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            Prologue: A Rival’s Last Words
 
A desperate struggle could only delay the inevitable end.
 
The world’s destiny was nothing but destruction.
 
No matter how many demons I killed, stronger ones returned, devouring my subordinates one by one like scavengers.
 
When no one remained by my side, I lost the will to fight.
 
As the enormous demon commander swung its axe toward me, I closed my eyes, thinking of the comrades who had gone before me.
 
“Snap out of it, Kayron!”
 
She threw herself in front of me, deflecting the demon’s axe.
 
Avelin.
 
The rival who fought me daily as if to kill me, the woman who cursed me to just go and die, was now standing in the way of my death.
 
It was so unbelievable that even in my astonishment, my body moved on its own.
 
In the brief opening Avelin created, I mustered all my strength to strike and sever the demon commander’s neck, ending the battle.
 
But—
 
“Cough, gah…”
 
The price of creating that opening was too high. Avelin suffered a grievous wound from the demon commander and collapsed.
 
“What were you thinking? I gave explicit orders to retreat! Why didn’t you leave? What are you doing here now?”
 
“I saved your sorry self from dying. Aren’t you even going to thank me?”
 
“That’s not what I’m asking! Why would you do that? You could’ve let me die and struck the demon’s neck yourself!”
 
“Well…”
 
Avelin looked up at me with blurry eyes and smiled faintly.
 
“Because the soldiers need you more than me, Kayron.”
 
Blood gushed from Avelin’s mouth.
 
“Stop talking. Hold on until I can bring a healer!”
 
“I know… this wound can’t be healed. So, deliver my final message for me.”
 
“…I’ll do it. I swear.”
 
Avelin’s trembling hand grasped my face and pulled me closer to her lips.
 



 

 
And then—
 
Smooch.
 
“…?”
 
“Hehe.”
 
Avelin, smearing blood on my cheek, smiled brightly as if it were the most amusing thing in the world.
 
“Avelin, what the…?”
 
“This is my final message, Kayron.”
 
It was a string of unbelievable events.
 
The woman who once cursed me to die had thrown herself to save me.
 
And now, her so-called last words were…
 
This made no sense.
 
No, she must’ve planned this to unsettle me even in the end, to get the last laugh.
 
“Maybe I misheard after that battle.”
 
“I’m sorry… for being such a pain all this time.”
 
My mind couldn’t keep up.
 
Had she always been this good at acting?
 
But her voice—so sincere, too sincere—
 
“No, just kidding.”
 
Her voice quivered with grief, her clear blue eyes glistening with tears.
 
Even so, I couldn’t dismiss her words as a joke anymore.
 
“Live a long life, okay? You’ve got a handsome face and a great body. Maybe it’s time you find yourself a girl.”
 
“What’s the point of saying that? Why now of all times…?”
 
“Because you need to be happy enough for the both of us. I’ll pray for you. Kayron… Kayron…”
 
Thud.
 
Just as I was about to ask her again in frustration, Avelin’s hand fell.
 
The eyes that had gazed up at me with such warmth lost their light.
 
“Hey, open your eyes.”
 
I never expected this.
 
We had focused solely on defeating the demons.
 
Our fighting styles, our leadership over subordinates—everything about us clashed.
 
So much so that we went beyond dislike to outright hatred.
 
“Open your eyes, Avelin!”
 
No matter how hard I shook her shoulders, Avelin didn’t respond.
 
Now, I was truly alone.
 



 

 
Avelin lay peacefully, her eyes closed.
 
Despite the harsh conditions of the battlefield, where we constantly rolled in dirt and dust, her bright brown hair retained its silky sheen.
 
Her eyes, which had always drawn admiration for their clear, blue brilliance, were now closed.
 
And her voice—if we hadn’t spent all our time arguing and fighting, it might have sounded genuinely beautiful.
 
Even setting aside the lingering sensation on my cheek that muddled my thoughts, Avelin was nothing short of extraordinary.
 
“Unbelievable. You just had to make my life difficult to the very end, didn’t you… huh?”
 
As I gazed down at her, something caught my attention.
 
From inside her chest plate, something was glowing brightly, piercing even the layers of metal.
 
I carefully reached in and pulled out a pendant hanging from Avelin’s neck—a mysterious blue gem.
 
The gem, as clear and brilliant as Avelin’s own eyes, emitted an intense light.
 
“What is this…?”
 
Just as I tried to examine the gem more closely—
 
“Well, well.”
 
A voice spoke behind me.
 
I hadn’t sensed anyone approaching.
 
“Defeating the Demon of Wrath… impressive, human.”
 
A man cloaked in an ominous robe grinned at me, his expression chilling.
 
There was no mistaking it—he reeked of the same blood-soaked aura as the demons.
 
Gripping my sword, I stood to face him.
 
“Who are you?”
 
“I am an Apostle. My role is to bring joy to Them. And congratulations—you’ve been chosen. Passing this trial means you now have the chance to become a servant of Them, just like me.”
 
“A chance to become a servant? I’m not sure that’s something worth celebrating.”
 
“Do not resist. From the beginning, They have desired you. You have no choice in the matter.”
 



 

 
“Don’t be ridiculous. Who are these ‘They’ you keep talking about—ugh!”
 
Before I could finish speaking, the Apostle was suddenly right in front of me.
 
He moved so quickly I couldn’t avoid it.
 
His hand pierced through my chest.
 
“Gah!”
 
“Accept it. This is both a curse and a blessing. You will come to praise Them and dance in joy. After all, this world will soon fall to even more powerful demons. Join us, and serve Them.”
 
From the Apostle’s hand, a strange purple energy flowed into me, spreading through every corner of my body.
 
Emotions ran wild, memories and voices flashed past my mind, and I felt myself losing grip on reality.
 
But Avelin told me to live long and be happy.
 
I can’t let it end like this…!
 
“Get away from me!”
 
Summoning the last of my strength, I gripped my sword tightly and swung with all my might, severing the Apostle’s arm.
 
Thud.
 
“Meaningless resistance.”
 
The Apostle didn’t so much as flinch. Calmly, he stepped back and watched me.
 
The arm that had been lodged in my chest detached from his body. Instead of falling lifelessly, it began to merge into me, as though being absorbed into my very being.
 
“What… what is this?!”
 
“Embrace it. Become reborn as Their loyal warrior.”
 
I couldn’t hold on any longer.
 
Kneeling, I struggled against the horrifying energy consuming my body.
 
Before long, the energy engulfed me entirely, and my consciousness began to fade.
 
‘I’m sorry, Avelin.’
 
You told me to live long and be happy.
 
But it seems I can’t keep that promise.
 
“Congratulations, Kayron. You are now one of us. Hm?”
 
Just as my consciousness faded, the pendant in my hand began to glow.
 
“Huh? No! This can’t be—that’s…!”
 



 

 
The Apostle’s face turned pale as he lunged toward me.
 
In that moment, everything was consumed by light.
--- The End OF The Chapter --
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            Chapter 1: Do You Like Me? (1)
 
“Commander!”
 
“Commander!”
 
“Aaahhh!!!”
 
I shot up, finding myself on a hard bed.
 
But there was something strangely familiar about the discomfort.
 
I was sitting on the very bed I slept on every day.
 
“What, what’s going on? What happened? Am I alive?”
 
“Of course, Commander! You’re very much alive. Although, I’m curious how the great Commander Kayron ended up oversleeping.”
 
“That voice…?”
 
The voice belonged to the one subordinate who could enter my chambers without permission, shake me awake without hesitation, and somehow get away with it.
 
The most loyal and reliable officer I’d ever had—and the one I missed the most because he’d passed away long before me.
 
“Plymouth!”
 
“Yes, Commander Kayron! It’s me, Plymouth. Huh? Why are you making that face? Are you feeling unwell—ugh!”
 
The relief and joy I felt couldn’t be contained—I had to hug Plymouth right then and there.
 
“What are you doing?! This is awkward and inappropriate! Commander, let go of me immediately!”
 
“Just stay still for a moment! It’s been so long—I just need to hug you!”
 
“So long? We just saw each other a few hours ago!”
 
“A few hours ago…? Wait.”
 
I let go of the struggling Plymouth and asked seriously.
 
“What day is it right now, Plymouth?”
 
“What do you mean, Commander? I don’t understand.”
 
“The year, month, and day. Tell me.”
 
“It’s the 10th of July, in the 38th year of Aurelius.”
 
I froze.
 
The last thing I remembered was the day the Wrathful Archdemon appeared.
 
On that day, Emperor Aurelius died, and his daughter ascended the throne, marking the third year of the Charlotte calendar. That date had been the 10th of July, three years later.
 
It seemed impossible, but Plymouth’s firm and familiar muscles beneath my hands felt undeniably real.
 



 

 
As unbelievable as it was, I had returned to the past.
 
I became even more certain as I reveled in the texture of Plymouth’s strong yet soft muscles.
 
“I missed this so much… this firm yet supple muscle of yours…!”
 
“You’ve completely lost your mind, Commander. Did you drink alone last night? Anyway, get up quickly! You can’t be like this on such an important day.”
 
Plymouth set me upright, ignoring my antics, and began stripping my shirt to help me into my armor.
 
As expected of the most capable officer I’d ever known, his hands were skillful and efficient.
 
Still dazed, I allowed Plymouth to dress me while I tried to recall more information.
 
“Plymouth, why is today important?”
 
“How could you forget?! Today’s the day our Black Iron Brigade faces off against the Silver Guard in a mock battle!”
 
“Our brigade… against the Silver Guard? Wait, that means…”
 
As I was recalling who led the Silver Guard, heavy footsteps echoed outside my room. The deliberate yet angry pace could only belong to one person, if my memory served me right.
 
Bang!
 
“Kayron!”
 
The door was flung open with a loud crash, and the person stormed in.
 
My eyes widened at the sight.
 
“Kayron! What is the meaning of this? How long do you intend to keep me and my guard waiting?—Ah!”
 
The woman, her face filled with anger, froze mid-sentence. Her cheeks turned bright red.
 
“W-why aren’t you dressed?! This is indecent and utterly shameless!”
 
“This isn’t my fault. You’re the one who barged in and broke my door.”
 
“If you’d been ready earlier, I wouldn’t have had to barge in! Honestly, you’re always so…!”
 
Yes, this was how things should be.
 



 

 
On the day the Wrathful Archdemon appeared, we’d been leading our respective forces to battle. Even in those final moments, we’d bickered like mortal enemies.
 
Since the day we first met, that’s how it had always been between me and Avelin.
 
Yet, this infuriating woman had turned back alone to save me, sacrificing her life in the process.
 
‘Life is truly unpredictable,’ I thought.
 
Though I couldn’t understand why I had returned to the past, the sight of Avelin arguing with me felt oddly comforting.
 
But I couldn’t forget one thing—back then, this woman had left something on my cheek…
 
Slap!
 
“Ahhh?! What was that for?!”
 
Avelin flinched, her shoulders shaking as she stared at me in shock.
 
“There’s a reason for this. I needed to confirm whether this is a dream or not.”
 
The last thing I remembered from that day was the soft touch of Avelin’s lips brushing my cheek.
 
“If that was the goal, you could’ve just pinched yourself! Why hit yourself so hard that it makes such a horrifying sound…?”
 
“By the way.”
 
I cut her off, staring intently.
 
“W-why are you looking at me like that?!”
 
“Why are you still standing there?”
 
“What do you mean? I’m not—”
 
“You just called me indecent and shameless. So why are you still staring at my bare chest?”
 
“…!”
 
Avelin’s face, which had started to cool, turned crimson once again.
 
Avelin finally realized she had been staring at my bare chest all this time and sharply turned her head away.
 
“I wasn’t looking!”
 
“You were definitely looking.”
 
“I wasn’t!”
 
“Well, it’s not like staring will wear it out. If you want, feel free to look some more.”
 
“How can you say something so shameless with a straight face? You’re no better than a beast!”
 



 

 
She had already seen everything, so what was the point of denying it?
 
Avelin had stared at me long enough to thoroughly examine every muscle in detail.
 
And yet, even as she trembled with indignation, she didn’t leave the room.
 
“Hurry up and put on your armor. I need to be able to pummel you properly!”
 
I couldn’t help but wonder.
 
Avelin always claimed to hate me more than anything in the world. But… could that really be true?
 
If not, then when did her feelings start to change?
 
Could it be…? Maybe… just maybe…
 
“Hey, Avelin.”
 
“What now?”
 
I took a deep breath, steeling my nerves.
 
Then I boldly threw it out there.
 
“Do you… like me?”
 
“…….”
 
Avelin’s trembling shoulders suddenly stilled.
 
When she slowly turned to face me, her gaze was the most chilling I’d ever seen.
 
I immediately knew I’d made a grave mistake.
 
Even Plymouth, who had been helping me into my armor, froze mid-motion and stared at me in horror.
 
I had to apologize before things escalated any further.
 
“I’m sorry! That was out of line. I take it back.”
 
“I’ll never forgive you.”
 
“…Ah.”
 
It was already too late.
 
Avelin bit her lip, then, without hesitation, drew her sword.
 
“You’ve not only insulted my eyes but also my pride. Pay with your life!”
 
The fury in her charge was far sharper and more menacing than when she’d risked her life to save me in the past.
 
“Whoa!”
 
I dove backward to dodge, but my bed wasn’t so lucky—it was sliced clean in half.
 
“My bed!”
 
“Where do you think you’re going? Come here, Kayron! I’ll cut you down just like this bed!”
 



 

 
This chaotic, unreasonable side of Avelin was oddly reassuring, but the situation was genuinely dangerous.
 
The room was already sparsely furnished due to my simple lifestyle, and at this rate, Avelin might chop everything in two.
 
I had no choice but to…
 
Crash!
 
I grabbed the nearest coat to cover myself, threw it on hastily, and leapt out the window without hesitation.
 
“You’re jumping out the window?! Aren’t you ashamed to call yourself a knight?”
 
“I’m not a knight; I’m a warrior! I’ll run, and you can honorably use the stairs—”
 
I stopped mid-sentence, sensing a strange chill in the air.
 
Though I’d jumped outside in a hurry, all I could see around me were silver-armored figures.
 
“What are you doing, Commander?”
 
Plymouth leaned out the window, shouting.
 
“Our Black Iron Brigade is over there! This isn’t the right direction!”
 
Which meant…
 
“It’s Kayron! The man Avelin-nim hates more than anyone in the world!”
 
“Perfect! Let’s capture him and present him to Avelin-nim!”
 
I had landed smack in the middle of Avelin’s devoted Silver Guard.
 
They surrounded me instantly, making it impossible to escape even for someone like me.
 
Just when I thought it was all over…
 
“Out of the way, you fools!”
 
“We’re taking back our commander!”
 
Cheers erupted as the Black Iron Brigade stormed in to rescue me.
 
The distant Black Iron Brigade surged toward us with fierce determination.
 
“Defeat those pale weaklings and rescue the commander! Charge!!”
 
“The dark ones are coming! Silver Guard, prepare for battle!!”
 
And so, the mock battle between my loyal Black Iron Brigade and Avelin’s Silver Guard began.
 
Both my subordinates and Avelin’s soldiers latched onto my arms, pulling with all their might to claim me as their own.
 



 

 
“Give us the commander! Even though he’s embarrassingly shirtless, he’s still our proud commander!”
 
“No way! We’ll deliver him to Avelin-nim and earn her favor!”
 
Amid the chaos of their tug-of-war over me, a loud thud shook the ground.
 
Everyone froze.
 
“…Kayron.”
 
Avelin’s voice, quiet but piercing, called my name.
 
The chill that ran down my spine at that moment was no small thing.
 
That was definitely not the voice of someone who liked me.
 
Her eyes, sharper than any demon’s, glared at me with a terrifying intensity as she spoke.
 
“Are you ready?”
 
“R-ready for what?”
 
“Don’t play dumb.”
 
Avelin let out a humorless laugh, shaking her head in disbelief as she muttered to herself.
 
“Do I like you? Me? Liking you? Ha…”
 
Then, gripping her sword tightly, she declared with unwavering resolve.
 
“The mock battle is canceled. Today, I’m going to kill you once and for all!!”
--- The End OF The Chapter --
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            Chapter 2: Do You Like Me? (2)
 
Avelin’s eyes blazed with the determination of someone who had no intention of letting me go unscathed.
 
It seemed her threat to kill me wasn’t entirely an empty one.
 
Sure, I was the one who angered Avelin in the first place, but that didn’t mean I intended to go down without a fight.
 
After all, I’m the captain of the Black Iron Brigade. What would happen to my pride—and that of my subordinates—if I let Avelin take me down?
 
“Plymouth, bring me my sword!”
 
“Yes, Captain!”
 
Plymouth, who had been peering at me through the window, stepped inside and began rummaging around until he retrieved my sword.
 
Massive in size and unimaginably heavy, my sword was the kind of weapon most people would struggle to lift with both hands. I wield it with just one.
 
And then…
 
“Here it comes!”
 
With a grunt, Plymouth hurled the colossal sword straight at me.
 
“Yeah!”
 
“You’ll get crushed to death if that thing hits you!”
 
Everyone scrambled away from me in panic, but I calmly reached out and caught the sword’s hilt mid-air with precision.
 
In my previous life, I never stopped training—even for a moment—because I needed the strength to wield this weapon.
 
But…
 
‘Why does it feel lighter than before?’
 
Whatever the case, with everyone busy dodging the falling sword, Avelin and I were left to face each other without interference.
 
The chaotic brawl between my Black Iron Brigade and Avelin’s Silver Guard had already ended.
 
Compared to the mock battles with wooden weapons, this fight—between Avelin and me, the commanders—was the real deal.
 
“Well, well, Kayron. You’ve done well,” Avelin said with a sly smile.
 
“Are you planning to compliment me after threatening to kill me?”
 



 

 
“I’ve made up my mind,” she replied. “My resolve to kill you remains, but now I’ve decided you won’t die easily. Brace yourself!”
 
“Do I really need to prepare for that? Come on, go ahead and try with those dainty princess arms of yours. They’re not exactly intimidating.”
 
“Princess?! Again with the princess thing! Kayron...!”
 
In our previous life, Avelin had an inexplicable weakness for being called a “princess.”
 
Sure enough, the same tactic worked now. Trembling with fury, she failed to suppress her anger.
 
And the Silver Guard, her loyal subordinates, were watching her with bated breath.
 
“I’ve never seen Avelin-nim look like that before. She’s breathtakingly beautiful... but also terrifying.”
 
“How does Kayron manage to act so cocky in front of her? Even though she despises him more than anyone else, I must admit his guts are impressive.”
 
“He may be a rival, but he’s quite capable. It’s a shame to lose such a talented commander.”
 
The Silver Guard was already mourning me as though I were dead.
 
Though they begrudgingly acknowledged my strength, their loyalty to Avelin made them certain of her victory.
 
But just as Avelin has her Silver Guard, I’m not alone either.
 
“Black Iron Brigade!”
 
“Yes, Captain!”
 
My shout rallied my troops, who responded with a booming cheer.
 
“Watch closely! See who I am—the one you follow into battle!”
 
“Hurrah!!”
 
Their resounding cries drowned out the confidence of the Silver Guard, shaking the atmosphere entirely.
 
“What are you boasting about?!” Avelin yelled, infusing her voice with mana so it echoed thunderously. My soldiers, startled, instinctively flinched.
 
“And what exactly are you so proud of, Avelin?!” I shot back.
 
“I was justified! I only barged in because you didn’t show up on time!”
 
“Well, that’s true, but...”
 



 

 
It’s not like I slept in because I wanted to. I was thrown back into this strange past without warning!
 
Even so, she wouldn’t believe me if I explained. So I decided to focus on the matter at hand.
 
“Still, breaking down my door and threatening to slice me in half is going a bit far, don’t you think? Asking if you like me—that was really such a big deal?”
 
My words were followed by a heavy silence.
 
And then…
 
Clang—
 
“What the...?”
 
The sound of metal scraping filled the air as the Silver Guard discarded their wooden practice swords in favor of real weapons.
 
“How dare you utter such insolence to our noble and virtuous Avelin-nim!”
 
“Stand down, Avelin-nim! We’ll punish him on your behalf!”
 
My Black Iron Brigade followed suit, drawing their weapons, albeit hesitantly.
 
“Protect the captain! He may have been out of line, but he’s still our captain. If we don’t defend him, who will?!”
 
“Let’s just protect him anyway!”
 
Cut it out, guys. If you’re going to defend me half-heartedly, don’t bother!
 
I know. I shouldn’t have asked if she liked me. It was a reckless move.
 
But honestly…
 
“Avelin smashed through my door and stood there gawking at my naked body for ages before saying a word!”
 
Another stunned silence.
 
This time, the tide shifted within my Black Iron Brigade.
 
“She stared at our captain’s bare body...?”
 
“After breaking down his door and trespassing?!”
 
The Silver Guard faltered, their justification for drawing their weapons shaken.
 
“Uh, this... this might actually be Avelin-nim’s fault.”
 
“Well, Kayron shouldn’t have been late, but smashing down the door isn’t exactly dignified behavior...”
 
“Say it isn’t true, Avelin-nim! Please tell us it’s a lie!”
 



 

 
“Be quiet! Silence, all of you!”
 
Avelin’s voice, once again bolstered by mana, cut through the commotion like a blade.
 
Perhaps she intended to bury the matter, but…
 
“I’ll admit to that mistake. But this is a separate issue! What were you thinking when you asked me such a ridiculous question?”
 
“Uh...”
 
“Answer me! Surely you had some kind of reasoning behind such an absurd remark!”
 
Of course, I had a reason for what I said.
 
But I could never reveal the full truth behind it.
 
If this eccentric woman ever learned what she did to me before I died in my past life…
 
She would have erased all traces of my existence, not just tried to kill me.
 
“Enough with the pointless banter.”
 
Avelin shook her head, brushing off her distractions.
 
Then, she pointed her sharp sword directly at me.
 
“Let’s settle this with swords. I’ll find out exactly what kind of twisted reasoning you had for saying such things. Draw your sword, Kayron!”
 
“I already have it drawn.”
 
“What?”
 
“I said, I’m already holding it. Can’t you see?”
 
“Ugh, really...!”
 
Avelin’s face flushed with rage at my childish reply. Feeling that further conversation was futile, she charged at me with the terrifying speed her nickname, ‘Silver Flash,’ suggested.
 
But for some reason, this time felt different.
 
It felt similar to when I caught my sword earlier.
 
‘Was Avelin this slow?’
 
I didn’t even think I needed to block with my sword.
 
Whoosh—
 
“...!”
 
I smoothly sidestepped her attack, and Avelin’s eyes widened in shock.
 
“H-how did you do that, Kayron?”
 
“How? I just watched and dodged.”
 
“That’s impossible! The last time, I could understand, but this time, I was serious!”
 
“You’re the one who’s joking around. You’ve been pulling your punches, haven’t you?”
 



 

 
“No, I haven’t! I wasn’t!”
 
With that, Avelin shrieked and renewed her assault.
 
She jabbed rapidly, then used the recoil to slash faster…
 
With every swing and thrust of her sword, her movements seemed to catch fire, speeding up.
 
But ironically, with each attack, her eyes grew wider in disbelief as she realized I was dodging every move, anticipating her next step.
 
Finally, Avelin stopped, distancing herself for a moment.
 
“This is ridiculous. What in the world is happening? I’ve never seen you dodge an attack of mine before!”
 
“I’m just as surprised as you are. Hmm... even though I know you so well, I don’t understand how this is possible. Are you sure you’re going all out?”
 
“... Noise.”
 
“Huh? What?”
 
“Stop making that noise! It’s driving me crazy!!”
 
In that moment, Avelin gathered her mana in her legs and rushed toward me with lightning speed, thrusting her sword straight at me.
 
No matter how much my body and senses had changed, I knew I couldn’t dodge this attack.
 
However, where her previous attack had a trace of hesitation—indicating her internal conflict about whether to kill me—this one was full of pride, a strike of absolute intent.
 
I quickly pulled my body back, but just as Avelin’s blade came within inches of my face, I realized—this wasn’t something I could block.
 
There wasn’t enough time left.
 
With no way to dodge, the only option was to face her head-on.
 
So, instead of evading, I took the risk and braced for impact!
 
“Ahh...!”
 
Avelin’s short scream filled the air, followed by a cloud of dust.
 
And slowly, as the dust settled, I saw Avelin blinking in pain.
 



 

 
“Ugh, ow...”
 
Her eyes, which had been narrowed in fury, opened slowly.
 
And then…
 
“Eek, aaaahhh!”
 
Finding me on top of her, Avelin let out a piercing scream.
 
“What are you doing?! Get off me this instant!”
 
“If I get off, you’ll just attack again.”
 
“Well, that’s true, but... Just move already! What kind of behavior is this?!”
 
My battle-hardened instincts kicked in, processing the situation quickly.
 
This time, there was no way to dodge Avelin’s sword.
 
So instead of retreating, the best option was to close the distance and counterattack.
 
…Which is how I ended up tackling Avelin.
 
“Hurry up! Get off me! How long are you planning to stay like this?”
 
“Do you think I’d let go if I were you?”
 
“Ugh, you…!”
 
I had successfully pinned Avelin down, rendering her unable to move. In that sense, my judgment had been correct.
 
However, I hadn’t considered what might happen next.
 
Smack!
 
“Oof…”
 
A sharp slap sent me sprawling to the side.
 
Now free, Avelin stood up, glaring at me with her chest heaving in fury, pointing an accusing finger.
 
“You’re shameless. Absolutely shameless, Kayron!”
 
“What did I even do…?”
 
“The fact that you don’t understand is exactly why you’ve been alone since you came out of your mother’s womb!”
 
“Huh...”
 
It didn’t physically hurt, but for some reason, despite having won, I couldn’t shake the feeling that I’d lost.
--- The End OF The Chapter --
 
[TL: Join Patreon to support the translation and to read up to 3 chapters ahead of the release: https://www.patreon.com/taylor007  
 
Join Our Discord for regular updates and have fun with other community members: https://discord.com/invite/SqWtJpPtm9 ]




            ---The End Of The Chapter---

                            
                    
                        https://www.readingpia.me/covers/1736667545_cover_.png

                        
                            
                                Join Patreon to support the translation and to read up to 5 chapters ahead of the release.

                            

                            
                                    
                                    
                                 Join on Patreon
                        

                    

                
                                        
                

                    
                            
                

                    
                            
                

                    
                            
                

                    
            



        

                    
            

                
                    
            

                
                    
            

                
                    
            

                
        
                    
                
                
                    
                    Join Our Discord

                    Be part of our amazing community!

                    Join Now
                

            


        

        
            
            




        


                                    
                    Comments

                    
                    

                

                    

        
            
        

        
            
            




        


        
            
            




        


        
                    
            

                
                    
            

                
                    
            

                
                
            Chapter 3: Do You Like Me? (3)
 
“By the way, how did you do that, Kayron? Not only did you dodge all of my strikes, but you also managed to grab me right in front of my face!”
 
“Uh, well….”
 
What could I even say?
 
I just… saw it happen, and my body moved on its own.
 
“Just… like that?”
 
“...What does that even mean?”
 
At my vague response of “Just,” Avelin bit her lip hard, trembling with frustration.
 
“So you’re saying… I’m supposed to believe that your skills suddenly skyrocketed overnight, Kayron?”
 
“It’s the truth. Would you believe me if I said I don’t even know how I did it?”
 
The Black Iron Brigade, who had been watching us, began murmuring among themselves.
 
“As expected of our captain! Avelin doesn’t stand a chance against him!”
 
“Serves her right for charging in so boldly after disrespecting our captain. Look at her now!”
 
But the Silver Guard quickly jumped to her defense.
 
“This is just because Avelin-nim wasn’t feeling well today!”
 
“Exactly! She held back because she didn’t want to inflict any critical injuries on a comrade!”
 
While the subordinates argued based on their interpretations, Avelin and I knew the truth.
 
In the past, we were evenly matched, but now, I had clearly surpassed her.
 
Avelin stood there silently, glaring at me for a long time. Finally, she spoke slowly.
 
“I concede.”
 
“What? Hey, Avelin, you only got blocked once during a proper attack. How can you just….”
 
“Silver Guard”
 
Ignoring my protests, Avelin shouted firmly and turned around.
 
“Let’s head back. But remember this, all of you. This isn’t the defeat of the Silver Guar. It’s my loss alone.”
 
Though we came here for a sparring match, it hadn’t even turned into a proper fight. Even so, the Silver Guard followed her without question.
 



 

 
The Black Iron Brigade and I quietly watched them leave.
 
Then, one of my subordinates shouted.
 
“We won!”
 
“Yeah! Look at those pale-faced folks retreating! Since our captain defeated their commander, it’s as good as us winning overall… Ow!”
 
“Shut up, you idiots.”
 
Grabbing the heads of the two shouting subordinates, I knocked them lightly together.
 
“Why, why, Captain?! We won, didn’t we?”
 
“I saw it. You didn’t dominate the Silver Guard. You fought them evenly at best. So….”
 
As I trailed off, the Black Iron Brigade braced themselves, knowing what was coming next.
 
“Today’s an all-day special training session! Head to the training ground, now!”
 
“Yes, sir!”
 
Despite my abrupt order, the Black Iron Brigade responded loudly and immediately ran to the training ground in formation.
 
“…What’s going on with you, Captain?”
 
My trusted lieutenant, Plymouth, had clearly noticed my change.
 
“Your improvement is undeniable, Captain. But what just happened wasn’t something that could be chalked up to mere luck.”
 
“I don’t know. I really don’t know. But there’s one thing I’m certain of.”
 
I raised my hands and stared at them.
 
“I’ve gotten stronger.”
 
“Huh… To suddenly become this strong… could it be…?”
 
Plymouth’s expression grew serious.
 
He always had a sharp intuition. He could analyze demons’ weaknesses just by observing their appearance and movements, and he had contributed significantly to the unique combat strategies of the Black Iron Brigade.
 
If anyone could figure out the cause, it might be Plymouth.
 
“Do you have any idea, Plymouth?”
 
“Sleeping in.”
 
“…What?”
 
Plymouth nodded solemnly.
 
“The only change is that you overslept, Captain. Perhaps we need to reevaluate the sleep schedules of the entire unit.”
 
“That’s… really what you think?”
 



 

 
“As you know, Captain, my instincts are rarely wrong. I’ll revise everyone’s schedules starting tomorrow!”
 
“Somehow, this doesn’t feel right… but let’s head to the training ground for now. As their commander, I’ll sweat alongside them as usual.”
 
I hurried my steps.
 
Still, something lingered in my mind.
 
Avelin’s defeated expression. Her lips, bitten so hard they nearly bled.
 
***
 
“Here I come! Block this well!”
 
“Bring it on anytime!”
 
With a massive club in hand, I charged forward, and the Black Iron Brigade moved in perfect unison, shouting in unison.
 
“Black Iron Shield Wall!!”
 
“Raise it!!”
 
Bang!
 
The shield wall shook violently under the impact of my heavy attack. However, thanks to their coordinated effort to distribute the shock, the wall held its ground firmly.
 
What followed next was a seamless counterattack.
 
“We held it!”
 
“Then, strike!!”
 
A calculated gap appeared in the shield wall, and through that opening, countless spears thrust toward me.
 
Dodging the spears with ease, I shouted, “What’s wrong with you? The timing on your spear thrusts is too slow! If I weren’t your commander but a demon, you’d all have been torn to shreds by now!”
 
“Apologies, sir!”
 
“Let’s go again! This time, focus properly!”
 
The Black Iron Brigade’s combat strategy was simple.
 
Against demons, much larger and stronger than humans, they relied on teamwork. They blocked the demons’ attacks together and exploited the openings created during the defense to counter with precise spear thrusts.
 
This method, known as the Black Iron Shield Wall, was straightforward but effective.
 
However, if even one person failed to hold their position or maintain coordination, the entire formation could collapse, putting everyone in danger.
 
To prepare for this, we trained daily, pushing ourselves to the brink of exhaustion. We worked together to strengthen our bonds, ensuring we could trust one another implicitly.
 



 

 
Critics often dismissed it as crude and unrefined, but that didn’t matter.
 
Despite the casualties that came with every battle, the Black Iron Brigade consistently suffered the fewest losses.
 
As for those who dared to criticize us? The demons usually silenced them before we needed to bother.
 
“Alright, block this one too! Here I come again!”
 
“We’re ready, sir!”
 
The subordinates braced themselves and successfully held off my attack once more. But this time, I put more force behind the swing, far more than before.
 
Bang!
 
“Arghhh!”
 
The shield wall shattered completely under my club, and my subordinates were sent flying.
 
“Uh… uh…?”
 
To think the Black Iron Shield Wall could be destroyed so easily.
 
Sure, I put a bit more strength into it, but something like this had never happened before.
 
Instinctively, my gaze returned to my hands.
 
From catching Avelin’s sword with my palm to now breaking the famously resilient shield wall like it was nothing—something about my strength wasn’t normal.
 
Usually, even after being knocked down, my subordinates would spring back up and reform their positions. But this time, they were trembling, unable to get up.
 
“Ugh… ugh…”
 
“We apologize, Captain. We weren’t strong enough to block it.”
 
“No, you gave it your all. That’s enough for now. Take a break!”
 
As soon as I declared a rest period, the subordinates helped each other up, sharing food and drinks as they recovered together.
 
“Great work, Jeff. You held out better than before.”
 
“Same to you. Look at these arms! I’ve trained so hard, even the ladies would be impressed!”
 
“Ha! Don’t forget, I’ve got a wife and daughter at home!”
 
The camaraderie within the Black Iron Brigade was one of the key reasons for their resilience. Their bonds strengthened the shield wall, making it an unbreakable force when united.
 



 

 
“But seriously, Captain Kayron, you’re incredible,” one subordinate remarked, staring at my hands.
 
“You keep getting stronger, sir. We’ve trained with you so many times, but it’s the first time you completely obliterated us.”
 
“Thanks for the compliment, but I don’t know…”
 
I clenched and unclenched my fists, trying to sense if anything felt different. But apart from this surge of power, there was nothing unusual.
 
“I know something’s on your mind, but don’t let it show,” said Plymouth, patting my shoulder.
 
“If the captain looks troubled, it’ll lower the morale of the troops.”
 
“You’re right, Plymouth.”
 
“There’s nothing to worry about. If the captain gets stronger, it just means we’re safer.”
 
“How do you always know the right thing to say, Plymouth? Hm?”
 
Over Plymouth’s shoulder, I spotted someone approaching the training ground.
 
The subordinates noticed as well and immediately stood up, readying themselves.
 
“Isn’t that Avelin? What’s she doing here?”
 
“She doesn’t look happy… Could she be here for revenge?”
 
Avelin walked straight across the training ground with her head lowered.
 
When she reached me, her voice trembled slightly.
 
“Kayron, follow me. Now.”
 
“You can’t just order me to follow you out of nowhere. As you can see, I’m in the middle of training….”
 
“Then I’ll wait! Just make time for me!”
 
“I have plans after this. I’m eating with the subordinates who trained with me….”
 
“Say one more word, and I swear—just come with me!!”
 
Her voice, firm and burning with determination, left no room for argument.
 
There was something about Avelin that felt unshakable… almost fiery.
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            Chapter 4: Sometimes, a Demon is Better (1)
 
Avelin waited patiently in the corner of the training grounds until the troop’s session ended. She really sat there quietly, without causing a scene, waiting for me.
 
“Good work, everyone. You’re dismissed. I’ll join you after a quick talk with Avelin.”
 
“Yes, sir! If Avelin tries to harm you, just shout loudly. We’ll drop everything—even our meals—and rush to your aid!”
 
“Don’t worry. While Avelin dislikes me, she’s at least not cowardly. Now, go eat your fill.”
 
After sending my subordinates off for dinner, I finally approached Avelin, who had indeed waited, just as she said, until the training was over.
 
“Sorry for keeping you waiting so long.”
 
“No need to apologize. I waited on my own terms.”
 
“So, why did you want to see me?”
 
“…”
 
Avelin stared at me intently before answering.
 
Her gaze was so piercing that I reflexively avoided eye contact.
 
“Why are you avoiding my gaze, Kayron? I haven’t even said anything yet.”
 
“It’s just… my imagination.”
 
“There’s always a reason for everything. It can’t just be ‘imagination.’”
 
“Let’s leave it at that.”
 
Truthfully, facing Avelin wasn’t as easy as it used to be.
 
‘How could anyone remain unaffected after going through something like that…?’
 
Even now, the memories of what happened before rewinding time felt surreal. They were so unbelievable that the lingering sensation from that event still burned vividly on my cheek.
 
For reasons I couldn’t fully understand, it had become strangely difficult to maintain steady eye contact with Avelin.
 
“Be honest, Kayron. You did something, didn’t you?”
 
“I didn’t do anything.”
 
“Your voice is shaking for someone who ‘did nothing.’”
 
“Ugh… enough with the strange accusations. Just get to the point. Shouldn’t both of us be having dinner by now? Aren’t you hungry?”
 



 

 
“Fine. I’ll be direct.”
 
Avelin’s gaze grew sharper, cutting through the air like a blade.
 
“Kayron. Help me with my training.”
 
“You want me to help you train? You’re asking me?”
 
“Who else would I ask? There’s no one else here but you and me.”
 
“Hah…”
 
“I haven’t improved for a long time. I’ve plateaued, and it’s because I lack a proper sparring partner. And you’re the best match for me.”
 
“A sparring partner, huh? But you know, our fighting styles are completely different. Would I even be able to help you capitalize on your strengths?”
 
“Of course. Because…”
 
Avelin bit her lip hard, hesitating.
 
“...As much as I hate to admit it, I can tell. I don’t know how or why you’ve suddenly changed so drastically, but right now, you’re stronger than me. So please, help me.”
 
Avelin bowed deeply as she made her request.
 
A brutally honest self-assessment—this was one of Avelin’s greatest strengths.
 
Even before regression, Avelin had always analyzed the results of every battle, meticulously evaluating her shortcomings. She would then work on those weaknesses, returning stronger for the next fight.
 
Now, I may be stronger due to the countless battles I’d faced before my regression, but the future Avelin was by no means weak.
 
While well-trained subordinates could handle most common demons, there were those exceptionally powerful ones—too much for ordinary soldiers to confront. Only skilled commanders like Avelin and myself could take them on directly.
 
The problem was that the demons were growing stronger at an even faster rate than we were.
 
‘This is actually a good request. If Avelin can absorb the experience I’ve gained, she might grow even stronger than before.’
 



 

 
We needed to grow stronger—there was no other choice.
 
The Apostle’s warning echoed in my mind.
 
More powerful demons would emerge. The world would face its end.
 
If that was true, we had only one option: to grow stronger.
 
“Alright. I’ll be your sparring partner.”
 
“You… you mean it?”
 
“Yes. It wouldn’t feel right to reject you after you asked so earnestly.”
 
“As expected…”
 
Avelin’s eyes sparkled with delight as she nodded.
 
“But…”
 
“But?”
 
Her joy quickly turned to unease at my next words.
 
“You’re asking for this favor for free? This isn’t going to be a one-time thing, right? Hehe, so…”
 
Avelin flinched at my mischievous grin.
 
“W-What do you want?”
 
“For starters, buy me a nice dinner.”
 
“Dinner? Phew… I thought it’d be something worse.”
 
Relieved, Avelin let out a sigh she seemed to have been holding.
 
“That’s no problem. Shall we go now?”
 
“Sure. What are you buying me?”
 
“You know the options are limited here. Just pick whatever you want from what’s available.”
 
This place, the northernmost fortress city of the Crusader Corps, Cresnig, wasn’t exactly brimming with fancy or expensive restaurants. In fact, there were only a few proper eateries here to begin with.
 
“Well, in that case, how about something a little different from usual…”
 
I trailed off mid-sentence, pondering my options.
 
***
 
Avelin and I were leaving the training grounds when I suddenly stopped in my tracks.
 
“Why did you stop, Kayron?”
 
“That guy… isn’t that Razen?”
 
I pointed at someone in the distance.
 
“‘That guy’? Be respectful. That’s Sir Razen.”
 
Razen, one of the commanders of a small unit.
 
There was a reason I referred to him as “that guy” instead of “Sir.”
 
I didn’t know how he managed to join the Crusader Corps and become a commander, but he was the epitome of incompetence.
 



 

 
Being incompetent alone wouldn’t have been an issue, but the problem was that he constantly caused trouble for other units.
 
He failed nearly every mission he took on. Even when assigned to rear support, he couldn’t handle the task properly, resulting in severe damage to multiple units.
 
My Black Iron Troop had also suffered from Razen’s sluggish support.
 
And when the Wrathful Archdemon appeared, he was the first to run away.
 
But now…
 
“Avelin, don’t you see it?”
 
“See what?”
 
“His body… there’s a faint purple aura around it.”
 
“What? Kayron, I think you’ve overworked yourself. Seeing a purple aura around someone? Maybe you should visit a doctor instead of heading to dinner.”
 
“No, I’m perfectly fine.”
 
I didn’t know how it was possible, but an eerie, dark purple energy was subtly radiating from Razen’s body.
 
And I’d seen that energy before.
 
It was the same energy the Apostle had tried to inject into my body.
 
“Avelin, sorry, but I need to take a little detour.”
 
Before she could respond, I strode directly toward Razen.
 
“A detour? Kayron, where are you suddenly going?!”
 
Razen noticed me approaching and greeted me with a sly grin.
 
“Oh? Good evening, Sir Kayron. Finished with training alrea—woah!”
 
Before he could finish, I grabbed him by the collar and hoisted him off the ground.
 
I dragged him to a nearby empty barracks, away from prying eyes.
 
“W-What are you doing?! Let me go!”
 
“Who are you, really?”
 
“Who am I? I’m Razen! Commander of the 13th Unit! Now let me go and we can talk!”
 
“Yeah, you’re Razen. But what’s your real identity?”
 



 

 
I shook him violently by the collar as countless thoughts raced through my mind.
 
The Apostles, who served the beings intent on destroying our world.
 
The one who attacked me before had gleefully declared they were acting in service of those beings.
 
And this guy… He had the same energy as that Apostle.
 
Could Razen also be one of them?
 
It was reckless to accuse someone without evidence, but if he truly was an Apostle, everything made sense.
 
Failing missions, providing weak support…
 
What if all of it had been deliberate?
 
“Lady Avelin, help me! Sir Kayron has gone mad!”
 
“Kayron, what are you doing?! Let go of Sir Razen immediately!”
 
Avelin’s voice snapped me out of my thoughts as she caught up to us.
 
“Why are you suddenly assaulting an innocent man?”
 
“Innocent? You really think he’s innocent, Avelin?”
 
“...Yes. Though he’s lacking in skill, incompetence isn’t a crime!”
 
“Gah…”
 
Razen, who had also been scolded by Avelin, gave me a desperate, pitiful look.
 
“Why are you doing this to me? I’ll improve—I promise I’ll do better!”
 
Though I said those words, being face-to-face with him made it undeniable.
 
The faint purple aura surrounding Razen was weaker than what I had felt from the Apostle, but it was unmistakably the same kind of energy.
 
I let go of him, almost tossing him aside.
 
“Gah… kuh…!”
 
“Are you alright, Sir Razen?”
 
Avelin crouched down, checking on the gasping Razen.
 
Judging by her calm demeanor, it seemed the purple aura was visible only to me.
 
If it weren’t, I’d have some proof to show her.
 
But I didn’t need proof.
 
I was certain.
 
“Kayron? K-Kayron!”
 
Ignoring Avelin’s voice, I picked up a sword resting in the corner of the barracks.
 



 

 
And without hesitation, I slashed through Razen’s arm.
 
“AAAAAH! GAAAHHH!”
 
Razen screamed, clutching the stump where his arm had been severed.
 
“Kayron, what the hell are you doing?!”
 
Avelin yelled sharply, drawing her own sword.
 
“You understand what happens when you attack an ally, don’t you? No matter the reason—”
 
“Look at him,” I interrupted calmly.
 
Avelin froze at my unshaken demeanor, then turned her gaze toward Razen.
 
“Heh… heh… kuhuhu…”
 
Razen was laughing.
 
His entire body was now engulfed in purple flames.
 
“I was planning to toy with you slowly, but you’ve chosen death yourself!”
 
His human skin began to peel away, melting as if burned by the flames.
 
“Aaaaah!”
 
What emerged was no longer a man but a purple demon with a long, thin tongue flickering out like a serpent.
 
“Well, of course. I thought dealing with a demon might be better, but…”
 
I didn’t know.
 
I hadn’t realized he was literally a demon.
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            Chapter 5: Sometimes, a Demon is Better (2)
 
“R-Razen? What in the world is going on here…?”
 
No one seemed more shocked than Avelin.
 
I had suspected from the start that something about Razen wasn’t right, but Avelin clearly hadn’t.
 
“Kyaaaah! Burn in the flames of his glory!”
 
Razen, now revealing his true demonic form, spewed violet flames from his mouth.
 
Avelin and I quickly dodged, but the fire spread to the barracks.
 
“Damn it… Get outside, now!”
 
Before the fire consumed more, we scrambled outside.
 
The cloth barracks burned down in an instant, and Razen—shedding the last vestiges of his human appearance—stood on the ashes in his fully grotesque demonic form, flicking his tongue.
 
Avelin clutched her throbbing forehead.
 
“This is giving me a headache. We’ve worked with Razen for so long. Are you saying he was a demon all along? Or… did a demon possess him? What is even happening here…?”
 
“Don’t think about it too much. The Razen you knew is gone.”
 
I gripped the sword that had slashed through Razen’s arm.
 
“All that’s left is a demon standing in our way. That’s all you need to know.”
 
“…Right.”
 
Nodding, Avelin shifted the tip of her sword from me to Razen.
 
“And it’s our Order’s duty to eliminate demons.”
 
“Exactly.”
 
As Avelin and I steeled ourselves, the commotion quickly spread.
 
After all, it wasn’t every day that a demon appeared—not from a rift between realms, but right in the middle of our camp.
 
“A demon has appeared!”
 
“Where… where did something like that come from!?”
 
Of course, only Avelin and I knew the truth—that the demon had once been Razen.
 
“Pitiful creatures. Burn to ashes!”
 
Razen unleashed violet flames in every direction.
 
Yet, we hesitated to charge in.
 
The Order’s cardinal rule dictated never to judge a demon’s abilities by appearances alone.
 



 

 
Demons from other worlds often had unpredictable powers—ordinary-looking ones could explode upon death, or their blood might be acidic.
 
While Razen had only spewed flames thus far, who could say what other powers he might have?
 
But if we left him any longer, the flames would engulf the entire camp.
 
“We can’t wait any longer. Let’s go, Avelin!”
 
“Wait! We should observe him a bit more—”
 
“There’s no time for that! The fastest way to find out a demon’s powers is to face it head-on!”
 
Leaving the hesitant Avelin behind, I charged at Razen. He immediately unleashed a torrent of violet flames in my direction.
 
I dodged to the side, but Razen merely turned his head and sent another blast of flames my way.
 
“Damn it…”
 
The constant flames made it impossible to get close.
 
“I’ll help, Kayron!”
 
At that moment, Avelin sprang into action.
 
True to her nickname, The Silver Flash, she moved swiftly to the opposite side.
 
Realizing he was surrounded, Razen glanced back and forth between us.
 
“Good. No matter how quick he is, he won’t handle attacks from both sides.”
 
“Keeheehee…”
 
Razen let out a grotesque laugh and strained his face.
 
Then—
 
Schlurrrp.
 
As if to prove his demonic nature, eyes and a mouth sprouted on the back of his head.
 
Now, Razen was spewing flames at both me and Avelin simultaneously.
 
“Hey, come on! Eyes and a mouth on the back of your head? That’s cheating!”
 
“That’s… disgusting!”
 
While Avelin and I kept Razen occupied, reinforcements arrived, aiming their bows at the demon.
 
“Fire! Fire! Turn him into a pincushion!”
 
Arrows flew through the air in unison, slicing the wind.
 
But Razen easily spewed flames, melting all the arrows before they could reach him.
 



 

 
“Damn it. If only the Brigade were here…”
 
Their impenetrable black-iron shield wall might have withstood the flames, allowing us to advance.
 
Still, finding a solution in any situation was the commander’s duty.
 
I tightened my grip on my sword.
 
“His flames are hot enough to melt arrows, huh? In that case… let’s see if you can melt this, you bastard!”
 
With that, I hurled my sword at Razen with all my might.
 
Razen confidently unleashed his flames once again.
 
Though the ordinary sword began to melt under the heat, it didn’t disintegrate completely.
 
Thunk!
 
“Graaah…!”
 
Despite being partially melted, the sword managed to pierce Razen’s body, creating a fleeting opening.
 
“Avelin!”
 
“Yes!”
 
Seizing the moment, Avelin and I charged at Razen simultaneously.
 
It was a small window of opportunity, but we couldn’t let it slip.
 
Razen quickly regained his stance and opened his mouth to spew flames once more, but—
 
“Shut that mouth of yours, Razen!”
 
Using her trademark speed, Avelin reached him before I did and drove her sword into the mouth on the back of his head.
 
Her long, slender blade pierced through Razen’s head and emerged from the front.
 
“Guh-hahk… urgh…”
 
With the blade lodged firmly, I made my move to finish him off.
 
Thud!
 
Crunch…
 
I kicked Razen’s head, twisting it violently. The motion drove Avelin’s blade through his neck, severing his head completely.
 
Razen’s headless body collapsed, his form disintegrating into violet flames until nothing remained.
 
However, his detached head rolled on the ground, groaning weakly.
 
“Graaah… urgh…”
 
Avelin raised her sword to deliver the final blow.
 
“Wait.”
 
“Why, Kayron?”
 
“There’s something I need to ask. I’ll finish him myself.”
 
I leaned closer to Razen’s head, speaking in a voice low enough that Avelin couldn’t hear.
 



 

 
“Razen, are you one of the Apostles?”
 
“Guh… How do you know that name…?”
 
“Answer me.”
 
“Keehee… An Apostle isn’t something you can become at will. You must be chosen by them. I’m just a pawn…”
 
“Just a pawn, huh.”
 
Thud!
 
“Graaaah!”
 
I stomped on Razen’s head with all my strength, flattening it. His final cry echoed before his head twitched a few last times and, like his body, burned into nothingness.
 
“...Kayron. I owe you an apology.”
 
“For what?”
 
“For accusing you of harming innocent people. I always thought Razen could be worse than a demon, but I never imagined he actually was one…”
 
“For once, we agree.”
 
“Still…”
 
Avelin looked at me with a mix of guilt and suspicion.
 
“How did you know? That Razen was a demon?”
 
“I didn’t.”
 
“That doesn’t make sense. Think carefully. Are you sure there’s nothing you’ve been through that clued you in?”
 
“…”
 
Closing my eyes, I tried to calm my frustration and retrace everything I had experienced leading up to this moment.
 
Then, a fleeting memory crossed my mind.
 
[Congratulations, Kayron. You are now one of us…]
 
Right before I traveled back in time, a strange, violet energy had flowed from the Apostle’s hand and seeped into every corner of my body.
 
‘Could it be…?’
 
“Let’s go for now.”
 
Avelin’s voice snapped me out of my thoughts.
 
“Okay now isn’t the time to dwell on this. We need to report everything to the Commander.”
 
“You’re right. That takes priority.”
 
It was true—the Apostle had injected something into my body. But whatever it was wouldn’t come into play for a long time yet.
 



 

 
Despite the unease lingering in my heart, I pushed it aside and started walking toward the command center.
 
As we walked, Avelin didn’t say another word to me, though her eyes were filled with suspicion.
 
I couldn’t help but feel a pang of disappointment. We had just fought a demon side by side. Was that not enough to earn her trust?
 
“Don’t look at me like that.”
 
“Like what?”
 
“Like you’re suspicious of me.”
 
“Wouldn’t it be stranger not to be suspicious in this situation?”
 
“Well, yeah, but…”
 
“And don’t get me wrong. It’s not just suspicion. I also feel… sympathy.”
 
“Sympathy? For me?”
 
“You’ve always been so cheerful, no matter what happened. But now your shoulders look so weighed down…”
 
Pat.
 
Avelin lightly patted my shoulder.
 
“Stay strong, Kayron. You promised to help me with my training, didn’t you?”
 
“…Thanks.”
 
Though her suspicion remained, her words of encouragement lightened my heart a little.
 
It was odd—Avelin, once a fierce rival in training, now offering me comfort.
 
I felt like I’d lost in some way, yet it wasn’t an entirely bad feeling.
 
“Ah, there you are. You two always work so hard. What brings you to the command center?”
 
“You heard about the commotion earlier, right? We’re here to report it to the Commander.”
 
“Ah, regarding that incident? Perfect timing. The Commander has already been briefed and is waiting for you. Please, go right in.”
 
The leader of our Order, the venerable Commander Balthazar.
 
In his youth, he was a mighty knight known across the lands. When the rifts first opened, he was among the first to step forward to fight the demons.
 
He had united people from all corners of the world under the banner of the Order—a truly exceptional leader.
 



 

 
Without Commander Balthazar, the Order wouldn’t exist, and the demons spilling from the rifts would have already overrun the world.
 
Meeting him always filled me with a sense of awe.
 
“Commander Balthazar, it’s Kayron. I’ve come with Avelin.”
 
“Come in.”
 
His voice, both kind and commanding, resonated with charisma.
 
My heart pounded as I opened the door.
 
“Welcome.”
 
“Huh…?”
 
“I’ve already heard the situation. The two of you swiftly neutralized a demon that appeared in the camp, correct?”
 
“…Yes.”
 
“Kayron? Why aren’t you speaking?”
 
I couldn’t respond.
 
Because…
 
Surrounding Commander Balthazar’s body was an intense, seething violet energy—far stronger than what I had seen from Razen.
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            Chapter 6: Sometimes, a Demon is Better (3)
 
“Kayron, Kayron!”
 
Avelin nudged me insistently.
 
“What are you doing? Commander Balthazar is calling you.”
 
“Ah…”
 
That’s right. Commander Balthazar was calling for me.
 
The one cloaked in an aura of deep purple, far darker than the demon I had just dealt with.
 
“Avelin, don’t push him too hard. It seems Kayron is still in shock.”
 
“No, I’m fine.”
 
“Are you sure, Kayron?”
 
Commander Balthazar called me with his usual gentle tone.
 
Under normal circumstances, I’d have been moved by every word.
 
But not now.
 
“…Yes. I’m fine.”
 
“Then give me your report. Please explain as thoroughly as possible. I’ve only heard about it from the soldiers and don’t fully understand what happened.”
 
I explained how Razen, the commander of the 13th squad, transformed into a demon and set the surroundings ablaze, and how Avelin and I quickly subdued him before the fire could spread further.
 
“Razen turned into a demon and unleashed violet flames? It sounds terrifying just from your description, yet judging by your appearances, it seems the fight wasn’t particularly intense.”
 
“You’re correct. Thanks to Avelin’s assistance, it didn’t take long to handle the demon.”
 
“What…?”
 
Commander Balthazar’s eyes widened.
 
“Did I hear that correctly?”
 
“What do you mean?”
 
“The two of you fought together?”
 
“Yes. It was an urgent situation, and there was no other choice.”
 
“Ha-haha…”
 
Commander Balthazar chuckled with satisfaction.
 
“Defeating a demon in the middle of the camp is good news, but I’m even more pleased about something else. It’s delightful. Two of the strongest forces in our Order working together… marvelous.”
 
Commander Balthazar nodded repeatedly.
 
“This makes me very happy. My smile just won’t fade.”
 
“….”
 
Even though I said I was fine, I hadn’t truly shaken off my confusion.
 



 

 
Why? How?
 
The Order’s leader and moral anchor, cloaked in a demon’s aura.
 
The reason the Order continued to thrive and grow stronger in the past timeline was due to Commander Balthazar’s exceptional leadership.
 
But why…?
 
The fact that Razen had intentionally failed his missions made sense once I realized he was a demon. However, sensing demonic energy from Commander Balthazar only plunged me deeper into confusion.
 
“Regardless, good work. This could have been a disaster with the camp almost consumed by flames, but thanks to your quick actions, the crisis was averted.”
 
Commander Balthazar gently held my hands with both of his.
 
Then, he grasped Avelin’s hands as well.
 
“I only did what was necessary, Commander Balthazar.”
 
Avelin and Commander Balthazar exchanged soft smiles as they shook hands, but…
 
The hand that shook Commander Balthazar’s felt like it had been scorched by the violet flames that erupted from Razen’s mouth.
 
“Let’s head to the scene immediately.”
 
“What? You’ll go there yourself, Commander?”
 
“It’s too dangerous. As you know, the flames of demons won’t extinguish until their magic is entirely depleted. You can inspect it after the situation has settled…”
 
“Haha, do you think I’m unaware of the dangers of demonic flames?”
 
“It’s not that, but…”
 
“This incident happened in the very heart of our Order’s camp. I must see it with my own eyes. A true leader doesn’t just issue commands from a chair.”
 
This was why.
 
Despite being the highest-ranking commander, he didn’t stay behind his soldiers. Instead, he led from the front, becoming a shield for others.
 
That’s why we respected him—me, the Black Iron Brigade, and every knight in the Order.
 
And that’s why I was conflicted. Deeply so.
 



 

 
My instincts screamed to cut him down immediately, yet my mind desperately resisted.
 
Killing Razen was an undeniable gain for the Order, but Commander Balthazar…
 
“Let’s go. I’ll guide you.”
 
For now, I decided to wait.
 
Perhaps it was more accurate to say I had no other choice.
 
Walking slightly ahead of Commander Balthazar, Avelin glanced at me with a worried expression.
 
“Are you really okay, Kayron?”
 
“I told you, I’m fine. Look, I’m walking perfectly well.”
 
“Are you seriously going to keep lying? You don’t look fine at all.”
 
“It’s more stressful when you keep staring at me like that.”
 
“What? Do you even know what your face looks like right now? You might not, but it’s torture for me to keep looking at it! Is there no mirror here? Ah…!”
 
Avelin suddenly drew her sword and thrust it in front of me.
 
“W-what are you doing? That’s dangerous!”
 
“What does it look like? Use the blade as a mirror and take a look at your face! Don’t worry—I won’t stab you. If I wanted to kill you, I’d have done it already.”
 
She pushed the blade so close to my face that I instinctively leaned back to avoid it.
 
“Pfft… Hahaha…”
 
Commander Balthazar couldn’t help but burst into laughter at the scene.
 
“So it’s true that the two of you fought together to defeat the demon? From what I’ve heard, it sounds real, but looking at you now, I still find it hard to believe.”
 
“I can’t believe it either, but it’s true. Though honestly, I wouldn’t have taken much longer even without Avelin’s help.”
 
“What did you just say? Kayron, if it weren’t for me, you’d still be flailing around trying to handle Razen!”
 



 

 
“Enough, enough. I’ve seen more than enough to understand how close the two of you are.”
 
As Avelin and I continued bickering, we arrived at the location where we had fought Razen.
 
“Thank you both. Thanks to you, I didn’t have a moment of boredom on the way here.”
 
Before the flames could spread further, soldiers had hurriedly dismantled the surrounding tents, leaving the burnt area smaller than I had feared. Most of the flames had died out, likely because the magic fueling them had been depleted, but traces of violet embers lingered here and there.
 
“Hmm, this must be the spot.”
 
Commander Balthazar walked over to where the embers were most concentrated. He stopped at the place where Razen’s body had burned to ash after his head was severed.
 
Kneeling, Commander Balthazar picked up a metallic insignia from the ground. It was the identification tag of our Order, enchanted to resist damage from most forces.
 
“Commander of the 13th squad, Razen Meunière This confirms it was him. Tsk, tsk…”
 
Commander Balthazar clicked his tongue and rose with a grim expression.
 
“I’d hoped until the end that it wasn’t true, but… Razen really was… no, he truly became a demon.”
 
His voice carried such natural sorrow that I couldn’t tell if he genuinely hadn’t known or if he was acting so convincingly that I couldn’t tell the difference.
 
“From now on, I’ll give the official order.”
 
“Yes, sir!”
 
“Yes, sir!”
 
Commander Balthazar tucked Razen’s insignia into his coat and spoke with authority.
 
“Razen is to be considered missing.”
 
“What? What do you mean…?”
 
“Razen wasn’t a demon. He went missing while carrying out a secret mission under my orders. That’s what you are to believe.”
 



 

 
“Commander…?”
 
Like me, Avelin’s voice carried confusion, but Commander Balthazar’s tone was resolute.
 
“And do not speak of Razen or his condition to anyone. Understood?”
 
“…”
 
“Answer me.”
 
Though he demanded a response, I hesitated. For once, I couldn’t answer so easily.
 
“Why… should we?”
 
“Are you refusing my order?”
 
“No, I will follow it. But explain why. If Razen was a demon, it means there could be more demons among us. Why order us to keep quiet about this?”
 
“Hah… Very well. You deserve an explanation.”
 
Commander Balthazar sighed deeply, his face full of regret.
 
“I know how critical this information is. But morale takes precedence. For now, we have no choice.”
 
He wasn’t wrong.
 
If the members of our Order knew a demon was among us, no one would trust anyone else. Every comrade they ate, slept, and fought beside would become a source of suspicion.
 
The moment trust crumbled, so would the Order.
 
“I trust you understand my decision. I’ll look for a better solution soon. But tell me—how did Razen reveal his true nature? There must have been a reason.”
 
“Well…”
 
“Avelin.”
 
Before she could answer, Commander Balthazar turned his gaze squarely at me.
 
“Speak. What exactly happened?”
 
His eyes and voice demanded the truth, and yet, his tone was as gentle as ever.
 
But beneath the calm exterior, my instincts screamed.
 
The violet aura swirling around him—my very being shrieked at its presence, urging me to act.
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            Chapter 7: A Sense of Bad Rumors (1)
 
“I’ve been keeping an eye on it since earlier.”
 
When I remained silent, Commander Balthazar nodded, convinced of his thoughts.
 
“Kayron, you’ve been acting strange today. You must have noticed it yourself, but you seem like a completely different person. Don’t you think so, Avelin?”
 
“…Yes, I feel the same way,” Avelin agreed hesitantly.
 
“You see? Even Avelin says so. Kayron, stop standing there silently and say something—anything will do.”
 
His perceptive voice pierced through my thoughts, unraveling the hidden emotions I hadn’t yet expressed.
 
I couldn’t stay silent any longer. Carefully, I opened my mouth to speak.
 
“It’s instinct—just a gut feeling.”
 
“Instinct?” Balthazar raised an eyebrow.
 
“Yes, that’s right.”
 
I forced the words out, imagining a demon before me and relying on my survival instincts to string together my story.
 
“No matter how I think about it, something felt off. Sir Razen, the commander of the 13th unit, has never properly completed a single mission. Not even the simplest ones, like supply or rear support tasks. Isn’t that true?”
 
Commander Balthazar nodded in agreement.
 
“That’s a fact.”
 
“Frankly, I was furious. As you know, I’ve lost many valued subordinates because Sir Razen failed to provide support on time.”
 
Talking about losing my men… It was always painful to think about.
 
The only days I touched alcohol were when someone from our troop fell in battle.
 
Commander Balthazar, fully aware of this, gazed at me with sympathy in his eyes.
 
“So, I took advantage of the moment when most of the soldiers were away eating to confront Sir Razen. To avoid stirring up too much commotion, I deliberately cornered him in an empty barracks. And there…”
 
I clenched my eyes shut.
 
“I hate to admit it, but I attacked Sir Razen. I struck him in the face with my fist.”
 



 

 
“You attacked a fellow soldier? You, of all people?” Commander Balthazar’s brow furrowed.
 
“You understand the consequences of attacking a comrade, don’t you?”
 
“Yes, of course, I do. Regardless of the reason, the penalty is execution. But I couldn’t hold back when I thought of the men I lost due to Sir Razen’s negligence.”
 
“…You’re fortunate, then. If Razen hadn’t been a demon, it would’ve been you, not Razen, who’d face the consequences.”
 
While I kept my head lowered, Commander Balthazar let out a deep sigh of relief.
 
“Lucky indeed.”
 
“Pardon?” I asked, looking up.
 
“I said, you were lucky. I was already contemplating what to do about Razen since he was causing such harm to the troops. Ha, what timing…”
 
Commander Balthazar patted my tense shoulder, easing my nerves.
 
“In fact, this worked out well. So, did you beat that demon to a pulp before you dealt with him? To be honest, I’ve had plenty of moments when I wanted to do the same.”
 
“Commander…” My voice wavered.
 
“But, Kayron.”
 
The strength in Commander Balthazar’s hand on my shoulder suddenly increased.
 
“Do you know why Avelin looks like that?”
 
His words made me glance at Avelin. She was staring at me, her eyes wide and trembling, as though she was processing my story.
 
“Avelin told you earlier, didn’t she? That you’ve been lying. Think about it. Even Avelin, who argues with you at every opportunity, can tell when you’re lying. And…”
 
Commander Balthazar smiled knowingly as he continued.
 
“Do you think I wouldn’t notice? You’re someone who can expertly control your emotions. There’s no way someone like you would actually hit Razen.”
 



 

 
Commander Balthazar’s deduction was right on the mark.
 
In this life, and even in my previous life, I’d never handled anything emotionally in the Order.
 
“You don’t need to worry about the charge of attacking a comrade. I won’t hold you accountable for lying to me, either. But from now on, say nothing. This time, I’d like to hear the story from another perspective.”
 
Commander Balthazar slowly and deliberately shifted his gaze to Avelin.
 
“Avelin.”
 
“Y-Yes, sir!”
 
“You mentioned the two of you fought together, didn’t you? This time, I want you to tell the story. But…”
 
Balthazar’s voice grew firm as he emphasized his words.
 
“Make sure you speak the truth.”
 
“…I swear,” Avelin replied solemnly.
 
After a moment of hesitation, she nodded heavily.
 
“When did you start being with Kayron?”
 
“From the beginning. We had just finished our Vanguard training, and we were talking for a bit before heading off to have dinner together. So, Kayron’s story was wrong from the very start.”
 
Avelin glanced at me sideways.
 
“Kayron didn’t plan his attack on Sir Razen by waiting for the soldiers to leave their posts.”
 
Commander Balthazar nodded, visibly pleased with her statement.
 
“I thought so. Kayron isn’t the type to act that way. But, the two of you were planning to have dinner together?”
 
“Yes? Oh, yes…!”
 
“That’s not a lie, is it?”
 
“I swore, didn’t I?”
 
“Haha. I see. I’m already surprised the two of you fought together, but planning to share a meal? That’s even more shocking. Go on.”
 
Commander Balthazar chuckled warmly, breaking the stiff tension in the air with his easygoing demeanor.
 
It was clear he was trying to make Avelin feel comfortable so she could speak freely.
 



 

 
Indeed, it takes more than skill to become a commander admired by everyone.
 
Avelin’s expression softened, and her voice became more at ease as she continued.
 
“And the reason Kayron attacked Sir Razen was…”
 
I swallowed hard without realizing it.
 
“…because Sir Razen provoked him first.”
 
“…What?”
 
That’s a lie!
 
My eyes widened, but thankfully, Commander Balthazar was too focused on Avelin to notice.
 
“Razen provoked him first?”
 
“Yes. As you know, Sir Razen is infamous for causing trouble for other units and brushing it off with a shameless laugh, as if it’s no big deal.”
 
Avelin frowned slightly before continuing.
 
“But today, Sir Razen was acting particularly strange. The moment he locked eyes with Kayron, he let out this eerie laugh. He even said something like, ‘You insignificant humans.’”
 
“‘You insignificant humans,’ you say.”
 
Commander Balthazar frowned as well, following Avelin’s lead.
 
“Disgusting. So that’s how demons see us… But why would Razen suddenly say something like that?”
 
“I don’t know. But after that, Kayron grabbed Razen by the collar and dragged him into the barracks. He demanded to know what was going on, and then…”
 
Avelin motioned toward the remaining traces of the incident.
 
“Razen transformed into a demon, and the fight broke out.”
 
“Hmm…”
 
Commander Balthazar crossed his arms and closed his eyes, deep in thought. He remained silent for a while, then nodded slowly.
 
“Understood. Now it makes sense. Avelin, your words are always trustworthy. But let me ask one thing. Kayron?”
 
“Yes, Commander.”
 
“Why did you lie to me?”
 
“Well… that is…”
 
I hesitated, unsure of what to say, but Commander Balthazar lightly patted my back.
 
“Don’t answer now. Someone like you doesn’t lie easily. There must be a reason—some story behind it. I’ll come find you later. You can tell me then. And…”
 



 

 
Commander Balthazar reached into his coat, pulling out his insignia, and handed it to Avelin.
 
“Commander, what’s this for?”
 
“You haven’t eaten yet, have you? Take this and buy the most expensive meal you can find in Cresnig. You’ve earned it after all you’ve been through.”
 
“But, Commander…”
 
“Ah, ah.”
 
Before Avelin could protest further, Balthazar spun around briskly.
 
As he walked away leisurely, he called back, “Thanks to you two, the Order has avoided a major crisis. I know this reward doesn’t feel like much, but since this matter must remain confidential, it’s all I can offer. Enjoy your meal!”
 
With those words, Commander Balthazar disappeared into the distance.
 
“Phew…”
 
“Well, shall we go eat?”
 
“Yes, let’s. I’m really hungry now. Truly…”
 
We began walking toward the outskirts of the camp.
 
For a long time, neither of us spoke.
 
“...Why,”
 
It was I who finally broke the silence, turning to Avelin with a question.
 
“Why did you lie? You even swore.”
 
“And what about you, Kayron? You lied to Commander Balthazar himself.”
 
“I…”
 
“Enough. Don’t say anything.”
 
Avelin cut me off mid-sentence.
 
“Just like you, I acted on instinct.”
 
“Instinct?”
 
“I don’t know. I just had this feeling. That protecting you in this situation was the right thing to do. The Kayron I know isn’t someone who schemes with dark motives. If you lied, you must have had a reason.”
 
“Avelin…”
 
“Consider this as paying back a debt.”
 
“A debt? What debt?”
 
“I promised to treat you to a meal in exchange for being my sparring partner, remember? That one!”
 
“Haha, what kind of…”
 
What more could I say at this point?
 
All I could manage was:
 
“Thank you.”
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            Chapter 8: A Sense of Bad Rumors (2)
 
“Mm, it’s delicious…!”
 
Avelin smiled blissfully as she took a spoonful of the pudding that was served as the final course of the meal.
 
The food was impeccable, every dish.
 
While the meals provided to the Order weren’t bad, they couldn’t compare to the flavors crafted in a restaurant with high-quality ingredients and luxurious, if inefficient, cooking methods.
 
“I feel a bit guilty for this.”
 
“Guilty? What part makes you feel that way?”
 
“My team members are eating a regular dinner while I’m here enjoying something this good. And it’s not even my money; it’s the commander’s.”
 
“…”
 
Avelin shot me a disapproving look before downing a glass of water in one go.
 
“You’re too dense to realize this, but there’s not a single subordinate of yours who would complain about today’s meal.”
 
“What? Ha… You don’t know how petty they can be. If they even see me sip a glass of water without sharing, they’d all crowd around me demanding a taste.”
 
“...How exactly does the Black Iron Brigade stay intact with someone like you as its commander? A leader who’s duller than their subordinates—how absurd.”
 
“You keep calling me dull, dull… What’s so dull about me?”
 
“Exactly what you just said.”
 
Avelin replied flatly, taking another bite of the pudding with her small spoon.
 
“Have some confidence. We’re the core force of the Order. We deserve to eat at this level.”
 
“Deserve, huh…”
 
I took a bite of the pudding myself.
 
The overwhelming sweetness hit me like a whirlwind, almost making my head spin.
 
“Wow, that’s way too sweet.”
 
“Sweet, right? Think of it as a reward. We’re tasked with the critical mission of stopping demons from spreading across the world.”
 



 

 
Even a single spoonful from the small dessert was enough to make my tongue tingle with its intense sweetness.
 
But… it wasn’t a flavor I particularly enjoyed.
 
On the other hand…
 
“Mm…!”
 
Avelin let out a small, delighted hum with every bite she took.
 
“Avelin.”
 
“Yes?”
 
“You can have mine too.”
 
“Really? Thank you!”
 
Without hesitation, Avelin took my pudding plate and began savoring the doubled portion with unrestrained delight.
 
It felt a bit odd to say, but…
 
Avelin looked incredibly beautiful when she smiled like that.
 
Which is exactly why I couldn’t help but wonder.
 
With her striking beauty and exceptional abilities, why had she joined the Order in the first place?
 
“In exchange, can I ask you something?”
 
“Sure, go ahead.”
 
It was a question I had never dared to ask before.
 
Seeing her in such a good mood made this the perfect opportunity.
 
“Avelin, why did you join the Order?”
 
“…”
 
Her hand froze mid-scoop.
 
But instead of answering, she suddenly stopped savoring the pudding and began eating it at a furious pace, shoveling it into her mouth as if in a race.
 
She emptied both puddings in no time, drank water in large gulps, and stood up from her seat.
 
“Let’s head out.”
 
“…Alright.”
 
I didn’t press further because I instinctively knew I’d touched a sensitive nerve.
 
Even if Avelin often called me dull, I wasn’t so oblivious as to miss something like this.
 
The two of us left the restaurant and walked silently back to the Order’s stronghold.
 
As the gates came into view, she suddenly stopped and turned to me.
 
“Kayron.”
 
“What is it?”
 
“You once said you only drink when you lose a subordinate, right?”
 
“That’s usually the case. Why?”
 
“Then that’s all I needed to know. Let’s go back.”
 



 

 
Avelin shook her head slightly and started walking toward the gates without waiting for me.
 
“Hey, Avelin.”
 
“What now?”
 
“Do you want a drink?”
 
“…”
 
“Be honest. If you’re truthful, I wouldn’t mind sharing a glass or two with you.”
 
Avelin turned her head and gave me a piercing glare without saying another word.
 
That gaze was sharp, but it wasn’t the look of someone harboring rivalry or hatred.
 
“That’s exactly why I keep calling you dull.”
 
“Here we go again… You’re so stubborn. Fine, let’s go. This time, it’s on me.”
 
“No, thanks. This time, I’m paying. Because I want a drink.”
 
Avelin led the way, taking me to a quiet, atmospheric pub.
 
“Let’s head in.”
 
“I didn’t know a place like this existed in Cresnig.”
 
As soon as we sat down, Avelin skillfully ordered drinks I’d never even heard of.
 
“Have you been here before?”
 
“Occasionally. Sometimes with Violette, but mostly on my own.”
 
Violette was the vice-captain of the Silver Guard, tasked with assisting Avelin. She had joined the Order alongside her, and though little was known about her aside from her remarkable skills and composed demeanor, one thing stood out—Avelin treated Violette casually and warmly, while Violette always maintained utmost respect toward Avelin.
 
“Alright, let’s have a drink.”
 
“Sure. What’s the toast?”
 
“...Let’s toast. To us.”
 
Clink.
 
The rich, strong liquor burned as it went down, but it made the moment feel strangely significant.
 
Until now, the only clashes I’d had with Avelin were of cold steel, yet here we were, clinking glasses.
 
Avelin took a small sip, then swirled her glass thoughtfully before speaking.
 
“Do you know something, Kayron?”
 
“What’s that?”
 
“We’ve met before. Before joining the Order.”
 



 

 
“Before joining the Order…?”
 
That was news to me.
 
I was certain I’d first met Avelin at the Order.
 
Yet here she was, claiming we’d crossed paths before.
 
“Avelin.”
 
“Yes?”
 
“Are you already drunk? You’re probably confusing me with someone else.”
 
“...Tch.”
 
Avelin frowned and drained the rest of her glass in one go.
 
“Barkeep, another one here. No, just bring me the whole bottle!”
 
From then on, Avelin drank in silence.
 
But each time she raised her glass, she held it out, expecting me to clink with hers. And each time, I obliged.
 
The liquor was potent, and before long, Avelin began to sway.
 
“Take it easy. Overdoing it won’t do you any good.”
 
“Shut up, Kayron. Whose fault do you think it is that I’m like this?”
 
“What did I even do…? If you’re going to blame me, at least tell me why!”
 
Yet Avelin still didn’t answer, occasionally shooting me sharp glances but never explaining why.
 
“And what about you?”
 
Her cheeks flushed from the alcohol, Avelin asked in a slurred voice.
 
“You… why did you turn them all down?”
 
“Turn what down?”
 
“I know. I know you won the Imperial Swordsmanship Tournament. And I know that afterward, countless nobles and even kings fought to recruit you under their banners. But you rejected them all and joined the Order instead.”
 
“...!”
 
It was all true.
 
But how did Avelin know this?
 
The Order’s unspoken rule of never prying into the past meant I had never shared this with anyone.
 
“I’d like to know how you found out.”
 
“I already told you.”
 
Avelin clasped her hands together on the table and rested her face on them, emphasizing her next words.
 
“We’ve met before. A long time ago, Kayron Illinad.”
 



 

 
“...”
 
She even knew my last name.
 
“Hey. Who exactly are you?”
 
“I’ve already told you enough. Now it’s your turn to think about it. I’ll take my leave now… Aah!”
 
As she tried to stand up, Avelin wobbled and nearly fell.
 
Luckily, I reached out in time to catch her.
 
“...Let go.”
 
“Can’t do that. As you said, we’re the core force of the Order. What would happen if word got out that Princess Avelin was injured because she drunkenly fell over?”
 
“I hate you. Truly.”
 
Ignoring her complaints, I helped her up.
 
“Alright, let’s get you back to the barracks, Your Highness.”
 
“I said I don’t need your help! Ugh, let me go!”
 
She weakly tried to shake off my grip, but her drunken state left her without much strength.
 
Even on her best day, she couldn’t outmatch me in strength.
 
“Stop it. You’re only exhausting yourself further.”
 
“...I’ll pay you back for this humiliation someday.”
 
“Of course you will. I’ll be cheering for you!”
 
After settling the bill, I escorted her out of the pub and started walking toward the gates.
 
But then…
 
“Oh! Isn’t that the commander?”
 
“Huh…?”
 
We ran into a group of my subordinates—members of the Black Iron Brigade.
 
“What are you all doing here?”
 
“We just finished having a drink together. But what about you, Commander? Wait a second… Who’s that with you?”
 
It didn’t take them long to realize who “that” was.
 
The shock in their eyes was unmistakable when they realized I was with none other than Avelin.
 
“It’s… It’s Avelin! Why are you with her, Commander? Don’t tell me…!”
 
Ah, I had a bad feeling about this.
 



 

 
A feeling that some truly bad rumors were about to start spreading.
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            Chapter 9: A Sense of Bad Rumors (3)
 
“He’s here. That guy is here!”
 
“It’s Kayron. Yesterday, he dared to challenge our captain…!”
 
After finishing morning training with the Black Iron Brigade, I arrived at the dining hall.
 
The Silver Guard, who had arrived earlier and were eating, glared at me with ferocious eyes.
 
“Plymouth, what’s up with them?”
 
“Ignore them, sir. They’re nothing to worry about.”
 
Even though I tried not to care, it was impossible to ignore.
 
The Silver Guard of Avelin had always disliked me and the Black Iron Brigade, their rivals, but today their hostility was unusually intense.
 
Not wanting to stir up trouble during our precious lunchtime, I ignored their glares and began eating.
 
But then…
 
“Ugh…”
 
A faint groan echoed clearly in my ears.
 
I turned my head toward the source of the sound and saw Avelin struggling to lift a spoon, her complexion pale as ash.
 
She seemed to be paying the price for overdrinking last night.
 
“Ah… ugh…”
 
As the meal went on, her groans of discomfort continued, and each one seemed to sharpen the already piercing glares of the Silver Guard directed at me.
 
“What are you staring at, you silverheads? Stop glaring!”
 
One of my Black Iron Brigade barked defensively, but it only made things worse, provoking the Silver Guard further.
 
“You lot should keep quiet, you black-armored thugs! Don’t pretend you don’t know who’s responsible for Avelin-nim’s suffering right now!”
 
“Hmph, as if she doesn’t deserve it. She tasted the bitterness of defeat against our captain yesterday, didn’t she? Overdrinking to forget her shame was probably her only option!”
 
“What?! You muscle-headed fools, how dare you…!”
 
Unable to tolerate the insults, the Silver Guard stood up abruptly, leaving their meal unfinished.
 
The Black Iron Brigade followed suit, rising to confront them, both groups locking eyes with smoldering hostility.
 



 

 
“You better take back what you said, Black Iron Brigade.”
 
“Silver Guard, you should accept defeat with grace!”
 
Though their voices grew louder, such clashes between the Black Iron Brigade and the Silver Guard were nothing new. I paid them little mind.
 
What did concern me was something else.
 
“Ugh…”
 
Avelin, now clutching her ears, winced at the rising clamor.
 
Seeing that, I realized I couldn’t let the situation continue.
 
“Enough! Quiet down!”
 
My sharp command cut through the noise, silencing everyone.
 
With calm authority, I lowered my voice and spoke.
 
“Quiet, all of you. Do you think you’re the only ones here? I understand how you feel. Seeing Avelin suffer from her hangover must make you feel upset and helpless.”
 
“That’s right! And don’t pretend you don’t know who’s to blame for our captain drinking so much in the first place! Who knows what you planned by getting her drunk…!”
 
Bang!
 
I slammed my spoon against the table, the sharp sound startling the Silver Guard into silence.
 
“Hey.”
 
My low, firm voice made the sneering Silver Guard flinch.
 
“I’ll admit it. I should’ve stopped Avelin from drinking so much. That’s on me. And I’ll apologize for that. But open your eyes and look at her. Look at your captain’s condition right now.”
 
Finally, the Silver Guard turned their heads and saw Avelin slumped over, her hands clutching her head, clearly struggling.
 
“C-Captain? Are you okay?”
 
“…Not at all.”
 
With a voice barely above a whisper, Avelin, clearly in terrible shape, replied.
 
“So please, just be quiet.”
 
“S-sorry…”
 
Realizing that their own commotion was causing their captain pain, the Silver Guard quickly sat down and fell silent.
 
The Black Iron Brigade hesitated, unsure of what to do, but eventually followed suit, returning to their seats and resuming their meal.
 



 

 
As I resumed eating, I overheard quiet murmurs among my group.
 
“Hey, did our captain just help Avelin out of a tough spot?”
 
“Now that you mention it, he could’ve left her suffering but didn’t!”
 
“No way. Our captain and Avelin… could they actually…?”
 
“Ahem!”
 
When I cleared my throat, the murmurs among them ceased.
 
The problem, however, was that now the Silver Guard started whispering.
 
“Is that really the Kayron we know?”
 
“No, he’s definitely changed. Putting Avelin-nim before his own men… I can’t believe it.”
 
I wanted to tell those Silver Guard loudmouths to shut up too, but that would just reignite the conflict.
 
There was only one way to escape this situation quickly.
 
“Whew… That was good. I’m leaving first.”
 
“Captain? How did you finish all that food so quickly…?”
 
“Rest up, everyone. I’ll see you at the training grounds later.”
 
I downed my food in a hurry and got up from my seat.
 
After returning my tray, I made my way out of the dining hall as quickly as I could. But—
 
“…”
 
Avelin was still sitting there, her head drooping, unable to even lift her spoon again. Her headache must have been relentless.
 
I hesitated, then walked over to her.
 
Several members of the Silver Guard rose reflexively, but I ignored them and spoke to Avelin.
 
“Avelin. You okay?”
 
“…”
 
“Right, dumb question. Of course, you’re not okay.”
 
“Obviously.”
 
Avelin slowly raised her head, her sunken eyes glaring at me as she muttered bitterly.
 
“Do I really have to say I’m not okay for you to figure it out?”
 
“Hey, this isn’t on me. You brought it on yourself.”
 



 

 
“That’s exactly why you’re so clueless…!”
 
“I’m glad you’re well enough to argue. Even if you’re unwell, don’t skip meals, alright?”
 
“I don’t need you to tell me that.”
 
“Good. You know your body best. Once you’re feeling better, let’s visit that place again. We’ve got…”
 
I smirked and gave her shoulder a light pat.
 
“…a lot to talk about, it seems.”
 
“Ugh… Stop…”
 
Avelin let out a pitiful groan and straightened up. Her gaze was still bleary, but a faint, reluctant smile appeared.
 
“Next time, you’re paying.”
 
“That’s going to be a problem. I can’t afford to cover your endless rounds.”
 
“Don’t be ridiculous. I’m not drinking like that ever again! Ugh…”
 
Though she tried to shout, her effort only triggered her headache, and she quickly lowered her head again.
 
“Anyway, take care of yourself.”
 
Leaving Avelin behind, I exited the dining hall.
 
The moment I stepped out—
 
“Hey, Kaylon.”
 
Waiting near the exit was Benedict, who immediately stopped me.
 
Benedict, the vice-captain of the 8th Unit, was a knight with a cheerful disposition and an easygoing nature, someone I had been friendly with in my past life.
 
It was good to see a familiar face again.
 
“What are you doing here, Benedict? Did you already eat?”
 
“Our unit didn’t have morning training, so I ate ages ago. And why else would I be waiting here and talking to you the moment you step out? Obviously, I’ve got questions.”
 
“You? Questions for me? That’s rare.”
 
“Rare? Come on. The real oddity here is you, Kaylon.”
 
Benedict smirked mischievously as he asked,
 
“Hey, so… you had drinks with Avelin. Just the two of you?”
 
“…Why do you sound so sleazy?”
 



 

 
“Because I’m curious! You’ve always been at each other’s throats, and now you’re suddenly drinking together? What happened?”
 
“Nothing happened. We just drank. That’s it.”
 
“Kaylon, how many times do I have to tell you? You’re a terrible liar. There’s no way it was just drinking, right?”
 
“…”
 
I’d lost count of how many times I’d been told that I couldn’t lie in this new life.
 
It seemed like I really needed to take this issue seriously and do some research.
 
“Anyway, where did the two of you go drinking? At least tell me that.”
 
“That’s not hard to answer. But why do you ask? Got someone to take there?”
 
“Hehe, well, actually…”
 
Benedict grinned slyly, then turned to look somewhere in the distance.
 
His gaze landed on the Order’s infirmary.
 
A woman leaving the dining hall and heading back to the infirmary locked eyes with Benedict. When she recognized him, her face lit up with a radiant smile, and she walked toward us.
 
“Her name’s Sophia. Isn’t her smile warm and beautiful, like sunlight?”
 
“…Yeah. I suppose it is.”
 
“What’s with that face, Kayron? Are you jealous because Sophia’s too pretty?”
 
“…”
 
Love blooming in a desolate place like this.
 
If it were my friend’s love, it was only natural to feel happy for him and wish him the best.
 
But despite that, my expression soured for one particular reason.
 
The yellow.
 
There was an unsettling yellow aura emanating from the woman named Sophia, and I couldn’t ignore it.
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            Chapter 10: The Demon’s Temptation (1)
 
In my previous life, Benedict had abruptly disappeared from the Order without a trace.
 
No one knew what became of him…
 
Now, it seemed the reason was clear.
 
“Did you enjoy your lunch, Sir Benedict?”
 
“Haha… Of course, Miss Sophia. Didn’t we plan to meet later?”
 
“Yes. I’m really looking forward to it! I heard there’s a lovely pub in Cresnig.”
 
“Don’t worry. It’s a place that even the famously picky Lady Avelin personally selected, so you won’t be disappointed. I’ll see you later, Miss Sophia!”
 
Just a brief conversation with Sophia left Benedict so dazed that he couldn’t help but chuckle to himself.
 
With a soft smile, Sophia headed toward the infirmary, not forgetting to wave at Benedict as she walked away.
 
“So, the reason you asked me for the name of that pub I visited with Avelin was for this, huh?”
 
“That’s right. If it were just us drinking, a cold beer in a large mug would do. But for a noble and precious lady, cheap booze won’t cut it.”
 
A noble and precious lady…
 
Benedict, I’m sorry, but the woman you like…
 
“She’s really an angel, isn’t she?”
 
“…What?”
 
“There’s no woman I’ve met who deserves to be called an angel more than Sophia. And don’t think I didn’t notice you staring at her like you were mesmerized, Kayron.”
 
It was true. I had stared.
 
But only because I could sense the aura of demons from her.
 
Though different in color and shape compared to Razen, that eerie, shifting energy was undoubtedly demonic.
 
“What’s so great about her anyway?”
 
“Everything.”
 
“…Hah.”
 
The way Benedict said “everything” made it clear he was overjoyed, as if he were ready to die happy.
 



 

 
“Sophia isn’t just beautiful when she smiles. She’s genuinely like an angel, healing people as a doctor. On top of her beauty, she has such a gentle personality… She’s the best. A ray of light in my otherwise joyless life in the Order!”
 
Part of me wanted to rip off her mask before Benedict fell any deeper, but it was lunchtime, and there were far too many eyes watching.
 
“Benedict, let me ask you one thing. How did you meet her?”
 
“You know how I got scratched in that last battle? It wasn’t a big deal, but my subordinates dragged me to the infirmary anyway. That’s where I first met Sophia. She treated me with everything she had, even for such a minor wound.”
 
“She put all her effort into treating a scratch?”
 
“Yeah. She said even small wounds can get infected. I was so taken by her that I confessed.”
 
“You’ve already confessed?”
 
Still, I couldn’t shake the uneasy feeling in my chest.
 
When Razen had blatantly caused trouble, discovering he was a demon made perfect sense.
 
But with Sophia, while I could sense the aura of a demon, there was no trace of malice or madness toward the Order.
 
“Sophia is amazing. I heard from someone at the infirmary that she once stayed up all night nursing a critically wounded member of the Order back to health.”
 
“…!”
 
That last part couldn’t be brushed aside.
 
She stayed up all night to save someone who was nearly dead?
 
I didn’t know why, but I couldn’t forget that Sophia was a demon.
 
No matter how harmless she seemed on the surface, there had to be something sinister beneath.
 
Which meant…
 
I would never let her go.
 
***
 
Late Night,
 
After a day filled with intense training and bustling activity to maintain supplies, a rare moment of quiet descended upon the Order’s camp.
 



 

 
“Whew, you’ve all worked so hard today.”
 
“You too, Miss Sophia. Get home safely!”
 
As Sophia finished her work, her colleagues sent her off with friendly goodbyes as she briskly exited the infirmary.
 
Hidden in the shadows, I waited, then quietly followed her.
 
“You’ve been waiting long, haven’t you, Sir Benedict?”
 
“Haha… Did your work go well, Miss Sophia?”
 
Just as they had planned during lunch, Sophia met up with Benedict at the gate of the Order’s camp.
 
Though they didn’t hold hands, the two walked side by side with a closeness that felt undeniable.
 
Their destination? The pub I had mentioned to Benedict.
 
I waited until they disappeared inside before cautiously following them in.
 
“Welcome! Would you like to order?”
 
“…”
 
To avoid giving away my presence, I remained silent and simply pointed at the menu, ordering a random drink.
 
“This is delicious! It’s a little bitter, but there’s a subtle sweetness that gently balances the bitterness!”
 
“I’m glad you like it. Mine is just bitter without any sweetness… but your radiant smile makes it all worth it.”
 
“Sir Benedict…”
 
“Please, don’t look at me like that. I might get drunk on your deep gaze before the alcohol even has a chance.”
 
I nearly let out a groan at the nauseating sweetness of their exchange but managed to hold it back.
 
He claimed it hadn’t been long since he confessed, yet here they were, acting like this.
 
To endure the secondhand embarrassment, I took a sip of my drink—only to realize something.
 
‘Ah, this is the same drink Avelin had…’
 
The thought of Sophia’s love-struck gaze reminded me of something peculiar—the way Avelin had looked at me back then.
 



 

 
And for some reason, that memory made the drink taste even stranger.
 
‘…No, that’s not what I should focus on right now.’
 
Shaking my head to dispel the distraction, I refocused on the pair.
 
That’s when I noticed an unsettling energy between them.
 
While Benedict was cheerfully downing his drink, Sophia was sipping hers slowly, her sharp gaze carefully studying him.
 
By the time Benedict began to sway unsteadily, Sophia finally broke the silence.
 
“Sir Benedict.”
 
“Yes, Miss Sophia… Please, go ahead…”
 
“May I call you just Benedict?”
 
“Ah…”
 
Benedict’s eyes widened.
 
A moment later, he beamed, his expression lighting up with joy that spread across his face.
 
“Of course, Miss Sophia. It makes me so happy…”
 
“Then please call me by my name too. Not ‘Miss Sophia,’ just Sophia.”
 
“S-Sophia…!”
 
My brows furrowed.
 
It wasn’t because their lovey-dovey behavior was over the top.
 
It was because every fiber of my being screamed that Sophia was undeniably a demon.
 
But why would a demon behave like this…?
 
“Benedict, could I ask you for a favor?”
 
“Anything, Sophia. I’ll do whatever you want.”
 
“Tonight…”
 
The next moment, Sophia shyly said:
 
“Please come to my house, Benedict.”
 
Pfft…
 
I barely managed to hold back from spitting out my drink.
 
They had just started calling each other by their names, skipping the formalities.
 
And now she’s asking him to come to her house?
 
If things went that far, who knew what might happen next…
 
Maybe it was the alcohol, but my head began to throb.
 
“Can I, Sophia?”
 
“I’d really like that, Benedict.”
 
With tender gazes locked, the two rose from their seats in unison, without a single word exchanged.
 
They paid the bill and left, heading toward Sophia’s home.
 



 

 
Unlike their earlier hesitation, they now leaned on each other, shoulders touching.
 
I felt a pang of guilt.
 
Was it right to keep following these two, who seemed to genuinely care for each other?
 
“Come in, Benedict.”
 
“Then, excuse me, Sophia.”
 
“There’s no need for excuses! Come on in, quickly…!”
 
But there was something oddly urgent about how Sophia gently pushed Benedict into her house.
 
And that’s when I saw it.
 
As she nudged Benedict, Sophia’s gaze was as clear and sober as ever.
 
The slightly hazy, tender look in her eyes from earlier was completely gone.
 
Now, her gaze was razor-sharp, glinting like the edge of a blade, as she scanned the surroundings for a long moment before finally shutting the door behind her.
 
“Ha… I knew it.”
 
There was a reason for the alarm bells in my instincts.
 
But even so, my chest ached with regret.
 
…Sophia, you damn demon.
 
Benedict looked so completely in love.
 
Quietly, I climbed down from the roof, landing softly on the ground.
 
Pressing my ear against the door, I focused all my attention on what was happening inside.
 
“Ugh…”
 
“You’ve had too much to drink, Benedict. Are you okay?”
 
“I’m sorry, Sophia. For a vice-captain of the Order to lose control of his alcohol…”
 
“It’s fine. Here, try drinking this.”
 
“Thank you. But… what is it?”
 
“It’ll help you relax. You should get some sleep.”
 
“Huh? You’re saying I should sleep? But…”
 
“Drink it.”
 
Her voice carried no gentleness.
 
It was firm, cold, and commanding.
 
“Sophia…?”
 
“I said, drink it, now!”
 
“S-Sophia! Stop…! W-Wha…!”
 
I couldn’t listen any longer.
 
With a forceful kick, I broke down the door and rushed inside.
 
“Ah! Who are you?!”
 



 

 
“Hah… What a mess.”
 
The scene was enough to make me sigh.
 
The sharp smell of some kind of drug hung in the air. Benedict, unconscious, had clearly drunk whatever it was.
 
Drawing the sword I had brought, I pointed it at Sophia and declared:
 
“Sorry, but I’m against this love…!”
--- The End OF The Chapter --
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            Chapter 11: The Demon’s Temptation (2)
 
“What do you think you’re doing? How dare you break into someone’s home uninvited!”
 
Sophia glared, her voice sharp as a blade.
 
Caught red-handed in her act, her reaction was more intense than I’d anticipated.
 
“I admit it. You’re right; I did something rude. But shouldn’t you speak accurately?”
 
I pushed my sword closer, correcting her words.
 
“This isn’t someone’s home. It’s a den—a demon’s lair!”
 
“A demon’s lair…? What are you talking about? Wait, could it be… Sir Kayron?”
 
“Oh, you recognize me?”
 
Even with my face hidden, Sophia identified me by my voice.
 
“Of course. Who in Cresnig wouldn’t know the captain of the Black Iron Knights? Especially me—I’ve heard plenty about you from Benedict.”
 
“I’ll take that as a compliment. But…”
 
…You’re a demon, aren’t you?
 
Receiving praise from a demon… what an experience.
 
Sophia’s tone shifted abruptly, becoming calm and gentle. Her earlier sharp glare and cutting words vanished as though they’d never existed.
 
“Sir Kayron, regardless, let’s calm down for a moment. I think there’s been a misunderstanding. Take a look.”
 
Sophia stepped aside, pointing at Benedict sprawled out on the floor.
 
He was sound asleep, snoring softly, with traces of a dark liquid smeared around his mouth—likely forced down his throat.
 
Sophia gazed at him tenderly, her expression overflowing with warmth.
 
“I just wanted to let someone who trains tirelessly every day get some proper rest. Even if it meant using… unconventional methods.”
 
Her face darkened with worry, and her clear eyes glimmered with sincerity.
 
“It’s been so long since I’ve seen Benedict look so peaceful. Don’t you think he looks like a child, Sir Kayron? Isn’t he just adorable?”
 



 

 
“So…”
 
I lowered my sword slightly and asked,
 
“What were you planning to do after putting Benedict to sleep?”
 
“T-that’s…”
 
Sophia’s cheeks flushed bright red.
 
“I can’t tell you that. It’s too… embarrassing.”
 
She looked like a woman deeply in love—except for one thing.
 
The unsettling yellow aura emanating from her body.
 
“I can see why Benedict fell for you. Everything you do is charming, perfectly befitting the title of ‘angel.’ But…”
 
I raised my sword again, pointing it directly at her.
 
“…too perfect. So much so that it’s unnatural. And here’s the catch: demons can never become angels.”
 
Honestly, Sophia’s flawless act sent chills down my spine.
 
If not for my special sight, capable of revealing hidden demons, I might have been fooled.
 
But here she was, surrounded by that ominous yellow glow, clear as day to me.
 
“Why…?”
 
Sensing that I wasn’t going to let her go, Sophia began retreating.
 
“Why are you doing this to us? Please, Sir Kayron, come to your senses. I don’t know what’s driven you to madness, but I genuinely love Benedict!”
 
“So you’re going to deny it until the end? Oh, and what did you just say? Us?”
 
The audacity of a demon to group herself with Benedict as “us” was beyond revolting.
 
Which left only one answer.
 
I lunged at Sophia without hesitation.
 
“Show your true form, just like that wretched Razen!”
 
Though her words of love wavered my reason for a moment, my instincts screamed that she was a demon.
 
Thud.
 
The tip of my sword plunged into her stomach, piercing through her back with a chilling sound.
 
But…
 
Sophia didn’t even scream.
 
The angelic smile she had worn moments ago vanished, replaced by a horrifying grin that split her mouth from ear to ear.
 



 

 
“Fufu… If you’d just left us alone, Benedict could have died happily. Aren’t you supposed to be his friend, Kayron?”
 
“I am his friend. That’s why I came here to get rid of you, you demon.”
 
“How cruel. What will Benedict think when he wakes up and learns the woman he loved was a demon? Do you think his mind will survive it?”
 
“That won’t happen. Because I’ll destroy you before he wakes.”
 
I yanked my sword from her body and swung it toward her face.
 
“Oh my…”
 
Even as her face was slashed deeply, Sophia didn’t flinch.
 
“Hoho, Kayron, what a pity. What will Benedict do when he sees his precious love’s beautiful face ruined?”
 
The sword pierced Sophia’s stomach, and blood spurted out from her wounds and face like a fountain. Yet, she continued to smile as if nothing had happened.
 
“What… How are you still standing?”
 
“Sorry, but you can’t kill me with ordinary methods.”
 
As she spoke, an unpleasant yellow spore bubbled up around her wounds. The spores clung together, morphing into flesh and grotesquely sealing the injuries.
 
The angelic smile was gone. What remained was a horrifyingly distorted and monstrous appearance.
 
“This is… disgusting. Absolutely revolting.”
 
“Just one question, Kayron. How did you know I was a demon?”
 
“How could I not? That sickly yellow aura of yours gives you away.”
 
“So, you can see that!”
 
Sophia’s eyes widened as she lunged at me.
 
Her movements were sluggish, but each swing of her arms carried immense power, smashing parts of the house as they missed.
 
“I heard Razen fell to you recently. I was wondering how you exposed him, and now I know the answer!”
 



 

 
“Congratulations. But so what? You’ll still die here, Sophia.”
 
Dodging her slow attacks, I countered by inflicting shallow wounds all over her body. Despite this, Sophia remained unfazed, relentlessly attacking.
 
“Unlike Razen, that pathetic servant of the Miserable Crow God, I’m different. I serve the Great Plague Toad God.”
 
“No matter how ‘different’ you are, you’re still a demon—and demons all meet the same end!”
 
Knowing I needed a decisive blow, I charged at Sophia and struck multiple times with my sword.
 
But again, though I inflicted several deep wounds, they healed almost instantly.
 
“So, you regenerate minor injuries completely, huh? Let’s see how you handle this…!”
 
I channeled mana into my sword, making it glow a brilliant blue. With a powerful swing, the blade sliced cleanly through Sophia’s body.
 
“Kyahhhh!”
 
For the first time, Sophia let out a scream.
 
It was a significant strike, but the real challenge lay ahead.
 
I hadn’t brought my larger sword, opting instead for a smaller, more practical one. While it could wound Sophia, it wasn’t powerful enough to deliver a decisive blow.
 
As I cut deeper, the yellow fluid from her body splattered onto my blade, causing it to sizzle and corrode as if dipped in a potent acid.
 
“Damn it. If only I’d brought a better sword…”
 
Any ordinary demon would’ve been slain by now, but Sophia was on another level.
 
Even the deep wound inflicted by my mana-enhanced strike was starting to heal.
 
“Is that all you’ve got, Kayron? Your strikes were full of spirit, but they only tickled me in the end.”
 
Sophia smiled smugly, clearly pleased with herself.
 
“Don’t feel too disappointed, though. It’s only natural you can’t defeat me. You’re just a lowly human, and I’m a servant of the Great Toad God. What can you do with that half-broken sword of yours?”
 



 

 
Her condescending laughter made me want to sever her arrogant head right then and there.
 
What I needed was a better sword.
 
A much better sword.
 
‘…Wait, what’s that?’
 
My eyes landed on the perfect weapon.
 
“Don’t even think about it!”
 
Sophia noticed where my gaze had fallen and lunged toward me. But her sluggish movements couldn’t match my speed.
 
I dove toward the unconscious Benedict, rolled to the side, and narrowly avoided Sophia’s crushing blow, which shattered the ground where Benedict had been lying.
 
With some distance gained, I drew the sword Benedict always carried—a blade custom-made for the vice-captain.
 
It wasn’t as familiar in my hands as my own weapon, but it was far superior in quality.
 
“Ah, now this… this feels great.”
 
“Urgh…!”
 
The tables turned in an instant. I stood smiling confidently with the new sword, while Sophia’s already disfigured face twisted further in frustration.
 
“Now, why don’t you tell me? Who’s insignificant now, oh mighty demon?”
 
Infusing the sword with mana, I watched as it glowed with a radiant blue light.
 
This blade was perfect—ready to deliver judgment to the demon who had ensnared Benedict.
 
Sophia’s end was near.
--- The End OF The Chapter --
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            Chapter 12: The Demon’s Temptation (3)


“You asked me something earlier, didn’t you? Then I’ll ask just one thing too, Sophia.”


As I felt Benedict’s sword absorb my mana completely, I asked Sophia in a relaxed tone.


“What were you planning to do after putting Benedict to sleep?”


“There’s no need for you to know, you pathetic human!”


“Oh, is that so? It seems you still don’t understand the situation.”


The joy of holding a good weapon resonated through my body, filling me with excitement.


“First, let’s make sure you can’t move.”


I charged at Sophia with movements akin to dancing. Dodging her swinging arm, I lightly swung my sword twice. Her legs were cleanly severed, and Sophia collapsed helplessly to the ground.


“Ahhhh…!”


“Ugh, keep it down. How could someone with such a hideous voice produce such a sweet one in human form? Demons really are…”


Even though I had the upper hand and appeared confident, the situation wasn’t entirely pleasant.


It wasn’t unreasonable to assume that more demons like Sophia and Razen, who disguised themselves as humans, could be hiding among us.


“Ugh… ugh…”


Sophia’s severed legs began to sizzle and melt into a yellow, bubbling goo. New legs started to regenerate from the wounds, but the mana-infused weapon slowed the process significantly.


The fact that the wounds could regenerate infinitely also meant that unless I killed Sophia completely, I could inflict endless pain on her.


As her legs slowly began to regenerate, I slashed them off again.


“Gyaaah…!!”


“I said, keep it down. Sure, your screams are satisfying, but that’s not what I want to hear.”


“Ugh… ugh…”


“Speak!”


As she desperately tried to crawl away on her arms, I drove my sword into her back.


“Kyaaaa!!”


“Where do you think you’re going? Now that you’ve felt pain, it seems you’ve understood your position. I’m not letting you go. So, it’s best you start talking.”
 



 



“I told you… I have nothing to say, you pathetic… Aghh!”


Annoyed by Sophia’s refusal to answer and her defiance, I cut off one of her arms and made sure to sever her partially regenerated legs again.


“I’ll make you a promise. If you tell me what you were planning, I’ll give you a clean death. But if you keep your mouth shut, we’ll see who lasts longer.”


“You think you’ll get away with this? The gods are watching over everything!”


“The gods, huh… What, the Crow of Death and the Plague Toad? You call those gods?”


“How dare you mock them? You should be begging for forgiveness—guh!”


Though my goal was to make her talk, I cut off her mouth to stop the needless chatter. It would regenerate shortly, so it wasn’t a concern.


As expected, yellow spores wriggled, forming a grotesque new mouth, and Sophia let out a wail.


“Just kill me! Just end it, Kayron!”


“Would you do the same? Taking away hope with endless torment is the basis of interrogation. Surely, a demon like you understands this better than a human like me.”


I deliberately brought my face close to Sophia, mocking her.


“Of course, this might seem inhuman, but you’re not human. So I don’t feel even a shred of guilt. I could keep this up all day… or even longer.”


“…I was going to plant a seed.”


At last, Sophia confessed in a defeated voice.


“You were going to plant a seed?”


“Yes. Benedict has abundant mana and exceptional skills. We intended to plant the Seed of Pestilence, so even his mere breathing would spread a deadly plague.”
 



 



Turning Benedict into a host of pestilence… It was far more horrifying than I had anticipated.


“Why would you do such a thing?”


“Isn’t it obvious? For his pleasure, of course. Watching your kind suffer and struggle brings him joy! Keeheehee… Ack!”


As Sophia let out a grotesque laugh, I drove my sword into her head. Though her body went limp, her wounds began to heal once again.


“…Monstrous beings.”


I severed her head completely, and only then did Sophia’s body stop regenerating. Her dismembered parts dissolved into yellow liquid, forming a puddle before evaporating into thin air.


With the demon vanquished, it was time to clean up.


Benedict, who had fallen into a deep sleep due to the potent drug, remained unconscious despite the commotion.


Since it was impossible to let him rest in the wreckage of the house, I brought him to the knights’ camp.


“Well done.”


“Thank you, Sir Kayron. But, uh, is that person over your shoulder…?”


“Yes, your captain.”


“Ah, hand him over to us, please.”


I carefully handed Benedict over to his subordinates.


“Thank you for bringing our captain back safely. We’ll take care of him from here.”


“But this is strange. He was so excited to go on a date with Miss Sophia. Why is Sir Kayron the one returning with him…?”


It was a long story, and not one to share in this situation.


“...There were circumstances. For now, just let him rest without asking questions.”


“Understood, sir. Rest well, Sir Kayron!”


They must be confused. Even though they hadn’t known each other long, discovering that the woman you love is a demon would be devastating.


What will Benedict do when he wakes up…?


When I returned to the knights’ quarters, Plymouth was waiting for me.
 



 



“You’re back, Captain.”


“Plymouth? You’re still awake?”


“When the captain is away, I stay awake to prepare for any emergencies. Even though my title is merely honorary, I am still your vice-captain.”


Plymouth smiled softly, despite looking a bit tired. He didn’t ask any unnecessary questions.


“By the way, Captain, there’s a guest waiting for you.”


“A guest? At this hour? Who could it be? No one I know would visit at this time…”


“I’ve already escorted them inside. I don’t need to explain who it is. You’ll see for yourself.”


Opening the door, I was met with a completely unexpected sight: someone was lying asleep on my bed.


I closed the door immediately, stepped back out, and gave Plymouth an order.


“…Get rid of them. Right now. That’s an order.”


“Oh, but I’m just an ordinary knight by rank. I can’t be rough with someone of the captain’s status.”


“What does that have to do with anything? Do you even know what time it is? Captain or not, they’re sleeping in my bed without permission! That’s not a guest—it’s an intruder! Why did you even let them in?”


“I have no idea. I was already exhausted, and now that you’re back, I can finally rest. I’ll leave the rest to you, Captain.”


“Hey, Plymouth! Are you seriously ignoring a direct order…?”


Without paying me any attention, Plymouth headed to his room to sleep.


Left with no other choice, I went back to my room.


The brief commotion between Plymouth and me must have disturbed them because the intruder stirred and shifted their sleeping position, still sound asleep.


“Why on earth are you here at this hour?”
 



 



It was hard to believe, but it was real.


Avelin was sleeping on my bed.


This was a disaster.


After fighting demons, I had returned exhausted, ready to collapse onto my bed, only to find it occupied by an intruder.


Grinding my teeth, I gently shook Avelin’s shoulder.


“Hey, Avelin. Wake up.”


“Mm…”


“Come on, wake up. If you’re going to sleep, do it in your own quarters. Why are you here…?”


“Mmm…!”


“Whoa!”


My mind went blank.


Half-asleep, Avelin reached out, grabbed me, and pulled me into her embrace.


It wasn’t just my mind that was in shock.


The place I touched was strangely soft…


“Aaagh!”


Before any stranger thoughts could surface, I quickly escaped her arms.


As I fled, Avelin unconsciously swung her arms around before curling into herself with a sulky expression, still fast asleep.


“Damn it. It’s my bed, and I can’t even use it…”


The awkward situation left me feeling even more drained.


Avelin aside, I needed sleep.


That’s when I spotted the sofa, a piece of furniture I’d casually brought in for talking with visitors.


Dragging my feet, I lay down on the sofa.


Just as hunger makes food taste better, exhaustion is the best sleep aid.


‘By the way, there’s been this nice smell in the room for a while now.’


Surrounded by a faint, sweet fragrance lingering in the air, I drifted off to sleep almost immediately.
--- The End OF The Chapter --
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            Chapter 13: The Demon’s Temptation (4)


“Wake up.”


“Mm….”


“I said wake up, Kayron!”


“Wha—ahhh!”


A jolt ran through my head, instantly snapping me out of sleep.


Someone had screamed right next to my ear.


I shot up from the couch, frantically scanning the room, only to find Avelin glaring at me with her face flushed bright red.


“Why are you yelling so early in the morning…?”


“When did you get back?”


“I asked why you’re yelling.”


“I said, when did you get back?!”


My head started to clear, but the more it did, the more bewildered I felt.


What’s even going on here? Forget when I came back—I simply returned to my room, so why is she acting like this…?


“When did you get here, Avelin?”


“Late last night. Why didn’t you wake me when you got back?”


“Because I got back even later than that. And, by the way, what were you doing showing up here so late in the first place?”


“You promised, didn’t you? You said you’d help me train.”


“Ah, right….”


I did make a promise like that.


But I never said anything about keeping it at such ungodly hours.


“Training should be done at an appropriate time. How do you expect me to help when you barge in so late at night?”


“But every single day counts! If I train even one day more, I’ll grow stronger, won’t I?”


“Not wrong. But yesterday, you were nursing a terrible hangover. Do you really think you’d get meaningful training done in that state?”


“Even if I’m not in great shape, slacking off for even a single day is unacceptable.”


“...”


This relentless determination is why Avelin kept growing stronger in my previous life.


“Alright, I’m sorry. I was busy with a lot of work yesterday. How about this: I’ll make up for it today. Deal?”
 



 



“Really? You’ll make up for it today?”


“Yes, as much as you want. Just don’t collapse from exhaustion. But first….”


Now that I could finally see Avelin’s face clearly, I realized something odd.


She’d claimed my bed and slept so soundly that her skin practically glowed. A faint trail of dried drool and small bits of eye crust were visible, though.


Her hair, however, was perfectly smooth and glossy without a single tangle. That was impressive, at least.


“First, go wash up. Anyone can tell you had a great sleep just by looking at your face.”


“Wh-what’s wrong with my face…? Ah—!”


Avelin’s eyes flew open as she panicked, rushing to the mirror in the corner of my room.


Her reflection seemed to horrify her as she shook with embarrassment, then suddenly covered her face with both hands and bolted from the room.


“Forget what you saw today, Kayron!!”


Forget what? I don’t even know what I saw.


I slowly stepped out of my room to head to the washroom.


But then…


A group of my subordinates stood frozen in the hallway outside my room, their expressions a mix of shock and confusion.


“What are you all doing just standing there?”


“Captain! What was… that?”


“What do you mean, ‘that’? You all know Avelin perfectly well.”


As if they had witnessed something unthinkable, the group swarmed around me, shaking me furiously.


“Why was Avelin coming out of your room?! And so early in the morning!”


“Captain, we demand an explanation! We demand answers!!”


“I should be the one asking why you’re all standing around here in the first place….”


Their eyes were wild with panic, and reason seemed to have left them.
 



 



“That’s not the point, Captain! And we overheard a bit of your conversation—this is a matter that could determine the survival of the Black Iron group!”


“What conversation? Nothing out of the ordinary was said.”


“Don’t lie to us! We heard it all! Avelin asked if you’ll make up for it today and you said you’d do as much as she wanted! You even dared her not to collapse! How could you provoke her like that?!”


Everything was so blatantly misunderstood, it left me speechless.


“You lot are really….”


“Line up.”


“…What?”


“I said, line up!”


At my sharp command, the group finally regained their senses and scrambled into a single file.


“Good. Now, answer me. Why were you lurking outside my door?”


“Uh… Vice-Captain Plymouth told us that an ‘interesting guest’ was here. So we came to check it out.”


“What? Plymouth said that?!”


Plymouth’s face floated into my mind, chuckling smugly after throwing me into this mess.


“Well, no point hiding it now. Remember how I won the other day? She must’ve been upset, so Avelin asked me to help her train.”


“Wait, are you saying the proud Avelin actually asked you to help her train, Captain?”


“Proud or not, we’re comrades. If training together makes us stronger, why not? She came over for that yesterday but ended up falling asleep on my bed while waiting for me, so I let her sleep there.”


“….”


The shock on my subordinates’ faces grew even more intense.


“Something feels off, Captain! She came over so late just to train?”


“She definitely had ulterior motives! Either she meant to harm you, or—”


They suddenly trailed off, looking around at each other nervously.


“Or what?”


“….”


I pressed them again, but they only exchanged glances, refusing to speak.
 



 



“If you’ve got something on your mind, spit it out. Don’t leave me hanging here. What are you trying to say?”


“Could it be that Avelin… likes you?”


Bang!


A silver blur flashed in front of me, and one of the braver subordinates who had started to speak went flying into the wall.


It was Avelin, delivering a body slam with her specialty speed that left no room for mercy.


“Hey, Avelin! What are you doing to my subordinates all of a sudden?”


“What am I doing? Just shutting up a useless mouth that was about to spout nonsense!”


“Look, I’ll admit they were saying some strange things, but—”


By now, Avelin had washed up and looked much fresher. But…


“Hold still for a moment.”


“What? Hold still? What are you talking about all of a sudden—”


“Just stay still.”


As I slowly reached out, Avelin froze in place, squeezing her eyes shut like a deer caught in headlights.


“There. All done.”


“W-what did you just do?”


“Look at this.”


I held my hand in front of her eyes.


“You missed a bit of eye crust.”


“Ugh…!”


Another flash of silver, and before I even realized what had happened, Avelin was long gone.


Through the window, I could see her figure shrinking rapidly into the distance as she fled.


“Goodbye! See you later!” I called out, waving a hand.


“Be quiet, Kayron!!”


I’d even given her a friendly send-off, but all I got in return was a sharp retort.


I let her use my bed, and she still gets this mad…?


“What are you guys doing now?”


When I turned back, my subordinates were busy scouring every corner of my room, as if searching for clues.


“Don’t worry about it, Captain.”
 



 



“We’re just making sure Avelin didn’t leave anything harmful behind!”


“…Get out. Now.”


After kicking everyone out, I flopped down onto my long-lost bed with a sigh.


Compared to the couch, the bed was wonderfully soft and comfortable, but…


“Huh. It smells.”


A scent completely foreign to me had seeped into the sheets.


Oddly enough, it wasn’t unpleasant. In fact, the strangely fragrant aroma tickled my nose in a surprisingly delightful way.


“I should send these for laundry….”


But before I could act on the thought, my eyelids grew heavy, and I drifted off into a deep, overdue sleep.


***


By the time lunch rolled around, I found myself scanning the dining hall, but the face I was looking for was nowhere to be seen.


“Who are you looking for, Captain?”


“Avelin is right over there.”


“…What nonsense are you guys spouting?”


Although Avelin occasionally glanced in my direction and quickly turned away whenever our eyes met, she wasn’t the person I was looking for.


After finishing my meal, I went to find the members of Unit 8.


“Did you enjoy your meal, Sir Kayron?”


“Yeah, it was fine. How about you? Where’s your captain?”


“For some reason, he hasn’t left his room since this morning.”


“Hmm…”


Feeling uneasy, I decided to head to Benedict’s room and knocked on the door.


“It’s me. Are you in there, Benedict?”


“…Kayron!”


I heard hurried footsteps before the door flew open, and Benedict rushed out.


His face was pale, his eyes hollow.


“What happened? I heard you were the one who brought me back yesterday.”


“I did. How’s your body holding up?”


“…I’m fine.”


He said he was fine, but it was an obvious excuse at best.


“Kayron, tell me. What exactly happened?”
 



 



“How much do you remember?”


“I remember going to the tavern you and Sophia mentioned. We drank quite a bit… but after that, it’s all blank.”


“So you remember up to that point…”


The fact that he didn’t recall being taken to Sophia’s house or being forced to drink a sleep-inducing potion gave me plenty of room to manipulate the story.


But I had a choice to make—how much, and in what way, should I tell him?


Finally, the moment had come.


I was faced with an unforgiving decision between two options:


The harsh truth or a gentle lie.


Standing at this crossroads, I…


“Sophia asked me to pass on a message.”


I smiled faintly and added,


“She said to take it easy from now on. With your training, that is.”
--- The End OF The Chapter --
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            Chapter 14: Avelin Gently Smiled


On the late night when Kayron was chasing the demon, Avelin found herself awake.


It was still time to sleep, but having gone to bed right after lunch due to not feeling well had its side effects.


Her headache lingered from the remnants of her hangover, but she knew sleep would not come again.


‘I need to tire myself out to sleep again. What should I do…?’


As she pondered, a sudden voice echoed in her mind.


「Avelin. Are you okay?」


「I’m glad you’re well enough to argue. Even if you’re unwell, don’t skip meals, alright?」


「Anyway, take care of yourself.」


‘…’


When her groggy mind cleared, she suddenly realized where she was.


“Welcome.”


Avelin found herself standing in front of the Black Iron Brigade’s barracks.


Vice Captain Plymouth greeted her with a kind smile.


Though the Black Iron Brigade competed with Avelin’s Silver Guard, Plymouth was one of the rare few who did not harbor animosity toward them—or her.


“What brings you here at this late hour, Avelin-nim? You seem unwell.”


“…I’m not sure.”


“I see. But I think I have an idea why you’re here,” Plymouth said, glancing toward the highest room in the barracks.


“Would you like to go inside? He’ll be back shortly.”


“Who’s coming back…?”


“Who else? Go ahead and rest. I’ll bring you something warm to drink.”


In the quiet hours of the late night, when everyone else was asleep, Avelin followed Plymouth into Kayron’s room without much resistance.


“Make yourself comfortable. He’ll be back soon, though it might take a little while. You can sit on the sofa, or if you’d like…”


Plymouth gestured toward Kayron’s bed.


“You could lie down and rest. I’ll bring you something warm to drink.”
 



 



It was Avelin’s second time entering Kayron’s room.


The first time, she hadn’t paid much attention due to the commotion—Kayron had been shirtless, causing some chaos.


This time, however, she could see the room clearly.


A modest layout: a bed, a mirror, a small wardrobe, a sofa and table for guests, and a large chest.


The moment she sat on the sofa, she flinched at how utterly uncomfortable it was.


It barely held its shape, and no one in their right mind would willingly sit there.


‘Is this really a sofa?’


“Ridiculous…” Avelin muttered under her breath.


Kayron was, without a doubt, the most ridiculous person she knew.


Grueling training, day in and day out—that was his entire routine.


Yet, despite the harshness, he had forged the Black Iron Brigade into a unit with unparalleled cohesion, even stronger in defense than the Silver Guard, which excelled in offense.


Unable to endure the awful sofa, Avelin moved to perch on the edge of the bed.


Though firm, it was a step up from the sofa.


However…


“What’s that smell?”


The strange scent lingering in the room made her frown.


It was subtle, enough to prick her nose, but oddly not unpleasant.


Before long, Avelin realized what it was.


She had smelled it before—on the day of a mock battle, when Kayron had dodged her attack by diving straight into her arms.


‘It’s Kayron’s scent.’


Her frown deepened at the realization, but strangely… her breathing grew steadier.


Rather than feeling irritated, she felt calmer, almost soothed.


The place where the scent was strongest…


Knock knock—


“Ahhh!”


As Avelin leans forward, she lets out a short scream and quickly straightens up.


“Have you been waiting long?”


Plymouth entered the room carrying two cups of warm tea, smiling kindly.
 



 



“Oh, you chose to sit on the bed. A wise decision. That sofa is hardly functional. Even our Captain never sits on it unless he absolutely has to entertain a guest. Here, have some tea.”


“Th-thank you.”


Plymouth moved the table closer to the bed and placed one of the cups on it. Then, leaning casually against the wall, he addressed Avelin.


“Avelin-nim, if it’s not too presumptuous, may I ask you a question?”


“Go ahead.”


“You seem to have grown quite close with our Captain these days, haven’t you?”


“…”


Avelin hesitated to respond.


It was true that she and Kayron had grown closer compared to before. Where once they couldn’t exchange words without bickering, now they fought alongside each other, shared meals, and even visited taverns together.


“Maybe… just a little closer, yes.”


“That’s a relief. As you know, our Black Iron Brigade and your Silver Guard are the strongest forces within the Vanguard Corps, but we’ve always acted separately, never as one. I see this as an opportunity to bridge that gap.”


“…So where is Kayron anyway?”


“I don’t know.”


“What?”


Avelin frowned, bewildered.


Plymouth had said Kayron would return soon, yet now he claimed he didn’t know where the Captain was.


“Wait, but you said he’d be back shortly!”


“Yes, that’s true,” Plymouth replied nonchalantly, taking a sip of his tea.


“Our Captain has always been like this. No matter what happens, he always returns safely and never too late. That’s why I said he’d be back soon.”


“…”


Avelin studied Plymouth, surprised.


She had always thought of the Black Iron Brigade as a group of brash, unrefined men, yet here was their Vice Captain—calm, thoughtful, and exuding an air of confidence.
 



 



It was no wonder Kayron often spoke so highly of him, calling him the most reliable subordinate.


And to inspire such trust in someone like Plymouth…


‘Kayron. Who exactly is he…?’


“Well then, I’ll leave you to rest. Please make yourself comfortable.”


Without prying further, Plymouth excused himself and left the room.


Though he’d said Kayron would return soon, there was no telling when that might actually be.


With the warmth of the tea relaxing her nerves, Avelin gradually let her guard down, her posture easing.


Perhaps emboldened by the quiet and the solitude, she began to relax a bit more daringly.


Avelin Opened the Lid of the Large Chest in the Room.


Inside, a massive black iron greatsword lay revealed.


“Wow…”


It was a magnificent sword, the kind that would make any weapon enthusiast gasp in awe.


Avelin carefully grasped the greatsword, attempting to lift it.


“Ugh… ngh!”


The sword’s weight was beyond what she imagined, making it nearly impossible to lift.


‘How does that fool wield something like this so effortlessly?’


As she thought about it, the sword seemed to resemble its owner, Kayron.


This massive blade was merciless when cutting through enemies, yet when its broad side was used defensively, it became an unyielding shield for allies.


Though Kayron, as a captain, could have stayed safely at the back giving orders, he always placed himself at the forefront, swinging the massive sword with relentless determination.


He fought with everything he had, even in battles where there was no personal gain for him—solely for his soldiers and the world.


‘Why is he so different from me…? How infuriating!’


Frustrated, Avelin gave up trying to lift the sword, slammed the lid of the chest shut, and returned to the bed.


The effort had left her head throbbing again, so she reluctantly lay down.
 



 



Of course, it wasn’t because of the faint scent wafting from the bed.


‘This is just because I’m tired. Yes, definitely not because of… ngh.’


As she muttered to herself, she flinched.


When she lay down, the pillow naturally came closer to her face, and the strong scent hit her nose.


‘Does he even wash this? How does a pillow end up smelling like this? How could… how could—!’


Though it was a strange scent, Avelin found herself strangely drawn to it, studying it as if analyzing something peculiar.


‘It’s odd. But at the same time…’


Her thoughts trailed off as her consciousness slipped away.


When Avelin woke up to the sound of birds chirping, she realized she had fallen into a deep, refreshing sleep.


Looking around, she froze as it dawned on her where she was.


‘W-wait… this is…?’


Though she could hardly believe it, Avelin had no choice but to accept that she had slept soundly in Kayron’s bed.


Just as she prepared to sneak out of the room, she realized she wasn’t alone.


Kayron, instead of using his bed, had curled up awkwardly on the uncomfortable sofa to sleep, leaving her undisturbed.


Determined to leave without another thought, Avelin found herself walking toward him instead.


She stood over him, quietly watching.


His face was relaxed, his breathing soft and steady.


Why had he let her sleep in the bed? What was he thinking? She couldn’t figure it out, but it irritated her.


The sight of Kayron’s defenseless face, peaceful in sleep, made her breath catch for a moment without her realizing it.


To shake off this unfamiliar feeling, she took a deep breath and said firmly:


“Wake up.”


“Mmm…”
 



 



“I said, wake up, Kayron!”


“Wahh—!”


Kayron jumped up, looking around in confusion.


The sight was all too familiar to Avelin—exactly the same fool she knew.


As Kayron sat there, still dazed and bewildered, Avelin couldn’t help but let a small smile cross her face.


A smile she made sure Kayron wouldn’t see.
-- The End OF The Chapter --
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            Chapter 15: The Human Who Loved a Demon (1)


In the end, I couldn’t tell Benedict the truth.


Sitting across from Benedict, I lied to him without hesitation.


“…And so, Sophia went back home.”


“Home? Where exactly is that?”


“I didn’t hear the details. She just kept telling me over and over again not to push yourself too hard.”


“Home… Yeah, home…”


With a vacant look, Benedict stared into the air for a moment before nodding bitterly.


“You’re right. This place is too dangerous and exhausting for someone who isn’t part of the Order. Sophia is too kind… The longer she stayed, the more it would’ve worn her down.”


“Benedict...”


“Thanks for telling me… even if it’s on her behalf. Now, could you leave? I need some time to sort out my thoughts.”


“…Alright.”


Normally, I would’ve patted him on the shoulder and told him to stay strong, but now wasn’t the time for that.


“Take care, Benedict.”


Leaving behind only those brief words, I closed the door behind me.


And after taking just a few steps—


“Ugh… huuuh….”


I instinctively stopped in my tracks.


But I forced myself to keep walking, pretending I hadn’t heard.


Right now, the best thing I could do for him was to give him time alone.


Still, the fact that I had to lie… left me feeling just as unsettled.


Before the afternoon training session began, I needed to find a quiet place to collect myself.


“Haa…”


At the highest point of Cresnig, the fortress city’s towering spire—


A place where the view was wide open yet quiet.


Perched precariously on the railing, I let out a sigh, making sure no one could hear.


I’d always thought Razen was more of a demon than an actual demon… but Sophia…


[ Sophia didn’t come in today. Do you think something happened? ]
 



 



[ There were so many patients waiting just for Sophia… ]


I overheard the infirmary staff talking during lunch.


I didn’t know why that demon did what it did…


But from the sound of it, Sophia had been sincerely giving her all to treat the patients.


Why would she do that?


I couldn’t shake the conversation we had from my mind.


[ Why are you even doing something like this? ]


[ Isn’t it obvious? It’s for His amusement. Watching you struggle and suffer is what He finds entertaining! ]


That phrase—“His amusement”—stuck with me.


Sophia had said she was a servant of the Plague Toad God.


Maybe… we humans and the Order were nothing more than playthings to those so-called gods.


“Are you alright?”


“I’m not… Huh?”


I doubted my own ears.


This was the tallest tower in Cresnig—


Not only was it difficult to climb, but no one in their right mind would even think to come up here.


“Why’d you stop answering? I asked you a question, Kayron.”


“……”


The voice belonged to Avelin.


Leaning against the railing—just one misstep away from falling into the abyss—she looked down at me.


“…Why are you here?”


“I saw you climbing up and thought, ‘What if he’s planning to throw himself off?’ So I followed.”


“What a ridiculous— Look, I may not seem like it, but I’m pretty damn attached to life.”


“Either way.”


Avelin reached into her coat and pulled out a small glass vial.


The problem was… the liquid inside was an ominous, inky black.


Something about it set off my instincts.


“…What’s that?”


“A bribe.”


“…A bribe?”


“Hehe. So you’ll go easy on me during training later…”


“……”


“I’m kidding. It’s actually a magic potion—one that’ll make you want to fight even harder to see tomorrow.”
 



 



“…The way you say that makes it sound even more suspicious.”


Seeing my hesitation, Avelin pulled out another glass vial from her coat and, without a moment’s delay, drank from it right in front of me.


“See? It’s nothing strange. So you should drink it too.”


The moment I removed the cork sealing the bottle, an intoxicatingly sweet and rich aroma filled my nose, making me feel lightheaded.


Carefully, I let the liquid trickle into my mouth—its gentle sweetness spread through my body without being overwhelming.


“…What is this? I’ve never tasted a drink this good before.”


“It’s milk mixed with a luxury dessert called chocolate. Put them together, and it’s called chocolate milk.”


“Chocolate… what? I don’t know what that is, but just the name alone makes it sound rare. Milk isn’t exactly cheap either.”


“Yeah. Well, it’s not something I can drink every day either. I only have it when things get really tough—kind of like a small comfort for myself.”


“And you gave something that valuable to me?”


“I told you. It’s a bribe.”


“…You know how I train, right? There’s no such thing as taking it easy with me.”


“And yet, you’ve already drunk more than half of it.”


“Wait, what? Oh crap, I have…! Without even realizing it…!”


The drink Avelin gave me had an almost bewitching taste.


“This isn’t my fault. The drink is just too good.”


“Pfft…”


Avelin burst into laughter at my desperate excuse.


“I’m glad.”


“…About what? I never even considered throwing myself off.”


“No, it’s just… you finally seem like yourself again.”


With an indifferent expression, Avelin tucked the empty vial back into her coat.
 



 



“You looked awful at lunch. It worried me. You know how it is—if we start to waver, our subordinates in the Order will waver too.”


“…You’re right.”


I slowly pushed myself up, following Avelin’s lead.


“No matter what happens, we can’t afford to be weak. If we do, this world will be overrun by demons.”


“But don’t push yourself too hard. Here, I’ll make you a promise.”


“A promise?”


“If we survive this wave, I’ll give you another bottle of chocolate milk.”


“Hah… Not a bad deal.”


I had no plans on dying anyway, so it was an easy bargain to take.


Besides, the moment was nearly here.


The last day of the month—the day when the rift between worlds opened, unleashing an onslaught of demons.


We called this catastrophe ‘the wave.’


It was the reason we existed and the disaster we had to stop at all costs.


“Avelin, is there anything you want?”


“Me?”


“Yeah. You offered me something valuable, so I should wager something too.”


“I like that idea. Hmm… but nothing really comes to mind right now.”


“Then tell me later. As long as it’s before the wave comes.”


Of course, Avelin wasn’t going to die in this wave either.


But motivation made people stronger.


Still…


“…What’s wrong, Kayron?”


“It’s nothing. I just… felt like someone was watching.”


“Wow, someone’s full of themselves. Do you really think you’re that good-looking? That’s some serious self-importance.”


“…How the hell did this turn into that kind of conversation? I ‘really’ felt like I was being watched!”


Avelin smirked, teasing me one last time before heading down the tower.


I sighed and followed her.


caws— caws—caws—


In the distance, several black ravens circled high above the residential area of Cresnig, their cries echoing ominously through the sky.
 



 



***


“…This is…”


Benedict’s expression hardened.


Driven by a lingering doubt, he retraced his hazy, alcohol-clouded memories and found his way to Sophia’s house.


From the outside, everything appeared normal. But inside, the signs were undeniable—this place had seen a violent struggle.


‘Kayron... What the hell is this…?’


Benedict had been told that Sophia had returned to her hometown. But he couldn’t bring himself to believe it.


And Kayron—he had put real effort into this lie.


Normally, whenever Kayron lied, it was obvious. His deception was always easy to see through. But this time… it had felt raw. Sincere. Almost desperate.


For a moment, Benedict had nearly believed it.


But his love for Sophia, the regret gnawing at him, wouldn’t let him.


And so, he had come here—only to find this.


‘These traces…?’


As a seasoned warrior, Benedict could read the story written in the remnants of the battle.


The slash marks, the deep punctures from a blade, the broken furniture shattered by a blunt weapon…


And then—


The walls, the floor, the very air was scarred with burns—as if something had touched them and melted them away, leaving behind an eerie yellowed stain.


Something had happened here. Something far from ordinary.


And Kayron had tried to hide it.


‘I have to find Kayron. I need to know what the hell happened here.’


Just as Benedict turned to leave—


“…Are you angry?”


“…!?”


A deep, smooth voice slid through the silence like a knife.


Startled, Benedict whipped around—only to find a man standing behind him, having appeared without a sound.


He wore a flowing violet cloak, his presence as still as death itself.
 



 



And perched on his shoulder, a black raven stared with gleaming, eerie eyes.


“…You look furious,” the man mused, his voice laced with amusement.


“You are, aren’t you? Furious. Hah… I can see it in your face.”


A slow chuckle escaped him.


Benedict instantly recognized that this man was no ordinary individual.


“…Who are you?”


The man’s lips curled into a smirk.


“I am Aamon.”


Then, as if savoring the words, he added—


“A disciple of the Black Raven God.”
-- The End OF The Chapter --
 
[TL: Join Patreon to support the translation and to read up to 5 chapters ahead of the release: https://www.patreon.com/taylor007 
 
Join Our Discord for regular updates and have fun with other community members: https://discord.com/invite/SqWtJpPtm9 ]




            ---The End Of The Chapter---

                            
                    
                        https://www.readingpia.me/covers/1736667545_cover_.png

                        
                            
                                Join Patreon to support the translation and to read up to 5 chapters ahead of the release.

                            

                            
                                    
                                    
                                 Join on Patreon
                        

                    

                
                                        
                
                            
                

                    

                            
                

                    

                            
                

                    
            



        

                    
            

                
                    
            

                

                    
            

                
                    
            

                
        
                    
                
                
                    
                    Join Our Discord

                    Be part of our amazing community!

                    Join Now
                

            


        

        
            
            




        


                                    
                    Comments

                    
                    

                

                    

        
            
        

        
            
            




        


        
            
            




        


        
                    
            

                

                    
            
                    
            

                

                    
            

                
                
            Chapter 16: The Human Who Loved a Demon (2)


“Alright, that’s enough for today’s training. Good work, everyone.”


“Yes, sir! Black Iron Brigade, form up!”


As soon as I declared the end of the afternoon training, the members of the Black Iron Brigade swiftly aligned themselves in perfect rows and columns.


“Captain, could you say a few final words?”


“Alright. You all did well today. You know the waves will come the day after tomorrow, right? Make sure to rest up tomorrow, but be ready to gather without any delays when the signs appear.”


“Yes, sir! Thank you for your hard work!”


With a resounding response, the day’s training for the Black Iron Brigade officially came to a close.


Almost immediately, groans of exhaustion erupted from all around.


“Ugh, finally! It’s over. That was brutal.”


“Still, every drop of sweat we shed on the training ground is one less drop of blood we spill on the battlefield. Let’s go grab a drink!”


The Order of the Oath had one rule.


The day before the waves arrived, everyone was free to do as they pleased.


Because when the demonic waves came pouring in, it was nothing short of a calamity—an unpredictable disaster. The rule allowed members to sort out their affairs before facing it head-on.


After helping me oversee today’s training, Plymouth gave me a respectful nod.


“Then, I’ll be heading off with the others for a drink. What about you, Captain?”


“I have plans with Avelin.”


“With Avelin-ni, huh… I see. Then, I hope you have a great time.”


“And what exactly makes you think it’ll be a ‘great’ time?”


Waving off my subordinates as they made their way to the tavern, I turned toward the Silver Guard training grounds.


Last time, Avelin had come to find me, so this time, it was my turn to go to her.
 



 



But while I had agreed to train with her, I hadn’t actually put much thought into how we should train.


Not that it really mattered. Both of us were so skilled that finding a worthy sparring opponent was difficult.


The best method, then, was probably to fight without rules—just like last time…


As I pondered over this, I approached the Silver Guard training grounds—only to quickly step back and conceal myself.


A familiar voice had reached my ears.


“…So you’re saying you haven’t noticed anything unusual, Avelin?”


“Yes. He hasn’t behaved any differently than usual.”


“I see. Then keep a close watch on Kayron. If you notice anything suspicious, report to me immediately.”


“Understood.”


I heard it clearly.


My name—Kayron.


I held my breath, tracking the sound of footsteps as they gradually faded.


I had to wait until the owner of that voice was gone.


Because it belonged to none other than Captain Balthazar.


Only after the footsteps completely disappeared did I cautiously reveal myself.


“Kept you waiting?”


“You’re a little late, Kayron.”


“Sorry. My subordinates were really persistent about grabbing a drink.”


“…….”


Avelin narrowed her eyes and gave me a scrutinizing look.


“So I’ve told you before—don’t lie.”


“Aha… You saw right through me again? My bad.”


“There’s no need to apologize. Just tell me the truth. Why were you late?”


“…….”


I couldn’t lie. But at the same time, I couldn’t tell the truth either. So, I slightly lowered my head, avoiding Avelin’s gaze.


How was I supposed to explain?


That I had been secretly eavesdropping when Captain Balthazar ordered her to spy on me?


“…I was handing some out.”


“Hm? What was that?”


Raising my head, I saw Avelin glaring at me, her expression brimming with fury.
 



 



“I even shared my precious chocolate milk with you! And yet, not only are you late, but you’re also hiding something from me? Does that even make sense? Right now…!”


Without hesitation, Avelin drew her sword and pointed it directly at me.


“Draw your weapon, Kayron!”


She gripped her sword so tightly that the tip wavered slightly.


“…That’s exactly what I was hoping for!”


The situation had escalated rather suddenly, but I firmly grasped my greatsword.


Lately, Avelin had been oddly kind to me.


If all of that had been under Captain Balthazar’s orders…


There was only one way to find out.


As swordsmen, the best way to have an honest conversation was through the clash of blades—a dialogue of steel.


And since there were no onlookers this time, we could fight freely, without holding back.


Without a need for words, we both lunged at each other at the exact same moment.


In mere seconds, countless merciless strikes were exchanged, neither of us yielding an inch.


“Argh! Give me back my chocolate milk, Kayron!”


“I already drank it all! If you want it back, try fishing it out of my stomach!”


“You don’t have to tell me…!”


Taking advantage of her superior speed, Avelin found a small opening in my stance and struck.


But that opening… was intentional.


Before her sharp blade could pierce my body, I swung my greatsword close to me like a shield, deflecting her attack with a powerful blow to the side.


Blocked from landing her decisive strike, Avelin staggered, momentarily losing her balance.


“Urgh…!”


“I thought you didn’t fall for lies?”


Seizing the opportunity, I launched a powerful counterattack.


“…I might’ve fallen for it, but that doesn’t mean I’ll go down!”
 



 



At the last second, Avelin threw herself backward, completely breaking her stance, narrowly avoiding my swing. Using the momentum, she flipped in the air, performing a full midair somersault before landing gracefully.


“Whoa… That move was incredible. I could never pull that off.”


“You’re one to talk, Kayron. No matter how confident you are, showing an opening on purpose? That’s reckless.”


Avelin bent her knees slightly, bracing herself.


“You’re bold to the extreme!”


With that shout, she sprang forward like an arrow, aiming straight for me.


It was a reckless gamble for her as well, but if I blocked it half-heartedly, I could end up seriously injured.


So my decision was…


“Agh! Where do you think you’re running?!”


No shame in running!


I quickly shifted my body to the side, dodging her attack at the last moment. With her target gone, Avelin landed with a frustrated stumble.


“What the hell, Kayron?! What kind of cowardly move was that?!”


“A safe coward is better than a wounded hero!”


Shaking with frustration, Avelin gritted her teeth and charged at me again, even more fiercely than before.


Once again, our swords clashed relentlessly, neither of us yielding an inch. But this time, the strikes were even fiercer than before.


“What’s the difference between that move you just made and the way you’re acting right now?”


“You tell me! You know full well that I arrived on time. So why, despite being here on time, did I have to stay hidden before showing myself?”


Clang!


It was Avelin who withdrew first, stepping back.


“…So, you were listening.”


“When someone talks that openly, wouldn’t it be weirder if I didn’t hear?”


I tightened my grip on my sword.


Then, I channeled mana throughout my body, reinforcing myself.
 



 



“Alright. I told you why I was late. Now it’s your turn. Why did Captain Balthazar order you to ‘continue keeping an eye on me’?”


The second round had begun.


This time, it wasn’t just a battle of physical strength—mana was involved, elevating the fight to an entirely different level.


“Mana…?”


For a brief moment, Avelin hesitated, then grinned.


“I’ve made up my mind. First, I’m going to beat you into the ground. Then, I’ll explain everything calmly. Sound good?”


“Save that kind of talk for after you actually manage to take me down. Because once I win, I plan to pin you down and interrogate you myself.”


“No more words. Just bring it on.”


“Exactly what I was about to say…”


“Kayron.”


Both Avelin and I instinctively halted mid-motion, suppressing our battle-ready stances.


Because an unexpected voice had called out to me from the entrance of the training grounds.


“…Benedict?”


At the entrance stood Benedict.


His face was unusually shadowed, dark circles forming beneath his eyes. He gazed at me in silence.


“…Why did you do it?”


The moment I heard those calm words, I understood.


I didn’t know how, but Benedict had discovered the truth.


“What now? What did Kayron do this time?”


“…Yeah. Avelin, I’m sorry, but can you wait a moment?”


“…Go ahead.”


“Thanks.”


With Avelin’s permission, I cautiously approached Benedict.


“Benedict, let’s move somewhere else. I misjudged this situation. I should’ve told you sooner, but… this might take a while—”


“No.”


Benedict cut me off, standing firm.


“There’s no need to go anywhere, Kayron.”


At that moment, I realized something.


His voice wasn’t just calm.


When someone is truly furious, they don’t scream. They go quiet.
 



 



And right now, Benedict was exactly that kind of quiet.


“Avelin, the man standing before you—Kayron—is a murderer.”


His voice was unwavering, each syllable crystal clear.


“…What?”


“He killed someone. And not just anyone, but a woman who dedicated herself to treating the wounded in the Order of the Oath, someone loved by all. Then, he twisted the truth, claiming she left to return to her homeland.”


“Benedict, wait. You’re mistaken about something—”


“Shut your mouth, Kayron. You know what happened to my sword, don’t you?”


He unsheathed his weapon and held it up for me to see.


It was a fine sword, but there was a subtle flaw—a portion of the blade had been slightly melted, its edge dulled.


“You killed Sophia. And you did it with my sword.”


“……”


I squeezed my eyes shut.


This happened because I had chosen a gentle lie over a brutal truth.


And now, the truth had come to devour me.


“That’s why I’m going to pass judgment on you, Kayron. Don’t even think about running. One of us is going to die here today—that’s the only right answer.”


Then, Benedict smirked, lifting just one corner of his mouth.


“The Adviser told me so.”


“…The Adviser?”


The unfamiliar term sent a shiver down my spine.


Just as an ominous feeling began to settle in—


Caw—! Caw—!


A bird flew in, landing squarely on Benedict’s shoulder.


It was—


A damn black raven.
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            Chapter 17: The Human Who Loved a Demon (3)


The black crow leaned in close to Benedict’s ear and whispered something.


As Benedict tilted his head and focused intently on listening, Avelin turned to me with trembling eyes and asked,


“What does this mean, Kayron? You killed someone?”


“Don’t waver. It was the same as with Razen.”


“……Ah!”


Fortunately, Avelin caught on immediately.


She had witnessed Razen revealing his true form right in front of her, together with me.


“I can guess what happened, more or less. But what is Sir Benedict doing right now?”


“……I don’t know. But I do know one thing—he’s not in his right mind.”


Unlike Avelin, who quickly grasped the situation, Benedict kept nodding fervently, fully engaged in an intense conversation with the crow.


“Yes, that’s right. Yes, exactly. I cannot just stand by and let that bastard go after he took someone precious from me!”


‘It’s not even a person, though…….’


After saying everything it had to say, the black crow flapped its wings and took off from Benedict’s shoulder, soaring into the distant sky.


And in the eyes of Benedict, who had just finished his conversation with the crow, the madness burned even stronger.


“What the hell did you talk about with that crow, Benedict?”


“Watch your mouth, Kayron. The Advisor’s crow isn’t just an ordinary bird. It possesses mystical and profound knowledge!”


“I know crows are smart, but at least normal ones don’t perch on people’s ears and whisper sinister things.”


“Enough!”


Benedict roared, raising his sword and pointing it directly at me.


“No more useless talk. Draw your sword, Kayron!”


“Wait. Benedict, you’re misunderstanding something. You heard about Razen recently, right? The truth is—”


“I told you to shut up!”


Benedict cut me off mid-sentence and charged straight at me.
 



 



And he wasn’t holding back. From the very start, he had enveloped his entire body in mana, reinforcing his strength.


Boom—


“Ugh…!”


The moment our swords clashed, the sound that rang out was different from usual.


Because Benedict had launched himself from quite a distance, blocking his attack wasn’t too difficult. But still, as the vice-captain, he was not someone to be underestimated.


Moreover, the trembling of my blade and the stinging pain in my hands made it painfully clear—


Right now, Benedict genuinely intended to judge me.


Just as the fight was about to escalate, Avelin stepped forward.


“Sir Benedict, stop! Listen to Kayron first—calm down and talk—”


“Shut up! So you’re on his side too, huh? Stay right there. Once I finish him off, you’re next!”


“Ah….”


Now, he wasn’t just lashing out at me—he was snapping at Avelin too.


Seeing that made me frown.


But in the end, maybe things turned out this way because of the white lie I had told.


“Step back, Avelin.”


“What? But…”


“This is my fault. So it’s only right that I settle it myself.”


Tightening my grip on my sword, I met Benedict’s gaze head-on.


“Benedict. If you need to vent your rage, then unleash all of it on me. I’ll take it.”


With a battle cry, I struck Benedict’s sword away.


He stumbled for a brief moment, but quickly regained his footing and charged again, slashing at me with relentless, ferocious strikes.


Each swing carried immense force, infused with mana.


If I failed to block even one and let it hit me—


That would be the end.


“Die, Kayron! Just die already!”


Benedict wasn’t just fighting me.


He truly wanted me dead.


As I focused solely on blocking his attacks and observing his movements, a thought naturally crossed my mind.
 



 



‘Was Benedict always this strong?’


Within the Order, aside from Commander Balthazar, Avelin and I had always been considered the strongest.


But right now, Benedict was proving that he was no pushover either.


Perhaps it was because he had never shown his true strength during training matches, only ever going all out against demons.


Fighting him now was an entirely new experience for me.


“I can see it, Kayron. I can see your openings!”


Even in his deranged state, Benedict fully utilized his keen vision and sharp instincts.


His combat style was uniquely threatening—he never missed even the slightest moment of vulnerability.


Feeling the extent of his abilities firsthand, another thought crossed my mind.


‘If this guy had stayed with us longer…’


Maybe the Order wouldn’t have fallen so quickly.


In my past life, the reason the Order weakened was clear.


With every battle, we lost more comrades, and our strength steadily declined.


‘If I hadn’t stopped Sophia, then Benedict would have met the same fate as before. In that case…’


Even if he was currently under a demon’s influence, I couldn’t afford to let go of a valuable ally.


“I see another opening, Kayron!”


Benedict’s relentless strikes rained down mercilessly, aiming for the opening I had deliberately exposed.


But I was faster.


Thud—


“Urgh…!”


Fixated solely on the false opening I had shown, Benedict took my punch directly to the side of his face, sending him sprawling across the ground.


“Get up, Benedict. I said get up!”


“Hehe… heheheh… You’ve finally shown your true colors, Kayron.”


“That’s right. I’ve made up my mind. No matter what I say, you won’t listen right now. That means there’s only one way to settle this, isn’t there?”
 



 



I had been holding back, unwilling to seriously injure a comrade.


But now, I gathered far more mana than before.


As the abundant energy spread throughout my body, my muscles surged with uncontrollable power, excitement bubbling within me.


The blood of a warrior, thrilled by the prospect of a real battle, began to boil.


“Benedict, take tomorrow off. Because today, I’m going to knock you out completely.”


“You sure talk big, Kayron. I’ll be the one to cut you down.”


Rising back to his feet, Benedict steadied his stance, his eyes still gleaming with madness.


“You dared to lie to me—your own comrade? That wicked tongue of yours…!”


With another burst of reckless fury, Benedict charged straight at me.


But—


Thunk—


“Guh…!”


With a crisp, resounding impact, Benedict was sent flying through the air.


I had swung my massive greatsword like a club, launching him away.


Though he lost balance and was momentarily airborne, he quickly adjusted his posture, attempting to regain control midair.


“Damn… You’re freakishly strong, Kayron— huh?”


Even in his crazed state, Benedict must have realized something was wrong when he saw me appear above him.


I had leapt into the air in pursuit.


Then, with all my strength, I struck him down with the flat of my blade.


Thwack—


The sickening sound alone was enough to make anyone wince.


Benedict’s body plummeted straight down, crashing into the ground with a deafening boom.


Dust and debris scattered as the earth caved in from the impact, leaving him embedded in the ground.


“Ugh… Kgh… Ahh…!”


He groaned in pain, but he was too deeply lodged in the crater to move.


With Benedict successfully subdued, Avelin and I approached his twitching form.
 



 



“Wasn’t that a bit too much, Kayron? He’s an important ally. The waves will hit in two days.”


“And what was I supposed to do when he was swinging his sword at me, screaming for my death? It’s better to beat some sense into him now and force him to rest.”


“Well… I guess…”


Avelin glanced at my greatsword, which I had been using like a club, and muttered,


“You really are ridiculously strong, Kayron. No wonder you’re the captain of the Black Iron Brigade. But even still, Sir Benedict is the vice-captain, and yet you handled him this easily…”


“And you’re no weakling yourself, Avelin.”


As Avelin pointed out, Benedict wasn’t weak.


It was just that he happened to be up against me—someone who had dedicated his entire life to battle.


Among all the Order’s divisions, the Black Iron Brigade and the Silver Guard were considered the strongest.


Not just because of their members, but because their captains were on another level entirely.


“Now then, Benedict. I think you’re finally ready to talk.”


Since he still hadn’t managed to pull himself out of the crater, I crouched down and spoke to him directly.


“Tell me. When and where did you meet that ‘Advisor’?”


“……”


“If you’re still too angry to speak, just say the word. I’ll beat it out of you until you calm down.”


Even as I pressed him again, Benedict didn’t respond.


He no longer groaned in pain.


Instead, he just looked up at me in silence.


The madness had faded.


Now, his eyes were calm—but filled with sorrow.


“…Why?”


“Huh?”


“Why did you do it, Kayron?”


“……”


I could no longer lie to him.


He deserved to know the truth.


“Sophia was a demon.”
 



 



“A demon? What kind of nonsense is that? You saw her yourself, didn’t you? How kind and beautiful her smile was. And you expect me to believe she was a demon?”


“……Look closely.”


I picked up Benedict’s sword from where it had fallen and pointed to the melted sections.


“It’s partially melted, isn’t it? Ever wonder why?”


“How the hell should I know? No— I don’t even want to know.”


“She was a demon with a sickly yellow glow. No matter how many wounds she took, she mended herself effortlessly. And the fluids she spilled onto the ground? They dissolved everything they touched.”


I placed the sword back into Benedict’s hand.


“I’m sorry for lying. But please, try to understand—I followed you because I was worried about you as a comrade. If you still can’t forgive me…”


“Kayron!”


Avelin shouted sharply.


Because I had knelt before Benedict and exposed my neck.


“If you can’t forgive me, then strike me down. I won’t stop you.”
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            Chapter 18: The Human Who Loved a Demon (4)


“…Are you serious, Kayron?”


“Yeah. It’s my fault. No matter how much I wanted to protect your memories, I still tried to deceive you as a comrade.”


As I deliberately craned my neck forward, Avelin panicked, quickly raising both hands to shield my throat.


“Kayron, don’t do this!”


“Don’t stop me, Avelin. This is my responsibility. In fact, this is perfect. If Benedict cuts me down, you can be my witness that I accepted it willingly.”


“What nonsense have you been spouting since earlier?! We’re all part of the same Order. Instead of this, we should be fighting together! If you just throw your life away like this, what’s going to happen to your subordinates who only know how to rely on brute strength?”


“…Wait, did you just say everything you wanted? What did you just say about my men?”


“I just stated the truth! To be frank, your subordinates are great at forming solid defensive lines, but without you, they’ll just end up holding their ground until they’re completely surrounded and wiped out by the demons!”


“Oh yeah? And what about your Silver Guard? Their armor may be flashy, but they’re basically just your personal cheer squad, watching while you do all the fighting on your own!”


“Excuse me?! Take that back! Just because you have a mouth doesn’t mean you can say whatever you want—!”


“Haah… both of you, shut up.”


At Benedict’s heavy sigh, both Avelin and I fell silent.


“Are you ready, Kayron?”


“…Yeah.”


I pushed Avelin’s hands aside.


And as Benedict slowly raised his sword, I closed my eyes.


Clang!


“Argh…!”


Pain surged through me—not at my neck, but at the top of my head.


Benedict didn’t cut me down. Instead, he slammed the flat of his sword squarely against my head.
 



 



“Are you two out of your minds? What the hell were you doing in front of a man who’s stuck alone again…?”


“What?! We were just arguing!”


“Exactly! We were still in the middle of fighting even before you got here, Sir Benedict!”


“Ugh… Forget it. Just help me out of here. I seriously can’t even move right now.”


Avelin and I each grabbed one of Benedict’s arms and pulled him out of the crevice.


As expected, Benedict could barely stand straight after the beating he had taken. Left with no other choice, Avelin and I had to support him on either side.


“Sorry… I don’t think I’ll be able to fight when the next wave hits.”


“Benedict, what’s there to be sorry about? Just rest for now. If we’d fall apart just because one person is missing, then what does that say about our Order?”


“That’s right. We’ll fight twice as hard to cover for you, Sir Benedict. Just focus on recovering properly.”


“Heh… Healing, huh…”


Benedict lowered his head again.


Just then, the soldiers, who had dispersed to attend to their duties, came running over after hearing the commotion.


“Are you alright, Commanders? We heard a loud crash and—wait, Sir Benedict! What happened to you?!”


“Look at this! The entire training ground is wrecked!”


The soldiers were clearly bewildered by the sudden chaos.


Considering that it hadn’t been long since a demon appeared in the middle of our camp, letting this misunderstanding fester could cause an even bigger problem.


‘How should I explain this to them…?’


“It’s nothing.”


It was Benedict who spoke up.


“It was just a particularly intense sparring match. You all know how absurdly strong Kayron is, don’t you?”
 



 



“Wait… You mean you got hurt this badly in a sparring match?”


“It’s my fault. I got too worked up and charged in. This is just the result of that.”


Avelin and I stared at Benedict, but he simply smiled.


“You guys can tell I’m pretty banged up, right? So hurry up and let me get some rest. If not, I might not be able to join the next battle.”


“Y-Yes, sir! Please, this way! We’ll take care of the training ground!”


The soldiers quickly cleared a path for us.


“…Thanks, Benedict.”


“Don’t mention it. If you hadn’t knocked some sense into me, I’d probably still be running wild. Now hurry up, it hurts like hell.”


We quickened our pace while supporting Benedict.


But after a while, Avelin grew impatient with our slow progress and made a suggestion.


“Kayron, this is taking too long. Why don’t you just carry Sir Benedict?”


“That’s actually not a bad idea. What do you think, Benedict?”


“…If you want to see me lose my mind again, go ahead and try.”


Benedict flatly refused, his expression darkening.


With no other option, we continued trudging along.


But from a distance, someone was watching us.


Our eyes met.


“…Commander.”


“Argh! Kayron, if you’re going to help, at least do it properly! You almost dropped me!”


“Oops… My bad.”


Because I had been momentarily distracted, Benedict misplaced his footing and let out a groan of pain.


I had no choice but to readjust my stance and support him properly. But when I turned back again, the commander was already gone from sight.


“Oh dear heavens…! What on earth happened here?!”


A nurse, who had been stationed at the hospital, jumped up in alarm the moment she saw Benedict’s condition.
 



 



“The wave is supposed to hit in two days, and yet you show up here looking like this? Your bones and muscles are in complete disarray! Did you get trampled by a beast or something?”


“Haha… I suppose you could say that. I did take a hit from something far more terrifying than a beast.”


Benedict said this while subtly glancing at me.


“We’ll begin preparations right away, so please wait a moment. David, Sarah! Get the surgery room ready! Hurry!”


As the nurse rushed off, Benedict lay back on the bed, his eyes roaming around the hospital.


“So… I’m in a hospital now.”


Then, he added,


“…Sophia used to work in this hospital.”


“Benedict, Sophia is—”


“I know. I already know, so you don’t have to say it.”


His voice grew quieter.


“For now… I just want to rest. My whole body aches.”


Benedict stretched his arms, then used one to cover his eyes.


After a brief silence, he finally spoke again.


“Alright, I’ve calmed down now. Tell me… Who exactly is this so-called ‘Advisor’…?”


“Kayron.”


Avelin gently placed a hand on my shoulder.


She lightly shook her head before nodding toward Benedict, whose arm was still covering his eyes.


A faint, trembling sound escaped from him.


“…Kuh, khh…”


Even though he tried to hide his tears, he couldn’t suppress the sobs slipping from his lips.


We needed information about the ‘Advisor.’


But…


“Get some rest, Benedict. Make sure you get proper treatment.”


That was all I said before stepping outside with Avelin.


“The stars are bright tonight.”


Just as Avelin said, the night sky was filled with unusually bright stars.


Even though, in two days, the rift would open and unleash an uncountable number of terrifying demons.
 



 



“Will you tell me what happened?”


“It’s simple. A demon was targeting Benedict. He… fell in love with that demon. Got himself drunk at the same bar we always go to and followed her all the way home. I barely managed to stop him before anything happened, but…”


I trailed off, unable to finish my sentence.


But Avelin quickly caught on.


“He really did fall in love… with a demon.”


“Yeah. I don’t know exactly how that ‘Advisor’ did it, but they must have taken advantage of his inner turmoil and completely scrambled his mind.”


“It’s tragic, really… Not only was Sir Razen secretly a demon, but even though Sir Benedict wasn’t, he still tried to kill his own comrades… We’re supposed to be a unified Order, fighting together against the demons, yet…”


“Yeah… ‘tragic’ is the perfect word for it. Maybe—”


The next words escaped my lips before I even realized it.


“Maybe our world is already doomed.”


“Don’t say that!”


Avelin snapped at me, her voice sharp.


“That doesn’t sound like you at all! Who was the idiot who gave up a life of luxury to join the Order with his own two feet?”


“Yeah, right. As if someone like that exists.”


“He does. He’s standing right in front of me!”


“Fine, let’s say you’re right. But how do you even know that?”


“Ah—uh…”


Avelin quickly shut her mouth, but it was already too late.


Back at the tavern, I had been too drunk to press further.


But now?


Now, I was completely sober. There was no reason for me to hold back.


“This is perfect. So tell me—who exactly are you, Avelin? Where were you, and what were you doing before you joined the Order? How do you know so much about my past?”
 



 



“…I can’t tell you.”


“That’s not fair. Who was it that just said we need to be united as an Order, fighting together against the demons? And yet, you’re hiding secrets from me? How am I supposed to trust you in battle?”


“Ugh…”


As I pressed her, Avelin clenched her eyes shut before turning away.


“I’m sorry… But my answer won’t change.”


“Why not? At least give me a reason.”


“Because…”


She slowly opened her eyes, her expression filled with hesitation, then looked down.


“Because if I told you… you might end up truly hating me.”


“I already hate you. What did you call my subordinates earlier?”


“That’s not what I meant! Ugh, you’re so petty…!”


As I subtly provoked her, the gloomy expression on Avelin’s face instantly vanished, replaced by irritation as she snapped back at me.


“Enough. Let’s stop talking about this for today. We need to focus on the battle in two days, right? Let’s deal with this after we survive that.”


“…I agree with that.”


Truthfully, the reason I had pushed Avelin so hard earlier was because of a mix of resentment and suspicion.


I had always known that she was hiding things. But this time, I saw it with my own eyes—Commander Balthazar had ordered her to keep an eye on me.


And yet, my instincts told me something.


Avelin was not my enemy.


Besides, it seemed like she had only received that order today.


And I still remembered—when we had exposed Razen and taken him down, Avelin had stood before Commander Balthazar and defended me.


“By the way, do you have enough?”


Setting aside my suspicions, I changed the subject.


“Enough of what?”
 



 



“Chocolate milk. You said you’d give me another bottle if we survived this wave.”


“Don’t worry. There’ll be plenty left to drink once this is over. Just make sure you stay alive.”


“And you? Have you decided yet? If I survive and you give me chocolate milk, what are you going to take from me in return if you survive?”


“Hmm… I didn’t think about that. Hold on. I’ll come up with something.”


Avelin had confidently said she’d come up with something soon, but even after a long while, she just kept groaning in frustration without saying a word.


“If you can’t think of anything, that’s fine. I asked you to tell me what you wanted, but if you don’t say anything, that’s on you.”


“Wait! Hold on! You said I just had to tell you before the battle, right?”


“That’s what I said.”


“Then I’ll tell you tomorrow. Is that okay?”


“…Hmm?”


Something about her tone was oddly polite.


The way she looked up at me, as if pleading for my mercy, made her eyes glisten under the reflected starlight.


I had told her to name something she wanted, sure—but I had never promised I would actually give it to her.


And yet…


“Fine. Just tell me before the battle starts.”


“Really? Wow, thanks!”


She beamed, flashing a bright white smile.


For some reason, I couldn’t look at Avelin’s face directly and turned my head away.


“Get some rest, then. I’m heading in.”


“Good night, Kayron. And…”


She added in a determined voice,


“Stay strong.”


“…You too.”


As I walked back to my quarters after parting ways with Avelin, a thought suddenly crossed my mind.


‘Why did I look away when she smiled? And why did my chest feel… warm?’
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            Chapter 19: I Believe in You


I had a dream.


Swish—


Even though it was a dream, I could feel the vivid, soft sensation on my cheek.


“Hehehe. This is my final will, Kayron.”


And then, there was Avelin, lying in the snow, smiling brightly.


“You have to be happy for both of us. I’ll be praying for you. K-Kayron…….”


****


A gentle ray of sunlight streamed through the window.


The warmth of the sun had filled the air in the room.


Even the chirping of birds outside reached my ears.


Before I even opened my eyes, I realized—I had overslept again.


“Damn it, I overslept. If it weren’t for that dream…….”


“What kind of dream did you have?”


“I don’t know. But it was a strange one…… No, wait. Hold on. What the hell?!”


It was a voice I shouldn’t be hearing.


I bolted upright in bed and immediately spotted the back of an intruder sitting on the couch, facing away from me.


“What’s the problem? It’s fine to sleep in on a day like this.”


“There is a problem, Avelin! Why the hell are you here again?”


“Why do you think? I already know exactly how you spend the day before the waves come.”


Avelin spoke so nonchalantly, not even bothering to turn around.


“No friends, the only people around you are a bunch of muscle-brained men, and even they spend all day eating and drinking while your overly rigid boss is off doing his own thing. I don’t even have to see it to know. You’re probably so touched by my visit that you’re about to cry.”


“Who are you calling overly rigid? No, wait, that’s not the point! The real issue here is why you broke into my room again! Hey—huh?”
 



 



That’s when I noticed something.


There was a teacup sitting in front of Avelin.


And there was only one person in this sweaty, iron-clad warrior barracks who had the habit of brewing tea.


It had to be Plymouth.


That bastard let her in again.


“Damn it, Plymouth, that bastard—again!”


“What’s with the overreaction? Sir Plymouth didn’t do anything wrong. He’s a hundred times better than rigid old Kayron over here.”


Avelin took a sip of her tea and then slowly turned her head toward me.


“Calm, gentlemanly, and an excellent tea brewer—pfft!”


“Uaaaagh!”


But the moment she laid eyes on me, she abruptly choked on her words.


Her eyes widened, and before I could react, she spat the tea straight at me.


Cough, cough! Keugh! Kehk…!


“Hey, Avelin! What the hell was that?!”


Luckily, I managed to dodge the worst of it, so I didn’t get hit by the tea she had just spewed from her mouth.


She was hacking and coughing so hard that she actually looked a little pitiful, but that wasn’t the problem right now.


“This is my room! Not only did you break in without my permission, but now you’re spitting stuff everywhere?! At least tell me what you came here for!”


“…I came here.”


Came here… for what?


I knew it!


There was no way Avelin would just show up without a reason.


She was probably still mad about yesterday’s fight and came to take revenge—


“I came here for training.”


Avelin wiped the tea from her lips with a slightly bitter look.


“…Training?”


“Did you forget? You agreed to help with my training. But yesterday, we left things unfinished. So I came to continue. And don’t even think about refusing! I already know that even on your days off, you never skip training.”
 



 



“Can we even call what we did yesterday ‘training’? But fine, you’re right. I do take breaks on my days off, but I never skip training. Still, did you really have to come this early?”


“Early? What are you talking about? It’s already almost noon… Ugh.”


Avelin, who had been staring at me, suddenly let her gaze drop downward. Then, in the next instant, she whipped her head away and snapped at me.


“More importantly, put something on already! Why the hell do you sleep without a shirt?”


“Because it’s uncomfortable. I need to sleep comfortably, and even the slightest tightness bothers me.”


“Then why do you wrap yourself up in a blanket? You had yourself bundled up so tightly that I didn’t even realize you weren’t wearing a shirt!”


“Because it’s cold? I have to train and fight, so catching a cold is out of the question. I don’t like sleeping in a shirt, but a blanket is fine.”


“That doesn’t make any sense at all!”


Even as Avelin grumbled in frustration, she refused to meet my eyes.


Maybe it was from all that coughing earlier, but her cheeks had taken on a faint red hue.


“Anyway, just hurry up and put something on already!”


“Oh, come on. This is my room… Fine, fine, just give me a second.”


And just like that, my right to wear whatever I wanted in my own room was taken from me.


I had no choice but to grab whatever comfortable clothing was within reach and put it on.


“There. Happy now?”


“Thanks. Now I don’t have to feel so flustered—urk.”


As soon as Avelin turned to look at me again, she flinched as if something had startled her.
 



 



“Now what?”


“…Don’t you have anything thicker? Something that covers up more? That shirt is too thin; I can see everything.”


“You think this is thin?”


I glanced down at my clothes. It wasn’t that thin.


Sure, my muscles made the fabric stretch a little, but still.


“Now you’re complaining even when I do wear clothes. Is my body that unpleasant to look at? I get it, all hard muscle and nothing else. Maybe I should just put on my armor instead?”


“Hmph, whatever. It’s… not that bad.”


Even after I changed to her liking, Avelin just huffed and took a sip of her tea, trying to act indifferent.


But as she exhaled sharply while staring at me, I couldn’t tell if it was just from the lingering effects of her coughing fit… or something else.


“Anyway, Avelin, you said you came to finish our training session, right? Then let’s head out now. It’ll wake me up, and working up a sweat will make lunch taste better.”


“Sounds good. But before that…”


Setting down her teacup, Avelin met my eyes with a suddenly serious expression.


“As you already know, Commander Balthazar gave me a direct order—to keep an eye on you.”


“I know. I happened to overhear when he gave you the mission.”


“Then why are you so indifferent about it? You know this isn’t a trivial situation.”


“I know. But you saw it too, didn’t you? That Razen, who we thought might actually be a demon, was a real demon. And the Black Crow whispering something to Benedict, ensnaring him in some kind of spell. Did you report all that yet?”


“…No.”


“Thought so. I figured you wouldn’t.”


I let out a small sigh and then bowed my head slightly toward Avelin.
 



 



She blinked in shock and spoke in a startled voice.


“Wait, what are you doing, Kayron?”


“I’m apologizing. I’m sorry for doubting you, even for a moment. You remember, don’t you? Before I fought Benedict, I directed killing intent toward you. I regret that.”


I lifted my head to look at her.


Avelin looked completely taken aback, her face an open book despite her usual efforts to appear unreadable.


Seeing her like that made me chuckle without realizing it.


“I trust you. We might be rivals, but we’re still comrades.”


At my sincere words, Avelin looked up at me with slightly trembling eyes before abruptly lowering her head.


Then, in a voice so quiet it was almost a murmur, she muttered—


“…That expression is cheating.”


“Huh? What did you just say?”


“Nothing! Let’s go already, time for training!”


Shouting in a flustered voice, Avelin stormed out of my room in long, quick strides, leaving me behind.


“Seriously… I can never tell what she’s thinking.”


Grabbing my sword, I slowly followed after her.


It was a scene I had grown all too familiar with.


“Captain…!”


Two members of the squad were standing there, glaring at me with wide eyes.


“And what exactly are you two doing here?”


“Captain, what happened to you?!”


“The Silver Guard and Avelin are the enemies of our Black Iron Brigade! But Captain, why are you—!”


Thud! Thud!


Thud.


The two squad members who had been about to argue with me suddenly collapsed forward.


It was Plymouth—standing beside them—who had precisely struck their heads with his teacup.


“What if they get injured?”


“I held back appropriately. More importantly, did you sleep well?”


“…Vice-captain.”


The teacup in Plymouth’s hand was the same one he had just retrieved from Avelin.
 



 



“Why do you keep letting outsiders into my room without my permission?”


“The reason is quite simple. I couldn’t possibly leave a guest in an unworthy place.”


“What are you talking about? My room isn’t exactly ‘worthy’ either. You know just as well as I do that it’s barely more than a place to sleep.”


“Even so, in our Black Iron Brigade barracks, it is still the best room available. And didn’t you bring in a sofa to accommodate guests?”


“That was just in case! A precaution! I didn’t put it there so that people could just waltz in and make themselves comfortable whenever they wanted!”


Despite my protest, Plymouth didn’t even bat an eye. Instead, he spoke calmly.


“Captain, as of late, you have been talking with Avelin quite often, haven’t you? Far more than before.”


“I suppose that’s true. But what does that have to do with anything?”


“I believe that is a very good thing.”


Plymouth nodded, his tone steady.


“In the Order, the Black Iron Brigade are the strongest shield, while the Silver Guard is the strongest sword. If the two of you can move beyond meaningless rivalry and grow closer, that can only be beneficial.”


“Closer? Who’s getting closer to whom? Avelin and I are merely in a mutually beneficial arrangement to push each other’s skills.”


“Is that so? Well, even so, that isn’t necessarily a bad thing.”


I had thought about this many times before—even as captain, I often found Plymouth difficult to read.


That was precisely why I had left the role of vice-captain to him. Whenever I rushed forward, he was the one who held the rear.


“I’m heading out. Get some rest, Plymouth.”
 



 



“I hope you enjoy your training with Avelin. But before you go, please wait a moment.”


Plymouth stepped closer and whispered carefully into my ear.


“Commander Balthazar is looking for you.”


“The commander…?”


Before, I would have been ecstatic at such news.


But now, suspicion rose first.


What was he planning?


“He isn’t summoning you immediately. He has invited you to dinner.”


“Dinner, huh…?”


“He said to meet at six o’clock. The location is his home.”


His home.


Memories surfaced immediately.


Sophia.


The raid on the demon’s den.


I clenched my teeth tightly.


This is it. The perfect opportunity…!
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            Chapter 20: Dinner with the Villain (1)


Avelin was waiting not too far away.


However, as soon as she heard my approaching footsteps, she flinched slightly and sharply turned her head to the other side.


I wasn’t sure why, but she gave off the impression that she was upset about something.


“You’re late.”


“I came straight here right after you stormed off…”


“If you’re late, you’re late! I was waiting, you know.”


Avelin snapped back at me before finally turning to face me.


But for some reason, her face was slightly flushed.


Fortunately, it didn’t seem like she was angry because I was late.


However, that expression didn’t last long.


Avelin stared at me intently before tilting her head with a somewhat worried look.


“Why do you look like that, Kayron? Did something happen while I was gone?”


“What do you mean, ‘look like that’?”


“How can you not know? Do you have any idea how weird your expression is right now?”


“Hmm…”


Without a mirror, I had no way of checking what kind of face I was making.


Avelin pressed again.


“Are you okay?”


“I’m fine.”


“Really?”


“…Really. It’s nothing.”


In truth, I wasn’t okay.


Being invited to Commander Balthazar’s house for dinner was making my head spin.


But I didn’t want to go into all the details and make Avelin worry.


If anything, with my thoughts all tangled up, it felt better to move my body and clear my head that way.


“…Alright. If you say so, then I’ll believe you.”


Since I had reassured her twice, Avelin didn’t press any further.


Instead, we simply ran along the perimeter of the training grounds in silence.


Adjusting our pace to match each other’s, keeping an eye on each other’s condition…


For over two hours without a single break.
 



 



“Haa… haa…”


Avelin’s breathing gradually grew heavier.


As I ran beside her, listening to the steady rhythm of her breaths, the chaotic thoughts swirling in my mind began to settle.


Perhaps it was because this was just light exercise, so there wasn’t much strain, but even without words, it felt comfortable and even enjoyable.


Considering we could spend time like this together, why did we always end up fighting over the smallest things?


“Shall we stop here for the morning?”


“Haa… haa… I agree.”


As I slowed my steps to a walk, Avelin followed suit.


“By the way, that was impressive, Avelin.”


“What was?”


“You weren’t reinforcing your body with mana, right? But you still kept your form steady the whole time.”


“Haa… that’s nothing. Tomorrow’s training will be even more intense. You may think I did well, but the truly impressive one here is you.”


Avelin pulled out a handkerchief, wiping the sweat from her forehead before shaking her head in disbelief.


“Kayron, you didn’t even lose your breath. And you barely even sweat.”


“Huh, now that you mention it…”


“What kind of reaction is that? You’re acting like some muscle-headed fool who doesn’t realize his own strength…”


She wasn’t wrong.


Even in my previous life, I had better stamina than Avelin.


But now, it wasn’t just a matter of being a little stronger—running nonstop for two hours without feeling the slightest bit fatigued was definitely abnormal.


“Well, anyway, let’s go get lunch. We should probably wash up first, right?”


“I don’t think it’s necessary. I didn’t sweat that much, and I’ll just get sweaty again soon.”


“Not necessary? I feel like I smell a little, though…”
 



 



“Let me check.”


Without warning, Avelin stepped in close and sniffed me.


“H-Hey, what are you doing?”


“You said you were worried about smelling, so I’m checking for you. …Yeah, you do smell.”


“See? I should definitely—”


“But it’s fine.”


Avelin casually reassured me, then took another few sniffs before nodding as if confirming something.


“It’s a bit musty, but not a bad smell… Actually, it’s kind of nice.”


“…What does that even mean? How can it be musty but still smell good?”


It felt a little uncomfortable, but since Avelin said it was fine…


As we walked toward the dining hall together, a faint scent tickled my nose.


“You know what, Avelin? I think I get what you meant.”


“Hm? What do you mean?”


“You have a smell too. It’s kind of musty… but it’s not a bad smell.”


“W-What…?!”


As soon as Avelin heard my words, she immediately put some distance between us.


“I smell too?”


“Well, you were sweating, weren’t you? Of course, you do. But like I said, it’s not a bad smell, so don’t worry too much about it.”


“Ugh… Should I go wash up now, then?”


“We’re almost at the dining hall. What’s the point now?”


Since it was lunchtime, more and more people started appearing around us.


And as soon as they saw us walking together…


“Oh my, what on earth?!”


“Am I seeing things? Captain Kayron and Avelin-nim… together?!”


Everyone reacted as if they had just witnessed the most unbelievable sight in the world.


“…Avelin, is it really that shocking for us to be seen together?”


“Hearing you say that makes it feel even more shocking.”


Avelin shot me a sidelong glance and muttered in a grumbling tone.


“How did I end up training with you in the first place?”
 



 



“What? You’re the one who asked me for help. Don’t act like you forgot now.”


“I was joking, obviously.”


Avelin grinned, clearly satisfied with how flustered I looked.


“I don’t hate it, though. I really don’t…”


But the real problem came the moment we stepped into the dining hall.


“Welcome, Captain. We’ve been waiting for your arri—Huh?”


“Avelin-nim, over here! The entire Silver Guard has been standing by, eagerly awaiting your arrival—What?!”


The Black Iron group had been waiting for me, while the Silver Guard had been waiting for Avelin.


“What is the meaning of this, Captain?! Why are you with that ill-tempered woman?!”


“How disgraceful! This is blasphemy of the highest order! Avelin-nim, please, come this way at once! If you stay any longer, you may get stained by his filth!”


The Black Iron and the Silver Guard each tried to pull their respective leaders back to their sides.


Both Avelin and I were caught off guard by the sudden commotion, completely bewildered.


“What the hell is wrong with you guys? Didn’t Plymouth tell you anything?”


“We didn’t hear a word, sir!”


“Avelin-nim, please, you must escape! His brutish ignorance might rub off on you!”


“T-That’s not…! It’s a misunderstanding!”


…Wait. Haven’t we been in a situation like this before?


But I wasn’t in the mood to entertain their nonsense today.


“Enough already, you idiots. Move aside!”


“Waaah—!”


With a casual flick of my arm, I shook off the soldiers clinging to me.


Then, without hesitation, I grabbed Avelin’s hand and pulled her away from the crowd.


“Eh? Ah—!”


“Just leave those fools be and let’s eat. We still have more training to do this afternoon, remember?”
 



 



I was about to lead Avelin to get our food, but the Silver Guard quickly stepped in to block our way.


“Kayron, you brute! Let go of Avelin-nim at once!”


“Unhand her! We cannot allow your uncultured barbarism to taint Avelin-nim!”


“…Oh, for crying out loud.”


The Silver Guard was practically foaming at the mouth, determined to get Avelin back from me.


But I had no intention of letting this nonsense escalate any further.


Time to give them a dose of reality.


“So tell me… which one of you actually thinks they can beat me?”


“Th-That’s…”


“Go ahead, take her from me. I’ll accept your challenge. But if you lose… you take full responsibility.”


At my bold declaration, the Silver Guard hesitated.


And as I strode forward with Avelin’s hand still in mine, they had no choice but to step aside, unable to stand in my way.


It wasn’t until we reached the food line that I finally let go of her hand.


“Well, now we can eat in peace. You good, Avelin?”


“……”


“Hm? What’s wrong?”


For some reason, Avelin stood there, head lowered, not moving an inch.


She didn’t respond to my question, just stared down at her hand—the one I had grabbed so suddenly.


“…This is unacceptable.”


“Huh? What is?”


“I never gave you permission to hold my hand!”


“But thanks to that, we got out of there, didn’t we? It all worked out, so what’s the problem? Just focus on eating.”


Ignoring her, I picked up a plate and started filling it with food.


“Maybe because the wave is coming tomorrow, but the food actually looks better than usual today. What do you think?”


“Ugh…”


Avelin, who had lifted her head slightly, just stared at me for a moment before letting out a long sigh.
 



 



“Haa… You really are an idiot.”


“If I hadn’t pulled you out of there, your subordinates would’ve been basking in the ‘noble scent’ of your sweat by now.”


As I spoke, casually loading my plate with food—


Thud!


“Urgh!”


Avelin slammed her head into my back.


It didn’t hurt, but since I was holding a plate, the sudden attack nearly made me spill my precious meal.


“What the hell?! Why are you attacking me all of a sudden? What did I do wrong?”


“Not knowing is an even bigger crime! Telling a lady she smells like sweat so bluntly is just plain rude!”


“I told you, it wasn’t a bad smell! Besides… wait, what did you just say? Who’s the ‘lady’ here…?”


“Say one more word and I’ll bash your head in with this tray.”


“…I won’t say anything. Let’s just grab our food and sit down.”


Faced with her deadly threat, I had no choice but to shut my mouth.


But Avelin always tells me I can’t lie.


So how am I supposed to explain this?


The truth is…


As we walked together, her scent—her deep, lingering scent—


Had faintly wrapped around my senses, too.
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            Chapter 21: Dinner with the Villain (2)


“Snap out of it!”


“Whoa….”


I barely managed to dodge Avelin’s sharp thrust.


It was just a light sparring session with Avelin after lunch.


We were using wooden swords to ensure we didn’t get injured before tomorrow’s battle against the waves, but if I had taken a hit, it would’ve hurt quite a bit.


I pulled my body back and corrected my stance.


However, even though this movement created a fairly large opening, Avelin didn’t take advantage of it like usual.


She simply lowered the tip of her sword and stared at me in silence.


“…Seriously, what’s wrong with you?”


“What do you mean?”


“This isn’t like you. Your movements are sluggish, your reaction time is slow, and the way you swing your sword is completely off. Where is your head at right now?”


Although her sword was lowered, Avelin’s gaze was sharper than any blade.


“I told you, didn’t I? You’re terrible at lying. Even at lunch, before the run, and all throughout training, you’ve been acting strange. It’s weird. When you woke up this morning, you weren’t making that worried face.”


Avelin casually leaned her wooden sword against her side.


“This isn’t the time to be training. You’ve got something weighing on your mind, don’t you? If you go into battle like this, you won’t be able to fight properly tomorrow.”


“That’s impressive. How do you see all that?”


“It’s written all over your face, that’s how!”


Avelin walked over to a wide bench in the training ground and plopped down, patting the spot beside her with her palm.


“Come here.”


“Hah, I’m not a child. Why are you treating me like one—”


“Hurry up!”


Her voice was sharp enough to shut me up. I sighed and sat down next to her without further argument.
 



 



“Now, tell me. The waves are practically at our doorstep—what’s troubling you so much?”


“Hmm…”


Even though I was sitting next to her, I hesitated, unsure how to put it into words.


I glanced sideways at Avelin. Unlike her sharp tone earlier, her eyes were much softer now, filled with quiet patience.


When I remained silent, she let out a sigh and spoke again.


“You know this as well as I do, Kayron. You’re the core strength of the Crusaders. So don’t get the wrong idea. I’m not asking because I care about you—I’m asking because I care about the Crusaders.”


“…So you’re not trying to comfort me?”


“It’s both! Besides, I’ve been giving my little sister advice since she was five years old, so I’d say I’m pretty good at this.”


She has a younger sister, huh?


But the key point of what she said was clear: “for the Crusaders.”


Hearing that solidified my decision.


After all, Avelin was the only person I could talk to about this.


“I got invited to dinner.”


“By whom?”


“Commander Balthazar.”


“…Ugh.”


The moment she heard that name, Avelin immediately understood the gravity of the situation and covered her mouth with her hand.


“If you think about it, it’s not that big of a deal. The commander invites his captains over for meals all the time, doesn’t he?”


“That’s true, but things between you and the commander have been tense lately. That changes everything.”


Avelin shifted her gaze toward the distant sky.


“Do you remember what the commander ordered me to do a while ago? He told me to keep an eye on you and report anything strange immediately.”
 



 



“Anything strange about me, huh.”


I had avoided trouble thanks to Avelin covering for me, but even I had to admit—it was suspicious.


I’d exposed Razen’s true identity, the one who had been hiding among us.


I’d tracked down Sophia, the woman who played the innocent healer, all the way to her home and eliminated her.


No matter how much I’d changed, no matter how different I was now…


“The commander is the one acting the strangest. Not only did he order you to spy on me, but when I subdued that lunatic Benedict and dragged him to the hospital, the commander was watching from afar with an eerie look in his eyes.”


“So he didn’t leave after giving me the order.”


Avelin bit her lower lip slightly.


“I don’t know what to think. I respect the commander—he’s the man who drove out the demons and built the Crusaders. But lately, whenever I see how he looks at you…”


“Right? I don’t know what to think either. That’s why I won’t refuse this invitation. I need to find out exactly what’s going on.”


“I have a bad feeling about this. Maybe….”


Avelin seemed to come to a decision. She nodded firmly, then looked up at me with determination in her eyes.


“I’m going with you.”


“…What?”


“I thought we were on the same side. Or are we not?”


“The same side… We fight together as Crusaders, but my Black Iron Group and your Silver Guards are in competition. And yet, when it comes to hunting down the demons hiding among us, we’re allies.”


“That’s two points in favor and only one against. So we are on the same side.”
 



 



Avelin emphasized the word ‘same side,’ her eyes shining with certainty.


In my past life, we’d constantly clashed. We’d never sat down like this and talked, not once.


And now, Avelin was the one declaring that we were allies.


Something that would have been impossible in my previous life was happening right before my eyes.


“…Yeah, I guess we are.”


“Don’t be so vague. You know what’ll happen if I open my mouth, right? So you might as well just admit it.”


“What the— That’s not persuasion, that’s blackmail!”


“I promise you, nothing will go wrong—as long as you acknowledge it.”


Avelin lightly tapped my arm and smiled mischievously.


And at that moment, a question crossed my mind.


In My Previous Life, I Only Saw Avelin’s Smile at the Very End.


But in This Life, How Many Times Have I Already Seen It?


The Apostle said that this world was destined for destruction at the hands of ever-growing demons.


But if small, gentle changes like this kept happening…


Maybe I could allow myself a little hope.


“So, what you’re saying is—you want to come with me to this dinner invitation?”


“Yes. If I’m there, the commander won’t be able to treat you recklessly. His strength is overwhelming, but if he tries to harm you, I can at least help you fend him off!”


“I appreciate the sentiment.”


And because I appreciated her concern—


I had no choice but to say this.


“But no.”


“…What? Why not? You’d better give me a reasonable explanation, or I’m coming with you anyway!”


Tap.


As Avelin leaned in with a fierce look, I gently pushed her forehead back with my finger.


“That’s exactly why. You said it yourself—my well-being is secondary. Your top priority is the Crusaders. Wasn’t that what you just said?”
 



 



“Well… yes, but….”


“So if something goes wrong, it should only happen to me. You can’t afford to get dragged into it too. For the Crusaders. Got it? And as you said, I’m one of our core fighters. The commander won’t be able to harm me so easily.”


Avelin nodded, understanding my point, but her slightly lowered head revealed lingering worry.


Seeing that,


I reached out without thinking.


“…Eh?”


Avelin flinched in surprise.


I had gently run my hand through her soft bangs.


She looked startled, but she didn’t push my hand away.


“That’s enough. I get how much you care about me as a comrade. So don’t worry. You know, don’t you? The kind of life I’ve lived until now.”


Instead of answering, Avelin slowly nodded. Then, lifting her head, she brushed my hand aside and locked eyes with me.


“Kayron, you have to come back safely. And if things get dangerous—run. Got it?”


“Of course. Tomorrow, we have to face the waves. I’ll return to fulfill my duty as a Crusader. Now then.”


I stood up and grabbed my wooden sword from the ground.


“Shall we spar some more? Help me clear my mind.”


“Fine. But this time, I won’t go easy on you just because you’re distracted! Haaah…!”


Avelin grinned before immediately lunging at me, giving me no room to breathe.


She wasn’t bluffing when she said she was good at listening to worries.


Now that I’d spoken about what I had been struggling with alone, I could already feel my body moving more freely.


****


“It’s Kayron Hyung!”


“Ack—Hey, you little rascals…!”
 



 



By the time I reached Commander Balthazar’s house in the residential district, the evening sky had grown dark.


I knocked politely on the door, but before I knew it, two young boys came running out, throwing themselves at my legs. I nearly dropped the basket I was holding.


The taller one was the second son. The smaller one was the third.


And above them, there was an eldest daughter.


Commander Balthazar was, surprisingly, a father of three.


“Hey, you brats! You shouldn’t pester me like this. Here, take this first.”


“Yes, sir!”


And standing behind them—


A woman, strikingly beautiful and graceful for her age.


Yet despite having a family like this…


“Come in.”


Commander Balthazar greeted me with a warm smile.


…While the air around him violently shimmered with a deep purple aura of demonic energy.
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            Chapter 22: Dinner with the Villain (3)


“Wow, what is all this?”


“Mom, you’re amazing!”


The children’s mouths hung open at the sight of the table overflowing with food, so much that the legs of the table seemed to bow under the weight.


“Commander, this is…”


“My wife put in some effort. After all, today is a special occasion with you visiting.”


The Order might not receive high salaries, but they had the privilege of purchasing goods and meals at discounted prices across Cresnig.


However, among all the privileges, the greatest one was said to be receiving an invitation from Commander Balthazar.


And judging by the mouthwatering spread before them, it was clear why—Commander Balthazar’s wife was an exceptional cook, to the point that even professional chefs would struggle to match her skills.


“Isn’t this too much effort for me, Madam? I hardly deserve this.”


“Not at all, Sir Kayron. Many division commanders have dined in our home, but you, Sir Kayron, are special. Do you have any idea how much my husband talks about you?”


“There’s no need to even mention it. Kayron is our Order’s greatest asset,” Balthazar said, nodding as if it were the most natural thing in the world.


“You flatter me. I’ve only ever heard legendary tales about how you fought an entire nation and won, Commander.”


“That’s all in the past. You make it sound as if you couldn’t do the same.”


“I’ve never done such a thing, nor do I intend to. My duty is to protect Cresnig, the last bastion of this world, as a member of the Order. We’re already engaged in an unending battle against the demonic army.”


“… Admirable.”


Suddenly, Commander Balthazar extended both hands toward me.


I flinched for a moment, startled by the lingering violet aura swirling around them. But sensing no malice, I held my ground.
 



 



His hands rested gently on my shoulders, patting them with an unexpected warmth.


“I never speak empty words. Kayron, you are the very core of our Order—steadfast and dependable. You deserve this kind of treatment, if not more.”


“…Commander.”


For a brief moment, I was truly moved by the warmth and dignity in Balthazar’s voice.


If only he weren’t constantly radiating that ominous violet aura, I might have been fully swept up in the emotion.


“Well then, let’s take our seats. We should eat before the food gets cold.”


“Understood. Hm? But…”


As I took my seat, my eyes drifted toward an empty chair.


“There’s an empty seat. Is someone else joining us?”


“Don’t mind it. It will be filled soon enough. Someone was supposed to join us, but they’re running late. But let’s start eating.”


“No, it’s alright. I can wait a little…”


“Wow, this is delicious!”


“Kayron, you should eat too! Hurry!”


The children, unable to resist the feast before them, had already started eating.


“You little rascals, how dare you start eating without your father? That won’t do—I’ll just have to eat all of your mother’s food myself!”


“Ah! No way! We’re going to eat it all!”


“Oh yeah? Let’s see who eats the most! The one who eats the most wins!”


Laughing, Commander Balthazar joined his two sons in the playful battle of who could eat more.


A warm, kind father through and through.


Which made it all the harder to believe.


That someone so kind and compassionate…


“Why are you just watching? Dig in, Kayron. Otherwise, the kids will finish everything,” Balthazar’s wife urged with a smile.
 



 



“Ah, yes. Thank you for the meal.”


With that, I decided to eat first and think later.


As I enjoyed the meal, deeply impressed by the wife’s cooking, I noticed her setting aside small portions in a separate bowl before eating her own food.


Likely for the person who had yet to arrive.


Despite the generous portions, the food was so delicious that not a single dish was left untouched.


By the time we finished, the children, full and sleepy, had dozed off on the couch, their heads resting against each other.


“You had enough, Kayron?”


“More than enough. If anything, I’m worried I’ll be sluggish tomorrow.”


“I’m glad you’re satisfied. Now, let’s step outside for a bit.”


As Balthazar stood, his wife, who had been clearing the table, asked gently, “Should I cut some fruit for you, dear? Sir Kayron brought some high-quality ones.”


“No need. This won’t take long. We can eat the fruit later. I’ll help clean up when I return, so take a moment to rest.”


“Alright, dear. But make sure you both don’t catch a cold.”


“Haha, don’t worry. I can’t even remember the last time I was sick. I have to stay healthy—to protect you and the children.”


His voice, when speaking to his wife, remained as warm and gentle as ever.


As we stepped into the courtyard, a bitter chill instantly washed over us.


The frigid wind, sharp and relentless, reminded me that we were at the very edge of the world.


I sent a small surge of mana through my body to keep myself warm.


“Thank you for inviting me, Commander.”


“…”


I expressed my gratitude, but Balthazar didn’t respond.


He simply gazed up at the moon shining brightly in the night sky.
 



 



“Commander?”


“I won’t drag this out. Not between us.”


Commander Balthazar slowly turned to me and asked,


“Don’t you have something you’re curious about, Kayron?”


The warmth in his eyes had vanished.


Now, he was gazing at me with a piercing intensity—a look filled with wisdom and authority, as if he could see straight through me.


“…You already know everything, don’t you, Commander?”


“Razen. And Sophia.”


“…!”


He uttered those names so casually.


Razen was one thing.


But Sophia… She had been dealt with in complete secrecy.


Even if Benedict, drunk as he was, had found his way to Sophia’s house, how could Balthazar possibly know about that?


“I must admit, I’m impressed. Even when Razen fell, I still had my doubts. But I never expected you to go so far as to track down Sophia and eliminate her.”


“What are you trying to say, Commander?”


“Kayron, do you know why I created this Order?”


“…You’ve told us yourself, Commander. You said you couldn’t stand by and watch the demons destroy the world unchecked.”


“Haha, that’s part of it.”


Balthazar chuckled lightly before continuing.


“But there’s a deeper reason.”


He turned his gaze toward the two children sleeping soundly on the living room sofa.


“All children are born innocent and kind. But you’ve heard the phrase, ‘growing up,’ haven’t you?”


“Yes. It’s said that only after maturing does one truly become an adult.”


“That’s right. But do you know what happens when a child matures? They laugh less. Because they come to realize that the world isn’t as kind as they once believed. They learn that there’s nothing you can solve with a carefree smile. That’s the cold reality.”
 



 



There was an undeniable weight creeping into Balthazar’s voice.


“Kayron, you’ve heard the stories of how I fought an entire nation and won. Do you know why I did something so reckless?”


“There must have been a reason you had to fight. A warrior only grows stronger when they have something worth fighting for.”


“Exactly. Because my wife and daughter were killed.”


“…Excuse me? Your wife and daughter?”


Startled, I instinctively turned toward the house where the two children lay sleeping.


Balthazar let out a bitter smile and slowly shook his head.


“They’re already gone. They no longer exist in this world. They were caught in a senseless war started by a foolish neighboring king who simply wanted more land. That was when, for the first time, I screamed at the heavens, demanding answers. I asked if this was truly justice—if a god truly existed…”


Balthazar clenched his teeth as he spoke.


“…I begged that this world would never be left as it was. And when my cries reached the heavens, I was granted this power.”


As he finished speaking, he clenched his fist tightly.


At that moment, the ominous violet flames engulfing his body flared wildly.


Before, they had merely been visible to the eye. But now, I could feel them—the suffocating, unsettling heat radiating from his very being.


“With the power bestowed upon me by the divine, I delivered judgment upon that foolish kingdom immediately. Then, I gathered those who shared my vision. And I opened the gate.”


“…What did you just say? A gate?”


“Yes, I opened it. The rift to another world. The gate from which the demons who will judge this world shall emerge—I opened it with my own hands.”


I struggled to process what I had just heard.
 



 



So Balthazar’s strength came from some divine entity…


And the one responsible for tearing open a rift, bringing demons into this world—was none other than the very leader of the Order?


The kind, dignified warrior I had once respected… was long gone.


“That makes no sense, Commander. If your goal was destruction, then why fight against the demons? Why are you holding them back?”


Balthazar grinned widely at my question.


“Because it wouldn’t be any fun if it all ended too quickly.”


“…What?”


“Sure, the demons aren’t that much of a threat right now. But just wait. Soon, stronger demons will come through the gate. The battles will grow fiercer. And eventually—when even the Order can no longer hold the line—”


A twisted, euphoric expression crossed Balthazar’s face.


“I will savor the spectacle. The demons, the so-called warriors of the gods, tearing this complacent, wretched world apart. The world that mercilessly stole my wife and daughter… will finally face its reckoning.”


As Balthazar reveled in his own words, my mind, which had been clouded with confusion, suddenly cleared.


And I reached a single, undeniable conclusion.


This man… must never be allowed to continue.


Slowly, I slipped my hand into my coat.


Hidden within was a dagger.


Sharpened to perfection.


Prepared in advance after my training with Avelin.
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            Chapter 23: Dinner with the Villain (4)


“I understand.”


“You understand? Do you really?”


“Yes. After everything you’ve been through, how could you possibly endure it unscathed? However—”


The moment my grip tightened around the dagger hidden inside my robes,


I channeled all my mana and lunged at Commander Balthazar without hesitation.


Thud—


“Guh…!”


With explosive speed, I shot forward and drove the dagger straight into Commander Balthazar’s throat.


Deep—right into the very core of his neck.


Pretending to warm myself, I had been circulating mana throughout my body all along—just for this moment.


I had only one chance, so I took every precaution to ensure there was no room for error.


“The real problem isn’t this world—it’s you, Commander.”


“Kayron, I… I am…”


Slash—


Commander Balthazar never finished his sentence.


Because I had already severed his head from his body.


His corpse collapsed onto the floor with a dull thud, and his head rolled to the side.


I watched as the bloodshot eyes, now detached from his body, gradually faded into lifeless white.


Even though he likely couldn’t hear me anymore, I crouched before him and spoke clearly.


“I respected you. But how pathetic… To think everything I admired was just an act to fuel your madness.”


Commander Balthazar had called me his most valuable asset, but in truth, the real foundation of the Crusader had been him all along.


The pillar of our cause.


The one who, through sheer charisma and skill, convinced the entire world to cooperate with the Crusader.


A man so overwhelmingly powerful that he could bring down an entire nation single-handedly.


“…We only survived this long because of you.”


The Crusader had managed to hold their ground in this merciless, frigid wilderness—repelling wave after wave of demons—because of Commander Balthazar, an ideal leader.
 



 



But no matter how exceptional a leader was, once their true, rotten nature was revealed, they could not be allowed to continue.


At the very least, by dying this way, he would be remembered as a righteous hero slain by his treacherous subordinate.


Leaving Commander Balthazar’s cooling corpse behind, I turned away without hesitation.


His wife would soon witness this gruesome scene, and for that, I felt a twinge of guilt.


But there was no other choice.


I needed to get out of here—


“Feeling relieved, Kayron?”


“…!”


I doubted my own ears.


A voice—far too normal, far too unscathed.


And it came from an entirely different direction.


The moment I turned my head toward it, my mind went blank.


“How… How is this possible?!”


Holding a neatly prepared plate of fruit, Commander Balthazar stepped out from his house and into the courtyard.


“That’s a little disappointing. Did you really think I’d go down that easily?”


“I cut off your head. I saw it with my own eyes.”


“You did. But that wasn’t me.”


With a casual nod, Commander Balthazar gestured toward his own decapitated body and severed head lying on the ground.


“Care to take a closer look?”


The moment he finished speaking, both the corpse and head erupted into a violet flame and vanished in an instant.


“…Magic?”


“That’s right. You know better than anyone that I’ve never lived a life intertwined with magic. But the god I serve… has granted me a rather peculiar gift.”


With an air of leisure, Commander Balthazar seated himself at a table in the courtyard, setting the plate of fruit down.


“Sit down. I promise I won’t harm you. At least, not tonight.”


“Hah. Do you really think I’d sit and chat with you?”
 



 



“You don’t have a choice. Not even you can escape now.”


As soon as Commander Balthazar spoke, a faint violet glow engulfed the entire house.


“Sit.”


“…”


For now, I had no choice.


I had to sit.


“Honestly, I sensed it from the very beginning. The moment you reported back to me after dealing with Razen—from then on, I suspected something was off in the way you looked at me.”


“If you knew, then why did you leave me alone until now? You could have taken care of me much earlier.”


“Suspicion and certainty are different things. After that, you tracked down and eliminated Sophia, who had been hiding, and you swiftly subdued Benedict without faltering, even when he was under temptation. That’s when I was sure. And,”


Commander Balthazar picked up a neatly sliced piece of fruit with a fork and extended it toward me.


“Have a bite. From now on, let’s continue leading the Crusader together.”


“…What?”


“I said, let’s keep working together. Didn’t I already tell you? At least for tonight, I have no intention of harming you. Now, take it.”


I stared in disbelief at Commander Balthazar, who kept acting so favorably toward me.


But a piece of fruit from the very man I had just betrayed wasn’t worth accepting.


When I didn’t take the fork, Commander Balthazar’s expression darkened.


“I’ll say this one last time. If you don’t eat this fruit, I will kill one of my own children.”


“…!”


The moment I heard those words, I snatched the fork from his hand.


What I had seen in that hardened, chilling gaze just now—


It was inhuman.


“Don’t be so tense. As I’ve told you, I have no intention of letting this world perish too quickly. On the contrary, I’ll help resist the demons even more fiercely and fight until the very end.”
 



 



“…Because it wouldn’t be fun if it all collapsed too soon?”


“Exactly. Besides, I was born and raised in this world, after all. I suppose you could say I’m simply taking responsibility in my own way.”


“…Then what if—”


I tossed the fruit into my mouth.


Since I couldn’t kill the traitor before me, I took out my frustration by chewing and swallowing the fruit in small, jagged pieces before continuing.


“What if the god you serve and those demons fail to destroy this world?”


At my question, Commander Balthazar shook his head leisurely.


“You need not worry about that. The demons will only continue to grow stronger—far beyond what you can imagine.”


“That won’t happen as easily as you think.”


Bang—


I slammed the fork down into the table, embedding its prongs deep into the wood.


“As you already know, I’ve already slain two demons hiding in the shadows. And that was just the beginning. From now on, I will hunt down every single one I find. And if the opportunity arises—”


I deliberately pulled out my dagger and pointed it at Commander Balthazar.


“I will kill you as well.”


“Hehe. Go ahead.”


“…What?”


“I promise you. From now on, you can hunt down as many demons as you like. I won’t interfere.”


Commander Balthazar grinned, looking thoroughly entertained.


“In fact, I encourage you. Please do so. It’ll make things far more interesting.”


“…You’re truly insane. You’ll regret this.”


“I doubt it. The world’s destruction is inevitable. As long as I can enjoy myself along the way, that’s all that matters. You may leave now.”
 



 



As soon as Commander Balthazar said those words, the violet energy that had encased the house dissipated completely.


Without hesitation, I stood up before he could change his mind.


“But before you go.”


“I thought you just told me I could leave.”


“I have one last question. It seems you can see the blessings granted by the gods… How did that come to be?”


A scene flashed through my mind.


The Apostle’s energy that had surged into me just before my regression.


But there was no reason to share that information with Commander Balthazar.


“I don’t know.”


“Is that so? I have my own suspicions. To the great beings I serve, we are nothing more than insignificant insects.”


With a satisfied look, Commander Balthazar gave a casual wave.


“Farewell, Kayron.”


“I’ll be going now. Tell your wife—tonight’s meal was truly excellent.”


That was the final cue.


Without looking back, I stepped out of Commander Balthazar’s house.


And as I clenched my teeth, I made a silent vow.


One day—without fail.


I would bring that traitor to justice.


***


“Welcome. I knew you’d come.”


Seated in the courtyard, Commander Balthazar slowly rose to greet his late visitor.


“Where is Kayron?”


“He just left a moment ago. Come inside. My wife set aside plenty of food for you.”


Commander Balthazar paused for a moment, his voice and expression heavy with thought.


“But before we go in, there’s something I need to tell you.”


He spoke with an air of somber reflection.


“Kayron… There is something wrong with him. You feel it too, don’t you?”


“……Yes. I’ve also noticed the sudden change in him.”


“If two of us are feeling the same thing, then that only adds weight to the possibility. You sense it. I sense it. The Kayron we know isn’t the same anymore. Perhaps…”
 



 



Commander Balthazar hesitated for a brief moment before exhaling the next words heavily.


“He may be connected to the demons.”


“…What?”


“Otherwise, how else could he so easily track down and eliminate demons in hiding? Of course, this is still just a theory. But it’s worth investigating.”


He firmly grasped the visitor’s hands in his own.


“That’s why your role in all of this is more important than ever. If Kayron is straying down the wrong path… then you may be the only one who can stop him.


I’m asking this of you, Avelin.”


“……”


Avelin looked down at Commander Balthazar’s hands, still tightly holding onto his own.


After a moment of contemplation, he finally responded.


“I will fulfill my duty. As a Crusader.”


“Good. That’s the spirit. That’s exactly what I wanted to hear…!”


Because his head was bowed, Avelin did not see it.


The way Commander Balthazar’s eyes flickered with a burning violet glow as he spoke.


But Commander Balthazar also failed to see something.


Even as Avelin pledged his loyalty with words, his expression twisted ever so slightly—betraying the distaste he felt at Commander Balthazar’s words.
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            Chapter 24: Before the Cruel Wave (1)


A strange distortion hovered above the frozen ground—the Rift of the Otherworld.


Constantly twisting and warping, shifting by the second, the rift held an eerie, almost mystical appearance.


Yet, for those who gazed upon it for too long, there was one undeniable sensation.


A primal, bone-chilling fear.


With only moments left before noon, the Crusaders formed a tight perimeter around the rift, bracing for the imminent surge of demons.


“Lieutenant, how many waves has the Crusaders faced so far?”


“This will be the sixty-third wave.”


At the lieutenant’s response, Commander Balthazar gave a slight nod.


“I see. So we’ve already come this far. The squad leaders are all ready, I assume?”


“Yes, sir!”


The squad leaders responded in unison.


All except Benedict, who was still recovering from his injuries, and me.


“Excellent. But why are you the only one not responding, Kayron?”


“……I’m conserving my strength. That way, I’ll be able to cut down even more demons when the time comes.”


It was a convenient excuse.


The truth was, I knew exactly who was responsible for putting us through this torment.


I had decided to bide my time and wait for an opportunity, which meant I couldn’t afford to make my hostility too obvious. But that didn’t mean I had any intention of playing along with Commander Balthazar’s charade.


“What’s with you today, Kayron? You’ve always been the most passionate of us all. Come on, get your spirits up!”


“That’s right! If we stay strong, our soldiers will find strength in us!”


Unaware of the truth, the other squad leaders patted my shoulder with encouragement.


Avelin, the only one who understood, said nothing. She merely met my gaze and gave me a small nod.


“The time is nearly upon us, Commander.”
 



 



At the lieutenant’s announcement, Commander Balthazar rose from his seat and strode forward, stopping just before the rift.


“All units, attention!”


With that single command, every Crusader snapped to focus, their eyes locked onto him.


“First and foremost, I thank you all for standing with me today. The day has come once more. This time, even stronger and more vicious creatures will emerge.”


Though his tone was casual, the sheer force of his voice, amplified by mana, made the very sky and earth tremble.


“We stand here to hold back the wicked. If we fall, so too does this world. So stand proud!”


The weight of his words ignited a fire in the Crusaders’ eyes, their expressions hardening with determination.


‘Hah. Pride, huh? What a joke. If they only knew the real reason we suffer like this…’


I scoffed internally, making sure no one could hear.


“We are this world’s final line of defense. So I won’t waste my breath. Endure. Hold your ground with everything you have. When the wave recedes, we will share in the joy of victory. Survive—until the very last!”


As Commander Balthazar raised his sword high, the Crusaders responded in kind, weapons raised toward the sky.


Then, at last, an eerie noise resonated from the rift.


The very air around us began to quiver.


The deep rumble of war drums signaled the beginning.


“Defensive squads, forward!”


Eight platoons, each bearing massive shields, stepped up, forming an unyielding barrier.


Among them, the Black Iron Brigade—and myself.


“Support squads, take your positions!”


The eight support units, armed with bows, positioned themselves directly behind the defensive squads they were assigned to assist.


Meanwhile, the four annihilation units—including Avelin’s Silver Guard—stood ready in case of an emergency.


Silence filled the battlefield.
 



 



Deng—


A deep, resonant bell chime rang out from within the Rift of the Otherworld.


Its sound, sharp and clear, sent a chill down our spines.


We had a name for this sound.


The Bell of Doom.


As the bell tolled, the rift began to glow blood-red.


“Grrrr… GRAAAH!”


In an instant, a swarm of demons materialized around the rift and charged at the defensive squads like rabid beasts.


This wave’s demons took the form of monstrous hunting hounds—jaws lined with razor-sharp teeth, claws gleaming in the crimson light.


They were a species of demon we had faced before.


But the problem was…


“Damn it, they’re way bigger than last time!”


“They even have an extra eye now!”


The demons summoned from the rift always returned stronger.


The hellhounds, as soon as they emerged, lunged at us with terrifying speed.


Thud— Thud—


A signal for the shield wall.


“Defensive squads!”


“You heard the call! Black Iron Brigade, shields up!”


At the commands of me and the other unit captains, the defensive squads swiftly raised their massive shields, forming an impenetrable barrier.


Yet, the hellhounds only quickened their charge, completely unbothered by the wall in front of them.


Their strategy was clear—overwhelm us with sheer size and brute force, shattering our formation in one decisive blow.


But we weren’t about to let them have their way.


“Spears!”


At my brief command, the Black Iron Brigade immediately thrust their spears through the narrow gaps in the shield wall.


The charging hellhounds, unable to stop in time, impaled themselves deeper onto the spears, their own momentum sealing their fate.


One by one, they collapsed, their bodies igniting into flames before vanishing into nothingness.


But there were more. Far more.


The next wave of hellhounds rushed in without hesitation, unbothered by their fallen kin.
 



 



Their numbers swelled, bodies piling against the shield wall as they hurled themselves into it with reckless abandon.


“Hold the line! No matter what, we can’t break! You all know what happens the moment we fall, right?!”


“YES, SIRRR!!”


Teeth clenched, the Black Iron Brigade braced against the relentless assault, maintaining the shield wall despite the overwhelming force pressing against them.


We managed to thin their numbers with our spears, but the hellhounds kept coming, a never-ending tide crashing against our defense.


“GRAAAH!!”


“Some of them are climbing over!”


These damn creatures were getting smarter. Using their own bodies as footholds, they began leaping over the shield wall.


Before they could tear through my soldiers, I launched myself forward, blade flashing.


With a single, decisive strike, I cut down the demons mid-air, their bodies vanishing before they could land.


“I’ll handle the ones coming over! Don’t let the wall break—focus on holding your ground!”


The Crusader’s strategy for enduring the demon waves was simple.


First, the eight defensive squads would create an impenetrable barricade around the Rift.


Then, once enough demons were gathered at a single point—


“This is it! Open the gate!”


Once enough demons had gathered, the strategy was simple—eliminate them all before they became unmanageable.


At my command, the Black Iron Brigade split apart like two massive gates swinging open, deliberately creating an opening in the shield wall.


The hellhounds, previously pressed against the barricade, scrambled toward the gap, trampling over one another in a chaotic frenzy.


“9th Squad, open fire!”


As the demons tangled themselves in confusion, the support units behind us sprang into action.


A relentless barrage of arrows rained down on the exposed opening, striking their targets with deadly precision.


The hellhounds hit in the head immediately burst into flames and vanished.
 



 



But those struck in the body only grew more enraged, howling furiously as they surged forward.


“Close the gate!”


With their numbers significantly reduced, the Black Iron Brigade gritted their teeth and shoved their shields back into place, sealing the gap shut once more.


Now, it was time to deal with those who had made it inside.


Without giving them a moment to recover, the support units and any defensive squads who still had energy to spare rushed in, meeting the remaining hellhounds with swords and spears.


Though the previous onslaught had greatly thinned their numbers, the ones that remained were faster and more agile than us.


“Ahh—ugh!”


One of the hellhounds evaded a spear and lunged straight for a support unit’s throat.


Before its fangs could sink in, I slashed through its neck in one swift motion.


“Thank you, Kayron-nim!”


“Stay focused. We’re not done yet. You’re surviving this fight so we can fight again next time! Now get up!”


“Y-Yes, sir!”


Honestly, I wanted nothing more than to charge straight into the heart of the battlefield and tear through every last one of them myself.


But as a unit captain, my role was to conserve my strength until the very last moment—to watch over the battlefield and step in only when absolutely necessary.


That was why, for now, I had to hold back.


The situation in my sector was still manageable. The Black Iron Brigade, known for their unyielding defense, was holding strong.


But elsewhere…


“Damn it. That’s not good.”


Across the battlefield, I spotted a massive pile of hellhounds pressing against another section of the shield wall.


“N-No! It’s breaking—!”


“Fall back! Save yourself! Aaaagh—!”


Another squad’s defenses crumbled.
 



 



The soldiers stationed there panicked, abandoning their comrades as they fled for their lives.


The few who stayed behind—driven by duty rather than fear—were ripped apart in an instant.


The breach in our formation spread like wildfire.


“C-Captain…?! What do we do? That’s our flank—!”


“I told you to focus on what’s in front of you! Stay in formation!”


The breach was a disaster, but if we lost focus and broke formation, the entire defensive line would collapse.


This was exactly why the Annihilation Units existed.


And right on cue—


“Silver Guard!”


Avelin shouted.


“We’re exterminating them. Follow me!”


Amidst the chaos, Avelin was the first to charge in, cutting down demons with merciless precision.


“The Silver Guard is here!”


“Follow Commander Avelin!”


Seeing her fearless advance, even the Crusaders who had been fleeing found their courage again and rejoined the fight.


As much as I hated to admit it…


Dressed in her gleaming silver armor, leading her men from the brink of despair, Avelin truly looked like—


“Do not run! Stand and fight, and we will claim victory! We will return home together, victorious!”


—a goddess of war, both deadly and breathtaking.


Even I, her rival, had to acknowledge that much.
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            Chapter 25: Before the Cruel Wave (2)


A wave crashing down after a month-long respite.


Adjusting to the enemy’s characteristics and regaining their senses required time, but hesitation was only momentary.


The Extermination Unit leaped in precisely when needed, reinforcing the overheated defensive lines, and with their support, the defenders quickly reformed their ranks.


With each passing moment, the Crusaders stood firmer against the relentless tide.


“Haa…”


It had been nearly two hours since the battle began.


Avelin wiped the sweat drenching her face, taking a brief breath after cutting down yet another wave of demons that had broken through the defenses.


“You’re working hard.”


“Hard work? This is just what the Extermination Unit does. Compared to that, you seem surprisingly fine.”


“Well, isn’t this what the Defense Unit is supposed to do? Conserve as much strength as possible and endure. Once the summoning ends, I’ll be jumping in too.”


The rift to the Otherworld would continue pouring out demons for exactly two hours.


At a glance, it might sound like a short period, but…


“We’re taking heavy casualties again today.”


“Yes. More than last time.”


The number of Crusaders pulled back for treatment was not small.


Bodies that couldn’t be retrieved in time, corpses so mangled by the demon hounds’ fangs that they were beyond recognition.


“Ha… I can’t feel my lower body. There’s so much blood…”


“I don’t want to die, I don’t want to die! If we just survive this wave, we can go home!”


And then, there were those who were still dying.


“If I had jumped in a little sooner…”


“Avelin, don’t blame yourself. It’s not your fault. The real problem is those damn demons returning stronger every time.”


“No. The true evil lies elsewhere.”


Avelin shook her head, clenching her teeth.
 



 



“The rulers who refuse to properly support the Crusaders. Those people are more wicked than the demons.”


“…I can’t argue with that. Like you said, we’re weak.”


The Crusaders were trained under harsher conditions than any other force in the world.


But that was precisely because they were weak.


Tasked with protecting the world from annihilation, yet not given elite status—what a contradiction.


The rulers of each nation were passive when it came to supporting the Crusaders.


They hoarded their strongest forces under their command and merely disposed of expendable personnel, sending criminals and volunteers alike to the frontlines.


If even one or two divisions of properly trained and equipped regular troops had been deployed to assist, the situation would have been drastically different.


“I keep wondering, Kayron.”


“What are you wondering about?”


“There.”


Avelin hesitated to point, instead motioning with a slight nod.


High above the battlefield, far from the defensive formation, Commander Balthazar sat, observing.


“The Commander no longer fights alongside us. He says it’s ‘just in case.’ Especially…”


This time, Avelin’s gaze flickered toward me.


“Ever since you arrived.”


“Yeah. I remember. In the beginning, the Commander personally led one of the Extermination Units. Now that you mention it…”


Even from just a glance, certain things stood out.


The elite guards stationed around Commander Balthazar were equipped with far superior gear compared to us.


And…


“Look at us. We’ve been training in this godforsaken place for so long that our faces are a mess. But the Commander’s guards? Not a scratch on them. Which means…”


“They haven’t suffered.”


Ironically enough, Commander Balthazar’s guards were extravagantly privileged.


Royalty and nobility from across the world.


The sons of the powerful.


The Crusaders were nothing more than a tool—used to grant practical combat experience to the elite, a convenient stepping stone to bestow the honor of “having fought for the world.”
 



 



“I know our Crusaders are maintained by the financial support of various nations. But even so, it still doesn’t sit right with me.”


“I agree. If this is how things are going to be, they could at least increase the funding. If I weren’t in this situation…”


“In what situation?”


“Ah…!”


Avelin suddenly clamped her mouth shut, as if she had said too much.


“Nothing. It’s nothing.”


“Alright, alright. If you don’t want to talk about your past, I won’t pry.”


No matter what happened before, no matter who they had been—


The core rule of the Crusaders was that they had to stand as one against the waves.


But complaining wouldn’t change anything. Not immediately, at least.


And right now…


The time had come.


“Let’s finish this wave first.”


As the crimson glow from the rift to the Otherworld finally dimmed, the demon hounds stopped pouring out.


Doom- Doom- Doom- Doom-


A rapid drumbeat, struck with all its might.


The signal for the counterattack—no more holding back.


Until now, they had focused solely on maintaining formation and conserving their strength. But now, that was no longer necessary.


It was time to deliver judgment upon the demons who had wounded and killed their comrades.


“It’s time. Deploy the Black Iron Shieldwall!”


“Yes, sir! Black Iron Shieldwall!”


“Raise it!!”


The Black Iron Brigade, who had endured without faltering even once, immediately shifted formation upon my command.


As if moving as a single body, they clustered together, shields rising in unison to form an impenetrable wall.


The demon hounds, now trapped, threw themselves desperately at the shieldwall, trying to break through. But the Black Iron Brigade stood their ground without so much as a tremor.
 



 



“Now then…”


I tightened my grip around my sword.


As I infused it with mana, the massive greatsword absorbed the energy, glowing brilliantly.


“Let’s begin the real extermination.”


I leaped forward.


To lighten the burden of my soldiers, who had held the line for so long—


I swung my sword with all my might.


Claang—!


A colossal blade of energy surged forward, roaring across the battlefield.


Upon striking the ground, it detonated, wiping out the demon hounds besieging the Black Iron Brigade in an instant.


The force of the blast caused the shieldwall to waver slightly, but with most of the demon hounds incinerated, reforming their formation was no problem.


“Hah… That was satisfying, you bastards!”


“As expected from our Captain!”


Now that they had a brief moment to breathe, my soldiers cheered in my direction.


“It’s all thanks to you. Now, push in deeper!”


“Yes, sir! We’ll trust you, Captain!”


“……Seriously.”


When I turned my head, I saw Avelin staring at me, her mouth slightly agape.


“What? Seriously, what?”


“You’re ridiculously reckless.”


“What? Reckless?! I targeted only the demons! That was an incredibly precise strike!”


“Why are you getting mad? It was a compliment.”


“Who in their right mind uses ‘reckless’ as a compliment…?”


Avelin exchanged a few playful words with me before flashing a grin and adding:


“Keep doing what you’re doing. If you do,”


Then, with renewed determination in her eyes, she turned to her subordinates, who had regained their strength during the brief respite.


“The rift is closed. But we still need to clean up the remaining demons. Silver Guard, follow me!”


“Yes, Avelin-nim! We will follow you!”


“Let’s go! Make sure we don’t fall behind those brute Black Iron Brigade and Kayron! We need to claim our own glory!”
 



 



“Hey, Avelin! Come on, enough with the ‘brute’ thing already—!”


Before I could finish, Avelin had already launched herself toward the demons.


Yet, as she passed by me, just for an instant—


She turned her head slightly and gave me a fleeting, mischievous smile.


****


As the demon summoning finally came to an end, I, Avelin, and the other unit captains no longer held back.


The countless demon hounds that once filled our vision dwindled rapidly.


Watching this unfold with an eerily calm expression, Commander Balthazar turned to his adjutant and asked:


“How does it look, adjutant?”


“Everything is proceeding smoothly. Given that these demon hounds were larger and stronger than last time, our casualties are surprisingly low.”


“…Smoothly, you say.”


A grim expression settled on Balthazar’s face.


“That means… ‘they’ are not entertained.”


“…Yes, sir.”


“This won’t do. Displeasing them would not be wise.”


As Balthazar bit his lip, his adjutant’s face darkened as well.


“Then… what must we do to satisfy them?”


“…A variable.”


Murmuring the word variable, Balthazar gave a slow nod.


“Send out a messenger pigeon.”


“Yes, sir. Where should it go? What should the message say?”


“There’s no need for anything specific.”


Balthazar added cryptically:


“Just release it. That will be enough.”


“…Pardon? Y-yes, sir!”


Though the adjutant did not understand the meaning behind the order, he obeyed.


He took a pigeon from the cage and set it free—without any message attached to its body.


The bird soared into the sky, gliding freely—


Thud—


Only to have its neck snatched mid-air by the talons of a passing raven.


The predator, now clutching its prey, locked eyes with Balthazar for a long, knowing moment.


Then—


Its eyes shimmered with an eerie violet light.
 



 



Having sent his signal, Balthazar turned his gaze toward the battlefield, where Kayron was single-handedly carving through the demon hounds.


“Let’s put you to the test, Kayron. Let’s see what kind of blessing you possess…”


***


“Huh? W-what’s happening?”


The Otherworld Rift, once quiet after nearly all the demons had been cleared—


Ziiing—


Suddenly, it began glowing red again.


“T-this shouldn’t be happening! Commander!”


“What’s going on?”


“The rift—it’s glowing again!”


At the panicked cry of a soldier, one of the unit commanders rushed over to inspect the Otherworld Rift.


“This is… not good.”


“W-what should we do?”


“For now—fall back!”


Sensing something ominous, the commander spun around and shouted:


“Reform ranks and stay alert! We have no idea what’s about to—”


Chomp—


He never finished his sentence.


A massive maw snapped shut around him, swallowing him whole—crushing his body between razor-sharp fangs.


Grrr…


“W-what the hell is that?!”


A new demon emerged, standing just in front of the Otherworld Rift.


It was a monstrous beast—


A three-headed demon hound.
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            Chapter 26: Before the Cruel Wave (3)


“A-A monster got our captain!”


“Aaaah! Everyone, run for your lives!”


The Knights had just been reveling in their victory, convinced that they had once again held back the waves. But that triumph shattered in an instant when a massive, three-headed demonic hound suddenly emerged, plunging the battlefield into sheer terror.


“That’s… No way. That thing shouldn’t be here yet!”


I couldn’t believe my eyes.


A gigantic, three-headed hunting hound—known as “Cerberus”.


It wasn’t as if I had never fought Cerberus in my previous life.


At first, there had only been one. But after that, they just kept appearing—one after another, countless times.


But this was only the 63rd wave.


Normally, it should have taken at least ten more waves before a three-headed hunting hound showed up.


“R-Run! Hurry!”


“H-He’s chasing us…!”


And to make things worse, there were still plenty of lesser demonic hounds left on the battlefield.


“Grrraaaah!”


“Aaargh…!”


“P-Please, someone save me!”


In their desperate attempt to flee, the panicked knights had turned their backs to the enemy—making them nothing more than helpless prey to the demonic hounds.


Thankfully, not everyone had lost their composure.


The captains, realizing the gravity of the situation, quickly rallied the archers into formation.


“Stay calm! It may be big, but it’s still just a wild beast!”


“Aim—fire!”


Arrows rained down toward Cerberus, darkening the sky as they fell.


But Cerberus didn’t flinch. It didn’t lower its head, didn’t even curl up its body in defense—hell, it didn’t even blink.


Arrows showered down on its massive form.


Not a single one pierced its skin.


Even the ones that struck its seemingly vulnerable eyes fell limply to the ground.


“T-The arrows aren’t working?!”


“If arrows won’t work, then we’ll drive our spears into it! Defense unit, advance!”
 



 



At the command of the captains, the defense unit formed up with shields and spears at the ready.


But I stepped in front of them.


“No! Stop right there!”


“Sir Kayron? Why are you stopping us?! That thing is a demon! We have to kill it!”


“I know that! But think about it for a second. If arrows bounced off like that, do you really think spears are going to do anything?”


“We won’t know unless we try! We are the Knights of Crusader! Defense unit, forward!”


“Hey, you idiots! I said stop!”


I kept shouting for them to halt, but the Crusader Knights in this life had no idea.


Cerberus was a high-tier demon—the kind that only appeared a few at a time, even in the most brutal waves.


And high-tier demons…


“Defense unit, thrust!”


“Hyaaaah!!”


The soldiers cautiously approached Cerberus, their grips tightening on their spears. Then, in perfect unison, they drove their weapons straight into its body.


CLANG—


“H-Huh? What was that sound?”


“Its… its hide is tougher than steel…”


The first rule of high-tier demons.


Ordinary weapons don’t work on them.


Only attacks imbued with mana could damage a high-tier demon—beasts with bodies so tough they defied imagination.


And now, Cerberus had realized it.


The pitiful spears and arrows of these humans posed no threat to it whatsoever.


“KRRRAAAAAAH!!”


With a deafening roar, Cerberus unleashed its full might. The sheer force of its sonic blast sent the surrounding soldiers flying, their bodies crashing to the ground like ragdolls.


“W-What the hell was that?!”


“Ugh… M-My ears… I can’t hear… I can’t—”


SQUELCH—


One of the knights, groaning in agony as blood trickled from his ears, never got to finish his sentence.
 



 



Cerberus’ massive paw came crashing down.


And he was crushed. Flattened. Reduced to nothing.


“R-Run!”


“We… We can’t fight this! How the hell are we supposed to kill that?!”


Among the absolute rules of the Crusader Knights, one stood above all:


When encountering an unknown entity, proceed with caution.


This tragedy was the price of breaking that rule.


“Awooo—”


A long, bone-rattling howl echoed through the battlefield.


Hearing their leader’s call, the remaining demonic hounds quickly gathered around Cerberus.


“Damn it…”


Anyone could tell that the situation was dire.


But only I understood just how disastrous it truly was.


The second defining trait of high-tier demons:


They possess intelligence. Enough to command and lead lesser demons.


Until now, we had simply been hunting mindless, bloodthirsty beasts.


But now?


Now, we were facing a small army.


“W-What do we do?! We’ve never dealt with anything like this before!”


“Captain!!”


Desperate soldiers screamed for their superiors, pleading for orders. But the captains, consumed by shock, stood frozen in place, their minds utterly blank.


Because deep down, those with experience already knew.


The fact that a captain had been killed instantly, without even putting up a fight—


Meant that Cerberus was in a league beyond them.


“KRRRAAAAHH!!”


And then, it lunged.


With terrifying speed, Cerberus swung its massive forelegs, swatting soldiers like insects—sending them soaring into the air before they plummeted back down, their bones shattering on impact.


It bit.


It tore.


It ripped through flesh as if savoring the taste of pure carnage.


The knights, gripped by terror, scattered blindly. Most didn’t even make it ten steps before death caught up to them.


“T-This… What the hell is this…?”


Even Avelin, the strongest among the captains, was frozen in place.


Among them, she stood above the rest in sheer combat ability—
 



 



And yet, this was the first time in her life she had witnessed such a massacre.


If she could still think rationally amidst this bloodbath…


That alone would be a miracle.


But I had no time for shock.


I had to act.


This situation was beyond reason, beyond comprehension—


But I couldn’t just stand by and watch.


“Black Iron Brigade.”


“Y-Yes?”


“Answer me properly, Black Iron Brigade!”


“H-Hah…! YES, SIR!”


At my sharp command, the Black Iron Brigade—who had been cowering just moments ago—snapped to attention and responded with a loud, unified voice.


“Who are we?”


“T-The Crusader Knights!”


“And within the Knights, who are you?”


“The Black Iron Brigade, the strongest defense unit!”


“Exactly. And that’s why—we advance.”


“W-What…? But Captain, that demon is—it’s terrifying…”


“Hey.”


My voice was low, almost calm.


The soldier who had spoken immediately shut his mouth.


“You are the Black Iron Brigade. And who am I?”


“Y-You are Captain Kayron, sir!”


“That’s right. And yet, you’re telling me you don’t trust your own captain?”


“I-It’s not that, it’s just—”


“Damn it.”


Disappointment surged through me.


I had trained the Black Iron Brigade to be the strongest unit in the Crusader Knights—but now, in the face of a true crisis, they had become nothing more than spineless cowards.


But.


“C-Captain?”


“Captain! Where are you going?!”


“Don’t call me ‘Captain,’ you bastards! I never raised cowards like you!”


If my men were frozen in fear, it was my duty as their leader to show them the way forward.


Knights fled in terror.


Demonic hounds ran wild, hunting them down without mercy.


And in the middle of it all—


I moved forward.


I gripped my sword tighter.
 



 



“Follow me if you want. If not—then stay the hell out of my way!”


As everyone retreated, I alone charged into battle.


“Grrrr…”


“N-No, get away! Aaaah—!”


SLASH—


“Wha…?”


“Get up! If you’re not going to fight, then at least run!”


“Y-Yes! Thank you!”


With a single swing, I sliced a demonic hound in half—just before its fangs could sink into a fallen soldier’s neck.


Another beast lunged at me from the side, aiming for an opening.


I kicked it with full force.


Its ribs shattered with a sickening crack.


“Whine…?”


As expected, Cerberus—who had been focusing solely on leading its pack—let out a startled growl at the sudden shift in the battlefield.


“Grrr… KRRRAAH!!”


But true to its nature as a high-tier demon, it quickly recovered and gave a command.


The scattered demonic hounds instantly regrouped—this time, focusing all their attacks on me.


As expected from a breed built for speed, they encircled me in an instant.


“Tch… You bastards.”


If it was just this many, I could handle them.


But what I was truly wary of…


Was something else.


Fighting off this many enemies at once would require a significant amount of mana.


And if I exhausted too much of it now—then when the real fight against Cerberus began, I’d be at a disadvantage.


“Not bad. I was planning to rest for a month after this anyway, so I might as well go all out. Come at me if you dare—”


“Uwaaaaaahhh!!”


“Huh…?”


A sudden, deafening battle cry rang through the battlefield.


“Protect the Captain!”


“We are not cowards!”


My men—my Black Iron Brigade—had shaken off their fear.


With shields raised and spears held firm, they charged toward me, determined to fight by my side.


The demonic hounds hesitated for the first time, momentarily thrown off by the soldiers’ sudden burst of courage.
 



 



And in that fleeting moment—


SPLURT!


The razor-sharp tips of the vanguard’s spears pierced through the stunned beasts, impaling their necks and torsos.


With unstoppable momentum, the Black Iron Brigade fought their way through and finally reached me.


“Captain! Are you all right? We’re here!”


“Hah! You didn’t come when I called you earlier, but now you show up? Still… you made it. That’s more like my men.”


“Uh, but, Captain…”


“What now? Why do you suddenly sound so hesitant again?”


“We… we’re surrounded. Again.”


“…”


I turned my gaze.


They weren’t wrong.


The Black Iron Brigade had successfully regrouped with me—


But the demonic hounds had already formed another circle around us.


“Grrrr…!!”


This time, their snarls were filled with even more rage.


“Are you afraid of them?”


“No, sir!”


“Be honest. Are you scared?”


“W-Well, maybe just a little—”


“I SAID—ARE YOU SCARED?!”


“NO, SIR!!”


Their voices roared in unison, shaking the battlefield.


The demonic hounds flinched once more.


Even under Cerberus’ command, these creatures were still just overgrown, savage mutts.


“Enough with the panic. We trained for this exact situation, remember? Isn’t that right, Plymouth?”


“Yes, Captain! You had us drill for this scenario countless times!”


“Exactly. Now it’s time to put it to the test. Form up—Circular Formation!”


“YES, SIR!!”


With renewed determination, the Black Iron Brigade swiftly moved into formation.


Backs pressed together, shields raised, spears positioned outward—


A perfect defensive circle.


“Not bad. Now, listen up. The key to this formation is trust. You trust your comrades and focus only on the enemy in front of you. Got it?”


“YES, SIR!”


“They think they’ve trapped us.


But they’re wrong.
 



 



We’re the ones luring them in.”


As our formation locked into place, Cerberus let out a bone-rattling roar.


“KRRRRAAAAAH!!”


At its command, the demonic hounds charged all at once.


“SPEARS—”


“THRUST!!”


The first wave of hounds lunged—


Only to impale themselves onto our spear wall.


Their own speed and weight drove the weapons even deeper into their bodies, causing them to erupt into flames as they perished.


The remaining hounds hesitated, now wary of attacking recklessly.


“Guess it’s my turn now?”


I leapt high into the air—


And in a single downward swing, unleashed a devastating sword strike, shattering the bodies of the clustered hounds below.


The survivors, witnessing their kin crushed into pieces, hesitated.


Charge? Flee?


They were frozen in indecision.


This formation was the pinnacle of offense and defense in one.


As long as it held strong, it was unbreakable.


A strategy that only the elite of the Crusader Knights—our Black Iron Brigade— could execute.


“Hah! This is the power of the Black Iron, you brainless mutts!”


“Come at us if you dare! Or die by our Captain’s blade!”


Morale surged as the Black Iron Brigade laughed and taunted the enemy.


“Heh… Now that’s more like it.”


Yes—


This was what I wanted.


Not fear. Not hesitation.


But men who stood together as one, unshaken before the enemy.


That—was the true power of humanity.
-- The End OF The Chapter --
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            Chapter 27: Before the Cruel Waves (4)


Boom! Crash!


Each time I leaped into the air and unleashed a barrage of sword energy onto the ground, a pack of demon hounds was wiped out.


Alongside the Black Iron Brigade, I had already cut down nearly half of the remaining demon hounds.


And not a single casualty on our side.


“Come on, Captain! You can do better than that!”


“We all know that’s not the extent of your skills, Captain!”


“Shut up, you brats! Do you have any idea how much mana I’m pouring into each of these strikes?”


Though I said that, the truth was, having the Black Iron Brigade fight alongside me made things much easier than if I were facing them alone.


With their shields holding the demon hounds in place, I could conserve mana and take them out with precise, efficient strikes.


At this rate, wiping them all out wouldn’t be difficult.


Even after fighting for over two hours, my body still felt strong. The grueling training we had endured was paying off brilliantly.


It’s going smoothly. Almost too smoothly. But the real issue is…


Cerberus—watching, waiting.


He remained motionless, observing carefully as we slaughtered the lesser hounds.


I was burning through a lot of mana, but honestly, I didn’t mind. If we eliminated all the small fry first, leaving only Cerberus, the battle wouldn’t be so bad.


Once he was alone, the other captains and I could overwhelm him with a coordinated assault.


But still… something’s off.


This was a first.


I had never seen Cerberus act so cautiously.


The one I knew from my past life would have lost his mind at the mere sight of living prey, charging in like a rabid beast.


But the one before me now… he was watching. Calmly.
 



 



No… he’s not watching me.


As I took a brief pause to steady my breath, our gazes locked.


In that moment, a voice echoed in my mind.


[I see it. Your weakness.]


…What?


[You are strong. Yet, you waste your strength protecting those who only hold you back.]


The moment the voice faded, Cerberus lowered his stance.


“Uh… Captain? The three-headed one is up to something!”


“I know. Looks like it’s finally making its move—brace yourselves!”


Honestly, this wasn’t bad for us.


If Cerberus charged before I became too exhausted, the Black Iron Brigade could hold him off while I struck him down.


Once he fell, the others would gain the morale to finish off the rest of the demon hounds.


That was the plan.


But then—


What the hell is that?


I doubted my own eyes.


A crimson glow flickered around Cerberus as he prepared to lunge.


That fiery aura… I could feel it.


This wasn’t the same Cerberus I knew.


And then, at last, he charged straight for me.


“Captain! We’ll block the first hit—take your shot then!”


“No. Run. NOW.”


“What? But we can’t just leave you—”


“RUN! RIGHT NOW!!”


I shouted, but it was too late.


Before they could retreat, I dashed beyond the defensive formation and raised my greatsword as a shield.


Boom!


“Ugh…!”


I caught Cerberus’ charge head-on.


“C-Captain!”


“Get out of here! I’ll hold him off!”


My entire body ached from the impact.


The Cerberus I fought in my past life had never been this strong.


Back then, I struggled at first, but once I got the hang of it, I could take them down in less than thirty seconds.


Growl…


But this one…


This one was leagues beyond anything I had ever faced.
 



 



Damn it. He’s not quite at the level of a Fury Demon… but still…!


And then—


A new threat.


I heard the demon hounds charging at my unguarded back.


“Bark!”


“You bastards—!!”


The hounds lunged—


Only to be impaled mid-air, sent crashing to the ground.


“We won’t let them reach the Captain!”


“What the hell are you doing?! I told you to run!”


“We refuse! We already stood back and watched you charge in alone once! We won’t be cowards again!”


“…Damn it.”


With frustration burning in my chest, I shoved Cerberus back and lunged, aiming my sword at one of his heads.


But as expected of a hunting hound, he reacted instantly, tilting his head just out of my reach.


Then, he lowered his stance and started circling—sideways, slow, deliberate.


A predator, sizing up its prey.


“Come on, you bastard! If you’re gonna attack, then do it already!”


Grrrrr…


He didn’t lunge, but the moment I let my guard down, he would.


Then—


“Aaaagh!!”


A scream. The worst kind.


“Ivan!!”


“Captain!!”


I turned just in time to see Ivan being dragged away.


Too many hounds had swarmed the formation.


I couldn’t get to him in time.


A demon hound’s fangs sank deep into his chest.


“Damn it… Just hold on! I’ll finish them off and get to you—!!”


There was no time to waste.


I concentrated my mana into my legs and launched myself forward at Cerberus with explosive speed.


But once again, Cerberus slipped away just before impact, maintaining a careful distance as if he was deliberately stalling for time.


That’s when I realized it.


“You bastard… Don’t tell me—!”


This cunning high-ranked demon knew exactly what he was doing.


By pretending to attack, only to retreat and lure me away from the Black Iron Brigade, he was slowly wearing them down. He understood that if he kept this up, the Black Iron Brigade would eventually be wiped out, leaving me alone.
 



 



I lunged at him again, but he only widened the gap between us.


“Get over here! What kind of so-called ruthless demon are you?!”


“C-Capt… Captain”


“…Ivan?”


In the middle of this fruitless chase, a weak voice called out to me.


I turned my head.


Not far away, a demon hound stood motionless, its jaws clamped tightly around Ivan as it dragged his limp body forward.


As if mocking me.


As if taunting me with the life I had failed to protect.


“Captain…”


“Stay with me, Ivan! Just hold on a little longer, I’ll get you out of this!”


“…It’s too late for me.”


“……”


I clenched my teeth.


He wasn’t wrong.


The demon hound’s fangs had already pierced deep into his chest.


Far too much blood had already been lost. There was no way to stop the bleeding now.


“I’m sorry, Captain… I should have followed you sooner…”


“Don’t say that. You fought well. I’m proud of you.”


“…Haha.”


His voice was growing weaker. A hollow chuckle escaped his lips.


“Captain, you know… why I ended up here, right?”


“…Yeah. You got caught stealing a single loaf of bread.”


“So you even remember that…”


“How could I not? You spilled the whole story when you were drunk.”


“…Even so…”


His gaze grew unfocused.


“Do you think… my life… even made the slightest difference in protecting this world?”


“…Yeah.”


I swallowed hard.


“The whole world… owes you— No… No, damn it!”


No matter how hopeless it was, I refused to let my subordinate die inside that monster’s mouth.
 



 



Without hesitation, I spun and charged at the demon hound.


“Yelp—! Guh—!”


The beast barely had time to react before my blade cleaved through its body, splitting it clean in two.


“I won’t let you die like that!”


With that, Ivan was freed from the beast’s jaws.


“Ivan! Can you move?”


“…Captain… behind you…”


Before he could even finish speaking, I felt it—


Cerberus lunging for my throat.


I twisted my body just in time, catching his massive jaws with both hands before they could sink into my flesh.


But my sword slipped from my grasp, and his enormous frame crushed me beneath him.


It was a bad position.


A very bad position.


“Grrraaagh…! GRAAH!”


“Damn it… I knew you were waiting for this opening… but—!”


I was in a bad position, pinned beneath Cerberus.


But as I focused all my mana into my arms, I could hold him off—just barely.


Even so…


“Captain! We can’t hold on much longer! We’re at our limit!”


“We should’ve trained harder…! Just leave us behind and run, Captain!”


“Ahhh—!!”


“Jeff! No!”


I gritted my teeth.


If only I had been stronger.


If only I had the strength to cut through these demons alone, without my men having to protect me…


[Do you desire power?]


The voice returned, echoing inside my mind.


It was strangely familiar, as if it had always known me, seen through everything I was.


[Then hate. If you desire power, then burn with hatred. Hate those who seek to take your people from you. Crave their blood…]


A whisper, laced with temptation.


[I will quench your thirst for power. Say the word—say you desire it.]


I didn’t know whose voice it was.


I didn’t know why it was speaking to me now.
 



 



But I knew, with absolute certainty—


If I said yes, it would give me power.


“Captain! Stay strong! Even if we die, you must survive!”


If I could protect my people…


Then my answer was obvious—


Thunk!


A blade shot through the air, burying itself deep into Cerberus’ face.


“GRAAAAHH!!”


The beast howled in pain, leaping away to widen the distance.


“…Sorry I’m late.”


“You should’ve been here sooner.”


“I know. I’m sorry. Call me a coward if you want… but—”


The swordsman knelt beside my fallen soldier, Ivan, and gently closed his lifeless eyes.


Then, with a flick of his wrist, he wiped the demon’s blood from his sword with a surge of burning blue mana.


“I swear, Kayron. I’ll never leave you to fight alone again. Never. Not ever.”


The Silver Flash of the Crusaders had returned.


Avelin locked eyes with Cerberus, his jaw clenched with determination.


“Everyone—charge! Support the Black Iron Brigade!”


“We abandoned our comrade to the jaws of death. We’ll wash away this shame with the blood of demons!”


Inspired by the Black Iron Brigade’s unwavering spirit, the other warriors finally made their decision.


At last—


It was time to end this battle once and for all.
-- The End OF The Chapter --
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            Chapter 28: That Fool Has to Stay Alive


A short while ago, when the Black Iron Brigade charged into the heart of the enemy camp under the lead of their captain, Kayron—


“Those Black Iron lunatics have completely lost their minds!”


“They’re actually diving into that horde of terrifying demons? Are they insane?”


Thanks to their reckless charge, the surviving members of the Crusader Corps were able to escape safely.


However, paralyzed by fear, they could only watch from a distance as the Black Iron Brigade fought bravely. The thought of stepping in to help never even crossed their minds.


Deep down, they all wanted to turn their backs and run as fast as possible. Yet, the last remnants of their conscience held them in place.


And among them, frozen in place—


“Kayron...”


Was Avelin as well.


She had originally intended to follow Kayron when he rushed forward. But before she could, a firm hand had held her back.


“Don’t even look.”


“But Kayron is fighting alone. Even if he is the strongest in the Crusader Corps after the captain, if we leave him like that—”


“I was clear. I said don’t even look.”


The one who stopped her was Naias, the second-in-command of the Silver Guard and the knight who had been by Avelin’s side since the day she joined the Crusader Corps.


“I understand that he is a righteous and good man. But, Avelin-nim, you must think about the future.”


“My future...?”


There was never a moment when Avelin had forgotten.


Why she had come to the Crusader Corps.


And what she had to do next.


-“Avelin-nim, you must leave immediately!”


-“Leave? Why? This is my homeland—I was born and raised here. Why are you saying this all of a sudden...?”


-“There’s no time to explain. You have to go. Right now!”
 



 



-“W-Wait! What about Llewellyn? Is Llewellyn safe?”


-“…I’m sorry. I couldn’t protect him.”


The moment she was forced to leave.


Avelin had never once forgotten that moment.


To her, the Crusader Corps was nothing more than a temporary refuge—a shelter they had no choice but to take while evading their pursuers.


Of course, helping them fight against the demons was a noble and meaningful cause. But she had never intended to stay with them forever.


Yet now, in this very moment, a tragedy was unfolding before her eyes.


“But this isn’t right. I’m going to help them!”


“Avelin-nim!”


Naias shouted, stopping her just as she was about to charge forward.


“You must leave them be. We still don’t know the full extent of that monster’s strength. If you recklessly step in and get injured—what then?”


“So you want me to just stand here and watch while Kayron and his men fall?”


“And if you get seriously hurt, what happens to your younger brother, Llewellyn, who’s still being held captive in the capital?”


“Ah…!”


At the mention of Llewellyn, the fire in Avelin’s eyes extinguished in an instant.


“Think rationally. Sir Kayron won’t fall so easily. He might even manage to cut through the enemy and escape from that hellish battlefield.”


Naias’ words seemed to lift Kayron up in praise—


But the next thing he said—


“And even if he doesn’t, at the very least, he’ll drain that monster’s stamina for us.”


“Naias!”


“This is the most realistic course of action. It’s unfortunate, but we must abandon Sir Kayron and his men. Then, once that monster is weakened, you, Avelin-nim, will personally finish it off. That way, not only will the enemy be eliminated, but your name will shine even brighter.”
 



 



“My name... Ugh!”


Avelin Gritted Her Teeth


Even as the cowards hesitated, torn between fleeing or staying, her gaze never wavered from the Black Iron Brigade and their captain, Kayron, who fought valiantly.


The situation was undeniably dire.


And yet, their battle was all the more beautiful because of it.


The unshakable bond between comrades who placed absolute trust in one another.


The razor-sharp reflexes and sound judgment that could only emerge when they focused solely on the enemy before them.


“Wow, they’re fighting incredibly well!”


“I knew Sir Kayron was strong, but I never imagined he was this strong! At this rate, the Black Iron Brigade might wipe out all the remaining demons by themselves!”


The Crusader Corps members burst into cheers at the sheer prowess of Kayron and his warriors.


Perhaps, deep down, they were merely hoping the battle would resolve itself without them having to lift a finger.


But the real problem lay elsewhere.


“No… they won’t last much longer like this.”


It was something ordinary soldiers wouldn’t have noticed. But Avelin did.


Yes, the Black Iron Brigade was holding their ground.


However, all of them—including the rest of the Crusader Corps—had been fighting for over two hours now.


Their temporary burst of energy was just that—temporary.


The situation was turning desperate.


“L-Look over there! That monster’s about to charge again!”


The Cerberus crouched low to the ground.


A clear sign it was about to lunge.


“Don’t watch, Lady Avelin.”


“For the love of—shut your mouth, Naias… Ah!”


Just as she turned to glare at Naias, something caught her eye.


Commander Balthazar and his Royal Guard, who had been waiting in reserve for an emergency.


Avelin instinctively opened her mouth to call for their aid—but in that moment, she saw it.
 



 



Standing amidst the guards on the high ground, watching the battlefield with calm, detached eyes—Commander Balthazar himself.


And in his indifferent gaze, she understood.


For reasons unknown to her, Commander Balthazar had no intention of aiding Kayron.


“Wait, now that I think about it—why isn’t the Royal Guard moving? Why are they just watching?”


“Weren’t they supposed to step in during an emergency? If this isn’t an emergency, then what is?”


The other soldiers, realizing the same thing, began murmuring in unease.


And at that moment—Cerberus kicked off the ground, charging straight at the Black Iron Brigade.


“T-The monster’s moving!”


“S-Shouldn’t we run while we still can?”


Kayron rushed forward, leaving his subordinates behind to intercept the charging beast.


But his men, exhausted and deprived of fire support, began to falter under the relentless assault of the demons.


Avelin bit her lip so hard that she tasted blood.


She tried to turn away. To ignore it.


But—


[ Even if something goes wrong, it should only be me. You must never let anything happen to yourself. Do you understand? ]


[ Come, let’s get you back to the camp, Princess. ]


[ I’m glad you still have the strength to talk. Even if you’re not feeling well, make sure you eat your meals properly. ]


[ Haha, what are you even…? Thanks. ]


“…Naias.”


“Yes, Avelin-nim?”


Her voice was calm.


And Naias, sensing something in her tone, responded obediently.


“That Fool Has to Stay Alive.”


Naias felt a brief moment of relief, thinking that Avelin had finally given up.


But then—


“The demons will invade next month, and the month after that, and the month after that. Isn’t that right?”


“That is correct. However, the Crusader Corps will continue to throw themselves into battle and hold them off for as long as they can. And once you reclaim your rightful place, Lady Avelin, you can support us even more—”
 



 



“That will be too late.”


“What…?”


“…….”


Avelin didn’t bother answering.


Instead, she silently drew the sword she had just sheathed.


Naias felt his heart sink into his stomach.


“Avelin-nim, I beg you. You have endured this long, haven’t you? Please, for the sake of our homeland, steel yourself for just a little longer.”


“No. That’s not the issue here.”


Avelin turned to him, her gaze sharp and unwavering.


“If I want there to be a place for me to return to, we cannot allow the demons to run rampant. Isn’t that right?”


“That… that is true, but the Crusader Corps has held out until now. Even if unexpected variables have arisen, they’ll find a way to endure!”


“Yes, they will. I’m sure of it.”


“But for them to endure even longer, one more condition must be met.”


She fixed her gaze forward, her eyes burning with determination.


Kayron—standing alone, facing down an enormous demon beyond imagination.


“He has to stay alive. That fool who calls himself the backbone of the Crusader Corps.”


Avelin took a deep breath.


Then, she shouted.


“Everyone, listen to me!”


A short but commanding cry.


The terrified Crusader Corps members, as if drawn by some unseen force, turned their attention toward her.


“We are the Crusader Corps. We are warriors who have sworn to fight to the death. Yet here we are, hiding behind our comrades, watching from afar. It’s shameful beyond words!”


“There is no hope for us as things stand. If the Black Iron Brigade falls, those demons will come for us next.”
 



 



Her fearless voice sent ripples through the hesitant soldiers.


“S-She’s right. If we fail to stop the demons here, they’ll spread across the world, won’t they?”


“We have nowhere to run. Just as Avelin-nim said, fighting to the death might be our only choice!”


Avelin raised her sword high into the air, her gaze locked onto the battlefield.


“If we flee, we die. But if we fight, we live. Now, forward! We will slay these demons and survive—together! Charge!”


“C-Charge!”


“Slay the demons!”


As Avelin launched herself into the fray, the Silver Guard, leading the charge, followed without hesitation.


Then, one by one, the Crusader Corps members broke into a sprint, rallying behind her.


“T-This…”


Naias stood alone for a moment, staring in disbelief as his comrades, now filled with renewed determination, surged forward.


But as he watched their changed expressions—watched them charge toward the battlefield without fear—


He realized.


‘Perhaps I worried for nothing. Avelin-nim truly is destined to be a shining sun. And if that’s the case…’


With his mind made up, Naias took a deep breath and roared—


“Everyone, charge! The Silver Guard will lead the vanguard! Follow Avelin-nim!”
-- The End OF The Chapter --
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            Chapter 29: Absorption (1)


As the retreating members of the Squad rejoined us, the situation quickly took a turn for the better.


With the number of demonic hounds significantly reduced, we were no longer at a severe disadvantage in numbers.


Most importantly, my Black Iron Brigade—who had been struggling from exhaustion—finally had a moment to catch their breath.


Seeing my direct subordinates pulling the wounded to safety made me feel an undeniable sense of relief.


“Are you alright?”


Avelin reached out a hand to me as soon as she had driven Cerberus away.


“Can you stand?”


“Of course.”


“As if. You were about to get crushed to death.”


“Who? Me? When did that happen? I don’t recall.”


“Ugh, you and your bravado… Looks like I didn’t need to save you after all, since you’re still full of talk.”


“I’m just joking.”


Grabbing Avelin’s outstretched hand, I pulled myself up and made sure to say it clearly.


“Thanks. Lately, I feel like I’ve been thanking you quite often.”


“…As long as you know.”


She wasn’t wrong.


If it had been an ordinary Cerberus, I could’ve taken it down with sheer brute force. But this one was different.


“Grrr…!”


Even after Avelin had driven her sword straight into its face, it was still standing.


To deal with an opponent that was stronger and more intelligent, a special strategy was necessary.


But fortunately, I had just the right person by my side.


“Hey, Silver Flash.”


“W-What now? Why are you suddenly calling me by that embarrassing nickname?”


“Let me ask you one thing. If this works, just the two of us should be able to take it down.”


“Then ask already, before that thing tries something again.”


“You’re fast. Really fast, aren’t you?”


“…”


Avelin didn’t bother responding.
 



 



Because she didn’t need to.


“Can you move faster than that thing?”


“Then let me ask you something in return.”


Avelin narrowed her eyes and shot me a glare.


“Do you really think I’m slower than that thing?”


“That’s exactly what I wanted to hear!”


“Hmph…”


She tapped the ground lightly with her foot a couple of times.


A crisp snap echoed as if to show she had already reinforced herself with mana.


“To be honest, I’m not sure. But if it’s necessary to take it down, I’ll try.”


“Then our plan is simple. That thing’s been keeping its distance, waiting for an opening, right? So…”


“You want me to cut off its escape route.”


“Exactly. You don’t need to attack it directly. Just disrupt its movements—make it hesitate, even if only a little. Can you do that?”


“Wait a second. That sounds like way more work for me than for you.”


“I am making you do the hard part. But you know why, right?”


I grinned.


“Because you’re the only one who can do it.”


“…Ugh.”


Avelin let out an inexplicable groan before slightly bending her knees.


“Let’s just get started. I’ll go first!”


She vanished, leaving only a faint afterimage.


In an instant, she was already behind Cerberus.


Now, it was time to tighten the noose.


I grabbed the greatsword I had dropped when it lunged at me.


“You oversized mutt. Let’s end this. Come at me fair and square!”


As I charged forward, Cerberus howled and pulled its remaining hounds in front of it to block my path.


“This won’t even slow me down!”


Two swings.


That’s all it took to cut down the stragglers in my way.


As I got closer, Cerberus once again tried to flee with its quick reflexes.
 



 



But this time—


“Not so fast!”


“Grrr…?”


Cerberus came to an abrupt halt.


Standing right in front of it was Avelin.


It swung its massive paw at her, but she effortlessly dodged, moving with ease.


“You’ve got the size, but you’re sluggish.”


“GRAAAR!!”


The beast lashed out several more times, but Avelin slipped through every attack as if it were child’s play.


“Slow. Too slow. If I’d known you were this pathetic, I would’ve taken you on myself from the start.”


“You’re doing great, Avelin! Just hold it there a little longer!”


Cerberus grew visibly anxious as I closed in.


Realizing it had no other choice, it gathered all its strength and leaped as far away as it could.


But the moment it thought it had escaped—


A shadow loomed over its head.


“Grrrrr…?!”


“You told me just to stall it, Kayron… but that’s not enough for me!”


From above, Avelin rained down a relentless barrage of stabs, her sword piercing deep into Cerberus’s body over and over again.


The beast, caught completely off guard, lost its balance and crashed to the ground.


And when it finally struggled back to its feet—


“At last.”


By the time I closed the distance to the point where it could no longer escape—


“Well, now… Who’s the prey here?”


“Grrrr…! KRAAAH!”


Sensing that there was no way out, Cerberus lunged at me first, its massive claws slashing through the air.


But this time, there were no distractions. No one I needed to protect.


Clang! Claang!


My sword and Cerberus’s claws clashed repeatedly.


Meeting it head-on, I could feel its sheer strength reverberate through my body.


But—


‘This is manageable!’


I channeled even more mana throughout my body, reinforcing my sword with greater force, swinging it even faster.
 



 



At first, it seemed like Cerberus had the upper hand, pressing me back.


But before long, it was the one retreating.


“Grrr… Grrrng…!”


The once-commanding tone it had used to lead its demon hounds was gone, replaced by pathetic whimpers.


It was afraid.


Even as it flailed its claws frantically in a last-ditch effort, it kept darting its eyes around.


“Grrrr…!”


Then, the moment I swung my sword a little wider, it took the chance to bolt—


“Not so fast!”


Boom!


A deafening impact echoed as Avelin delivered a lightning-fast kick to Cerberus’s side, making a sound as if something had exploded.


“Where do you think you’re looking, you damned beast?!”


Caught off guard by the ambush, Cerberus shrank back and hastily swung its claws to block my incoming sword.


But—


Shhk—!


“KUAAAAARGH…!!”


The poorly positioned front leg was severed cleanly.


“Grrrrrrrrrr”


-Lick… Lick…


It even began licking its stump, letting out pitiful cries.


Everyone else having just finished off the last of the demon hounds, stared at the sight in sheer disbelief.


“W-Wait, is it… crying?”


“That’s the thing we were struggling against…?”


Seeing Cerberus cower, the squad’s morale soared.


Seizing the moment, a few captains shouted to rally the troops.


“Remember this moment! We have the power to make even demons tremble! As long as we stand together, we can overcome any danger!”


“…Well said.”


“I’ll admit, it’s a great speech. But we can’t ignore the comrades we’ve lost. And more importantly…”


Though Cerberus seemed completely broken, Avelin never let her guard down. Her sharp gaze remained locked onto the beast.


“You see that?”


“See what? Oh…?”


The wound Cerberus was licking—


From it, albeit slowly, a new leg was regenerating.
 



 



“We need to finish this before it recovers.”


“Less talking, more killing!”


Without hesitation, Avelin and I lunged forward.


Cerberus panicked, trying to flee.


But before it could-


Avelin drove her sword deep into its already bleeding wound.


“KUOOOOH…!!”


As the beast stretched its neck and howled in agony—


“This is the end, you wretched mutt!”


I concentrated my mana, my sword flaring with a fierce blue glow, and in one swift motion—


Slaash—!


The long, outstretched neck was severed cleanly.


Thunk!


“U-UAAAAAH!”


The sight of Cerberus’s severed head flying through the air and landing with a dull thud sent some squad members into panicked screams.


But the head, now separated from its body, twitched once before its tongue lolled out lifelessly.


And with that, the eerie red glow seeping from the rift in space flickered and vanished completely.


Finally, at long last, the storm had passed.


“We did it!!”


The surviving squad members erupted in cheers.


The few remaining demon hounds, intimidated and overwhelmed by the roaring celebration, hesitated before being swiftly eradicated.


“You pulled it off again, Kayron.”


“Yeah. Somehow. But…”


Something felt off.


Normally, when a demon dies, its body turns to ash and disappears.


But for some reason, Cerberus’s corpse remained, still radiating an ominous red glow.


“…It’s not fading?”


“I was just thinking the same thing. Could it still be alive?”


“No. It’s definitely dead. The breathing has completely stopped.”


“Then I’ll check.”


“Be careful…”


I cautiously approached the collapsed, motionless body.


Then, as soon as I placed my hand on its chest-


“…Huh? W-What…?”


The red energy swirling around Cerberus suddenly surged toward me—


Through my hand, into my body.
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            Chapter 30: Absorption (2)


“How…?!”


Commander Balthazar shot up from his seat.


“Lieutenant, did you see that?”


“Sir? See what?”


“I swear I just saw… Ah.”


Slowly, Commander Balthazar closed his gaping mouth.


His lieutenant, despite knowing the depths of his commander’s insight, did not share the same divine blessing.


So perhaps it was natural that he couldn’t see it.


But Commander Balthazar had seen it clearly.


The crimson energy pulsing through Cerberus’s remains.


The blessing of the most savage, battle-hungry god among the three deities.


And that very power…


Had just seeped into Kayron’s body.


“Sir? Are you feeling unwell…?”


“No… It’s nothing.”


Shaking his head, Commander Balthazar slowly sat back down.


‘What are the gods thinking…? It may be fine for now, but in the future…’


He recalled the conversation he had with Kayron the day before.


The fearless declaration the young warrior had made.


“As you know, I’ve already slain two hidden demons. And that’s just the beginning. Every single one I find—I’ll wipe them out.”


Then, with unwavering determination, he had raised his dagger and added—


“And if the opportunity arises…”


“…I’ll eliminate you, too.”


At the time, Commander Balthazar had answered without hesitation.


He had told him—


To go ahead and do it.


“You absolutely have to do it, because it sounds fun.”


That’s what I had said back then.


But now, thinking back on it.


“Haha.”


Commander Balthazar let out a hollow chuckle.


“Maybe… I really did dig my own grave.”


“What do you mean by that, Commander?!”


His lieutenant, startled by the sudden remark, pressed him for an answer.


But Balthazar merely smiled silently, offering no reply.


***


It didn’t take long for the crimson energy to completely seep into my body.


The moment all of Cerberus’s power transferred to me, its corpse vanished in flames—leaving no trace, just like all the other demons.
 



 



“What in the world…?”


“You okay?”


Avelin approached me, her expression tense.


“I asked if you’re okay! You looked like you got caught in the flames for a second.”


“I’m fine. I pulled my hand away just in time.”


“Good. That’s a relief. And…”


For a brief moment, Avelin wore a stern expression, scolding me for my recklessness.


But then, she softened and smiled.


“You did great. If it weren’t for you, we wouldn’t have been able to take that thing down.”


“What makes you so sure? You were the one who drove it into a corner with your speed.”


“That’s true, but… Every time I stabbed it, I could feel it. No matter how many times I struck, it barely dealt any real damage. In that sense, your way of fighting might be a little brutish, but it was the perfect counter against that thing.”


“So, is that supposed to be a compliment or an insult? Because somehow, you always manage to call me an idiot in every sentence…”


“Anyway.”


She patted my back twice.


“Good work, Kayron. Just this once…”


Avelin hesitated, staring at me like she wanted to say something.


But in the next moment, she suddenly turned her head away.


“Hmm…? What were you going to say?”


“It’s nothing.”


“Let me guess. You were about to insult me while pretending to compliment me again, weren’t you? You don’t even have to say it—I already know.”


“I—No! Why would I insult someone who just did a good job?! What do you take me for?!”


Her face flushed slightly in frustration.


Seeing that, I decided to tease her a little.
 



 



“What do I take you for? Oh, I don’t know… The famously irritable and strict Princess?”


“…Excuse me? Kayron, you’re really pushing your luck! Do you want to start another fight right after we just finished one?”


“The rude one here is you, Avelin. Do you know what the most frustrating thing someone can do in a conversation is? The first is stopping mid-sentence. And do you know what the second one is?”


“When… did I do that?”


“See, that’s exactly it.”


Avelin blinked, clearly unsure what I was talking about.


She looked up at me, slightly nervous, as if she had unknowingly made a mistake.


Seeing that, I grinned—


And then—


Whoosh—


I bolted away, leaving her behind.


“W-Wait! Why did you stop mid-sentence… Ah!”


Avelin gasped, realizing it.


“This is exactly what you were talking about, isn’t it?! Stop right there!”


She took off after me with even more determination than when she had been chasing Cerberus.


It didn’t take her long to catch up.


“So? Where exactly do you think you’re going? You’re not even helping clean up the mess.”


Though she sounded annoyed, she knew I wasn’t moving for no reason.


“I’m taking care of the harder job first. Look.”


“The harder job? But this direction is… Ah.”


She nodded in understanding.


I was heading toward the forest near Cresnig—


A place filled with trees perfect for firewood.


Thud!


I drove my sword into the base of a large tree a few times.


With a deep creak, the massive tree toppled over.


Then, I made sure to cut it into manageable pieces so the squad members could carry it easily.


One tree, then another…


Without stopping, I kept cutting them down.


“Kayron.”


“…”


“Slow down a little, Kayron.”
 



 



Avelin couldn’t watch any longer and shouted at me.


But I didn’t stop.


“There’s no time to rest. You know how many of our comrades died today. When I think about that… I still have a long way to go.”


“I know that too. But you—just take a break already!”


She grabbed my wrist, stopping me from swinging my sword again.


“I can see right through you. You’re not just cutting firewood. You’re taking your anger out on it, aren’t you?”


“…You can tell?”


“Of course. You always say that a swordsman speaks through their blade. Right now, you’re not cutting efficiently—you’re just venting. If you keep this up, you’ll exhaust yourself.”


“Exhausted? I don’t get exhausted. Like you always say, brute strength is my only real advantage. And if I keep working, the others can rest and grieve properly.”


“They’re not the only ones grieving.”


Avelin moved her hand from my wrist to my shoulder.


Then, gently, she grasped it.


“I can see it. You’re hurting too. The way you joked around with me earlier… That was just your way of trying to push it aside, wasn’t it?”


“…You really know me too well.”


I lightly shook off her hand and gripped my sword again.


“Stop pushing yourself so hard!”


“Alright, alright. I won’t overdo it. Since we’re already here…”


I glanced at Avelin with a smirk.


“Wanna help? We’ll take it slow—cut some wood, clear our heads.”


“…Fine. But you match my pace. One tree for me, one tree for you. Got it?”


***


“Once again, another wave has passed.”


At the cremation site, Commander Balthazar stood before a towering pyre of carefully stacked firewood.


“Well done, all of you. Thanks to your efforts, we survived once more—and so did this world. But we must not forget… that it is because of those who fell before us that we can fight again next time.”
 



 



It was only natural to celebrate victory.


But remembering the fallen was just as important.


Just as the Squad was given a free day before a battle to enjoy their lives, the day after a battle was spent cremating the dead and solidifying their resolve.


“This time, we faced an unexpected greater demon. This was one of the bloodiest waves we’ve ever endured. It’s tragic… but we must grow stronger from this loss.


Now, who will light the fire? Who will send our comrades off?”


-Silence.


Though Commander Balthazar waited for a volunteer, none of the squad members stepped forward.


There were simply too many casualties.


Those who had personally gathered the bodies were too overwhelmed with grief, wiping away their tears instead of speaking up.


Clicking his tongue, Balthazar sighed.


“Tsk. Everyone is too lost in their sorrow. I suppose I’ll have to—”


“I’ll do it.”


“Oh? Kayron, you’ll take the honor?”


His expression brightened in surprise.


He hadn’t expected me to step up.


“I almost feel bad leaving it to you. You’ve already done so much today. You and the Black Iron Brigade fought bravely, and you took down that monstrous demon.


And on top of that…”


Balthazar glanced at the towering pyre, filled with freshly cut wood.


“You even chopped all this firewood, sparing the others the effort.”


“I only did what needed to be done.”


I took the torch from his hand.


“Just as the Squad’s creed dictates. The very code that you established, Commander Balthazar.”


“…That will be a great comfort to the fallen. If the one who fought the fiercest lights the flame, it will be a worthy send-off.”
 



 



His words were steady.


Calm.


Too calm.


Disgustingly so.


The fire, fueled by the best wood, roared to life—a fierce and consuming blaze.


Almost as if it were warning us.


That even more of us would be lost in the battles to come.
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            Chapter 31: A Vacation with a Rival (1)


“It’s decided.”


The day after the bonfire burned in remembrance of the fallen.


Commander Balthazar summoned all the unit leaders.


And then, he spoke with unwavering confidence.


“The second week of every month is when new recruits join our Order. But this time, I’ve requested for more than usual.”


“…….”


A heavy silence fell over the room.


In the past, the unit leaders had never responded poorly to news of additional recruits. But this time was different.


They all had countless thoughts racing through their minds, but under Commander Balthazar’s absolute authority, they dared not speak freely.


“Commander, is that why you’ve gathered us here? Right now, what we need in our Order isn’t just sheer numbers—”


“Hey, calm down! Do you really think the Commander doesn’t know that?”


“I know. Of course, I do! But… damn it!”


The unit leader who had spoken up couldn’t even finish his sentence.


“What our Order needs right now….”


And so, since no one else was willing to step up, I did.


“…is not quantity. It’s quality. And not just good quality—we need absolute core strength.”


I made my stance clear, enunciating every word with conviction.


“Commander, you know this as well. The next wave will be stronger and more merciless than the last. Yet we barely survived this one.”


“Barely survived? Sir Kayron, isn’t that a bit of an exaggeration—”


BANG—


I slammed my fist on the table, the sharp sound cutting through the room.


“Who was it again? When my Black Iron Brigade was fighting alone, you weren’t anywhere to be seen.”


“W-What did you say? Sir Kayron, that’s too harsh—”


“Harsh? What’s harsh about it? We’re the Order. Warriors who swore to fight with all our might, even if it meant death. And yet, when faced with demons, some of you ran, abandoning your comrades! Who was it? Answer me! And after that, do you still dare to call yourselves our comrades?”
 



 



My words struck deep. Every unit leader lowered their heads in shame, unable to refute me.


I knew it too.


Fear is instinctual.


Even my Black Iron Brigade had charged in first, but only because I had thrown myself into battle ahead of them.


“Commander Balthazar, do you know what happens when a rat is cornered?”


“It fights back despite its fear.”


“Exactly. That was our Order in yesterday’s battle. We charged in because running away would have meant death. But a rat that is big, strong, and confident—doesn’t wait until it’s cornered. It fights back against threats before that ever happens.”


I stepped forward, standing right beside Commander Balthazar.


Then, I pointed to the empty seats at the round table of our Order.


Seats left vacant by those who had died… or abandoned us.


“We can’t rely on mere prisoners and reckless recruits anymore. The monsters coming next will be worse than the ones that devoured our unit leaders in a single bite. We need far stronger forces—and a lot of them.”


I held back the words I truly wanted to say.


That the real problem here… was Commander Balthazar himself, the one who had led us into this situation.


“I understand, Sir Kayron. But you should at least listen to everything I have to say before making judgments. Sit down, and let me finish.”


“…Very well. But I hope what you have to say will be something all of us can accept.”


I returned to my seat.


And then, suddenly…


A sharp, chilling gaze pierced through me.
 



 



It was from Avelin.


She mouthed something silently, her face twisted in anger, but I couldn’t make out what she was saying.


I waved my hand dismissively, signaling that we’d talk later.


She clenched her teeth in frustration, her expression darkening, but she lowered her head.


Then, everyone turned their attention back to Commander Balthazar.


“I understand your concerns. Of course, I do—I’m the Commander, after all. Truthfully, I’ve had a plan in motion for some time now. I wasn’t going to bring it up until everything was settled, but….”


The moment he mentioned a “plan,” the unit leaders’ eyes lit up.


None of them seemed to realize that it was precisely because of that plan that we were suffering now.


Even I couldn’t help but feel intrigued.


“I’m recruiting a mage.”


“…Hah.”


The disappointment in the room was palpable.


After all, our Order already had mages.


They didn’t fight, of course. Their role was strictly to enhance our equipment and provide support.


And even then, they charged us hefty fees for their services.


“Don’t be too quick to dismiss it. The mage I’m recruiting is none other than—”


Commander Balthazar grinned.


“—a Legion-Class Mage.”


“A-A Legion-Class…!”


At those unexpected words, the room erupted in excitement.


A Company typically consisted of 100 to 1,000 soldiers.


A Legion, however, started at 5,000 and could reach up to 10,000 soldiers.


A Legion-Class Mage was someone powerful enough to take on an entire Legion single-handedly.


“Commander, who is it? Who in the world would be willing to join our Order?”


“……Liana.”


“Liana?”


I doubted my own ears.


If it was the LianaI knew—there was only one possibility.


“She’s my daughter.”


“What…?”


“H-Huh….”


Silence fell over the room once again.
 



 



“What, do you disapprove? My daughter Lianais a recognized talent. She’s only twenty-one and already a Legion-Class Mage. Isn’t that promising?”


“Well, that is…”


The unit leaders looked conflicted.


Having a powerful mage on our side was undeniably good news.


But having the Commander’s daughter in our ranks?


That was a different kind of problem.


One that meant another person as difficult to deal with as the Commander Balthazar himself.


“But if she’s your daughter, why not just order her to join? Why the trouble?”


“I’ve asked her countless times, but she refuses. She’s still young and doesn’t understand how important our Order’s mission is.”


“Hmm… is there really no way?”


“That’s why I’ve made my decision. Kayron.”


“Yes?”


“And Avelin.”


“Yes!”


As Avelin and I stood up in response to our sudden summons, Commander Balthazar nodded in satisfaction.


“You two worked the hardest in the last battle. So, I’m granting you leave to go outside.”


“L-Leave?”


“Did you just say… leave? And outside?”


The unit leaders erupted in murmurs.


Up until now, “leave” had only ever meant staying inside Cresnig for safety measures.


“But I’ll set both the duration and the destination. You have three weeks, starting today. And as for the location…”


“…It’s Rostia, isn’t it?”


“You figured it out without me saying it. Go to Rostia and do whatever it takes to bring my daughter, Liana, into our Order. Consider this leave both a reward… and an order. The future of our Order depends on you two.”


***


As we prepared our horses, Avelin turned to me with a curious look.


“What kind of person is Liana?”


“What kind of person, huh… It’s been a long time since I last saw her, so I’m not sure. She must have changed a lot.”
 



 



The first time I met Liana was about four years ago.


Even back then, Commander Balthazar frequently invited his unit leaders to his home, treating us with great hospitality.


Though I had joined the Order later than most, my skills had been acknowledged immediately, and I was promoted to unit leader in no time.


“It’s surprising, actually. Liana used to be obedient and respectful toward her father. And yet, now she’s rejecting his requests to join the Order multiple times?”


“Could it be rebellion?”


“Maybe. But that’s not the strangest part.”


“Then what is? …Wait, why are you looking at me like that?”


I stared at her intently, causing Avelin to flinch and take a step back.


“It makes sense that I’d be sent since I at least know Liana little. But why are you coming with me? This is supposed to be a rare vacation, so why you, of all people?”


“W-What do you mean! You think I want to go with you? I don’t understand it either!”


“No matter how much I think about it, I can’t figure out the Commander’s reasoning. We barely survived the last wave, and now we should be preparing for an even stronger one. Yet, instead of keeping two of his strongest fighters here, he’s sending us away… Could it be—?”


A thought suddenly clicked in my mind.


Seeing my expression change, Avelin narrowed her eyes.


“Wait, wait—do you have an idea? Spill it!”


“Kidnapping.”


“…What?”


“Think about it. He’s sending a small elite force—us—to retrieve a girl who can take on an entire army by herself. What if the real mission is to drag her back by force?”
 



 



“Ugh, stop talking nonsense and just get on your horse.”


Without even letting me finish, Avelin was already mounted and ready to ride.


“The sooner we get there, the more time we’ll have to enjoy our vacation. Right?”


“Well, I can’t argue with that!”


With a mischievous grin, I gave her horse a light slap on the rear.


“Ah—Hey! Waaah!”


The startled horse bolted forward, leaving Avelin scrambling to regain control.


I quickly spurred my own horse to catch up.


“What the hell was that for? That was dangerous!”


“Didn’t you just say we should hurry?”


“Hmph, I didn’t mean like that…! Anyway, you didn’t forget our promise, did you?”


“Promise? What promise?”


“…If you don’t remember, then never mind. Just keep up!”


“What? Wait—what promise?!”


I had made some sort of promise with Avelin, but my mind was too cluttered to recall it.


Right now, I needed to figure out how to persuade Liana to join us.


‘But why does that word—promise—suddenly remind me of something else?’


A vague memory from four years ago surfaced.


[ “Kayron oppa, promise me. When I enter the Mage Tower and become as strong as you, then….” ]


I couldn’t remember what came after that.


But I remembered the feeling.


The kind of childish, embarrassing words someone would wish they could erase from history as they grew older.
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            Chapter 32: A Vacation with a Rival (2)


Avelin and I galloped across the snowy plains for quite some time.


Thanks to our stamina, we managed to cover a significant distance. But no matter how strong we were, reaching Rostia in a single day was impossible.


Well, we could have managed it just fine, but…


“Pffft, snort…”


The real problem was the horses.


After carrying us tirelessly, they deserved a proper rest.


“We should probably stop and take a break,” I said.


“I agree. As much as I want to start our vacation as soon as possible, we can’t just abandon these valuable horses.”


Reluctantly, Avelin and I secured the horses, unloaded our belongings, and fed them hay.


The two exhausted horses gobbled up their feed before curling up together and dozing off, leaning against each other like old friends.


“They get along really well,” I noted.


“Unlike us,” Avelin replied.


“Come on, I think we’ve grown pretty close, haven’t we?”


“…You’re free to believe whatever you want.”


“Hmm…”


Despite her words, Avelin didn’t shoot me her usual sharp glare.


“Well, since the horses are asleep, how about we grab a bite and get some rest, too? We should be well-rested if we want to enjoy our vacation properly.”


“That… makes sense, but…”


She trailed off, giving me a look I couldn’t quite decipher.


“What? Something wrong?”


“Of course, something’s wrong. How am I supposed to sleep peacefully with a man right in front of me?”


“…What? Hah, unbelievable. So, you actually see me as a man?”


“Don’t get any ideas. It’s not because I find you charming or anything. It’s purely because I need to be wary of a brute like you.”


“Brute, I’ll take. I’ve heard that plenty. But why ‘wary’?”


“You seriously don’t know? You’ve shamelessly flaunted your bare upper body in front of me more than once!”
 



 



“W-What? That wasn’t my fault! And besides, it was just my upper body!”


“Exposed is exposed!”


“And it only happened twice! One of those times, you barged in while I was changing, and the other, you walked in while I was sleeping!”


“…That’s not the point!”


Clearly irritated, Avelin rummaged through our supplies, pulling out a few pieces of wood. With practiced hands, she quickly struck a spark and started a fire.


“As expected from the Silver Flash. Quick hands. But something tells me you’ve done this plenty of times before.”


“That’s not just your imagination. Before joining the Order, I traveled around with Naias for quite a while.”


“You wandered around?”


My ears perked up.


This was the first time Avelin had ever mentioned anything about her past.


“That’s interesting. Tell me more.”


“…Ah.”


Avelin, who had just thrown more firewood into the flames, froze as she realized her mistake.


She had always refused to talk about her past—yet, without meaning to, she had just let a small piece slip.


“Ugh…!”


Irritated, she threw the next piece of firewood carelessly into the fire rather than placing it in gently.


Then, she sat in silence, simply watching the flames grow larger as the firewood burned.


“…Not going to say anything else?” I prodded.


“…Just warm yourself up and go to sleep,” she replied firmly.


“Hmm.”


She was being stubborn, but I wasn’t about to let the conversation end here.


I had realized it a while ago—Avelin knew everything about my past, yet I knew nothing about hers.


That didn’t sit well with me.


It almost felt like I was losing in some way.


‘I’m not letting this slide…’
 



 



Feigning nonchalance, I bided my time. Then, after a moment of silence—just as Avelin’s slightly pouting lips had relaxed—I casually spoke.


“It’s surprising. A warrior as skilled as you, living as a wanderer?”


“…”


Avelin didn’t look at me. Instead, she furrowed her brows slightly.


But at least she didn’t seem angry.


Her expression was more… conflicted.


Like she was remembering something she’d rather forget.


“And on top of that, you had someone as capable as Naias with you. I can’t imagine it was just some ordinary circumstance. If I had to guess…”


I wasn’t entirely sure where I was going with this, but my hunch felt solid.


“Avelin, you’re not secretly a runaway princess from some far-off kingdom, are you?”


“Stop calling me a princess!” she snapped.


Avelin clenched her teeth as she spoke, but there was nothing scary about it.


If anything, I saw her outburst as an opportunity and decided to push even further.


“Does it really matter what I call you? You tease me all the time for being nothing but a brute with raw strength. So, let’s see… which kingdom could you be from, Your Highness?”


As I stared at her, Avelin quickly turned her head away.


But in doing so, the thick clothing meant to protect her from the cold shifted slightly, exposing the pale, flawless skin of her neck.


“Huh. That’s impressive. You roll around in the dirt with the rest of us, yet your skin is spotless, not a single blemish.”


“Ugh. Don’t look…!”


Realizing her mistake, Avelin immediately hunched over, pulling her collar up to bury herself deeper into her clothes, hiding her exposed skin.


“Do you have some kind of secret skincare routine?”
 



 



“There’s no such thing! I’m a warrior. If I had time to waste on skincare, I’d rather spend it swinging my sword a few more times.”


“Aha, so you’re just naturally blessed with good skin, then.”


“…Think whatever you want.”


Even though she had hidden herself within her clothes, there was no need for me to stare anymore.


I had been with Avelin as a comrade for quite some time now.


And in the mercenary order, you naturally pick up a lot of knowledge about the world.


With warriors and criminals from all corners of the continent gathering here, you meet people of every background, every skin tone.


Taking into account Avelin’s accent, complexion, and certain habits…


“You’re from the central region, aren’t you?”


“…!”


Avelin, who had been curling in on herself to hide, jolted up in shock.


“Stop that. Don’t go around making assumptions about people.”


“It’s not an assumption, it’s an educated guess. But fine, I get it. Digging too deep into someone’s past isn’t exactly polite. I’ll stop here.”


“Hmph…”


Only after I made that declaration did Avelin finally relax and sit comfortably by the fire again.


I got up, rummaging through our supplies, and pulled out some dried rations.


“Alright then, tell me something else. We should eat before sleeping, and that leaves us with some extra time. Let’s chat while we eat. Here!”


Avelin effortlessly caught the ration I tossed her and held it near the fire to warm it up.


And at last, she spoke.


“I was kicked out of my home.”


“Kicked out? Why?”


“That’s what I’d like to know. Why was I kicked out?”


She threw the question back at me instead.


But since she had finally opened up, I knew better than to waste this opportunity.
 



 



“There are plenty of reasons why a child might get kicked out of their home. But if I had to narrow it down, there are really only two major ones. Either the child dislikes their parents and leaves…”


I trailed off, gauging her reaction.


But Avelin showed no signs of agreeing, meaning she wasn’t someone who had run away because she resented her parents.


Which left only one possibility
.
“…Or the parents kicked out the child.”


“Neither.”


“Damn. I was wrong.”


Even though I had guessed incorrectly, I didn’t feel the slightest bit disappointed.


Because I had successfully gotten her to talk more.


“It was because of cuteness.”


…Did I hear that right?


“Cu-Cuteness…?”


“Yes. I wanted to be a daughter my parents could be proud of. So while I was out honing my skills, my younger sister did the exact opposite. She never left home. She stayed by our parents’ side, acting cute, winning their affection. And eventually, she charmed everyone around her, too.”


“A cute daughter and a proud daughter are different. If I were a parent, no matter how adorable the younger one was, I wouldn’t abandon the older child who worked so hard to impress me.”


“Thanks for saying that. But my family was different. My parents’ work could only be passed down to one child. And with everyone around them favoring my younger sister, they were pressured into choosing her instead of me.”


“…I feel like I’ve heard this story before.”


It wasn’t unfamiliar.


“Yeah. That’s exactly how politics works.”


The realization hit immediately.


It wasn’t about personal abilities—it was about building influence, securing allies, and gathering support to back your claim.


I knew that world well.
 



 



Before joining the mercenaries, I had spent time mingling with the rich, the nobles, even royalty, and had witnessed firsthand how power struggles played out.


“I get it now. When you said you were kicked out because of ‘cuteness,’ that’s what you meant.”


“I’m glad you understand. Because now isn’t exactly the best time for a long conversation.”


Avelin stood up, dusting herself off.


Because all around us, the atmosphere had shifted.


The killing intent in the air was unmistakable.


We were surrounded.


The wolves of the snowfields had encircled us.


“Perfect timing,” I said, standing up beside her. “I needed something to chew on to relieve my bad mood.”


As we rose, the wolves crouched lower, ready to pounce.


But those foolish beasts had no idea.


Just yesterday, we had fought something far worse than them—hellhounds, creatures infinitely more terrifying than mere wolves.


Sure, dried rations were convenient, but if we were going to eat meat, it might as well be fresh and tender.


“Come on, then, you bastards!”


“Growl—!!”


The wolves lunged at us, drooling.


Completely oblivious to the fact that they were the real prey.
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            Chapter 33: A Vacation with a Rival (3)


The wolf pack didn’t even get a chance to put up a fight—they were slaughtered one-sidedly.


It wasn’t even enough to be called a warm-up.


A few of them, realizing something was wrong, tried to flee, but they were all chased down and wiped out by Avelin’s overwhelming speed.


“Wow…”


Avelin marveled honestly as she grilled meat on the tip of her sword.


While the meat was cooking, she watched as I skillfully skinned the wolves.


“Phew, this should be enough to make some pocket money.”


“You can do that too? Not just butchering the meat but skinning them so smoothly? You’re better than most hunters.”


“Of course. My father was a hunter.”


“…? That can’t be right. Aren’t you from a noble knight family? Illinard has produced excellent and prestigious knights for generations. Your father should be one as well.”


“Haha, looks like I managed to surprise you this time. You’re half right and half wrong.”


The memories became clearer.


A slightly sorrowful memory.


“I was born and raised in the mountains. It was a free, fulfilling childhood. My father was a skilled hunter, and thanks to him, we always had plenty to eat whenever he returned from the mountains. But that was exactly the problem.”


“Having plenty to eat… was a problem?”


“It was a day when he had sold a lot of meat and pelts, so he brought back a load of high-quality fruit. My parents were in good spirits, even drinking a little before going to sleep. But the fruit… it was too sweet. The scent was strong—so strong that it spread beyond the house and into the forest.”


“A sweet scent drifting into the forest… Don’t tell me—”


Avelin’s expression darkened.


“A bear from the forest caught the scent and entered the house. Looking back, it’s almost absurd. My parents, both skilled hunters, who had taken down countless bears before… yet they were powerless against this one.”
 



 



“…I’m sorry. At least you survived.”


“Mm, well… I wouldn’t say I ‘survived’ exactly.”


“What do you mean? Did the bear spare you?”


“I woke up to the noise and saw the bear attacking my parents. What do you think a child would normally do?”


“Run away… No, freeze in fear. When faced with a terrifying beast right in front of them.”


“I did the opposite.”


That electrifying moment still lingered vividly in my memory.


“I grabbed a small axe hanging on the wall and charged at the bear.”


“…And you’re still alive after that? You’re not some kind of ghost, right?”


“I was confident in my agility. Even when I was younger, I survived being chased by wolves.”


“What? What does that even mean…”


“Of course, I took a few hits from the bear. I didn’t win. But even as my body was battered, I kept attacking, and eventually, the bear got tired of fighting and ran off.”


“You drove a bear away as a child… That’s an incredible story, but…”


Avelin trailed off.


“I’m sorry. I never imagined you had such a childhood. But how can you talk about it so calmly? You even seem… oddly cheerful about it.”


“When you live deep in the mountains, it’s just something that can happen anytime. And my parents were the ones who always said that. They told me that if I survived, I should be grateful for the day and live happily.”


“They must not have been ordinary people… Oh—”


Avelin, engrossed in my story, had burned the meat.
 



 



“Don’t feel bad. We have plenty. Just fix it up a little.”


“That level of optimism… It’s almost admirable. Then, can I ask one more question?”


“I’ll decide after hearing what it is.”


“I’m curious. How did a hunter’s son end up winning the Continental Swordsmanship Tournament?”


“Hah, looks like you did some digging, but you still don’t know everything. Like my childhood.”


“…I’m not a god, you know.”


“In that case, I don’t have an obligation to answer all your questions either. I’m not some benevolent god myself.”


“Tch… Don’t be so stingy.”


“Instead, let’s make a deal.”


This was a good opportunity.


“If I tell you something you’re curious about, you tell me something I want to know. Deal?”


“No deal.”


Without hesitation, Avelin turned back to the campfire, tossing the burnt meat aside and skewering fresh pieces onto her sword.


She was curious about my story, but no matter what, she refused to share hers.


Even I was starting to get a little irritated.


“Stop right there. Hands off.”


“Huh? Why?”


“That meat—who prepared it?”


“…Ugh.”


Avelin flinched, her hands freezing mid-motion as she skewered the meat.


She grumbled just loud enough to be heard.


“You’re so petty.”


“I’m not the petty one here—you are, Avelin. Between the two of us, who do you think knows more about the other?”


“…”


Her lips pouted slightly, like a child. But unlike her playful expression, her eyes were determined.


It seemed Avelin thought she had already shared enough for today—after all, she had told me earlier about being kicked out of her home.


I wasn’t the type to force someone into talking when they clearly didn’t want to.


“…Alright. Go ahead and skewer the meat. I was being petty.”
 



 



“…Just one thing.”


“Hm?”


“I’ll say just this one thing.”


Avelin slowly lifted her head and looked at me.


There was something strangely soft in her gaze.


And then, cautiously, she spoke.


“It’s because of you. The reason I haven’t put my sword down.”


“…Because of me? Wait, hold on. You said ‘because,’ not ‘thanks to’? That sounds a little ominous.”


“So be prepared.”


Her eyes held a swirl of emotions.


“There hasn’t been a single goal I failed to surpass. But just one—only Kayron—I haven’t beaten you yet. But that’s only for now. I’ll catch up to you soon enough.”


“…That doesn’t sound so bad. The fact that I’m someone’s goal. Come at me anytime.”


“You don’t have to tell me—I was planning to anyway. So be ready.”


With that, Avelin placed another piece of meat over the fire.


We didn’t have any special seasonings aside from a bit of salt for emergencies, but eating freshly grilled wolf meat in the middle of a snowy field by a bonfire—there was something special about it.


“Mmm! I didn’t burn it this time! Here, try it.”


Maybe it was the way she smiled so brightly as she handed it over.


The meat was tough and had a bit of a wild smell, given that it was from a muscular wolf. But in this cold, it was a feast fit for survival.


The problem came after eating.


As long as we kept moving, it would have been fine, but we were in the middle of a snowy field. The surrounding trees blocked some of the wind, but not enough to keep the cold at bay completely.


“Ugh…”
 



 



Avelin shivered and straightened her posture, likely trying to use mana to warm herself.


“Don’t do that. Here.”


I took off my outer coat and handed it to her.


“…Why are you giving this to me?”


“Use it as an extra layer. Then you won’t have to waste mana warming yourself.”


“That’s true, but… what about you?”


“I’ll be standing watch. Wolves aren’t the only things to be wary of in the snow.”


“…Thanks. I’ll get some sleep then. Wake me up later?”


“Yeah. Sleep well.”


Only after seeing me draw mana throughout my body did Avelin finally bury herself inside the sleeping bag.


“…Kayron.”


“What?”


“You’re not going to try anything while I’m asleep… right?”


“Oh, come on. Say something that makes sense.”


“Pfft, just wanted to make sure.”


She laughed mischievously before turning away and falling asleep.


I wasn’t sure how much time had passed, but at some point, Avelin shifted, turning over in her sleep.


Now, with her body buried in the sleeping bag, only her round face peeked out.


With nothing but snow, trees, and the clear night sky around us, there wasn’t much else to look at.


So naturally, my gaze lingered on her.


And that’s when I noticed.


Her cheeks and lips were slightly flushed from the cold.


‘…Wait. Those lips… touched my face, didn’t they?’


A memory I had been trying to forget resurfaced.


Even though it was vivid, I found myself doubting whether it had really happened.


Before I knew it, I impulsively moved.


Carefully, I approached Avelin…


And softly—


I pressed a finger against her lips.


Warm.


Soft.


The same as I remembered.


Back then, they had been even warmer, probably because of the blood she had on them.
 



 



Realizing what I had done, I hurried back to my original spot, sitting down as if nothing had happened.


“…Haa.”


I broke my own rule.


I said I wouldn’t touch her, and yet—


Even if it was just my finger, I had still done it.


“Damn it. What the hell am I supposed to say if she wakes up…”


With a tangled mess of emotions inside me, I focused all my attention on standing watch.


And when Avelin finally woke up, fully rested, she was furious that I hadn’t woken her for her turn.


But strangely enough, I didn’t really mind.


In fact, I felt oddly… satisfied.
-- The End OF The Chapter --
 
[TL: Join Patreon to support the translation and to read up to 10 chapters ahead of the release: https://www.patreon.com/taylor007 
 
Join our Discord server for regular updates and have fun with other community members: https://discord.com/invite/SqWtJpPtm9 ]




            ---The End Of The Chapter---

                            
                    
                        https://www.readingpia.me/covers/1736667545_cover_.png

                        
                            
                                Join Patreon to support the translation and to read up to 5 chapters ahead of the release.

                            

                            
                                    
                                    
                                 Join on Patreon
                        

                    

                
                                        
                

                    
                            
                
                            
                

                    
                            
                

                    
                            
                
                            
                

                    
                            
                

                    
            



        

                    
            

                

                    
            

                
                    
            

                

                    
            

                
                    
            
                    
            
                    
            

                
        
                    
                
                
                    
                    Join Our Discord

                    Be part of our amazing community!

                    Join Now
                

            


        

        
            
            




        


                                    
                    Comments

                    
                    

                

                    

        
            
        

        
            
            




        


        
            
            




        


        
                    
            

                
                    
            
                    
            

                

                    
            

                
                    
            

                
                    
            

                
                    
            
                    
            
                
            Chapter 34: A Vacation with a Rival (4)


“Stop right there!”


A city stood in the middle of a tundra, where the snow had half-melted.


At its gate, the guards on duty spotted me and Avelin, immediately lowering their spears toward us.


“Who goes there? Identify yourselves!”


“Lower your weapons. We’re from the Order.”


Despite the guards’ sharp reaction, Avelin and I calmly dismounted our horses.


We understood why they had no choice but to be wary of us.


“Prove it! Show evidence that you’re not deserters!”


“Of course. I’ll do just that.”


I reached into my saddlebag and pulled out a certificate issued by Commander Balthazar.


It confirmed that we were not deserters and that we had permission to leave the base.


For members of the Order, entering was easy, but leaving was a different story.


Only after declaring our intention to leave and surviving twelve waves of monstrous attacks alongside our comrades could we even think about stepping outside.


With no mercy granted against the ruthless demons we fought, the rules concerning deserters had to be strict.


“Hmm…”


The guards scrutinized the certificate for a long time.


Perhaps they were extra cautious because they had let a deserter slip away once before, leading to serious consequences. They kept glancing between our faces and the certificate, over and over again.


One of the guards’ colleagues, watching the whole ordeal, finally lost patience and snatched the document away with an exasperated sigh.


“For heaven’s sake, can’t you tell at a glance? That’s Sir Kylon and Lady Avelin!”


“W-Wait, really? Are you really those two?!”


“I’m honored you recognize us. Yes, that’s correct.”


“No, the honor is mine. I can’t believe I’m meeting the legendary—ugh!”


“Enough with the stalling! They must be here on an important mission. Apologies for the delay. Please, go on through.”
 



 



“Thank you for your hospitality. Keep up the good work.”


The guard who had failed to recognize us must have been new to this city.


This was Rostia—the symbolic heart of the North, where all supplies and manpower converged.


It was also the only city in the North that housed a Mage Tower.


The moment we rode further into the city, the atmosphere felt entirely different from Cresnig.


“Take a look here! Premium snow fox fur for sale!”


“The weather’s cold—how about some hot food to warm you up?”


Lively and bustling—it truly felt like a city where people lived.


“It’s been a while since I’ve been somewhere like this. But… I don’t miss it as much as I used to. What about you, Avelin?”


“…I feel the same.”


Her words said one thing, but there was a trace of bitterness in her voice.


From the beginning, I had suspected that Avelin wasn’t just an ordinary merchant’s daughter. After all, she regularly ordered luxurious items—like chocolate milk—from the trading company that supplied goods to Cresnig.


Even though she had been exiled from her home, she still had the wealth to maintain her lifestyle. It was only natural that she would long for the comforts of city life.


“Well then, Avelin, what now?”


“What do you mean?”


“We need to decide—should we enjoy our vacation first and then get to work, or should we finish the job first and relax later? Since we came together, we should stick together.”


“Obviously, we should take care of business first. I’m more worried about whether we can even get the job done in time.”


“Then that’s settled. First, let’s secure a place to stay.”
 



 



“What? Why the lodging first? Shouldn’t we go to the Mage Tower first?”


“You just said it yourself—you’re worried about whether we can finish the job within the given timeframe. I agree. That’s why we need to be prepared for the long haul.”


“…I see. That makes sense.”


Commander Balthazar had tried time and time again—out of paternal concern—to persuade Liana, yet he had failed.


Meanwhile, I had only known Liana for a few years at most.


And Avelin? She had no connection to Liana whatsoever.


From the very beginning, I had never expected this to go smoothly.


In fact, I wasn’t even sure we’d achieve anything at all.


And then, just when things seemed uncertain…


“One.”


“…What?”


I doubted my ears.


We stood in front of a massive inn located at the heart of Rostia.


Even though it was still daytime, the place was already bustling with people. But in a city this large, there was no way all the rooms were fully booked this early.


After all, even though Rostia was prosperous, it was still a remote and freezing northern city.


“Didn’t you hear me? There’s only one room left.”


“That can’t be…”


“If I say there’s one, then there’s only one!”


The elderly innkeeper kept giving me the same answer, no matter how many times I asked.


In this huge, spacious inn, there was only one room left.


“Ha…”


Unable to break through her stubbornness, I had no choice but to turn away for now.


When I trudged back to where Avelin was waiting, I found her sitting at the inn’s bar, sipping on a warm drink with a sparkle in her eyes.


“That’s not alcohol, is it? We still have to go to the Mage Tower. You’re not seriously drinking already, are you?”
 



 



“Of course not. Do you really think I’d be that careless? Besides, what’s with that look on your face? We may be here for work, but it’s still a vacation. Try looking a little happier, will you?”


“Don’t even start. There’s only one room available.”


“…What? You’re kidding. That’s impossible.”


“Of course, it’s impossible! Why would I lie to you?”


“That’s what I’m saying! Why would you—ah.”


Something seemed to click in Avelin’s mind. She stiffened slightly, then narrowed her eyes at me.


“…This is such a tired, low-quality tactic.”


“…Tactic?”


“No woman would willingly look at a brute like you, who only cares about fighting and using brute strength. So now, you’re using this as an opportunity to—!”


“Hah…”


I scoffed and shook my head firmly.


“Don’t flatter yourself, Avelin. You’re no different from me. Not only is your entire body made of muscle, but your brain is probably just as dense.”


“...Ugh.”


At my teasing, Avelin’s face stiffened.


“One more drink, please. Something strong.”


“What? Alcohol? And something strong at that? Absolutely not! Who was it that just said she wasn’t careless?”


“Hmph. This much is nothing. You really think I’d get drunk from just one drink?”


While we were bickering, the bartender, perhaps worried Avelin would change her mind, quickly placed a glass of liquor in front of her.


A faint, rich aroma spread through the air, but the sharp sting in my nose told me just how dangerously strong it was.


“Avelin? There’s no way this is a good idea. That’s not just strong—it’s insanely strong!”


“Hmph.”


“Hey, Avelin! Stop right—”
 



 



Too late.


She had already downed the entire drink in one go.


“Phew…!”


“Ugh, great.”


As Avelin exhaled, a sweet yet potent scent lingered in the air.


It must have been incredibly strong—just inhaling the scent made me feel like I was getting tipsy.


“If Commander Balthazar saw this, he’d be thrilled.”


“What’s the big deal? We’re on vacation. Besides…”


With a slight flush in her cheeks, Avelin shot me a glare sharp enough to kill.


“W-What? Why are you looking at me like that?”


“You could’ve at least pretended to be nice.”


“…I have no idea what you’re trying to say, but fine, I’m sorry. Anyway, let’s check if there are any other rooms. Once you sober up a little—huh? Where are you going, Avelin?”


“Stay put. I’ll take care of it.”


Avelin stood up and strode toward the counter where the innkeeper was leaning.


It was only then that I noticed the innkeeper had been sneaking glances at us before hurriedly averting her gaze.


With a loud thump, Avelin slammed her hand down on the counter.


“Give me two rooms.”


“I already told you—there’s only one left.”


“…You’re really sticking to that, huh? No need to be considerate.”


“Haha, just don’t come crying to me later. Listen to this old lady’s advice and just take the one—”


Thud.


“...Gasp!”


“What if I pay this much?”


Avelin pulled out a sum of money far beyond the cost of a single room.


“...Are you sure you won’t regret this, young lady?”


“I don’t do regret. So just give me two rooms.”


“I was trying to do you a favor, but fine. You refused, so that’s on you. Put that money away—I’ll only take the proper amount.”
 



 



After exchanging some cryptic words, the innkeeper finally gave in.


With a somewhat pouty look, Avelin returned and tossed me a room key.


“There. Happy now?”


“Well done. Knew it—there was no way there was only one room. Not a fan of this place, honestly. Trying to mess with travelers like us.”


Avelin watched me grumble, then muttered something under her breath.


“…Seemed that way.”


“Huh? What seemed that way?”


“Nothing. Just a thought. If there was no woman looking at you, and no man looking at me, and we were all we had…”


Whoosh.


“Hey! Finish what you were saying!”


“...It’s nothing. We’ve got our rooms, so let’s get to work.”


Without finishing her sentence, Avelin turned on her heel and strode outside.


I was left standing there, completely bewildered.


But she was right—we had work to do. So, still muttering to myself, I followed her out.


“...I seriously don’t get it.”


The Avelin I knew never trailed off or spoke vaguely.


So why did this Avelin…


Feel like an entirely different person?
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            Chapter 35: Rostia Tower (1)


“…It’s been a while.”


“Huh? What did you say?”


“Ah, nothing. It’s nothing…”


To be exact, the last time I visited Rostia Tower was in my previous life.


This was the first time in this one.


When the demon attacks had grown too fierce to fend off with swords and spears alone, the Order had no choice but to knock on the doors of magic towers scattered across the continent.


And the first tower we approached… was Rostia Tower.


But…


Clench—


“What’s wrong, Kayron?”


“It’s nothing.”


When I clenched my fist, Avelin immediately noticed and asked gently.


“It’s not nothing. You don’t look okay.”


That’s right—Avelin always said I was a terrible liar.


Still, I couldn’t bring myself to say it.


Rostia Tower, despite its prosperity and its proximity to Cresnig…


Had been the one tower that refused to support us until the very end.


They rejected us coldly, simply because they were smaller compared to the other towers.


Even though the Order was desperate for help, Rostia Tower was the first to slam the door in our faces.


They didn’t even send a single healer.


Because of that, the Order, unable to receive immediate aid, suffered massive casualties.


This time… I hoped things would be different.


A small house stood in front of the massive doors of the tower.


As Avelin and I approached, the door creaked open and an elderly man stepped out.


“Welcome… Hm?”


The old gatekeeper of Rostia Tower instantly recognized us from a distance.


“You’re from the Order, aren’t you? And not just anyone—Sir Kayron and Lady Avelin. I never imagined the two most renowned members would come in person.”


“You recognized us right away.”


“Haha, of course I did. You both have a presence that sets you apart. And…”
 



 



The gatekeeper’s eyes sharpened as he examined us.


“Individuals with such formidable physiques and mana are rare indeed.”


“You’re no ordinary gatekeeper yourself, are you?”


“Haha…”


He chuckled kindly at my compliment.


But I meant every word.


The title of “gatekeeper” might sound unimpressive—but in truth, it’s a role that only someone exceptional can hold.


A magic tower is a sacred place of learning and research, more so than anywhere else.


And the gatekeeper holds the critical duty of deciding who is permitted to enter that sacred space.


Such a person must possess vast knowledge and insight that puts ordinary scholars to shame.


“It’s rare for someone to speak so generously of a mere gatekeeper. Thank you… truly.”


With that insight and wisdom, the gatekeeper immediately understood our intentions.


“The fact that you two have come in person must mean you’re here to seek the aid of our tower.”


“Well, there’s no point in hiding it, I suppose.”


“Hmm… What to do…”


The gatekeeper stroked his long beard in thought.


“You must already know. As per our policy, we do not allow entry to those who bring no benefit to the tower.”


Hearing that, Avelin, who had been quietly listening, stepped forward.


“What? How could you say we bring no benefit? We’re—!”


“Avelin.”


I calmed her before her voice rose further.


“You don’t think the gatekeeper knows that? Of course he does. I’m sure of it.”


“I’m glad we’re on the same page. Still, the Order is a brave organization fighting to hold back the demons. For that, I will grant you a chance.”


The gatekeeper stepped aside and gestured toward the small house behind him.


“Convince me. If you can do that, perhaps I’ll let you in.”
 



 



“Thank you for the opportunity. Come on, let’s go inside.”


I moved to follow the gatekeeper into the house, but Avelin stood still, not budging.


“What’s wrong, Avelin? It’s cold out here. Let’s go inside and warm up. Don’t refuse the gatekeeper’s kindness.”


“…Alright.”


The gatekeeper offered us warm drinks and a tray of cookies.


“Please, help yourselves. If you’d like more, don’t hesitate to ask. I’ll gladly bring more.”


“Thank you…”


At a glance, it seemed like simple hospitality—but there was a deeper meaning.


He was telling us: convincing him would not be easy.


That he could provide all the drinks and snacks we wanted… but opening the doors of the tower would take time, effort, and persuasion.


****


The gatekeeper and the two of us sat across from each other, sipping warm drinks that moistened and soothed our tongues.


It was time to begin the real negotiation.


“I suppose I should speak first.”


The gatekeeper broke the silence.


“As you may know, people say our Rostia Tower is quite prosperous. But that’s only in comparison to the smaller towers. It doesn’t mean we’re flourishing or overflowing with resources. Which is why we can’t offer our strength lightly.”


Just as I expected.


It was the same in my previous life.


Back then, however, the demon invasion had already spread so widely that the world accepted it couldn’t be stopped without magic.


But now? The invasion, while serious, was still containable with current means. Which meant, from the tower’s perspective, there wasn’t enough reason to let us in.


“Of course, we understand. But you also know, if we fall… the demons will spread across the entire world, don’t you?”
 



 



“And we also know the world is capable of dealing with that level of chaos without the tower’s involvement.”


“We thought so too. That’s why we held back from asking for help. But the situation has changed. This latest wave… something appeared. A new kind of demon—completely different from anything we’ve seen before.”


“Oh…?”


The gatekeeper’s eyes sparked with curiosity at the mention of a new demon.


Demons vanish in flames the moment they die, making it impossible to study their bodies. But for someone who thrives on knowledge, like a gatekeeper, new information was always a temptation.


As I told him about the massive demon hound, Cerberus, and the desperate battle the Order waged against it, the gatekeeper’s expression grew more serious.


The size, the strength, the speed—it was all concerning enough. But when I mentioned that the creature was commanding other demons, his frown deepened.


“Still… that’s strange. Why didn’t Commander Balthazar intervene?”


“…What?”


That caught me off guard.


He struck from a completely unexpected angle.


“I’ve heard Commander Balthazar possesses enough power to take on an entire nation. Not to mention his insight. And yet, the Order managed to take down such a colossal demon without his involvement. Could it be… perhaps the commander saw this as a test? That he trusted in the Order and chose to observe how you handled it?”


I nearly gasped aloud.


I knew gatekeepers were sharp, but for him to almost perfectly guess the intentions of Commander Balthazar—who enjoys watching humans struggle for survival—was… incredible.


To persuade someone with a mind this sharp, I’d have to give him a reason that was not just special, but compelling.


A reason that would benefit the tower.
 



 



“How about… experience?”


“Experience? Go on.”


“Demons carry mana that is foreign and unstable. Fighting them offers horrific, yet unique, experiences that can’t be found anywhere else. In a way, each one is like a living, breathing spell.”


The gatekeeper slowly nodded.


A sign he wasn’t opposed to the idea.


“These days, it’s not easy to gain real-world combat experience. Battles with demons offer just that. Even the injured could provide excellent training for healing mages. Where else can you get such valuable—”


“That’s not quite true.”


This time, he cut me off.


“There are battles happening all over the world, even now. Many of them are against beings more powerful than demons. And those missions often come with rewards. Can the Order offer something better than that?”


“Mm…”


He wasn’t wrong.


The Order didn’t have the means to pay, and demons—at least for now—weren’t as powerful as they had been in my past life.


What else could I say…?


“There are demons hiding among us.”


Avelin spoke, her expression deadly serious.


“…What?”


“What did you just say?”


“I said there are demons hiding among us. Even within the Order. One of our squad leaders was a demon. It’s classified information… but I think now’s the time to share it.”


Avelin nodded firmly, showing no hint of regret in revealing the secret.


“That’s interesting. But what does that have to do with our tower?”


“We’re saying—you never know. There could be demons hiding in Rostia Tower too.”


“…?”


To drive the point home, Avelin gave me a light pat on the back.


“We’ll check for you. Kayron right here will do it himself.”
-- The End OF The Chapter --
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            Chapter 36: Rostia Magic Tower (2)


“Relax your face, Kayron.”


“Don’t be ridiculous. Would you relax if you were in my shoes?”


“As long as the result is good, that’s all that matters. Don’t you think?”


Avelin nodded as if it was no big deal.


“There are demons hiding among us.”


“...Huh?”


“What did you just say...?”


“I said there are demons hiding among us. Even among the Order—some of the unit captains were demons too. Of course, that’s classified information, but I think it’s the right time to talk about it.”


“Interesting. But what does that have to do with our Magic Tower?”


“I’m saying you never know. How can you be so sure there aren’t demons hiding inside Rostia Magic Tower?”


“......?”


Avelin patted my back, driving the point home.


“We’ll check for you. Kayron here will personally do it!”


The gatekeeper hesitated once more before opening the massive tower doors.


His eyes lingered on us with suspicion, like something still didn’t sit right.


“Can I really trust you?”


“Of course. If we inspect the tower and don’t find a single hidden demon, we’ll leave immediately with no further business.”


“You’re quite confident. But our Rostia Magic Tower is filled with promising, knowledge-hungry mages and scholars. How do you expect to identify a demon among them...?”


The gatekeeper pulled a cord hanging beside the massive doors, sending a signal to the upper levels of the tower.


It meant they were allowing in a visitor who had passed inspection.


Still, I’m the one with the ability to detect demons... and yet it’s Avelin who’s taking all the credit.


At last, the huge gates of the tower rumbled open.


“Well then, let’s go inside.”


“......”


“I told you to relax that face, Kayron.”
 



 



“I don’t recall ever saying I could see demons.”


“You didn’t have to. I saw your face when you looked at Razen, and again when you looked at the commander. You looked like you’d seen something you shouldn’t have. With a look like that, how could I not know?”


“Sigh... So this is my fault now? I really need to work on my acting skills.”


“Even if you do, a half-baked performance will only make it more obvious. Quit complaining and get moving.”


Even before stepping inside, I could feel the air was different.


The air was saturated with mana.


It meant the tower was thriving, brimming with constant magical activity.


“Welcome. We are honored to have you at the Rostia Magic Tower.”


The gatekeeper shut the doors behind us and gave us a formal greeting.


Everywhere I looked, magic was embedded in everything.


Even the floors beneath our feet and the smooth walls around us.


“Each Magic Tower has its own magical philosophy. Here at Rostia, our focus is on practicality. As you know, we’re located in the northern region, which suffers from harsh cold all year round. So we’ve developed magical artifacts that can produce a large amount of heat from very little mana, and we distribute them affordably across the north.”


“I’m aware. Our Order uses those artifacts quite a lot.”


“Yes, that’s a prime example of the practical magic we pursue at the Rostia Magic Tower. In fact, we’re constantly researching ways to make magic more useful in daily life—every day, every hour.”


“Hmph...”


I let out a faint chuckle at those words.


So what if they pursue practicality?


If they can’t stop the demons, then life, the world—everything—comes to an end.
 



 



In a way, it might actually be a blessing in disguise.


Thanks to powerful demons like Cerberus showing up much earlier than they did in my past life, the world would be forced to recognize the danger of demons far sooner.


If someone like Liana were dispatched from the Magic Tower to show the aftermath of the Wave, it would have far more impact than if our Order went around begging for help.


From my previous life, battling ever-stronger demons and watching the world always react too late, I learned one absolute truth:
Most people in this world don’t open their eyes… until they get burned.


And by then, it’s already too late.


“Hey, aren’t they from the Order?”


“Wait, you’re telling me the visitors are from the Order?”


“But why would someone from the Order suddenly visit our Magic Tower…?”


Before I knew it, a crowd had gathered.


Just the fact that someone passed the gatekeeper’s test and entered the Magic Tower was enough to prove their unique worth.


That alone made any visitor an object of fascination to the bored residents inside the tower—after all, it wasn’t something that happened every day.


Still, the fact that today’s visitors were relatively familiar members of the Order, rather than distant, exotic guests from afar, seemed to leave the tower’s residents a bit disappointed.


The gatekeeper glanced over at me and muttered under his breath.


“Don’t see any among them, do you? We’ve attracted quite the crowd.”


“I’m already checking. Hmm…”


Each member gave off their own distinct aura of mana.


But I didn’t sense any demonic energy.


“Doesn’t seem like there’s one here.”


“A shame, but that’s all right. There’s still much of the tower left to explore, and far more members who haven’t gathered here. I’ll lead the way—please follow me.”
 



 



Avelin and I followed the gatekeeper as he guided us through the tower.


“Gatekeeper, may I ask what brings these visitors here?”


“Well, that is…”


The gatekeeper gave a warm smile and smoothly dodged the question from the curious onlookers.


“They passed the first trial by convincing me to let them in, and now they’re undergoing a sort of second test. It’s not just a casual sightseeing tour, so don’t worry.”


He wasn’t wrong.


We were moving through the tower like tourists, but our real goal was to sniff out any hidden demons.


If Avelin and I failed to find one, we’d be breaking the promise we made to the gatekeeper—and most likely kicked right back out.


Just as the gatekeeper had said—this tour was nothing more than a trial in disguise.


First floor. Second floor. Third...


We had already gone through three full levels, carefully exploring each one.


But still, no demons had revealed themselves.


After we finished inspecting the third floor, the gatekeeper finally spoke, his tone now slightly more cautious.


“Our Rostia Magic Tower is comprised of six floors. Starting from the fourth, however, you’ll be entering the quarters of our most promising talents and elite magicians…”


“So we need to be careful.”


“Yes. There are those on these floors who, if even slightly offended, could cause serious trouble. And if there happens to be a demon hiding among them… well, that would be a grave matter for our Magic Tower.”


While the first through third floors housed the tower’s foundational members, the fourth through sixth were home to the core—its prized magicians.


Each one of them was a vital asset.
 



 



If even a single person among them turned out to be compromised, it could damage the tower’s reputation and strength. In the worst case, it could mean the loss of a century’s worth of future hope.


“This is... getting dicey.”


Avelin whispered to me, her expression now darkened.


“Should we start preparing an excuse… just in case?”


“Honestly, what were you thinking setting those conditions in the first place?”


“Sorry! But hey, the dice are already rolled. At least we’re not wasting time now. I’ll prepare an excuse, just in case. You focus on finding that demon like your life depends on it.”


“Sigh… Alright.”


Shaking my head, I turned to the gatekeeper and said,


“Gatekeeper, once we reach the fourth floor, let’s not be too thorough. We in the Order have no intention of causing friction with Rostia Magic Tower based on mere suspicions.”


“I was considering the possibility of sending you two back if things got out of hand…”


My heart sank.


But the gatekeeper soon offered a gentle smile and added,


“I could feel sincerity when you said you’d find the demon. As long as that wasn’t a lie, I thought... maybe it wouldn’t be so bad to trust you two a bit more—just in case. Go on up.”


He said he recognized our sincerity, then turned and took the lead once more.


But that sense of ease lasted only a moment.


“Hmm…?”


The staircase leading to the next floor of Rostia Magic Tower was grand and steep.


And as we climbed about halfway up, a subtle aura began to drift downward from the fourth floor.


Avelin immediately picked up on the shift in my expression.


“What is it, Kayron? Are you sensing something?”
 



 



“Yeah. Looks like you won’t need to come up with another excuse after all. I can feel it. There’s a demon hiding up there. But…”


I had found the demon.


So at least we wouldn’t be getting thrown out.


But that wasn’t the real problem.


“Aveline, get your sword ready.”


“...Is it that bad?”


Her expression hardened just as mine had.


We were only halfway up the stairs leading to the upper floors.


And yet the demon’s energy was already leaking down to this point…


There was no telling just how powerful the demon hiding inside Rostia Magic Tower really was.
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            Chapter 37: Rostia Magic Tower (3)


The air was different.


It was the perfect way to describe the fourth floor we had finally reached.


The concentration of mana in the air had grown significantly denser.


So dense that anyone with even the slightest sensitivity to mana would have no trouble noticing it.


“Hoho, I can tell just by looking at your faces.”


The gatekeeper glanced at both me and Avelin and said with a pleased smile.


“Up to the third floor, things may have seemed a bit ordinary. But starting from the fourth, I dare say it’s a truly great space.”


“Is it really that different?” I asked.


“Yes. As I mentioned, from the fourth floor onward, it’s not for average members. Only recognized talents and outstanding magicians are permitted to stay here. And it’s a place designed to allow them to focus entirely on researching and honing their magic, without any interruptions. Even at this very moment, there may be research happening that could rewrite the very order of the world.”


The gatekeeper’s tone was filled with pride as he spoke.


“In fact, it’s highly unusual for outsiders to be allowed onto the fourth floor of the tower. It’s one of the most important and secretive areas of the entire structure. A single mistake could lead to the leakage of crucial magical knowledge.”


“That does make sense. Usually, when someone wants to meet with those from the upper floors, an appointment must be arranged in advance, and those individuals would come down to meet them. The fact that you’re taking us up here means this is quite the exceptional treatment.”


“It’s because you gave me your word. That you’d just take a brief look around. And besides...”


The gatekeeper’s expression darkened slightly.


“Didn’t you just have a conversation about preparing your sword?”
 



 



“Ah, you heard that? I apologize if we caused any concern.”


“No, it’s fine. After all, that’s precisely why I brought you two here in the first place. But please, I ask that you act with caution.”


The gatekeeper gave a small bow.


“If anything happens to stir trouble, someone like me—just a humble gatekeeper—won’t have the authority to protect you. And it could even impact your relationship with the Order.”


“Of course. I understand completely. I promise—I won’t draw my sword unless I’m absolutely sure.”


“Hoho, I know neither of you are the type to act rashly. But still, I appreciate the promise...”


“Gatekeeper.”


A new voice cut in—one filled with quiet authority.


A wary tone aimed directly at us.


“Are those the guests? The ones from outside?”


“Yes, Ixion-nim,” the gatekeeper replied, bowing deeply.


Ixion.


One of only five high-ranking mages in the entire Rostia Magic Tower.


“I heard the lower floors were noisy because of some visitors. But this is unexpected. For you to bring guests all the way to the fourth floor must mean they hold considerable value. However...”


Ixion narrowed his eyes at us, casting sharp, assessing glances.


Then he scoffed lightly through his nose.


“Hmph. I don’t see it. I can’t tell whether these two are worth such consideration.”


“These two are Kayron and Avelin. They come from the Order, and I vouch for their value.”


“Hoh? You’re vouching for them? Just who are they that you would go that far?”


“I can’t disclose the full reason yet. But I assure you, bringing them to the upper floor is for a very important purpose. And if it turns out they’re not worthy, we’ll send them back immediately.”
 



 



“Very well. Since you say so, I’ll let it go—for now. But if those two bring disorder or confusion to the upper floors, you’ll find it hard to escape responsibility.”


“Of course, Ixion-nim. You don’t need to worry.”


“Hmph…!”


With a flick of his head, Ixion turned and walked away.


He had risen to great heights at a young age, and with that came an arrogance that made him a bit insufferable.


In my past life, when the Order had once requested aid, he was the first magician to enthusiastically reject us.


Of course, that was in my previous life—and hasn’t happened in this one. Not yet.


“Kayron? What’s wrong? You’ve got your fists clenched. Is that magician a demon or something?”


“No. It’s not him. It’s… just a personal issue.”


“A personal issue? You know him?”


“…Let’s just say I know him a little.”


Thinking of him as one of the people responsible for the Order’s downfall made my blood boil.


But one thing was clear.


The fourth floor… this place was steeped in a thick demonic energy.


So thick it lingered in the very air, like it had been here for a long, long time.


After Ixion had left, I lowered my voice and turned to the gatekeeper.


“Gatekeeper.”


“Yes, Kayron-nim. What is it?”


“That way…”


I pointed with my finger in a specific direction.


As if following a scent, it was the direction where the demonic energy seemed to thicken, little by little.


“It’s coming from right over there.”


“Eh? How could that be? That area is where the promising apprentices reside.”


“Promising apprentices…!”


A demon hiding among the recognized talents?


It sounded entirely plausible.


Commander Balthazar was a human who had made a pact with a demon, but in the past, people like Razen and Sophia had blended into the Order from more subtle, less noticeable positions.
 



 



Being somewhat in the spotlight—but not too much—was the perfect cover for concealing one’s true identity while operating under the radar.


“Let’s go.”


“Yes, if a demon is over there, we should go. But please be cautious. Not many people here at the Tower, including Ixion-nim, will be happy to see visitors like yourselves wandering freely.”


“I’ve already taken that into account. But I can’t just sit back and let a demon carry out its dark schemes while hiding here for who knows how long.”


Avelin and I followed the gatekeeper carefully, each step taken with measured caution.


Several members of the Magic Tower passed us along the way, casting suspicious and uneasy glances, but the gatekeeper skillfully smoothed over the mood each time with calm excuses.


And the closer we got—the thicker the demonic energy became.


But then…


“Ah, as much as I understand the urgency, this area is… problematic,” the gatekeeper said, clearly troubled.


“What do you mean? You brought us all the way to the upper floors—why not here?”


“It’s not that you absolutely can’t go… it’s just complicated. This area is…”


His face turned pale.


“It’s where the female apprentices stay. By principle, men aren’t allowed to enter. Even the Tower’s master, the Archmage, has agreed not to set foot here without permission.”


“Ah…”


Of all places, it had to be one with such a troublesome rule.


A restricted zone—even the Archmage avoided it.


And with even the gatekeeper hesitating like this, there was no way an outsider like me, or even Avelin, could barge in.
 



 



“This is unfortunate. I can go in since I’m a woman, but if you, Kayron, can’t come in, it’s meaningless.”


“That’s the problem. The energy is coming directly from inside…”


“I’m sorry, but it truly can’t be helped. This rule has existed since the Tower was first founded.”


If I managed to reveal a demon inside, I could argue that my entry wasn’t improper—but that would only be justifiable after the fact.


And I hadn’t come here to tarnish the Order’s image. So… I had to let it go.


Besides…


I turned my head away from the female apprentices’ quarters and looked elsewhere.


Because I could faintly sense the demonic presence from another direction too.


It seemed the Tower didn’t harbor just one demon.


“Rather than focusing on a problem we can’t solve right now, let’s deal with another one. Truth is, I’m sensing demonic energy from one other place.”


“You mean… there are two demons in our Tower?”


“It’s hard to say for sure. I can feel it from both directions, yes, but…”


I hadn’t been sensing demonic energy for very long yet.


I wasn’t confident in my instincts enough to say anything for certain.


But there was one thing that struck me as strange—the energy coming from both directions felt eerily similar.


“Ugh… My head’s starting to hurt. Where’s the other direction? I’ll guide you.”


The gatekeeper’s face had turned even darker, but he still moved forward with determined steps. He couldn’t accept the idea of a demon existing within the very Tower he belonged to.


The direction we headed?


The fifth floor.


Since we had agreed not to cause a stir among the upper-floor residents, Avelin and I chose not to linger on the fourth floor and immediately moved on.
 



 



But the more steps we took… the more severe things felt.


“What’s wrong, Kayron?”


“…It’s bad. I’ve only felt an energy this thick once before.”


“When was that…?”


“Just once.”


That one time was when I met Commander Balthazar.


A chilling sense of dread crept over me—what if the demon here was as powerful as he was?


But even so…


“Get your sword ready, Avelin. This might not be an easy fight.”


Still—I had no choice but to move forward.
-- The End OF The Chapter --
 
[TL: Join Patreon to support the translation and to read up to 10 chapters ahead of the release: https://www.patreon.com/taylor007 
 
Join our Discord server for regular updates and have fun with other community members: https://discord.com/invite/SqWtJpPtm9 ]




            ---The End Of The Chapter---

                            
                    
                        https://www.readingpia.me/covers/1736667545_cover_.png

                        
                            
                                Join Patreon to support the translation and to read up to 5 chapters ahead of the release.

                            

                            
                                    
                                    
                                 Join on Patreon
                        

                    

                
                                        
                

                    
                            
                

                    

                            
                

                    
                            
                

                    
                            
                
                            
                

                    
                            
                

                    

                            
                

                    

            



        

                    
            

                
                    
            

                
                    
            
                    
            

                
                    
            

                
                    
            

                

                    
            

                
                    
            

                

        
                    
                
                
                    
                    Join Our Discord

                    Be part of our amazing community!

                    Join Now
                

            


        

        
            
            




        


                                    
                    Comments

                    
                    

                

                    

        
            
        

        
            
            




        


        
            
            




        


        
                    
            

                
                    
            
                    
            
                    
            

                
                    
            
                    
            

                
                
            Chapter 38: Rostia Magic Tower (4)


“Gatekeeper-nim, what kind of place is the 5th floor?”


“In essence, it’s practically the top of the tower. Of course, the actual top of Rostia Magic Tower is the 6th floor, but that level is reserved solely for the Tower Master. While the 4th floor is also important, the 5th floor is especially crucial. If the 4th floor is where we raise promising talents to prepare for the future, then the 5th floor is where we prove the current power and value of the Rostia Magic Tower.”


The Gatekeeper spoke those words with unmistakable pride.


It made sense.


A nation has countless people living in it.


And at the very top sits a king, wielding absolute power.


But the ones who truly maintain and operate that kingdom are the small circle of aides who assist the king with governance and affairs.


The 5th floor was exactly that—a space for the real power players of the tower.


“But…”


And because of that very reason, the Gatekeeper’s brow furrowed deeply.


“To sense demonic energy… on the 5th floor of all places… I don’t know what to make of it.”


“We’re quite used to these situations, Gatekeeper-nim. We’ve slain countless demons that poured out from rifts between dimensions. And we even rooted out two demons who had cunningly hidden among us.”


“Two, you say? I didn’t catch the full story earlier. That’s quite shocking.”


“Yes. And they were vastly different in rank and appearance. One was a battalion commander, and the other—she was known as the ‘angel of the hospital,’ praised for her beauty and warmth. And…”


“Please, go on, Kayron-nim.”


“…No, that’s all. Those two were the only ones we eliminated.”


There was, in fact, one more.


Not a demon, but a madman who had made a contract with one.
 



 



Commander Balthazar… he couldn’t bring himself to speak of him.


“The real problem was… they’d both been part of the Order for a long time. Yet we only realized what they were recently. We’re still unsure whether they were demons from the start… or if they changed somewhere along the way.”


“It sounds like they were hiding themselves with considerable cunning.”


“Yes. The one who infiltrated us as a commander was always known as ‘worse than a demon’—an incompetent leader. The damage he caused the Order was no small thing. But the so-called ‘angel’ of the hospital? She actually saved the lives of members who were on the brink of death with her outstanding medical skills. It wasn’t until the very end, when she tried something suspicious, that she was finally stopped.”


“Saving people from the brink of death… a demon did that?”


“I understand your surprise. But it’s the truth.”


Each of the two demons had their own purpose for hiding among us.


Which meant… the one hiding in the Magic Tower surely did too.


Caution was crucial.


If the demon was on the 5th floor, that meant they were already someone central to the Rostia Magic Tower.


Considering how Commander Balthazar had been a figure of admiration to everyone in the Order, it wasn’t unreasonable to suspect the same of the demon here.


If we made the wrong move, we might end up turning the entire Rostia Magic Tower into our enemy.


And if that happened… the end result might not just be the demon’s downfall, but the destruction of both the tower and the Order.


And then, we finally stepped onto the 5th floor.


“Hm?”


Our eyes met.


Standing at the center of the vast floor, lecturing a group of gathered mages, was a man in elegant robes—clearly someone of high status.
 



 



…A demon.


And not just any demon—someone I remembered from my past life.


The one who led the charge in rejecting the Order when we sought an alliance.


A great mage whose power rivaled even the Tower Master of Rostia—Ronos.


“What’s going on here?”


Ronos glanced at me and Avelin with clear discomfort, then asked the Gatekeeper.


“I heard we had visitors on the lower floors. But I don’t believe these individuals are qualified to be here on the 5th.”


“Ronos-nim, the thing is…”


Poke.


I subtly nudged the Gatekeeper, cutting him off.


Being an experienced man who could read a room, he instantly caught on.


“The truth is… these guests are from the Order.”


“I could’ve guessed as much. There aren’t many with such well-trained physiques here in the middle of this frozen land. And if I’m right… they’re not just ordinary members of the Order, are they?”


“You’re right. We’re battalion commanders. And we came to request your cooperation.”


“Cooperation?”


At the word “cooperation,” Ronos’ brows furrowed in an instant.


His kind-looking face twisted into one of outright contempt.


“How shameless. Didn’t the Order already receive our aid once before? Do you not remember who made it possible for you to live comfortably in Cresnig?”


“Yes, Ronos-nim. You’re right. We did receive help from the Magic Tower…”


Ronos pretended to scold the Gatekeeper, but in truth, his sharp words were aimed at belittling us.


He was blatantly scorning and looking down on us.


In my previous life, when we had come to beg for help, we had no choice but to grit our teeth and endure it.
 



 



But this time was different.


Because now I knew why he acted this way…


Because he was a demon.


I took a breath to compose myself, then calmly responded.


“Thanks to you, we’ve had warm beds to sleep in and hot water to wash with even in this frozen wasteland. For that, we’re truly grateful, Ronos-nim.”


“Is that so? And even knowing how great a privilege that was, you still come here asking for more cooperation? One would think my comment about your shamelessness would’ve stung, yet you speak so smoothly.”


The words “shameless” are more fitting for you, I thought, but held my tongue.


Ronos had a distinct way of speaking—polite on the surface, but each word sharpened like a knife to cut straight to your pride.


In my past life, I thought he was just a garbage excuse for a human being—his personality so twisted, I wondered if he was broken beyond repair.


Turns out, he was a demon.


Even better.


Now that it made sense, I could feel my thoughts clearing.


There was no need to rush—and I couldn’t afford to, either.


Especially not when all the mages, who seemed to have been learning under Ronos, were now staring straight at me and Avelin.


Not that it changed the ultimate conclusion: this bastard had to be eliminated.


“I’m aware that when the Order first gathered at the Rostia Magic Tower, your side took certain steps to make things more convenient for us. But as far as I know, it wasn’t done out of pure goodwill. I heard Commander Balthazar provided no small amount of support to the tower.”


“Hmph. Of course he did. Magic is honest. You can only use it by consuming the appropriate amount of mana. We used our precious mana to provide magical comforts. You think we were running a business just because we got paid for it? Sure, it wasn’t done for free, but it was practically charity!”
 



 



“Is that so…”


In my past life, not knowing the full picture, I might’ve accepted that.


But not this time.


“As far as I know, mages generally dislike using magic for mundane comforts—like heating water or air. Isn’t that true?”


“For someone who knows nothing about magic, you sure know quite a bit. That just means you should be all the more grateful. Don’t you agree?”


“Of course. I’m very grateful.”


I smiled—deliberately—right in front of Ronos.


We were in the middle of a battle of words, and I had just found the perfect moment to strike a blow to his pride.


“No matter how desperate things were back then—even with the tower on the verge of collapse—you still willingly took on the kind of menial magic that most mages avoid. You got to help the Order and get paid for it. Quite the win-win, wasn’t it? Though…”


I clicked my tongue and added,


“Tsk, what a shame. No matter how dire things were, the Magic Tower has always been known for its pride and purity. Yet you couldn’t escape the scorn of the magical world for stooping to such lowly magic. The whole tower joining in to provide help with such ‘disgraceful’ spells? That’s not a reputation that’ll be easy to shake.”


“…You insolent wretch.”


“Oh, please don’t misunderstand. I started by expressing my gratitude and only then said it was a shame. I truly meant it. But if I remember correctly, you personally took part in that operation as well, didn’t you, Ronos-nim? If so, that would mean you, too…”
 



 



“You bastard!”


Ronos finally raised his voice.


“What is the meaning of this? You will explain yourselves—how you got into the Rostia Magic Tower, what your purpose is here! And more importantly, if you’re here to request something, why would you deliberately provoke me, the most central figure in this tower?! And you, Gatekeeper!”


“Y-Yes, sir…!”


Even the Gatekeeper flinched under Ronos’ booming voice.


“I will hold you accountable for this. For letting people like them inside…!”


“Please stop.”


A clear voice cut cleanly through Ronos’ fury.


The owner of that voice stepped forward from among the group of mages, walking calmly until they stood between me and Ronos.


“Ronos-nim, the Gatekeeper is a wise man. You can hold him accountable after you’ve heard what’s going on. Isn’t that fair?”


“W-Well… that’s true, I suppose.”


And just like that, the man with authority rivaling even the Tower Master was fumbling his words.


Understandable.


Because the bold young mage who had spoken—whose voice was familiar to me—was someone significant.


“It’s been a while.”


The confident mage lowered her hood.


A lovely face appeared beneath it, framed by a warm, gentle smile.


“Kayron-oppa, have you been well?”


It was Liana—the influential figure in the Rostia Magic Tower, and the eldest daughter of Commander Balthazar.


The very person we had come here to meet.
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            Chapter 39: The Demon’s Disciple (1)


“So, you two.”


Liana stepped in between Kayron and Ronos.


Glancing back and forth between us with a calm, pleasant smile, Liana asked,


“Why are you fighting like this? Let’s start with you, Master. Why are you so angry?”


“Isn’t it obvious? This brat is looking down on us!”


“Master,” huh.


If what Liana just said was true, then this Ronos, the demon, was actually the one who taught her magic?


In my previous life, when I met Liana again—much later than now—she had already become a far more powerful mage than Ronos.


So what exactly happened here...?


“We’re the ones who helped the Order live in comfort and warmth even in the harsh frozen lands, and yet, they have the nerve to call us low-grade? They show no gratitude at all!”


“Is that so?”


Even with her furious teacher yelling in front of her, Liana didn’t lose her composure. She merely blinked slowly and responded with perfect calm,


“You did help, yes. But the Order also helped our Rostia Magic Tower, didn’t they? Don’t you think so?”


“That’s not a fair comparison. We gave them magic—actual magic! The Order merely paid money. As a mage yourself, you should know which holds more value.”


“Magic is definitely useful. No doubt it holds immense value and potential. But we can’t live without money, can we? Even mages need to eat in order to cast spells. Don’t you agree?”


Liana’s voice was soft, her smile sweet—but her words were pointed.


“All we did was make a deal. A fair trade. We both offered something. Isn’t that fine? If both sides gained from it, does one really have to win and the other lose?”


“……”


Ronos’ expression looked a bit calmer after hearing that.
 



 



But I could tell—he wasn’t truly calm. No, he was just barely holding it in, suppressing an even greater anger burning beneath the surface.


‘Liana’s right. A mage does need to eat to use magic. But that doesn’t apply to Ronos. Because he’s…’


Not human.


Ronos could live without food. But since he’s pretending to be human right now, he couldn’t exactly deny Liana’s point.


So he was probably just swallowing his rage—rage born from his deep contempt for humans.


And even if I understood that… it still didn’t make sense.


Just like the other demons hiding in the world, Ronos must have a specific goal for staying in this Magic Tower.


But when Balthazar made a deal with Rostia Tower, he had already formed a contract with a demon.


There’s no way he didn’t know Ronos was a demon, so how did he end up as Liana’s master?


‘Ah… Is this all just another piece of that bastard’s twisted game?’


The reason Rostia Tower didn’t support us until the very end…


If it’s not some elaborate design for added entertainment, then there’s no logical explanation that makes sense for both Balthazar and Ronos.


But if we leave things as they are, it’ll just repeat again.


No, it’ll probably get worse.


Cerberus has already shown up far earlier than expected.


And worse—he’s frighteningly intelligent.


If someone like him has already appeared, and the timeline reaches the point it did in my past life…


“Kayron oppa.”


Liana called out to me, snapping me out of my thoughts.


“Master is definitely a bit grumpy, but you could still be more respectful. He’s one of the two highest elders in our Magic Tower.”
 



 



“I apologize.”


I bowed my head immediately.


Of course, not a shred of sincerity was behind the gesture.


Our mission was to bring Liana back as the Order’s support mage—despite the obstruction from the uncooperative Rostia Tower.


If it was something Liana asked of me, I could listen.


But I had zero intention of truly apologizing to a demon. And there was no need to prove that my apology was fake.


“Hmph.”


Ronos stroked his beard as I bowed.


“Since it’s my most cherished disciple who’s speaking on your behalf, I’ll let it go—just this once. Do try not to expose your lack of education again. You’re not only shaming yourself but the entire group you represent.”


My hand almost reached for my sword’s hilt.


He really knows how to get under a human’s skin—no wonder he’s a demon.


Still, since he claimed he’d forgive me once, I decided I’d also forgive him… just once.


Because in the end…


He’ll burn and vanish from this world—just like the rest of the demons.


“Master, then… would it be alright if I step away for a bit? Kayron oppa is someone I know.”


“No. Aren’t you my most cherished disciple? How could I continue the lesson without you?”


“But he’s a special guest who passed the Gatekeeper’s trial, right? All guests should be treated with the utmost hospitality. That’s a rule common to every Magic Tower.”


“Hmm…”


Ronos mulled it over for a moment, then finally nodded.


“Very well. If you’re not here, there’s no point in continuing the lesson. Besides, that brat’s given me a headache. Let’s end class here for today.”
 



 



“What? But I’m the only one missing the lesson. Isn’t that a bit much—”


“Everyone, dismissed! Go rest!”


“Wow, thank you, Lord Ronos!”


“Thanks, Liana!”


The students who had been attending Ronos’s lecture scattered in all directions, cheering with joy.


Most of them seemed to be promising talents—headed downstairs for a well-earned break.


“You really didn’t have to stop the class just because of me.”


“There’s no point continuing. In this entire tower, you’re the only one capable of grasping the depth of my superior teachings, my most cherished disciple. Well then, I’ll take a break too. But—!”


Ronos, who had been speaking warmly to Liana, suddenly shot me a glare.


“I don’t know what sort of relationship you have with that brat, but don’t get too friendly.”


“Don’t worry. Kayron oppa isn’t a bad person.”


“Hmph. You still have a long way to go if you want to become a great mage. All humans, at their core, are—hmm?”


Ronos, who had started muttering to himself, suddenly widened his eyes and looked between Liana and me.


“Come to think of it, it’s been a while since I’ve seen you so cheerful, Liana.”


“Hehe, do I look that happy?”


“It’s rare. I don’t think I’ve ever seen you laugh like that. Wait a minute… don’t tell me, the one you mentioned before was…”


“Waaaah!”


Suddenly, Liana lunged at Ronos, slapping her hands over his mouth and forcing a smile.


“Shush, Master!”


“Mmff… mmhh…!”


“If you keep talking, I’m not going to attend your classes for a while.”


“……”


Only when Ronos stopped resisting did Liana finally release him.


“Fine. But my warning still stands. Don’t get too close to him. Always remember this: all humans, at their core—”
 



 



“Master?”


“…Very well.”


Even though Liana had clearly stopped him, Ronos still gave me a very deliberate glare before finally turning away with a huff.


“Hmph!”


And off he went.


“Please try to understand my Master,” Liana said gently, watching her retreating teacher with a look that was more fond than annoyed.


“He’s difficult with everyone—not just you. Even with himself. That’s how he was able to reach such heights in magic.”


“Hmm, I’m not entirely convinced. But one thing’s certain—he really does care about you.”


Only then did I and Liana finally meet each other’s gaze in peace.


“How have you been, Liana?”


“Not well.”


“…What?”


Her answer was so immediate and blunt that I was taken aback.


“W-Why not? The great archmage of the tower clearly adores you.”


“Well…”


Liana suddenly grinned—and then—


Wham—!


Without warning, she threw herself at me and wrapped me in a tight hug.


“W-Whoa?!”


“Because I missed you so much, Kayron oppa!”


Such a shockingly direct show of affection.


This wasn’t the Liana I remembered at all.


When she was little, she was too shy to even look me in the eye. And when we met again in our previous life, she had become cold and distant.


But in this life, at this moment… what had changed?


As if hugging me wasn’t enough, Liana began rubbing her cheek against mine.


“Hehe, I really missed you, Kayron oppa!”


“Back off a little, will you? What the hell is going on with you…?”


“Pardon me.”


A stiff, composed voice made us both freeze.


When we turned our heads, we saw Avelin bowing politely to Liana.


Still clinging to me, Liana looked toward her and asked with a kind voice,
 



 



“Yes, hello. And you are?”


“…Avelin.”


The way Avelin replied—calm, flat, expressionless—felt oddly…


“I’m Avelin. Kayron’s comrade.”


…unnervingly cold and chilling.


Far colder than any demon.


Why, though…?
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            Chapter 40: The Demon’s Disciple (2)


“Aha, Lady Avelin! I’ve heard so much about you.”


“You’ve heard… about me?”


Unlike the cold and chilling aura that surrounded Avelin, Liana greeted her with a warm smile.


She even reached out first for a handshake.


Avelin hesitated for a moment, slightly taken aback by the casual gesture, but eventually accepted Liana’s hand.


And at that very moment—


“But you know…”


Squeeze…


A bluish light began to ripple across Liana’s hand as she held Avelin’s tightly.


It was mana.


And not just any mana—this was concentrated enough to be visible to the naked eye.


“Ugh… uh…!”


“Why are you looking at me with such hostile eyes? Speaking in that cold tone? I don’t think I’ve done anything wrong. In fact…”


Liana looked straight into Avelin’s eyes—her gaze brimming with confidence, with the absolute certainty that she held the upper hand.


“I’m the one who stopped Master from unleashing his fury. If Master, the Archmage, had truly decided to get angry at you two, do you really think you’d have gotten off so easily?”


That expression. That voice.


And her tone—firm and commanding, yet not disrespectful.


Ah, that’s right.


Liana…


‘She’s just like him. Commander Balthazar… that man…!’


There was no denying it.


Liana was, without a doubt, the daughter of Commander Balthazar.


And she had become a mage strong enough not to be ignored.


“Tch…!”


In truth, shaking off Liana’s hand wouldn’t have been a big deal for Avelin.


If Liana was using magic to boost her strength, Avelin could just as easily enhance her body with mana.


Plus, she had trained her muscles well. If it came to a contest of force, she wouldn’t lose easily.


But Liana was someone they had to recruit.
 



 



Getting into a clash with her would only make things worse, so Avelin held back as best she could.


In the end, it seemed like I had no choice but to step in—since I knew them both.


“Liana, that’s enough.”


“Okay, Oppa. Oww… ow ow ow…!”


Liana finally released Avelin’s hand and shook out her own, which had been gripping so tightly.


“That hurt more than I expected! And I even protected my hand with magic. Seriously, a well-trained warrior really is something else! I’m honestly impressed.”


She looked at Avelin with sparkling eyes as she said this.


Avelin, still massaging her aching hand, seemed unsure how to respond to Liana’s sudden admiration—her pupils wavered slightly.


“Impressed…?”


“I know why you’re here. You’ve come to take me with you, right?”


“You’re well-informed. How did you figure that out, Liana?”


“You said it yourself, Oppa. You came to ask for help. When I think about what kind of magic the Order would need, there are only three possibilities. First, convenience magic.”


Liana made a fist, then extended one finger to count.


“But we already provided enough magical facilities to help the Order live comfortably. So it’s not that. Then the second option? Advanced healing magic that can even cure life-threatening injuries. But the Rostia Magic Tower isn’t exactly known for healing magic. Which leaves only one thing.”


As she extended her second finger, Liana spoke calmly. And when she raised her third, she did so with force, clearly emphasizing her point.


“Powerful combat magic—the kind that can eliminate threats before they even hurt the Order. That’s what you came to request from the Rostia Magic Tower, isn’t it?”


“Well, I guess there’s no point explaining it now.”
 



 



I clapped lightly in her direction, acknowledging her sharp insight.


“You’re absolutely right. We’re here to request a powerful battle mage. And that person is none other than…”


“Me, right? The powerful combat mage!”


“Exactly. The holy star of the Rostia Magic Tower, and the daughter of the Order’s Commander. You, Liana.”


“Hehehe…”


Delighted by the unrestrained praise, Liana started humming and swaying her head happily.


Then she naturally walked over and stood beside me, lowering her head slightly.


“Liana, what are you doing?”


“Huh? Ah…!”


Startled by my question, Liana quickly straightened up and took a step away from me.


“Sorry. My old habits kicked in before I realized…”


“Old habits? Ah…”


Thanks to what Liana said, it all came back to me.


“If you want, I could still do it for you. Even now.”


“R-Really?”


“Sure. It’s no big deal. Come here.”


“Hehehe…!”


At my gesture, Liana immediately clung to my side.


And what I did for her… was gently stroke her hair, slowly and affectionately.


“Mmm~ I love it when Kayron Oppa pats my head. It’s been so long.”


“You’ve grown a lot taller since back then, but the way you cling like a child hasn’t changed one bit, huh?”


“Don’t tease me. You have no idea how cold and barren life in the Magic Tower is.”


Liana didn’t stop at just receiving the head pats—she actively leaned into my hand, rubbing her head against it.


“That place… just by breathing, the ceiling keeps rising, and the floor below keeps closing in. If you sit still, even the most brilliant mages get left behind. It’s a terrifying place.”


“And yet, you’ve endured it all this time. Even your prideful Archmage master can’t push you around now. You’ve done incredibly well.”
 



 



“Yeah… praise me more.”


“You’ve done great. Honestly, you’ve done too well—it’s impressive.”


“Hehe… that makes me so happy…”


The proud, confident expression that Liana wore just moments ago had completely vanished. Now, she was just a pampered little girl, basking in affection.


“…You two are really close.”


Avelin spoke with a tone that sounded faintly sour, but Liana replied brightly.


“Yes! Kayron Oppa and I are very close!”


“We’ve always gotten along well. I grew up an only child, so I never knew what having a sibling felt like—but Liana followed me around like one. She helped me adjust to life in the Order a lot.”


“…I see. You really do seem close.”


Was it just my imagination, or did Avelin just clench her fist a little?


“So, what will you do? I think we’ve made our reason for coming pretty clear. Do you have any intention of helping us?”


“Of course I do. Didn’t you hear why I came here in the first place?”


“No, I didn’t. All I heard was that it was your own decision.”


“I came here to be helpful. To support the Order where my father and so many others are risking their lives to fight. And also…”


As she said this, Liana took both of her hands and gently wrapped them around one of mine.


“You’re part of the Order too, Kayron Oppa, right?”


“You came to the Magic Tower on your own, just to help the Order? How could you be this admirable?”


“Admirable? Hehe~ Then pat my head more!”


“Yeah, yeah…”


I instinctively reached out to pat her head again—but then my hand froze midair.


Noticing the pause, Liana looked up at me with a pouty face.
 



 



“Why’d you stop?”


“If you give me a clear answer, I’ll give you all the pats you want. Will you come with us?”


“Ugh, making me say it twice… I already told you, of course I want to go.”


“You want to go…?”


“Of course.”


But there was something more in Liana’s voice.


“I want to go, but I have a condition for joining the Order.”


“Knew it. Talking about terms and conditions—look at you, all grown up, a real mage now.”


“Don’t look so disappointed already. It’s really not a difficult condition.”


“‘Not difficult,’ huh…”


For a brief moment, I felt stupid for letting myself get hopeful.


Liana claimed it wasn’t a hard condition, but… in my past life, she never did join us.


And the last time I saw her in that life…


****


“Go back.”


“Liana, I’m begging you. Without the help of mages, the Order is—”


“If you’re so weak that you can’t resist anymore, maybe it’s better if you just fall. At least then your body and heart won’t suffer as much.”


“Liana, what the hell are you saying!”


“…This is a waste of time. Go back.”


Liana turned away coldly, tossing her words over her shoulder.


“…So boring.”


****


If there was one glimmer of hope now, it was that today’s Liana didn’t yet carry the same coldness that had haunted her at the end of my previous life.


But even so, I couldn’t forget the truth—this Liana was no longer just a sweet, adorable girl.


“Tell me, Liana. As the rising star of the Rostia Magic Tower, what exactly do you want from us?”


“I want some persuasion.”


“Persuasion? Of who?”
 



 



“Who else?”


Liana grinned and pointed her finger in a particular direction.


That direction was…


“Hehe~ My Master! Who else would I need permission from if not him?”


I swallowed the urge to explode on the spot.


How is that not a difficult condition?!


The person we needed to persuade to let Liana go to the Order—


Was none other than Ronos, the demon…


The Order’s greatest enemy.


And not just any demon—one of the most vicious and cruel of them all.


And I had to persuade him, not kill him?


‘Damn it… This is insane…’
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            Chapter 41: The Demon’s Disciple (3)


“By the way, oppa! Did you book a place to stay?”


Liana asked, eyes sparkling, as she reminded him of the condition she had set—convincing her master.


“A place to stay? Yeah, I did. Why?”


“Hehe, good job. Convincing my master isn’t going to be easy. There’s no way it’ll be done in a day or two.”


“I’d be lucky if it only took a day or two. Who knows how long it’ll actually take…”


Convincing him, huh.


Could a human like him really persuade a demon like Ronos—someone who thinks and exists in an entirely different structure and timescale?


We want to take your disciple to use as a weapon… to destroy your own kind?


To protect this world… from beings like you?


“Yeah, like he’d actually approve of that.”


“Huh? What did you say?”


“Nothing.”


“So? Where did you book the place?”


“The largest inn in Rostia.”


“Ohh, you mean the one run by that old man? Nice choice.”


“Not sure if it’s that nice. I got the feeling he was plotting something.”


“Plotting? What happened?”


“Well…”


“Ugh.”


Avelin, who had been quietly standing nearby, let out a strange sound as she flinched.


“What’s wrong, Aveline?”


“…Don’t say it.”


“Don’t say what?”


“Don’t tell her about what happened with that slippery old man at the inn.”


“Hmm…?”


Avelin’s voice trembled slightly but was firm.


“What happened?”


Liana, ever the curious mage, blinked at her with inquisitive eyes.


But—


“Sorry. If Aveline doesn’t want to talk about it, then I won’t.”


“Tch, boring.”


“Haha, nothing major happened anyway. You’d probably just be disappointed if I told you.”


“Hmm… okay, fine.”


Liana seemed to give up—briefly. But in the next instant, her eyes sparkled sharply.
 



 



“Something definitely happened. Right, Aveline-nim?”


“…Ahem.”


Avelin coughed and looked away from Liana’s piercing gaze.


“Well, it’s good you have somewhere to stay. If not, I was going to offer the guest quarters inside the Magic Tower.”


“Guest quarters… Ah.”


Suddenly, something popped into Kayron’s mind.


“What is it, oppa?”


“Since I’ve already booked a room, there’s no need to stay in the tower. But… could I ask for a small favor?”


“What kind of favor? If it’s something I can do, sure. Just don’t ask me to go with you yet—you know that’s still a no.”


“Do I seem that pushy? It’s not that. What I want to ask is…”


And then he said it.


The moment he made his request, Avelin, Liana, and even the gatekeeper—


All three froze in shock.


Which made sense, because—


****


“C-Could you please reconsider?”


“You know me, Gatekeeper-nim. I have no impure intentions for entering.”


“S-Still…”


Liana walked confidently ahead, while I followed beside her and Avelin trailed close behind. The gatekeeper’s face had turned completely pale.


Because the favor I asked of Liana was to let me into the dormitory…


…where the female elite trainees stayed.


“Yes, Lady Liana is one of our tower’s most outstanding talents. But even so, this is unacceptable! It would cause chaos in the tower’s order!”


“Haah… Gatekeeper ajusshi, that’s enough.”


As he kept objecting, Liana stopped walking, turned around, and scolded him.


“You know this place is supposed to be the most progressive in the world, right? Keep this up, and I’ll start calling you grandpa instead.”


“Well… I am old enough that being called grandpa wouldn’t be inaccurate, so I’m not too bothered…”


“Anyway! Kayron Oppa isn’t entering for any shady reason. You can sense that, can’t you?”
 



 



“Of course, I know Lord Kayron wouldn’t do such a thing, but still…”


“And also.”


Liana smiled slyly and raised her voice with confidence.


“I’m the one who invited Kayron oppa. What’s so wrong about inviting an old friend to my room after not seeing him for ages?”


“Haa…”


The gatekeeper, clearly distressed, placed a hand on his forehead.


“Well… what’s the point of me protesting anyway. If you—one of our top elite trainees—have already made up your mind, I can’t really stop you. But what if this causes problems later?”


“Problems?”


“I mean for the High Mage Examination.”


“Ah…”


The excitement drained from Liana’s face.


The gatekeeper’s tone and expression grew serious as he mentioned the test.


“Lady Liana, the time is nearly here. That exam… the one that selects the most exceptional among the elite to become a High Mage, and grants them access to all the tower’s knowledge.”


“I know.”


“You also know that becoming a High Mage isn’t based on magical skill alone, right? Knowledge, conduct, reputation—all of that matters too. The decision is extremely subjective.”


Liana gave a small nod, saying nothing.


“You’re aware, then, that everything currently leans in your favor… except for one thing.”


Just from watching how others like Ronos and the gatekeeper treated her, it was clear that Liana was a heavily favored candidate.


In my previous life, she had been chosen as a High Mage… and even became a candidate for Archmage.


So, none of this came as much of a surprise.


But what kind of condition could possibly hold back someone as exceptional as Liana?


“Ugh, whatever—I don’t care!”
 



 



Liana let out a sharp yell, then spun around and began walking ahead again.


“Just follow me! I’ll take care of everything!”


Avelin and I stayed behind for a moment, turning to the gatekeeper.


“Would you mind telling us what those two conditions are?”


“There’s no reason to keep it secret. It’s because Lady Liana’s master is Lord Ronos.”


“And what’s wrong with having a brilliant mage as your master?”


“That’s exactly the problem. Lord Ronos isn’t just brilliant—he’s too brilliant. And Lady Liana is the very first disciple he ever acknowledged. Which means… she’s a genius on par with him. But geniuses tend to be lonely. They struggle to understand others, and others fear them—see them as distant, unreachable stars, and end up pulling away.”


“Hurry up, will you?! If you’re not coming, I’ll just go on ahead and you can catch up!”


The gatekeeper clicked his tongue as he glanced at Liana shouting at us from down the hall.


“Tsk tsk… Relationships. Reputation. That’s the one and only thing standing in Lady Liana’s way of becoming a High Mage. It may seem like a small issue, but it’s not one that can be ignored.”


“I see…”


Thinking back… she really has changed.


Before heading to the Tower, Liana was a timid, shy girl—so soft and reserved.


Now, she’s confident, outspoken… a bright and promising mage.


But in my previous life…


I still remembered it vividly.


***


“Go back.”


“Liana, please. Our resistance can’t hold out much longer without the help of mages…”


“If you’re that weak, maybe it’d be better to fall quickly. Wouldn’t that be easier—for both body and mind?”


“Liana, what the hell are you saying?!”
 



 



“…You’re wasting my time. Leave.”


Liana turned away coldly, tossing her words over her shoulder.


“…This is boring.”


***


What if… it was reputation that changed her so drastically?


The gatekeeper said it was a small enough issue not to block her path to becoming a High Mage… but I could feel it.


If I could somehow help her fix that “reputation”…


Then maybe I could stop her from becoming that cold, distant person devoid of all warmth.


Lost in those thoughts, I picked up my pace—Liana was waiting for me ahead.


“What took you so long? You’re the one who said you wanted to come in, remember?”


“That’s true… I was just wondering how I could convince your master.”


“Worry about that later. For now…”


Liana grinned and pointed to the entrance of the dormitory.


“You ready? Ready to step into the girls-only zone?”


“…The way you say that makes me feel like I’m doing something terrible, Liana.”


“You’re not wrong. It’s not an official rule of the Tower, but it’s definitely an unwritten moral one.”


“Then why’d you let me in? You know it could hurt your reputation.”


“Why did I let you in? Well…”


Liana bumped my shoulder playfully with hers.


“I saw something in your eyes—something special.”


“Something… special?”


“Call it a hunch. Like the start of something interesting. Now come on, let’s go!”


“Whoa—!”


Without warning, Liana grabbed my hand and pulled me inside at a run.


“…They seem close.”


“So it seems. Ah—Lady Avelin? Are you feeling unwell?”


“…It’s nothing. Aren’t you going in?”


“N-No. I’ll stay out here. I know why he’s going in… so I just hope he stays focused on that purpose. I’ll be waiting.”
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            Chapter 42: The Demon’s Disciple (4)


“Oh my, what’s going on? Why is a man here…?”


“And he’s an outsider! How did he even get in?”


“He looks unfamiliar, but… kinda handsome, don’t you think?”


Whispers echoed from every direction—female apprentices murmuring amongst themselves.


The way they looked at us carried a swirl of emotions.


At least half of them seemed wary. A quarter of them… curious.


And the rest?


“Wait a sec, isn’t that Liana standing next to him?”


“Don’t tell me she brought a guy in here? Into the girls-only zone? Just like that?”


“She really is a troublemaker, huh…”


I glanced at Liana from the corner of my eye.


They were whispering from a distance, but thanks to the tower’s silence, every word came through crystal clear.


“Hm? Kayron-oppa, what’s wrong?”


“…It’s nothing.”


Despite what was being said about her, Liana looked almost too calm.


She must’ve heard it all—those nasty comments calling her a troublemaker. And yet she smiled softly, as if it didn’t bother her in the slightest.


But something about her expression felt off.


It wasn’t the carefree, innocent smile of a child too young to care about others’ opinions.


It was the smile of someone who already knew—mature, composed.


A look of calm, or maybe… resignation.


To carry that kind of weight at her age—it wasn’t just magical talent that made Liana stand out at the Mage Tower.


Maybe this was why she became so cold in my past life…


“Ugh, damn.”


As I stepped further inside, my face twisted into a grimace before I could stop myself.


“Kayron-oppa? Are you okay?”


“What’s wrong, Kayron?”


“…It’s nothing.”


I said it was nothing, but that was a complete lie.


Just a few steps deeper, and the demonic energy in the air was staggeringly intense.
 



 



Even with my eyes closed, I could pinpoint exactly where it was leaking from.


Avelin caught the look on my face and gave a small, knowing nod.


But then—


Grab—!


“Ugh—?!”


“Don’t tell me ‘nothing’!”


Liana suddenly reached out and grabbed my cheeks, pulling me down to meet her worried eyes.


“You’ve got that super uncomfortable look on your face! Wait… don’t tell me—”


Her expression turned serious, like she’d figured something out.


“Don’t tell me… you’re not used to being around girls?”


“……”


That caught me completely off guard.


Used to girls? Or not?


I’d never really thought about it before.


Technically speaking, I guess I am used to them.


I mean, I’ve never really dated anyone, sure—but I’ve met tons of women over the years.


Even in the current order I belong to, there are plenty of female members, not to mention all the women who help us out.


“That’s not it. Liana, do I look like I’m blushing right now?”


“No, not really. You just look uncomfortable.”


“I’m not someone who’d have a problem with that. You have no idea what kind of life I lived before joining the order. I was kind of a big deal, you know?”


“Hmm… that makes sense.”


Liana nodded along easily, playing along with my half-joking boast.


“I mean, you are good-looking. And you’ve got substance too.”


“You don’t need to butter me up. I’ve never once thought of myself as good-looking. And what does ‘substance’ even mean in this context?”


“People who say they’re good-looking are usually the weird ones. But in your case, you’ve literally heard it just now, didn’t you?”
 



 



Liana pointed her finger straight at the whispering female apprentices.


“They were the ones who said it. That you’re good-looking, oppa.”


“Ugh…!”


The apprentices she pointed to flinched and quickly made themselves scarce.


After trash-talking Liana, they now realized she’d heard every word—and were clearly embarrassed about it.


Which made no sense, considering they hadn’t exactly tried to be discreet in the first place.


“Well… Kayron is kind of handsome.”


As I glared lightly at the backs of the fleeing apprentices, Avelin chimed in nonchalantly.


“But what does that even matter? He’s clueless and not the least bit delicate.”


“Avelin. What the hell are you saying now?”


“I’m offering a totally normal compliment. About how you stay focused on your duties in the Order without letting yourself get distracted.”


“…That doesn’t sound like a compliment. Wait—hold on.”


It suddenly hit me. Avelin knows about my past.


After I won the swordsmanship tournament, it wasn’t just offers for personal guard positions that came pouring in.


The mercenary guild, the adventurers’ guild, even the military—all offered me high-ranking roles.


And just as many—if not more—offers came in the form of… matchmaking.


They came in all kinds of ways.


Fathers brought their daughters, relatives, or acquaintances to dinner gatherings and subtly seated them next to me.


Marriage brokers visited my home uninvited, flashing portraits of young women and urging me to “just pick one.”


Naturally, I rejected every offer.


Because I remembered what my sword master once told me:


-“The idea that you grow stronger by having something to protect? It’s a lie. Sentiment only makes you weak—your body, your mind, and especially your spirit. And above all else, attachments to the opposite sex will drag you down. Don’t repeat the same mistake I made.”
 



 



It sounded so profound coming from him. But truthfully, avoiding emotional entanglements was never that hard for me.


I was never drawn to those forced connections to begin with.


Which is why, even in my past life…


If only it hadn’t been for that incident at the very end…


If only—


My eyes naturally shifted to Avelin, narrowing slightly.


“…Why are you looking at me like that, Kayron?”


“…It’s nothing.”


“It’s not nothing—you’re clearly mad!”


That kiss from Avelin.


For some reason, the memory of it made my face flush with heat.


I tried to ignore the warmth creeping into my cheeks and kept walking—but then…


“Kyaaah! A man! A man’s in here!”


“Look at that filthy gaze! He’s practically leering!”


The misunderstanding was spreading like wildfire.


All I’d done was follow the demonic aura into the female apprentice quarters, and yet there were more embarrassed, flustered girls than I’d expected—even though I hadn’t so much as looked in their direction.


Just like my master once told me to avoid unnecessary attachments, most mage towers around the world maintained strict social rules to keep apprentices focused on magic and study, without the distractions of romance or mingling.


And when you’re unfamiliar with someone, curiosity can bloom—but so do fear and rejection.


Right now, my very presence was a source of discomfort and anxiety for the women of the Rostia Mage Tower.


In other words—I was unintentionally being a nuisance.


“Kayron-oppa, are you really planning to keep going like this?”


“Yeah. I need to go deeper in. But… I’m clearly making people uncomfortable like this. Liana, Avelin. Do either of you have a cloth or something?”
 



 



“A cloth?”


“A cloth? Why, oppa?”


“Well…”


Avelin pulled out a handkerchief from inside her cloak.


Even at a glance, the fabric looked expensive and high-quality—something only nobles would carry.


The reason I asked for it was—


“I seriously don’t understand what this is supposed to accomplish,” Avelin grumbled as she tied the handkerchief around my head, covering my eyes.


Liana asked with a worried voice, “Are you really okay like that? You won’t be able to see.”


“Still, this is the least I can do for the women in the Mage Tower. If they’re uncomfortable with my gaze, then it’s only right I cover it.”


“You said you lacked subtlety—and now you’re compensating in the weirdest way possible.”


And yet… what is this?


Sniff sniff—


There was a strangely familiar and sweet scent…


Squeeze—


“Argh—!”


“What are you doing?! Don’t sniff it!!”


Avelin tightened the handkerchief around my face with force.


“You okay, oppa? Want me to hold your hand?”


“I’m fine. You know—”


I took a deep breath.


With one sense—my vision—sealed off, the nerves usually devoted to sight were now free to focus on my other senses.


I reached out with my perception, feeling the flow of mana and the direction of the wind through touch.


“Alright, shall we go?”


With that, I stepped forward, leading the way confidently.


I couldn’t see perfectly, but I could feel which direction I needed to go.


And the clearest landmark of all—the thickening demonic energy—was unmistakable. The closer I got, the more suffocating it became.


“Uh… oppa? Are you sure this is the right way?”


“Yeah. Why? Something wrong?”


“You don’t really know where you’re going, do you? If you keep walking that way, you’re gonna…”
 



 



For some reason, Liana trailed off, her voice growing hesitant.


“Ah! Watch out!”


“What the—? Is he seriously walking blindfolded like that?!”


Thanks to not worrying about people’s stares, my steps grew lighter and faster with confidence.


It helped that people instinctively moved out of the way the moment they saw me barreling through—likely because I looked like a man possessed.


As a result, I reached the heart of the demonic energy faster and easier than I had anticipated.


“Avelin.”


“Yes?”


“We’re here.”


“…This place—take off the blindfold, Kayron.”


Now that we’d arrived, I untied the handkerchief.


What appeared before me was a room—clearly not your average apprentice dorm.


While other rooms were shared among multiple girls, this one was unmistakably a private suite.


And not just any private room—it was ornately decorated, reserved for someone special.


“Liana, is there any chance we could go inside?”


“Ehh? Seriously? Are you actually asking that like you don’t know?”


“What’s wrong? It does look like a VIP room. Even as a high-ranking apprentice, you don’t have the authority?”


“There’s nothing stopping me. Because…”


Liana gave a sheepish grin and added,


“…this is my room.”
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            Chapter 43: The Demon’s Disciple (5)


“Liana. What did you just say?”


“I said this is my room.”


“Liana-nim... Is that really true?”


Avelin, clearly shocked, asked for confirmation.


But Liana, still smiling with a slight hint of shyness—perhaps not fully grasping what the issue was—gently reaffirmed it for us.


“Yes. I’ve already told you twice, haven’t I? This is the place I’ve been staying. Just look—does this look like your average dorm to you?”


She wasn’t wrong.


The room Liana claimed as hers was anything but ordinary. Nestled deep in the female apprentice quarters, it was larger and more luxurious than most family homes, decorated in an ornate and elegant fashion.


It made sense, though. As a rising star and a top-tier candidate for High Mage, such accommodations weren’t out of place for someone like her.


But the problem was…


The source of the overpowering demonic aura we’d been sensing throughout the women’s quarters—it was coming directly from Liana’s room.


While Liana blinked innocently as if nothing was wrong, a storm of thoughts raced through my head.


Strictly speaking, what we felt within the female apprentice area wasn’t raw, active demonic energy. It was more like… a lingering stench. A residue of something a demon had done after lingering here for a long time.


‘Don’t tell me…’


Ronos.


Had that bastard left something behind in the room of his chosen apprentice, Liana?


There shouldn’t be any trace of demonic presence in her quarters unless someone had tampered with the place deliberately.


But even then—there was something else that didn’t make sense.


Because the energy we were sensing from deep inside… wasn’t Ronos’ at all.


It was demonic, yes. But it carried the unmistakable trace of someone else entirely.
 



 



“Kayron, are you okay?”


Avelin asked me in a worried tone.


“I’m fine. Why? Do I not look okay?”


“Not even close. Do you have any idea what your face looks like right now?”


“What’s wrong with my—oh.”


I glanced at the windowpane, catching my own reflection. Yeah. Not great.


Honestly, I was starting to feel physically sick.


The demonic residue clinging to this place wasn’t recent. It had accumulated over a very long time.


“Anyway… You’re saying you want to come into my room, right?”


“Yeah. I need to check something.”


“And what exactly are you trying to check?”


“Well, it’s kind of…”


Liana stared at me with the curious, bright eyes of a passionate young mage.


But how could I possibly tell her the truth?


That her room reeked of demon—so strongly it made my skin crawl.


And worst of all… she genuinely seemed to have no idea.


“Okay, fine. You have my special permission.”


“Wait, really? Even though I didn’t explain?”


“Why not? It’s not like I have a reason to not let you in. I’m not hiding anything. Actually, I want you to see it. How I’ve been living until now. And more importantly…”


Liana added with a bright, easy smile:


“Because it’s you, Kayron oppa.”


“Me? That’s your reason?”


“Of course. Because… hmm?”


She paused mid-sentence and turned her gaze—not toward me—but to Avelin, who stood silently by my side.


I wasn’t sure why she stopped talking… nor why Avelin’s expression looked nearly as uncomfortable as mine after sensing the demonic energy.


Liana and Avelin exchanged a silent glance, one I couldn’t quite read—before Liana simply smiled again.


“Hmm. Let’s save that for later. For now, let’s go in.”
 



 



As she passed by me, her soft shoulder gently brushed against mine—a casual, familiar gesture that oddly carried warmth.


There was an ease in her voice, her body language. Like she didn’t have a care in the world when it came to letting me in.


“Tch…”


Avelin let out a faint, disapproving click of her tongue at the sight.


Liana walked up to her door and laid a hand on it. The magically sealed entrance silently slid open on its own.


“Go on. Come inside. This is the room I’ve never let anyone else enter before, you know?”


“Then I’ll take you up on that.”


Before stepping into the room, I swallowed hard.


For two reasons, my nerves were on edge.


First—because I had no idea what kind of demonic ritual or corruption might’ve taken place inside this room.


And second—because no matter how familiar I was with Liana, this was still the personal living space of a young woman, a place where she lived alone.


I had to remind myself:


It wasn’t just that I was entering a restricted female dorm…


I was about to walk into a room where a woman slept—alone.


Even if that woman was someone like Liana, who had always felt more like a younger sister to me.


As I stepped inside, I could hear soft voices behind me—Liana and Avelin, speaking in hushed tones.


****


“Avelin-nim?”


“…Yes?”


Liana called out to Avelin, stopping her just as she moved to follow me inside.


“What is it, Liana-nim?”


“Hehe, I’ve heard you two are rivals.”


“Sounds like some baseless rumors are going around. Seems our personal bickering gets more attention than the efforts of the Order itself.”


“Oh, everyone knows the Order is doing its best. Especially here in Rostia, at our Mage Tower—we see it up close. But still, it’s odd. What I’ve heard doesn’t quite match what I’m seeing.”
 



 



Liana, younger and still bearing traces of girlish curiosity, beamed at Avelin with sparkling eyes.


“I heard you and Kayron clash constantly—your personalities are completely opposite, your fighting styles and values too. That the two of you butt heads over everything. But… looking at you now, it doesn’t feel that way.”


“No, those rumors aren’t baseless. They’re true. Kayron and I are different in every way. That’s just a fact.”


“Hmm… If you say so, then I guess it must be true…”


Still, Liana tilted her head slightly, as if she couldn’t quite believe it.


“Maybe it’s just my imagination, but it seems to me… the two of you are closer than you let on. Like you actually get along.”


“Get along…?”


Liana’s innocent remark made Avelin’s eyes go wide.


“That’s absurd, Liana-nim. I’m only here because of your father—Commander Balthazar. He ordered me to accompany Kayron, even though I’d much rather be spending my break in peace. I was forced to be here with him.”


“My father gave that order?”


Now it was Liana’s turn to widen her eyes with interest.


“That’s strange. Of everyone I know, Father is the most thoughtful person I’ve ever met. There’s no way he’d randomly pair up two people who can’t stand each other… If he did, then he had a reason.”


A sharp gleam of intelligence flickered behind her curious eyes.


Seeing it, Avelin couldn’t help but finally accept—yes, Liana was truly Commander Balthazar’s daughter.
 



 



That same unreadable depth…


The ability to sense intentions behind words…


It wasn’t on the Commander’s level, but Liana clearly inherited that sharp, insightful gaze.


Even if Avelin couldn’t quite figure out why Liana’s attention was focused on her instead of Kayron.


“You know something, Avelin-nim? You fascinate me.”


“Fascinate you? What do you mean by that?”


“You don’t shrink back.”


“…Excuse me?”


“Who do you think I mean? You, Avelin-nim.”


There was genuine admiration in Liana’s voice as she complimented her.


“Most people get flustered or intimidated around those they see as ‘above’ them. Especially when there’s a clear difference in rank or talent. Like—”


She glanced toward a small group of other female trainees peeking from afar. They flinched and quickly scurried off.


“—when someone has far more talent. Or maybe… when that person happens to be the daughter of a commanding officer who’s practically revered.”


“Commander Balthazar is such a figure to our Order. But I don’t see why that would mean I should feel intimidated.”


“Actually, in most cases, it would. But not you, Avelin-nim. You’re different.”


Liana leaned forward slightly to peer up at Avelin from below.


“Mm. I knew it.”


She nodded to herself, as if confirming a personal theory.


“Knew what, Liana-nim?”


“You’re someone who’s more used to looking down than up.”


“…!”


A flicker of emotion passed through Avelin’s eyes.


“Your posture, your speech, even the way you walk. It’s all different. You’re… special. Not like Kayron at all.”


“What are you trying to say, Liana-nim?”


“I’m just curious, Avelin-nim. What are you doing here?”


Liana took a step forward. Then another.


Slowly, deliberately, she approached Avelin, stopping only a breath away.


Looking up into her eyes, she tilted her head and asked softly—
 



 



“Why are you here, of all places? Someone like you… in this place?”
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            Chapter 44: The Demon’s Disciple (6)


“Why aren’t they coming in?”


I couldn’t help but notice that the two behind me hadn’t followed right away.


But that thought only lingered for a moment.


As soon as I opened the door and stepped inside, a sharp sensation pricked at my nose.


“…Oh.”


The scent in the air—thick and unmistakably feminine.


The Black Iron Vanguard I led was composed entirely of men. Living day in and day out in harsh, frozen lands, drenched in sweat alongside other men, you naturally got used to the pungent smell of masculinity.


Maybe that’s why I could sense it so clearly now.


There was the faint, pleasant aroma of burning candles in this space where Liana stayed—but even that wasn’t enough to completely mask the subtle, lingering scent of a woman.


Liana is really grown up.


Still, to me, Liana had always felt more like an adorable little sister than someone of the opposite sex.


When I used to play with her in her room back at home, it never smelled like this. But now… she’d become a woman, in her own way.


As someone who had cherished her like an older brother—especially as the daughter of Commander Balthazar—I felt a sudden, inexplicable pang of pride at the tip of my nose.


Still, that wasn’t the only thing making my heart pound.


Of course…


The stronger emotion was the growing hatred and unease, sparked by the foul stench of that damned demon.


I wanted—no, needed—to know what that filthy demon might’ve done here, in the room where our Liana had been staying.


And yet, despite the rush of bitter thoughts—


“Ha, she still kept this thing?”


What caught my eye was the large stuffed snow rabbit Liana had treasured since childhood.
 



 



I had no idea where she got it. It was oversized and clumsily made, but it was filled with plush cotton that made it even bigger and softer than Liana herself.


She had brought it along with her when she came to Cresnig and always slept with it clutched tightly in her arms.


Though it had clearly endured its share of wear and tear over the years—stained and patched in multiple places—it still stood as a testament to something deeply human in Liana.


Her heart.


I wonder… what became of this stuffed toy she always held so dearly in her past life?


“You were looking at Wendy, huh?”


Liana smiled softly as she noticed me gazing at the stuffed animal.


“Wendy, huh. Right… that was her name.”


“Geez, Kayron oppa, you’re the worst.”


“The worst? What’d I do?”


“You forgot Wendy’s name! That’s so mean! You were the first one who ever sewed her back together when she tore, remember?”


“…Was I?”


“Yes, you were! Here, look!”


With a slightly pouty face, Liana turned the stuffed toy to show me the back of its head.


A massive stitch job marked the spot—a large tear that had been repaired.


And then it all came back to me.


Back when I first met Wendy, Liana used to fall asleep with her head buried in the plush back of the toy. Years of drooling had turned the spot into a soggy mess.


It was also the first time I ever put my childhood sewing skills to use.


So when Liana showed me that patchwork again, the memory returned in full.


“Oh yeah, now I remember. But…”


Because she’d held Wendy right up to my face, I could now see several other repaired spots scattered across the doll.
 



 



Clumsily stitched with uneven thread.


“Who patched these up? I mean, whoever did it… wasn’t exactly—”


“I did! Pretty good, right?”


“You’re… very skilled.”


I swallowed the rest of that sentence before I hurt her feelings.


While we were talking, Avelin walked in quietly.


But something about her expression immediately darkened.


“Avelin?”


“…Yes?”


“Your face—what’s wrong? Did something happen?”


“…It’s nothing.”


“Doesn’t look like nothing. Even if everything seems fine here, there’s still a heavy energy hanging in the air. Maybe you’re sensitive to it too. Why don’t you wait outside for a bit?”


“I said I’m fine. Really.”


But there was a tension and uncertainty in her voice that betrayed the words.


“She said she’s fine, oppa.”


Liana gently tapped my shoulder, trying to stop me from pushing further.


“That’s just one of your charming points, Kayron oppa. Acting all indifferent but actually super considerate. But sometimes, girls have secrets they don’t want to share.”


“…Wait. You didn’t do anything to her, did you?”


“What?! No way!”


Her voice cracked a little as she instantly looked like she might cry.


“How could you even say that? You know I’d never do something like that!”


“I know, I know.”


Liana had always been such a good kid—an angel, even. But seeing her slightly more mischievous side these days…


I couldn’t help but wonder—maybe the reason she became so cold and distant in her past life was because no one helped guide her when she hit a rebellious phase?


“What are you thinking about, oppa? You’re the one with the gloomy face now.”


“It’s nothing.”


“Ugh, adults and their secrets! Anyway, what do you think of my room?”
 



 



“Well…”


Liana’s room was perfectly ordinary.


In fact, it was so normal that I couldn’t understand what was supposed to be wrong with it.


So, I closed my eyes once again.


Without being misled by what appeared normal to the naked eye, I focused on locating the true source of the demonic energy that overflowed in this place.


“…Found it.”


Not long after, I pinpointed the direction.


The source of the warmth that spread through the room—filling it with a gentle, pleasant scent.


A candle.


At the center of Liana’s quarters, a large scented candle flickered softly.


“What’s this, Liana?”


“It’s a luxury candle made with ingredients from the eastern regions. The Tower Master gave it to me as a gift. Smells nice, right?”


“Yeah, it does smell really good. Mind if I take a closer look?”


“Of course not. Just don’t knock it over.”


Liana answered cheerfully, giving me permission.


Thanks to that, I leaned in and examined the candle more closely.


Hmm…


At first glance, nothing seemed off.


Despite its strong, pervasive fragrance, the scent was elegant and soft, never overwhelming. There was nothing inherently suspicious about the candle itself.


The real issue was…


The flame.


The fire that gently burned at the tip of the candle.


That flame gave off something… unnatural.


“…As expected of you, oppa!”


The moment I stared intently into the flame, Liana lit up and clapped her hands in excitement.


“What do you mean, ‘as expected’?”


“That flame is special. It’s not normal fire—it was made with magic. Look closely, the candle hasn’t melted at all, has it?”


“…Now that you mention it…”


She was right.


With how rich the scent was, it must’ve been burning for quite a while. Yet the wax was perfectly intact.
 



 



“If you supply it with enough mana, it burns the mana instead of the candle. It can stay lit forever.”


“I’ve heard of mana lanterns using similar spells. But this feels… different.”


“Yup yup! It’s not some basic mana flame. This is high-level stuff. It analyzes the ingredients of the candle and burns mana to reproduce the exact same scent.”


“That’s… kind of amazing…”


As someone who wasn’t a mage, I could only grasp the surface of what Liana was explaining.


“I’ll show you. Just in time—the flame’s getting weak.”


She reached out toward the flame without hesitation.


And in that moment—


…!


I couldn’t believe my eyes.


Liana infused the flame with mana drawn from her own body.


And the color of that mana—


Violet.


That grotesque, chilling shade of violet that belonged to demons.


I immediately turned and locked eyes with Avelin.


She caught on quickly, her face growing grim as she gave a subtle nod.


“Got it!”


The moment Liana’s violet mana touched the flame, it flared up intensely.


It illuminated the room with even greater brightness, the scent thickening until it enveloped the space entirely.


But hidden in that scent—seeping not just through this room but all throughout the girls’ dormitories—was something else.


The smell of Liana’s mana burning.


That was the demonic presence I’d sensed.


Even after amplifying the flame, Liana kept her eyes fixed on it, gazing with wonder.


My mind understood what was happening.


But my heart refused to accept it.


Liana’s mana… was the aura of a demon.


Which meant—


That she…


My hand, now inching toward the hilt of my sword, felt unbearably heavy.


“See? Isn’t it pretty?”


“Pretty?”


“Master once told me—‘A flame changes its shape, size, and color depending on what you burn.’”
 



 



Liana didn’t just stare at the flame with admiration—she reached out and gently caressed it, her eyes full of affection.


“And he said my mana had to become just like that—beautiful and special.”


Then she turned to me, her face glowing with joy.


“What do you think? Isn’t it romantic?”


Those wide, innocent eyes sparkled like stars.


Cute and lovely—just like always.


But now, all I could see was something else entirely.


…How tragic.
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            Chapter 45: I Don’t Want a Tragic Ending (1)


“What’s wrong, oppa?”


“……”


Liana, always perceptive, instantly sensed the change in mood between me and Avelin.


“Why are you suddenly giving me that scary look?”


“Liana…”


Was it already too late?


Or had she been a demon all along?


But how? How could such a sweet, lively girl—this cheerful girl who always welcomed me with open arms—how could she…?


It hit me hard all over again.


I still didn’t know enough about demons.


The more I tried to understand them, the more confused I became.


Maybe… maybe trying to understand demons at all was arrogant.


You’re supposed to know yourself and know your enemy to fight them effectively. But with each answer, I felt like I was falling deeper into their trap.


It made sense. My mind kept screaming that this girl standing in front of me—Liana—was a demon…


“Oppa? Are you okay? You’re not sick or anything, right?”


Liana stepped closer, concern written all over her face as she scanned mine.


“…No, I’m fine. Really.”


In the end, I had no choice but to let my hand—once reaching for my sword’s hilt—fall quietly to my side.


“Kayron?”


“I know. But still…”


“Ugh! Why are you two having some secret conversation I’m not part of? Tell me too!”


I couldn’t believe it.


How could this girl—still acting so adorably—be the same kind of demon as Razen or Sophia?


And then, the anger started to boil.


Balthazar—did that bastard know his daughter was a demon?


What was he thinking, giving me the order to bring her back?


“Oppa!”


“Ah…!”


Liana’s sharp voice snapped me out of it.


Only then did I notice her right in front of me, eyes shimmering, staring up at me.
 



 



“Are you really okay? You suddenly got serious just because of a candle, then started whispering stuff with her that I couldn’t hear, then just… zoned out! Are you sick? For real?”


“…No.”


I had no idea what I was supposed to say to her.


“Thanks for worrying about me.”


Those words—simple as they were—barely made it out of my mouth.


“Don’t mention it. You’re Kayron oppa. Of course I’d worry.”


And the more I talked to Liana, the more confused I became.


How could someone so kind-hearted…?


My heart wavered, but my mind couldn’t forget Sophia—how she perfectly acted the part of a gentle woman in love at the hospital.


Behind that graceful and innocent face was a filthy, rotting demon.


Then could it be… Liana too?


If that were true, I think I’d curse the gods a thousand times over for ever letting demons invade this world.


“…Let’s get out of here.”


“Huh? Already?”


Liana suddenly grabbed my hand.


For a moment, I almost shook it off. But I managed to suppress the instinct.


“You came all the way to my place. Stay a bit longer.”


“This is your private space. I keep getting distracted by everything here. Wouldn’t it be better to talk somewhere more comfortable?”


“There is a place, sure. But, um…”


When I suggested going somewhere else, Liana suddenly averted her gaze and looked flustered.


“…What’s wrong, Liana?”


“It’s just… um…”


My rational mind was screaming at me—there’s no reason to be kind to her anymore.


But seeing Liana so nervous and anxious…


“Tell me. Is something bothering you?”


“……”


She didn’t respond.


And while this awkward silence lingered between us, Avelin stepped in quietly.


“Lady Liana, may I use the kitchen?”
 



 



“The kitchen? Oh—yes! Of course.”


“You two, please sit. I’ll handle it.”


Avelin walked into the kitchen of Liana’s lodging like it was her own home, moving effortlessly as she pulled out teacups and plates.


Somehow, she even found tea leaves and brewed them in hot water without missing a beat.


While Avelin busied herself, Liana and I sat in silence—side by side, awkward and unsure.


She still hadn’t opened up, and the silence stretched on.


Then Avelin came over and tapped my shoulder.


With a subtle nod of her head, she gestured toward the kitchen.


A signal—follow me.


“…What’s going on, Kayron?”


“What do you think? Liana’s a demon. The mana she uses… it’s pure demonic energy.”


“…No way. I had a feeling from the way you looked at her, but seriously…?”


“I don’t want to believe it either. I don’t even know when it all went wrong. Maybe she was a demon from the very beginning.”


Even Avelin couldn’t hide her shock.


But after a moment of silent thought, she spoke in a calm voice.


“…Something’s not right.”


“Everything’s not right. It’s insane. How could someone that sweet…?”


“Kayron!”


Avelin firmly placed her hand on my shoulder, tightening her grip.


Then, with a resolute tone and expression, she scolded me.


“I know you’ve been close to Liana since she was a child. But that doesn’t mean you should fall into despair or let your emotions waver. We have a job to do.”


“A job to do. Right…”


“Then stop talking like you’ve already given up. I mean don’t lose yourself to despair.”


“I know I should hold it together. But still… when you’re faced with something this horrifying, don’t I deserve at least a moment to feel broken?”
 



 



“You say Liana’s a demon—but it’s too early to despair.”


“Too early? What do you mean?”


“Like I said. Something feels off.”


That word again—“off.”


But this time, there was something sharp in Avelin’s voice, a glimmer of insight.


“What part of it feels off?”


“Is Lady Liana really a demon?”


“…What?”


Was Liana really… a demon?


Her question hit me like a blow to the chest.


“Of course, I can’t see or sense demonic energy like you can, Kayron. But…”


Avelin tapped the side of her head with her finger.


“I do have intuition.”


“Are we talking about that famous ‘woman’s intuition’?”


“I don’t know why it’s always called woman’s intuition, but sure, close enough. And mine’s telling me… Liana isn’t like the other demons we’ve faced.”


“She’s different? The only demon you’ve really dealt with is Razen, right?”


“There’s also Sophia. You think I never came across her?”


“…Right. You’re not wrong.”


“And there’s something else we need to consider—Liana’s father.”


“Balthazar, the commander.”


“Remember what we said back then? That sometimes, it’s better if they are demons.”


“When we took out Razen, yeah. If he had been human, we couldn’t have killed him—and he would’ve kept hurting us. So we were lucky he was a demon and could be stopped.”


Avelin nodded firmly.


“Exactly. Now flip that idea.”


“You mean… even if Liana isn’t a demon, she could still be as dangerous—as twisted—as one?”


“Is that really so far-fetched? Just look at Commander Balthazar.”


“Ah…”


Avelin’s sharp and piercing insight cut through the fog in my mind.
 



 



Balthazar wasn’t a demon, but he might as well have been.


Which meant… maybe there was hope that Liana wasn’t one either.


But the question of how she could wield demonic energy as mana—that was another problem entirely.


“Thanks, Avelin. I think I finally know what direction to take.”


“I’m glad I could help.”


As I calmed down and steadied my expression, Avelin smiled softly.


“That earlier version of you? That wasn’t you. The real Kayron is the one who took down that giant hound demon without flinching.”


“But how could I stay calm now? I was an only child, and Liana… she was like a little sister to me. And now she’s—like this.”


“Like a little sister, huh…”


At those words, the smile faded from Avelin’s face, a shadow crossing her features.


“What? Don’t tell me you actually have a sibling.”


“I do. But… I’m not sure I’d even call him my brother.”


“What’s that supposed to mean? You really love hiding parts of your past, don’t you? Sounds like you’ve got skeletons in your closet.”


“Not even close! You should worry about your own ‘sister’—Lady Liana—before digging into mine!”


“Yeah… I will. I have to. I really, truly have to. I…”


I clenched my jaw, staring toward the living room where Liana sat waiting alone.


“If there’s still a way to bring her back, to set her on the right path, I’ll make it happen no matter what. I won’t let this end in tragedy. I won’t…!”


Chiii—


As if mirroring the tense storm looming over us, the teapot on the stove began to whistle violently.




            ---The End Of The Chapter---
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            Chapter 46: I Don’t Want a Tragic Ending (2)


“Fuaaah….”


It wasn’t really the time to be thinking about such things, but I couldn’t help but admit it—it was an incredibly cute sound.


Left alone, Liana had been sitting there, looking all sulky and gloomy. But the moment she took a sip of the warm cocoa, her face immediately brightened, letting out that adorable sigh.


Originally, I had planned to brew three cups of tea, but Avelin had stopped me before I could.


Then, with a nose like a bloodhound, she somehow found a jar labeled “cocoa powder” hidden deep in the pantry.


That powder gave off the same sweet scent as the chocolate milk Avelin had shared with us before.


And yet, the jar had been tightly sealed. How she found it was still a mystery…


According to her, it went like this:


“This glass jar with tea leaves—it may be old, but it’s still unopened. Plus, the faint, sweet scent lingering in the kitchen... How could anyone miss it?”


Either way, it was a relief.


After all, sweet cocoa was much better than bitter tea when it came to cheering someone up.


Still, just to be sure, I asked Liana,


“It’s not too watery, is it?”


At that, Avelin bristled indignantly at the unexpected question.


“Kayron, what do you take me for...!”


“Mm, not watery at all. It’s rich and perfectly made!”


Liana beamed brightly as she praised Avelin’s skills, then took another proud sip.


Just then, her eyes sparkled as she gazed into her cocoa cup.


“Avelin-nim, you do know, right? This powder is super expensive.”


“...I know.”


“Which means, obviously...”


When Liana shot her a sharp look, Avelin averted her eyes.


“Why are you looking away like that? It’s not like your wealthy background is a secret.”
 



 



“Where are you even seeing that from?”


“It’s obvious just by looking.”


I casually gestured at Avelin, making her flinch and stiffen like she was pretending nothing was wrong.


Which, honestly, just made it even more obvious.


“First off, your face.”


“Huh? My face?”


“Yeah. Just look at your skin. It’s completely different. Unlike me, who spent my childhood rolling around outside and ended up tanned, you’re still snow-white. Even without any makeup. That’s proof you grew up like some precious flower in a greenhouse.”


“What? A flower in a greenhouse? Hah...! Do you seriously think sword training can happen inside a greenhouse?”


“Totally possible. Just hire a skilled instructor to give you lessons indoors.”


“Ugh, I mean, technically you’re not wrong... But still! I was never a greenhouse flower, okay? Please remember that.”


“Yeah, yeah. It’s not like that’s a bad thing. And now, here we are—covered in demon blood, fighting together in the coldest place on earth. Who cares where you came from?”


“Kayron Oppa.”


Liana called out to me softly, then added:


“It’s not just that.”


“Not just being a greenhouse flower?”


“It’s a matter of class.”


“Class, huh?”


I glanced at Avelin with a thoughtful gaze.


“Hmm… Yeah, that’s true.”


All the time I’d spent with Avelin made it clear—she carried herself with unmistakable elegance.


The way she stood, the way she walked, even how she moved her hands while eating.


Everything about her was neat, composed.


It was most obvious during battle.


Unlike me, who thought it was fine to fight rough and dirty as long as the enemy went down, Avelin always fought with precise, graceful movements—even while being deadly.


“W-What are you staring at?! Don’t look at me like that!”
 



 



Apparently burdened by my gaze, Avelin’s cheeks flushed bright red, and she crossed her arms defensively over herself.


“Hey, Avelin? I’m not looking at you with some pervy intent, okay? I don’t even see you that way.”


“That’s rude to say in itself! Anyway...”


Avelin cleared her throat once, then turned her attention back to Liana.


“I think that’s enough teasing. Are you feeling a little less tense now, Liana?”


“Ehehe... Huh?”


Maybe it was a little too effective.


Laughing at our banter, Liana suddenly remembered why we were gathered here in the first place.


“Tense? I wasn’t nervous to begin with. It’s really not a big deal, so don’t worry.”


“Then, tell us, Liana.”


I gently asked Liana, who was shaking her head and pretending to be okay.


“If it’s really nothing, then you can tell me, right? I asked you earlier if there was another place where we could sit and talk more comfortably... but you seemed troubled by that question. Why?”


“…It’s really nothing.”


“There’s no way a worry from a little sister I’m this close to could be ‘nothing.’ If it’s really too hard for you to talk about, I won’t push. But...”


I added, with a little more weight and sincerity, “If later on, you realize that what’s troubling you isn’t as small as you thought, it’ll hurt me a lot too.”


“Ugh…”


Liana scrunched her eyebrows slightly.


Not out of anger, but deep in thought.


Then, all of a sudden, she grabbed her cocoa cup tightly—


Gulp, gulp—


“L-Liana? That’s really hot…!”


“Haaah, hot!!”


Avelin, quick on the uptake, dashed into the kitchen and came back with a glass of cold water.


Liana chugged down the entire glass in one go, then slammed it down onto the table with a loud bang.
 



 



“Haaa…”


After downing scalding hot cocoa, cooling it off instantly with ice-cold water must have been electrifyingly refreshing.


As refreshing as it was, I hoped she’d also feel ready to unburden her worries.


“Kayron Oppa.”


“Yeah, I’m listening.”


“Then… can you promise me just one thing?”


“What kind of promise?”


“…After you hear my worry, you won’t be disappointed?”


“Come on. Like I could ever be disappointed in you. Maybe if it was the ever-petty Avelin over there.”


“Why am I suddenly being dragged into this?! And where do you get off calling me petty?!”


“Hehe…”


Amused by our playful bickering, Liana finally smiled again, her face relaxing.


Avelin, too, though briefly pouting at being teased, quickly met my eyes and let it slide with a soft smile.


“I’ll say it again: I won’t be disappointed. So please, tell me.”


“Mm. The thing is, actually…”


Her expression was calm, and her voice was gentle.


Outwardly, I kept my composure too. But inside, I was anything but calm.


Because of that sickeningly thick aura of demonic energy I’d felt earlier.


Right now, nothing unpleasant was seeping off Liana. But I knew that she was harboring it inside her.


It seemed like as long as she didn’t actively use mana, that energy didn’t leak out.


Even so, I couldn’t be sure.


The Liana who sat with us now, laughing and chatting like a slightly older but still innocent child, felt so genuine.


But what if she really was something else?


What if even this—this warmth, this laughter—was nothing but an act?


“…I’m being bullied.”


“Huh?”


I messed up.


I was so lost in my grim thoughts that I hadn’t properly heard what Liana said.
 



 



“Sorry, what did you say you’re going through?”


“Eek…”


Liana, having admitted she was suffering something, now looked too embarrassed—and too angry—to even repeat it.


“No, no, Liana. I’m not trying to upset you. It’s just… I couldn’t believe it even after hearing it.”


“Bullying.”


It was Avelin who answered, speaking the word clearly and deliberately.


“Liana said she’s being bullied. By the other trainees.”


Even as she said it, a subtle anger laced Avelin’s voice.


“Bullying? Bullying…?”


Actually, even when I’d first arrived at Liana’s dormitory, I’d sensed something odd.


The other trainees were clearly avoiding her.


But I had brushed it off, thinking it was just jealousy—envy over Liana’s talent, over the trust and attention she received.


And Liana herself had acted so casually, so cheerfully, that it hadn’t seemed like anything serious.


But bullying…?


‘How dare they?’


I couldn’t wrap my head around it.


Trainees who were neither as skilled nor as talented, daring to bully Liana, a candidate for High Mage?


But the next thought came not from my head—but straight from my heart.


‘How dare they!’


The little sister I’d protected since she was a child—the kind, sweet girl who was like family to me.


How dare they treat her like this?


“…I want to kill them.”


“Huh? What did you say?”


Damn it. I’d made another mistake.


My anger at hearing about Liana being bullied had clouded my mind so much, I hadn’t heard her next words.


“What did Liana just say, Aveline?”


I turned to Avelin to ask.


“Ah, um…”


But strangely, Avelin’s eyes were trembling as she looked at Liana.
 



 



“What’s wrong? What did Liana say… Wait.”


At that moment, I felt it—a murderous intent, sharp and chilling.


And its source—


When I turned my head, I saw it.


From Liana’s body, with her face buried against her knees, a faint violet aura was slowly seeping out.


“Liana. What did you just say?”


Liana raised her head.


This time, she gritted her teeth and spoke clearly.


“I want to kill them all!”


The eyes that met mine—


Those eyes were blazing with a strange, ominous violet light.




            ---The End Of The Chapter---
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            Chapter 47: I Don’t Want a Tragic Ending (3)


“Uh, Liana? Can you calm down for a second?”


“I’m going to kill them. I’ll kill all of them!”


Liana’s eyes had already changed, like she was possessed. It was clear that my voice wasn’t reaching her anymore.


“After everything my dad did for this Magic Tower—and what did I do wrong, huh?! All I ever did was work hard and train in magic!”


This was bad—very bad.


Did Liana even realize it?


That the violet smoke pouring from her body was now thickly filling her entire room?


“Kayron, what’s going on here?”


“I don’t know either, but one thing’s for sure—this isn’t good! But still…”


My hand instinctively moved toward my sword.


And yet, I couldn’t bring myself to draw it.


Because what I felt from the demon standing before me—Liana—wasn’t hatred or rage. It was something else.


It was sorrow. Raw, aching sorrow.


“I’ll wipe it all out. Every last bit of it!”


That terrifying, chilling scream—“I’ll destroy everything”—should’ve frightened me.


But somehow, I heard it differently.


To me, it sounded like a cry soaked in loneliness and despair.


“…Ha.”


I felt like an idiot.


Because only now did I finally understand.


Why Liana had no choice but to turn cold.


I took my hand completely off the sword.


And slowly walked toward her.


“...Kayron? What are you doing? Kayron!”


Avelin called out to me urgently, but she didn’t realize what I did.


This wasn’t the kind of dangerous situation she thought it was.


“I’m going to kill them all, all of them, and then… and then…”


“…Ah?”


Liana’s muttering suddenly stopped.


Squeeze—


It was because I’d pulled her into a tight hug with all my strength.
 



 



“Kayron… Oppa?”


“Yeah. I’m right here.”


Even though the demonic energy still radiated from Liana’s body, I didn’t care.


I just held her close—tightly—and gently patted her back.


At first, she only blinked up at me in a daze, but then she slowly leaned into me, letting her weight rest against my chest.


Soon enough, her ragged, panicked breathing began to slow.


“It must’ve been really hard, huh, Liana? Living here in the Magic Tower, all alone and away from your family.”


“…Yeah. I was lonely. Hngh…”


As she whispered the word “lonely”, Liana buried her face into my chest.


And just like that, the storm of demonic energy around her died down.


I could feel her soft breath against my chest and the warmth of her small frame.


Now I was certain.


Liana wasn’t a demon.


Sure, her body might be tainted with demonic energy—but she herself was no demon.


My instincts screamed it, and my reason confirmed it.


“Avelin. Could you make us another cup of cocoa?”


“…I’ll do that.”


Avelin’s voice, which had been tense just moments ago, now matched the calmness that filled the room. She quietly went to do as I asked.


This time, Liana didn’t gulp down the cocoa. She sipped it slowly, carefully.


And as she did, she finally began to open up about everything she had gone through in the Rostia Magic Tower.


***


“Come forth, flame! Reduce that bundle of wood to ashes!”


The applicant’s spirited incantation rang out through the testing grounds of the Rostia Magic Tower.


As soon as the chant ended, the trainee raised her staff and aimed it at the pile of practice wood—but nothing happened.


A cold wave of silence spread among the onlookers.
 



 



“Ugh, please! Come out, flame! Burn—ignite!”


With desperate sincerity, she shouted again. Finally, a small fireball shot out from the staff and struck the pile of wood.


After a brief pause, the pile began to crackle softly as flames started to consume it.


“Whoa, I did it!”


“Hailey, you did it!”


“I knew you could do it!”


The other applicants watching erupted into cheers and applause as Hailey returned to the waiting area.


Those hoping to enter the Rostia Magic Tower were given a month of free lodging and basic magic instruction—and today was the day to prove the results of their training.


The Promotion Exam.


Only those who passed this test could officially become members of the tower.


Those who failed would have to start over—retake the training from scratch and take the exam again.


A fair opportunity, given equally to all.


Most of the applicants to the Magic Tower were the poor and hungry—ordinary citizens constantly worried about how they’d survive day to day.


But even they weren’t given endless chances.


Each person could only receive training and attempt the entrance exam three times.


After that, they were deemed unfit and barred from even receiving education again.


That’s why everyone had their own reasons to be so desperate…


“Flames, ignite! Burn brightly before my eyes—reduce that bundle of wood to ash!”


Another applicant’s cry rang out.


As the incantation echoed, the staff in their hand began to tremble and resonate. Then, a massive fireball—far larger than the one Hailey conjured—shot forward and engulfed the bundle of wood in roaring flames.


“Whoa...!”


“A truly impressive display. It’s hard to believe that’s just one month of training.”


“Among all the applicants who’ve showcased their magic so far, this one stands out the most.”
 



 



This time, not only the audience but even the test proctors joined in with enthusiastic applause.


Unlike with Hailey, where the room remained tepid and indifferent, this time, they didn’t hold back—even throwing in comments that openly diminished the previous applicants.


“Ugh…”


Hailey, who had barely managed to succeed earlier, let her shoulders droop in defeat.


“Cheer up, Hailey.”


“Liana...”


Liana, a fellow applicant, gently patted Hailey’s shoulder. Hailey couldn’t bring herself to cry out loud, so she simply buried her face in Liana’s chest and began to sob quietly.


“There’s no way I’ll pass. Not with people that good around... I already failed once, and...”


“What are you talking about, Hailey? Come on, chin up. You did succeed in casting magic, didn’t you? And sure, some of us may have started from different places, but nobody knows how the race will end.”


“Liana... just hearing that helps so much. Huaaah…”


It seemed like Liana’s kind words were exactly what Hailey needed—but also what pushed her over the edge.


She finally broke into open sobs.


Even as the sound of her crying filled the air, the cold-hearted exam proctors didn’t spare her a single glance.


“Next, applicant Liana.”


“Yes!”


Liana responded clearly and confidently, then carefully peeled the clinging Hailey off of her.


“I’ll be back soon, Hailey. Wish me luck.”


“You’ll do great, Liana! Way better than me. You were amazing last time too!”


“Aw, don’t say that—I’m already nervous enough...”


Liana stepped forward, clutching her staff tightly.


She took a deep breath as she faced the freshly prepared bundle of wood.


“…I command you.”


Clenching her teeth, she focused her will, determined to create a fierce, blazing flame with her mana.
 



 



“Burn, flame!”


Her staff trembled and resonated with Liana’s mana.


‘I did it!’


In that moment, Liana was sure she’d succeeded.


“…Huh?”


But nothing happened.


“T-This… This can’t be happening!”


She had practiced this flame-casting spell dozens of times—and succeeded every single time.


Sure, she was a little nervous. But not so nervous that she should fail something this simple. She knew that much.


“Come out, flame! Burn, flame!”


She channeled her mana again, reciting the incantation over and over—but it was all in vain.


Though the staff responded to her mana and resonated with it, no flame ever emerged.


“Step back.”


“…Yes.”


Liana returned in silence, unable to produce even a single flame.


Hailey stared at her in disbelief.


“What happened, Liana? That’s not like you!”


“I don’t know… I don’t know what went wrong…”


Finally, the moment came to announce the successful applicants.


The examiners, standing before the nervous crowd, began calling names one by one, declaring those who had passed.


Then came Hailey’s turn.


“Hailey.”


“Yes!”


“You’ve passed. Congratulations.”


“Oh my god—thank you so much!”


Hailey, who had been sure she would fail, was now showered with applause as she joined the ranks of the successful.


And then…


“That concludes the announcements.”


The examiner folded up the list.


“Those who passed, follow me. I’ll show you around the Magic Tower. Those who failed, speak to a supervisor if you wish to re-enroll in training—or head home.”


And just like that, Liana was left behind among the rejected.


As the rejected applicants began choosing their next steps, a sudden commotion spread through the crowd.


“W-Wait! That’s the Grand Mage!”


“Why would someone that high-ranking come here?”
 



 



Following the noise, Liana turned her head.


Someone was walking toward them—someone cloaked in powerful mana, their very presence radiating authority, even in the way they dressed.


And that someone…


…was walking straight toward her.


“What a disappointment. Your father was such an exceptional warrior, and yet, his daughter is…”


Grand Mage Ronos shook his head in disapproval.


“I’ll see you again in a month. Do not disappoint me next time. For your father’s sake!”
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            Chapter 48: Privilege (1)


Left and right.


Two groups stood facing the stage.


What stood out was the stark contrast between them—while those on the left looked proud and energetic, the people on the right appeared weighed down, their atmosphere visibly gloomy.


“Congratulations!”


A magician clad in an ornate robe stood atop a high platform and shouted down to those on the left side.


“To all of you gathered here today, you have been granted the glorious opportunity to become members of the Rostia Magic Tower!”


The examiner from the Rostia Magic Tower spoke with a voice full of pride to the applicants who had been selected for a month-long training program.


“This is not an opportunity given to just anyone. We saw in you a blazing courage and noble ambition—that is why this chance has been given to you. So give it everything you’ve got. Understood?”


“Yes!!”


A loud, enthusiastic reply echoed back from the applicants.


The examiner nodded in satisfaction, pleased by their spirit.


“And as for you lot—”


His expression shifted as he turned to the applicants standing on the right, who were visibly dispirited.


“You disappointed the Magic Tower. And yet, the Rostia Tower is generous enough to give you not one, but two chances. Be grateful for that. You’d best make sure you don’t fail again.”


“……”


“Do you understand me?!”


“Y-Yes, sir…”


Though a response came back, it was weak and lifeless, lacking any energy. These were the reapplicants—those who had failed once and returned for another try.


The reapplicants muttered among themselves, avoiding the examiner’s harsh gaze.


“Ugh, I hope I pass this time. Why did you fail, anyway?”


“Me? I’m usually good, but I got super nervous last time…”


“Nervous? That’s not so bad. For me, it was a compatibility issue—the staff didn’t work with my constitution…”
 



 



The excuses varied, but no matter how they tried to explain it, the outcome was the same: they had failed.


The examiner looked down on the reapplicants with cold, dismissive eyes.


Then, his gaze abruptly stopped on one of them.


“Especially you, Liana.”


At the mention of her name, all eyes—both successful applicants and reapplicants alike—turned to focus on one person.


“Know your place. You didn’t even qualify to be here in the first place. The only reason you’re standing there is because your father poured a small fortune into this place. And even with that, you failed. Now you’re shameless enough to ask for another chance?”


“What? Examiner, are you saying I received special treatment? I’ve never heard—”


“Silence that mouth!”


Liana had no choice but to close her lips at the examiner’s sharp rebuke.


“Training begins tomorrow. Use today to rest and gather your resolve. From tomorrow onward, I expect nothing but sincerity and discipline.”


The examiner coldly dismissed Liana’s attempt to speak and disappeared into the Magic Tower—his gaze softening only for the new applicants, filled with affection and expectation, while his eyes remained scornful toward those who dared to return after failing.


As expected, murmurs quickly broke out among the remaining applicants.


“Did you hear that? She got in through privilege.”


“So she had an advantage and still failed? That’s actually kind of impressive in its own way.”


“This is huge. No Magic Tower has ever granted someone special treatment before.”


“I don’t even know if I should be jealous. Let’s just wait and see if she actually passes the next test.”


“……”


Liana could do nothing but tightly seal her lips as the ridicule and judgment piled onto her.
 



 



She hadn’t received any special treatment—but rumors were a different beast altogether. They couldn’t be silenced so easily.


Creak—


“Everyone, let’s do our best starting tomorrow. Let’s work hard and—ah.”


Back at the dormitory.


The creaking of the old dormitory door scraped sharply against Liana’s ears that day.


Originally, six of them had moved into this dorm.


Now, only three had passed the test.


Naturally, the three remaining should have been supporting one another as they prepared for the next exam.


“…Traitor.”


“She came back. Shameless as ever.”


But the two who had failed alongside Liana didn’t welcome her. Instead, they glared at her like she was the enemy, their eyes burning with accusation.


“Traitor? Did you just call me a traitor?”


“What else should we call a traitor? A friend?”


“I didn’t betray anyone!”


“Oh, really? You hid who you were. You acted like you were the same as us, even though you were getting special treatment. Word’s out now. Your father’s the commander of the Knights of the Vow, isn’t he?”


Liana bit her lip hard.


“…Yes. That part is true. But I never received any kind of special treatment. My father actually—”


“I don’t want to hear it!”


A voice—sharp, from someone who was once a friend—cut her off.


“I’m watching you. None of it makes sense. You showed the best magical ability out of all of us. But suddenly, in an exam you didn’t even seem nervous about, you couldn’t conjure even the smallest flame? Don’t you think that’s strange?”


Liana held the words back, swallowing them.


‘I think it’s strange too…’


But what good would that do? Nothing she said would reach friends so steeped in the disappointment of failure.
 



 



Over the past month, Liana had indeed shown the most outstanding magical ability—just as they said.


She had surpassed even the other reapplicants, showing extraordinary skill.


If it was fire, she conjured it hotter and larger than anyone. If it was ice, hers was colder and more solid. So much so that even the mage in charge of training the newcomers had been shocked.


Liana clearly remembered what Grand Mage Ronos, one of the senior figures in the Rostia Tower, had said during his special lecture on the very first day.


“Magic is not about commanding. It is about yearning. The more desperately you desire, the more mana will answer your call. Never forget that.”


She had taken those words to heart.


But who could have guessed—that very Grand Mage would be the one to sow the seeds of suspicion?


***


“A-A Grand Mage?!”


“What’s someone of that rank doing here?”


Following the voices of surprise, Liana turned her gaze as well.


A man dressed in clearly distinguished robes, radiating a powerful aura of mana, was walking toward them.


And not just toward the dormitory.


But directly toward her.


“…Disappointing. Your father is such a remarkable warrior, and yet his daughter is nothing more than…”


Grand Mage Ronos shook his head in disapproval.


“I’ll see you again in a month. You had better not disappoint me next time—if not for yourself, then at least for the sake of your father.”


***


After all that had happened—and after being openly condemned by the examiner—Liana simply couldn’t make sense of it.


Yes, her father, Balthazar, had indeed made a large donation to the Rostia Magic Tower.


But that money was meant solely to help construct Cresnig Fortress, a stronghold where the Order of the Vow was stationed.
 



 



It was a deal—meant to provide the bare minimum of living conditions for warriors who willingly volunteered to fight demons in the coldest place in the world.


It was never a bribe to get Liana into the Rostia Tower.


In fact, it was Ronos himself—not anyone else—who had said this in Balthazar’s presence:


“Commander, I don’t know if you can see it too… but I see fire in this girl’s eyes. The fire of desire—a flame fueled by longing, and a desperate will to make her dreams reality. If we refuse to give a child like this the chance to study magic… then the failure lies with us as magicians. Please—allow us to teach her.”


Yes, Balthazar was the one who brought her to the tower.


But it was Ronos who asked—pleaded—to be allowed to teach her.


****


“I’ll be watching.”


The two girls who were once her friends—knowing nothing of that conversation—threw their biting words at Liana with sharpened tones.


“There’s no way your failure was natural. You held back on purpose, didn’t you? So you could hide the fact that you were getting special treatment? You staged it!”


“No! That’s not it at all. Please, just listen to me. Everyone knows I had the best scores in magic. You saw it with your own eyes—why would I mess up on purpose during the exam…?”


“Shut up! We’re not here to listen to your excuses!”


“Then what are you here for? If you don’t want to hear me explain—why are you—”


Liana tried to speak up, unable to suppress the injustice burning in her chest.


But when she looked into their eyes again, she understood.
 



 



What her former friends really needed wasn’t an explanation.


What they wanted… was a punching bag.


Something—someone—to bear the weight of their failure.


Just like how you want to throw something, break something, when you’re mad for no reason—


They needed someone to take the fall.


****


“……”


They kept shouting something at her, but Liana didn’t reply.


There was no point listening to baseless anger.


No point giving it any more air.


She simply laid down on her bed and closed her eyes.


Wishing for the day to pass quickly.


Wishing that by tomorrow, their rage and shame would settle, and maybe—just maybe—they’d treat her like a friend again.


She squeezed her eyes shut. Covered her ears.


But the quieter the world became… the clearer the question echoing inside her heart grew.


Why did I fail?


And the truth was…


Liana already knew the answer.


Her staff had responded to her will—her mana and her desire were in perfect harmony.


And yet… it produced no flame.


Liana had heard it.


The desperate, stifled cry of her staff—choked and unable to release the magic inside.


Which could only mean one thing.


“Someone sabotaged me. On purpose.”


The night dragged on in that deep thought.


And yet, Liana couldn’t fall asleep.


Surrounded by people who had once been friends—but were now openly hostile competitors—her mind stayed fixed on the uncertain tomorrow.


But one thing was crystal clear.


Liana was determined.


She would pass. She would become a mage.


“I’ll become a powerful mage. No matter what it takes…”


And as she made that silent vow, her thoughts turned to someone precious.


“So I can be their strength. That warm, kind person—I’ll stand by them one day.”
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            Chapter 49: Privilege (2)


“Welcome, everyone. You’ve arrived at the great Rostia Magic Tower. My name is Besty, and I’ll be assisting you for the next month.”


Besty, a seasoned female mage, smiled warmly at the trainees.


“You should all understand and appreciate just how valuable each and every one of you is. As you know, not just anyone can take the entrance exam for the tower. There aren’t many requirements, but the ones that exist are strict and meaningful. I can’t disclose the full criteria, but the very fact that you’re here means you’ve already cleared those demanding hurdles. Be proud of yourselves.”


“Oooh…”


The anxious expressions on the trainees’ faces began to soften under Besty’s gentle tone.


The stiff, frozen air that had blanketed the room before the first session began started to thaw.


“You are the future of the Rostia Magic Tower—and perhaps not just our tower, but the entire magical world. The future of the world itself might rest in your hands. That’s why I intend to look after each of you with great care. Body and soul. I’ll take care of you with love, so trust me and lean on me. If anything bothers you or if there’s something you need, just let me know.”


Thanks to Besty, a warm and positive energy flowed through the room—but even so, the downcast expressions of the returning trainees, slumped in their seats, showed no sign of lifting.


“Now that I look around… I see quite a few familiar faces among this batch of trainees, don’t I?”


As Besty casually pointed it out, most of the returning trainees flinched and avoided her gaze.


They felt embarrassed to be back, despite receiving Besty’s nurturing support before.


But even toward them, Besty’s gaze remained warm and kind.
 



 



“I know. I know why you’re all avoiding my eyes. Do you think I don’t understand? I failed twice myself before I finally passed on the third try.”


“Wait, really?”


“Of course. And if you pay attention, you’ll notice—I don’t live in the upper levels of the tower. I stay here with you. Which means… I’m not exactly some legendary mage.”


It was meant to be a comforting story, but there was a subtle bitterness beneath her words.


The trainees looked unsure of how to respond as they noticed the faint sorrow on Besty’s face.


But she was already anticipating that reaction. She simply smiled, gently continuing.


“Don’t feel so bad for me. I’m satisfied with what I do now. Sure, I didn’t make it all the way to the top… but I find fulfillment in watching you rise even higher than I ever could. So, if you really don’t want to make me sad—then you’ll try even harder, right? Hehe. And don’t give up, no matter what.”


Among the returning trainees sat Liana, nodding quietly as she looked at Besty—now her mentor for the second time.


It was no coincidence that the tower had entrusted Besty with guiding the new trainees.


She had the rare ability to ease their tension and help them focus solely on mastering magic.


That, in itself, was a kind of magic only Besty could wield.


‘Huh…?’


Suddenly, Besty glanced off to the side for just a brief moment.


Liana was certain—Besty had looked straight at her.


But in that fleeting glance was something Liana had never seen before.


A deep sorrow. A kind of regret, soaked in silent tears.


‘What was that look? Why would she look at me… like that…?’
 



 



“Alright, everyone!”


With a clap of her hands, Besty recaptured everyone’s attention, including Liana’s.


“Today is your first day, right? So we have something very special planned. You could even call it a welcome ceremony! Everyone, please take your seats. The person who’s come to see you today… their time is incredibly precious.”


The moment she said “that person,” murmurs spread among the trainees.


They knew someone important was coming—but in the world of magic, the heights of “important” were limitless.


Most of the trainees didn’t have the knowledge to guess who it could be. But the mere possibility that this might be someone whose every minute sends ripples through the magical world sent their hearts pounding in anticipation.


And then, the guest appeared.


“Gasp…!”


The moment they laid eyes on the figure, the trainees couldn’t help but let out astonished breaths.


Their mouths fell open. Their eyes sparkled with reverence.


One by one, the seated trainees stood, instinctively rising to greet the distinguished guest who had come all this way just for them.


“It’s my honor to introduce this guest to you all. Please welcome the Grand Mage of Rostia Tower—Ronos.”


Besty clapped her hands with a bright smile, but none of the trainees could bring themselves to applaud.


It wasn’t that they were being rude.


It was the sheer presence Ronos carried—with each step, each breath, an overwhelming pressure poured from him like a tidal wave.


“Is… is he even human?”


“There’s no way. How could someone like that be the same species as us? That’s insane…”


A few of the more awestruck trainees whispered among themselves, reverently suggesting that Ronos couldn’t possibly be human.
 



 



Even the returning trainees, who were seeing Ronos for the second time, were no less shaken by his formidable presence.


But Liana was different.


‘I don’t know why… He definitely has a special aura. But… is it really something worth worshipping like that?’


Unlike the others, Liana didn’t feel nervous or overwhelmed in front of the person who radiated dominance just by standing there.


She could sense it—Ronos was not ordinary. That much was clear.


But it wasn’t awe she felt. If anything, it was… unsettling.


‘Dad… Yeah. It’s similar to what I felt from Dad. That same strange energy from back then... Wait.’


As she was lost in thought, Ronos, who had been walking forward, suddenly came to a stop.


Then, slowly, he turned his head—his sharp gaze locking directly onto a single trainee.


That trainee was, of course, Liana.


Gasps rippled through the room.


The other trainees, seeing the two of them staring at each other, looked visibly shaken.


Jealousy. Envy. Bitterness.


The one person everyone revered was looking at Liana—not at them, but at the trainee who had received “special treatment.”


Their eyes brimmed with negativity. Not a trace of admiration, not even curiosity—just raw, ugly emotions.


“Hmph.”


But then Ronos let out a dismissive scoff and turned his gaze away.


Several returning trainees smirked at the sight, the corners of their lips curling upward in twisted satisfaction.


“He’s disappointed,” one of them whispered.


“Yeah. He wasted a special privilege on her, and she still failed. How pathetic.”


They weren’t exactly whispering quietly. Their voices were loud enough to be heard on purpose.


Liana’s eyes sharpened at the remarks, but almost immediately, she let it go with a breath.


It wasn’t worth it.


Thud—!
 



 



Suddenly, Ronos stomped on the stage with force.


A blast of mana surged from his foot.


Not only the platform, but the entire training hall shook violently.


Several trainees lost their balance and even fell to the floor.


“I’ll ask you all this. What… is magic?”


“……”


No one dared to speak.


No one was foolish enough to try answering a question like that in front of the Grand Mage himself.


“You fools! You dare step into the tower with no idea what magic even is?!”


Unable to watch in silence any longer, Ronos thundered at the room, and the trainees instantly shrank back in fear.


He scanned the group, then pointed directly at a trembling trainee.


“You.”


“Uh… M-me? Yes, s-sir?”


“Yes. You. Give me an answer—any answer. What do you think magic is?”


“U-uh… I, I think…”


“Answer me!”


“I-it’s… amazing!”


“‘Amazing,’ huh? That’s it?”


“I-it’s really amazing! Super amazing!!”


“‘Amazing,’ you say. Then tell me—why is it amazing?”


“Because… because it lets you do things that normal people can’t do! With magic!”


“Hmph. For someone terrified, that’s not the worst answer I’ve heard.”


It sounded like praise… kind of. But the trainee looked unsure how to take it.


Then Besty clapped enthusiastically, grinning from ear to ear.


“Wonderful! You answered the Grand Mage’s question so well. Everyone, give a round of applause!”


Applause broke out, loud and generous, and the trainee finally relaxed, smiling in relief.


“What are you grinning about? Shut your mouth.”


“Y-yes sir…”


With a sharp glare, Ronos addressed the entire room with firm authority.


“Don’t ever forget what I’m about to say. It may be the most valuable thing you’ll ever hear in your life.”


No one took those words lightly.
 



 



When a Grand Mage speaks, every syllable becomes scripture.


The room fell silent. Not even a breath was wasted as all eyes locked on Ronos’ lips.


And among them, the returning trainees—including Liana—already knew what was coming.


Still, they listened just as intently as the newcomers. Because some truths deserve to be heard again, no matter how many times you’ve heard them.


“Magic is…”


“...not something you control.”


A small voice.


Ronos’ eyes widened mid-sentence. He fell silent.


Then, he stepped down from the platform and marched straight toward the source of the voice.


“You said that?”


“……”


“I asked you a question, Liana!”


“Yes. I said it.”


Ronos’ eyes burned with emotion—an emotion impossible to name.


“I’ve already told you this twice before. Which means… you understand its meaning better than anyone else here. So go on. Finish it. What is magic?”


“…It’s not something you control.”


“Then what is it?!”


“It’s not about control—it’s about hope! About wishing!”


Liana shouted, her voice cracking with raw emotion.


“Yes. And knowing that—you still failed?!”


His voice boomed, crashing down like thunder.


Liana couldn’t bear it. Her head dropped, her shoulders trembling.


She knew why she came here.


She knew what magic meant.


She had worked harder than anyone else…


And yet… she failed the exam.


Despite everything, she didn’t pass.


“Everyone, listen closely and remember this well: Magic is not something you command—it is something you wish for. If your wish isn’t earnest, magic will never answer you. If your desire to learn and use magic is weak—then it’s not too late. Leave now. Go home.”


Those last words—


“Go home.”


Ronos didn’t say them casually.


He said them with force. With purpose.


And he directed them at one person in particular—
 



 



Liana, who had already failed once, and was now enduring the pain of that failure all over again.




            ---The End Of The Chapter---

                            
                    
                        https://www.readingpia.me/covers/1736667545_cover_.png

                        
                            
                                Join Patreon to support the translation and to read up to 5 chapters ahead of the release.

                            

                            
                                    
                                    
                                 Join on Patreon
                        

                    

                
                                        
                

                    
                            
                

                    

                            
                

                    
                            
                

                    

                            
                

                    
            



        

                    
            

                
                    
            
                    
            
                    
            

                
                    
            

                
        
                    
                
                
                    
                    Join Our Discord

                    Be part of our amazing community!

                    Join Now
                

            


        

        
            
            




        


                                    
                    Comments

                    
                    

                

                    

        
            
        

        
            
            




        
OEBPS/Images/0000_1736667545_cover_.png





