2: Goodbye, Our Rin (Complete)


The past spoke to the present and future.

“They have reflected and devoted themselves enough,” it said.

The present added, “They are still living faithfully, reflecting on today.”

The future, in turn, declared to both, “Then they are worthy of the happiness I promised humanity.”

***

It had been four years since the Era of Fate began.

Arsil, with the support of Lowellina, established a small school on the lands of the old Holy Kingdom and ran an orphanage with Ruben and a few other priests.

Having safely arrived in the Holy Kingdom with the help of Tigria, Arsil walked sluggishly before standing in front of the children.

“Saintess!”

“Big sister Saintess!”

The children, who had rushed out upon seeing her, froze upon noticing her right sleeve swaying empty in the wind.

“Sorry, kids.”

Arsil smiled bitterly at their reaction.

“It seems I can’t teach you the hook anymore.”

The first to rush over was Hemel.

“I knew you’d come back. I was scared you wouldn’t, like my mom and dad, but I believed in you!”

Hemel’s cry broke the others’ hesitation, and they rushed to embrace her.

“I’m different from Hemel! I believed in you from the beginning!”

“Hey! You said yesterday that she might not come back!”

“No, I didn’t! Not even once!”

These children, who embraced her despite her flaws, melted Arsil’s heart. 

Tears flowed as she hugged each one tightly.

“I’m back.”

“Welcome home!”

***

It felt like just yesterday that they welcomed her with smiles and open arms.

But things had changed.

Hemel, as usual, was brought before Arsil for getting into trouble. 

He stood, pouting with swollen eyes from a scuffle.

“Why have you been causing so much trouble lately, Hemel?” 

Arsil asked gently, her previously sharp demeanor replaced with a calm and warm one.

Hemel only pouted more, avoiding her gaze.

“I know you wouldn’t pick a fight just because you’re upset,” she coaxed. 

“What happened?”

At last, Hemel sniffled and spoke, his voice trembling.

“The new kids… They said… They said the Headmistress cries every night… They called you a crybaby and said they could hear you sobbing…”

“Oh, I see. You were upset because they teased me. But violence isn’t the answer. If you fight, they’ll just talk behind your back instead of saying it to your face.”

“But they called you a one-armed crybaby!”

Arsil’s expression stiffened for a moment.

A flash of irritation ran through her, but she forced herself to remain calm.

“I even hear it at night,” Hemel continued. 

“You call out someone’s name—‘Lin’—while you cry. Who’s Lin? That porter man, right?”

“Uh… Well…”

“If you miss him so much, why don’t you go find him?”

Arsil smiled faintly.

“Because I have you all.”

“We’re grown up now! We help Mr. Ruben care for the younger kids, and we even do farm work!”

“Does that mean you don’t need me anymore?”

“No!” 

Hemel shook his head fiercely.

Then, in a surprisingly mature tone, he added, “It’s time for us to repay you and Mr. Ruben for raising us. We want you to find your happiness. If that man, Lin, is alive, you should go see him before it’s too late. We’ll be fine because we have each other.”

Arsil was taken aback by Hemel’s boldness.

Deep down, she wanted to go to Lin, but she felt unworthy.

She had yet to atone for her sins, and her missing arm made her feel incomplete.

“It’s not the right time yet,” she said softly.

“Then when will it be?”

“I don’t know. Instead of waiting for that time, I’ll focus on living each day as best I can.”

Arsil dusted herself off and stood, patting Hemel’s head once more.

“So, don’t fight with the others. Be kind to them, okay?”

“…Okay.”

“And what do you need to do now?”

“I have to apologize to the others.”

“Can you do it?”

“I’ll do my best!”

Arsil watched as Hemel, still sniffling, ran off to make amends.

He was rough around the edges but a good child—better than she had been.

“Maybe I should make sandwiches,” she mused.

***

Before lunch, a cheerful voice rang through the orphanage.

“Hello? Is anyone here?”

Arsil peeked out, curious.

Standing there was a golden-haired courier in a leather hat, carrying a letter.

“I have mail for Headmistress Arsil of the Alley Orphanage!” the courier announced.

“From whom?”

The courier grinned mischievously.

“It’s from Lin, the village chief’s husband in New Valter Croix.”

***

Meanwhile, in a forest carved from magical land, chaos unfolded as Tigria shouted,

“I told you not to touch my research flasks!”

The mischievous young elves only giggled and ran.

Tigria’s efforts to reform herself had transformed her into a vibrant and active figure, guiding her people to rebuild their numbers through love and family.

Still, her temper hadn’t fully softened.

“Got you!” she exclaimed, weaving a magical net to capture the troublemakers.

She was no longer the doll-like figure she once was, but her fiery spirit was a force to be reckoned with.

“Lin, why won’t you ever listen to me? I told you not to touch the magical research equipment! It’s dangerous!”

“Ugh, why are you always picking on me!”

“Because you’re the one always causing trouble!”

“Well, then stop crying yourself to sleep every night!”

“W-what?!”

Caught off guard, Tigria stammered as Lin launched into a rapid-fire retort.

“Do you think I wouldn’t notice? I’ve seen you crying quietly in bed at night! And you have the nerve to push Mom and Dad to get married and have kids, yet here you are, wallowing in loneliness all by yourself!”

“T-that’s…”

“That’s why we were making a magical potion of happiness—to help you! We didn’t do anything wrong!”

“If such a potion existed, I would’ve made it and drunk it ages ago!”

Tigria, exasperated, smacked Lin on the head again.

“Ow! Why did you hit me!”

“And what were you doing spying on my bed every night?”

“Uh… well…”

“Lin was planning to throw a swamp toad on Tigria’s bed for revenge!” another young elf chimed in.

“Hey! Why would you tell her that! You caught it with me, you traitor!”

The young elves turned on each other, bickering and snarling.

Losing her patience, Tigria conjured a water cannon spell and blasted them away.

“Ahhh! You wicked doll!”

“Who are you calling a wicked doll!”

“Hmph! Go find your happiness already!”

“I’ll handle it myself, thank you!”

Finally, peace returned to Tigria’s dwelling after the commotion.

She had barely settled into her chair when a knock came at the door.

Knock, knock.

“Ugh, what now?”

She groaned, opening the door with a huff.

Standing there was the Golden Carriage World Post, a courier dressed in a leather cap with pointy ears peeking out.

“Good day! Are you Tigria, the mage of the New Elven Forest?”

“Yes, that’s me. What do you want? I can’t imagine why the World Post would visit me.”

The courier grinned mischievously and pulled out an envelope.

“Oh, there’s a reason! You’ve got mail! Recipient: Mage Tigria of the New Elven Forest. Sender: Lin, the husband of the New Waltercrua village chief.”

Tigria froze, her heart skipping a beat.

She took the letter and opened it with trembling hands.


***

To my dear friend,

When this letter reaches you, I’ll have finished all my preparations.

First, some updates about me: I married Ravin, and we’ve settled by the river. 

The land here is fertile, and the community has grown into a small city we call New Waltercrua.

Ravin has somehow become the village chief—don’t ask me how that title still applies to a city—but we’ve found peace here.

But I can’t forget the pain in your eyes when we parted ways in Lowellina. 

Those eyes, full of regret and sorrow, have haunted me. 

Even as I’ve built a happy life, I’ve carried guilt for turning my back on you.

You risked everything to save me, and I didn’t have the courage to forgive you. 

That decision has weighed on me ever since.

But I’ve finally made peace with it. 

Ravin agrees, and we both want to let go of the past and make amends. 

If you haven’t forgotten me, come to New Waltercrua.

I miss you. 

And I want us to face the future together.

Waiting for you,

Lin

***

Tigria clutched the letter to her chest, tears streaming down her face. 

Beside her, Arsil read the same letter, her hands shaking. 

They read it again and again, unable to believe it.

The courier smirked. 

“Aw, are you both crying? Must’ve been quite the emotional letter!”

“You’ve delivered it. You can leave now,” Arsil snapped.

“Not quite! My job isn’t done until the letter’s fully read.”

“What?” 

Tigria frowned, flipping the letter over. 

At the bottom, in tiny script, was a postscript.

***

P.S.

Hey, it’s Ravin, the first wife.

Don’t just come empty-handed! 

Remember that reward King Ailan promised in Lowellina? 

Bring it. 

Raising kids and running a city isn’t cheap.

Also, hurry up. 

Keeping up with my energetic husband every night is exhausting. 

Even he’s struggling, so please, get here soon.

***

Tigria wiped the sweat from her brow as Arsil’s eyebrow twitched in annoyance.

“Wait, there’s more!” the courier chirped.

Above them, a beam of light descended, and the voice of Fate’s Three Sisters filled the air.

***

“You’ve reflected on the past. Now it’s time to weave a new one. Follow the red thread to the happiness you seek.”

***

As the light enveloped them, Tigria and Arsil felt a searing pain as their long-lost limbs regenerated. 

Fully healed, they saw a glowing crimson thread extending from the letter, beckoning them.

“Let’s go,” Arsil said, grabbing her pack.

“Right behind you,” Tigria replied, discarding her crutches.

“Where are you going, Headmaster?” asked a stunned student.

“Wherever it is, it’s not with you, ‘wicked doll!’”

Lin added, only to receive a glare from Tigria.

The two women smiled as they spoke in unison:

“To find forgiveness. And happiness.”

Their tears of relief couldn’t conceal the hope radiating from their hearts as they chased the red thread into the unknown.

Naidrian shrugged and smiled—a smile brimming with mockery.

“So, a disciplinary committee was convened for this incident, wasn’t it? All because the goddess who governed dimensions was driven to self-destruction.”

[“Ugh, you have no idea how much trouble that caused. Damn fools. They were all for it before.”]

“And to enforce causality, wouldn’t the patron gods of opposing races have to invade each other’s territories? In short, unless a new demon race emerges, you have no role to play here.”

[“Don’t you think you know too much for a mere errand runner?”]

“That’s only because your errands were demanding enough to require such knowledge. I had no choice but to learn.”

The Supreme Being looked at Naidrian with dissatisfaction.

At first, they had indulged her due to her surprising competence.

Now, she had grown far too independent.

For a being so possessive, the idea of a defiant subordinate was unbearable.

[“Finish the rest of your tasks, then leave.”]

“What? What do you mean?”

[“I mean, leave. Go to him.”]

“You’re letting me go?”

[“Yes.”]

“Why? What’s the sudden change of heart?”

The Supreme Being replied curtly, uncharacteristically shy.

[“You like him, don’t you? Happy ending.”]

“…Thank you.”

Suppressing the overwhelming surge of emotion, Naidrian bowed. 

The Supreme Being, flustered, hurried her along.

[“You’re not done yet. Focus!”]

“Of course. I’ll finish everything within ten years.”

***

Chapter 2: Threads of Fate

Lucy opened her eyes, a deep gasp escaping her lips as she inhaled the cold air. 

For the first time in ages, she truly felt alive. 

As she surveyed the world around her, she saw a snowy wasteland, a white blanket covering the ruins of an old square.

In this pure white world, Lucy felt a gentle tug on her pinky. 

Looking down, she saw a faintly glowing red thread stretching into the distance. 

She knew where it led. 

She knew who was at the other end.

“I don’t deserve this…” she whispered, even as her feet moved forward. 

She longed to see him—longed to confirm his happiness after her death. 

Her pace quickened, and before she knew it, Lucy was running, the red thread guiding her through forests and over ruins.

After days of relentless running, she finally arrived at the edge of a small town. 

There, she saw him—a man with silver-blue hair, standing with a woman and a child at the forest’s edge.

“Take care,” the woman, Ravin, said with a smile.

“Of course,” he replied, ruffling his daughter’s hair.

Lucy watched from a distance, tears streaming down her face.

“Thank goodness…” 

She murmured, relieved beyond measure to see his joy.

***

Chapter 3: Reunion

As the man, Lin, entered the forest, Lucy hid behind a tree, unable to bring herself to call out his name.

How could she, when she was the cause of so much of his suffering?

But then, she felt a strong embrace from behind.

“Found you.”

“Lin…” 

Her voice trembled as he held her tighter.

“I knew you’d come back. Ravin felt it too. We’ve been preparing for this.”

“But I don’t deserve to be here. I hurt you… I don’t deserve your forgiveness.”

“Lucy,” Lin said firmly, “you sacrificed everything for me. It’s time to stop running from the past.”

He smiled, wiping her tears.

“I forgive you, Lucy. And I want you to stay—with Ravin, with me, with us. Let’s be happy together.”

Overwhelmed, Lucy sobbed in his arms, finally allowing herself to let go of the guilt she had carried for so long.

***

“Daddy, carry me~.”

Lin let out a wry smile as he cradled his delicate daughter in his arms.

“Mommy’s back hurts every day because of Daddy, so carrying you is a bit tough. Let’s ask
Daddy to do it when he comes home, okay?”

“Okay~.”

“Aw, my sweet girl!”

Lin rubbed his cheek against his daughter’s lovingly as they stepped inside New Waltercrua.

“Welcome back, Lucy,” Lin greeted the hero with a brief nod before turning away, his demeanor shifting to that of a ruler.

In the winter forest, Lucy’s faint groans still echoed.

Overhead, the three sisters of fate watched the couple with knowing smiles.

“At last, she’s forgiven and found peace in his embrace. Congratulations, Lucy,” said Denarua.

“Ah~, does this mean another wife will join the fray, making it four? I’d love to be one of Lin’s wives too,” teased Salomei.

“No, it’s five altogether,” Denarua corrected with a sly grin.

“What? Not four?”

“In the future I saw, there’s one more yet to come.”

“Ah~! Then what about us? Are we just here to watch over the world and Lin from a distance?”

“Oh, not at all,” Denarua said with a broad smile, covering her mouth with her fan.

“If it’s Lin, he deserves rewards even in the afterlife. Once his mortal time ends, he must come here and make us, the three sisters of fate, his wives as well. After all, he’s devoted himself across three lifetimes.”

“Wow! I’m all for it!”

Salomei cheered, throwing her arms up, then paused, tilting her head.

“But… can the three of us handle Lin’s stamina?”

“…What are you implying?”

“Well, look at him now! The hero’s already passed out multiple times, her eyes rolling back, and Lin still isn’t stopping!”

“What?!”

Adora and Denarua looked down in panic, noticing Lucy trembling, barely able to catch her breath.

“Denarua…? What about the future where Lin has five wives?”

“…”

Denarua couldn’t respond, her face pale.

After a moment, she cleared her throat and ran a trembling hand through her hair.

“Since these heroes contributed greatly to ending the war, I’ll make an exception and bring them along with Lin this time.”

“Is it that bad?!”

Salomei gasped before blushing and nodding.

“Still… if it’s Lin, I don’t mind.”

“Me neither,” Adora added with a soft smile.

“Naturally,” Denarua affirmed.

The three sisters gazed fondly back at the mortal world.

Lin was helping the fainted Lucy back to the city.

“Lin~ Be happy until then, okay?”

“We’ll ensure your happiness.”

“We’ll watch over you joyfully, waiting for the day we meet again.”

Thus, time moved on, and many events unfolded.

Lucy soon became pregnant, much to Lin’s mock despair of being “alone” once more.

After Lucy’s childbirth, Arsil and Tigria arrived, both eagerly welcomed and sent straight to Lin’s chambers.

Even the last to appear, Naidrian, couldn’t escape this fate. 

Surrounded by beautiful wives and loving children, Lin lived a life of true happiness.

Though there were no grand adventures left, he embraced a greater challenge: cherishing his family and nurturing their hearts. 


Days of laughter, apologies, and shared affection filled their lives.

The wounds of betrayal healed, and mistakes were mended with forgiveness. 

Only after forgiving them could Lin find genuine happiness alongside Lucy.

Farewell, the lone ally of the betrayed hero.

Farewell, the one burdened with scars, forced to be the hero’s greatest companion.

Farewell, our Lin.

May your happiness endure for eternity.



 
  
    Side Story: Lucy (1)


It happened after Lin and his wives—including even Naidrian—had finally settled in New Waltercrua. 

The children were growing fast, and life had found its steady rhythm.

“Everyone’s here, right?”

One day, Ravin—Lin’s official wife—called all the other wives together. 

She even postponed her duties as village chief and left the children in the care of Lin and the eldest, Gyana, just to make this meeting happen.

“What’s going on, Ravin? I was supposed to go on a picnic with the kids today.”

The first to arrive was Arsil , the wife in charge of childcare. 

With her background as an orphanage director, she had been a perfect fit for the job.

“I was going to go with Lin around lunchtime to check out the underground spring. If we’re lucky, it might be a hot spring,” Tigria grumbled, clearly irritated at the thought of having her rare alone time with Lin interrupted.

“I was also planning to go mushroom gathering with Arsil and the kids.” Naidrian, no longer the timid woman she once was, chimed in as the last to arrive, now someone who would step up when needed.

“Good. Everyone’s here.”

At Ravin’s declaration, a strange unease swept through the group.

Everyone? That couldn’t be right.

Someone was missing.

Tigria, the sharpest among them, instantly caught on.

“Wait… Don’t tell me—”

The other wives held their breath. 

If Tigria looked that serious, it was no small matter.

“Yes,” Ravin sighed deeply.

The sigh was aimed at an empty seat—Lucy’s usual spot.

“That little sneak snuck into Lin’s bedroom again last night—without telling any of us.”

Yesterday had been a rare respite—a night off from sharing a bed with Lin for all the wives. 

It wasn’t that they disliked intimacy with him. 

Far from it. It was simply a matter of stamina.

When Lin decided to indulge fully, no one could stop him without begging for mercy. 

His relentless pursuit of pleasure knew no end.

“That idiot…!”

Arsil rubbed her forehead in exasperation.

“She’s… still alive, right?” 

Naidrian asked cautiously.

Ravin nodded. 

“She’s alive.”

No! 

Just being alive wasn’t enough!

All the wives swallowed nervously.

“She threw out her back. Again.”

“Ugh! Seriously!”

Arsil let out a frustrated cry while Tigria and Naidrian went pale.

Now they understood. 

Now it made sense why Ravin had postponed even her duties as village chief to gather them.

“Yes. This is an emergency,” Ravin muttered, feeling the recent wrinkles on her brow deepen.

“For the time being, we’ll need to take turns sharing a bed with Lin—without Lucy.”

“That’s not the only issue, is it?” 

Tigria added flatly, though her voice trembled.

“What about the day of rest we always get after a night with Lin?”

Ravin shook her head firmly. 

The leader of the wives had no mercy today.

“On top of that, we need someone to take care of Lucy.”

“Let her deal with it herself!” 

Arsil snapped, standing up.

“Did you forget what happened last time? We barely slept for days—taking care of the kids during the day, and then Lin wore us out with six rounds at night!”

“So, what’s the plan now?”

“What if three of us share the bed with Lin at the same time?” 

Naidrian timidly raised her hand and offered a suggestion.

“I mean, even our darling husband couldn’t keep going after that. He slept like a baby the next day. We were tired, sure, but it was manageable, right?”

“Naidrian, that idea makes sense from your perspective… but we can’t accept it,” Ravin said gently.

“Why not? We were fine the next day, weren’t we?”

Naidrian looked to Tigria for support, but the other wives were already exchanging strange glances.

Tigria, responsible for delivering harsh truths and sometimes the occasional smack of reality, gently pressed a hand to her temple and forced a smile.

“Naidrian.”

“Yes?”

“You didn’t wake up the next day.”

“…Huh?”

“You woke up the day after the next day.”

Naidrian’s expression froze. 

She blinked, replaying the words in her head. 

‘Not the next day, but the day after…?’

As her mind began putting the pieces together, her eyes widened in horror while her face slowly lost all light.

Tigria delivered the final blow with her usual quiet precision.

“You passed out, Naidrian. After Lin’s six-shot rapid-fire barrage of climax, you fainted with your tongue hanging out. You nearly stopped breathing. We thought we’d lost you. You only woke up two days later.”

“Uuhh…?”

“Don’t you remember?” 

Arsil added. 

“When you woke up, you were babbling about seeing the three sisters of fate in a dream.”

Naidrian couldn’t move.

“I completely lost my voice that night too,” Ravin muttered, staring up at the ceiling with a tired smile.

Their gentle, charming husband—so hardworking during the day and so loving with the children—became a different beast altogether at night.

Ravin was truly satisfied with her marriage… but sometimes, just sometimes, she wished it came with a little less intensity.

“Th-tha… that… th—!”


The truth, once revealed, struck Naidrian so hard that her mind nearly short-circuited.

“Then the women who didn’t do it back then can just take turns with our husband until Lucy recovers!”

“What?!”

Arsil, who had been the only one absent due to taking care of the children, shouted back, her face twisted in disbelief.

“You mean I have to take him on all by myself?! Do you want me dead?!”

“Oh, and who was it that said she’d die happy if it was for our husband’s sake?!”

“Sure, but at least let me die like a human being!”

“If you died after climaxing more than ten times from our husband’s thing, that’s a blessed death, you know!”

“You crazy woman! You were the last to marry him!”

“And now you’re trying to enforce hierarchy? What’s with you? I’m one of the women loved by our husband too!”

“You’re just a concubine!”

“A beloved concubine! I even had his child!”

“Grrr…!”

Arsil groaned, then bit her tongue and said no more. 

Naidrian winced. 

She realized she’d crossed a line. 

Arsil couldn’t push back any further—for the painful truth was that she was the only one among the wives without a child.

And just like that, tension tore through the family.

Just as Ravin, the first wife, was about to raise an eyebrow in righteous fury—

“Ravin, are you guys fighting? I could hear yelling from outside.”

The door creaked open and Lin peeked his head in.

A short silence followed.

A chill wind seemed to slash through their spines and hearts alike. And then, as if rehearsed, the wives threw their arms around each other and played at warmth.

“No, no! We were just catching up after a while and got a little loud!”

Ravin flailed her hands in denial while the others nodded feverishly in agreement.

“Absolutely no fighting among family. Got it?”

Of all things, Lin hated familial discord the most.

He once flew into a fury when Lucy and Arsil had a loud fight over who got to sit next to him. 

Ravin, as the legal wife, always took his right-hand side. 

The remaining seat—on his left—had been the source of that particular war.

Displeased with the atmosphere it created and the example it set for the children, Lin had refused to speak to either of them for an entire week—no cuddles, no skinship, nothing.

Eventually, Lucy and Arsil ended up kneeling outside his room for hours, tearfully begging for forgiveness. 

Even Ravin had to step in, claiming she’d “discipline the mothers” in front of the kids to save face, before Lin reluctantly forgave them.

But the one who suffered most from that incident had been Arsil.

Lucy, sly as she was, had taken the seat beside Lin six out of ten times. 

When Arsil finally wanted her turn, Lucy refused to give it up—triggering the fight.

Knowing this, Ravin had handed Lucy a week-long punishment and let Arsil sit beside Lin the entire time to ease her resentment.

“Of course! Why would I do something our husband dislikes? Sure, there are times she gets on my nerves—like Lucy… or Luciena…”

Ravin deliberately emphasized Lucy’s name. 

Lin caught the subtext and offered Arsil a wry smile.

“Arsil, Naidrian—the kids are getting antsy for the picnic. They’re really looking forward to it.”

“Ah, right! We should get going. I just need to finish the sandwiches. Right, Naidrian?”

“Of course! We… um, had a little debate about the sandwich ingredients, I’ll admit. I’ll reflect on that, my lord.”

“I’ll enjoy anything you make. Just the thought is more than enough to make me happy.”

“Aaahh…!”

All the wives, including Ravin, clutched their hearts.

Tigria, especially, bit her lower lip and looked like she might pass out.

So sweet.

So thoughtful.

Still, one had to wonder—how could such a gentle man become such a beast at night?

“I’ll be waiting. Tigria, let’s go together. We can probably find groundwater near the picnic spot.”

“Yes, I’ll get ready right away.”

“Daddy!”

“Gyana is calling. I’ll go ahead?”

That was close.

Lin had nearly worn that stern face of his.

Having dodged disaster, Ravin decided to assert her authority as the primary wife and restore order to the household.

“Naidrian.”

“Y-yes, ma’am!”

The sharp tone made her straighten like a soldier under inspection.

“You hurt a sister who shares our husband. From tonight, you’ll be the one sleeping with Lin.”

“…?!”

Naidrian instantly dropped to her knees.

“I’m sorry! I already had him two nights ago! I may not be Lucy, but my waist and thighs are still sore!”

“Hahaha, don’t joke.”

Ravin gave a sharp grin and gave her a thumbs-up.

“You said it yourself, didn’t you? You’re a concubine.”

Caught by her own words, the youngest wife quietly took Arsil’s hands in hers.


“If I die from the pleasure our lord bestows… please tell my son, Nayandrayen, that I loved him… and that his mother was happy till the end…”

Arsil returned the grasp with equal gravity.

“Yeah… If you climax more than ten times and die from it, that’s a blessed death.”

At that moment, Naidrian couldn’t help but wonder—

Maybe these women were more ruthless than the transcendent being who once ruled over her.



 
  
    Side Story: Lucy (2)


Luciena Estel.

The hero who gave her life to save the world.

But she would proudly insist that she didn’t die for the world—she died for Lin.

There was no lie in her words, no exaggeration. 

Just… a bit too much desire.

“Oo… oh…”

On the night when all the other wives had agreed to take a break, Lucy slipped into her husband’s bedroom. 

Lin wasted no time. 

He explored every inch of her body until she cried out again and again, tears and drool running from above, and something thick and sticky leaking from below.

The difference between her and the other wives?

Where the others would beg him to stop, Lucy begged for more.

Challenging Lin’s relentless stamina and skill had its price: trembling thighs that wouldn’t stop shaking, and a brutal ache in her lower back.

Still, Lucy was happy.

The pain was like a medal—proof that she’d been thoroughly loved by her husband.

Despite having once inflicted the deepest wound on Lin’s heart, Lucy hadn’t fully freed herself from the chains of that past.

She was constantly glancing at Lin and Ravin, always holding back, always second-guessing herself.

And yet, she yearned desperately for Lin’s affection and attention.

More than once, she’d wake from a nightmare—reliving her betrayal or imagining Lin abandoning her—and rush sobbing into his room, seeking comfort in his arms.

This incident wasn’t born from anything different.

Her childlike behavior often sparked tension among the wives—especially with everyone except Ravin. 

Arsil had once fought over who would sit beside Lin, and both Lin and Ravin had been endlessly exasperated ever since.

“Mother, would you like another tangerine?”

“I’m fine, thank you, Louis, my sweet boy. Didn’t you say you were going on a picnic today?”

Still, Lucy was accepted as second in the wives’ hierarchy—because she had given Lin his firstborn son.

While Gyana was the heir apparent to the village chief title in New Waltercrua, everyone tacitly agreed that Louis, Lucy’s son, would inherit the family’s legacy.

In contrast to her childish neediness with Lin, Lucy was strict when it came to education and affectionate as a mother.

Thanks to her efforts, Louis—still not even ten—was as mature and composed as Gyana, enough that even Ravin was satisfied to know the household had at least two capable future leaders.

“We won’t leave for a while. There’s a meeting among the mothers,” Louis said.

Lucy flinched.

She had a hunch the meeting was because of her—but tried to brush it off.

“We’re just heading into the back forest, so don’t you dare cross the marked boundary. I’ve heard more monsters have been coming closer in search of prey.”

“Mother, Gyana and I can each take down a monster now,” Louis protested.

Lucy’s gaze sharpened.

“Did I ever teach you arrogance or carelessness?”

“…I’m sorry.”

“There are countless variables in battle. Even a general can die from a child’s thrown stone.”

“I’ll remember that.”

She spoke like a seasoned warrior. 

But let’s not forget—this was the same woman who’d ambushed Lin in bed the night before and got utterly dominated.

“Louis~! Dad and the moms are ready! Let’s go!” 

Gyana’s voice rang out from outside.

Lucy hugged her son tightly.

“Thank you for taking care of me since dawn, my sweet boy. Have fun with your siblings, alright? Mommy’s okay now.”

“Really?”

“Of course. We’ve been waiting for this picnic, haven’t we?”

After a moment of hesitation, Louis finally opened the door and stepped out at her urging.

“I’ll be back.”

How did he turn out so polite and dependable?

Definitely from Lin.

If he had inherited anything from her—her arrogance or foolishness—he’d never be the boy he is now.

Lucy often smiled dreamily, thinking that this—Lin talking with their child—was the perfect family she had always wished for.

Knock knock.

Lucy knew exactly who it was. 

She dove under the covers.

Crack.

“Ahngh…!”

In her rush, her back pain worsened.

Actually, that worked out perfectly. 

Now she could play the damsel in distress.

“Lucy, are you alright?”

It was her husband—Lin.

“Mmmnh… Lin, you were too rough last night… You bent me in half…”

She pouted and whined, the proud warrior now replaced by a flirtatious little girl.

“So, how’s your back?”

“It’s just sore muscles. A few days’ rest will fix it.”

“You need to get better fast. We were supposed to go on the picnic together, remember?”

“I’m sad about it too…”

She meant it.

Like everyone else, Lucy loved her family dearly.

“Lie on your stomach. I’ll give you a massage.”

“No, you should take the kids. They’ve been really looking forward to it.”

“We’ll be back late—Tigria and I are searching for an underground spring. This might be the last time I see you today.”

Lucy froze.

When she lacked contact with Lin, her depression spiked. 

When Arsil and she fought, and Lin punished her by not speaking for a week, it nearly broke her.

She’d dragged Louis with her, begging Lin for forgiveness—only to be scolded by Ravin for using her own child.

Ravin really had her hands full.

Now, hearing that this might be their last moment today, Lucy’s mind raced.

She needed a reward—something just for her.

“Then… forget the massage. I want something else.”


“What is it?”

“There’s something I want to drink. I think it’ll help my back recover faster.”

“Just say the word. I’ll get you anything.”

“Really?”

“Of course. What do you want?”

Lucy licked her lips and teeth, then boldly declared her desire.

“Your cum.”

“…Huh?”

“The fresh, nutritious juice made by my Lin, just for me.”

Her breath was already shaky.

“That’s all it’ll take?”

“Mm-hmm. Hurry.”

She stuck out her tongue, curling it into a circle, mimicking the act.

Lin always liked it when she actually did it like this. It was one of her best skills.

“The kids are waiting, though…”

“That’s why I’ll help you finish quickly.”

Lin was never one to refuse when Lucy went full puppy mode—licking and sucking tenderly while looking up at him with misty eyes.

“Come closer… feed me directly.”

Her pleading was nearly a whimper.

Lin sighed with a wry smile and stepped forward.

Every time he succumbed to her seduction, Lucy felt an electric thrill. 

It made her believe she was truly forgiven.

Because of their little tryst, it took Lin several more minutes to leave for the picnic.

Tigria missed her chance at a private moment with him—though she felt oddly relieved, too.

Lucy, meanwhile, basked in blissful sleep.

Having downed several doses of Lin’s “nutritious love,” she wore a satisfied smile and luxuriated in her recovery.

Her back still ached, but with her sturdy body, she knew she’d bounce back in a few days.

Until—

“Gyana and Louis crossed the boundary line?!” 

Ravin’s urgent voice pierced the air.

“What happened?!”

“They said it was while I was looking for herbs for Lucy’s back… Arsil overheard the other kids say they went with Lin!”

The two oldest siblings in the house had just pulled off the most unexpected stunt.

No one—not even Arsil—had imagined Gyana and Louis would break the rules.

“There’s a pack of wolf-type monsters out there!”

“And we’ve already started hearing howls!”

Lucy’s eyes snapped open.

Her finely tuned warrior’s ears registered the threat before her brain could fully process it.

Her pain vanished.

She leapt out of bed.

BOOM!

“Lucy?!”

“Where’d they go? The back mountain?”

Crimson-gold magic surged from her body as she turned to Ravin.

Just then, a small origami crane on the table lit up with Tigria’s voice.

“The back mountain, somewhere around the midpoint. The boundary line’s a bit farther back from there.”

“Tigria, how far are you from the boundary?”

“We crossed the mountain completely. Flying would’ve been faster, but the trees make it hard to find the kids.”

“I’ll go.”

“Lucy! Your back is still—!”

“The kids are in danger because of me!”

Even snapping at Ravin without hesitation, Lucy’s eyes blazed red as she steadied herself, then shot forward. 

Buildings and roads flashed past as she sprinted, diving into the forested mountain.

It wasn’t long before she found Arsil and the younger children.

“Lucy? But your back—shouldn’t you be resting?”

“Is that really important right now? Where are Gyana and Louis?”

“Tiana said she saw them cross the right-side boundary… I’m sorry… I’m their mother, and yet I couldn’t even—”

“It’s not your fault.”

Surprisingly, Lucy comforted Arsil.

“We just forgot—they’re still just kids.”

Moved by the unexpected kindness, Arsil began to cry.

“You two, go with Arsil and head back to the village.”

“What about you, Mama Lucy?”

“Mama Lucy’s going to bring your brother and sister back. Got it? Now do you understand why you must never cross the boundary?”

As her daughter and son nodded obediently, Lucy gave them a warm smile—then turned and dashed beyond the border.

The smile vanished the moment she crossed. 

Her face twisted into something feral, like a specter, oozing with murderous intent.

Awooooo!

A howl rang out as she entered deeper into the boundary.

Wolf-type monsters. 

They toyed with their prey, delighting in the chase before devouring them alive. 

That howl was the unmistakable signal that the game had begun.

She inhaled deeply.

Her heightened senses locked onto the scent of Gyana and Louis. 

They were some distance away, but for Lucy, it was no more than five steps.

“Louis, get back!”

“Don’t worry, sis! I learned swordsmanship from Mom—I’ll protect her!”

A boy not even ten, standing to defend his family. 

The sight would’ve been touching—if not for the monster lurking between the trees, mocking him with its gaze.

“Come on!”

Louis raised his sword and shouted bravely. 

But the beast was far larger than any grown man.

“Louis!”

Gyana threw stones just like Ravin had taught her, but the creature’s thick hide didn’t even flinch.

Louis readied his stance to counter the oncoming monster.

Anyone could see it—he was about to be ripped in half.

At that very moment—

“DIEEEEEE!!”

KA-BOOM!!

With a deafening explosion, Lucy crashed through trees and rock alike, her momentum smashing into the monster’s flank. 

The creature burst apart like a detonated bomb.

BOOM!

Its upper body was blown clean off and flung backward.

“Mother!”

Louis lit up with joy—only to freeze at the sight of Lucy’s murderous glare.

“My sweet son. My dear daughter.”

Even Gyana bowed her head, too frightened to move.

Grrrr! 

Growl!

Another monster charged. 

Too bad.

Lucy reached out, caught its jaw mid-leap—and ripped it apart with her bare hands.

“Arsil cried because she was so worried about you two.”

“Arsil… Mom cried…?”

Gyana asked in a daze, then sniffled, tears welling up in her eyes.

“I’m sorry, Mother,” Louis whispered.

Lucy smiled faintly.

They said couples grew to resemble each other. 

When Lucy was angry, she smiled—just like Lin. 

Just like Ravin. 

Somehow, it was even scarier.

Enduring the pulsing pain in her back, she tried to keep her voice gentle.

“Let’s just… get out of here first, alright?”

Thankfully, Lucy remembered the painful lesson from when Lin had once been left alone. 

She took the children and hurried back to the village.

Crack!

“Urrrghhh…!”

“Are you okay? Does it hurt a lot?”

“Juuust right… If it didn’t hurt this much, I don’t think I’d even be satisfied.”

Lucy, having pushed her injured body too far, collapsed on the spot.

Arsil tried massaging her back, but it was clear she would need more time to recover.

“Lin scolded Gyana and Louis, right?”

“They cried their eyes out. Even I felt like I was the one being scolded.”

“It’s not your fault.”

“But still… I’m their mother. How could I take my eyes off them…?”

“We’ve been relying on them too much. On Gyana and Louis.”

Arsil wiped her tears and pressed into Lucy’s back a little more firmly.

“You’ve changed a lot, Lucy.”

“I had to. We have a family now. A family we begged for forgiveness to build.”

She acted shameless most days, but in moments like this, she was the adult.

That brief flicker of irritation made Arsil press harder out of spite—when suddenly, there was a knock at the door.

Knock knock.

“Who is it?”

“Mom Arsil, it’s Gyana and Louis.”

“Come in.”

The door opened, and in came Gyana, Louis—and the rest of the family.

“All of you?”

Lucy looked puzzled. 

Lin smiled and held up a tray.

“These two caused the mess, but we all need to reflect. So we decided to have dinner together—a family reflection meal.”

“Gyana, Louis. Say sorry to Mom Lucy and Mom Arsil.”

At Ravin’s firm voice, both kids bowed deeply.

“We’re sorry…”

“From now on, we talk things through and decide together, okay?”

At Lin’s words, the family gathered around Lucy’s bed in a circle.

Arsil and Naidrian helped the kids eat, while Ravin and Tigria discussed future safety measures.

Lin spoon-fed Lucy some soup and asked with a smile,

“How about we all sleep here together tonight?”

“All of us?”

“Yeah. It’s been a while—we should all stay together.”

Lucy beamed.

“That sounds wonderful.”

She no longer tried to monopolize Lin.

Having a child was part of it, but more than that, she no longer felt alone. 

Every day reminded her that she had—

Her only ally.

Her best companion.

Her Lin.

And with him, a husband who loved her.

Sisters who supported her.

The most adorable children.

Her family—a title she had long since embraced.

“I’m sleeping next to Lin!”

Of course, her excessive greed hadn’t quite disappeared.


Still, she no longer acted out of regret. 

She tried to love and be loved.

All for one thing—the smiles of her family.

“I-I’m saved…”

Naidrian, who had almost been stuck keeping Lin company alone that night, let out a sigh of pure relief.



 
  
    Side Story: Ravin


Ravin sat blankly in the chief’s office of New Waltercrua, a stack of approval documents in front of her, untouched.

Normally, no matter how dry or tedious, she would force herself to read them. 

But today, nothing would sink in. 

Her mind was caught in a loop—images replaying of Gyana and the other children skipping past her and throwing themselves into Arsil’s arms.

“Mommy!!!”

“My darling daughter!”

At first, Ravin had been awkward. 

Then came the embarrassment.

She acknowledged, silently, that Arsil—despite having no children of her own—had put in a tremendous amount of effort. 

Still, as she exchanged glances with Tigria, Ravin couldn’t hide the tinge of bitterness in her heart.

“Haaah…”

But a sigh wasn’t enough to dispel the mix of emotions welling inside her.

Recently, Ravin had come to accept that she had been creating unintended distance between herself, her daughter, and her husband.

New Waltercrua was growing by the day, expanding both in size and influence. 

With that growth came an endless stream of decisions and responsibilities that only Ravin, the village chief, could handle.

Petty bureaucratic matters popped up constantly. 

Just showing her face at the dinner table was, lately, an act of immense devotion.

Yet her family missed her.

Especially Lin and Gyana—their disappointment was no longer subtle.

She knew this.

And she hated that she couldn’t do anything about it.

The role of chief was a heavy burden.

So much so that now even Tigria and Naidrian had to help carry the load.

Still, Ravin looked at the date marked on her calendar and allowed herself a flicker of hope.

It was labeled:

“Our Daughter’s Birthday.”

A few weeks earlier, Lucy and Naidrian had visited Ravin’s office.

“What a surprise! It’s so nice seeing you in the daytime like this. But I don’t have much time…”

She greeted her sisters warmly but was already preparing to head back out to supervise the city construction site.

As Ravin lamented the short visit, Naidrian handed her a lunchbox Lin had packed.

“Ravin, Gyana’s birthday is just a month away.”

“She’s really looking forward to it. She thinks she’s going to spend the whole day with her mom.”

When Lucy added her voice, Ravin nearly dropped the lunchbox in shock.

“You didn’t… forget, did you?”

Ravin stammered.

“Forget?! Of course not! I just… got a little sidetracked with work lately. Look, I even marked it on the calendar! Starting today… only three weeks and four days left?! Already?!”

“I figured as much,” Lucy said, crossing her arms.

“You know how much Lin hates it when you forget family events. Gyana’s the same. They’ve both been down because they hardly see you anymore. And we want to see you rest once in a while too, you know.”

Naidrian’s tone softened.

“We came now on purpose, while there’s still time to prepare. Can you at least guarantee time with Gyana and her present on her birthday?”

Ravin ran the calculations in her head.

“I can make it work. But I’ll have to tighten my schedule even more until then.”

“Meaning we’ll see you even less?” 

Lucy raised a brow.

“Weren’t you staying with Lin tonight? Maybe talk with her about it.”

There was concern behind Lucy’s slightly annoyed tone.

Ravin scratched the back of her head and looked away.

“Yeah… I think I should.”

That night, once Ravin lay beside Lin, she brought up the matter before even kissing her goodnight.

“Honey.”

“Hmm? What’s up?”

Lin smiled softly, though her hands were already exploring Ravin’s body with experienced ease. 

She had a strange gift for finding just the right weak spots. 

Even Lucy, the stamina monster, could only moan helplessly under her touch.

“Wait—hold on… ngh! I mean it! We need to talk about Gyana’s birthday.”

Lin stopped at once.

“You’re not saying you can’t be there, right?”

“No! I’ll be there. But I’ll have to work extra hard beforehand. I’ll be swamped until then.”

“Hmm…” Lin seemed to weigh this before replying.

“But you promise that day will be just for her?”

“No matter what, I swear.”

“Well, what can I say… my poor wife works so hard.”

Their talk concluded, Lin resumed her massage—which quickly turned into more than that. 

Ravin lost herself in the warmth, not even noticing how flushed and needy she had become.

“Oh, and… there’s a surprise gift too… ah—mmm!”

“What kind of gift?” 

Lin asked.

Proudly, Ravin explained her plan. 

But Lin looked unsure.

“Isn’t that a bit much? She’s only ten.”

“Do you remember what we were doing at ten? We can’t raise her like some hothouse flower… ah, not there! I-I can’t—!”

Lin, knowing better than to argue with Ravin when she was this stressed, decided to disarm her physically and bring it up later.

But he never got the chance.

Ravin, unable to endure Lin’s six consecutive assaults, passed out before any objections could be made.

***

“Happy birthday, Gyana!”

Lin and Arsil brought out a massive cake, with the younger siblings cheering and placing candles on top.

Naidrian and Tigria carried out the dishes, setting the table. 

Yet the birthday girl kept glancing toward the front door.

“You went out with Lucy this morning, right?” 

Someone asked.

“Yeah. She said she was going to take out all the monsters past the border.”

Unfortunately, monsters had invaded the outskirts of New Waltercrua at dawn. 

Lucy—still recovering from an injured back—and Ravin had stormed out, furious, leading the village guard to eliminate the threat.

Now, as the family gathered for the birthday breakfast, Gyana was seated at the center.

Naidrian perked up suddenly.

“Oh my, do you hear that? The moms are back.”


“Really?!”

Gyana’s face lit up, full of anticipation as she turned from Lin to the door repeatedly. 

Lin chuckled and tousled her hair.

And then—

BANG!

The door burst open.

“We’re not late, right?!”

Ravin stumbled in, and Lucy dragged a greatsword behind her. 

Both were drenched in monster blood.

Without a word, Tigria cast a spell, dousing them in cleansing water.

“Ugh—ack! We were in a hurry!” 

Ravin sputtered.

Ignoring her protests, Tigria snapped her fingers and magically dried them off.

Gyana watched patiently, and as the chaos settled, Ravin approached her with Lucy at her side.

“Mom!”

This time, Gyana ran into Ravin’s arms.

Ravin gently brushed back the hair Lin had ruffled.

“Happy birthday, Gyana.”

And the party began.

The courtyard overflowed with gifts for the chief’s heir. 

Even a royal envoy from Lowellina had delivered a present from the king’s child.

But what Gyana looked forward to most were the gifts from her family. 

Handmade trinkets from her siblings, practical tools from her parents…

Finally, it was Ravin’s turn.

“When I turned ten, your father gifted me a dagger. He even sharpened the blade himself.”

“I gave gloves, too,” Arsil muttered, but Ravin ignored her.

From a leather pouch, Ravin drew a sharp dagger and handed it over.

The handle bore the seal of New Waltercrua.

“To our family’s eldest daughter—happy birthday, Gyana.”

“Thank you!”

Gyana accepted it reverently, polishing the blade’s surface with her sleeve. 

It gleamed so brightly she could almost see her reflection.

Before she could lose herself in admiration, Ravin cleared her throat.

“Ahem. There’s one more thing.”

“There is?!”

A second gift? 

Gyana nearly fainted with joy.

Seeing her daughter’s excitement gave Ravin even more confidence.

“Now that you’re ten, starting tomorrow… you’ll begin learning how to be the village chief.”

“…Huh?”

Gyana froze, stunned. 

But Ravin assumed it was from sheer delight.

“For me, New Waltercrua might remain a village, but when it’s your turn, you’ll be called a lord. That’s the vision.”

“Ravin, she’s only ten. Isn’t that a bit much?”

“Lin, I’d normally agree—but the world isn’t that kind. Even the King of Aylan’s children, who haven’t turned twenty yet, are running the kingdom while their father lies bedridden. They’re earning the trust of the court while fending off opportunists.”

“And the neighboring country is—”

“There’s movement toward a major power shift. Gyana, we need to start preparing to protect our family and our village.”

Lin tried to stop her, but Ravin blocked her with arguments about international politics.

“Sure, in our generation we had good relations with King Aylan. But that won’t last. With each passing generation, it’s become more of a rivalry.”

But that wasn’t what Lin was upset about.

He didn’t like that such heavy talk was being brought up during their daughter’s birthday.

“Gyana, starting tomorrow, you’ll be learning to work with Mom. But don’t worry—it’ll be slow and easy. We’ll take it one step at a time. It won’t be hard.”

But Gyana said nothing.

“Gyana?”

“…I don’t want to.”

“What?”

“I said I don’t want to! If I start working with Mom, then I’ll have less time to see Louis, and Tiana, and Nayandra, and the other moms and dad too!”

“What on earth are you saying!”

‘Ah, I shouldn’t have raised my voice.’

“I’m the big sister! Big sisters take care of their younger siblings. I want to help take care of them with the other moms!”

She was just ten years old.

“Don’t act like a child! Let Louis take care of the little ones. You need to step up—not just for the family, but for the village too!”

She didn’t even care about the present we prepared. 

And now, I’m yelling at her.

“Look at the gifts piled up in the yard! Do you think they’re all given out of pure kindness? No—they’re offerings, given so we’ll do our part to protect and lead this place. Because we take the most wealth and honor, we must also give the most in return—to keep this village running, to keep it safe!”

“We must rule so the people can live well. That’s my role—and it will be yours as my successor.”

She had dragged in harsh reality to win an argument with a ten-year-old.

As regret began to surface, Ravin realized it was already too late.

Her head burning, she had snapped. 

Lost in her logic, she had cornered Gyana too harshly. 

And now, tears welled up in Gyana’s big, round eyes.

Only then did Ravin stop, scrambling to mend the situation.

“Sweetheart… Gyana… Mom just—”

“Ugh…”

But Gyana didn’t cry.

Instead, proving herself her mother’s daughter, she stabbed Ravin right in the heart.

“I hate you, Mom!!!”

“Sis!”

Shouting, Gyana ran out the door, Louis hot on her heels. 

The rest followed her out.

Only Lin, Lucy, and Ravin were left in the house.

“Sigh… You fool. Why did you have to shout like that, unlike your usual self?”

“You’re smarter than me—there’s no reason for you to make this kind of mistake.”

Lucy’s attempt at comfort was stopped by Lin.

With a gentle kiss to her forehead, Lin shook her head, and Lucy silently nodded before stepping out to help find Gyana.

Ravin stood frozen.

She stumbled back and collapsed into a chair. 

Lin came over and held her hand.

“She said she hates me…”

“Ravin.”

“I’m her mother… and I hurt her…”

Hot tears streamed down her cheeks.

Lin wiped them gently with her thumb, but Ravin bit her lower lip and sobbed.

When Lin embraced her, Ravin cried even harder.

“I just wanted to spend more time with Gyana. I barely see you, and I barely see her anymore… I thought if we worked together on village matters, she’d like it. I thought it was a good idea for both of us…”

“I see. I’m sorry.”

“Why are you apologizing?”

“Because you’ve been buried in work, feeling lonely… and I didn’t even notice.”

“…Hic.”

Ravin handled almost everything outside the home—but she could only do that because Lin supported her.

“I was really lonely, you know…”

It was because Lin was the steadfast pillar of their home—and of her heart.

“I feel so bad… for Gyana, and for the rest of the family…”

“It’s okay. Let’s talk to her together later. But until then, I’ll hold you. Cry all you want.”

“Waaaah—!”

If Lucy had seen it, she would’ve been shocked.

To her, Ravin—the strong-willed Ravin—crying this sorrowfully was unimaginable.

“Oh dear. My poor wife is so soft-hearted after all.”

Lin was the only one Ravin could show this side to.

Night fell.

Fortunately, Gyana had cheered up thanks to the family’s comfort and had gone around the village.

As the villagers celebrated her birthday and offered her treats, she eventually laughed brightly, playing with the other children.

But the sting from Ravin’s words hadn’t quite faded.

After dinner, she bathed with Arsil instead of her mother.

That stung Ravin even more.

Maybe it’s not time to apologize yet.

Lying on Lin’s bed, Ravin sniffled again.

Knock knock.

“Who is it?”

“Dad, it’s me, Gyana.”

“Come in.”

Cautiously, Gyana stepped into Lin’s bedroom.

She looked nervous, so Lin smiled warmly.

“What’s the matter?”

“There’s a birthday gift I want from Mom and Dad.”

“And what’s that? Tell us.”

Hesitating for a moment, Gyana looked Ravin straight in the eye.

“Since it’s my birthday, I want to sleep with Mom and Dad tonight.”

Ravin nearly burst into tears again.

She jumped up and hugged Gyana tightly.

“I’m sorry, sweetheart. Mommy just wanted to be with you. I was being selfish and didn’t even think about how you felt.”

“I want to be with Mom too, a lot. But I’m still scared of village work… and I want more time with my siblings, too.”

Raising her index finger, Gyana pleaded with all her heart.

“Just one year. Can I stay with the little ones for just one more year? Then I’ll work with you, I promise.”

“Of course! Of course you can!”

Ravin whispered,

“Mommy… never had a mom, so I might not be very good at being one sometimes…”

“You are our mom. And you’re the best.”

Ravin burst into tears again, and Lin gathered them both into his arms, carrying them to bed.

Lying on either side of Gyana, they all held each other tightly.

“Starting tomorrow, I’ll bring you lunch myself. So you won’t feel lonely.”

“You’re… still romantic even at your age.”

She glanced at him, eyes still wet with tears.

“Should we try for a second child?”

“Haha.”

Lin laughed.

“If Arsil gives us permission, I guess I’ll have to work extra hard.”

Ravin began to sweat.

“Could you not say things like that in front of the kid!”


And then, acting all nonchalant, she took it back.

Gently stroking Gyana’s cheek, she watched as her daughter shifted to rest her head on her hand.

Ravin smiled softly.

And Lin reflected—he had forgotten that Ravin, too, was a woman who wanted to be loved.

For the first time in a long while, the three of them fell asleep in the warmth of each other’s embrace.



 
  
    Side Story: Tigria


The life Lin had shared with her sisters in marriage was filled with beautiful memories—recollections bathed in happiness and warmth.

Despite being born a doll, Tigria had loved, found a partner in Lin, given birth to children, and watched as those children had children of their own. 

Time and again, she bore witness to the miracle of life.

Tigria harbored a deep affection for Lin and the bloodline they had created. 

By now, no one dared to call her a doll.

She was human.

That was why, when the prophecy from the Three Sisters of Fate came down—calling for the defense of New Waltercrua against the invasion of Lowellina—she took up arms alongside Naidrian and marched to the battlefield.

Truthfully, even without the prophecy, the two would have gone.

New Waltercrua was home to their husbands, their sisters, and the resting places of children who had departed before them due to the limits of mortality.

As long as they lived and breathed, they would not let anyone bring ruin to this place.

Though the people of New Waltercrua—descendants of Lin among them—had eventually driven the two women into the Elven Forest out of fear of their wisdom and power, this land was still destined to be their haven.

As they stood before the towering walls of New Waltercrua, so much taller than they remembered, Tigria and Naidrian were forced to acknowledge how much time had passed.

In the end, the war and the fate of Lin’s clan were not stories for Tigria to tell.

What mattered was that the two of them had repelled the invasion. 

In its aftermath, Lowellina’s national strength crumbled. 

A rebellion rose, and in the end, every blood descendant of House Dekarlune was sent to the guillotine.

It was the price of the final gamble made by Lowellina’s tyrant king—and the completion of a lifelong revenge by the eldest of the Three Sisters of Fate, who had waited only for this moment to destroy the bloodline of the Second Thieves.

“You and I, aside from Lin, understand each other more deeply than anyone else ever could.”

In the crimson realm, Denarua walked beside Tigria.

“…”

Tigria’s chest ached at the memory of her husband, long since passed. 

But she shed no tears.

Not because she’d grown numb with time—no, she had wept so long and so deeply that her mind and body had forcibly learned to live with the grief.

Had Naidrian not been there, Tigria might have soon ceased functioning altogether, reverting to a lifeless doll.

“We are all victims of the tragedy that began with the Second Hero—or rather, the Second Mage.”

“Maybe… I’m not even sure anymore. Was it the Original’s doing? The Demon King Angria? The goddess Justini? Or was it the Second Thieves?”

“Whatever the case, the Second Mage made the first choice that caused it all. Had he resisted temptation—any temptation—your brother, Guerrero, wouldn’t have died such a wretched death.”

“And if he had… would we ever have met Lin?”

Tigria’s question met no hesitation.

“There are no ‘what ifs,’ Tigria. Don’t bring that into my presence—not to me, the future.”

Denarua grit her teeth.

“To have met Lin… to be embraced by him… to become his partner… it was ecstatic and beautiful. But the memory of my brother—Guerrero—was unbearable. Even now, just thinking of it tears my heart apart.”

The goddess and the doll moved deeper into hell.

This particular level was a realm specially crafted by the former goddess Justini herself.

“My revenge was sanctioned by Justini. She even granted me the authority to determine their fates. And still, I waited. I gave Iren time. But humans are humans. Not ten generations had passed before he sought to become a tyrant.”

Denarua’s scoff was devoid of feeling.

“He mimics the Second Thieves, ignoring all bounds and limits. Yes… strong blood indeed. Iren was always the aberration.”

A boulder stood ahead.

A man leaned against it, hollow-eyed and toothless. 

He—“it”—straddled the stone, legs spread wide, its sole orifice stuffed with another’s thrusts.

Its belly bulged grotesquely, as if pregnant. 

Atop the creature, a limbless man rocked back and forth, lost in frenzy.

“I must give birth… More… I must bear more… Otherwise…!”

Tigria squinted closer—and recognized “it.”

The man who had once gifted her a history of rage and regret.

Once so proud, so arrogant—Reinhold, the pup.

Once a bearer of the world’s strongest shield, now he couldn’t even clench his rear in resistance. 

He was penetrated, powerless.

No longer a shield—only a shattered husk.

“Sadly, his conviction to protect the world’s balance didn’t extend to his mental fortitude. Not even a thousand years, and look at him now—just a shell.”

“Is he… dead?”

“No. The pain and despair remain. But his mind and soul are broken. He might as well be.”

“And when the mind and soul are broken… is that freedom from this hell?”

“No,” Denarua replied coldly. 

“He’ll return to the cycle of reincarnation. But now tainted, his soul will only be reborn as a twisted being—a monster.”

So he couldn’t even grow his mind to match the agony of the body?

Tigria, uncharacteristically bitter, sneered at Reinhold.

It had been a long time since she felt such disgust—such rage.

“I must… I must give birth…!”

The man on top—the one violating Reinhold—was none other than the Second Thief, Arakshil Karlun.

He should have been bound and tortured by the four vengeful women he betrayed. 

And yet, here he was, engaging in a parody of procreation.

Tigria glared at Denarua.

“You’re allowing this?”

“As if,” Denarua said flatly.

She drew her twin swords and plunged one into Arakshil’s shoulder.

“But even this… must end someday.”

Divine light burned the criminal’s flesh where the blade pierced, fusing sword and sinew.

“Guhhh…! I can give birth… I just need to keep going… You can keep your revenge alive…!”

“Such cockroach logic,” Denarua spat, twisting the blade.

She nodded to Tigria—the Fourth Mage—to follow.

Dragging Arakshil behind her, she led the way deeper into hell’s heart, where the crimson turned to blood red.

The very air was thick with blood spilled by sinners, always blaming others, always pleading for forgiveness as they bled.

Just yesterday, the four villainesses had still been at it.

Now they sat frozen, rotting bodies gazing upward in silence.

The one nearest them—once the Second Archer—was forgotten even by name.

People used to claim, before the Great Purge, that she had been an elf. 

But she had not.

Back then, elves were warriors.


“How long must we remain like this…?”

Her voice bubbled like molten lava.

She asked the question aloud—and Denarua responded.

“Endrein Ricof, Archer of the Second Hero’s party.”

“…You…!”

The archer’s eyes widened in recognition. 

Her oversized breasts heaved with the shock, and her scant hair trembled with dread.

“I, Denarua Protect, eldest of the Three Sisters of Fate, keeper of the future—have come to evaluate your parole.”

“Parole…?”

Even Tigria blinked in disbelief.

“Parole? What do you mean?”

“Exactly that, Ricof. If you have reflected sufficiently on your crimes, and shown true remorse—I will release you from this hell.”

“What do you mean by ‘parole’?!” 

Ricof demanded.

“It means you’ve soothed Guerrero’s wrath—his soul, now reborn in Lin. You’ve been forgiven.”

“Guerrero… Lin…? Forgiven…?”

Ricof’s voice trembled, clinging to the faint hope like a lifeline.

Denarua welcomed that glimmer in her eyes.

“First, recite your sins.”

“I… uh…”

“Recite them!”

Denarua stomped, her shout echoing across the realm.

“I—I loved Guerrero, but… I gave in to the temptation of the thief Arakshil and the mage Tigria. I betrayed Guerrero. I stood guard while Arakshil dallied with other women. I forged evidence to frame him—and drove him to his death…”

Crack.

Tigria’s teeth ground together.

There had only ever been one name for dolls like her: Tigria.

It was a designation, like a product line. 

The one who married Lin was Tigria No. 144.

Hearing her crimes so vaguely summarized turned her stomach—but Denarua, not wanting to dwell on Guerrero’s pain, allowed it to pass.

“If you truly desire forgiveness, prove it. Show how you’ve repented. How you’ve changed.”

“I—I hate Arakshil now, more than anyone. And I revere Guerrero.”

Twitch.

Disgust rose again.

“If I could go back… I would kill Arakshil myself. Or at least… I’d kill that past version of me.”

Choke.

Tigria nearly gagged on the bile rising in her throat.

“After killing all his descendants—after correcting all that went wrong—I would gather their heads, place them at Guerrero’s grave and… and beg… just once, let me see him again. Even if he doesn’t forgive me… please… let me apologize… sincerely…”

Ricof collapsed to the ground, sobbing.

To anyone watching, it was a heartfelt confession.

Or at least… it appeared to be.

“Hmm, looks like you’ve been rehabilitated enough.”

Despite her words, Denarua didn’t seem the least bit concerned with Ricof’s attitude.

Tigria suddenly noticed—Ricof’s hair had grown back.

Her long chestnut hair now draped richly over her shoulders.

The twisted, rotting flesh had regained a healthy human hue.

‘Is she really going to forgive her?’

Tigria glared at Denarua, her eyes wide with disbelief.

“Fine, Endrein Ricof. You are granted parole.”

“Really?!”

Ricof, too, had realized her body had returned.

Tears welled up in her eyes as joy flooded her expression. 

Denarua, utterly calm, delivered her verdict.

“The bloodline of Araksil is dead. Every descendant, including Dekarlune—your child—has been wiped out. The foul seed that flowed through your veins is gone.”

With that one sentence, Tigria finally understood. 

She finally saw why Araksil had whispered in delirium that there needed to be more.

Now, his bloodline no longer existed anywhere in this world.

Which meant—

“I still must beg forgiveness from Guerrero…”

No. 

There was no one left.

You killed him.

Justini had merely salvaged the smallest fragment of his weary, broken soul and granted it rebirth as Lin.

“Then… Lin…”

Finally, Denarua grinned.

“Sorry.”

“W… what?”

Ricof blinked at the sudden cheer in Denarua’s voice.

“Lin doesn’t remember any of you. So… he’s not angry. He doesn’t care.”

“What are you talking about…?”

“The only one who’s angry is me—his only surviving kin.”

Dragging her twin blades, Denarua merrily continued.

“Lin, my beloved, told me to forget all of you. He said the father of my child must not let the past ruin his future happiness.”

“What are you saying?!”

“It wasn’t hard to figure out. My brother is dead. You were thrown into hell and left to claw at each other. And your descendants? I made sure every last one was exterminated. That was the revenge. Do you understand what that means?”

Denarua’s eyes began to glow with an ominous orange hue—the color of burning possibility.

“The only reason I was able to stay alive this long was because of my hatred. But now, it’s over. Your filthy bloodline is extinct. I’m too busy caring for my child. So I’ve decided to bury you all in time. Your sins will remain etched in history forever, but your atonement will never be acknowledged. I won’t allow it. There was never anyone left to beg forgiveness from. He’s dead! You killed him!”

“Then what the hell was all this talk about parole?!”

“Oh, that?”

Denarua unsheathed her blade and placed it at Araksil’s throat.

“Just thought I’d try a bit of hope torture before the end.”

“You said I was paroled—!”

“Exactly.”

Slice.

Araksil’s head was severed.

A breeze of orange light began shredding him into fragments.

“Earthly revenge is done.”

He screamed silently as his body turned to dust.

“And I too am free from my ancient grudge.”

No trace of a soul remained in the crumbling husk.

“You, too, are paroled—from this eternity. This cycle of meaningless penance ends here. This is your end.”

“End? But you said parole!”

“I told you, I just gave you a taste of hope.”

Denarua exhaled softly, weariness creeping into her tone.

Yet she clearly relished this dance of false hope and despair.

“Wasn’t it the same with my brother? You promised that if he admitted his guilt, he’d just be exiled, and then everything would be okay.”

“W-what…?”

“Did you think I wouldn’t know?”

Denarua looked down at the pale, trembling Ricof, her vertical vampire pupils sharp and cold.

“When I asked you to confess, you only listed things that suited you. While my brother fabricated lies to protect you, you hid the truth to protect yourselves.”

“No more mercy. No more sympathy. I never had any to begin with. This is the end. This is the verdict—the release of ancient grudges and the unredeemed end of eternity!”

“I was wrong! I was wrong!”

“No, you were evil from the start!”

“You were born that way!”

“Listen well. This so-called ‘parole’ is simply to return your existence to nothingness in a world without Guerrero, without Lin.”

“N-nothingness?”

“Yes. No past, no present, no future. The annihilation of your existence.”

“You—You’re joking! You said I could beg Guerrero for forgiveness! Please! Just once, let me see him, just once! I won’t ask for more, please—!”

Denarua’s smile deepened.

Ricof understood then. 

She clawed at her newly grown hair, sobbing at Denarua’s feet.

“I’m a sinner! I must atone! I’m a sinner!”

“The goddess once said: only if Guerrero forgives you, can you start anew. Which means—if he forgets you, then you may be redeemed.”

“Use me! I’ll kill Tigria, that bitch, the warrior, the saint, I’ll torture them all, worse than death!”

“It was a contradiction. Guerrero was gone, and the goddess had trapped you in an eternal prison of pain.”

“Give me a chance to repent—!”

Denarua tapped Ricof’s cheek with the flat of her blade.

“Life adapts, even to hell. I decided, in honor of the day he died, to grant you and all your kind the greatest despair.”

From the spot where her blade touched, Ricof’s skin began to crack and flake like parched earth.

“I’m a sinner. I’m a sinner. I’m a sinner…”

The chant mirrored a desperate plea for mercy.

Denarua’s smile vanished.

“If only you’d said that at my brother’s trial.”

“Aaaaaaaahhhhh—!”

As Ricof’s body crumbled into powder, her final scream was no different from the many who came before.

“I shouldn’t have done it…”

Crackle.

A mound of dust, like whitewashed sawdust, piled on the ground.

Frowning, Denarua swept the remains aside with her blades.

“Tigria, bring in the next parole candidate.”

The events that followed were never recorded in history.

Tigria, overwhelmed with emotion for the first time in ages, had scratched her pen so hard against the page that it was torn beyond recognition.

Only one legible sentence remained:

“Tigria Original only wept upon seeing Denarua, but when she saw me…”

From this blank space, countless theories and speculative tales emerged over generations.

One thing was certain: Tigria Original, the Second Grand Mage, pleaded with Denarua over and over—far more than she ever had with Guerrero—until she disappeared in despair, degraded and pathetic.

***


“Where were you, Denarua? Bios was crying and calling for you the whole time.”

Taking her daughter from Lin’s arms, Denarua looked down at her lovingly, the image of a serene mother.

“I was preparing for our future. A future only for you, our daughter, and our sisters.”

There was no longer any resentment in Denarua’s eyes.





 
  
    Side Story: Naidrian


The words were familiar.

Who said them first?

Tigria?

Lucy?

Ravin?

No… it was Arsil.

She was the former saint who had once burned through not only her holy power but her very life force. 

She was the sister who had shared the same man—and she had spoken those words on the brink of death.

Of course, her life was shorter than anyone’s.

Her vitality had waned slowly, and just around the time Gyana had undergone her coming-of-age ceremony, Arsil collapsed as if crumbling, unable to ever again rise from her bed on her own.

“Lin… Lin…”

“I’m here, Arsil.”

Clutching her husband’s hand tightly, Arsil shed tears.

“I’m sorry…”

“For what?”

“I’m sorry for hurting you…”

Faced with death, she offered apologies for old regrets.

Was it a life flashing before her eyes, or long-suppressed remorse finally surfacing?

“Arsil, ever since we married, every day was full of joy and excitement.”

In response to Lin’s confession, Arsil used her last strength to smile.

“It was… a happy life.”

From her still-young hands, strength slipped away.

“Arsil!”

Ravin cried out, but no reply came from the soul already gone.

Lin covered his face, while Lucy and Tigria stood solemnly, staring at the floor.

“Mother Arsil!”

She never bore children of her own, but those who had grown up in her embrace mourned deeply at her funeral.

Naidrian felt sorrow, but tears didn’t come.

She sat in stunned silence, a hollow feeling gnawing at one corner of his heart.

***

Time passed.

New life gradually eased the pain of loss.

Gyana married. 

Louis married and had children.

The cries of newborns filled the home once again, and apart from Arsil’s memorial day, laughter returned.

Then—

Cough!

“Mother!”

Ravin collapsed.

In her youth, she had consumed forbidden elixirs and pushed her body to its limits. 

Even after becoming the village chief, she revitalized the town and passed her title to her eldest daughter. 

Not long after, her energy began to fail, with coughing fits tearing through her fragile frame.

“Haha… the truth is, I always wanted to keep you all to myself… I wanted you to be mine alone… I’m a thief, after all. I’ve always been greedy…”

“Ravin, don’t talk. Your coughing will get worse.”

Despite Lin’s protest, Ravin continued, her lips trembling.

“But still, having sisters was the best. The things I couldn’t have done alone, the memories I never would have made…”

“Ravin, please…!”

“I was happy, Lin…”

“Ravin!”

“I loved you from the moment we met… Only you.”

“Ravin!!”

Among the sisters, she alone had committed no true wrong.

She may have made mistakes, but she had always stood tall again—a moral pillar for her sisters. 

And now, she was gone.

Lin wept with deep sorrow, enough to worry Lucy, who stayed by his side.

Once again, a hole opened in Naidrian’s heart—larger than before.

After Ravin’s death, Lin aged rapidly.

Every day, he placed a chair before the graves of Arsil and Ravin and sat there in silent reflection.

Lucy, Tigria, and Naidrian eventually joined him, making it part of their daily routine.

The village—now a city called New Waltercrua—was run by Gyana and the others.

They were no longer children.

They had grown into respectable adults and started families of their own—

Everyone except one.

Nayandrayen, Naidrian’s son, had come of age and left to find his roots in the newly blossoming Elven forest.

The rest of the children carried out their duties splendidly.

Arsil would’ve been proud.

Whenever Naidrian said so, Lin would quietly smile.

Even in his old age, Naidrian still loved him.

Though Lin no longer had the strength to hold her at night, even just falling asleep in a warm embrace was enough.

One day, in the early morning, Lin passed away in his sleep—leaving behind his wives.

Having endured much hardship in youth, perhaps his peaceful end was a blessing… or perhaps it was another sorrow.

For Lucy, it was undoubtedly the latter.

“Liiiiiiin—!!!”

The warrior who had chased him with more regret than anyone else could not accept his death.

Even when Louis brought the grandchildren to comfort her, Lucy lost all reason and cried endlessly for Lin.

Maybe it had always been destined.

For seven days and nights, Lucy wept before his grave—until she finally collapsed from exhaustion and died, blood staining her lips.

She died hugging his tombstone, screaming his name.

A faint smile lingered on her bloodied lips—that was the only solace.

The hole in Naidrian’s heart widened further—so vast it was beyond repair.

No, it only continued to grow.

Tigria, being a doll, and Naidrian, an elf, both lived long lives.

Their bodies aged little, and time passed even faster for them.

The eldest daughter died.

Then the eldest son.

Then the second daughter.

Countless descendants honored and respected them, but as generations passed, that respect turned to an awkward reverence—as though they were powerful figures, not family.

“Come with me to the Elven forest, Mother.”

Her son returned.

He had found a partner there, he said.

Still, Tigria and Naidrian hesitated to leave New Waltercrua.

It held more than half their lifetimes—laughter, tears, precious memories.

Their sisters were buried there.

Their one true love was buried there.

But the world no longer welcomed them.

Even after making the decision, their feet dragged.

In the end, urged on by their son, they gathered the letters from their old sponsor, Mr. Lee, and headed for the Elven forest.

That day, both Tigria and Naidrian wept like the day Lin died—tears falling like rain.

***

“Do you remember? Everyone’s eyes were huge when I came back.”

“That’s because we thought for sure you were dead.”

The two remaining ones would sometimes share a drink.

Alcohol dredged up every memory, good and bad.

‘Those were the days.’

The stories never changed—they were always the same, always predictable.

But Naidrian liked that predictability.

It reminded her of the happiest, most joyful times.

She believed Tigria felt the same.

After all, Tigria never once told her to stop repeating those stories.


Eventually, they had spent more time together than with their husbands, sisters, or children.

***

How many centuries had passed?

One day, news reached them: Lowellina had invaded New Waltercrua.

They hardly cared about the city-state anymore.

If not for the graves of their family, they wouldn’t have even flinched.

But Tigria had a surprising reaction.

“We have to go help.”

“Why?”

“The Three Sisters of Fate appeared in my dreams. They told me—it’s time to stop Dekarlune, to end the cycle of revenge.”

Knowing that Lin was the reincarnation of Guerrero, Naidrian immediately grabbed her bow and headed to the battlefield with Tigria.

Their long years had honed their skills— and the invasion was repelled more easily than expected.

Mostly because Tigria quickly seized command and laid out a masterful strategy.

The current lord of New Waltercrua, a descendant of Gyana, asked them to stay—

But knowing it was just a polite gesture, they declined.

***

After paying her respects at the family graves, she returned home.

Tigria and Naiderian were both weary from the rare physical exertion.

Despite being a mage, Tigria’s memory had been slipping more and more.

“Naiderian, where’s Lin?”

“Huh…?”

It wasn’t just forgetfulness—she was beginning to lose parts of her memory.

The doll began to creak.

Naiderian was scared.

The end of her last remaining sister was drawing near.

“Please… don’t leave me behind, Tigria.”

“Why are you being so gloomy? We’re all going on a picnic tomorrow, remember? Louis is really looking forward to it.”

The elf held the doll and cried, begging her not to go.

The doll comforted the elf, not understanding a thing—and that made it all the more heartbreaking.

One day, with her rusting memories, Tigria called Naiderian.

“Naiderian.”

“Yes?”

“There’s something I’ve always wondered about.”

“What is it?”

“That day… that very day.”

“The day?”

“The final battle. The day we were pulled into Lin’s heart. You had the most dangerous skill scroll with you then, didn’t you?”

Naiderian gasped.

None of the sisters had ever spoken aloud about those times—about the mistakes they made toward Lin.

It was too painful, too shameful.

But Tigria, after centuries, had brought it back up.

“They say a doll in love is bound to make an irreversible mistake. Back then, blinded by jealousy, I failed to stop you.”

Her tone was calm, her gaze clear.

“That was my biggest, irreversible mistake. But since then, I’ve always wondered— maybe someone helped me stop before it went too far.”

For the first time in a long while, the mage was fully herself. 

She looked into the archer’s eyes.

“You said you saw the only possible way forward that day. Did that mean… you saw the future?”

It was a memory long buried, yet still vivid.

Naiderian nodded.

“Yes. I glimpsed several futures through the Transcendent.”

“In those futures… what mistake did I make?”

Naiderian swallowed hard. 

After a brief hesitation, she confessed:

“Blinded by jealousy, you tore the scroll yourself and pushed Lin into a berserk state. You took my place and tried to stop him… and died. Perfectly. Completely. But that only pushed Lin further into madness. We lost.”

“Reinhold wins?”

“No. He dies in every future. But the Demon God rampages, chaos breaks free,
and the Goddess gives up—self-destructs, taking the world with her.”

Tigria closed her eyes.
“You saved me, didn’t you?”

“It was only one of many possibilities. It never happened—it wasn’t real.”

“But you saw it.”

The doll’s eyes remained shut.

“Thank you.”

Her tone was peaceful.

“Because of you, I was saved… and lived a happy life.”

“…Tigria?”

Tigria opened her eyes.

Her pupils widened, as if she had just seen something.

“Of… Lin…!”

“Tigria!”

And with that, the doll ceased to function.

Her last remaining sister had left her behind.

After the funeral, Naiderian personally carried the casket to Waltercrua.

“Mother, I will come with you.”

Her son, silent and solemn, accompanied her to the city-state.

A state funeral was held.

And Naiderian realized something as she tried to walk again—even that was too exhausting now.

“Madam Queen, we will prepare any residence you wish.”

The distant descendant of Lin—now king—held no hostility or suspicion toward her.

Instead, he was preparing a peaceful resting place for the last consort of the founding hero.

“I’d like to rest… in the house where my husband and our family once lived.”

Fortunately, Waltercrua had preserved Gyana’s childhood home.

After a quick cleaning, Naiderian entered the house with her cane, and for the first time in ages, lay on her own bed.

Once she lay down, her strength began to fade.

Even breathing felt like a struggle.

“Mother.”

Her son came to her side and gently stroked her cheek.

There were wrinkles by his eyes.

“When did you grow up so much… my son…”

Her tongue felt like lead, her eyelids heavier than stone.

She had never felt so weak.

Naiderian lay still, lost in thought.

She remembered the elders who had forced her, a timid botanist, into the world.

Her time in the hero’s party—emotionally drained, battered, and cruel toward Lin.

The forgiveness she earned only after her own foolish sacrifice.

And how she took that forgiveness as hope and spent her days serving under the Transcendent.

And when that long hardship ended…

“…It was a happy life.”

The phrase was familiar.

Who had said it first?

Tigria?

[Come on, time to get up.]

Lucy?

[How long are you going to make us wait?]

Ravin?

[If you’re late, you’ll have to face Lin alone.]

No… it was Arsil.

[Maybe a good punch will knock some sense into you?]

Ah… my beloved family.

My sisters.

“Mother!”

Her lips quietly murmured their names.

Naiderian smiled faintly and closed her eyes.

And at the same time— opened them.

[Wake up, Mother!]

“…Where am I…?”

A pure white space. 

There, a girl stood, her body wrapped in radiant light.

[Pleased to meet you, Mother Naiderian.]

The girl greeted her politely and introduced herself:

[I am Bios, daughter of your husband Lin and mother Denarua. I am the goddess who governs beginnings and journeys.]

“Lin… and Denarua’s…?!”

[Yes. After saving the world, Father and all his earthly wives were brought to the heavens to rest. Now, it is your turn, Mother Naiderian.]

“He married Denarua…?”

Bios smiled sweetly.

[To be precise, he married my mother, Salame, and Lady Adora as well. I have many siblings, and I’m very happy about that.]

“What in the world…?”

Bios gently took Naiderian’s hand.

[I am the goddess of beginnings and journeys. And now, as I told you—]

[It’s time for your new beginning.]

“I should’ve been the one to welcome you.”

“A welcome?”

“Come now! Father and the mothers are all waiting!”

I cannot describe how moved I was by those words.

I could see my sisters again.

And I could see Lin.

It wasn’t a dream.

Look—death itself couldn’t tear our love apart.

We had a brief separation, yes, but even during that time, Naidrian never once strayed. 

She longed only for him.

“They’re all waiting beyond this door.”

“Thank you… thank you so much!”

“I’ll be visiting often from now on. I’m still just an apprentice goddess of creation, so things are hectic, but I’ll make time to come greet you whenever I can!”

“Truly, thank you!”

“Let’s go. They’re all growing tired from waiting.”

Overcome with joy, Naidrian stepped through the door Biós had conjured.

A radiant light passed over her, and her body reverted to her beautiful youth.

Even before she could marvel at her smooth skin, familiar voices called out to her.

“Arsil, look! Naidrian is here!”

“She’s finally arrived! I almost died waiting again! Ravin, shouldn’t we punish people who arrive late?”

“Aha~ And I’ve got just the right punishment. Don’t you agree, Lucy? Lucy…? Oh, right. It’s her day with Lin, isn’t it…”

But something felt strange.

And oddly… familiar.

“It’s been a while~ Never thought we’d all end up as one happy family under one roof like this~”

An arm casually draped over her shoulder.

She turned to see the face she resented yet missed—the spear-wielder, Salome.

Now the goddess of the present.

“Yes, truly. I never thought I’d find myself yearning to see you like this,” said another voice, from her other side.

It was Adora, the illusionist of the past, also looping her arm around her.

“We don’t have time! While Lucy’s holding him off, we have to get her inside!”

Suddenly, Denarua appeared, giving Naidrian a push from behind.

“Wait, wait—hold on! This all feels way too familiar!”

Déjà vu?

She tried to resist, but her sisters swarmed her, shoving her forward.

“Sorry, Naidrian! While you were the last to arrive—just like on Earth—the others have already gone for a six-rounder, no, ten rounds with Lin—”

“WHAT?”

“Ravin?!”

Now that she looked more closely, everyone was suspiciously wobbly on their feet.

“What kind of reunion is this?!”

“I don’t know! Ravin and I died earlier than Lin, so before Lucy got here, we were weeping with the Fates themselves!”

“Please, Naidrian… save us…”

“Tigria, you too?!”

She tried to resist, but they kept dragging her along, until finally she arrived at—

“Lin! Please! Stop! Please! I’m going to lose my mind!!!”

Even Lucy was begging inside the bedroom.

“Wait! Just one moment—!”

“No chance!” 

Denarua barked as she shoved Naidrian through the door.

A rich scent hung in the air, tinged with something primal.

Naidrian swallowed hard and looked up.

And there it was—a bronze back, glistening with sweat.

As if in a dream, the urgency melted into longing and swept over her heart.

“…Ah.”

Her sigh reached him.

He paused. 

Then slowly turned around.

“…Naidrian?”

“Ahh…!”

Tears, don’t fall.

If you cloud my eyes, I won’t be able to see him—my love.

“Lin…!”

“Naidrian!”

She finally shed a single tear only when he ran to her and wrapped her in his strong arms.

“I missed you, Lin!”


It was a happy life.

A phrase she had heard before.

But this time, she believed it—

Because this happiness would continue on.

Forged from forgiveness of ancient mistakes and deep regrets, this was their earned joy.

And so, they lived happily ever after.

Fin
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