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In the back alleys of the Central Empire, there appears a monster that eats people.

And that’s me.

 Show More


Chapter 0
In the back alleys of the Central Empire.
Past the fountain in the park, down a secluded path, there’s a street abandoned by people.
It’s said that the area is like ruins of a city that collapsed during a past monster attack, and recently, rumors of terrifying creatures appearing have further discouraged people from visiting.
In fact, quite a few people have gone missing there.
Now, only curious students entering for tests of courage or some knights dispatched to investigate the rumors dare to set foot there.
Anyway, it was such a forgotten place.
“……”
And now.
It’s my home.
‘……I’m hungry.’
As usual, I moved at late dawn, feeling extremely hungry.
The dark alley, which no one visits, is illuminated only by moonlight.
I turned my gaze to the sky, basking in the moonlight shining down.
Is it already the night of the full moon?
It was the night I would become something other than human.
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Chapter 1
In the back alleys of the Central Empire, there’s a rumor of a white monster that eats people.
It’s a recent rumor that’s been circulating.
Of course, it wasn’t something to be dismissed as just a rumor.
Many people have actually died and gone missing there.
Some testified to seeing a monster there, while others screamed that something with red eyes had seen them.
There was no way to know whether it was true or just an exaggerated rumor.
‘Is it the work of a demon?’
The man standing at the alley’s entrance thought it might be related to a fairly large criminal organization.
Of course, either way, an investigation was necessary.
His name was Leon, a knight in charge of investigating the recent disappearances in the area.
Before entering the rumored alley, he stood at the entrance and waited.
It’s a general rule for knights to patrol in pairs of two.
Soon, Leon’s junior was expected to arrive here.
So, while waiting, he took out a notebook from his pocket.
It contained the diary of his investigations in the back alley so far.
He opened it and organized everything he had investigated so far.
Even after almost a week of being assigned to patrol duty, the rumored monster had not been sighted.
If it was hiding somewhere in the back alley, there should be some trace, but no signs of a white beast could be found.
But people had died there.
Black, dried bloodstains were found on the walls and floors of the collapsed debris, and investigations confirmed they matched those of missing persons.
Leon felt his head becoming complicated as he organized the information.
It was as if the victims existed, but the perpetrator did not.
There were bloodstains, but no bodies anywhere.
Even when following the victim’s blood trail, it would suddenly stop as if someone had deliberately erased it.
The traces of human victims were clearly left, but nothing else.
Does the fact that it only erased its own traces mean it has intelligence?
He didn’t rule out the possibility of it being a mutant demon.
“Excuse me…”
“…?”
“What are you doing?”
A delicate voice rang in his ears.
Leon turned his head towards the direction of the voice.
There stood a white woman.
A woman whose skin was so white it looked pale beyond just being fair.
‘I’m sure I didn’t sense any presence.’
He tensed slightly and observed the woman before him.
The first things that stood out were her silver hair that fell to her waist and her red eyes that glowed faintly even in the darkness.
She gave off a somewhat mysterious impression.
Leon remained on guard until the end.
“Who are you? Why are you here at this hour?”
He asked, moving his hand to his sword hilt.
Entry for civilians should have been restricted during the patrol period.
He judged that she was at least not an ordinary civilian.
However, the words that came from the woman’s mouth were completely unexpected.
She said with a face that showed no change in expression:
“…I live here.”
Leon became even more wary.
“Here… You’re saying you live in this alley…?”
The woman answered that she did.
Leon’s expression became even more complex.
“This place should be uninhabitable now. About a year ago, buildings collapsed due to a demon attack, and the lingering demonic energy still hasn’t dissipated.”
“But it’s true.”
“I can’t believe that. Please identify yourself.”
“Identity…”
The woman seemed to be thinking with her head bowed.
Up close, apart from her pale skin, she was quite beautiful.
Her red eyes, clear even in the darkness, gave off a sharp atmosphere, but her face was so beautiful that the phrase “beauty that could topple a nation” seemed fitting.
If he had met her elsewhere, he would have surely thought she was the daughter of some high-ranking family.
As the woman delayed her answer, Leon observed her once more carefully.
A white shirt as white as her hair.
And a black skirt that contrasted with it caught his eye.
Somehow, the outfit looked familiar.
He asked, just in case.
“That outfit… Are you perhaps a student at the Academy?”
The white woman silently nodded her head.
At this, the knight loosened his guard a bit.
Could it be a kind of courage test that’s recently become popular among students?
Either way, he thought she wasn’t someone he needed to be wary of.
The knight let out a small sigh.
Judging by his furrowed brow and frown, it seemed he was about to lecture her.
“…I won’t hold you responsible for ignoring the knights’ entry restrictions. Please leave this place immediately.”
“…”
The woman stood still, blinking her red eyes.
Her red eyes, slightly glistening in the moonlight, were beautiful yet so empty that it sent chills down the knight’s spine, and he couldn’t bring himself to make eye contact with her.
Regardless, the woman pointed in one direction without any change in expression.
“I saw someone dressed like you hurriedly entering that way.”
It was in the direction of the dark alley.
The place where the monster was said to appear.
Did the knight from the same patrol team ignore the standby order and enter first?
But for what reason?
His junior wasn’t reckless enough to disobey orders and act rashly without reason.
If the silver-haired woman’s words were true, there must be a good reason.
But.
“…”
He didn’t know.
He had been lost in deep thought, holding his complicated head, but he couldn’t guess anything.
“It was a red-haired female knight.”
The silver-haired woman said.
It matched the description of his junior.
“When she arrived here, a young boy was being caught and dragged away by a monster, and that knight rushed in after seeing that.”
“How could that be!”
Leon shouted.
It seemed he wanted to say, how could he believe that?
Certainly, if it was his junior, she would have definitely acted that way.
If the monster beyond the alley really existed and had dragged in a nearby citizen, the silver-haired woman’s words made sense.
Just listening to her words, it wasn’t incomprehensible.
However.
“…How can I trust you?”
Rather, that’s why it was suspicious.
Leon couldn’t believe her words.
She was a stranger to Leon and hadn’t even answered his question about her identity clearly.
In such a situation, her behavior, which seemed to be guiding Leon to walk into that alley, was suspicious.
And above all, with her silver hair and red eyes, she had many similarities when compared to the monster in the alley.
Leon tried to calm his rising anger and asked as calmly as possible.
“Answer me. What are you? And for what reason are you here?”
He didn’t expect an answer.
She would probably avoid answering or remain silent anyway.
Is she a monster?
Maybe even her claim of being an Academy student was a disguise to deceive him.
With a swish, the sword at Leon’s waist was drawn.
Leon pointed the silver sword at the woman and breathed roughly.
He was in a state of extreme tension right now.
If the woman before him was a monster, she could suddenly change and attack him at any moment.
But Leon hesitated while pointing his sword.
Although he said he didn’t believe her, his wavering was visible.
He was in half-belief.
Apart from being suspicious of the woman before him, it was quite plausible.
If her words were true, he had no time to be doing this.
It meant that his junior was risking her life in battle beyond that darkness.
Leon stopped for a moment, alternately watching the alley and the woman.
Like a skilled member of the knights, he chose to observe the situation first.
And then.
-Kyaaaah!!
An ear-piercing scream burst out from inside the alley.
It was a familiar voice.
Of course it was.
It was the voice of his junior.
-Se, Senior Leon!! Aah! Help, help me!!
It was a voice that sounded desperate, even pitiful.
For a moment, it felt like his heart sank.
Leon’s forehead was drenched in cold sweat, and his hand holding the sword visibly shook.
“Aren’t you going to check?”
The silver-haired woman asked, turning her head to look towards the alley.
Beyond where not a speck of light entered, it was so dark that one couldn’t see even an inch ahead.
Leon also looked in that direction, but he couldn’t see anything.
He had no way of knowing what was happening beyond there.
That’s why he took one step, then another step towards the alley.
To see what was beyond there a little closer, he moved forward as if entranced.
When Leon reached the entrance of the alley, he faintly saw the figure of his junior.
A female knight covered in blood, seemingly terrified of something.
‘I must save her.’
That was all he could think of.
Leon adjusted the sword in his hand and plunged into the darkness beyond.
It was like a moth flying into a bonfire, foolish and reckless, but somehow desperate.
“…”
And there was someone who had been watching this scene from beginning to end.
Her name was Iria.
She was the back alley monster who could enchant people with her red eyes, showing them hallucinations or luring humans with auditory hallucinations.
There was actually nothing beyond the alley that Leon had rushed into.
From beginning to end, it was just an illusion that Iria had shown him by reading his memories.
She moved into the darkness, following her caught prey as if she were used to it.
‘Today, it’s a knight.’
Soon, the dawn after a full moon night graced the sky, and the alley’s darkness claimed another victim.
Chapter 2
It was unavoidable.
Recently, Iria hadn’t been able to eat anything due to the knights’ entry restrictions.
The longest Iria could maintain her sanity without eating people was one week.
Yesterday evening was the day that passed the 7th day, so the knight’s luck was bad.
“……”
Iria stood still as if immersed in the afterglow of her meal.
She wiped the blood from her mouth, then licked what was on her hands.
It was still a sensation she couldn’t get used to.
When she kills and eats a person, her body rejoices.
When human blood touches her tongue, a thrilling shiver runs through her body.
Right now, at this moment, Iria felt alive as a living being.
But soon after, she bowed her head.
She felt as if she was being bound by the guilt of succumbing to her desires and harming an innocent person again today.
Although she’s a monster now, she feels this way because there was a time when she too was human.
It’s been almost a year since she fell into this novel, the contents of which she doesn’t even know.
Now, she has fallen into this world and become a monster named ‘Iria.’
As a half-human, half-demon hybrid, she is a collection of demonic traits inherited in human form.
That’s why she can only eat humans and can’t fill her stomach with other food.
So.
‘In the end, this person wasn’t the protagonist either.’
If she didn’t want to kill, she had to end this novel.
Even if it meant killing the protagonist of this novel whose face she didn’t even know.
***
The Academy in the Central Empire is noisy today as well.
Maybe it’s because it’s a place that teaches various combat techniques like swordsmanship and magic to young students who are already full of vigor.
A research paper from the Magic Tower states that if you professionally learn combat akin to real battles every day, even a normal person becomes aggressive.
Anyway, that was the original atmosphere of the place.
The Academy that teaches students to counter the increasing demon attacks.
“Hey, hey! Listen to this! Yesterday, another knight on patrol disappeared!”
“What? A knight?”
But even considering that, today’s classroom was exceptionally noisy.
Did something shocking happen?
Iria, who had been trying to sleep in the classroom, turned her head away sharply because she didn’t really want to hear it.
“So I heard it’s causing a big commotion. The knights are already short-staffed these days.”
“If it’s that serious, isn’t something really going on? It’s not just anyone, but a knight that disappeared?”
“I don’t know… I suddenly got scared.”
Rena, a woman with impressive golden hair, said while shivering.
It’s because the power of a knight who has joined the Knight Order is incomparable to that of an Academy student.
It’s natural.
First, to join the Knight Order, one had to graduate from the Empire’s Academy, which was proof of having studied for four years at the continent’s best educational institution.
Even within the Academy, the difference between first-year and second-year students is not small.
It’s because they’re behind in learning time and experience.
If one has built on 4 years of learning and gained practical experience by taking on duties as a knight, then it’s beyond the level that can be gauged by a mere student.
“Iria, aren’t you scared?”
Rena asked, poking Iria’s body.
Judging by her slightly delayed reaction, Rena could tell she seemed tired.
“Huh? What… Yeah, it’s scary……”
“You look tired? What were you doing last night to be like this?”
“Well… I had some circumstances, so I was busy. I think I couldn’t sleep properly because of that.”
Iria recalled last night’s memory while yawning slightly.
It certainly was busy. Erasing the evidence.
By the time she finished everything, it was already dawn, so she had no choice but to come straight to school.
That’s why she’s tired. She basically didn’t get any sleep.
Iria organized in her head the lectures she had to attend today while raising her sleepy eyes.
Basic magic studies, application of elemental magic, and the rest were all related to swordsmanship, weren’t they?
There was a reason why she applied for these completely incompatible subjects indiscriminately.
It was directly related to the reason why she enrolled here, in the Academy.
Iria came here to find the protagonist of the novel.
She thought that if it was a character with the presence of a protagonist, they would likely be here with high probability.
Of course, she didn’t know the protagonist’s face or even name, but that wasn’t a problem.
Iria could read others’ memories by making eye contact with them.
She concluded that the novel’s protagonist would surely be a character with an extraordinary background.
“……”
Although she didn’t think she could find them immediately, she felt it was much better than doing nothing.
“Rena, can you look into my eyes for a moment?”
“Huh? I don’t mind, but suddenly?”
“Hurry.”
“Is this okay?”
“Hmm…”
As expected, it wasn’t Rena either.
Iria turned her head with a slightly disappointed face.
At the level of a student with no resistance to mental abilities, simply making eye contact with Iria could cause mental damage.
“That’s enough.”
“Huh? What did you just do?”
“Nothing. It’s just that you have a face that seems to have lived a difficult life.”
“Iria, you have no friends.”
“……”
After that, ordinary conversations were exchanged.
It was mostly irrefutable facts being thrown at Iria, who was terribly bad at interpersonal communication.
Well, it wasn’t such a bad feeling.
Although Iria was the one being verbally beaten, the reason she stuck with Rena,
“If it weren’t for me, you wouldn’t have anyone to talk to.”
“Be quiet.”
A critical hit landed on Iria, who kept her mouth shut tightly.
It must have hurt so much that her body, which had been still, flinched.
Rena giggled while covering her mouth with one hand.
Iria had a better reaction than expected.
But she decided to stop there because it seemed like Iria might get genuinely angry if she continued.
Rena changed the topic.
“Anyway, you be careful too, Iria. Rumors say they target women walking alone. Since you’re pretty, you’ll probably be an easy target.”
“Can’t we just avoid going near there?”
“It doesn’t seem to be that simple. There’s the recent shortage of knights, and even aside from the rumored monster, that area has always had poor public safety. Lately, there seem to be crimes like kidnapping young women and selling them as slaves.”
“……”
Iria slightly furrowed her brow.
That wasn’t her doing.
Does it mean there are other residents in that back alley besides her?
It felt like the space she had first claimed as her residence was being invaded.
“In any case, it would be good to be careful if you’re a young woman, out late at night, and frequently lingering around the back alleys. Though I don’t think there would be someone that stupid.”
Regardless, Rena said with a smile.
In fact, if there were many incidents due to poor public safety, one could just avoid going near said place.
Rena, who had a perfectly normal human way of thinking, was right.
But Iria was a bit different.
‘Isn’t it a bit too perfect?’
No matter how she thought about it, she seemed to fit all three conditions.
She was a young woman, out late at night, and frequently lingering around the back alleys.
So Iria briefly imagined in her head what would happen if she were unlucky enough to encounter them.
“Hmm.”
Free food.
No matter how she thought about it, the conclusion was, ‘It might even be good.’
Encountering them on the way home today might not be such bad news.
But showing too much excitement in front of Rena seemed inappropriate.
Iria answered soullessly.
“The world is really dangerous these days.”
Was she unaware that she was the main culprit of that danger?
No, in fact, she didn’t seem to care much about her own story.
In the end, rumors are just rumors.
Regardless of their truth, they’ll heat up and spread quickly and then cool down when there is no more coal to be added.
It’s an atmosphere that will disappear as time passes.
That’s why Iria didn’t particularly pay attention to it.
However.
“But it seems the Knight Order has stated that they will respond strongly to this incident.”
“What?”
“Since a member of the Knight Order has gone missing, it seems the Knight Order headquarters will no longer dismiss it as a rumor. I heard they’re planning to send a large-scale subjugation team soon?”
“……”
This time, the words that came out of Rena’s mouth were something Iria couldn’t just ignore.
A large-scale subjugation team.
Iria quickly calculated in her head.
That’s something even Iria, who has lived in the back alleys for about a year, would find hard to handle.
Iria’s abilities function best when targeting one person at a time.
There’s nothing good about clashing with the Knight Order.
If she encounters them, it would be quite troublesome, and nothing much to gain.
‘I guess I’ll just sleep somewhere else for a while.’
So she chose to avoid them.
She just had a meal yesterday, so she wasn’t that hungry.
“Thank you for letting me know.”
***
On her way home after finishing her day at the Academy, Iria stopped before the city’s central fountain.
Someone in a familiar uniform blocked her way.
“I’m sorry. This area is currently off-limits.”
“……”
But that’s the way to her home.
Iria’s gaze turned to the area beyond.
The number of armed knights was more than she had thought.
“Do you have any business here?”
“No.”
Iria lost her home.
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Chapter 3
Though she had a home, she could no longer go to it.
Iria, who hadn’t left the alley since her possession, had nowhere else to go.
‘Maybe I shouldn’t have eaten the knight after all.’
Was it because she touched a member of the Knight Order last night?
She didn’t know they would move this actively.
Iria walked for a while, thinking.
‘…No.’
It was unavoidable then.
She wasn’t in her right mind, and she knew from experience what happened when she lost her sanity in this possessed body.
When Iria loses her sanity, she becomes a disaster.
Wasn’t that exactly what happened just a year ago?
She’s a monster who can’t maintain her sanity unless she eats humans.
If she hadn’t eaten the knight that day, she would have surely caused an even greater tragedy.
And this isn’t the first time the Knight Order has intervened.
As the saying goes, if the tail is long, it gets stepped on. For the past year, they have consistently chased Iria.
It was bound to happen someday anyway.
Unfortunately, the person she harmed yesterday happened to be a knight, so the schedule was just pushed forward a bit.
Although she had grown somewhat attached to the alley, it didn’t matter if she left for a few days.
Of course, it would be a bit inconvenient, but she had money today.
The wallet of the knight she ate yesterday was thicker than expected.
Late in the evening, Iria, wandering around the alley, entered a lit pub.
This was because Iria didn’t know the streets well outside the alley.
Pretending to order a drink, she seemed to be looking for an inn where she could stay for a few days.
“Give me your most popular drink.”
She sat down and ordered a drink.
The waiter handed her a menu, but she wasn’t yet familiar with this world’s writing.
Although she had been studying consistently for a year, there were still more things she couldn’t read than she could.
However, the waiter didn’t readily serve her alcohol.
Did they think she had no money?
Iria shook her thick wallet to show them, but nothing changed.
The young female waiter with a kind impression smiled bitterly.
“Um, customer? I’m sorry, but could you show me your ID?”
“Ah.”
Iria seemed to understand and put her hand in her pocket.
She was reaching for her own wallet, not the knight’s wallet she had stolen yesterday.
Rummaging around.
“Hmm……”
Where did I put it?
“Just a moment.”
Iria, denying reality as if it were impossible, put her hands in both pockets.
But it seemed impossible to grab something that didn’t exist.
It’s not there. Nowhere.
She rummaged through the small pockets, but in the end, nothing changed.
“……”
A moment of silence. And then.
“I’m an adult. Look at my Academy uniform.”
Iria pointed to the white uniform she was wearing.
Generally, students entering the Academy are adults.
Therefore, sometimes, the uniform worn on the body could serve as a means of proving one’s identity.
But as always, there are exceptions.
The waiter showed a slightly troubled expression.
“I’m really sorry, but we’ve received reports of underage students entering occasionally. It’s a bit difficult to sell alcohol just because you’re an Academy student.”
It was a day when she wanted to drown her sorrow of losing her residence in alcohol.
The spring season, with winter’s lingering chill, is cold.
If she ended up sleeping rough, she was thinking she should spend the less cold night in a drunken state.
It’s regrettable, but it can’t be helped.
Iria slightly furrowed her brow and ordered something else.
“…Then give me lemonade, please.”
The ordered drink came out faster than expected.
A yellow, non-alcoholic drink filled in a wooden cup is in front of Iria.
She didn’t feel good sipping on a trivial lemonade in a pub full of drunkards.
The gazes around were a bit stinging.
Not enough to be really bothered, though.
Iria took a sip of the drink in the cup and returned her eyes to the waiter.
She wanted to get to the main point now.
“Is there an inn nearby where I could stay for a few days? I have money.”
“If you go out of the store and walk east, there’s an inn called the Red Moon. I’m not sure if they have any vacancies right now, though.”
“Are there that many people?”
“Well… Right now, a mercenary group from the neighboring town is staying there. Honestly, I can’t guarantee there’ll be any vacant rooms.”
It’s a day when nothing is going as planned.
She’s been driven out of her home, lost her wallet, and now there might not even be a room at the inn.
Feeling at a loss, Iria poured the lemonade into her mouth.
Instead of bitter alcohol, she felt the tangy lemon taste spreading in her mouth.
‘In the end, will I have to sleep rough?’
Iria finished her drink and let out a tangy-scented sigh.
She was already worried about where to stay, especially in a place with poor public safety.
Someone approached her with a question.
“Need a place to sleep?”
Iria turned her head towards the direction of the voice.
It was a man who had been sending her sticky glances for a while now.
A rugged face and a muscular, huge build.
And a bald man with no hair.
That made him easy to remember.
He sat down next to Iria and grabbed her shoulder with his scarred hand.
“You’re pretty… Did you run away from home? Want uncle to give you a place to sleep?”
The laughter of men who seemed to be his subordinates could be heard.
Are these the mercenary group the waiter mentioned?
Iria read the memory of the man who made eye contact with her, gathering information.
The man sitting next to her is a 3rd-grade mercenary.
The two behind are 4th-grade, it seems.
Although these mercenaries all looked rough, they weren’t such bad people.
Unlike criminals who commit evil acts out of pure malice, they were officially hired for money.
But that doesn’t mean they were good.
The fact that they move for money also means they’ll do anything if paid enough.
They’d probably even kill someone if given a bit more bonus.
In fact, it seems quite a few people in mercenary groups were once part of the Knight Order but were kicked out for causing trouble.
So what business would such people have with her?
Iria was genuinely curious and asked.
“What business do you have with me?”
He said he’d give her a place to sleep, but she knew better than anyone that nothing in this world is free.
So they must want something from Iria too.
To figure that out, Iria tried to read the mercenary’s memories a bit more, but unfortunately, he no longer made eye contact with her.
He was only looking at her thighs under her skirt and her chest, not her face.
The bald man massaged Iria’s shoulder lecherously as he spoke.
His touch was very sticky as if he had done this more than once or twice.
“Well, you know… No need to spell it out. Let’s just spend a good night in our room. You get a place to sleep, and we both feel good. Isn’t it a win-win?”
The laughter of his subordinates behind could be heard.
I pondered for a moment to understand the reason.
The pondering didn’t last long.
“……”
I see.
In the end, they want my body too?
Men are such pitiful creatures.
Iria, who was once a man before falling into this world, wasn’t unfamiliar.
It’s just that this time, she happened to be the wrong target.
Although in human form, Iria is not human.
The foolish mercenary man failed to distinguish this and approached a demon.
Iria nodded.
“Alright.”
After all, she had nothing to lose in any form.
***
She followed them because they said they’d give her a place to sleep, but a fairly big problem occurred.
“What are you looking at?! Want to die?!”
First, the inn the bald man took her to was rented entirely by the mercenary group he belonged to.
“Edwin, you bastard, you brought a woman again? Think about the people you’re sharing with!”
“What’s the big deal? Looks like I’m not the only one who brought someone. Look at this. She’s an A-grade woman.”
So, the atmosphere inside was very hostile.
Several fierce gazes were directed at her.
It wasn’t particularly scary, but no one looked easy to deal with.
The original plan was to eat the bald man and his subordinates. Still, she realized she might turn an entire group into enemies if she was not careful.
‘If I kill them, I’ll be discovered right away.’
Killing people isn’t as easy as one might think.
It was because traces had to be erased, and the memories of those around had to be tampered with.
Is that all?
The body had to be hidden, and it was difficult to escape undetected with such a large number of people.
It wasn’t just about simply killing a few people.
So she decided to cancel eating the bald man.
She wasn’t that hungry anyway.
She was satisfied with getting a warm place to sleep with a roof over my head.
“Alright, come in this way.”
The bald man and his subordinates guided me to an empty room in the inn.
It was a cleaner and larger room than she had expected.
At least the facilities were better than where she had been living.
Iria immediately lay on the bed, making her feel really good.
If she closed her eyes in a place like this, she’d probably fall asleep easily.
Seeing her make herself comfortable as soon as they entered as if it were her home, the bald man who brought her seemed quite flustered.
“Hey. Aren’t you making yourself too comfortable?”
“This is my room now, isn’t it? All of you, get out.”
“What do you mean… Ugh!”
Iria grabbed the bald man’s collar and made eye contact.
At the pub, she had to control her power because there were so many eyes watching, but in a place isolated from the outside, the situation was a bit different.
As expected, his mental defense is a bit higher because he’s a mercenary.
She raised the level of hallucination without worry.
The bald man’s fierce eyes started to soften gradually.
Soon, his body will relax and lose strength.
“Hey! What are you doing now!”
“…Be quiet. The sound might leak out.”
After easily subduing the bald man, she immediately focused on his subordinates.
Actually, it’s okay if the sound leaks out.
Outside, the burly mercenary uncles were having a group dinner.
Any ordinary noise would be drowned out by their loud toasts.
So it was easy to subdue the remaining two people as well.
She slowly made eye contact with each of them, bringing them under her control.
Now, they will spend the deepest night ever.
They’ve fallen into a strong hallucination that they can’t break out of on their own.
She pointed at the tightly closed door with her finger and ordered them.
“If you’re that lonely, go to the next room and show some comradeship or something.”
‘Just don’t do it in front of me.’

Translator’s Corner
I had a huge brain lag moment while posting this chapter. My brain couldn’t comprehend why the chapter was in the single digits.
Also there was already fanart at this point in the novel. Chapter 3. Damn.

-Ruminas
Chapter 4
I had a dream.
Perhaps it might have been reality.
That day, I killed and ate an innocent person again.
The reason for killing? There was none.
I was just hungry.
Just as they didn’t want to die, I wanted to live.
In truth, I didn’t really want to kill either.
It was my true feelings that I couldn’t confess to anyone.
In my dream, I walked through an alley stained with blood.
It was what the people who died by my hands had spilled while screaming.
In a crimson puddle, my reflection was faintly visible.
A white monster with blood on its mouth.
Yesterday, whose voice did I imitate to enchant humans?
Exhausted from extreme hunger, I again sang their sorrows.
A voice that couldn’t be ignored, an appearance that couldn’t be resisted.
I would show the people coming near the back alley only their most painful memories.
My appearance reflected in the dream was like that too.
The white monster lured humans from deep in the back alley, and the humans entranced by it stepped deeper into the darkness.
I grabbed a person walking into the depths of the back alley.
Telling them they would die if they went that way, that what was ahead wasn’t the person they knew.
But they shook off my hand and walked beyond.
They probably knew this deep inside.
It seems they wanted to deny it desperately.
Maybe they wanted to meet that person from their memories one last time, even if it meant dying.
And what happened next was as expected.
The white monster brutally murdered the man who approached it.
That’s where the memory of my dream ended.
**
I opened my eyes, feeling the cold floor.
Wait, cold floor?
“……”
An unfamiliar ceiling.
The place where I opened my eyes wasn’t somewhere with a warm ceiling or a cozy blanket.
Rather, it was a much darker and damper space.
The cold stone floor was chilling against my bare skin.
Judging by the lack of outside noise, could it be underground?
I decided to look around first.
“Uh… Boss. Is this really okay? If we get chased by the Knight Order…”
“It’s fine, you idiot. Originally, anything’s legal as long as you don’t get caught. What are you gonna do if we get caught? We’re leaving the central city before dawn tomorrow.”
“Is that so?”
“Yeah. We need to make a big score before we leave. Anyway, the Knight Order is distracted from investigating the disappearances in the back alley. It’s the perfect timing to make our move.”
It was a damp and somewhat unpleasant prison.
The stone walls were slightly covered in moss and the iron bars confining me were prominent.
Since there didn’t seem to be anything I could do immediately, I listened to the voices coming from outside.
“So, what did you feed that woman to bring her here unconscious? The one with white hair.”
“Huh? We didn’t feed her anything. She was just sleeping. On the bed.”
“Sleeping on the bed? Haha! What a crazy bitch!”
Hmm.
That can’t be about me.
Anyway, I think I understand the situation now.
It seems I was kidnapped while sleeping in the room I had taken last night.
Looking beyond the iron bars, I could see many other people tied up, some of them with slave tattoos.
‘Slave traders?’
A fairly reasonable deduction.
If they kidnapped me for financial gain, there was no other possibility I could think of.
Feeling the restraints on my hands and feet, I sat up from my lying position.
In the prison where I was confined, there were other people tied up and collapsed beside me.
I was the only one conscious, which suggested they might have used some kind of drug.
As I turned my head a bit more, I made eye contact with a man.
He wasn’t bald.
Just an unfamiliar man I’d never seen before.
“What? You’re awake? It would have been better if you’d stayed asleep.”
“……”
“You know you’ve been kidnapped, right?”
I nodded.
If you wake up in an unfamiliar place with your hands and feet tied, wouldn’t anyone know?
“Geez, how can you be so calm when you’ve been kidnapped?”
“……?”
“Hey. Are you ignoring me?”
I really don’t know what kind of reaction he wants from me.
Should I pretend to be scared?
I’m not good at acting, so I didn’t bother.
I raised my head and looked at his face.
His face was all scrunched up as if something was really bothering him.
“Looks like you still don’t understand the situation. You’re going to be sold at a slave auction now. You know that?”
He drew a dagger from his waist and brought it to my face.
He probably doesn’t really intend to stab me.
It would decrease the value of the merchandise.
Maybe that’s why it didn’t look very threatening.
I don’t die from being stabbed with a sword in the first place.
But if I don’t react this time, it might hurt his pride, so I decided to be considerate.
“I’m scared.”
I’ve heard that normal humans get scared when a knife is held to their face.
The man in front of me probably expected such a reaction from me.
To make the act a bit more convincing, I shook my body slightly.
I’ve heard that humans tremble when they’re terrified.
Shake, shake.
Worried that I might arouse unnecessary suspicion, I shook my body earnestly.
But was this not the right way to do it?
The mercenary man’s face turned completely red.
“You bastard! Do you dare joke wit-”
“Hey, that’s enough.”
The man finally lost his temper and tried to swing the knife at me, but someone stopped him.
It seems to be the superior of the man holding the knife.
“You, do you know how much a woman who’s just turned twenty is worth? What would you do if the boss found out?”
“Tch. Fucking bitch.”
The man put away his knife while spitting out curses.
So he’s not going to stab me after all.
If he had stabbed me, I was planning to take the hit and then kill him.
It’s not that it would be difficult to kill everyone here and escape; it’s just that the cleanup would be troublesome.
Fortunately, it didn’t come to that.
Blood is hard to wash out of a white school uniform.
So, I didn’t really want to kill him.
“You, you bastard. We’ll see next time.”
“……”
The scrawny man threatened me even as he turned to leave.
I shook my body again to signify my fear of his threat.
Of course, I wasn’t really scared of him, but the reactions to this were quite interesting.
Since such small movements provoked such big reactions, I couldn’t help but continue.
“That bastard, until the end… Ah, forget it.”
He was about to turn back with the knife in his hand but eventually gave up.
It seems he wants to avoid unnecessary emotional conflicts.
After the scrawny man left, only his superior remained here.
The man with the sharp features has been just watching me without saying anything, so it’s not very interesting.
As a heavy silence settled, I wanted to get out.
‘I think I could break this if I just put some strength into it.’
I was looking down at the restraints binding my hands and feet.
I had to think about how to undo this and get out.
I put a little strength into my bound hands.
Twang!
And the restraints broke.
It breaks more easily than I thought.
Along with the loud sound of the chains breaking, the expression of the man watching me changed.
“You, what are you!”
The man who had been boringly serious until now, his face colored with bewilderment was quite a sight to see.
I immediately broke the restraints on both my feet as well, then stood up.
He was looking into my eyes.
“Adrian.”
I called the man’s name.
Judging by his reaction, he seemed to want to ask how I knew his name.
Of course, I don’t intend to tell him.
He won’t remember anything about today anyway.
“How pitiful, your lover died two years ago. It seems the lingering sorrow hasn’t faded yet.”
“How, how do you know that……”
I bent the iron bars of the underground prison with my hands and slipped out.
Adrian, scared of me doing this, stepped back.
I had business with him, so I approached him, but Adrian was busy running away, matching my steps.
“What, what is this! My body won’t move!”
So I had no choice but to restrain him.
I was trying to make him comfortable quickly, but he was the bad one for running away.
I slowly approached Adrian, whose feet were bound.
With each step I took, his face was dyed with terror.
This might be more fun than I thought.
“Aaargh! Don’t come near me!!”
Adrian, unable to bear his fear of me, trembled.
So this is what it’s supposed to look like.
Indeed, learning from an experienced trainer is much better than I imagined.
Having approached right in front of Adrian like that, I stroked his cheek.
Holding his face, I made him look into my eyes.
“You’re very lucky. I’m not hungry today.”
As he met my eyes at close range, his body started to go limp.
It’s because I showed him a hallucination.
Soon, he’ll forget everything about me too.
I slowly closed his eyes with my hand.
He must be having a happy dream.
Meeting his dead lover in a dream, what kind of conversation are they having?
I was a bit curious, but I had no intention of prying into someone else’s private life.
I turned around without any lingering feelings, and Adrian collapsed powerlessly in that spot.
“Well, have a good dream.”
Though I don’t know when you’ll wake up.
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“Well, sweet dreams.”
Iria is really brutal.
-Ruminas
Chapter 5
I wanted to quietly go outside, but unfortunately, I was clumsy at concealing my presence.
This is because strong demons have an enormous presence regardless of their will.
That’s why I had been doing the troublesome task of slightly modifying people’s memories of me through ‘memory manipulation’ with everyone I met.
Perhaps combat was unavoidable from the moment I broke the restraints and messed with the mercenary group.
Thinking about it now, it’s a bit funny.
All I did was take a room, and when I woke up, I was kidnapped by strangers.
Are these the bad people from the back alleys Rena talked about?
If so, I’d feel a little less guilty if I accidentally killed them.
I couldn’t hide my presence, but I was even less confident in controlling my strength.
If I ended up fighting someone, I couldn’t guarantee their survival.
But.
‘Let’s get out first.’
I didn’t want to stay in this damp, unpleasant place any longer.
Even if I ended up killing a few people, I wanted to get outside first.
That’s when I was walking down the corridor with a knife in hand.
“P-please save me……”
“Hmm?”
I turned my head toward the direction of the voice.
It was the direction where the slaves were tied up.
There was a woman with orange hair and cat ears tied up there.
A beast-person slave brought in from another village?
She was in a terrible state.
Her whole body was covered in blood, as if she had been whipped, and most of her clothes were torn.
She was tied up with both hands raised to the sky, and her arms supporting her entire body weight looked extremely painful.
Do humans do such things to other humans?
I made eye contact with her and briefly read her memory.
They exercised violence and abused her just because she had ears and a tail?
It’s truly despicable behavior.
I was a demon, but I didn’t do such things.
“P-please… I don’t want to die like this.”
The nameless cat girl begged me for help.
Does she know who I am?
It’s a paradoxical situation.
If I open that iron bar and break her restraints, I might eat her.
She is human, and I am a demon.
It’s common sense that demons attack humans, and humans run away from such demons.
Is it because I currently have a human form that she doesn’t recognize me as a demon?
No, she knows I’m a demon.
From the moment I broke the restraints with my hands, I had no intention of hiding my identity.
I was releasing the demonic energy I had hidden while staying at the Academy.
It was easier to use my hallucination ability that way.
Demonic energy is not a power that humans can handle.
So she is aware that I am a demon.
Then why is she begging me?
I was a bit curious, but I didn’t care much.
The emotions humans feel must be different from mine, a demon.
Before opening the iron bars, I asked her first.
“I don’t mind helping, but if I open this now, I might kill you. Is that okay?”
“T-that’s……”
Then I waited for her answer.
The reason I can’t give a definite answer as to whether I’ll kill or save her is because I don’t know myself well enough either.
I might try to save her but then change my mind at any moment.
The urge to chase after fleeing humans is like an instinct for demons.
I wasn’t a demon who lied, so I didn’t readily tell her I would save her.
I just waited quietly.
I decided to give her enough time to organize her thoughts.
“……”
But no matter how long I waited, she didn’t answer my question.
Or rather, she couldn’t answer?
It doesn’t matter.
Breaking the iron bars and restraints confining her wasn’t a difficult task.
I just swung the knife twice.
The first strike cut through the iron bars, and the second cut through the iron chains binding her hands.
“…Eh?”
Freed from her restraints, she made a dumbfounded sound as if she didn’t understand the situation.
I didn’t intend to kill her.
I guess I wasn’t in the mood for that today.
She could run away or not. I didn’t care.
I wasn’t interested in humans who showed no reaction.
So I turned around without any lingering feelings.
Then suddenly, I thought making a grand mess might not be bad since I’d already started causing trouble.
So I broke the restraints of every slave I saw as I passed through the corridor.
This time too, there was no reason.
If they’re upset, they shouldn’t have kidnapped people in the first place.
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Chapter 6
I was transported into a novel I didn’t even know.
It was about 1 year and 3 months ago, perhaps. I didn’t remember exactly.
In fact, even my memories of being human were hazy.
The longer I lived as a monster, the more my memories of my previous life faded away.
It seemed that as I became more accustomed to the sensations of being a monster, the ones I felt as a human became duller.
Memories that were once there scattered and disappeared.
My emotions were shallower than before. That’s why I always felt empty inside.
If they had never existed in the first place, it might have been different. But losing things that were originally there made the emptiness feel even greater.
That’s why I was in a hurry to return to my original world.
Because I didn’t have much time left.
If time continues to flow like this, if the things inside me continue to disappear…
“……”
I might not want to return to being human anymore.
***
Surprisingly, the security in the underground prison wasn’t as strict as Iria had thought.
Perhaps it was because the mercenaries who sold her to the slave trader were acting as guards.
Either way, they weren’t very strong opponents. Most of them fell to her lightly swung strikes.
Silver hair swayed in the dark, damp corridor of the underground prison.
She moved with leisurely steps, holding a small dagger in one hand.
Iria didn’t bother to hide herself as she walked because she was confident in her strength. After all, once today passed, they wouldn’t remember her anyway.
“……”
“……”
Silence fell in the corridor that had been briefly noisy with Iria’s escape from prison.
Even though quite a few people were still staying here, there were several reasons for this strange phenomenon.
Firstly, some mercenaries who didn’t know their place rushed at the back alley monster and fainted.
Secondly, those who witnessed this scene all lost their will to fight.
She was clearly a girl with a smaller build than them, but that figure felt enormous. The mercenaries had to tremble in fear at her sharp spirit.
The fortunate thing, if anything, was that Iria didn’t attack them first.
The monster who had crushed all the humans who rushed at her with force seemed to have little interest in the remaining rabble.
She scanned the humans collapsed on the floor with her eyes. Her expressionless face, where it was hard to find any change in expression, seemed to exude a slight chill.
The gaze looking down from above was extremely cold.
It was like eyes looking at insignificant beings that couldn’t harm her in any way.
“Nothing special.”
She watched them intently for a while, then left.
It seemed the person she was looking for wasn’t there either.
And there was a human who reached out towards Iria as she was leaving with her back turned.
It was Evelyn, a 2nd-rank mercenary who had been the first to be knocked out by her and had just regained consciousness.
She was a well-known magician in the group.
She’d built an impressive track record in a short period and was the de facto number two in the organization.
To be outclassed and outmaneuvered by a woman so much younger and smaller than her was hardly something to be proud of.
Finally, unable to contain her anger, she aimed a spell at Iria’s back.
“Monstrous bitch…”
A monster, but also a child who didn’t understand the world.
There was something arrogant about showing her back on the battlefield, especially in front of a mage of her caliber.
While it was true that she possessed overwhelming force, her actual combat experience would be far inferior.
Otherwise, she wouldn’t have made such a rookie mistake.
Mercenaries, on the other hand, are always risking their lives for money. That’s the difference between the two in the first place.
‘So, close your eyes in regret at your past actions, for that sky-high pride is your undoing.’
With that thought, Evelyn drew mana into her hands. A high-level military magic was carved into the air.
-Whoosh!
A blue glow of mana flared up, igniting the spell formula. This spell has been modified to maximize mana consumption to increase its lethality.
No monster would survive such a powerful strike.
When Evelyn finished preparing the spell, Iria stopped in her tracks.
“If you fire that, you will die.”
She said, turning her head only slightly. Her tone was as cold as ever.
Raising the dagger in her hand, she warned coldly. It was as if she were telling her to stop if she didn’t want to die.
But Evelyn snorted at the sight.
She’d already deployed the spell, and she was far, far away from Iria’s sword.
Breaking through a high-level magic spell with no magic of her own, traveling a long distance, and swinging a sword? That’s ridiculous.
It’s a realm that is impossible for humans. So her words were a bluff.
“Stupid, you’re the one who’s going to die!”
Evelyn unleashed the magic she had prepared.
-Rrrrrrr!
A great blue flame erupted, engulfing the corridors of the dungeon.
It was impossible to dodge. The corridor was narrow.
The magical power of a second-rate mercenary burning all the mana in her body was enough to cover the narrow corridor.
Thus, Evelyn was certain of victory.
The flames of high-level magic burned the human body and melted the bones. With her body covered in such flames, she should have vanished without a trace by now.
And just as she’d expected, there was no Iria in the hallway after the flames had died down.
There was only the hallway, clean and organized as if it had never been there in the first place.
“Ha, ha, ha… That’s what you deserve, Asshole.”
That’s what happens when you talk trash in enemy territory.
Evelyn laughed bitterly and let out a ragged breath.
It wasn’t long before she realized something was wrong.
Her vision spun.
It flew through the air momentarily, then plummeted to the ground.
Evelyn didn’t even realize what had happened; she just closed her eyes once and opened them. The next thing she knew, her head was separated from her body.
Her face was in the dirt. Only then did the dull pain hit her.
‘Was my throat cut? When?’
She didn’t know. She probably never will.
The last thing she saw before she slipped into unconsciousness was silver hair and red eyes.
“Stupid, you’re the one that’s dead.”
I looked down at the severed neck with cold eyes and said, frowning slightly.
Human blood is notoriously difficult to remove from clothing. I wanted to avoid unnecessary killing as much as possible.
Covered in blood, I felt a little unhappy. I didn’t completely avoid the flames either, so my hair and clothes got slightly burnt, which was unpleasant.
Killing the other party would not solve this problem or make me feel better.
It was a lose-lose business. I was offended, and she lost her life.
That’s why I told her not to do it. Humans are both wise and foolish.
With that, I sighed and started walking again, but then I saw something.
I looked at my reflection in the mirror, not knowing why it was there.
“…….”
I look terrible.
My once-white hair was stained half-red with blood, and my red eyes shone brightly in the darkness.
I’m walking down the corridors of a half-collapsed dungeon.
And in my hand, a bloody dagger.
“Monstrous bitch.”
It was literal.
No matter how I looked in the mirror, I didn’t look normal.
But for some reason, I thought it was perfectly fitting.
Maybe it was because I was a man-eating killer. A reflection of her demon blood.
I let out a bitter laugh and continued onward.
***
There hasn’t been a sign of the guards guarding since then.
They must have fled, realizing that regular people couldn’t even grab me by the ankles.
So it was easier to move forward. I wish they would have gotten out of the way earlier.
Contrary to the popular image of demons, I was surprisingly not hostile to humans. Unlike most demons, I was intelligent.
There would have been no bloodshed if they had let me pass quietly.
I guess money is a powerful driving force.
Even as a demon living among humans, I needed money and could understand how they felt.
Though the last woman I killed, Evelyn, was beyond my comprehension.
I stopped, held my chin, and tried to think about it, but eventually gave up.
It wasn’t something I could answer now. Human emotions were something I knew and didn’t know.
With that out of my mind, I climbed the stairs.
This must be the basement, right? It’s just down that hallway to the outside.
I quickly started walking to get out of here. Then, I paused for a moment.
Because I sensed life.
By the time I realized something was wrong and stopped, a blade was already flying towards me.
The attack was aimed squarely at my neck. I raised the dagger in my right hand.
-CLANG!!!
The heavy clash of metal sent a shock through my hand.
I took a step back and countered the sudden blow.
I spun the dagger in my hand and swung with all my might.
-Slash!
But nothing was cut. I quickly stepped back and readied myself.
Maybe I have good instincts. Perhaps I’m just reactive.
“I was blocked?”
The middle-aged man who swung the knife at me smiled a ferocious grin.
I hadn’t felt him move at all as he approached me. At first glance, he didn’t look like the men I’d seen earlier in the basement.
“……”
He was looking at me, so I did the same.
He was a sharp-looking man. His body was covered in scars from countless battles, and his breathing was stable.
That alone told me he was a mercenary of the first rank or higher.
But I had my doubts.
I just wanted to get out of there. I didn’t particularly intend to harm them.
His men were the first to sink their teeth into me, forcing me to kill them, but why would he antagonize me?
Because I ran amok underground? No, not really. Because he was not a part of this slave market.
If the fortune collapsed, it would be the slave owners who would take the hit, not him.
But he didn’t feel alive.
At first, I thought he was angry because I had killed one of his men, but now I realize it wasn’t that.
His face was colored not with anger but with greed.
So I asked him.
“Why?”
He answered my question.
“Money.”
“Aha.”
And I was immediately convinced. It was a more troubling reason than I thought.
Wasn’t his life worth a few bucks? Maybe he genuinely thought he could beat me.
But it didn’t matter. Because after I locked eyes with him, I understood what he was all about.
And from that moment on, I had no intention of letting him live. On the contrary, I was glad to see him here.
He was the one I was looking for.
“Beorn.”
That was his name.
I pointed the sword in my hand at Beorn.
“I’ll play.”
I didn’t like to move my body, but I made an exception for him. He was worth it.
I gave a small laugh.
Today was my lucky day.
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I inherit the memories of the ones I consume.
For example, if I ate a knight, I could make their sword my own.
If I ate a mage, I could make their mana manipulation techniques my own.
As a monster in the back alleys, there was an ability I desperately needed.
‘Concealment.’
Despite needing to operate quietly without others knowing, I was clumsy at hiding.
I went around altering the memories of all the people I saw, but the fact that rumors about me still leaked out says it all.
Meddling with other people’s minds is more mentally exhausting and dangerous than one might think.
That’s why I needed a skill to easily hide my body.
I couldn’t keep relying solely on memory manipulation forever.
“…!”
Beorn had what I wanted.
So he had to die for my survival.
I didn’t have ill feelings toward him, but the world operates on the concept of survival of the fittest.
Didn’t he also try to gain monetary benefits by selling or killing me? It was clearly self-defense.
After exchanging sword blows with me, he once again concealed his appearance.
It wasn’t just invisible to the naked eye.
Even footsteps or presence couldn’t be sensed.
I couldn’t accurately detect where he was unless he got very close.
But it’s okay.
Usually, attacks using a sword unintentionally carry hostility when swung.
I was particularly sensitive to killing intent, so it wasn’t difficult to fend off his attacks.
And,
-Clang!!
When I made physical contact with him, the perception-hindering magic scattered and disappeared.
It was the same when our swords clashed.
It seemed to disappear when receiving a certain level of impact.
Once again, Beorn, who clashed swords with me in the middle, showed clear signs of surprise.
It was understandable.
Until just before contact, it was an invisible sword strike, so probably no one had been able to block it until now.
“You… What kind of bastard are you?”
Beorn took a step back and frowned.
What kind of bastard? It was a difficult question to answer.
I didn’t know how to respond, so I slightly released the magical energy in my body.
A thick black mist settled down.
I indirectly let him know that I wasn’t human.
“…A magical beast?”
I didn’t deny his question.
I just raised my sword, waiting for his action.
It wasn’t a situation that required conversation.
This was a battle of slaughter.
For our own reasons, we had to kill each other.
There was no good or evil in it.
It was just to live a little more comfortably in this world.
That was true for me, and for Beorn as well.
Struggling to survive is like an instinct of living beings.
Nothing was wrong, and so I respected his will too.
He wanted to kill me.
If possible, he would do so.
After all, aren’t we all just trying to make a living? He wasn’t wrong.
It was simply a difference in positions.
“Hmm.”
I raised my sword and took a stance.
At first, I tried to subdue him with hallucinations, but he wouldn’t meet my eyes.
Was his intuition good?
When I turned my gaze towards his eyes, he avoided eye contact, and when it seemed he couldn’t prevent it, he increased the distance.
At that distance, even if our eyes met, I couldn’t show him hallucinations.
Has my ability been figured out?
It might have become known due to all the chaos I caused in the underground prison.
After all, the people I tormented were probably his subordinates too.
But.
‘It doesn’t matter.’
Sometimes, a physical conversation using blades wasn’t bad either.
Conveniently, the human I ate yesterday was a knight.
I gripped the knife handle with both hands and prepared to leap.
And.
-Clang!
Beorn and I leaped simultaneously.
I accelerated by repeatedly pushing off the ground while he concealed his appearance.
I swung my sword several times towards where I thought he might be, but it didn’t connect.
Even when I closed my eyes and concentrated, I couldn’t sense his presence.
I chased after him, moving quickly through the narrow corridor, but I couldn’t find him.
So I had to think.
The contemplation wasn’t long, and the decision was bold.
Even if I couldn’t see him, he must be nearby.
I changed the direction of the sword blade.
I raised the dagger held in my right hand and stabbed my left.
With a squelch, red blood burst into the air.
-Whoosh!
I swung my left hand, which had been pierced by my sword.
Blood splattered in the surrounding hall.
The crimson flew through the air and eventually hit Beorn, and only then could I see him clearly.
He had concealed his appearance and made no sound, but he couldn’t erase the smell of blood.
Moreover, since it was my blood, I could find him easily.
“There you are.”
I immediately took a stance and leaped.
Gripping the dagger with both hands, I used the sword technique etched in my memory.
After one large sword strike, two more sword strikes followed.
It looked as if one sword strike was divided into three.
Imperial Sword Style, Third Form.
When it came into my hands, the technique of using one large sword strike as a decoy and two as the actual attack completely transformed into a different technique.
It was no longer a decoy.
The one large sword strike was to completely break the opponent’s sword, and the two following sword strikes were to surely inflict fatal wounds.
A technique created by humans to catch monsters was being used by a monster.
That’s why the level of its power was different.
-Shiik!
A coarse-cutting sound echoed through the air.
It was the sound of Beorn’s body being sliced.
“Arghhhh!!”
He, who had lost one arm in an instant, let out a terrible scream.
The sword he had swung to defend himself broke in the middle, and I cut down the now powerless him with my dagger.
Beorn appeared with his concealment undone.
He was clutching the stump of his severed arm, writhing in pain, and at this point, he looked pitiful.
“Ugh!! You son of a bitch!!”
“……”
Looking closely, he wasn’t pitiable at all.
I moved forward, holding the blood-stained knife.
As I approached him to finish things off, he backed away in dismay.
“You fucking!! Don’t come!! Don’t come, you bitch!!”
A bitch, huh?
I felt hurt.
I moved a little closer.
“W-wait!! I, I was wrong!! So please!!”
After anger comes fear, is it?
It didn’t seem like a particularly necessary thing to say, so I didn’t.
I kept walking.
“You fuck-”
They say a cornered rat will bite a cat.
I wasn’t a cat, but Beorn pulled a dagger from his waist and swung it at me.
It seems he had a hidden weapon.
However, he had already lost his fighting spirit, so he couldn’t swing the sword as well as before.
Gripped by fear, he just wildly swung the dagger-holding hand.
Annoyed by that, I lightly deflected it and swung my own.
“Aaaaagh!!! My arm!! Aaaaagh!!”
He still seemed to have strength left to move, so I made sure he couldn’t.
Finally, Beorn, who had received a fatal wound, fell to his knees.
This time, he surely wouldn’t be able to move.
That’s how I was able to reach right in front of him.
Hazy eyes and an expression that looked painful.
I don’t have a hobby of torturing living humans.
I decided to make him rest as quickly as possible.
I lowered myself to sit, matching our eye levels.
Then, I made his hazy eyes meet mine.
“Sleep well.”
I cupped his cheeks with both hands and whispered softly.
What would he see before closing his eyes for the last time?
I slowly met his eyes and read his memories to absorb his ability.
The first thing that appeared was the most painful scene of a winter day.
That’s when I realized.
Until the last moment when he closed his eyes, he was having a terrible nightmare.
***
The business at the slave market seemed to be wrapping up like that.
After eating Beorn, I tried to make myself disappear as a test.
“……”
Did it work?
From my perspective as the user, it was hard to feel what had changed or what was different.
It seemed closer to the concept of casting a perception-hindering magic around me than to my body becoming transparent.
To me, I could see my body just fine.
But my reflection didn’t appear in the mirror.
Maintaining this state consumed stamina, so it seemed there were some limitations to it as well.
Even so.
‘How much money is all this?’
I don’t know why this Beorn guy carried so much money.
I counted, and it was 100 gold coins.
Is there usually a reason to carry this much cash around?
I quietly pocketed the money pouch.
It was delicious.
Feeling good, I climbed the stairs to go outside.
Then there was a man I’d never seen before.
Reading his memories, I found out he was the owner of this slave market.
When our eyes met, his face turned pale.
“Y-y-you!”
What’s this?
I hit him once on the head to knock him out.
In his hand was a money pouch.
Counting that too, it contained 100 gold coins.
What’s this?
Is he giving it to me?
I took that too.
The way to become rich wasn’t as difficult as I thought.
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Probably because of the ruckus I made, the location of the slave market was discovered by the knights.
Anyway, it wasn’t something I needed to worry about.
I had left the place after concealing my appearance.
It was strange that no one could recognize me even though I was walking right under their noses.
Wondering if I was really invisible, I even waved my hand in front of their eyes, but they still couldn’t recognize me.
The outside was still dark when I came out.
It wasn’t even dawn yet?
Walking in the dawn, covered in blood all over my body, is somewhat dreamlike.
Maybe it’s because of the sweet smell wafting from my entire body.
Or maybe it’s because I’m not in my right mind right now.
Even though it’s been over a year since I became a monster, I still haven’t gotten used to the feeling right after eating a human.
My breathing was heavy, and my face was noticeably flushed.
I don’t particularly enjoy it, but it feels very good when I eat humans.
That’s why it’s difficult to maintain rationality while eating, and I often find myself in a trance right after it.
It’s probably because it stimulates primitive desires like instincts.
But now it was especially severe.
Usually, I suppress my desires by minimizing the frequency of meals, but this time, I ate humans two days in a row.
“Haa, haa……”
I grabbed a nearby wall and exhaled roughly.
It wasn’t that I felt unwell.
Rather, the problem was that I felt too good.
My vitality was overflowing to an excessive degree.
I can’t control my strength, so anything I grab with my hands gets crushed.
I needed to calm down first.
‘Just a little more. Please. Should I eat just one more? It doesn’t seem like I’ll get caught anyway.’
I was too excited.
My reason was half paralyzed, and I couldn’t think normally.
Even though I know in my head that I shouldn’t, my body still wants it.
“Ugh……”
I should just sleep.
It’s something I can erase cleanly as if nothing happened, just like I usually do.
But where?
Sleeping outside is too risky.
Of course, I’m not in danger, but in this state, I can’t guarantee that I won’t attack people passing by.
And.
If I eat one more person in this state, I might really go berserk, so I absolutely can’t.
That’s why I had to find a separate place to stay.
Somewhere quiet where no one would come.
Should I go to the back alley as usual?
That was my favorite place.
It was quiet, dark, and had a comforting smell of magical energy.
But there might still be knights on patrol.
If I encountered them in this state, it would surely be troublesome.
The excessive heat in my body was quite difficult to bear.
I wanted to drink human blood.
I lightly licked the blood on my hand with my tongue.
The tingling sensation that slightly touched the tip of my tongue seemed addictive.
His blood was sweet.
Very much so.
But it had the opposite effect.
Such a small amount of blood was not enough to properly satisfy the desire; rather, it made me frustrated and uneasy.
My heart beat fast with the desire to taste more.
So.
-Stab!
I stabbed a dagger into my left shoulder.
With a sharp pain, my body was dyed red.
I was already covered in blood, but now I was covered in even more blood.
“……Now I feel a bit better.”
Still, the pain helped me regain my senses a bit.
My appetite decreased as my own blood mixed with the blood covering my body.
I thought I should quickly go find a house.
***
If you have money, you can do most things.
Finding a house was like that too.
In the black market, some places sell ownerless houses cheaply for various reasons.
Right now, I have 200 gold coins.
So it was possible to get one without much difficulty.
“Hello.”
“W-what the fuck.”
There were some problems in the process of purchasing, though.
Not everyone warmly welcomed me, covered in blood from head to toe.
“Um… the blood, how did you……”
“Are you curious?”
“Ah, no! Never mind!”
Is it because there’s a knife stuck in my shoulder?
Somehow, I forgot to pull out the knife I had stabbed myself with.
I applied moderate force and pulled out the dagger.
Then, dark red blood gushed out like a fountain.
“Aaaagh!! Get out! Get out now!!” (TN: This line is sponsored by James “the goat” Baily.)
“……?”
Anyway, I decided to leave since I had received the keys.
The newly acquired house was quite to my liking.
It was dirty because it hadn’t been managed for long, but I liked that it was dark and quiet.
Above all, it was very close to the back alley where I used to live.
According to the owner, that’s why it was an abandoned house.
No one wanted to go near the alley where monsters were said to appear.
The owner also felt uneasy and wanted to dispose of it quickly, so he sold it cheaply.
I got it for about 70 gold coins.
I gave 10 more coins because I accidentally broke the wall of the owner’s house.
[I’m sorry. I broke it.]
[No, how in the world did you……]
[It broke when I leaned on it.]
My physical condition wasn’t normal.
My condition was seriously good.
Is this the potential that this body originally had?
It was inconvenient for daily life, so I hoped it would worsen soon.
After entering my new house, I decided to wash my body first.
I took off all my clothes and entered the bathroom.
The first thing I saw was my reflection in the mirror again.
My eyes, blood-red, and my hair, half silver and half red, stood out.
The hair wasn’t actually red. It was just blood stuck to it.
When I washed it with cold water, it quickly came off.
‘From the outside, I look exactly like a human.’
Looking only at the appearance, I don’t think I look like a magical beast at all.
What makes me different from humans?
I pondered for a moment.
No, it wasn’t just a moment.
This time, I pondered for a long time.
While feeling the cold water on my head, I thought continuously, endlessly.
At this rate, I might spend all day just getting soaked.
“……”
I don’t know.
I didn’t want to become a monster yet.
I wanted to go back.
I hated myself for getting excited every time I saw human blood.
I was afraid of myself for killing humans without hesitation more and more.
Maybe it was because I pondered more deeply than ever before.
Or was it because I endlessly questioned myself while looking in the mirror?
I could make a fairly accurate diagnosis about myself.
I hadn’t gone mad yet.
I wasn’t a monster yet.
But I was going mad.
But I was becoming a monster.
“……A year ago, it wasn’t this bad.”
Yeah, it wasn’t like this until a year ago.
Back then, I was scared because it hadn’t been long since I was possessed.
I turned off the water pouring on my head, feeling the passage of time physically.
My head seemed cold enough now.
I came out without drying my long hair because it was bothersome.
I didn’t wipe the water off my body or put on clothes.
I just laid down on the bed as I was.
The bed sheets and blanket were damp from the moisture, but I didn’t really care.
I just wanted to sleep a bit now.
I wasn’t sleepy, but I wanted to calm my overheated body.
“Hmm……”
The feeling of the blanket against my naked body is quite nice.
I closed my eyes, surrendering my body to that softness.
I was able to fall asleep not long after.
And.
I dreamed.
***
It was a life that started from the bottom.
When I was seven years old, I was abandoned by my parents.
They said they didn’t have money to feed me.
I was thrown onto the streets before I was old enough to understand.
I had no money, no home, and nothing to eat.
Do you know how ugly humans can become when starved to the extreme?
I lived by eating food scraps thrown away from restaurants.
Even that wasn’t enough, so I fought with other beggars over the scraps.
Saying that’s mine to eat.
That I would eat it today no matter what.
I prayed to God every day that as long as I could endure this hell, please just let me live.
Please, God.
Please let me eat garbage tomorrow.
Please punish the thugs who beat me.
Please don’t let winter come.
I don’t dare to hope for a warm home or delicious meals. That’s beyond my station.
So please.
Just let me live in this world.
“Hey! Catch that bastard!”
Now unable to even eat scraps, I stole bread to survive.
The angry owner’s voice is scary.
If I’m caught, I’ll surely be beaten to death.
That’s why I had to run desperately.
For someone else, it might be a cheap item that is not worth a second glance, but for me, it was worth risking my life for.
I ate the bread, which was too hard to chew with my teeth then, by soaking it in water.
In the end, I survived today too.
It might be more accurate to say I endured because I didn’t have the courage to die.
But having survived today, I had to worry about tomorrow right away.
I was lucky today, but they will be on guard starting tomorrow.
I didn’t think the same method would work multiple times.
“Fuck……”
If that’s the case, I’d rather no one could see me.
I hated the looks of disgust or contempt directed at me.
If possible, I wanted to live where no one’s gaze could reach me.
I wanted to see money.
And.
“Beorn.”
Did the prayers I offered every day in tears finally reach God?
At some point, I became able to hide my body.
“Become a mercenary.”
There was someone who took notice of my talent.
That’s how I became a mercenary.
Chapter 9
I dreamed of rummaging through garbage cans and stealing bread, unable to overcome hunger.
I raised my upper body, feeling slightly dizzy.
When I opened my eyes, my whole body was drenched in cold sweat.
Is this Beorn’s memory?
It’s not the first time someone else’s memories have appeared in a dream.
Taking away abilities was essentially the same as taking away memories entirely.
But it’s the first time such a dark memory has appeared so realistically, like reality.
For some reason, I felt I understood why he was obsessed with money.
Is this a nightmare too, if it can be called that?
Thanks to this, my condition is the worst.
It’s the perfect state to go to the academy.
I decided to wash my body, which had become uncomfortable from being soaked in sweat.
***
The Basics of Mana.
It’s a subject where you learn to efficiently use mana, which constitutes the human body.
This is a mandatory first-year subject regardless of department. Because many students take it, it’s usually held in a large lecture hall.
Every human is born with mana in their body.
Although there are differences in the amount people are born with, everyone must have it.
After all, how efficiently one handles the given mana often determines the level of one’s power.
“I’m Albert, in charge of teaching the Basics of Mana.”
A person was standing at the front of the large lecture hall, facing the many students.
He was a young man with calmly settled blue hair and glasses.
The dark circles under his eyes gave him a somewhat sharp impression.
But anyone could tell he has had a few sleepless nights.
After a brief self-introduction, he adjusted his glasses and opened his mouth.
“I’ll be teaching you all for a year. Nice to meet you.”
The Basics of Mana was a mandatory subject for the entire first year.
That’s how important it was.
Whether they liked it or not, they would have to face each other for a year.
Albert didn’t bother doing the foolish thing of conducting a class from the first day.
“Today is the first class. So before we start the main lesson, I plan to take time to explain the subject.”
Albert explained slowly like that.
Mana is the most basic substance in practical combat.
Its utility depends on the user’s capability; in some cases, it can manifest as one’s own special ability.
In this subject, we will first learn how to control that mana.
Most first-year students can’t properly use the power they have.
They have no practical combat experience, nor have they learned how.
Therefore, a lot of mana is unnecessarily wasted.
Just learning to correct and control this greatly increases one’s capability.
And.
It was important to accurately know and understand one’s capabilities to do this.
Albert pointed to the purple crystal ball placed on the podium.
“This is a mana meter. Today, we’ll end the class by determining the total amount of mana you possess. I’ll demonstrate first.”
Then he placed his hand on the crystal ball.
He infused mana into it.
Then, the crystal ball emitted light and displayed a calculated figure in the air.
[37000]
After confirming the displayed figure, he removed his hand from the crystal ball.
“After placing your hand, you infuse the mana in your body. On average, the total mana amount of an ordinary person is about 420. You’re all first-year students who haven’t learned yet, so you probably won’t be much different from ordinary people.”
If you have talent or experience, you might get a figure over 1,000.
“Mana is a power that increases in total amount the more you use it. Of course, there’s a limit to how much it can increase. Just as people have different levels of intelligence, the limit of mana each individual possesses also differs. Depending on talent, some people’s mana amount increases faster than others.”
Albert took off his glasses and wiped them once with a handkerchief.
Then he said nonchalantly.
“So please don’t be disappointed with the figure that comes out right away. You just haven’t handled mana yet; it doesn’t mean you don’t have talent. Even I don’t know whose limit will be the highest.”
He’s seen many things while serving as a professor.
In some cases, a student close to failing suddenly grew rapidly and took first place. Another was where a student who had a high number at first but didn’t grow at all afterward.
So, the result of the first measurement is not an absolute figure.
All the students here were like unscratched lottery tickets.
“Then I’ll call you one by one in order, so please come out and measure.”
So Albert called out the attendance numbers, and the students who were called out measured their mana one by one.
As they were first-year students, most recorded similar figures, but students from the Combat Magic Department generally scored higher than those from the Swordsmanship Department.
That’s because the Combat Magic Department had many students who had manifested magical talent before entering the academy.
Among them, some outstanding individuals recorded figures that even surprised Albert.
Notably, Rena from Class A showed 2700 mana, and Wendy from Class B showed 3200 mana, attracting attention from those around.
The two recorded the highest mana amounts in their respective classes, and there was a bit of controversy among the Combat Magic Department students, who originally liked to build their pride on such things.
“So is Class B superior to Class A? No matter how good you are, you can’t match our Wendy.”
“Yeah, Wendy is 4th in the year’s grades.”
If a Class B student lit the fuse.
“Don’t talk nonsense. Don’t you know the top scorer on the entrance exam was from Class A? We just haven’t measured yet, but we’ll easily surpass 3200.”
“Why wasn’t Wendy first in the entrance exam?”
A Class A student laughed as if it was ridiculous and took up the fight.
There were still students who hadn’t been measured.
Class A students seemed to be saying there was someone noteworthy among them.
“Look over there. She’s walking.”
A Class A student pointed and said.
The Class B students also watched with bated breath.
They had heard the rumors too.
The rumor was that she had dominated the entrance exam with overwhelming grades.
It’s said that not only the Combat Magic Department students but even the Swordsmanship Department students couldn’t handle her.
At first, it seemed unbelievable, but it’s true.
After all, she is currently the first-year’s top student.
The anecdote about her breaking the measurement dummy with her bare hands was especially famous among the students.
Iria from Class A. Finally, it’s her turn.
Her snow-white hair fluttered as she walked.
“Is that her?”
“She’s really pretty.”
Her long, settled hair flowed with a silky smooth sheen, and her symbolic red eyes looked like well-crafted jewels.
She’s always mentioned at least once when asked to name the prettiest person in the academy.
Today too, she went up to the platform, unknowingly striking the hearts of many.
And she slowly placed her hand on the crystal ball.
It was when everyone was looking towards Iria with expectant eyes.
However.
[84]
The result came out a little different from their expectations.
They thought she would show the dignity of first place with an overwhelming score difference.
“……”
“……”
However, she was first from the bottom.
After a moment of silence, someone said.
“Is she an idiot?”
It was spring.
***
It was break time after finishing morning classes.
As I sat on a chair outside the classroom, feeling the wind, Rena came and sat beside me.
“It’s okay. There must have been some error. You don’t need to be too discouraged.”
“……”
For some reason, she started comforting me.
Is she sympathizing because of the mana measurement result?
In fact, I wasn’t really concerned about it.
Originally, I didn’t have a body that could use mana.
That’s because I wasn’t human.
Rather, it was fortunate that I could use even a tiny amount.
Even that was only because I had eaten a mage with a mana regeneration ability last time.
Perhaps I am the first among magical beasts to use mana.
So, I was satisfied with this measurement result.
“I’m fine.”
I really was fine.
According to Albert’s lesson, it would gradually increase from here, and later, it might be possible to use magic like an ordinary human.
For me, who didn’t couldn’t use magical energy, this was hopeful news.
“Don’t lie! Your face looks so gloomy!”
But Rena didn’t believe it.
She pinched my cheeks hard on both sides.
After pinching, she pulled.
There was no particular reason for doing this. She just wanted to pull because it was soft.
“My fash is alwaysh like thish……”
“How upset must you be for your face to be like this……”
“What’sh wrong with my fashe. Lef go.”
She looks somewhat displeased.
Rena kept touching the soft cheeks for a while, then let go when she was satisfied.
And.
“Hehe, I’m just kidding. Let’s go to the next class.”
She grabbed my hand and left for somewhere.
“……”
People were watching this from beginning to end.
Among them was Lucia, a recommended student of the Imperial Academy, and her subordinates.
“So, is that the famous top student?”
“It seems so.”
At first, they were interested because she was the first-year’s top student, but soon lost interest.
It was disappointing in many ways, different from what they expected.
She neither had the overwhelming presence befitting a top student nor did she have a large amount of mana.
Seeing that her department is Combat Magic, they were expecting at least something.
A mage with less mana than an ordinary person. At first, it seemed like a joke.
But that was the truth.
It doesn’t seem likely that the Imperial Academy would make a mistake in grading.
Then, the conclusion leads to another direction.
It’s not that Iria was strong, but that all the competing students were weak.
Lucia, who had been aiming for the top position, smiled slightly.
“Looks like I can take it more easily than I thought?”
Recommended students are excluded from the first ranking because they don’t take the entrance exam.
Lucia sincerely believed that if she had taken the entrance exam, she would have surely gotten the top position.
It seemed like a ranking battle would be held soon.
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To return to where I originally was, I needed to learn about this world and slow down my transformation into a monster.
That’s why I was at the library.
There was no better place than the library to build knowledge about the world.
I didn’t know the language well yet, so reading books was quite laborious.
However, if I read with a language dictionary, I could somehow manage to read.
Even then, if there were words difficult to interpret, I had to roughly understand by looking at the flow of the content before and after.
While slow, I have learned a lot.
About 20 years ago, the Hero chosen by the holy sword fought and perished together with the Demon King.
When the Demon King perished, the people thought the continent would regain peace, but in reality, it wasn’t so.
When he died at the Hero’s hand, he scattered into thousands of pieces and fell across the entire continent.
The scattered pieces became food for magical beasts, and those that ate the Demon King’s blood and flesh grew stronger.
Ultimately, as the enormous existence called the Demon King died, the continent fell into secondary chaos.
‘Seeds of the Demon King.’
That’s what they call the magical beasts that ate pieces of the Demon King.
With such powerful monsters swarming, this world couldn’t be at peace.
But what I was interested in while reading the books wasn’t that.
A world where heroes and demon kings once existed.
And if this is a world inside a novel, what kind of setting would that ‘protagonist’ have?
Did the Hero have a child?
If so, there’s a high chance that the person is the protagonist.
Generally speaking, there are two ways to end a story.
The first is to see the end of the story, the conclusion.
The second is for the protagonist to die during the story.
A novel without a protagonist couldn’t exist.
As the world collapsed, I would be thrown back to my original one.
Probably.
“……”
I couldn’t be sure, but I had to cling to it anyway.
Because I couldn’t think of any other way to return.
Doing nothing and just waiting to become a monster is too miserable.
I might go crazy and become a calamity that devours the Central Empire.
My emotions were half dulled in just a year. I couldn’t even guess what would happen later.
It was an apologetic thing to say to the protagonist of this place, but it couldn’t be helped.
I wanted to go back too.
I didn’t want to become a monster.
I had to become a villain blocking the protagonist’s path.
***
The entrance exam was a memory I didn’t really want to recall.
It was when I had just been possessed and was unskilled at controlling my strength.
Of course, if you ask if I’m good at it now, that’s not the case either, but I was even more clumsy then.
I didn’t really like standing out, so I tried to finish moderately, but when I came to my senses, I had become the top student.
Many of the entrance exam contents were in the form of mock duels.
Even if I tried to lose on purpose, it wasn’t easy.
Apparently, subduing a student who was a strong candidate for the top position without a single injury was included in the bonus points category.
Those days were tiring.
Wherever I went, piercing gazes followed me.
Just when I thought it had calmed down a bit recently,
“Iria! You were joking earlier, right?! Right?! I made a bet with a Class B student earlier!”
“Who are you?”
As I walked down the corridor, an unknown male student grabbed both my shoulders and shouted.
“To think such a thing is the top student… The prestige of the Imperial Academy has fallen to the bottom.”
“……”
Sometimes, seniors from other years would give me looks.
But now, even those in my year have started to approach,
Is he wondering about my mana?
Children are troublesome for being unnecessarily interested in others.
Why couldn’t they be like those in the back alleys who wouldn’t have dared to meet my eyes?
I heard that the total amount of mana is very important in the Combat Magic Department.
I hate standing out, so I deliberately entered the magic side with no talent, but this time, it might have had the opposite effect.
But it couldn’t be helped.
It’s not like I could enter the Swordsmanship Department, could I?
If I pick up a sword, there’s a high chance the opponent will die.
Even at my weakest, I couldn’t control my strength.
So, I had no choice in choosing my department.
It was closer to fleeing from the worst than choosing because I liked it.
“Iria, can I have a moment……”
“No.”
“Have a duel with me!”
“I said no.”
“Ah, wait…”
Once again, I coldly pushed away an unknown student who approached me and moved on.
I don’t know how many duel requests I’ve received since morning.
I gave up counting halfway through.
I sighed at the overwhelming fatigue.
There was quite a bit of free time before the next class, but I was already annoyed because I felt like duel requests would come in during that time.
I sat down, leaning against an empty spot in the park.
Then, I heard a familiar voice.
“You look tired.”
I turned my head towards the voice.
It seems there was already someone on the long bench where I sat.
But this time, the person who spoke to me wasn’t someone I didn’t know.
Blue hair and pressed-down glasses.
“Professor Albert?”
I was bad at remembering people’s faces but remembered those half-dead eyes with dark circles.
Wasn’t he someone I saw just recently?
The professor of the Basics of Mana subject.
He quietly sipped his coffee while appreciating the scenery of the park.
Then he slowly opened his mouth.
“That’s how it is to be the top student of the Academy. After all, students who graduate at the top of the Academy have the privilege of choosing their career path as they wish.”
His calm yet dignified voice descended.
Did he already anticipate what would happen to me?
To him, with his not-short teaching experience, it seemed like a perfectly natural phenomenon that happens every year.
“Most students probably aren’t requesting duels because they think you look easy, Iria. They’re new to school life too, so they might want to experience defeat and learn. They might want to feel how big the gap is between them and the top student.”
“Is that so.”
“Of course, there are always exceptions. But if you don’t accept, it will continue. If you only show that you’re avoiding it, they’ll think you’re scared.”
“Are you saying I should accept all of them?”
A moment of silence passed.
It was because Albert took a sip of coffee.
He took a brief pause before continuing his next words.
“It’s not necessarily that, but that’s what I did. I’m an Academy graduate too, and the top student in my batch. As someone at the top, if you’re looked down upon, you get bitten.”
“……”
“So I proved it with skill. I thoroughly crushed them so they wouldn’t even consider climbing up again. Then, at some point, duel requests stopped coming in. They probably accepted it. That it was impossible to defeat me with their skills.”
Albert quietly added.
It seemed like he was reminiscing about the past, but his words seemed to target me somehow.
“I’m not saying you should become like me, but you have the skills, don’t you, Iria? It’s good to chase distant goals, but if you neglect what’s in front of you, life will become tiring.”
With those words, he stood up from his seat.
Holding his empty coffee cup and cradling a magic textbook with one hand.
“I’ll be going now. Take care.”
“Thank you.”
“By the way, I heard the second daughter of the Aster family is aiming for the top position, be careful. The one who holds the top position must bear its weight.”
“…”
“Lucia Aster is her name.”
Albert mentioned that name as he left.
According to him, students dueling for the top position at the beginning of the semester was part of the school’s culture.
And the one sitting at the top must bear the weight of that position.
I frowned.
“…How annoying.”
Honestly, it was annoying.
It’s not like I became the top student because I wanted to.
If possible, I wanted to give it to anyone.
But to do that, I had to duel and lose.
How?
Even if I pretended to be hurt after getting hit carelessly, no one believed me.
It seems I have no talent for acting.
Then, do I have to accept the duels?
I didn’t want to do that either.
“……”
Not knowing what to do, I decided to do nothing.
Anyway, if I leave it like this for a few days, everyone will get tired of asking.
***
Afternoon class, Basics of Swordsmanship.
Classes related to swordsmanship often take place outdoors.
This is because they mainly conduct practical rather than theoretical lessons.
As a class that uses the body, there was also a changing room to change clothes.
And.
“May. Get ready.”
There are people preparing something inside such a changing room.
Lucia, a woman with purple hair, smiled brightly.
Something was caught in the barrier she spread with mana.
It meant someone would soon enter.
She patted her servant’s shoulder to give a signal.
Soon after, the changing room door opened, and the servant sprayed water as if they had been waiting.
-Splash!
With a refreshing sound, the silver-haired woman who opened the door and entered was doused with water.
“Oh my! I’m sorry. Our servant made a mistake…”
Lucia said, covering her mouth with her hand.
But even if she covered her mouth, she couldn’t hide her curved eyes.
Lucia was clearly sneering for anyone to see.
Iria raised her head.
Her red eyes emitted a clear light.
“…?”
Red eyes that were chilling to the bone turned towards Lucia.
And the changing room door closed.
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That wasn’t simply because she was the top student.
Of course, that was part of it, but Lucia didn’t like Iria’s arrogant behavior.
Lucia had been investigating Iria for a while.
Sometimes, she followed her, monitored her, and even didn’t hesitate to use her power for background checks.
Even if she looked weak, she was still the top student of the first year.
Even if her mana amount was small, there must have been something to overturn that.
But no matter how much she thought about it, Iria’s recent behavior was incomprehensible.
“Duel request……”
“No.”
Iria rejected all duel requests, didn’t hone her martial arts, and had a very limited range of activities.
If she wasn’t attending classes, she was mostly holed up in the library.
“Hey, you know that first-year top student? Isn’t she really annoying? Honestly, seeing how she doesn’t even accept duels, it seems like she just got lucky.”
“I know, right? Just because they call her the top student, she thinks she’s special.”
As a result, the rumors about her couldn’t be good.
Lucia agreed with those rumors too.
Unlike those who had glimpsed her at the entrance exam, Lucia hadn’t seen anything.
At first, she was wary because she didn’t know about her, but the more she saw, the more Lucia judged that Iria wasn’t someone to be afraid of.
Was it really just luck?
She didn’t like how Iria walked proudly as if she was something special, rejecting all duels.
Despite having such a small amount of mana, it only looked like she was avoiding all duels after luckily becoming the top student.
So Lucia decided to test Iria.
How would she react when a sudden accident struck?
Would she run away even after severe insults?
Or would she be unable to control her anger and accept a duel?
Either way was fine.
The “top student,” Iria, wouldn’t be a match for her anyway.
“……?”
“What are you looking at? I said I was sorry. It wasn’t on purpose. You’re being too sensitive.”
“……”
“Although it was a mistake, it’s my fault for not properly managing my servant, so I’ll apologize on their behalf. I’m sorry, Iria. Is that enough?”
Lucia said with a sneer.
Iria, drenched like a drowned rat, looked quite ridiculous.
But that laughter didn’t last long.
Because Lucia’s eyes naturally met hers.
Just that was enough.
“Ugh?!”
For a moment, it felt like everything around her was pressing down on her.
Breathing became difficult, and her heart raced.
As Iria took a step forward, the pressure intensified.
A sharp pain arose as if all the organs in her body were twisting.
As Iria came a little closer, her breath was suddenly cut off.
It felt like an invisible hand was strangling her.
It was painful and agonizing.
“You did it on purpose, didn’t you?”
“W-what are you……”
She had indeed planned it in advance, but she would deny it.
How could she prove it was a lie when she said it wasn’t?
Rather, Lucia would mock her for being overly self-conscious if she reacted so strongly.
But it didn’t go as planned.
As Iria took another step closer, Lucia couldn’t move a finger, let alone speak.
She scanned Lucia with fierce eyes.
In the dark changing room with no lights on, Iria’s red gaze felt piercing.
Something was strange.
Lucia frowned and turned her gaze away.
It was humiliating, but it was to seek help from those around.
But May and Ray, Lucia’s loyal servants, were already unconscious on the floor.
So now only the two of them remained.
A chilly air filled the room.
Iria was still glaring at Lucia.
Resisting the unknown force, Lucia opened her mouth with difficulty.
“It seems there’s some misunderstanding……”
“What misunderstanding could there be after suddenly pouring water on someone’s head?”
“T-that! It was a mistake…!”
She tried hard to pass it off as a mistake, but there was one fact she had overlooked.
Iria can read the memories of those whose eyes she meets.
Just briefly reading Lucia’s memories, she could tell it was a lie.
But even knowing that, she couldn’t prove it to others.
If a commotion broke out now, Iria would be at a disadvantage.
So Iria let Lucia go willingly.
Because she had a better idea than tormenting her now.
“Cough! Hack! Haa, haaa……”
Freed from the restraint, Lucia exhaled roughly.
She couldn’t stand up for a while, her hands on the ground.
Spitting out the saliva pooled in her mouth, she took the breaths she couldn’t take before.
A woman was looking down at her.
Iria sighed and rummaged through Lucia’s pocket.
Skillfully taking only the wallet, she turned around and grasped the doorknob.
“There won’t be a second time, Lucia. I’ll take this as dry cleaning fees.”
“You…! Do you think you’ll be safe after doing this?!”
“What did I do?”
Iria tilted her head as if she really didn’t know.
Lucia bit her lip, her brow deeply furrowed.
For now, her boiling anger outweighed her fear of the unknown.
So she shouted.
“You disgraced the second daughter of Aster and even laid hands on my servants!”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about. Did you have a bad dream?”
“Ha, so you’re going to deny it like that?”
Lucia laughed as if it was absurd.
At a glance, it was similar to what Lucia had tried to do to her.
Especially in the idea that it was clearly intentional but insisting it wasn’t.
But if there was a difference between Iria and Lucia.
“There’s one victim and two witnesses. And do you think no one outside saw you coming in here?”
“……”
“You’re screwed now. I’ll take responsibility for making your academy life miserable.”
Lucia had people backing her up, but Iria didn’t.
The faction following her, a recommended student, was not small, even outside the academy.
So, from the moment she turned Lucia into an enemy, Iria had already made a big mistake.
At least, that’s what Lucia thought.
She sneered as if looking forward to what would happen next, and Iria blinked as if she didn’t understand.
And.
“I never entered the changing room today.”
“……What?”
Leaving those last words, Iria disappeared.
She didn’t open the door and leave.
She just disappeared with a whoosh, like a passing wind.
As if she had never been there in the first place, there was no trace of Iria to be found inside the changing room.
“W-what? Where did she go?”
It felt like a dream.
It was spring.
***
May and Ray, Lucia’s servants, didn’t remember what happened in the changing room.
“What? I sprayed water?”
“Yes! Iria definitely came in here, and I gave the signal…”
“I’m not sure……”
Lucia felt frustrated and called the other servant who was there.
“Ray! You remember, right? Earlier in the changing room, I definitely……”
“……”
Ray just blinked, standing there as if hearing this for the first time.
Lucia became anxious.
Was it really a dream?
No, it couldn’t be.
She thought it couldn’t have been a dream when it was so vivid.
As proof, the wallet that Iria took was gone.
She asked the students who had been near the changing room.
May and Ray lost consciousness partway through, so that’s understandable, but someone must have seen her if Iria had come in and out through the door.
As much as she hated to admit it, Iria, who currently held the position of top student in the year, had a significant presence.
“Iria. Haven’t you seen Iria? She came into the changing room earlier.”
“If you’re talking about that top student, she was there receiving private instruction from a professor. As for the changing room… I’m not sure.”
“Really! This is driving me crazy!”
She felt like she was going to lose her mind.
No one except her remembered what had happened then.
She tried hard to spread the story that Iria had assaulted her, laid hands on her servants, and stolen her wallet, but still, no one believed her.
Feeling a severe headache, Lucia finally turned to Iria.
After finishing her private lesson with the professor, Iria was alone, tidying up her sword.
“You…… What did you do?”
Lucia asked.
What did you do to me?
Why don’t other people remember what happened then?
What is your true identity?
And Iria answered.
“Who are you?”
Well, it wasn’t really an answer.
Iria showed a blank expression.
Iria kept her mouth tightly shut and maintained silence.
It meant she didn’t know anything.
“Is she someone you know, Iria?”
And the golden-haired woman beside her intervened and asked.
Iria shook her head.
“She’s a stranger.”
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A cold red gaze.
And that icy voice that seemed devoid of any emotion.
[There won’t be a second time, Lucia]
Lucia had another nightmare today as the memory came to her every time she closed her eyes in bed.
“Hah! Haa, haa……”
Waking up from sleep, covered in cold sweat, she exhaled roughly.
It’s a memory she just couldn’t forget.
It was the first time she had been treated like that as the second daughter of the Aster family.
At first, Lucia was angry.
She surely wouldn’t let it go.
“……”
Except for her, no one remembered what happened that day.
Not only her servants who helped but all the circumstances and situations seemed to be on Iria’s side.
[Did you have a bad dream?]
Iria’s last words to her seemed to echo in her ears.
Was it really just a bad dream?
Did it appear as a dream because she’s been following Iria recently?
“……How annoying.”
Lucia wiped the sweat from her forehead as she sat up.
Yes, if she dismissed it as just a momentary dream, it would make sense.
The scene from that day was too surreal.
Iria, whom she thought was a bubble* top student, subdued her without even laying a hand, knocked out her servants, and disappeared in an instant.
Certainly, there were too many strange points to consider it reality.
So Lucia made a conclusion that made it easier for her head to understand.
It was a dream.
It wasn’t reality.
So forget it.
It was something that couldn’t have happened.
Only after coming to that conclusion could Lucia accept it.
“Right… It couldn’t be.”
It didn’t make sense from the start that Lucia, a recommended student, was subdued by someone from the same year.
If it had been reality, Iria would have been seeing Lucia for the first time that day, so how could she have known and called her name?
That was impossible from the beginning.
It was just a momentary illusion.
So she had to take the top position from Iria as soon as possible.
It seemed like that was the only way to escape this wretched nightmare.
She had to prove that the memory from that day was wrong by breaking her down in reality, not in a dream.
Iria.
Lucia chewed on that person’s name for the rest of the morning.
***
“So… you’re saying you don’t know how to use magic?”
“Yes.”
Iria answered briefly, and Rena scratched her cheek as if perplexed.
Iria mentioned she didn’t know how to use even basic magic after entering the Combat Magic Department, but she used her status as the overall top student of the first year to support her admission instead.
It wasn’t an easy story to believe.
However,
“Wind!”
“Hmm……”
Watching Iria waving her hands in the air, it really seemed like she didn’t know how to do it.
It was amazing to think a top student would look like this. Although it didn’t match the image at all, Rena decided to let it slide because it was cute.
“So you want to learn magic? From me?”
“I don’t understand the class content well.”
Iria needed to learn magic.
If she couldn’t even use basic magic while sitting as the top seat in the Combat Magic Department, she would receive unnecessary suspicion.
The academy was a place where she could comfortably gather information.
It guaranteed Iria’s identity, allowed her to use the library, and she could monitor who might be the protagonist of the novel.
To achieve her goal, she couldn’t neglect her academy life.
However, Rena, unaware of that, smiled slightly and asked Iria.
“You said you’ve taken the magic aptitude test, right?”
Iria nodded.
The magic aptitude test is a kind of examination that finds out which attribute of magic one has an aptitude for.
It’s common to have one of water, fire, lightning, ice, or wind, but depending on talent, there are cases where one can have multiple elements.
“I can use fire magic, lightning, and a little bit of wind magic too. Of course, I’m most confident with fire magic.”
Rena was like that too.
Those who could handle two elements were surprisingly common in the academy, where only prodigies gathered. However, being able to handle three elements was a rare talent.
While speaking, she showed small flames, lightning, and a faint wind in order.
“That’s cool.”
“Umm… yeah, thanks.”
Iria responded lukewarmly.
Rena expected a more surprised reaction, but she was at a loss for words because it was typical of Iria.
Actually, it would have felt more disconnected if Iria had reacted passionately with her eyes shining.
Rena patted Iria’s head once and then asked.
“So, what kind of magic are you suited for?”
“I think it’s wind for me. It seems I can’t use multiple words at once like Rena.”
“Well, that’s normal.”
It seems that the standard for ‘normal’ has become a bit strange at some point, but that’s because the academy’s average is too high.
By ordinary standards, Iria wasn’t behind or anything.
Anyway, wind, huh.
Rena thought while looking at Iria.
‘It doesn’t seem to suit her, but strangely it does.’
In other words, wind matched Iria’s image somewhat, but other magic didn’t at all.
It was fortunate that it overlapped with her own magic.
She could demonstrate directly.
“Okay. Then, do you remember the basic incantation?”
“A little.”
“Then, I’ll show you just once, so watch carefully, okay?”
Rena closed her eyes and reached out into the air.
It’s the process of bringing out the mana flowing inside the body.
Her golden hair fluttered.
And.
“Can you see? Focus on the flowing mana and bring it out. Then, you apply the incantation to the mana.”
With a short chant, a blue-green light enveloped her body.
It’s the natural element of wind.
With her hands, Rena gathered the wind surrounding her body and blew it towards Iria.
The gentle wind that blew ruffled Iria’s hair.
It wasn’t a strong wind, just pleasantly cool.
“I’m not skilled at handling wind magic either, so I can only do this much. But in actual duels, I can use it to deflect incoming magic. Want to try?”
Iria nodded.
She, too, closed her eyes and reached out into the air, just as Rena had done.
Finding a tiny amount of mana in a body full of magical energy is difficult.
Iria concentrated a bit more and drew out the mana to her fingertips.
It’s an unfamiliar substance that she was feeling for the first time.
What’s natural for a person is strange for her.
Iria had a substance called magical energy that substituted for mana.
That’s why it was difficult.
She struggled with the most basic step of finding mana.
But.
“Concentrate, Iria. Not like that, handle it a bit more gently.”
Rena grabbed Iria’s hand.
Iria’s unstable mana gradually stabilizes.
With Rena’s help like that, she was able to bring out her mana.
After that, it continued smoothly without any hitches.
Bring out the mana, apply the incantation, and implement the element in the form of magic.
-Whoosh.
Just like Rena had shown earlier, a blue-green light surrounded Iria’s body.
“That’s right! That’s it!”
Rena shouted.
When Iria opened her eyes, she had already succeeded in creating magic.
She learned the sensation of implementing magic with her body.
‘I think I can do a bit more.’
Once you’ve drawn out mana, operating it isn’t difficult.
It would normally be difficult, but not for Iria.
As always, she could borrow someone’s memory.
Iria wrapped the blue-green wind around her right hand.
A fierce wind swirled like a storm.
It’s a wind far larger than what Rena had shown.
“Iria…?”
It wasn’t the proficiency of someone learning magic for the first time.
It was far sharper, more precise, and more powerful than what Rena cast.
Rena watched the unfolding scene in a half-dazed state.
With wind wrapped around her entire body, Iria quickly leaped and punched the tree in front of her.
-Bang!!
The sound of a hole being punched through a large tree burst out.
The sight of the tree falling with a crashing sound seemed somewhat surreal.
After the tree fell, Iria was standing in front of it.
Did she really break it with her fist?
Such a huge tree that must be at least 1 meter thick?
Rena rubbed her eyes as if she couldn’t believe what she saw and approached Iria.
“What did you just do…?”
“Magic.”
“…?”
“Wind punch.”
Was Iria actually a magic genius?
Rena scratched her cheek and looked back and forth between the fallen tree and Iria.
Well, that must be why she’s the year’s top student.
Rena knew she was an extraordinary person.
***
“Now the wind isn’t coming out.”
I said, stretching out my hand, but nothing came out.
“You must have used up all your mana. No matter how I look at it, the power just now was excessive, Iria.”
“Ah.”
I didn’t have much mana.
It was at a level far below the average of academy students and even the average of ordinary people.
It was only natural that using such a powerful spell would completely drain her.
“Are you feeling okay? Not dizzy?”
I nodded.
“Iria, you’re strange. Usually, people collapse from exhaustion when they use up all their mana.”
“Is that so?”
“Of course. Mana is a substance that makes up the composition of blood. If you use it to the limit, your skin can discolor, and you can show symptoms of anemia. So it’s better to be careful. It’s commonly called mana exhaustion.”
But no such symptoms could be found in me at all.
“But, it’s a bit like…”
Rena paused for a moment.
“It’s like you’re full of a different substance rather than mana? So it seems like there’s no problem even when there is none of it in your body.”
“……”
“But that can’t be, right? Because Iria is human. Right? Maybe your body has a natural limiter on it?”
I couldn’t answer for a moment to Rena’s question filled with pure curiosity.
She suspected my identity, which even several top-class mages hadn’t noticed.
Did she see it during the stage when we held hands and used magic earlier?
I briefly considered whether she should erase Rena’s memory.
But I stopped.
The act of erasing memories had more side effects than expected.
Erased memories remain blank in the mind for a long time.
And someday, they come back and create a sense of discomfort.
It could be used freely on people I would see once and never again, but Rena wasn’t like that.
The moment she sees my face again, the erased memory will probably create some discomfort.
That’s why I didn’t erase it.
For now, it was just a slight suspicion.
“Let’s go to our class.”
“Is it that time already?”
“Yes.”
However, I should refrain from using magic in front of Rena for now.
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The quantity of my mana was an unprecedentedly low figure in Academy history.
The average mana amount for a first-year Academy student was around 700.
It didn’t even reach 20% of the average.
But is that still the case now?
A person can increase their mana by constantly using it.
The more you empty what’s in your body, the wider the vessel that holds mana becomes.
Then, what would my current mana amount be after training her total mana for a week?
Moreover, although it’s a borrowed ability, I also had an ability for mana regeneration.
I came to Albert’s office to check the results of my training.
“So, you want to measure your mana again?”
Nod nod.
I nodded my head.
“Well… I don’t mind, but don’t expect too much. Mana quantity doesn’t increase that quickly.”
Albert said this while taking out a crystal ball for measurement.
Iria placed her hand on the crystal ball.
And.
[97]
There wasn’t as dramatic a change as expected.
“Oh… It’s increased from last time. By about 13.”
“……”
I was a bit disappointed.
Recently, I have been very busy.
In the mornings, I attend classes, and during my free time, I visit the library to study the language and search for information.
And, of course, I didn’t forget to train my mana.
I use all of it before going to sleep and when I wake up.
As a result, I’m now quite skilled at drawing out mana and efficiently distributing small amounts of it.
You could say I’m making the most of my given time.
And now,
“Iria! Today’s the day you’re going to spar with me!”
“…I don’t want to.”
I was pondering how to refuse the periodic sparring requests that came once in a while.
The battle for the top spot at the beginning of each school year is like a cultural tradition of the long-established Imperial Academy.
Iria, who took the top spot in such a place, had to bear that weight.
“I told you I’m busy. If you like fighting so much, do it with someone else.”
Rather than forcefully suppressing them with violence, as Albert had suggested before, there was a reason why I didn’t accept the sparring matches.
I could roughly gauge my opponent’s strength by making eye contact.
They were too weak to bother with the annoyance and a waste of time for a sparring match.
There was nothing to gain from sparring, and I might accidentally kill them if I made a mistake.
It seemed better to avoid it until I became skilled at controlling my strength.
If I killed someone here, I wouldn’t be able to continue attending the Academy.
I still had things to do here.
Then someone came looking.
Leading several of her followers, a woman with purple hair fluttering seemed to have business with me.
She pushed aside the crowd blocking her way.
“Why don’t you small fry move aside?”
Lucia Aster.
My eyes sharpened as soon as she saw her.
Didn’t I say there wouldn’t be a second time?
Maybe she really remembers that day as a dream?
Or perhaps she truly believes she can win.
“Hey, look over there. It’s Lucia Aster herself.”
“That recommended student?”
The surroundings were noisy at the unexpected appearance of a big shot.
Lucia seemed used to it and let it slide.
It would have been annoying normally, but now it was good.
Now, they would be witnesses.
Iria glared at Lucia’s eyes, but contrary to her relaxed expression, Lucia was wary of her.
Their gazes crossed without meeting.
“You’re Iria, right?”
Lucia asked again as if to confirm.
Many students surrounded the two confronting each other to watch.
It was a match between big shots.
After all, it was a face-off between Iria, the current top student, and the recommended student who might be stronger than the top.
The purpose was clear.
Of course, it was for a sparring match.
Probably to compete once again for the top position.
“I’ll get straight to the point. Spar with me, Iria.”
Lucia smiled slyly.
With so many eyes watching, it wouldn’t be easy to refuse.
Even without that, rumors about Iria being an undeserving top student weren’t good.
What would happen if she refused in this situation created at such a time?
No one would treat her as the top student anymore.
They would just think of her as a cowardly and ill-mannered person.
But.
“I’m sorry, but I’ll have to decline.”
Iria wasn’t someone who cared about the gazes around her.
She didn’t even care what people thought of her or what rumors they spread about her.
Of course, Lucia knew Iria would respond like this.
That’s why she pulled at the glove she was wearing.
At this point, some people realized the intention of her action.
Some students covered their mouths in disbelief.
“I’m sorry, but you can’t refuse.”
Lucia took off the glove on her hand and threw it towards Iria.
“This is a ranking match.”
“……”
The glove that hit Iria’s body with a thud fell to the ground.
A ranking match is an official duel to determine rankings within the Academy.
A lower-ranked person can challenge a higher-ranked person, and unlike regular sparring matches, it’s compulsory.
This is to prevent mediocre individuals from monopolizing the top position.
Therefore, a ranking match cannot be refused without a special reason.
The moment you refuse, the rankings are reversed, and you have to grant one request from the challenger within reason.
However, that doesn’t mean there are no restrictions on challenges.
A ranking match is not a one-sided duel demanded by one party.
If the lower-ranked person challenges a higher-ranked person and loses, the loser must grant a request from the winner.
If desired, it could be money, an item, or even becoming the winner’s slave.
That’s why there were no ranking match challenges among the sparring requests coming to Iria.
The risk was too high to take lightly.
It could be said that it’s a duel where both parties bear similar risks.
Lucia opened her mouth with a sardonic smile.
“How about it, Iria? Do you feel like sparring now?”
“……”
“Or do you still want to refuse? Just say it. I don’t mind either way.”
Either way, it was fine as long as she could take the top position.
But deep down, Lucia was hoping Iria would accept this duel.
She wanted to deny the nightmare she had that day.
The pinnacle of the first year should be her, not Iria.
She wanted to prove that fact in front of many people.
“If you want to refuse, bow your head right now and lick my feet. If you do that, I might turn a blind eye. What do you think?”
That’s why she provoked even more.
She deliberately touched Iria’s pride.
She demanded a humiliating act to make refusal impossible.
Although quite a coercive situation was created, no one here advocated for Iria.
Rather, many were mocking.
They seemed to be saying that the bubble* top student’s game was over now, that it served her right for refusing all duels despite being the top student.
On the surface, it looked like challenging the top student, but in reality, it wasn’t.
No one here expected Iria to win.
After all, Iria’s mana amount was far below even the average person’s level.
On the other hand, Lucia’s mana amount is 4400, the highest among all first-year students.
This is the mana amount possessed by a student from the Swordsmanship Department, not even the Combat Magic Department.
She was the second daughter of the Aster family, renowned for swordsmanship.
She wasn’t the Academy’s recommended student for nothing.
A moment of silence fell like that.
Lucia was waiting for Iria’s answer.
And.
“Do you want to spar with me that badly?”
Finally, Iria, who couldn’t stand it anymore, opened her mouth.
Although she usually felt emotions less intensely than others, she looked noticeably displeased this time.
It was because she had been insulted not once but twice.
By the same person at that.
Was the warning given too lightly that day?
Maybe she had really gone crazy.
But whatever the circumstances, it wasn’t her business.
Lucia had formally challenged her to a ranking match, and if she wanted to refuse, she should kneel and lick her feet.
Being provoked so blatantly, there was a limit to her patience.
The stress that had built up from refusing numerous sparring requests burst out all at once.
“Yes, that’s why I came to find you. What, do you think I have time to spare?”
When Iria frowned, Lucia spoke as if she had expected such a reaction.
“So, are you going to do it or not? Should I take off my shoes to make it easier for you to lick?”
Lucia provoked for the last time and.
“…Fine.”
“What?”
“I’ll duel you.”
Iria accepted the duel.
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Since it was an official ranking match, a professor acted as referee, and a crowd gathered to watch.
Of course, there was one question being tossed around.
“Who are you betting on?”
“Isn’t it obvious? How could Iria beat Lucia?”
“That’s right, isn’t it?”
Voices predicting the match’s outcome went back and forth in the noisy spectator stands.
Of course, the dominant response was that Lucia would win.
It’s difficult to see mana quantity as an absolute indicator of power. Still, the gap between Iria and Lucia was severe.
Lucia had the most mana among first-years, while Iria had the least.
Even if Iria had something, overcoming such a difference wouldn’t be easy.
And hadn’t there been a lot of talk recently about her being undeserving of the top seat?
Most students thought today would be the day the first-year top student would change.
[There won’t be a second time, Lucia.]
“Ugh!”
Before stepping onto the arena with a wooden practice sword, Lucia clutched her throbbing head.
It was right after she had challenged Iria to a duel, pretending to be relaxed, but she couldn’t completely shake off the memory rooted like trauma.
‘It’s just a dream. It’s just a dream. It’s just a dream. It’s just a dream.’
That day, she had the strange dream because she was nervous.
Reality was different.
After all, isn’t Iria’s mana quantity at the bottom? On the other hand, she is overwhelmingly first.
She was truly the talent befitting the top position.
So there’s no need to be nervous.
She’s just going to reclaim what should have been hers in the first place.
The top student should have been Lucia, not Iria.
“Hah……”
Lucia let out a big sigh and stepped onto the wide arena.
It was time to expose Iria’s true power in front of numerous spectators.
Today, she stood here to prove that Iria was an undeserving top student and that the scene in her dream was only that.
And over there, on the opposite side, was Iria coming up with a wooden practice sword in her hand, just like Lucia.
‘A wooden sword? Wasn’t she a mage?’
Well, with that little mana, magic would be impossible.
So Lucia faced Iria in the arena.
Long silver hair and red eyes.
And a doll-like expression devoid of any emotion.
It was impossible to read what she was thinking.
The two were now close enough for their voices to reach each other.
With the start of the match imminent, Iria spoke to Lucia.
“You know what, Lucia? What happened that day wasn’t a dream.”
“……?”
Lucia tried to understand her words for a moment.
That day? Not a dream?
That can’t be.
It was something no one remembered except herself.
“I told you then there wouldn’t be a second time.”
“Ugh?!”
Her head throbbed as memories she had forgotten, or tried to forget, came flooding back.
Iria’s expression and voice looking at her now matched perfectly with those in her memory.
Lucia stood there for a while, unable to move.
She was caught off guard before the duel even started.
The match began in that state.
With the sound of the bell signaling the start of the duel, Iria swung her sword.
-Bang!!
Iria’s sword strike, drawing an arc in the air, strongly struck Lucia’s wooden sword.
“Kyaak?!”
Lucia, who had fallen into a state of confusion, flew through the air.
Her head was dizzy, and she couldn’t think straight.
After that, Iria pushed off the ground and leaped, fiercely chasing after the retreating Lucia.
Lucia belatedly reacted and gripped her wooden sword to take a stance, but it was too late.
Iria was just too fast.
“Wait, huk?!”
With a heavy collision sound of wooden swords clashing, Lucia was pushed back once again.
Her hand that blocked the strike tingled.
It was fast and heavy.
Is this pure physical ability without borrowing mana’s power?
Is it realistically possible for such strength to come from those thin arms?
Lucia didn’t know.
For now, she had to raise her sword.
However, Iria didn’t give Lucia time to rest.
Iria relentlessly harassed her with her monstrous physical abilities.
If she let her guard down even for a moment, fast sword strikes would pour down.
Each one was so heavy that it was overwhelming to block.
Lucia felt weak.
Every time she received Iria’s sword, the impact was transmitted throughout her body, striking her.
“Huk……”
Her whole body hurt.
The nightmare from that day comes to mind.
She says that wasn’t a dream but reality.
Iria herself is saying so.
So this is what she had been hiding.
Certainly, with this level of physical ability, she could grab the top spot even without mana.
‘But she’s not an opponent I can’t beat.’
That day, Lucia was caught off guard, but she had the advantage in the arena.
She gritted her teeth.
“So what if that’s reality……”
She caught her breath and regained her senses.
She corrected her crumbled posture.
Lucia’s purple eyes glowed due to the sudden release of mana as she moved it through her body.
Mana waves, clear enough to be visible to the naked eye, rippled across the arena.
“I’ll still be on top anyway!”
Lucia gripped her wooden sword with both hands and leaped towards Iria.
Physical enhancement using mana.
The sword style inherited from her family.
Lucia has things that Iria doesn’t.
She compensates for her weak strength with mana and elevates the power of her sword strikes with technique.
Aster Style First Form.
As Lucia gripped and swung her sword wide, a dense trajectory remained in her mana-infused sword strike.
A sword strike tinged with a faint purple was engraved in the air, and,
-Bang!!!
In the exchange of sword clashes, Iria was pushed back for the first time.
The foundation of the Aster style is to coat the sword with mana to maximize its sharpness.
Precise posture, the technique of coating the sword with mana, and excellent skill are added.
Combined, one can cut the opponent even with a wooden sword.
The weight of the sword wielded by Lucia, who has enveloped her entire body in mana, surpasses that of Iria’s first swing.
After all, dents were engraved on Iria’s wooden sword, which had received her first strike.
She could even break Iria’s sword and win the match if they exchanged a few more sword clashes like this.
After pushing Iria back with one sword strike, Lucia demonstrated mechanical perfection.
The pinnacle of the skills she had learned since childhood.
There’s no disruption in her subsequent movements.
This time, Lucia chased after Iria with a series of smooth movements.
Lucia slowly but surely pushed Iria back, unable to block with her sword effectively.
Her judgment to avoid rather than block out of concern for the sword breaking was good.
But for how long can she run?
Aster Style Third Form.
A heavy sword strike falls from above to below.
The destructive power added from her enhanced body and gravity is beyond imagination.
The stone floor of the arena broke.
It even gave the illusion that the entire ground was vibrating.
Iria jumped sideways to avoid it, but that was expected.
Rather, she had been waiting for her to dodge.
In the Aster sword style, the third and fourth forms are connected as one movement.
The tip of Lucia’s blade was pointed upward.
Iria was still within range.
“This is,”
Lucia smiled slightly as she changed the direction of her sword.
This is an attack that can neither be avoided nor blocked.
For a moment, it felt like time had stopped.
The trajectory of Lucia’s swinging sword bent strangely towards Iria.
Aster Style Secret Technique.
Moonlight Slash, derived from the sword said to have cut the moonlight by the first family head.
“The difference in skill.”
Iria’s wooden sword that had attempted to defend broke in half.
The broken half of the blade flew into the air and then fell to the arena floor.
Lucia showed a relaxed smile and pointed her wooden sword at Iria’s neck.
“Not bad swordsmanship for someone self-taught. I’ll give you that, Iria. But your opponent was just too strong.”
“……”
“It’s better not to move. Do you think I can’t cut with a wooden sword? If I apply a little force here, you’ll die.”
As if to say she could cut off her head right away if she wanted, Lucia pressed her mana-infused blade against Iria’s neck.
She intended to force her to surrender quietly since the outcome was already decided.
However, there was no change in Iria’s expression.
The colorless expression devoid of emotion was not one that someone whose sword had been broken should wear.
She quietly raised her head.
And said.
“Have you ever killed a person?”
“…What are you saying?”
Lucia was rather taken aback by the very calm voice.
Have I ever killed a person?
Of course not.
As an Academy student, how could she have killed a person?
Lucia maintained silence, and Iria slowly continued speaking.
“If not, you shouldn’t make such threats. The part where you point the sword is wrong too. From my experience, that part doesn’t cut well. It didn’t kill even when I cut it.”
“……?”
Then, she nonchalantly grabbed Lucia’s wooden sword with her hand and crushed it.
The mana-infused sword broke as easily as a thin twig.
“What is this?!”
After breaking the sword, Iria immediately grabbed Lucia’s neck.
At first, she tried to escape using mana but couldn’t.
“Kuk, kuhuk!”
When Iria swung her sword in the duel, it was with controlled strength.
But now it was different.
Even if Lucia used all her mana to strengthen her body, she couldn’t reach even the tip of Iria’s toe.
Lucia could only realize this after her neck was grabbed.
Iria was a monster.
“Sleep well, Lucia. The dream you’ll have this time will be a bit painful.”
“Huk, eukuk……”
Before losing consciousness, Lucia met Iria’s red eyes.
When she closed her eyes and opened them again, she was already in a dream.
Chapter 15
TN: Thank James Baily for the chapter.

I wondered if I could control my strength to a student’s level, so I watched Lucia wield her sword and practiced matching her.
Since Lucia was the most outstanding student among the first years at the academy, I wanted to understand what it felt like, so I tried to take as much time as possible.
At first, it was difficult, but as I kept trying, I started to get the hang of it. I crossed swords with Lucia, who was surprisingly not bad.
However, there is always a difference in strength between a sword infused with mana and one that isn’t.
When we clashed swords at the same level, mine was the one that broke.
So, I ended it. I would have continued if my sword had been intact.
I seriously considered giving her the top spot, but in the end, I didn’t.
[Bow your head and lick my feet.]
Lucia had become too arrogant because I let her win in that sparring match.
If it had been in a back alley, I would have already killed her. I only held back because there were too many eyes watching.
Anyway, for now, I became the top student in the first year. It wasn’t a position I wanted, but defeating Lucia, the most likely candidate, secured my spot.
It wasn’t particularly good news, but I hoped this incident would reduce the number of duel requests coming my way.
***
A world where nothing exists.
An endless horizon.
Lucia fell into such a place. A place where even the sense of time dulls.
“Huff, huff… Please, please stop…”
In a place shrouded in pitch-black darkness, Lucia was running away from something.
Behind her was something with glowing red eyes chasing her.
It wasn’t fast, but it was slowly walking towards Lucia.
Terrified, Lucia kept running away from it. She didn’t know how long she had been running. Even if she ran until her legs gave out, the scenery remained the same.
“Kyaa!”
Eventually, she tripped and fell. Maybe her legs just gave out.
And then…
“Lucia.”
“Eek!”
The red-eyed being finally walked up to her and grabbed her ankle.
As it came closer, she could see the expression that hadn’t been visible from afar.
A cold gaze looking down from above. A contemptuous expression, as if looking at something insignificant.
She instinctively knew. It wasn’t a human like herself. It was something different, an alien being.
Iria asked Lucia.
“Why did you do it?”
“I’m sorry, I’m sorry, Iria… I was wrong, so please…”
“I’m not asking for an apology. I want to know why. Why did you do it?”
And so, the time for confession began.
Iria stood still, waiting, while Lucia trembled with fear and backed away.
But she knew.
This was a dream where Iria had trapped her. She couldn’t escape from her.
And…
If Iria didn’t let her go, she wouldn’t be able to leave this place.
So, Lucia bowed her head at Iria’s feet.
She began to spill her wrongdoings, begging for mercy.
“I, I did it because I was jealous of you. Sniff, seeing you with that empty expression even after becoming the top student annoyed me… So, that’s why I did it.”
“…”
“You bothered me… Sitting in the position everyone aims for, yet not acting like you deserved it…”
The title of the top student at the Imperial Academy was more valuable than Iria realized. It was an honorable position that could only be obtained by defeating outstanding competitors.
But Iria herself seemed unaware of what it meant to hold that position.
Iria looked down on the position that everyone desired as if it were nothing.
Some had swung their swords until their bones wore down to reach that spot.
They had made grueling efforts to cultivate mana since childhood, only to feel invalidated.
“Not everyone is like you, a doll without emotions…”
Everyone wants to be acknowledged—for their talents, efforts, and the lives they’ve built.
Lucia was the same. She, too, wanted to be recognized after proudly earning the top spot with her skills.
Not everyone is cold like Iria. It is human to feel jealousy and negative emotions when seeing those better than oneself.
It is precisely because they cannot be perfect that they are human.
Hence, Iria, who is not human, could never understand this emotion. And it is this deeply realistic emotion that Lucia now feels toward her.
Resentment toward those above.
That was the cause. Lucia spoke as candidly as she could, pouring out her raw emotions.
Splashing water, uttering insulting words—it all stemmed from her jealousy of Iria.
It took a long time for her to admit that.
After losing to Iria in the sparring arena and running endlessly in the never-ending dream, she finally had the chance to reflect on herself.
The dream Iria trapped her in felt like an eternity, even if only a moment had passed in reality. She had been trapped in that dream for what felt like days.
In the final scene of the dream, Lucia emptied everything within herself, and then she could return to reality.
It was a long dream.
***
Those who lost the ranking match had to fulfill one request of the winner.
In fact, the request wasn’t significant. Since it took place within the academy, approval from the supervising professor was required for it to have any effect.
Excessive requests were often cut off by them.
The academy’s ranking match culture originated about half a century ago when the Demon King ruled the continent.
Back then, there was a dominant opinion that students should be trained to be strong.
Now, this painful tradition from the wartime era has lost much of its significance during the temporary peace that followed the Demon King’s death. It has become relatively lighter.
Still, a loser was a loser. Lucia approached Iria with heavy steps.
“….”
“….”
Iria remained silent for a while. Lucia’s state was somewhat unusual.
She trembled as if terrified and couldn’t make eye contact, fidgeting nervously.
‘What kind of dream did she have?’
Iria scratched her cheek at Lucia’s inexplicable demeanor.
She had indeed trapped Lucia in a dream, but she hadn’t controlled its contents.
It was merely a space created by Lucia’s imagination and subconscious.
Curious about what she might have seen there, Iria tried to peek into her memories, but since Lucia wouldn’t make eye contact, she couldn’t see anything.
Well, it didn’t matter to her.
“So, what can you offer me?”
Lucia was the second daughter of a noble family. So she thought it would be something simple.
“Money…”
“I already have plenty.”
“Then, magical artifacts…?”
“I don’t have mana.”
“Anything you want…”
“I want you to offer something yourself.”
“…?”
“What.”
The conversation wasn’t going smoothly.
Iria had no desire for money. While she took it if necessary, she already had more than enough to suffice.
So Iria pondered briefly. It wasn’t an opportunity to be wasted.
“Hmm.”
The contemplation didn’t last long. Iria had just the right idea.
Since there wasn’t anything she particularly wanted, Iria decided to exact a minor revenge for the insult she had endured before.
Let Lucia learn how unpleasant it was.
Iria sat down in a suitable spot and took off one shoe and sock.
Then, she lifted her foot and placed it in front of Lucia, wiggling her toes.
“Bow your head right now and lick my feet. If you do that, I might turn a blind eye. What do you think?”
It was a scene she had seen somewhere before, but only this time, the roles were reversed.
Just like then, many eyes were watching. Iria was curious to see if the proud Lucia would kneel before them.
It was pure curiosity. There was no particular malice.
Lucia looked on the verge of tears. As the loser, she couldn’t refuse Iria’s demand.
“At least let me do it somewhere else…”
“Do it here.”
“Sniff…”
Lucia hesitated, conscious of the onlookers.
The sight of the victim under observation is always thrilling.
Lucia finally knelt in front of Iria. She lowered herself, aligning her gaze with her leg.
Then she lifted Iria’s pale, bare leg. But even given time, Lucia couldn’t bring herself to follow the command.
She grasped the small foot with both hands, her body trembling.
“Sob, sniff…”
It must have been the first time she had experienced such humiliation. There were tears in Lucia’s eyes. Iria whispered coldly, showing no intention of letting her off.
“Hurry up. Do you want to have more nightmares?”
“….”
Resigned, Lucia pressed her lips to Iria’s outstretched foot. Not knowing how long she needed to do it to satisfy Iria, Lucia tentatively licked it.
But perhaps her attitude was not satisfactory.
Iria pushed her toes into Lucia’s mouth.
“Mm! Mmph!”
The reaction was more amusing than expected.
It was the afternoon of the day the sparring had ended.

Translator’s Corner
That is one way to assert dominance.
-Ruminas
Chapter 16
The news that Iria had defeated Lucia gave a fresh shock to many students.
A commoner with no background had beaten the second daughter of a famous swordsmanship family in a duel.
Moreover, Iria had the lowest mana pool in the Academy.
While mana amount doesn’t absolutely represent one’s power, it’s true that the higher it is, the greater its influence on power.
Lucia was the person with the highest mana amount, even in the Academy, where only prodigies gather, so no one expected Iria to overcome that difference and win.
“See, what did I tell you? I got my ribs broken by Iria’s punch during the entrance exam.”
“Well, we knew she wasn’t weak since we saw her at the entrance exam. But the mana difference was too big, you know…”
In fact, those who took the entrance exam would have known to some extent how strong Iria was.
Her matches were all short but equally intense.
However, many thought it would be impossible to make up for the overwhelming difference in mana, no matter how excellent one’s physical strength was.
Thanks to this, Mr. A, the legendary underground fighter who got his ribs broken by Iria, made a lot of money.
He was called “Underdog Ribs” after that incident.
Amidst the students’ heated discussion about the recent duel between Iria and Lucia, Underdog Ribs opened his mouth.
“Hey, have you heard that news? They say Lucia licked Iria’s feet.”
“Ugh, I’m. Extremely. Envious.”
“Woohoo. You mean if I lose a duel, I can lick the feet of the Academy’s S-class beauty? Let’s go challenge her right now.”
Iria thought the number of duel requests coming in would decrease after defeating Lucia, but for some reason, it increased.
She wondered about the reason for this.
***
On my way home after finishing the duel.
“Ugh……”
I clutched my throbbing head as I felt my body condition rapidly deteriorating.
I know the reason. It’s hunger. Come to think of it, it’s been quite a while since I last ate.
I’ve been staying at the new house I found recently. Unlike when I stayed in the back alleys, humans didn’t come to me alone.
My vision of the world was slightly red. If I looked in a mirror now, there’s a high chance my eyes would be glowing.
I was hungry now that I was alone after leaving the Academy. Today, instead of waiting for humans to come, I would have to go find them myself.
‘It’s been a while since I hunted.’
I passed the fountain in the central city and moved towards a place with worse public safety. I hoped I would be lucky.
I stepped into a familiar back alley and used my concealment ability. As expected, the knights couldn’t recognize me.
If I ate another knight, there would be an uproar in the knighthood. So, I had to target other humans.
Surprisingly, there were many criminals on these dark streets. Either they were wanted and had taken refuge in the back alleys, or they were committing crimes here.
I tend to eat those kinds of people rather than innocent ones if possible, but there were types among them that I had to filter out.
“Heh… How much is all this, hehe.”
“Hey, hand over the money before you receive it.”
“Looks like tonight’s gonna be a blast.”
I lightly ignored the scene of an illegal transaction and walked on. I shouldn’t eat humans like that because they contain poison.
The drug substances accumulated in their bodies could affect me too.
Although I generally have high resistance, the effect of being moderately applied was rather frustrating and made me feel uneasy.
I decided not to eat those for now.
“……”
Walking in the quiet back alleys after escaping from the stuffy Academy feels strange.
The atmosphere differs from the unnecessarily noisy Academy, with fewer people and more silence.
I was quite mentally fatigued after tormenting Lucia in the morning and being harassed by strange perverts in the afternoon.
Moonlight is the only illumination in the back alleys where light doesn’t reach. I walked the quiet streets bathed in it.
There are no people; even if there are, they can’t recognize me. It sometimes feels like I’ve fallen into a different world all alone.
It was already the night of the full moon. For some reason, I seemed more energetic and had a stronger appetite than usual on these nights.
It might be the instinct of a monster.
It’s a pity.
If I hadn’t been hungry, I could have enjoyed the dreamlike atmosphere of the back alleys a bit more.
I walked, feeling the cool night breeze.
This is an alley where monsters appear. A terrifying one that bewitches humans by showing hallucinations and then eating them.
But I, who was walking in that alley now, wasn’t very scared.
Because I was that back alley monster.
In places with poor public safety, I’ve always been the seeker. That’s why I couldn’t feel the emotions of those who fear and avoid me.
I wonder how it feels.
Is the space that’s like home to me scary to them? Or are they afraid of me?
Actually, it doesn’t matter.
Today too, I, the seeker, am just chasing humans.
***
In fact, the back alleys weren’t safe even when Iria was absent.
After rumors spread about monsters roaming around, other murderers became active there.
It was a perfect stage for them to operate, as they could blame the back alley monster even if they killed people.
They were different from Iria, who harmed humans because of eating.
Unlike her, who committed murder to survive, those here did it because they truly enjoyed killing.
Meaningless murder. The sense of sacrilege that swells up because of it. Asha, the fake back alley monster and murderer, was half addicted to that pleasure.
The sensation of piercing human skin with a knife is indescribably good.
If you deliberately miss the vital points, they make pleasant crying sounds, which was so exciting it drove her crazy.
“Haa, haa……”
Eventually, Asha began to masturbate with a blood-stained knife in one hand.
The squishy sound echoed through the quiet alley.
She had already killed one human, but due to her body being heated up more than necessary, it seemed she wouldn’t be satisfied with just one tonight.
So she walked the back alleys looking for a new victim. Scared of the monster? That’s all just a rumor someone made up.
She thought that even the people who had died here so far were killed by murderers like herself, not by monsters.
Moreover, Asha is stronger than an average first-class mercenary despite her appearance. Even if the monster really existed, she could subjugate it at her level.
That’s why Asha could roam the back alleys freely.
Who would be the poor person to be killed by her tonight? She hoped it would be a woman. She was a raging lesbian. Their screams were so much more pleasing to the ear.
How nice it would be if a cool beauty type girl with snow-white hair happened to pass by here. She could cuddle her all night long while stabbing her with a knife.
But that wouldn’t happen.
There’s no way someone who perfectly matches her taste would set foot in such a dangerous place.
She certainly thought so, but,
“Oh?”
Surprisingly, there was.
A woman with gently fluttering silver hair and jewel-like red eyes.
It was a breathtaking appearance just to look at. Asha’s mouth watered at the doll-like, pretty face.
She couldn’t control the inappropriate thoughts flooding her mind. She wanted to lay her down and do this and that right away.
“Hehe, I’m really lucky after all.”
Asha immediately rushed forward, gripping her knife. First, let’s cut both ankles so she can’t run away.
After that, we can think about the rest slowly.
However.
-Slash.
Asha couldn’t reach her. Both of her ankles were cut off the moment she rushed in.
Her center of gravity collapsed, and her body slammed into the ground. Until just before falling, Asha couldn’t understand what had happened to her.
“Kyaaaaaaah!! My feet!! Hiyaaaaaak!!”
“……?”
Asha screamed at the terrible pain that belatedly hit her. The girl she had tried to pounce on looked down at her from above.
It was a cold gaze. A chilly voice fell upon Asha, who lay face down and cried out in pain.
“Asha, do you enjoy your murder game?”
“Huk, wait, wait a moment! Huaaang!”
“You have a lot of unhealthy thoughts. You were trying to cut my ankles.”
“Hik! Wh-what! How!”
Iria sighed as if she was seeing all sorts of things.
The back alley monster had become so famous that now even copycat crimes were happening.
She lifted Asha’s fallen head and met her eyes. Her cut ankles seemed to be in great pain, so she quickly put her to sleep.
Unlike Asha, who liked others’ screams, Iria didn’t particularly like noisy things.
“Anyway, have a good dream, Asha. If you’re reborn in the next life, it would be better not to come to the alley where I am.”
Today it’s a murderer, huh.
The number of victims in the back alley increased.
Chapter 17
Sometimes, I have a thought.
Humans consider killing other humans to be an unusually great sin.
The act of murder is evil.
It’s clearly stated as a criminal act by imperial law, and murderers receive appropriate punishment.
However, the act of killing other living beings besides humans is leniently tolerated.
Even killing monsters is praised as a great deed.
In this world, even if you snuff a being’s life, the treatment differs depending on what the target is.
To me, who is not human, they all looked like the same life.
There was no difference in the guilt I felt whether I killed another animal or a human.
It was also hard to feel much difference between the two.
Thus, most good and evil are aligned with human standards.
Then, am I, who can only eat humans, an evil being?
Am I, born as a monster, a being that must die in this world?
Today, my contemplation was long.
***
Objectively, Iria’s appearance is extremely beautiful.
Her long, snow-white hair creates a somewhat mysterious impression, and her red eyes, unlike her cute face, give a fierce charm.
But is it enough for many students to cling to?
“Worship Iria-nim as a goddess!”
Hmm.
At least, it doesn’t seem to be to that extent.
Of course, that’s just in terms of appearance.
Iria’s true value lies in her unique personality.
She’s basically indifferent to most things, and her tendency to reject those who approach her is well-received by some tastes.
However,
The peak of Iria’s popularity was probably due to that incident.
After Iria defeated Lucia, the recommended student, in a duel, she demanded that Lucia lick her feet.
This created an unimaginable gap moe as it was completely different from the image she had shown until then.
“Wow… She has that kind of taste with that face?”
“At this point, isn’t she just the embodiment of sex appeal?”
“Watch your words, man. Do you want to end up like Lucia?”
“Sounds good?”
Do they know that all their conversations are reaching Iria’s ears?
“……”
Iria had better hearing than normal people.
Having heard everything, I scratched my cheek as if troubled.
I only wanted to attend the academy quietly, but I didn’t know how to react to such things.
Since it wasn’t directly causing harm, I decided to ignore it for now.
Maybe I’ll go to the library today.
If there’s one thing that has been most beneficial since enrolling in the academy, it’s being able to freely use the largest library in the Empire.
Before enrolling, to gather information about the world, I had to eavesdrop on others’ conversations in taverns or spend all day interpreting newspapers I couldn’t even read.
Those were painful times I didn’t want to recall.
I hurried my steps towards the library.
Then someone blocked my way.
It was not exactly blocked, but they seemed to have some business with me.
“Iria! I was just looking for you!”
“Rena?”
“Come with me for a bit.”
Rena grabbed my hand and headed somewhere.
Being light-bodied, I was already being dragged before I could figure out what was happening.
Well, I didn’t mind it.
The place they arrived at was an empty classroom.
There, Rena handed me some kind of paper.
“Read this first.”
I read the text on the paper, but since her language wasn’t perfect, she could only read half of it, so she asked Rena again.
“What does it say here?”
“That means ‘external practice.'”
“And this part?”
“That says to form a team.”
To summarize the contents written on the paper:
If you leave the Central Empire and head east, there’s an unexplored cave.
They judged that it’s not highly dangerous and can be explored at the student level, so if you form a team, analyze, and write a journal, they’ll give points as a substitute for an exam.
However, it seems low-level monsters appear, so only one team of three or more people can apply, including at least two students in the top 10 in academic performance for the year.
Rena exclaimed excitedly.
“Let’s do this!”
“Hmm.”
I pondered for a moment.
Are monsters appearing?
I had never seen monsters since I had never left the Central Empire after my possession.
Still, I was somewhat interested as they were the same kind as me.
But I wasn’t interested enough to go through the hassle of going outside the Empire.
“If we submit this, we don’t have to take exams for 3 subjects during midterms.”
“……!”
It might be less troublesome than taking the exams.
Going out once was more time-efficient than taking 3 exams.
“Alright.”
I agreed immediately, as there was nothing to lose.
Rather, it was full of merits.
Even though it was full of benefits, few could apply for it because of the strict requirements.
Indeed, it didn’t seem easy for other students to form a team because the requirement was to include at least two students in the top 10.
Of course, Rena and I were in the top 10, so we could bring anyone as the remaining member to fill in the numbers.
At that point, Rena opened her mouth.
“Hmm, so Iria, you know some swordsmanship and can use magic to some extent, right?”
“Yes.”
“You’ll fit perfectly in the middle. I’m a mage, so I’ll stay at the rear. It’ll be best if we have a vanguard.”
“So?”
“Do you know anyone from the swordsmanship department? Preferably someone skilled enough to be reliable.”
“……”
I wondered if I could only think of one person because of my extremely narrow social circle.
But still, Lucia was definitely not the right choice.
However, they weren’t close enough to be on the same team.
Just as I erased the thought of that one person from my mind, I heard Rena muttering to herself.
“Sorry, now that I think about it, Iria doesn’t have any friends, does she? I should have considered that…”
“…”
Rena continued, smirking.
“What’s with that expression? Did I say something wrong?”
“I do have friends.”
“Liar.”
“I really do.”
“Seriously?”
“Yes.”
“Whatever you believe.”
Rena nodded but didn’t look convinced at all. I felt a twinge of annoyance.
She left me with no choice.
“Follow me.”
“Wait, you really do have friends?”
This time, I took the lead. Curious, Rena followed.
**
Lucia’s routine was consistent.
She woke up early, went to the academy, attended lectures, and spent all her free time training with her sword.
After her overwhelming defeat in the recent duel, she was now savoring the bitterness of that loss and focusing on her training.
Despite the terrible humiliation she had suffered after losing, Lucia wasn’t discouraged.
There would always be a next time. Her priority was to analyze the reasons for her defeat and improve herself.
At the outdoor training ground of the Imperial Academy, it was lunchtime, and apart from Lucia, no one else was around.
That was until an uninvited guest arrived at the deserted place. Familiar silver hair and red eyes.
“What the hell?! Why are you here?!”
Lucia screamed involuntarily upon seeing Iria’s face.
Iria had destroyed her in both reality and dreams, so her guarded stance was understandable. She eyed Iria warily.
Rena, who followed Iria, asked, “Is she really your friend?”
“Yes.”
“No way!” Lucia retorted simultaneously.
They clearly had different views on their relationship, with Iria unilaterally considering Lucia a friend.
Feeling a sense of unease, Lucia asked, “Wh-why are you bothering me again?”
Iria handed her a piece of paper without meeting her eyes.
“What’s this… Group outdoor practice? So what?”
“Let’s go together.”
“I’d rather go with someone else. Do you really think I’d go with you?”
“Fine. I didn’t expect much anyway. Rena, let’s find someone else.”
Rena had been absent due to illness when Iria and Lucia had their duel. Although she didn’t know the details, she could tell they had a bad relationship.
From an outsider’s perspective, Rena wanted to mediate, but given their current state, a conversation didn’t seem possible. Lucia appeared to be terrified of Iria.
Rena turned to Iria. “Iria, do you know anyone else?”
“No.”
“Yeah, I figured.”
She hadn’t expected much.
Iria being Iria.
“Let’s go find someone else.”
Rena sighed softly and turned away. Iria was about to follow her when Lucia called out.
“Wait.”
Lucia had read the notice on the spot.
“It’s first-come, first-served for the teams.”
Despite her feelings about her would-be teammates, she was interested in the outdoor activity. It offered valuable real-world experience, even if it wasn’t particularly difficult. Plus, she could receive a recommendation letter from a professor, which would be beneficial when deciding on her future career after graduation.
It was a good opportunity.
“Hmm…”
Lucia hesitated.
She hadn’t taken the entrance exam yet, so she had no official rank. To meet the requirements, she needed to recruit two top-performing students, but Iria’s group would likely submit their application first since they already met the conditions.
But teaming up with Iria, who had humiliated her, was naturally repugnant. The memory of the salty taste from licking Iria’s foot was still fresh in her mind.
However, she had to think logically.
Lucia had already lost to Iria once, but she hadn’t given up on being the top student. Her mind was filled with thoughts of eventually defeating Iria and reclaiming the top spot.
If she followed Iria this time and discovered any weaknesses, it might be worth the humiliation.
So, she decided.
“… I’ll join your group. It’s not like you’ll find anyone more suitable than me.”
And with that, Lucia joined the team.
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That’s how Rena recruited two golden members and handed the application documents to Professor Eve.
“The application date is tomorrow… Well, it’s better to be early since it’ll be busy soon. Are you planning to leave first thing in the tomorrow?”
“Yes.”
The exam period will start soon.
It was the result of reflecting Lucia’s opinion that absences during the exam period have a severe impact.
Even though attendance would be handled as an official absence, missing important classes was directly related to grades.
After reviewing the documents twice more, Eve took a sip of black tea and stamped them.
“Ahem, I’m sorry. It’s originally my job, but I just couldn’t make the schedule work no matter what.”
As an Academy professor, she couldn’t leave her position for long.
So this time, she posted a notice to give students experience under the name of external practice.
She thought it would be fine since the danger level wasn’t too high, and although they were first-years, the top student was included.
“Iria, who’s the top of the year, Rena in 7th place, and Lucia, whom I know well. Good. I can trust and leave it to you all.”
“Thank you!”
“I’ll handle your Academy attendance as an official absence during the practice period, so go without worry.”
“Yes!”
Rena, who received the stamped documents and some support funds, bowed her head.
Eve opened her mouth one last time.
“Still, be careful. You never know what might come out in unexplored areas. Don’t overdo it; if it seems dangerous, get out immediately.”
During the preliminary survey, only low-level monsters were abundant at the cave entrance, but who knows what might be below.
It wasn’t that she didn’t trust the students, but it never hurts to be careful.
***
A day passed after submitting the application to Professor Eve.
The morning of the day marked the start of the external practice.
It was troublesome from the beginning.
They hadn’t even left the Empire, but there were frequent clashes between the team members.
“Why do you keep staring?”
“W-who says I’m looking?!”
The friction between the two started as soon as they met early in the morning.
They weren’t close. Rather, they were awkward with each other, so there wasn’t much conversation, but it usually went like this.
Lucia is walking while watching Iria, and Iria is bothered by her gaze.
In fact, due to the trauma from that day, Lucia still couldn’t meet Iria’s eyes.
Iria, not being one to remember past events well, had no thoughts about it.
Although the humiliation she suffered from Lucia initially wasn’t small, she had settled it last time.
So she didn’t have any ill feelings towards her.
Rather, now it was Lucia who was watching Iria’s mood.
Anyway, the three who met at the promised place were now walking through the market streets.
It was to purchase various necessary items before going on the external practice.
“I only need a sword. I brought that as a personal item, so I don’t need anything else.”
Lucia said, showing the sword at her waist.
The support fund they received from Eve was about 60 silver coins, which was slightly insufficient to buy items for three people but enough for two.
Even so, since Rena didn’t need equipment, it seemed like there would be quite a bit of money left over.
“Iria, come over here for a moment. I’ll show you how to look at magic stones.”
“……”
Rena called Iria to the side and pointed at items displayed in the store.
In the direction she pointed, small stones were placed by color.
“The red ones contain the fire element, the blue ones the ice element, and the green ones the wind element. They look the same, but the price differs according to grade. Do you know how to use them?”
“No.”
Iria shook her head.
“Iria, you handle mana well but have a small total amount. So you’ll need magic stones. First, hold it like this…”
Rena held a magic stone and slightly injected mana into it.
Mana materialized itself in her hand.
It wasn’t Rena’s mana, but the mana built into the magic stone.
They are stones that contain mana.
The principle is that if you break or slightly inject mana into them, the mana inside the stone flows out.
“If you do this, you can use magic without putting in mana. Of course, you can only use it once before it becomes useless. Few people use them because they’re expensive compared to their efficiency, but you will need them, Iria.”
“It does seem useful.”
Iria was good at manipulating mana.
If she could make up for her lack of total mana with magic stones, it would greatly help increase her combat power.
Thinking it was more useful than expected, Iria asked about the price.
“So how much are they?”
She considered buying a few personally later, even if not for the external practice.
Rena answered Iria’s question.
“Low-grade magic stones are 1 silver coin. Mid-grade is 30 coins, and high-grade is 1 gold coin.”
The price of magic stones was higher than I thought.
1 gold coin is 100 silver coins. I guess there’s a reason why people don’t use them much.
“Let’s get about 5 low-grade ones for now…”
“Buy one high-grade.”
Lucia, who had been quietly listening to the conversation, handed over a gold coin from her pocket.
“Huh?”
Rena froze at the suddenly large amount.
Lucia spoke without making eye contact with her.
“We should be prepared for emergency situations.”
“But the money……”
“I’ll pay for it, so it’s fine. You can keep the support funds.”
Lucia was the second daughter of a noble family.
This much money was something she could easily afford.
And.
“Buy about two more.”
Iria said, handing two gold coins to Rena.
She also had funds she obtained through dark channels a few days ago.
“……Why do you two have so much money?”
“I’m an Aster.”
“I’m Iria.”
“……”
There were two students here with suspiciously large amounts of money.
In the end, was Rena the only poor commoner?
One gold coin is what her family earns in a month.
Rena felt like she was about to cry at the extreme wealth gap that showed even in daily life.
Anyway, Rena bought 3 high-grade magic stones and 5 low-grade ones with the funds.
Even after buying this much, 55 silver coins of support funds were left, so the wallet situation was comfortable.
Moreover, beside Rena were the noble-blooded Lucia and the young, rich, shy girl Iria.
She had thought she should use the received support funds efficiently, but that feeling was crumbling.
It felt like her sense of money was dulling by being with these two.
“Come to think of it, Iria. Don’t you need a sword? We still have a lot of money left, so we could buy that and leave right away.”
“Then just give me a dagger.”
Buying expensive ones would only result in them breaking quickly, unable to withstand Iria’s strength.
From experience, using it once and throwing it away that day was better.
So Iria picked up a small for cheap.
Just when all preparations were complete to go outside the Empire.
“Shall we eat lunch before we go?”
Rena, the practical leader of this practice, opened her mouth.
It was about time for a normal human to start feeling hungry.
“Sure.”
And Lucia agreed with that opinion.
They don’t know how long the external practice period will last.
A long period of fasting could directly lead to a decline in condition.
But Iria’s reaction wasn’t so good.
She just turned around with a hardened expression.
“You two eat.”
“Iria, are you not eating?”
“I’m not feeling well.”
“Hmm……”
Come to think of it, Rena had never seen Iria eat while sticking close to her all this time.
Was she actually a great small eater?
With physical abilities that overwhelm even an average adult male?
Generally thinking, it didn’t make sense.
“……”
At that point, Iria noticed that the gaze directed at her was strange.
She read Rena’s memory right there.
She was being suspected of something now.
Thinking this wouldn’t do, Iria got up from her seat momentarily.
Then she bought a chicken skewer from a street food stall and came back.
It took a lot of courage to put it in her mouth.
It looked quite delicious on the outside.
Iria took a big sigh once, then took a bite.
Nom nom.
It was more edible than she thought.
Her sense of taste was a bit different from humans, so she couldn’t taste it, but it wasn’t inedible to the point of having no taste at all.
“Hmm, looks like Iria will eat that. Let’s go by ourselves.”
So, Iria was left alone.
She threw the bitten skewer into the trash can and quietly headed somewhere.
**
Behind the market street.
Iria, who hid herself in a place where people rarely set foot, sat down there.
Cold sweat poured like a waterfall, and a sharp pain arose as if all the organs in my body were twisting.
“Ugh!”
As something other than human blood and flesh entered her body, her body had a violent rejection reaction.
After what felt like forever, she expelled everything she just had and more.
After that, she spat out blood that burst from her damaged body.
Her vision was half blurred, and there was spit-out blood on her lips.
As the blood in her body drained out, there was a fact that was belatedly felt.
Iria was not human.
Therefore, it was impossible to naturally blend in among humans.
For a moment, she dreamed of becoming human.
“Haa, haa……”
She is a foolish monster.
Just by mixing with humans for a while, she mistook herself for being human.
As her thoughts became complicated momentarily, it felt like her insides were twisting again.
“Khaak…!”
Finally, after vomiting blood once more, she was able to regain her senses.
Reason settled in her cooled head.
Wiping the blood on her mouth, she brushed back her hair wet with cold sweat.
How long can I endure?
Today’s lunch tasted like blood.
Chapter 19
On this day, Iria’s condition was at its worst.
It wasn’t the first time her body had been ruined by eating human food.
Once when she had just been possessed, before she even realized she was a monster.
Once when she desperately wanted to deny that she was a monster.
And now.
“Iria, you look really pale. Are you okay?”
“……”
Rena supported Iria, whose complexion had noticeably paled.
To be honest, she thought one bite would be fine.
The last time, she had eaten a full meal and suffered the consequences, so she thought a tiny amount would be bearable.
But that wasn’t the case.
Her stomach churned, her throat felt nauseous, and she craved human blood.
There were two fresh-looking meals right beside her now.
“Don’t… come near me……”
“Huh? Oh, okay.”
Iria pushed away Rena, who was supporting her.
Being so close, she could smell something good and had the urge to bite with her teeth.
She knew she shouldn’t have such thoughts, but as she kept looking at Lucia too, her skin looked so soft and squishy.
It would probably feel good to chew on.
“Ack!”
Iria coughed up blood.
Being around humans on an empty stomach was torturous.
It was strange.
Hadn’t she eaten a human just two days ago?
Maybe she was hungry because she vomited everything she had eaten earlier.
“Iria?! Are you sure you’re okay?! Come to your senses! Do you want to go back now?!”
Rena asked with genuine concern.
It was the first time she had seen Iria show such weakness.
Startled by the blood she had coughed up, Rena tried to come closer, but Iria stretched out her hand to stop her.
“I’m fine, let’s just go. I’m okay.”
It wasn’t the first time she had to suppress her rising desires.
Wasn’t this something she always did?
This time, her head just hurt a little more.
Since she was used to enduring and suppressing it, she could bear it this time too.
Iria walked alone without anyone’s support.
The journey from outside the Empire to their destination was longer than expected.
***
Despite Iria’s poor physical condition, the external training went more smoothly than expected.
In fact, it was because the other two members performed well, as Iria was excluded from combat.
“……Aster style.”
First, Lucia wielding a real sword was incomparably stronger than they had seen in the training arena.
After all, the Aster sword style ultimately enhances the sharpness of the blade.
It showed its true value when holding a real sword rather than a wooden one.
The monsters in the cave were slashed by Lucia’s sword.
Black blood was splattered on the cave walls and floor.
Lucia stood in the center of a place filled with blood, monster corpses, and unsightly entrails.
She shook the blood off her sword once.
It wasn’t a particularly pleasant feeling.
Even if they were monsters, it was still taking lives.
The scene of life turning into death and corpses transforming into stench is disgusting.
It seemed even more so because she was still at the level of a first-year student without much real combat experience.
“Bloom.”
And.
Rena’s spells flew across the battlefield.
Flames blooming like red flowers form a fireball.
Rena burned the monsters that Lucia had cut down and left behind.
She boldly trimmed the incantation to cast spells quickly and infused more mana to increase the power.
Rena’s flames shot up once at the narrow entrance of the cave.
After roughly clearing out the approaching monsters like this,
“Phew……”
Lucia stood there, fixing her sweat-soaked hair, and Rena let out a big sigh.
The number of monsters was more than expected.
It was common for them to enter caves to escape the cold and make them their dwelling, but this was a bit different.
It was spring now, and even if it were winter, it was unusual for this many monsters to stay inside a cave.
Was there some kind of source inside that was attracting them?
Either way, they needed to investigate a bit more carefully.
“Aren’t there more than we thought?”
“You’re right.”
Rena raised the question first, and Iria, responsible for recording the training content, nodded.
“Write this down.”
“Is this how you write it?”
“No, the spelling is wrong.”
“……”
While the external training was generally smooth, not everything went perfectly.
For one, Iria was weak in language.
Since she looked unwell, they had her excluded from combat. They tasked her with writing the exploration journal, but even that wasn’t going smoothly.
Watching this scene, Lucia complained, wondering how someone like that could be the top student.
But it couldn’t be helped.
Iria was not only clumsy at reading but even worse at writing.
She wrote down various things they discovered during the training, but they were completely illegible, so Rena had to rewrite everything from the beginning.
“……Should I just do the recording?”
“Please do.”
“Can you move now?”
“Yes.”
Still, Iria’s condition seemed better than before.
Color had returned to her pale face, and her staggering steps had returned to normal.
In the end, Iria and Rena switched roles.
Rena moved to the back, and Iria walked beside Lucia.
As their supervising professor Eve had said, it didn’t seem to be such a dangerous place.
Although the number of monsters was high, they were all at a level that students could subjugate.
Even though it was a three-person party, two people would have been enough.
Iria walked close to Lucia’s side.
Lucia frowned.
“Don’t stick so close.”
“……”
“I said don’t stick close, didn’t I?”
“Do you still dislike me?”
“Isn’t that obvious?”
How could she like her?
She had been humiliated just recently.
Of course, Lucia had picked the fight first.
Objectively, Lucia was at fault for underestimating Iria’s skills, challenging her to a ranking battle, and insulting her.
But after losing the duel, she had a chance to reflect on herself in her dreams.
Lucia had acknowledged her mistakes and wrongdoings at that point.
That’s why she had intended to formally apologize to Iria once everything was over.
[Bow your head and lick my feet. I’ll let it slide this time.]
After suffering such humiliation, she had completely forgotten about apologizing and had been avoiding Iria.
“Ugh.”
She didn’t even want to think about what happened that day.
She wanted to forget about that incident, separate from acknowledging her own mistakes.
“That? I just said exactly what Lucia had said. Something about fee–”
“Waaaahhhh!! Stop! I get it, so stop!”
When Iria reminded her of what she had been trying to forget, Lucia had a fit.
She couldn’t even argue back because it was what she had said.
She could only walk, hoping that Iria would please shut her mouth.
“…… I’m sorry.”
“……?”
“I said I’m sorry. For what happened then.”
In the end, Lucia offered a belated apology to Iria.
She had never lost to peers before, so she had been arrogant.
That’s why she had made such a mistake.
Come to think of it, was this the first time she was apologizing to her in reality?
She had nothing to say about the past incident, even if she had ten mouths.
She should have apologized on the same day, but it was delayed.
Today’s apology was necessary for Lucia to grow into a better person in the future.
She was walking the path of lowering her strong pride a little.
There was no use in insisting anymore; it would only make her ugly and stagnant.
Lucia chose to let go and move forward.
“……”
Iria maintained her silence even after hearing all of Lucia’s words.
To be precise, she had nothing particular to say.
Regardless of what Lucia thought of her, she had long forgotten about the past incident.
Moreover, hadn’t she tormented Lucia enough herself?
She remembers tormenting her in both dreams and reality.
If anything, shouldn’t Iria be the one apologizing?
Still, since Lucia said so herself, it didn’t matter either way.
“What? Did something happen between you two?”
And Rena, the only one in this place who didn’t know about what happened that day, asked with an innocent face.
Iria was about to summarize the situation as if nothing had happened.
“Lucia told me to lick her feet so I– Mmph!”
Her mouth was covered by Lucia before she could finish her sentence.
**
Caves are much damper and more humid than one might expect, making it not a particularly pleasant place.
If there’s magical energy on top of that, even more so.
Of course, for Iria, whose race was a monster, breathing was much easier, like in the back alleys.
That was also why Iria’s physical condition had improved.
She had absorbed some of the surrounding magical energy and recovered some strength.
However, it couldn’t solve the problem of her empty stomach and hunger.
The nameless cave was connected quite deep inside.
A fork in the path branched into several directions, but in the end, all paths seemed to lead underground.
Iria stopped for a moment in front of this fork.
“……”
Beyond the darkness ahead, something didn’t smell good.
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Most living beings are reluctant to harm those that resemble them.
If someone were to hand me a large sum of money and a dagger, asking me to kill the animal before me, I could do it.
It’s not that I have no aversion to taking a life, but there was enough value to overcome that.
I might hesitate a bit, but I could do it.
If I just close my eyes and endure it once, I could live the rest of my life in luxury, couldn’t I?
I could plunge the knife into the animal’s body.
“……”
Then, if that someone offered me ten times the previous amount to kill a human this time, could I do it?
Holding the dagger just like before, I stand before a human.
Unlike with the animal, my hand starts to shake.
My eyes meet those of the human before me.
Their body, bound all over, shaking their head violently with tears in their eyes, seemed to be begging me not to do it.
If I stab them, they’ll feel pain, right?
There will probably be blood too.
I might have nightmares, and I could live the rest of my life plagued by guilt.
I dropped the dagger in my hand.
To conclude, I couldn’t kill a human.
More precisely, I was reluctant to kill a living being that resembled me.
And,
Now that time has passed, and I’m no longer human, I’ve become capable of killing humans.
I didn’t feel as much aversion to murder, nor did I feel much guilt.
I didn’t ignore the weight of the life I had taken, but I had to survive first.
When I thought it was for my own survival, I didn’t hesitate much.
It was strange.
Wasn’t I trembling at the thought of killing just one person until yesterday?
It’s not like my personality has changed much compared to then.
What’s different between the me then and the me now?
I fell into deep contemplation.
Not long after, I was able to find the answer.
At some point, I had stopped recognizing humans as my own kind.
At some point, I had stopped thinking of humans as resembling me.
Then, now that I’ve become a monster, could I kill monsters that resemble me?
It’s an old question.
***
Exterminating monsters was an extremely difficult task for Iria.
When she tried to swing her sword, her hand stiffened, and when she tried to use magic, the spell stopped just before casting.
She was hesitating.
Although they might not look like her, they were the same kind, with magical energy flowing through their bodies.
Seeing Iria hesitate like this, Lucia unexpectedly spoke up.
“I didn’t see you as the type, but are you perhaps a pacifist? Like, you can’t even kill a single ant?”
“……”
“I’m not trying to say anything. I’m just curious. If you don’t want to answer, then don’t.”
There was no intention behind the question.
It’s just that it seemed a bit contrasting to the violent Iria she had seen until now, so she asked.
But even to this simple question, Iria seemed to be lost in deep thought.
Having observed Iria closely during the training period, Lucia felt she was starting to understand what kind of person she was.
Iria was silent, but she wasn’t ignoring the question.
She was just taking time to ponder the answer, as she was naturally a cautious person.
Then, she instead asked Lucia a question.
“Is there a reason we have to kill them?”
“A reason to kill them?”
“Yes.”
Lucia thought for a moment, then gave her answer.
“There isn’t. We just kill them because we have to. But there’s also no reason not to kill them. These things are dangerous if we leave them alone. We kill them before they attack humans.”
“……”
Monsters attack humans.
It’s because it’s their instinct.
So, humans kill monsters before that happens.
It was a rational reason.
But listening to it made her feel uncomfortable.
Was it because she was a monster?
Are monsters evil because they kill humans?
Then, are humans good even if they kill monsters without reason?
In fact, there might not have been any good or evil between the two races from the beginning.
Aren’t they both just trying to survive?
If they keep fighting like this, only the stronger ones will remain.
It’s the natural law of nature.
Iria thought as she looked at the corpses of her fallen kin.
The reason they died was because they were weak.
She passed by, looking down at them with eyes tinged with a bit of pity.
“Well, you can be like that if you lack experience. I was like that at first too.”
Lucia patted Iria’s shoulder as if to say it was understandable.
She was a noble’s child who had received early education since childhood.
Rather, hesitating like Iria was a normal reaction for an ordinary girl.
It’s just that it didn’t match the image she had shown usually.
“If you really can’t do it, just support from the back. I’ll do it.”
“……”
Lucia readied her sword in front of the approaching horde of monsters, and Iria grasped a low-grade magic stone.
Although the number of combatants had been reduced to one, the training continued smoothly.
Iria was fulfilling her role from the side, even if she wasn’t attacking.
She would bind the monsters’ movements with wind, and Lucia cut them down.
-Slash.
That’s how the monsters in the cave were dying.
The sound of them being cut echoed in the enclosed space.
Watching the monsters being mercilessly slaughtered, Iria felt an indescribable emotion.
There wasn’t even time to be surprised that such an emotion still existed within her.
It was just a purely unpleasant feeling.
***
I saw my kind for the first time.
The impression was a bit different from what I had thought.
They didn’t look like me, but rather closer to monsters.
Some looked similar to wolves, and some looked more squishy, like jelly.
Although they looked very different from me, I could still tell.
They were indeed my kind.
Magical energy flows through their bodies, and they move with the same characteristics as me.
Above all, my body recognized them as my kind.
Once I realized this, I became unable to harm them.
Most living beings can’t attack those that resemble them.
And it seemed the same for them too.
The monsters didn’t attack me.
Did they also recognize me as one of their kind?
Since coming here, I haven’t received any attacks yet.
“Come to think of it, isn’t it strange that the monsters don’t seem to come at Iria? They were rushing at me like crazy. Is it a difference in our constitution?”
Rena harbored suspicions.
Lucia also felt something odd about it, but she didn’t know the reason.
But I knew.
Because I’m also a monster, I could read their behavior patterns.
I’m not sure if she’s aware of it herself, but Rena has a constitution that monsters love.
She smelled better than other humans.
Rena had good blood.
If I were them, I probably would have gone for Rena before Lucia too.
A sweet scent had been flowing from beside me for a while, and I was even having trouble resisting it.
I decided not to go near her when I was on an empty stomach like now.
“More than that, this place is really deep. Are caves usually like this?”
Rena said while recording the cave’s ecology on paper.
Come to think of it, we’ve been in this cave for several hours now.
We did take some time dealing with monsters along the way, but should it have taken this long to reach the end?
I wasn’t the only one who felt something was off, as this time Lucia spoke up.
“Rather than a cave, it’s more like a tunnel someone deliberately dug out.”
“A tunnel?”
“I’m not sure, but looking at the marks on the walls, it seems that way. It’s probably an artificially made place.”
“Hmm.”
After hearing Lucia’s words, I closely examined the cave walls.
I couldn’t really tell just by looking.
It would have been nice if I could read the memories of the walls, too.
Unfortunately, I couldn’t read the memories of inanimate objects.
It’s because they don’t have eyes to meet.
If this place was artificially made as Lucia said, I wanted to know what kind of space it was.
“……!”
Wait a minute.
Eyes?
I sat down for a moment and touched the head of a dead monster.
“Iria?”
And slowly, I met its eyes.
The dead monster was already cold, but if it was once a living being, I could read its memories.
In this cold, dark cave.
What kind of memories would a monster living in such a place have?
Where did they come from, and why are they here?
I focused on the consciousness of the dead monster.
And.
“……”
I realized this place wasn’t safe as Eve had said.
There was something dangerous underground here.
Actually, I had been thinking it was strange from halfway through.
The deeper we went, the denser the magical energy became, and it wasn’t a concentration that low-level monsters could emit.
There was no time to explain verbally.
It was too complex for that.
I pulled on Lucia’s sleeve.
“I think we need to get out of here now.”
“Huh? What do you mean?”
“……Quickly.”
This place is like the dwelling of some being.
Judging from the memory of the monster I just read, it was very close by now.
-Rumble.
Just as I was trying to pull Lucia and Rena towards the exit, the ground shook.
Maybe the entire cave was shaking.
I turned my head and faced something I didn’t really want to encounter.
A massive shadow revealed itself from the deep darkness.
It was like the source of the magical energy that covered the cave.
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The monsters pouring out from the depths of the cave seemed to be fleeing from something even deeper.
It was something sinister, much larger and fiercer than anything we had seen so far.
Is that also a monster?
But it was eating other monsters.
I saw it chewing on monsters in the deeper darkness.
Cannibalism? Were monsters originally such creatures?
In fact, I don’t know what kind of race monsters are.
The only monster I’ve seen until now was myself, so I thought they would be similar to me.
Maybe that wasn’t always the case.
That giant monster showed hostility toward me, too.
It might be hostile to all living things.
I tried to read its memories, but I couldn’t.
Of course, I couldn’t show it hallucinations either.
It wasn’t that it didn’t work.
I was observing its appearance closely but couldn’t find its eyes.
I can’t use my ability if I can’t meet its eyes.
It seemed impossible to subdue it without fighting.
“What is that…?”
Lucia showed a terrified expression but didn’t let go of her sword.
It was the Aster sword style I had seen before.
Was she planning to face that thing?
It wasn’t a good decision.
We should have just turned around and run away.
“I think we should just leave.”
I said, slowly observing the situation.
Judging by the amount of magical energy I could sense, I could roughly guess how strong that monster was.
It was overwhelmingly stronger than Lucia.
Charging at it would be tantamount to a suicide attempt.
Lucia seemed to understand this fact, too.
She withdrew her sword and took a step back.
“…Yeah, that sounds better.”
“Run!”
Sensing danger, Lucia and Rena ran towards the exit.
I didn’t particularly want to fight either, so I ran after them.
Lucia and Rena seemed to be feeling fear of something they were seeing for the first time.
But I didn’t feel anything this time either.
Is the emotion of fear already gone, non-existent for me?
It could also be because I’m stronger than that monster.
I was intrigued by the monster of a form I’d never seen before, but I couldn’t use my power with the two of them watching.
I decided to quietly slip away.
After running for a while like that,
“W-wait a minute! Everyone stop!”
“Ugh?!”
Rena, who was running at the front, shouted.
A giant shadow was blocking the way in the direction of the exit.
It was something similar in form to what we had seen before.
It had surrounded us.
Not knowing what to do, Lucia and Rena fell into panic.
“W, what’s going on here?!”
“Maybe… it came back through that fork in the road we saw earlier. I’m not sure if there were two from the beginning…”
Well.
It was questionable whether we could consider that as two.
In terms of life, it was one, but if counting by number, it was innumerable.
Even if cut by a sword, it would probably just divide and not die.
This is my judgment, being able to sense magical energy.
The situation had become more troublesome than expected.
Lucia gripped her sword again.
“So what are we going to do about this?”
With a bang, a tentacle of the black shadow struck the ground.
It was an attack aimed at Lucia, but she dodged it, causing the ground to cave in.
She immediately swung her sword to cut off the tentacle, but the severed tentacle divided like an individual life form and attacked Lucia.
Somehow, I thought it might do that.
Rena dealt with them with flames before the divided entities could reach Lucia.
“I’ll try to break through…!”
Rena said, raising flames in both hands.
Her instantaneous firepower from long-range surpasses Lucia’s initial strike.
Her determination to break through, even if it meant pouring out all the mana in her body, was admirable.
She boldly increased the mana output, putting her all into this shot.
With them approaching from both sides, there wasn’t much time.
That’s why it had to be finished in one go.
“Bloom!”
The high-level magic layered with multiple layers of mana pierces through the black shadow.
Once it pierced through, the flame stuck to the shadow’s body and continued to burn.
How long will it burn? Of course, it will burn until the enveloping mana is exhausted.
With a roaring sound, the shadow burned.
A single enormous entity continuously divided, and even as it split, Rena’s flames tracked and burned it.
Magic seemed more effective than swords against such an enemy.
It didn’t die, but its size noticeably decreased compared to before.
However, because Rena had put everything into a single spell, she couldn’t detect monsters coming from her flanks.
The monster from the entrance side, which had somehow approached right before us, stretched its shadow towards Rena.
-Thud!
“Ugh?!”
The extended tentacle pierced through Rena’s body.
Red blood stained the cave walls.
The spell scattered as the mage could no longer hold her concentration.
Thus, Rena’s flame illuminating the dark cave where no light enters disappeared.
The darkness descending on the bright cave was instantaneous.
“Hah, haah……”
Rena groaned, clutching her pierced wound with her hand.
Fortunately, it didn’t seem like any vital organs were damaged, but the bleeding was substantial.
Her blood was something that drove monsters crazy, so it wasn’t good news.
If low-level monsters smell the blood, things could get troublesome.
Rena couldn’t move her body for a while, and Lucia also couldn’t adapt to the suddenly descended darkness.
If left like this, both of them would probably die.
And only I would survive again.
If they die, would I be sad?
Did I still have such emotions left in me?
“……”
I don’t know.
For now, what’s certain is that I didn’t particularly want to see such a result.
I swung my dagger to cut off the tentacle flying towards Lucia.
And I told Lucia.
“Take Rena and get out of here.”
It was the only method I could think of right now.
More precisely, there was no other method besides this.
Even if I subdued the monster at the exit and ran, another entity would block the way.
Rather than that, it was better to focus all the monster’s attention on me.
“What, what about you!”
“…!”
Lucia shouted while cutting down the shadows extending from all directions with her sword.
Is she worried about me?
I looked at Lucia with surprised eyes.
She had a very urgent expression on her face.
It was an expression I had never seen before.
I thought such an expression on her looked very unnatural.
Even as a courtesy, Lucia and I couldn’t be called on good terms.
She had challenged me to a fight to take the top student position from me, and I had tormented her for it.
Thinking normally, shouldn’t she be happy that I’d sent the two of them out and stay here?
If I die, the top student position would naturally pass to her.
“Just go,” I said, gripping a high-grade magic stone in my hand.
Human emotions are, well, incomprehensible.
Now, the time when I was human feels like ancient history.
As I scattered the shadow once with my fist wrapped in wind, Lucia took Rena and escaped.
Until the end, she tried to take me along, but I refused.
It’s not like we could shake them off even if all three of us ran away anyway.
Lucia’s behavior was not rational.
Isn’t it more beneficial to have one person stay behind to buy time rather than all of us perishing here?
If someone’s sacrifice can save two lives, isn’t that a blessing in itself?
Worrying about me is an action buried in emotion, not reason.
You can understand it if you think calmly, even for a moment.
My judgment is correct, and Lucia’s action is wrong.
But why?
More than making the rationally correct judgment, I envied having emotions to cling to.
It was something I could no longer feel.
“……”
As I watched Lucia escape like that, I thought it would be nice to feel something called emotion too.
***
From what I’ve experienced living in this world, emotions are more useless than one might think.
That’s because they interfere with making rational judgments.
Having emotions is disadvantageous.
It’s like baggage that can turn intelligent humans into fools at crucial moments.
But why am I so disappointed that I can’t have it?
I just felt empty, like a hollow doll.
Even now, that’s how it is.
I’m frustrated about something I can’t have, but even this sensation will flare up briefly like a flame and then cool down.
I’ll be envious for a moment, but soon, I’ll resign myself.
That’s what it means to feel emotions shallowly.
And,
“…Ah.”
It cooled down.
As the briefly flared emotion subsided, it became as quiet as if my heart had stopped.
This is a sensation that has now become routine.
I drew my dagger, then raised my head toward the monster’s direction.
Chapter 22
In fact, the definition of a monster wasn’t that difficult.
A being that harbors magical energy in its body is a monster.
If it contains magical energy, it’s called a monster.
That’s why it can exist in any form.
There are countless types, and each individual seems to have different characteristics.
This is what I read in a book.
“Hmm…”
But I wonder if I can really call that thing the same kind as me.
It felt like a different, alien power compared to the monsters I had seen before.
It clearly contained magical energy, but it didn’t feel like I was dealing with a living being.
When cut, it divides and stretches out to attack.
Did it think it could win against me with sheer numbers?
I fell into deep contemplation while maintaining minimal defense against the attacks pouring towards me.
The subject of my contemplation was profound.
It was about whether the being attacking me was a monster or not.
It was close to a kind of self-suggestion.
If I truly recognized that thing as the same as me, I wouldn’t have the confidence to harm it.
For now, after much observation, I could conclude that the black shadows I was facing were not living beings.
These are just fragments split from a single entity.
They’re like avatars controlled by the main body existing somewhere in this place.
Avatars are not living beings.
My criterion for judging whether something is alive was based on memories.
I didn’t consider something that I couldn’t read memories from or absorb memories from when killed as a living being.
So I cut them down.
After cutting them down, before they could fuse again, I ran towards the depths of the cave.
I decided to find the main body of the shadow.
But at that point, I fell into contemplation once again.
“……”
Unlike the avatars, the main body of the shadow was clearly a living being.
If I proceeded like this and faced the main body, I wondered if I could kill it then.
At that time, I would have to make a decision.
***
There’s a knife in my hand, and there’s a human.
He is a very bad human.
Not content with killing many humans, he tried to kill an animal I was close to and even swung a knife at me.
What is this? Is he trying to fight?
We were the same species, but the hostility was clear.
There’s a justification for killing him.
If I don’t kill him, someone else will die.
Then, can I stab this human?
If so, could I do the same to a monster?
I don’t know.
I just close my eyes.
If it’s something I must do, I close my eyes and deny its identity.
Surprisingly, the sensation of stabbing with a sword isn’t much different, whether it’s a human or an animal.
Even I, who had killed numerous other species, couldn’t distinguish what I was stabbing if I closed my eyes.
Humans and animals look the same in the black world that unfolds when I close my eyes.
I stretched out my hand, holding the knife.
But it still took a lot of courage to do so.
***
After crushing the high-grade magic stone, the mana in my hand was more abundant than ever.
Blue-green wind follows my movements.
I cut down the pouring shadow tentacles with the wind.
Deep in the cave, I stopped at a fork that split in several directions.
That’s because the giant shadow monster poured in from all directions.
Monsters as strong as a first-class mercenary formed a pack.
I changed the direction of the dagger in my hand.
I judged that it wasn’t a situation to moderately control my strength.
I brought the blade of the cheap dagger to my other wrist.
Applying a bit more force to cut my wrist, blood flowed out of the wound.
‘How long has it been since I used magical energy?’
It must have been quite a while.
I could subdue most enemies without unleashing it.
I burned the flowing blood and released the magical energy from my body.
The opponent is the source of magical energy that covers this entire cave.
Between me and this nameless monster, which one harbors more magical energy?
I decided to test it.
My magical energy, infused with my blood, has a red tint.
I mixed it in an appropriate ratio with the mana extracted from the high-grade magic stone.
A strong gust of wind blew, enough to carve the cave walls.
In this underground tunnel where no one visits, a red wind blows.
I accelerated by wrapping the wind around my body.
With my petite body, the red afterimages are the only trace of my existence.
It didn’t take 3 seconds to clear all the approaching shadows.
They were finely cut by the wind, then scattered.
And the scattered shadows that couldn’t reach me left black stains on the cave walls and floor.
Was the main body not here either?
Even so, it’s an amazing ability for a single entity to handle this much.
At that point, I could guess what was down here.
It’s too bizarre to be a normal monster and has vast power.
And that alien sensation I felt earlier.
It was something a bit different from magical energy.
To my knowledge, there was only one cause of this.
“……Seed of the Demon King.”
It’s a monster that contains a part of the king who reigned as the absolute ruler of the continent about 20 years ago.
Having made the Seed of the Demon King my enemy, I continued the battle in the cave that was like his headquarters.
The maze-like space is easy to get lost in.
So, I had to vibrate magical energy to grasp the structure.
It wasn’t easy to find and attack the main body whose location I didn’t even know.
I circled the same place for a while, dealing with the endlessly surging shadows.
“Ugh……”
I brushed off the black stains clinging all over my body.
No matter what, my stamina is bound to be depleted.
It might have been different if my body was in a normal state.
Right now, I was in a state of extreme hunger.
If I wasted more time here, I might go berserk like that time.
So, I decided to unleash a bit more magical energy.
Red magical energy covers the surroundings.
Using it makes me honest to my instincts.
That’s why I didn’t particularly like using it.
But it was necessary.
I had to find the needle in the haystack.
I was curious.
How does the monster know my location and move the shadows?
The main body doesn’t move.
It would have revealed its location to me if it had moved, so that much was certain.
I picked up a cut shadow with my hand and observed it.
No matter how I looked at it, it didn’t have eyes.
As I looked closely, I could find something strange.
“……?”
Is this magical energy overlaid on the shadow?
Unextinguished magical energy remains on the cut surface sliced by the sword.
Whether it had just left the main body, I could feel a faint warmth.
Are the shadow and the main body connected by magical energy?
At least the shadow I was holding in my hand seemed to have its connection with the main body cut off due to being sliced by the sword.
I immediately grabbed another shadow with my hand to check.
And my prediction was correct.
The shadows were connected to the main body in some form.
If it could know my location, I could also estimate its location.
I jumped in the direction the shadow pointed.
-Bang!
It’s a strong leap, enough to dig into the ground I kicked off from.
The shadows can’t catch up with my speed, wrapped in wind magic.
Is this all there is to the Seed of the Demon King?
It was certainly strong, but not unbeatable.
Having succeeded in locating the main body, I closed the distance through the shortest route towards it.
As I got closer, the concentration of magical energy increased.
It would have been difficult even to breathe for an ordinary person.
Of course, it had no effect on me since I’m a monster.
Around the main body, there were shadows much stronger than before guarding it.
Even the floor to step on was covered with shadows.
The stickiness on the soles of my shoes was very unpleasant.
So, I decided to break through quickly.
“Wind.”
I wrap all the red wind around my body into my right hand.
I mixed in magical energy to increase the firepower.
The power of the magic I’m using now easily surpasses that of a skilled magician.
I threw a punch with all my strength like that.
Along with the wave of wind extending forward, the shadows that burst apart fell in droves.
I stepped lightly on the pieces of shadow and moved forward.
The Seed of the Demon King was right below here.
I was now tired of finding a way down in this maze-like cave.
So I decided to break the floor.
But since there was no mana left, I had to hit it with my bare fists.
Since I no longer had mana, I wrapped it in magical energy.
It’s to prevent my hands from getting numb.
-Crash!!
Breaking the floor, I fall downwards.
Then, red eyes looking up at me from below stood out.
The main body I faced was much larger than I thought.
No wonder the shadow avatars were huge, having come from something like this.
“……So you’re the main body.”
I took out another high-grade magic stone from my pocket and grasped it in my hand.
Again, wrapping red wind around my hand, I surrendered my body to gravity.
Now, it was time to prove who was stronger.
Chapter 23
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I, with red wind in my hand, struck the giant head of the main body.
-Kieeeeeeek!!
Black stains burst out, and an ear-piercing scream echoed underground.
The surrounding shadows thrashed madly.
It seemed like the space itself was trying to swallow me.
Is one hit not enough after all?
To be honest, I didn’t expect it to be.
I cut down the approaching shadows with my dagger and wind.
After that, indiscriminate slaughter followed.
In the end, it’s just an ability to move shadows.
Although their numbers were beyond common sense, numbers were powerless in front of overwhelming speed.
Accelerated by the wind, what I saw was different from others.
It feels like time is flowing slowly.
This is a phenomenon that occurs when physical speed and reflexes surpass human limits.
The density of time increases.
Everything around me, except myself, seemed to be standing still.
In this world of extreme speed where everything seemed to stop, I cut down the rushing shadows one by one.
They can’t even follow me with their eyes.
If they saw me with their eyes, they were already cut.
I was cutting them down faster than the time it takes for their brains to process.
The fragmented shadows fell to the floor once again.
It was slimy, sticky, and unpleasant.
Should I throw away this outfit too?
I don’t know how many new uniforms I’ve destroyed in the past few days.
But still.
“Now only you remain.”
Now, only the main body and I were left.
The shadows he controlled divided when cut, but as they divided, their size decreased.
It seems they couldn’t divide infinitely, as after continuous cutting, they eventually stopped regenerating.
The underground became silent.
Having cut down all the shadows, it was as if I had cut off all his arms and legs.
In other words, checkmate.
“Don’t move.”
The main body, perhaps belatedly sensing danger, tried to attack me using black tentacles but couldn’t.
Because its eyes met mine.
Once our eyes met, it couldn’t defeat me no matter what.
Its mind was already under my control.
I can make it dream, show it hallucinations.
If I use more magical energy, I can even control its actions.
I placed my hand on the giant body that could no longer do anything and slowly read its memories.
Why was it in a place like this, and how did it become a Seed of the Demon King?
And.
“……”
After some time passed, I could understand the reason.
It didn’t become a seed by choice either.
Some behind-the-scenes force was at work.
That’s why it developed hostility towards living beings.
I slowly read its memories and grasped the situation.
Reading the memories of a creature with a lot of information sometimes had a greater effect than reading a book.
Having gained another piece of knowledge, I took my hand off the monster’s body.
After pausing for a while in that spot, its shadows began to regenerate.
As expected, its regenerative ability is good.
It would quickly return to its previous form if left alone for a few hours like this.
It would be better to kill it to prevent that from happening.
“I need to kill it.”
This time too, my hand holding the dagger trembled.
Will it feel pain if I stab it?
Blood will probably pour out.
I might have troubled sleep, and I might live with guilt for the rest of my life.
This is an emotion I don’t understand myself.
I, who have killed so many humans under the pretext of meals, am hesitating to kill a mere monster.
But I had to do it.
So I close my eyes.
In the world with closed eyes, humans and monsters looked the same.
I can’t distinguish between humans and monsters by the sensation of stabbing.
It took a lot of courage to extend my hand holding the dagger.
“……Ah.”
No.
Come to think of it, I didn’t need to stab it.
“Commit suicide.”
I ordered while maintaining eye contact with the Seed of the Demon King.
The monster stabbed itself with its shadow tentacles and died.
Only a heavy silence remained in the underground, which had been so noisy.
As I was about to turn around and leave, I stopped when I saw something shining inside the monster’s body.
It was close to the heart area of the giant body.
Curious, I opened the monster’s body with my sword and took it out.
It was a fragment of something emitting a golden light.
Is this the source of the alien power I felt from the monster?
“This is a fragment of the Demon King……”
The image was a bit different from what I thought.
I expected it to look a bit more unpleasant.
But just in case, should I keep it?
Today’s spoils of war is the Demon King.
***
Lucia, supporting Rena while moving towards the outside of the cave, exhaled roughly.
After confirming that no monsters were pursuing them, she stopped momentarily and lowered Rena to the ground.
“Haa, haa……”
Of course, it wasn’t just to rest but to provide first aid.
After putting Rena down, Lucia rummaged through the backpack she brought.
Since it was too dark in the cave to see well, she first took out and lit a lamp.
She poured the low-grade holy water she had bought at the market onto the wound.
Fortunately, Rena’s wound wasn’t large.
As the holy water took effect, the bleeding stopped, and the wound healed.
After wrapping a bandage around the wound area and waiting, Rena opened her eyes while coughing.
“Cough!”
“……Are you coming to your senses?”
Lucia spoke while wiping Rena’s forehead with a handkerchief.
Terrible things had happened.
Strange shadow monsters appeared in the cave, which was said to have a low-risk level. The journal recording the cave’s ecology was lost, and Iria was left behind.
She knew the cause of the accident.
Generally, the range of magical tools used to measure the danger level of unexplored areas is limited.
Professor Eve, who was in charge, probably didn’t know the cave was connected so deeply.
The three of them had walked for hours, unknowingly moving beyond the range measured by the magical tool.
They should have noticed the gradually thickening concentration of magical energy but were too complacent.
In fact, Lucia had noticed something was off from about halfway through, but she overestimated her skills.
After all, Lucia had easily handled low-level monsters alone.
Moreover, if she struggled, Rena was there to support her, and Iria, who was even stronger than Lucia, was beside them.
So she thought they would manage somehow.
Lucia had overestimated herself, thinking they could handle whatever monster appeared.
And this was the result.
Lucia felt considerable guilt about this incident.
[Just go.]
Those were the last words of Iria, who had stood against the monsters while covering Lucia’s back.
Lucia had really left her behind.
That fact kept bothering her.
That’s why Lucia couldn’t open her mouth for a while, even after Rena opened her eyes.
“Where is this?”
“……”
“What about Iria…?”
“……”
Rena asked while clutching her stiff wound, but no answer came.
A one-sided conversation continued, with questions coming out but no answers returning.
“Why are you acting so anxious…?”
“……”
“Hey… say something!”
That’s when Rena started to feel something ominous.
Lucia just chewed her lips while avoiding Rena’s gaze.
As much as Rena was anxious, Lucia was frustrated.
The fact that she had run away without being able to do anything remained like shackles, scraping at her pride.
But she couldn’t keep her mouth shut forever.
She had to speak up eventually.
Lucia spoke heavily.
“…… She’s still inside. She might even be dead.”
“What?”
There weren’t just two shadow beings in the cave.
At least three, maybe even much more than that.
Iria had stood alone against that many shadows.
Even when Rena and Lucia charged together, they couldn’t handle one shadow.
No matter how strong Iria was, Lucia thought she couldn’t possibly take down that many alone.
Moreover, without Rena’s flames, she probably couldn’t see well.
Inside the cave was a dark space where not a single point of light entered.
So, although she felt sorry for her, she thought Iria must have died.
Until they heard someone’s footsteps from deep in the cave.
“I’m not dead.”
“……?”
“Iria!”
Red eyes stood out from deeper in the cave.
The eyes that glowed in a place too dark for human eyes were certainly Iria’s.
She walked with black shadow stains stuck all over her body.
Rena ran to her as soon as she saw her and hugged her.
But how?
That number of monsters was something even a decent knight couldn’t break through.
The shower of monsters pouring down to that extent might even have been related to the Seed of the Demon King.
But a mere student cleared them alone and escaped?
Does that make sense?
“They were just squishy and not much of a deal.”
“R-really?”
Iria said as she removed the last stain stuck to her head.
Were the monsters that came later not that strong?
Indeed, the black slime she removed didn’t look very threatening.
“Well… Anyway, I’m glad you came back safely. We did lose the journal, but…… Is the training important when an accident happened?”
It wasn’t something unexpected to come from Lucia, a woman obsessed with grades.
But it was a situation where they could have died if they weren’t careful, so even though she was frustrated, she had to be grateful for being alive now.
“Journal? You mean this?”
“……!!”
“I picked it up on the way here.”
Iria said while holding a bundle of papers in her hand.
Her contribution to this external training was significant.
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The Seeds of the Demon King are created when monsters eat the remnants of the Demon King.
Because of this, any monster can become one if it finds a fragment, and it can exist anywhere there is one.
So, if someone were holding a fragment, they could easily create a seed of the Demon King anywhere, anytime.
The one in the cave was also a seed planted by someone.
Logically, there’s no way the scattered remnants of the dead Demon King could reach such deep underground places.
So it made sense to think that some group intentionally fed the fragments to monsters to create seeds.
But for what purpose?
“……”
I thought about it several times but couldn’t figure it out.
Even after organizing the memories I absorbed from the monster in my head and thinking it over, I couldn’t find the answer.
I carefully observed the golden fragment I took from the monster’s body.
So even though it looks like this, this is the Demon King, huh?
It’s just one of thousands of scattered fragments though.
Conversely, does that mean the Demon King had at least a thousand times more power than a seed?
I could understand why the Demon King was still an object of fear.
“Iria? What’s that?”
“It’s nothing.”
On our way back after finishing the practical, I put the golden fragment into my pocket.
I thought I should investigate this separately later.
***
“I… I’ll go in first.”
After the practical ended, Iria hurried towards the back alley.
When she arrived at the Central Empire walking on an empty stomach, she felt like she was about to lose her mind.
Upon arriving, Iria wandered around the area and found a person.
They weren’t ordinary but seemed to be a criminal who had imitated Iria, like Asha from before.
“Asha was so stupid. To think she’d die while trying to kill someone. See, you should act smartly like me.”
Her name was Eileen.
A self-proclaimed smart serial killer.
The reason she was better than Asha was as follows:
While Asha seemed to have been caught and killed by the knights while operating openly, Eileen hid the fact that she was a serial killer.
She approaches, seemingly harmless, then stabs and kills immediately when she sees an opening.
Today too, she was wandering the back alleys looking for prey.
She’d prefer it if it were a woman.
Eileen was also a crazy lesbian.
“Hmm~ Hmm……”
As Eileen was humming and wandering around, her eyes met Iria’s.
“Oh my.”
She was an incredibly pretty girl.
Silky smooth pure white hair and ruby-red eyes like embedded jewels.
Eileen got excited on the spot and approached Iria.
“Hello~ You’re really pretty, aren’t you? Want to go somewhere quiet with big sister?”
“……”
“What’s your name?”
And then.
-Chomp!
“Eek?!”
Iria grabbed Eileen with both hands and bit her neck.
Usually, she would have put her to sleep after making eye contact first, but right now, Iria didn’t have the mental capacity for that.
“W-wait! How are you this strong?! Let go!”
Eileen, a former mercenary, was also physically strong.
So she tried to pull back immediately, but she couldn’t.
Because Iria was holding her tightly and wouldn’t let go.
She resisted with all her might but couldn’t escape the overwhelming strength.
She tried to stab Iria with a dagger she pulled out but failed as her wrist was broken before that.
“Ugh, urk, stop……”
Eileen let out a pain-filled groan, but the current Iria couldn’t hear it.
Iria, who had sunk her fangs into the slender neck, sucked Eileen’s blood.
The sticky sound of human blood being extracted and screams echoed through the dark alley.
Iria strongly sank her fangs into Eileen’s neck once, then licked it with her tongue.
At a glance, it might look like a gentle eating scene, but it wasn’t.
Iria, who had half lost her reason, broke bones all over Eileen’s body while grabbing her.
It wasn’t on purpose, but instinctively hugging the prey tightly broke them.
She kept licking, and when the bleeding stopped, she bit once more to draw blood.
It seemed like behavior that didn’t consider the other person at all.
It was the result of giving up on thinking and surrendering only to instinct.
After some time had passed, Iria regained her senses.
With Eileen in her arms and blood on her lips, she blinked on the spot.
It seemed she needed a little time to understand the situation.
She remembered parting with her group members and coming to the back alley to eat.
And now.
Did she put this person to sleep before biting?
For now, there was no such memory.
It must have been very painful.
Iria lifted Eileen’s head to put her to sleep even now.
However, she couldn’t meet her eyes.
“……Already asleep.”
Eileen was not breathing.
With all the strength drained from her body, she was just limp with her eyes closed.
Iria stopped momentarily, then sank her teeth into her neck again.
After this day, the rate of copycat crimes in the back alleys dropped significantly.
***
20 years ago, after the war ended, the terrain of many places changed.
There are several reasons for this, but the main cause was the influence of the remnants left after the Demon King’s death.
The burst of magical energy changed the surrounding areas into terrain like the demon continent, while monsters that became ferocious after eating the remnants rampaged and destroyed many places.
There were murmurs that it was more chaotic right after the Demon King’s death than when he was alive.
And now, after some time, there are many unexplored areas on the continent.
As the terrain changed, the surrounding ecology was also affected.
Therefore, investigating and researching this was also the Empire’s job.
“So, it continued much deeper? And in there, a monster too strong to handle came out, so you had to end the exploration?”
This is Professor Eve’s office.
She was sitting with her legs slightly crossed, reading the log of the three people’s practical training.
According to the records, there were a great number of monsters in the cave.
Moreover, at the end, a shadow monster of unknown identity appeared.
It didn’t seem like such a dangerous place during the preliminary investigation.
Surely, there were fewer monsters than recorded, and the concentration of magical energy was lower.
So she thought it would be suitable for the student level, but…
Was the measuring device wrong? If not, did some variable occur in that short time?
In any case, this was Eve’s mistake.
So she bowed her head slightly and apologized.
“It seems my investigation was inadequate. I’m sorry. I’m glad you’re all safe for now. Are there any injuries?”
“Iria hurt her wrist, but other than that, we’re fine.”
“Your wrist, can you show me?”
I scratched my cheek and stretched out my hand.
It was a wound I had cut myself during battle to draw out magical energy from inside my body.
I hope they don’t think it’s too strange.
“We treated light wounds from the battle with holy water, but Iria strangely refused treatment, so we left it alone.”
By the way, holy water is excellent not only for healing wounds but also for repelling monsters.
So if you pour holy water on me, a monster, you can see the rare sight of one burning alive.
Of course, I didn’t want to burn, so I didn’t apply holy water.
“It’s a minor injury. Are you sure you don’t want treatment? There’s a skilled priest among the academy staff…”
“No.”
“You don’t need it?”
“No.”
Priest, I wish they wouldn’t mention such a terrifying word.
I instantly got goosebumps all over my body and quickly pulled my hand back.
In fact, I could regenerate this level of wound anytime if I wanted, but I couldn’t because of the watching eyes.
It was no different from blatantly revealing that I’m not human.
So I wiped the blood flowing from the wound and lightly wrapped a bandage around it.
Then, I showed a satisfied expression.
This should make me look human.
It’s truly a perfect disguise.
“This is enough.”
Seeing Iria refuse treatment several times, Eve didn’t insist further.
She couldn’t force treatment if she said she was fine.
And it wasn’t a big enough wound to need treatment.
Eve put down the documents she was holding.
“Alright. I’ll review the practical log separately and reflect it in your grades. But there were some misspelled parts in the middle…”
“That’s what Iria wrote.”
“……”
Rena pointed at Iria as she spoke.
Although Rena was responsible for recording the log during the practical, she didn’t rewrite the first part.
Iria was deducted points for lack of basic knowledge.
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The academy was noisy today.
It was usually like this, but especially more so today.
But this wasn’t limited to just one day.
It was noisy yesterday, it is today, and it will be even more so tomorrow.
Because exams were coming soon.
Students were in a state of emergency preparing for their exams.
Some were studying for written exams in the library, while others were preparing for practical exams outside.
So, the atmosphere inside the academy was generally chaotic.
It was hectic, to say the least.
So Iria, who was going to the library as usual, came back out because there were too many people.
Although it wasn’t loud despite the crowd due to the nature of the library, Iria was uncomfortable in such places.
In the end, Iria, who had lost her destination, decided to walk a little in the academy park for a change of mood.
Seeing the blooming flowers while the wind swept through her long hair felt quite good.
It was also one of the good feelings that while everyone else felt a sense of crisis about the upcoming period and was desperately preparing something, she wasn’t.
It’s usually good to be relaxed when others are busy.
Iria walked a little in the park and then sat down on a bench.
“We meet again.”
And this time too, there was already someone on the bench.
It was the same scenario as last time.
Albert, who had been there before Iria sat on the bench, spoke without even turning his head.
He was sipping coffee while looking at the park scenery.
The dead eyes and dark circles barely visible through his glasses were still the same.
“You look relaxed. Is your exam preparation going well?”
“My schedule has become a bit looser.”
“The external practicum. I heard about it.”
Thanks to the benefits of the external practice, Iria didn’t have to take exams for three subjects.
This had a significant impact on her exam schedule.
When others were busy, she had more free time.
This was a considerable advantage for Iria, who had been using her time efficiently since entering the academy.
She could even be absent if there was no schedule on the exam day.
“Do you have any plans for the remaining time?”
So what would Iria do with the time she had left?
Albert opened his mouth while sipping the coffee in his hand.
What to do.
That’s what I have to think about from now on.
“It’s okay if you haven’t decided anything right away. Sometimes rest is important too. You seem to have been busy lately.”
“Do you know about me?”
“I try to remember as much as possible about students who take my class. And if they’re excellent students, they tend to stick in my memory even more.”
“……”
After Albert’s words, silence fell between the two sitting on the bench.
Neither of them was very talkative.
So unless someone brought up a topic, silence would quickly settle.
But still, a cool, clean breeze gently blew by.
It was the quiet atmosphere that Iria liked.
She had no intention of leaving that place for a while, and Albert also planned to stay there until he finished the coffee in his cup.
How much time had passed like that?
In the end, Albert, slightly less taciturn than the two, broke the silence first.
Iria listened to his words.
“By the way, I heard Professor Eve is going on a business trip. It’s the place where you once went for practicum.”
“……”
“It seems to be to investigate the unidentified monster you saw during the practicum.”
“…Do academy professors do such things?”
“Of course not. It’s not part of a professor’s duties. But it would be different if they did it alongside other work.”
He took a small sip of his coffee.
“You may already know this, but among the academy professors, more and more are doing other jobs concurrently. Do you know why?”
“No.”
Iria shook her head, and Albert took another sip before speaking.
“It’s because it’s such a chaotic time. There’s a shortage of manpower everywhere you go. Those with power are sacrificing themselves by going to the frontlines. I, too, have been dedicating myself to the Empire, cutting down on sleep.”
“……”
“I thank you on behalf of Eve for helping with her work. She recently lost someone dear to her to the back alley monster that’s been in the rumors lately. She’s probably in a mentally difficult state. The world has become harsh, and she had to go to work before her painful wounds could heal.”
Eve is both an academy professor and a member of the knighthood.
She was sent on a mission to investigate the back alley monster with her senior, but she lost her respected senior.
It was a heartbreaking story.
Although Iria, the perpetrator, didn’t feel much sentiment about it.
While listening to Albert’s words, Iria briefly recalled the previous incident.
So that red-haired knight I saw in Leon’s memory was Eve.
The Empire is indeed small.
Perhaps the people related to the Empire were extremely limited.
After all, the academy faculty members were closely related to the knighthood.
Albert poured the now cold coffee into his mouth, then quietly stood up from his seat.
“Iria, you should also avoid stepping into that area. The imperial knighthood has already withdrawn from investigating the back alleys.”
Places abandoned by people have now been abandoned by the knighthood as well.
They suffered significant losses during the investigation.
Moreover, the back alley monster is highly intelligent, hiding when large-scale subjugation teams are sent.
Therefore, the knighthood has concluded that there’s no way to catch the back alley monster at the current point.
So that’s why the back alleys have been noisy lately.
Strangely, copycat crimes increased while Iria was briefly away.
Anyway, it wasn’t bad news for Iria.
With the knighthood’s interference gone, the back alleys would be quiet, and even if there were more criminals, it just meant more food for her.
“I’ve talked for too long. Let’s meet again if we have the chance.”
With those words, Albert disappeared.
His thoughts were still unreadable.
Iria stared into his eyes, curious about what he was thinking, but Albert’s mental defense was considerable, so she couldn’t read him.
It wasn’t impossible to penetrate, but she would have to use magical energy.
The moment she emitted magical energy in the academy, she would be exposed as a monster, so she decided not to do anything unnecessary.
She knew to some extent that academy professors were also capable in combat, but Albert was especially so.
He was the strongest among the humans she had seen so far.
Perhaps Albert might be the strongest in the Empire.
***
I decided to investigate the Demon King’s fragment with the remaining time.
“Do you know what this is?”
“No… I’ve never seen such an object before…”
I went around various places in the Empire, showing the fragment to people who looked intelligent, but it was difficult to find someone who knew.
Well, it’s probably not something ordinary people would see.
“Do you know what this is?”
“I don’t know?”
“What should I do?”
“What the hell?”
Still, I didn’t give up and kept asking.
Even though I walked around all day, there was no harvest.
Eventually, I entered a bar.
From experience, there was no better place to gather information.
I skillfully sat down and ordered a drink.
The owner here wouldn’t open his mouth for free.
With a seemingly ample wallet,
“Give me the most expensive one here.”
“The best one is 1 gold coin. Is that okay?”
“Yes.”
Young and rich girl Iria nodded with a relaxed expression as if the price didn’t matter.
After opening my wallet and paying, I waited a bit, and the drink came.
Thirsty from walking without rest, I downed the drink in one shot.
It was a bit high in alcohol content to drink right away, but it was fine since my body wasn’t that affected by alcohol.
“… It’s a strong drink to down without any side dishes.”
“It’s fine.”
Because I would vomit if I ate food.
It was questionable how I could drink alcohol, but I was grateful that I could at least consume this.
Although it couldn’t satisfy her hunger, it could quench her thirst.
So, I didn’t dislike bars.
But I didn’t just come here to drink.
After emptying my glass, I opened my mouth to get to the main point.
“Is there anyone around here who knows a lot about monsters?”
“Monsters, huh? There are some.”
The bar owner responded to the conversation while wiping glasses.
He usually doesn’t open his mouth easily, but he did because I paid a lot.
“There’s one self-proclaimed monster expert over there.”
“Where?”
“Over there. Where people are gathered.”
I turned my head in the direction he pointed.
There, I saw people gathered around one man.
Curious about what they were discussing, I listened more closely.
I stood up from my seat and moved a bit closer.
“So, when I was young?! I killed a monster bigger than a carriage all by myself! There was even a three-headed lizard that breathed fire!”
When a man speaks loudly about something, the people gathered around listen intently to his story.
“You don’t know how big that monster was? Why don’t you buy me a drink if you’re curious?”
I watched for a while, but no matter how I looked at it, he seemed more like a quack storyteller than an expert.
“……”
Still, maybe I should check.
I thought it would be better than returning empty-handed anyway.
I pushed through the crowd and came in front of the man.
“Huh? Who are you?”
The method to persuade a beggar human wasn’t that difficult.
I took out two gold coins from her pocket and handed them to the man.
“Please spare me some time.”
Two gold coins in the Empire are a month’s salary for an ordinary commoner.
There’s no reason for a man drinking around because he has no money to refuse.
He accepted the gold coins with an awkward smile.
“Haha, this is something. Being too popular is also a problem, you know?”
I shot him a sharp glance.
It meant to shut up and just follow.
Iria’s eyes become fierce when she narrows her brow.
She wasn’t trying to threaten him on purpose, but that’s just her unique expression.
And.
“Ah, I got it. Let’s, let’s go.”
The man, intimidated by her gaze, followed behind.
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Although quite some time had passed since Iria was possessed into a novel, she still hadn’t found a clue to return to her original world.
She had to find and kill the protagonist, whose whereabouts were unknown, but she couldn’t even find a trace of where this protagonist was.
She had to do something else first.
“……”
Iria was afraid of becoming a monster.
That’s why she was trying to return to where she originally was.
But if it was difficult to find the protagonist, she thought she should at least delay the inevitable.
To do that, she judged it necessary to understand monsters and what kind of being she was.
Iria still hadn’t figured out what kind of being she was.
If this world was a novel and a place where the protagonist existed, what kind of character was Iria in the original story?
The Iria before she possessed it, that is.
She decided to find that out, too.
Perhaps that might also be a clue to finding the protagonist.
“Walk faster. It’s too late to try to escape.”
“Ugh……”
His name was Leonard.
He was being dragged somewhere, caught by Iria.
When he first followed her, the atmosphere didn’t seem this scary, but once people disappeared, she pulled out a knife.
She didn’t have any ill feelings toward him, but she did so because she thought he might run away with her money.
It was a dagger from who knows where.
It was an old, worn-out thing, but its killing intent was as sharp as new.
Unlike the bravado he showed earlier, Leonard, whose actual strength was miserable, had to follow obediently.
“So, where are we going now?”
“Your workshop. It’s this way, right?”
“How did you……”
“You don’t need to know.”
The boasting at the bar was indeed an exaggeration. Still, Leonard was a scholar who had researched monsters for a long time.
Iria knew this, so she hired him by giving him a large sum of money.
Regardless of his pathetic personality, he seemed to know a lot.
It was when they entered Leonard’s workshop.
“It’s a humble place.”
“Hey, you… Can’t you do something about that way of speaking?”
“……?”
“No, never mind.”
Iria thought he was talking too much for someone who was being paid.
She sat in an empty seat and stared at Leonard across from her.
There was an awkward silence for a moment, but since she was the one with business, Iria opened her mouth first.
“I heard you know a lot about monsters.”
“Well… I’ve studied in that field. Despite how I look, I’m a biologist.”
Leonard seemed a bit wary of Iria, who had suddenly pointed a knife at him, but he soon sighed and answered.
If she had intended to kill him, she would have done so already.
She was just a slightly violent guest.
Since he received her money, he decided to give her her money’s worth.
Leonard brewed coffee in his humble workshop and handed it to his guest.
“So, what business do you have with me?”
“If you know a lot about monsters, do you know what I am?”
“Huh? How would I know that?”
“I’m a monster.”
“……What?”
Leonard was about to drink coffee from his cup but spilled a little.
It wasn’t something that could be easily dismissed.
“… You’re what?”
“I’m a monster.”
“Are you sick somewhere…? Mentally, perhaps?”
“……”
So it’s that kind of reaction, after all.
Iria didn’t think he would believe it easily.
She released the magical energy in her body and showed it to Leonard.
As a bonus, she opened her mouth to show her fangs, which were slightly different from humans.
“What. Is it real?”
‘Would I lie after paying two gold coins?’
Thinking he was a very cautious man, she nodded.
“That’s interesting. Can I draw some blood?”
“Go ahead.”
Iria wasn’t very willing, but she obediently stretched out her arm.
Leonard seemed to want to analyze something about this.
She was also interested in the results of that examination.
So Leonard tried to draw blood from Iria’s arm with some kind of machine.
More precisely, he tried to.
-Click.
“Huh?”
He stabbed Iria’s arm with a needle several times, but no blood came out.
It seemed that such a mere needle couldn’t pierce her skin.
Iria felt a bit frustrated by his actions, so she slightly cut her skin with the dagger she pulled out from her bosom.
It seemed that weak beings couldn’t even inflict a small wound on her.
Leonard watched this with a sullen expression and took the blood.
Then, he started observing it with various magical tools.
“Hmm… It’s definitely not human blood. I’ve never seen anything like you… I’d have considered myself lucky if I had to pay money to observe you.”
“Did you find out anything?”
Iria asked.
“Hmm~. Nope.”
Leonard shook his head.
“To be honest, it’s to be expected. I’ve been researching monsters for over ten years, but I’ve never seen anything like this.”
“……”
“What I can say for sure is that you’re a bit different from ordinary monsters. You’re definitely a monster, but should I say you’re closer to a mutant?”
“Tell me more in detail.”
Not human, definitely a monster, but a mutant slightly different from ordinary monsters.
I was curious about which aspects were different.
Leonard continued his explanation.
“I think you know this part too, but usually, monsters don’t have high intelligence. Most of them live irrationally, surrendering only to instinct.”
Certainly, the monsters encountered during the external practicum seemed to have that tendency.
Iria listened to his words.
“Monsters like you who can use human language and suppress instincts with reason are extremely rare. No, it’s safe to say they’re almost non-existent among ordinary monsters. That’s how monsters originally are. You can be called a mutant because communication is possible in the first place.”
“Hmm.”
“But I’m saying they don’t exist among ‘ordinary monsters.’ If we look a bit more broadly, they’re not completely non-existent.”
Beings that have endless irregularity despite being the same monsters.
“You’re probably a Seed of the Demon King. It doesn’t make sense otherwise. Do you know what that is?”
“……?”
Iria rarely changed her expression.
But Leonard could tell by how she blinked on the spot that she didn’t understand well.
Regardless, Leonard continued.
“You must have heard that when a monster eats a fragment of the Demon King, it evolves into some form. It’s such a famous story. Right?”
Iria nodded.
“Sometimes intelligence is gained in that evolution process. It seems there are rare cases where they can use language. And you’re one of them.”
“I don’t remember eating one.”
“You never know. Maybe you forgot the memories from when you were an ordinary monster without intelligence during evolution.”
Hearing that, I fell into rumination.
I fell into this world one day.
I was possessed into the body of a monster.
Then, do I know what kind of being my body was before I possessed it?
“……”
I don’t know.
If I am a Seed of the Demon King, as he says, eating the fragment must have happened before she was possessed.
Thinking like that wasn’t entirely nonsensical.
I knew I was a bit different from the monsters I met during the external practicum.
Perhaps Iria’s ability to show hallucinations might also be a power originating from the Demon King.
At that point, Iria took out the Seed of the Demon King from her bosom.
She became curious if he might know about this too, since he mentioned the seed.
“Can you recognize it?”
“……How in the world did you get that?”
“You don’t need to know.”
“…Wait a moment.”
Leonard carefully lifted the golden fragment and examined it from various angles.
Then he called Iria.
“You said you can handle magical energy, right?”
“Yes.”
“Then can you try flowing some magical energy into this? If it’s genuine, there will be a change.”
Iria did so.
After stretching out her hand, she slowly emitted the magical energy from her body.
It was also difficult to control that, as Leonard would die if she extended too strong an amount of magical energy.
And it was when the extended magical energy touched the fragment.
“……!”
Touched by the magical energy, it reacted violently, emitting a golden light.
Standing next to it, Iria was a bit surprised by this unprecedented phenomenon.
It wasn’t long because the amount of magical energy that flowed in wasn’t much, but it was bright enough to bathe the small room.
“It’s undoubtedly genuine. The Seed of the Demon King reacts when touched by magical energy. That’s the same principle by which monsters evolve when they eat it.”
“Hmm……”
There would be magical energy inside a monster’s body.
Maybe it would cause a reaction inside the body if eaten.
Iria became curious.
So she asked.
“Is the investigation over?”
“I don’t think there’s anything more we can know at this point.”
“What do you think would happen if I ate it?”
“……?”
Leonard doubted his ears for a moment.
Wondering if he had heard wrong, he asked again.
“So, what did you just say?”
“What do you think would happen if I ate it?”
It seemed he hadn’t heard wrong.
Iria confirmed her words with a serious expression.
“Hmm… Are you in your right mind? You’re saying you’ll eat it yourself after seeing that just now?”
“Aren’t you curious?”
“No, that… I am curious, but do you know what kind of side effects there might be?”
“If I was fine after eating one, I don’t think I’d die from eating two.”
Actually, dying wouldn’t be bad either.
Haven’t I already realized to the point of being sick of it that it’s impossible to kill myself with this possessed body?
I used to think I could return to where I originally was if I died.
But I didn’t die.
So probably, I won’t die this time either.
Thinking like that, I put the golden fragment into my mouth.
So this is what the Demon King tastes like.
It wasn’t delicious.
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There was a time when I thought about dying.
It was shortly after I was possessed.
Suffering from extreme hunger but not wanting to commit murder, I tried to kill the monster.
I held a knife in my hand and stabbed it into the body of the monster that ate humans.
Of course, the one stabbing is me, and the one being stabbed is also me.
When I thought I was about to die after being stabbed accurately in the heart, I closed my eyes.
Bleeding, I felt pain.
It was punishment for killing a person before killing the monster.
I endured it, thinking it was my karma.
Blood that rose up through my esophagus burst out of my mouth as if vomiting.
I thought I was finishing it like this.
I thought I could fix everything with this.
I thought that was the end of everything.
How much time had passed like that?
Before I knew it, the sunlight I hated was shining down.
Morning came without anything changing.
There was no rest called death.
Only tomorrow, which I feared more than death, greeted me.
I got up with my heart still pierced by a sword.
Even like this, I don’t die.
I fell asleep with a sword stuck in my heart.
What a strange body.
I was crying that day.
The me from the time when I still had such emotions left was crying.
***
I grabbed her forehead, feeling a severe headache.
It was because memories of a time I didn’t particularly want to recall were swirling in my head.
The magical energy in my body twisted.
I almost lost my balance and fell for a moment.
My eyes felt like they were burning.
My heart beat fast, and my breathing was rapid.
This phenomenon appeared when my condition was good.
It seemed that the Seed of the Demon King that I swallowed stimulated her instincts in the process of being absorbed.
This was an expected reaction so far.
I didn’t think there would be no price to pay for harboring a fragment of the Demon King in my body.
It was after that I felt something was wrong.
I felt a bit dazed and thought I might lose consciousness for a moment.
My vision was redder than usual, and the surrounding sounds became hard to hear, but when I closed my eyes for a bit longer and opened them, I saw Leonard’s suffering face.
I could immediately understand why he was suffering.
It was because I was grabbing his neck.
Did I instinctively attack the human nearby?
It was a bit sorry for him.
“Ah, I’m sorry.”
I immediately let go of my hand.
The headache quickly got better.
It just needed a moment to adapt until the Seed of the Demon King was absorbed into my body.
Leonard, who fell to the floor as I let go of my hand, coughed while grabbing his neck.
Seeing him stand up immediately, it didn’t seem like he was badly hurt.
“Ugh, don’t worry about me, I’m fine. More importantly, how are you feeling?”
“Hmm.”
Is there anything different?
I checked the mirror.
At least there’s no change in appearance.
Then how about my constitution?
I got up from my seat and tried swinging my arms and moving around.
But it was hard to find any big differences from before.
“It doesn’t seem like much has changed.”
“Really? Well, can’t be helped then.”
I could now move shadows if I had to point out something that changed.
I stretched my hand into the air and spread out a black shadow.
It’s a sight I seem to have seen somewhere before.
Come to think of it, didn’t the Seed of the Demon King I encountered in the cave handle something like this?
It seemed I had received his ability through the fragment.
Perhaps it wasn’t an ability he had initially but a power originating from the fragment.
“Whoa! What’s that?!”
Leonard shouted loudly when the black shadow covered the desk.
Is it something to react so strongly to?
Leonard’s reaction was a bit late.
“It seems I can do this now.”
“No, you should have said that earlier! It’s an enormous change!”
“Enormous?”
“Sigh… Never mind.”
He seemed to be recording something on paper while letting out a small sigh.
Although I didn’t like being recorded in any form, I decided to turn a blind eye as there was nothing about my identity.
It just seemed like he was writing down changes that occur when a monster eats a fragment.
What a great change, he says.
It wasn’t very impressive for me, who was used to eating and analyzing the abilities of her targets as a daily routine.
If there was a slight difference, it might be that instead of seeing the target’s memories when she received the ability, she saw her own memories.
It wasn’t particularly pleasant.
“So, what are you going to do now? Do you have any set goals?”
I pondered at the question from Leonard, who had finished taking notes.
A set goal.
It’s not that I don’t have one.
The most crucial goal was to return to the world I was originally in, but I didn’t know how to do that yet.
I had planned to kill the protagonist of the original novel, but it’s easier said than done when I don’t even know who they are or where they live.
So, I decided to try a slightly different approach than before.
“I want to find out about myself.”
I was a strong being.
Stronger than a Seed of the Demon King and stronger than veteran knights of the knighthood.
A being of that level must have had considerable influence in the original novel.
Perhaps I was a being related to the protagonist in the original.
It might be a clue to finding the protagonist.
Personal interest also played a part.
If this world was a novel, what kind of being was Iria?
Was I indeed the villain blocking the protagonist’s path?
Or perhaps a monster that gets subjugated by the protagonist while eating people.
I don’t know.
For now, what’s certain is that if I couldn’t find the protagonist within the time limit, I would have to kill myself inevitably.
Because I didn’t want to become a monster until the end.
Trying to find out about Iria was like a last bullet in preparation for when things don’t work out.
Still, I should know how I can die or my weaknesses, right?
“So you don’t know anything more about me?”
I asked Leonard.
If not, I was planning to leave right away.
Leonard nodded.
It was a bit disappointing, but it wasn’t like there was no harvest at all.
After all, I had obtained information I didn’t know before, like the fact that I was a Seed of the Demon King and the nature of the fragments.
Thinking it was worth the two gold coins, I stood up.
Leonard added one more thing as I was about to turn around and leave.
“Come to think of it, I think I heard there’s a monster that can use language like you in the underground of the Empire. Who knows? That monster might know.”
“You should have said that earlier.”
“Is it important?”
“Yes.”
“I didn’t say it on purpose because I thought you couldn’t meet it anyway.”
“Please tell me.”
I sat down again and listened.
***
There was a monster that attacked the Empire.
For some reason, it turned the entire Empire into an enemy and caused great damage.
Its notoriety was still high for killing many humans and destroying buildings, causing property damage.
For now, it’s recorded as the monster that caused the most damage to humans after the back alley monster.
Then, it was subdued by a skilled magician and was about to die, but surprisingly, this monster could use human language.
So, the Empire captured the monster for research purposes.
It was imprisoned in a very deep underground prison, and it was questionable what kind of biological experiments it might be undergoing.
“Anyway, by now you should understand why I didn’t tell you, right?”
“……?”
I expressed a lack of understanding in front of Leonard, who had finished his brief explanation.
Leonard continued his explanation as if he found such an Iria frustrating.
“So, it’s in the deepest underground of the empire, I’m telling you.”
“Why is that?”
“What do you mean ‘why’… you really…”
The underground of the Empire is a top-secret space.
It was a place where confidential documents that shouldn’t leak outside were gathered and managed.
Therefore, security is strict, and the impact is huge if someone breaks in.
He thought that no matter how strong Iria was, she couldn’t possibly win against the elite personnel of the Empire.
“Let me give you a piece of advice. It’s better not to turn the Empire into an enemy if you can help it. Those who turned the Empire into an enemy all had bad ends without exception. No exceptions, whether human or monster.”
“Is that so.”
“Anyway, it’s better for your well-being to give up. The Empire has ten elite personnel above the knighthood. You’ve probably heard their names too. Like Sword Saint Freya or Albert.”
“Albert?”
Surprisingly, a name I knew came up.
Wasn’t that the name of an academy professor?
“That’s the name of the magician who single-handedly subdued that Seed of the Demon King. He’s been called the strongest in the Empire since the Sword Saint left the frontline.”
“……”
“Well, whatever choice you make is your freedom. I’m just saying don’t recklessly break in and get caught to undergo biological experiments.”
Coincidentally, I too am a seed of the Demon King who can use human language.
I’ll probably be treated the same as the previously captured monster.
However, being told not to do something often makes one want to do it more.
I had already set my next destination as the underground of the Empire.
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A week had passed since I ate the Seed of the Demon King.
During that time, various changes occurred in my body, but the most noticeable one was related to hunger.
I hadn’t eaten for the past week.
It was because I didn’t particularly feel hungry.
The Seed of the Demon King I ate that day contained considerable energy, so I felt full even though I ate a small piece.
If I could last a week after eating a human, I could last even longer after eating the fragment.
This was quite a remarkable discovery.
If I had enough Seeds, there would be no need to eat humans.
However, the Seeds of the Demon King weren’t something easily obtainable.
That’s why I felt more compelled to go to the underground of the Empire.
Of course not right now.
As a week passed, the written exams at the academy finally ended.
In the academy, there was a line of students looking relieved, temporarily freed from the shackles of exams.
The grades were calculated immediately, and the students’ expressions varied slightly according to the results.
While some were sighing with relief at good results, others had desperate expressions.
Among them, I was closer to the latter.
I stopped on the spot, looking at the shockingly poor report card.
“……”
I received good scores for the three subjects recognized by the external practicum.
Despite some deduction factors, the practicum report itself was evaluated as excellent.
But the rest was the problem.
It was covered with shocking scores that barely avoided failing.
I’m sure I didn’t neglect the classes.
It seemed that my inability to read and write language was a major hindrance.
“Iria! Did you do well on the exam?”
“No.”
I answered immediately to Rena’s fresh-as-usual question.
I really didn’t do well.
Even though I got good scores for the external practicum, I couldn’t even reach the average grade.
Rena sighed as if she had expected this.
She, who was always by my side, knew how terrible my basic level was.
Just look at what I showed during the external practicum.
While I seemed somewhat capable of reading as much as reading had become a habit, I couldn’t write.
There was no way I could get a good score on a written exam that required the ability to write out spell formulas in sentences.
“Well, you are weak in language. I actually expected this to some extent.”
The reason I could overwhelmingly take the top spot in the entrance exam was because the entrance exam consisted only of practical tests.
So, I thought this time I would lose the top spot.
“Now I’ll come down from the top spot.”
Now my school life might become a bit easier.
Although my grades were ruined, I felt somewhat relieved.
I had finally become free.
But I couldn’t feel that sense of freedom for long.
There was a troublemaker who shattered that feeling in an instant.
“Huh? What are you talking about? We still have the practical exam left.”
“……Ah.”
My ordeal was just beginning.
***
The Empire’s academy is thoroughly meritocratic, so the weight of the practical exam is overwhelmingly higher than the written exam.
It’s also called the ranking match because it determines the rankings in a one-on-one duel format, and it was held today.
The rules are as follows:
Students have ten duels with randomly selected opponents, and regardless of win or loss, they receive one mana potion each time a duel ends.
No items or potions other than the provided potions can be used, and the received potions cannot be transferred to others.
It’s a simple rule, but that’s what makes it difficult.
It’s entirely up to the individual how to distribute and use the given potions, and how to conserve mana.
As multiple duels had to be fought in a day, it was important to maximize the use of the given mana.
Even the strongest students could lose to weaker ones in later duels if they wasted mana in the early stages.
Since mana is a substance that consumes more when caught up in unnecessary emotions, it tests judgment on how calmly and rationally one can respond in actual combat.
I checked the match table from the spectator seats.
My turn was a bit late.
So I decided to sit in a good spot and watch.
I had a lemonade in my hand, and for some reason, Albert was next to me.
I took a sip of the drink in my hand, then glanced to the side.
“We meet often these days.”
Surprisingly, this time, I spoke first.
Perhaps because of the conversation I had with Leonard before.
I was a bit concerned about Albert.
Didn’t Leonard say Albert sealed and imprisoned a Seed of the Demon King alone?
I’m not sure if it’s true, but I thought I should be careful.
Albert pushed up his glasses with his finger and answered without turning his head.
“I think it’s because we have similar tastes in choosing places.”
“You seem to dislike sunlight.”
“I don’t like noisy places either.”
Indeed, there were commonalities in the places where I encountered Albert.
The shaded bench in the park had a characteristically similar atmosphere to this place.
I preferred adequately quiet places without sunlight coming in.
Albert seemed similar.
“Meeting so often, it’s like you’re a stalker.”
“I’m always the one sitting in the seat first, though.”
“Then am I the stalker?”
“Judging by your reaction, it doesn’t seem so. Let’s call it a coincidence.”
The frequency was a bit too high to call it a coincidence, but Albert didn’t seem to care.
He was indifferent to the world and generally cold, somewhat similar to me.
I glanced at him briefly, then looked away again.
The interest that had briefly risen faded away.
Albert wasn’t an interesting human after all.
Just before another heavy silence could fall, I suddenly felt curious.
“Come to think of it, I had something I was curious about.”
Albert turned only his gaze to meet my eyes without turning his head.
It was a silent signal that he would answer within possible limits.
I asked.
“Didn’t you say before you had other concurrent work besides being an academy professor?”
“That’s right, for now.”
“What kind of work do you do, Professor Albert?”
“Are you curious about that?”
I nodded.
It was to confirm.
Whether he would be an obstacle when I eventually break into the Empire’s headquarters.
Or if he was just an ordinary professor.
It would be convenient if I could read memories at times like this, but I still couldn’t penetrate Albert’s mental defense.
“There are various jobs, but the main one is subjugating monsters. Is this answer sufficient?”
“……”
As expected, he was an enemy.
I decided not to get close to him.
“Are you leaving?”
“It’s almost my turn.”
I got up from my seat and left without looking back.
Objectively, Albert wasn’t a bad person, but I was a bad monster.
A person whose main job is monster subjugation and a monster can’t be together, can they?
In that respect, we were opposites, so I left first.
***
After the long wait, it was finally my turn.
Holding the wooden sword for dueling, I stepped onto the dueling ground with my characteristic blank expression.
It’s quite a bothered reaction.
I didn’t particularly like practical exams because I was unsure how to respond at the student level.
For me, who was used to battles of slaughter, subduing an opponent without killing was quite difficult.
I couldn’t deliberately lose either.
Anyway, my first opponent was a student from the Combat Magic department.
I don’t know the name, but I think I’ve seen the face once or twice during classes.
“If I beat you, I’ll be the top student-!”
As soon as the duel started, he immediately chanted a spell.
High-level spells would take a lot of time to chant, so these were all low-level magic.
Several bolts of lightning flew towards me.
The lightning was fast at the student level, but vision was relative, so it wasn’t for me.
I lightly moved my body to avoid it and leaped towards him.
He couldn’t follow my movement with his eyes until the end.
By the time he came to his senses, I was already right in front of his eyes.
“Wh-What?!”
He reflexively shrank back in surprise, but I ignored it and grabbed his clothes with my hand.
“Huh, huh?”
Most students in the Combat Magic department have insignificant physical abilities.
The student caught in my hand now was the same.
He struggled with all his might, but there was no way he could resist.
Being dragged across the arena floor like trash, he was suddenly thrown somewhere.
My expression remained constant from start to finish.
After throwing the student somewhere, I opened my mouth.
“You’re out of bounds.”
“Ah.”
Going out of the arena during a duel results in disqualification due to being out of bounds.
I thought this was a fairly humane victory.
I won easily.
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The practical exam is boring.
The written exam was, too, but the practical exam was even more so.
You might say, “But isn’t it okay since you’re moving your body?” That’s because you don’t know my case.
First, I had to wait in the waiting room or spectator seats until my turn.
It was already a chore to wait idly for time to pass, but there was nothing to do even when the duel started.
Most students forfeited when they faced me.
Challenging an opponent they couldn’t beat was a waste of mana.
Instead, many students gave up one duel and prepared for the next one.
It’s a rational decision.
Lucia was among those students who forfeited.
“…You know that group of monsters we met during the last practicum? You cleared them all out by yourself, right?”
“……”
“Then I’ll look forward to next time. I hate to admit it, but I don’t think I can win right now.”
Lucia, who was once full of pride, came to acknowledge me after that day.
I single-handedly subjugated several monsters she couldn’t defeat when she challenged them and came back unscathed.
She knew I was hiding tremendous skills despite my appearance, but she didn’t realize it was to that extent.
“I’m not giving up on being the top student. It’s just not this year.”
So Lucia also gave up on the duel.
Six more victories were added without me doing anything.
The practical exam, where I just stayed in place without doing anything, was boring.
I sat in the waiting room, holding an armful of mana potions.
Didn’t they say transferring to others was impossible?
I was wondering how to dispose of them.
I opened one and put it in my mouth.
Munch munch.
“Ptooey.”
I immediately spat it out because it tasted like garbage.
I didn’t understand why people drink this stuff.
So I threw them away.
I opened the lids and poured them on the floor.
It was cumbersome to hold seven of them in my arms.
And that scene was very unpleasant for other students to see.
“Why is she throwing away all those precious potions?”
“I guess she thinks she’s something special because she’s the top student.”
Potions were as valuable as life for other students taking the practical exam.
Each potion I poured on the ground was precious to them, directly linked to their grades.
Of course, the potions became useless to me because I won without fighting duels.
I understand that logically.
I understand why I’m doing this.
But seeing the potions being discarded right before their eyes made their anger rise.
That’s how the emotion of inferiority works.
Once you dislike someone, all their actions seem unpleasant.
In the academy, where the top student enjoys the most privileges, I was a good target for criticism.
Unlike Lucia, I had no backing or family name.
From the start, people didn’t like that a commoner was the top student.
“Hey, lower your voice. She’s passing by.”
But of course, there were no fools who would say this in front of me.
Until recently, the scariest person among the first-years was Lucia Aster, but I was more terrifying than her.
Since they couldn’t beat me with skill, they were badmouthing me behind my back.
But then,
“Is it fun to just criticize others behind their backs?”
There was a woman passing by coincidentally.
A woman with golden hair fluttering.
An annoying person came at an inconvenient time.
The one who was always sticking to Iria.
“It’s none of your business, Rena.”
“……Wendy.”
The name of the woman with blue hair and a sharp impression was Wendy.
Like Rena, she was a student evaluated as an elite in the Combat Magic department and ranked 4th in the grade.
There was a time when they were grouped together and competed.
Before entering the academy, the two were from the same school.
Rena specialized in fire magic, while Wendy specialized in ice magic, and they competed for superiority.
That’s how they became acquainted during the entrance exam.
However, Wendy was one step ahead in the entrance exam.
“In the end, you’re just a loser.”
She glared sharply and spoke.
Wendy disliked me, but she disliked Rena almost as much.
Their being rivals was a thing of the past; while Wendy grew, Rena remained stagnant like a mediocre person.
Despite being born with talent that could have surpassed her, is this all she could do?
It was embarrassing to think they were once on the same level.
“There’s no way you can understand how I feel.”
While Rena stood still, did she know how desperately Wendy had climbed up?
She didn’t hesitate to use any means necessary to climb, and she wasn’t afraid to do cowardly things to win in duels.
But it was impossible to overcome the limits of talent determined at birth.
It’s an unfair thing.
Some climb tenaciously with painful effort, while others stand at the top from the beginning just because they were born talented.
They were at the peak from birth.
And that look of looking down on others as if they were different from them was what Wendy hated the most.
She remembered my coldly frozen red eyes.
That wasn’t the face of a human who had climbed to the position of top student through effort.
It was a face that seemed to have been born strong from the beginning and, therefore, couldn’t understand the perspective of ordinary people.
Surpassing a lifetime of effort with just one step.
The unfairness felt by a mediocre person is this sorrowful.
For those trying to climb, I was an insurmountable wall.
It wasn’t a feeling that Rena, who had long since given up on rankings, could understand.
Come to think of it, wasn’t it Rena who taught magic to me, who couldn’t even use basic magic?
She gave wings to what was already a monster.
Wendy couldn’t understand what she was thinking.
She just showed hostility, with a face saying, “It was all ruined because of you.”
At some point, Wendy’s group had left their seats, and now only the two remained.
They still couldn’t understand each other.
They hadn’t gotten along in the past, but now it was even more complicated.
Rena opened her mouth.
“So all you can do is express your inferiority behind people’s backs? You don’t dare to request a ranking match, so you can’t say anything to her face.”
“What about you? Aren’t you embarrassed to just stick to the top student and get the leftovers? Fine, I admit I’m not proud of what I’m doing. But it feels strange to hear that from you. Do you have the right to say that?”
“……”
“Now that I look at it, Iria seems quite pitiful. She doesn’t seem to know what kind of person you were in the past. She must be having a hard time with a fox like you hanging around.”
Whoosh.
For a moment, unable to hide her emotions, flames came out of Rena’s hand.
Wendy sneered at this.
“You idiot, don’t pretend you’ve reformed. You were the same. No, weren’t you even worse?”
“I’m different from you, Wendy. Don’t lump me together with you.”
Rena’s brow twitched, and the temperature of the flames on her hand rose.
But,
“What, you want to fight? Do you have the confidence?”
Rena was the first to be wounded.
It happened in an instant.
A cold chill swept across Rena’s neck.
Wendy was pointing an ice sword at Rena’s neck, though it was unclear when she had created it.
“See, you’ve gotten slow.”
Wendy was faster than Rena.
If this had been real combat, Rena would already be dead.
Even if this was a duel, it would be judged as a defeat.
After accumulating one more victory like this, Wendy erased the ice sword with a smile.
There would be a chance to face her soon, even if not now.
“Just check the match table. Don’t waste mana unnecessarily.”
Wendy turned around and disappeared.
On the match table she left behind, the list of upcoming matches was written.
A space with Rena and Wendy’s names on it.
***
On the day of the practical exam, the academy was full of empty glass bottles.
These were the mana potions that had been distributed to the students.
I placed the bottles of the potions I had emptied next to them.
The practical exam was already nearing its end.
What had I even done?
In the end, I couldn’t duel until the very end.
The only one that started was the first duel, but even that wasn’t much of a battle.
I suppose it’s good news that nothing happened and it ended, but my position as the top student is certain at this rate.
The academy grades weighted the practical exam more heavily than the written exam.
When I, who had won all ten duels, went out of the waiting room, I saw a familiar face.
“Rena. What Are you done with your exams?”
“No, I still have one left.”
“……”
I was about to speak more to Rena but stopped.
Her expression didn’t look very good.
She was leaning on the railing, looking at the sky.
It wasn’t a particularly meaningful action.
It was to shake off the idle thoughts swirling in her head.
I wonder what she’s thinking.
Suddenly curious, I wanted to peek into her memories, but I couldn’t read them because Rena turned her head away.
“Did something happen?”
So I finally asked verbally.
Rena hesitated to answer with her back turned, then replied briefly.
“I have a duel that I must win.”
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Rena drank all the potions she had saved before her last duel.
She grimaced at the terrible taste that never became familiar no matter how many times she drank it, but she endured.
It was an opponent she couldn’t win against unless she was in perfect condition.
No, even in perfect condition, she couldn’t guarantee victory.
-Is it fun to just criticize others behind their backs?
Rena recalled what had happened just a short while ago.
She might have unnecessarily provoked her last duel opponent.
It might have reignited a fire in a relationship that had already cooled and grown tired of each other, or it could have been ignored.
But.
-Why is she throwing away all those precious potions?
-I guess she thinks she’s something special because she’s the top student.
It clearly wasn’t her business, but why did it make her feel so bad to hear it?
Thinking that the person who said those words was once her friend made it even harder to ignore.
Rena briefly recalled the past, then frowned.
It wasn’t a memory she particularly wanted to remember.
-This burn scar is because of you, Rena. Do you still feel nothing?
-They say it will probably remain as a permanent scar. Your flames did this to me.
Rena buried the rising idle thoughts and stood up.
It was about time.
Now, it was time to face the illusion of the past.
***
Wendy was like a mirror image of Rena.
Their skills, backgrounds, and personalities were similar, so it was natural for them to become closer.
They ranked first and second at the same magic high school.
It was possible because it wasn’t as large as the Imperial Academy.
Until they realized the vastness of the world through experience, they thought this pattern would continue.
Success experienced at a young age makes humans arrogant.
The two were the same.
There was no one at their level in that small school.
The only one at Rena’s level was Wendy, and the only one who could duel at Wendy’s level was Rena.
They thought this daily life `of alternately taking first and second place would continue.
It was like that until a transfer student came who was superior to them in every aspect.
The top spot they had been sharing became entirely someone else’s, and all the attention and interest directed at them was taken away.
Rena asked Wendy.
“Hey, don’t you think that guy is really annoying?”
“You think so too?”
Wendy, who got along well with her as expected, agreed with Rena’s opinion.
Thinking back now, that seems to have been the start of all the tragedy.
***
Rena stood on the dueling ground.
There was already someone in the arena she stepped into.
Blue hair fluttered in the wind.
A familiar face and a familiar scenario.
This isn’t the first time Rena is dueling Wendy.
The number of duels they had was uncountable.
So it overlapped with the image of her she had seen in the past.
“……”
But it was different indeed.
Wendy’s impression was sharper than Rena remembered. She had grown in many ways.
Was she the only one who had stagnated after all?
Rena stood opposite Wendy with a bitter smile. Wendy sneered and whispered.
“If you don’t want to see blood, why don’t you forfeit now? You know my personality.”
Wendy was famous for not being considerate of her opponents in duels.
If they don’t give up, she’ll pour out merciless attacks until they do, making them bloody.
Of course, Rena knows this, too.
How could she not?
Wendy resembled her.
She was like her alter ego.
The difference was that Rena had changed, and Wendy hadn’t.
Rather, she had fallen to a worse side than before.
It was the result of two people who were in the same place heading in different directions.
Rena took a step forward without saying anything.
It meant she accepted the duel.
Wendy frowned and said.
“You really have changed.”
Rena answered her words while igniting flames in her hand.
“You should change a bit.”
With those words, the sound signaling the start of the duel was heard.
Rena extended her flames, and Wendy immediately created an ice sword and leaped.
Wendy was strong both in close combat and at a distance.
That was why her win rate was high.
Against swordsmen, she keeps her distance and intercepts; against mages, she closes in and targets their weaknesses.
Of course, Wendy, who excels in both, has no weaknesses.
She was also the most difficult type to deal with in one-on-one combat.
Wendy, who avoided the flames, swung her sword towards Rena.
“Ugh?!”
Most mages can’t exert strength in close combat.
Not only is there not enough time to draw spells, but they might also get caught up in their own attacks.
Rena was the same.
The ice sword grazed Rena’s skin.
It wasn’t a dull pain like being hit with a wooden sword.
Rena retreated at the sharp pain.
Blood from the wound stained the arena floor.
The wound is cold.
That was what Wendy’s chilling could do.
But there was no time for Rena to rest.
Sharp ice needles flew towards her as she retreated.
“Bloom.”
Rena burned the mana in her body and ignited strong flames.
Rena had the advantage in firepower.
The ice fragments flying through the air melted and disappeared before reaching her.
Of course, the sword Wendy held also melted, so she had to retreat.
Wendy smiled after getting out of the range of the flames.
In her hand was an ice sword she had recreated.
“Yes, I thought you’d come out like that. How long can you hold out?”
Rena exhaled heavily.
She had been induced to use a big technique on purpose.
Rena’s instantaneous firepower was threatening even to Wendy, so she was baiting Rena to consume mana.
On the other hand, she pressured Rena using only a minimal amount of mana.
Wendy extends her left hand towards Rena.
“Pierce.”
A mana-efficient spell for the lethality if it hits.
It’s a magic that Wendy has carved into her own form to maximize efficiency even further.
She has triumphed many mages with this spell.
It’s too threatening to leave alone, but the mana loss is too great to block.
Barrier magic consumes a lot of mana, and it’s impossible to respond with less mana than Wendy’s ice needles.
Like this, when facing mages, she gains a considerable mana advantage.
She endlessly depletes mana, which is like life for mages.
She has brought down more than dozens of mages like this.
How long can Rena hold out?
She already has no chance of winning.
Wendy’s tactics are optimized for attrition warfare, and her mana quantity is higher than Rena’s.
As Rena’s flames covered the arena, Wendy, unable to approach, retreated and set up sharp needles.
When she lightly flicked her fingers, the air was densely filled with blue needles.
There are countless needles, too many to even count.
Wendy created that amount with less than half of Rena’s mana.
“Why are you trying to keep your distance? Did you think you’d have an advantage at long range?”
Although she’s sometimes misunderstood because she’s capable of close combat, Wendy is also a mage.
Rather, most of Wendy’s capabilities come from intercepting after creating distance.
She was like the essence and standard of the Combat Magic department.
And.
“…No.”
There’s someone who knows Wendy’s tactics best.
It was Rena.
Wendy is the natural enemy of mages. She’s good at attrition warfare and strong regardless of distance.
And,
She knows that creating distance against her isn’t such a good choice.
“That’s why I’m going.”
Keeping distance from Wendy was to buy time.
She just needed time to layer spells upon spells and preheat the flames.
Rena raised the firepower of her flames, ignoring the ice needles surrounding her from all directions.
A huge flame flickered greatly, blazing around her.
Wendy’s ice melted from the greatly emitted heat, and mana drained from Rena’s body at a terrifying speed.
Burning mana might have been foolish if it were against someone else, but it was different if the opponent was Wendy.
There was no point in saving mana because the longer it took, the more advantageous it became for Wendy.
If time was on Wendy’s side, Rena judged that she shouldn’t give her any more of it.
“Bloom.”
A huge flame enveloped Rena’s right hand.
Flames follow her steps.
Hell instantaneously fell upon the arena.
Although she falls somewhat behind people like Iria or Lucia, Rena was once considered a strong candidate for the top spot in the entrance exam.
What she lacked in endurance was made up for by absolute firepower.
It wasn’t for nothing that she was evaluated highly by the academy staff.
Rena, holding flames that overwhelm everything, stood before Wendy.
Wendy swallowed dry saliva, watching Rena slowly approach her.
“… You’re crazier than you look, huh?”
The composure disappeared from Wendy’s expression.
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After finishing all the duels I had to fight today, I briefly considered going home but decided to stay and watch Rena’s duel.
I moved to the spectator seats and was looking for a suitable place to sit.
My criteria for choosing a seat were a bit picky.
First, I dislike places where sunlight reaches.
It’s a characteristic of my race.
It’s not like I’d burst into flames or be harmed by sunlight like in fairy tales, but I just didn’t like it because it made me uncomfortable.
I also dislike noisy places.
My ears are better than the average person’s.
Crowded, bustling places were mentally taxing.
The place I found that met these conditions was where I had been sitting initially.
There wasn’t anywhere else that met my criteria.
“……”
But I didn’t want to sit next to Albert.
It wasn’t that I disliked him from the start, but I had a physiological aversion to people whose main job was hunting monsters.
It’s the same principle as humans instinctively avoiding killers.
Having no other choice, I decided to stand and watch.
In the current scene of the dueling arena, I could see Rena and a girl with blue hair.
I believe her name was Wendy.
It was my first time seeing her in person, but I had seen her in Rena’s memories.
It didn’t seem like their relationship had ended well.
-There’s a duel I must win.
Knowing Rena’s past, I could guess the meaning of those words.
Rena seemed to want to hide it as an embarrassing past, but I knew even without her saying anything.
It was unavoidable.
I could glimpse memories just by making eye contact.
If someone asked who I would know the most about, it would naturally be her.
But I wasn’t completely oblivious, so I pretended not to know.
From my perspective, unable to understand human emotions, it didn’t seem like a big deal, but Rena herself appeared to want to hide it.
***
Magic that exceeds a mage’s capacity soon returns to oneself.
Resistance to magic grows as the total amount of magical energy increases.
Even if you increase the power of magic, your resistance offsets the damage that would return to you – that’s the principle.
So what happens if you hold magic with power far surpassing the caster’s resistance?
The answer was simple.
It exhausts the caster’s body before reaching the opponent.
It burns your own body before burning the opponent.
Rena was the same.
The way she increased the power of her magic wasn’t normal.
She layered spell upon spell, overlapping them.
She poured in double the mana, offering it as a sacrifice.
A mere student mimicked the power of a first-class mage for a moment through this shortcut.
Of course, since Rena herself wasn’t yet capable of handling this, she had to endure the pain of her body burning.
That’s why she’s crazy.
“What a madwoman.”
Wendy was shocked by the firepower that far exceeded the student level.
Rena leaped using physical enhancement with magical energy.
Speed was added to the overwhelming firepower.
In a situation like Rena’s current state, where her whole body was burning, directly contacting the opponent was more efficient than releasing flames from a distance.
There’s less loss of magical energy, and the heat of the flames can pressure the opponent just by approaching.
Rena threw a punch wrapped in flames towards Wendy.
It can’t be blocked with ordinary magic.
To defend, Wendy also had to use mana.
There was no time to think about efficiency.
At least if she wanted to live.
“Freeze!”
Wendy raised a huge wall of ice to block.
Fire and ice are opposing elements.
Fire melts ice, so Wendy’s ice spears couldn’t reach Rena. Conversely, the cold could neutralize her flames.
They could nullify each other’s attacks.
So Wendy scattered ice around to extinguish Rena’s flames.
But.
-Whoosh!
If the difference in firepower was this great, even that was impossible.
Rena’s flames devoured Wendy’s ice.
The fire and ice frost clashed in the middle, creating a large amount of steam as they neutralized each other.
White smoke spread like fog, making it difficult to see.
Wendy’s ice melted, but Rena’s flames showed no signs of diminishing.
Instead, they burned even larger.
“You crazy bitch! How much magical energy are you using?!”
Just standing in Rena’s presence made it hard to breathe, and it felt like one’s whole body would be burned.
Wendy swung an ice sword towards Rena.
But it didn’t cut.
It melted before it could slice through flesh.
Wendy extended ice spears towards Rena as she took another step closer.
But they didn’t pierce.
Not even the droplets of ice reached her.
Flames burst from Rena, devouring everything in its way.
“Ugh!”
Wendy barely dodged by turning her body, but she couldn’t avoid the heat that followed the flames.
It was hot.
Extremely so.
She needed to create distance first.
But Rena didn’t allow that.
The flames burning around her moved like living creatures, pressuring Wendy.
They blocked her path.
Wendy’s legs gave out, and she collapsed on the spot.
“Ugh, shit……”
“……”
Rena approached Wendy and looked down at her.
The gaze looking down at her from within the flames resembled someone.
It was the type of eyes Wendy hated.
Rena’s eyes now resembled Iria’s.
‘These crazy bitches, they hang out together, and now they’re both acting insane.’
Wendy thought this as she bit her lip.
“Don’t look at me with those eyes!!”
Wendy’s emotions surged at that moment, and her mana burst out.
It was an action driven by emotion rather than reason.
Since it didn’t come out in the form of a spell, the loss of magical energy was extreme.
A large amount of magical energy burst from the flood of emotions instantly froze and spread out.
The icy thorns pierced Rena’s skin.
Although it didn’t go through the form of a spell, the amount of magical energy contained was enormous, so it made contact.
Of course, even that melted quickly, but it was enough to bind her movement.
Wendy retreated once again in the opening created, putting distance between them.
In the process of retreating, her body’s balance tilted slightly.
Her breathing was rapid.
“Huff, haa……”
Even for Wendy, whose total magical energy was at the top of the first year, the consumption was dangerous.
She felt slightly dizzy due to the large amount that had burst.
Then is Rena, who is burning a vast amount of magical energy in real time, okay?
Wondering how she could do that, Wendy turned her gaze to Rena.
And twisted the corners of her mouth.
‘Of course.’
As expected, Rena’s condition wasn’t good.
Her complexion was pale, and parts of her skin and the hand holding the flames were tinged purple.
As expected.
There was no way her body could be fine while releasing such flames.
Rena’s body was already close to its limit.
She was standing in the arena while pushing her body, which was nearing its limit.
She had endured for a long time.
But now it was time to end this.
Wendy took a deep breath.
“… You’re not the only one who can raise output.”
She wasn’t one to stay stagnant.
Like Rena had done before, Wendy concentrated all the magical energy in her body to a single point.
There was no space to retreat anymore.
If she went back any further, it would be out of bounds.
So she put everything into one attack.
Wendy wrapped her hand in ice at maximum output.
Magic that exceeds the caster’s capacity soon returns to oneself.
For a moment, she felt a cold that seemed like it would freeze her heart, but her opponent was likely in a similar condition.
Wendy, with half her body frozen, stood in front of Rena.
Thus, the two prepared their final blow containing everything they had.
***
The duel that Wendy had turned into a war of attrition now changed into a single clash of firepower.
It had to be this way because Rena had led it to this.
She had driven her to the edge of the arena.
Cornered to the end, Wendy would try to withstand it with all her strength.
So that’s when it had to end.
If fire was an element focused on attack, ice was effective for defense.
A huge ice wall blocked Rena’s path as she leaped wrapped in flames.
It was Wendy’s final burst of cold.
She had to break through that now.
-Sizzle!
The thick ice wall covered the flames.
The opposing forces met in the middle and neutralized each other.
The temperature of the flames began to drop rapidly.
Her eyes stung from the large amount of steam.
Her body was hot like a fireball, and her skin was turning purple from the symptoms of magical energy exhaustion.
But if she didn’t do this, she couldn’t win.
Unlike in the past, Wendy had grown stronger than her.
She had a reason why she had to win, even if it meant pushing herself.
For her, Wendy was an illusion of the past.
She overlapped with her past self.
For her, Wendy was like a mirror reflecting the past.
Rena stood here to face her past.
It was quite a painful process.
-Whoosh!
The flames melt the ice.
The ice cools the flames.
But this time, the heat of the flames was stronger than the cold of the ice.
Even if Wendy had grown, she couldn’t match Rena’s firepower since the past.
More wouldn’t be any different.
“Ugh?!”
Only after breaking through all the ice did Wendy’s figure come into view.
After that, Rena threw a punch to finish it.
The heat around her fist had long disappeared.
With a light impact, Wendy was pushed back.
Wendy, pushed back a few steps from that spot, was out of the arena’s bounds,
And both collapsed from mana exhaustion.
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Selaine Magic High School is a small educational institution that gathers students from commoner backgrounds.
It’s a place that teaches the most basic things to those who haven’t even received fundamental education.
Literally teaching only the basics, the students’ level isn’t high.
Their career prospects are also insignificant.
Students graduating from Selaine find jobs somewhere using the basic and practical magic they learned there.
A knight? Or a professor at the academy? It’s not a place where you can even dream of such grand things.
Rather than a place that cultivates students’ talents, it’s closer to a stepping stone for people to play their part somewhere adequate.
Only a few students with excellent grades are given the qualification to enter the Imperial Academy.
Of course, since that process is very difficult, most have long since given up.
It wasn’t a position that could be obtained through effort alone.
To enter the renowned Imperial Academy, talent was needed.
Do you think it’s easy to graduate from an obscure high school and enter the continent’s best educational institution?
That was rare, even if you had searched Selaine’s history.
But this batch was different.
There were two students with sufficient talent.
“Another excellent performance, Rena. You’ll more than qualify for the Imperial Academy at this rate.”
Rena extinguished the flames on her hand after burning the wooden doll.
It’s a doll made for measurement with high magic resistance.
Such a doll turned into a handful of ashes.
This was an exceptional achievement.
It was already beyond the level that could be taught at Selaine’s educational institution.
Similarly, another student has already surpassed this school’s level.
Although she couldn’t turn dolls to ashes, Wendy showed great prominence in personal combat and was in the same year.
She overwhelmed opponents with her vast mana pool without allowing a single attack to land on her.
Wendy pointed an ice sword at her fallen opponent.
As she wasn’t merciful, it was a silent signal to surrender before blood was shed.
“I… I lost.”
Having received the surrender, Wendy withdrew her sword.
There are teachers comprehensively evaluating her.
Wendy was also excellent enough to aim for admission to the Imperial Academy.
She excelled in all aspects.
Although her firepower was slightly lacking compared to Rena’s, her overall evaluation was marginally higher than Rena’s.
There are already two people who have surpassed the school’s level.
That’s why there was an ongoing topic of debate at Selaine High School.
If the two fought, who would win?
This wasn’t just a topic of discussion among students laughing and chatting.
It was an important issue that even teachers paid attention to.
There was a limit to how many from Selaine High School could enter the Imperial Academy.
Only one person per grade could go.
One of the two had to fail.
“You should fail, Wendy. I have a reason why I need to advance.”
Rena has younger siblings to support.
With the career paths available after graduating from Selaine, she can’t have a high-income job.
She needed to secure a large sum of money as soon as possible, and there was no time to stagnate in a place like this.
“You think you’re the only one with reasons?”
But Wendy wasn’t without her own circumstances.
Although she didn’t have a poor family situation like Rena, she, too, desired to advance.
In the end, someone had to wait for a year.
That’s how the two stepped onto the dueling arena.
The winner advances, while the loser stagnates.
It was that kind of duel.
“……”
“……”
Of course, that day, too, the duel didn’t reach a conclusion.
The arena was covered in flames and ice.
***
There was good news.
Feeling sorry for the two talented students fighting over one spot, the principal used his influence to increase the admission spots to two.
In the end, both could enter the Imperial Academy.
There was no reason for them to fight anymore.
Only then did the two open their hearts to each other.
Despite fighting so much until now, they had grown fond of each other after countless duels.
Moreover, with no reason to fight, they treated each other without pretense.
They had many similarities in various aspects.
Both were of commoner origin, and both had awakened their talents in a school so small it was hard to even hear its name.
Perhaps because they grew up receiving similar treatment within the school, their personalities matched well.
They already knew how each other felt, being in the same position.
“I’m glad we can enter together.”
“Yeah, me too.”
For now, they felt at ease not having to engage in cutthroat competition.
It was a case where both reigned as kings, unable to determine superiority.
Thanks to this, the two became fearsome existences within the school.
These two, who were scary enough individually, now went around together.
It would be correct to say that no one dared to confront them.
“Hey, don’t block the way and scram. You nobodies.”
Wendy’s personality was violent.
That’s what Rena felt while going around with her.
“Wendy. Even so, this is……”
“Huh? Why?”
“Never mind. Forget what I just said.”
But she didn’t particularly stop her.
The more Wendy acted up, the higher Rena’s position rose within the school.
Honestly, she was half addicted to the thrill of everyone bowing their heads just by walking down the hall.
Rena was influenced by the environment and atmosphere.
Not just students of the same age, but even teachers couldn’t treat her carelessly.
Knowing it wasn’t right, yet addicted to that sense of transgression.
At some point, Rena started resembling Wendy.
This worsened as time passed.
“If you have complaints, prove it with your skills. Don’t talk big if you don’t have the guts.”
Later, it reached a point where her reflection in the mirror overlapped with Wendy’s image.
And,
The omen of tragedy came faster than expected.
Perhaps it was punishment for the two’s usual poor conduct.
Selaine is an educational institution that teaches poor commoners for free.
Perhaps because of this, it wasn’t uncommon to see them take in minors of unclear origins or abandoned individuals.
Today was such a day.
The principal of Selaine brought in a girl.
A shabby-looking girl, as if picked up from the slums.
From the introduction by the teacher who brought her, it seemed she had no family or home.
Her name was Celine.
Originally, she didn’t even have a name, but they named her after the school name Selaine that took her in.
Her unwashed green hair looked dry, and her black eyes were cloudy.
If there was an emotionless doll, it would probably look like her.
“Sit in an empty seat, Celine.”
“……”
In a classroom packed with students, the empty seat was one that other students avoided.
It was next to Rena.
As Celine sat beside her in dirt-covered clothes, Rena frowned.
Dust fell from her hair, and an unpleasant smell emanated from her unwashed body.
Their first meeting was not pleasant.
***
Celine adapted to school life faster than expected.
More precisely, she didn’t show dislike for anything she did.
Like someone who had lost everything, like a doll with nothing inside, she just moved as others told her to.
No one knew what her story was.
And no one probably will know in the future either.
Celine rarely opened her mouth unless it was a really special case.
Of course, Celine’s extraordinary characteristics weren’t just limited to that from her first impression.
She, who had survived in an abandoned village, was like a living weapon.
“Ugh?!”
After learning magic for over two weeks, she won in a duel against Wendy, who was considered the strongest in Selaine High School.
Generally, those with outstanding talent are called gifted, and those even more exceptional are called geniuses.
Then what should we call Celine, who crushed Wendy, a genius?
It was a question that suddenly came to mind.
“……”
She looked down coldly at the fallen Wendy once, then left the place.
Rena, who had been watching the scene, couldn’t open her mouth for a while.
If it had been her facing Celine, she would have met the same fate as Wendy.
Celine was above the two in every aspect.
They couldn’t bridge the overwhelming gap in talent.
It wasn’t a gap that could be overcome with effort.
That’s how the two learned the emotion of inferiority for the first time in their lives.
They tasted the bitterness of defeat for the first time and physically felt the vastness of the world.
But the problem arising from Celine’s existence didn’t stop there.
That’s why it’s a seed of misfortune and tragedy.
Two people from Selaine High School can enter the Imperial Academy.
Three cannot enter.
Wasn’t it already quite difficult to increase the one spot to two?
The principal, obsessed with results, will surely try to send the capable Celine to the academy, so the remaining spot has narrowed down to one again.
In the end, the two had to determine superiority again.
It was a moment when relationships became complexly entangled.
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The dueling arena was covered in flames and ice.
Rena and Wendy looked at each other, breathing heavily.
They had both exhausted all their magical energy.
Of course, today also ended without a conclusion.
It had been a week of duels since the top of the school changed.
But no matter what, they couldn’t beat each other.
Basically, there wasn’t much difference in the talent and potential of the two.
When Rena grew, so did Wendy.
When Wendy surpassed a level and got stronger, Rena’s skills increased proportionally.
It was the positive influence of competition.
When one grows, the other is stimulated and grows together.
But there was a practical reason why the two had to determine superiority someday.
Apart from the effects of competition, the stress the two received was beyond imagination.
They focused on training every day to surpass each other and had to worry about falling behind if they rested for a day.
As a result, their skills grew much faster than others, but it was still too much to reach the top of the school.
Since they couldn’t beat Celine, they had to beat each other.
“…Wait a minute.”
In the usual setup with the two standing in the arena, Wendy spoke up.
It was a futile endeavor.
She wanted to stop continuing a fight with no end in sight.
At this rate, even winning wouldn’t feel good.
Wasn’t it about bringing down a close friend to rise up?
“Why do we have to fight? It would have been fine if she wasn’t here. Why do we have to go through this?”
“……”
“Come to think of it, it’s ridiculous. We’re about to graduate, and a transfer student who came just before graduation takes our spot? Shouldn’t there be some ethics?”
Isn’t this just frustration from not being able to win with skill?
Rena was about to speak but soon stopped.
Wendy’s whispers sounded very sweet to her, who was already exhausted.
It was easier to pull down those above than to admit one’s own shortcomings.
It’s not that she was wrong. It’s all Celine’s fault.
Rena and Wendy had tried hard. But they couldn’t overcome her.
While the two were trying, Celine did nothing. But she was stronger than the two.
Effort cannot beat talent. They realized the meaning of those words to the bone.
Just as her classmates couldn’t reach Rena no matter how hard they tried, she couldn’t reach Celine either.
And it felt so unfair.
You’re just born good. You’re just born with a lot of talent.
And now, all of a sudden, she’s here, trying to take the dream they’ve always wanted.
Envy turned to jealousy, which turned to resentment.
They hated Celine.
She wasn’t evil, but it would be more accurate to say that they resented her very existence.
“Listen. We don’t have to fight; we just have to get rid of her and make it look like it was before she came in.”
“……Is that possible?”
“Why not?”
“Just, you know, make her miss school.”
“Easier said than done.”
Wendy let out a mocking laugh.
She had an idea Rena didn’t understand yet.
“Come with me.”
With that, Wendy moved, grabbed a bucket of water, and headed off somewhere.
She headed in the direction of Celine, and–
Boom!
She splashed a significant amount of water from the bucket on Celine.
It was clearly a deliberate action.
Celine’s green hair hung down heavily as the water hit it.
Her white school uniform was soaked, her underwear showed through, and water dripped from her body.
The cold water in the chilly weather was more painful than she expected.
Celine shivered on the spot.
Wendy covered her laughing mouth with one hand and said,
“Sorry, my mistake. Are you okay?”
“……”
Celine’s black eyes turned to Wendy.
It was that kind of cloudy gaze that made it impossible to read what she was thinking.
Rena, who had been watching from the back, backed away, unable to get any closer.
If Celine angrily challenged her to a duel right now, she could be in for a rough ride.
But as expected, Celine’s reaction was calm.
She simply nodded.
She didn’t seem to care about Rena or Wendy. Maybe she wasn’t interested in the world at all.
Celine nodded once, then left the room.
When they were alone, Wendy turned to Rena and said,
“See? She’s not responding anyway.”
“Mmm…”
Celine was a doll.
But how long could she be a doll?
“Let’s put that to the test. You don’t have to feel guilty; she’s the one who’s done all the bad. She’s taken over, and we’re just victims.”
Wendy whispered to Rena. It was too sweet to resist.
Because Rena hated Celine, too.
***
Wendy’s harassment of Celine continued after that.
She started with simple things, like throwing water on her or hitting her on the shoulder, and continued to harass her every chance she got.
She rationalized it all by saying that Celine was bad for coming in late and leaving early.
She put sharp objects on her desk to hurt her hands and ripped up her things.
Since Celine didn’t react to any of it, Wendy naturally escalated the intensity of her bullying.
Rena didn’t stop Wendy.
For both of them, Celine was a recipe for disaster.
Rena looked away. Maybe she was rationalizing with herself.
There was nothing wrong with her. Unlike Wendy, she didn’t directly bully Celine. She was just a little sympathetic.
So it was okay, she thought.
But that day was different—at least for Rena, it was like a dream.
Wendy bullied Celine as always. Wendy had beaten her into a rag and left for school first.
It was a rare moment when Celine and Rena were alone.
Rena glanced over at Celine. She looked terrible.
Her green hair was soaked, her clothes were half torn, her hands were covered in cuts, and none of her belongings were intact.
That made Rena wonder.
Why hasn’t she dropped out of school? Why hasn’t she said anything?
She could have overpowered Wendy and Rena with force if she wanted to. But she didn’t.
Rena wondered why, so she waited.
Celine seemed to want Rena to leave, but Rena didn’t.
As if mesmerized by something. There was a heavy silence.
“Aren’t you going too…”
It was Celine who broke the silence.
Her voice was cold and thin. It was the first time she had spoken or shown interest in anything.
It was all new to Rena.
As they remained in the empty classroom, time passed.
The sun was setting. Yellow light streamed in through the windows, giving the room a dreamy quality.
Rena’s answer was short.
“Not yet.”
In truth, she didn’t even know if Celine could speak.
She kept her mouth shut, so Rena assumed she couldn’t.
Celine asked,
“Are you going to stay here then?”
“Maybe.”
“Why?”
“Just.”
At first, it was just curiosity.
She had an air of mystery about her, and Rena wondered if she was really a human being like her.
And what about now?
Celine was a normal, conversational human being. Not a doll.
Rena harbored feelings for her that even she didn’t quite understand. Something she couldn’t quite put into words. It was something like that.
They’d had a brief conversation in the hours before sunset and darkness.
It wasn’t a long conversation, either, as neither of them was talkative. In fact, it was unclear how the conversation even took place.
This time, Rena asked the question she wanted to ask Celine the most.
“Why don’t you say anything?”
“Should I?”
The questions came in, and Celine responded with questions. She didn’t seem to care about Rena’s actions.
Rena’s expression became complicated. Instead of clearing up her doubts, they seemed to grow.
“Because you’re being bullied by Wendy… and I…”
“……”
“Don’t you hate me?”
“Not really.”
“And Wendy?”
“Not much.”
“…?”
“I’m happy with this life.”
As the conversation went on, it became increasingly incomprehensible. It was as if Celine lived in a different world.
To Rena, who remained stunned, Celine spoke slowly.
It was about her past, which no one knew about until now.
“Shouldn’t one be happy to have a home where you can eat, where you can wear clothes, where you can close your eyes? I lived in a place where that wasn’t possible.”
“——.”
For Celine, her definition of happiness was a little different from most.
What was natural to others was not natural to her.
That’s why she wasn’t unhappy with her life. Wendy’s bullying didn’t even bother her.
Rena couldn’t bring herself to say anything.
She had always thought that Celine was a blessed person born with everything.
But that wasn’t the case. Perhaps the most unfortunate person might be Celine.
Looking at Rena, who didn’t say a word, Celine turned away.
It seemed that Rena had no intention of leaving the spot, so Celine went out first.
“I wish we could talk longer.”
That was the last thing Rena heard from Celine that day.
***
A day passed.
Rena didn’t bother telling Wendy about what happened the previous day.
It wasn’t like there was anyone to listen.
Her feelings were complicated. Since their conversation that day, Rena could no longer participate in the harassment that troubled her.
“Hey? Aren’t you going to do it today?”
“……”
“Fine. I’ll do it alone then.”
But she couldn’t stop her.
She didn’t want to distance herself from Wendy either.
She could only watch from afar. Time passed, and the three of them were approaching graduation.
As expected, Celine didn’t drop out of school despite Wendy’s bullying. However, their plans were falling apart.
Now, it had come down to the final stretch before graduation.
She didn’t know who would be admitted between Wendy and herself, but she decided to accept the result if she lost.
It was a matter of skill, so there was no room for excuses.
She was about to give up.
“Rena. Listen to me for a moment.”
Wendy came to find her.
What could it be? Perhaps it was a challenge for their last match.
But the words that came out of her mouth differed slightly from what she had expected.
“Have you heard of the Back Alley Monster?”
“…What is that?”
“It’s a rumor that’s been circulating lately. Remember the disaster from a few months ago? The place that was destroyed like ruins after a monster attacked the Empire.”
Anyone from the Empire would know. The story of a single monster annihilating a knight brigade was famous.
And in the place where that monster rampaged and caused destruction, magical energy was boiling, and people stopped going there.
People called that area the Back Alley. It was said to be a place with very poor security. There were also rumors that criminal organizations had taken it as their base.
“What about it?”
“These days, there’s a ghost story that the monster which destroyed the Empire is still lurking in the Back Alley, attacking people who pass through there.”
“But didn’t they say that the monster that attacked the Empire was eradicated?”
“That’s what the public statement says. But what if it’s something intentionally hidden by those above?”
The event of that day was a disaster that caused part of the Empire’s territory to collapse.
Yet, no one clearly remembered that day. Strangely so.
Now, it was just a place that remained a vague memory of the past.
What if someone had deliberately hidden it?
What if some force was used to prevent confidential information from leaking?
Wendy explained it this way.
“Doesn’t it sound a bit creepy when you think about it? They say there might still be monsters in the Back Alley.”
“Well… It does sound creepy, but why are you telling me this now?”
“Let’s send Celine there today. I’m curious.”
That was the last act of rebellion for the two before graduation.
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In the back alleys of the Central Empire, there was a monster.
A monster with white fur lures in passing people and eats them.
That’s why you must never go near.
If you hear the voice of someone you know from deep within that darkness, if you see the form of someone you know, it is not human.
It is merely a hallucination shown by the monster.
That is the kind of existence the monster of the Back Alley is.
Or so Wendy said.
Actually, nothing has been clearly revealed, and it’s still just a rumor.
“It’s probably just a rumor. There’s no way monsters like that exist.”
Of course, Rena didn’t believe it.
Even if it were true, it would have been exterminated long ago.
The Imperial Knights are not to be underestimated.
And there were no victims to speak of.
If someone had died there, it would have been in the newspapers in some form.
But Rena had heard nothing about the Back Alley.
So, the rumor is false.
It’s just a made-up story.
At least, that’s what she thought.
“There are no victims yet, but there are frequent sightings of the monster. Like seeing glowing red eyes in a dark place or hearing the voice of a dead family member when going near the back alley.”
“They must have been heavily drinking that day. I didn’t think you would believe in such things, Wendy.”
“Well… actually, I don’t really believe it either. I’m just curious. But it’s scary to go there myself. That’s why I’m saying we should send Celine.”
Rena wondered what sending Celine had to do with Wendy being scared, but she didn’t question it.
She knew better than anyone what kind of feelings Wendy harbored towards Celine.
In the end, Wendy was going to keep bullying her until the very end.
Rena just thought her friend had a nasty personality.
“She probably can’t even feel fear anyway. Let’s just tell her to go look inside and see if there really is a monster.”
“What if there really is one…?”
“Celine is monstrously strong. Someone like her should have no problem, right?”
“Still…”
Celine was not a doll.
She was just a somewhat dull human.
When Rena realized this, she could no longer treat Celine roughly.
She, too, has emotions.
She was just clumsy at expressing them.
“I don’t think that’s right. Let’s just stop.”
For the first time, Rena stood up to Wendy.
After talking with Celine, Rena had a chance to reflect on herself.
Watching Wendy and Celine from afar, she wondered how her behavior must have appeared from an outsider’s perspective.
She must have appeared as a despicable person blinded by jealousy.
None of it was Celine’s fault.
Being born excellent was not wrong.
One’s mere existence cannot be wrong.
Her will is not reflected in the circumstances of her birth.
So this is wrong.
What was wrong was ourselves.
Wendy was walking the wrong path now.
“Why are you stopping me?”
“It’s dangerous.”
“What is?”
“Are you asking because you don’t know?”
“You just said it was only a rumor. So what danger is there?”
“…”
The Back Alley was a dark and eerie place.
Anyone with common sense would not think of sending someone to such a place.
Who knows what’s in there.
Even without the rumor of the monster, it’s a dangerous place.
It’s a place where unrefined magical energy clings, and it may be a den of criminals.
Wendy made the excuse that she was just curious, but Rena, having known her for a long time, knew what she was thinking.
The bullying that continued until Celine showed some kind of reaction.
She seemed to think of it as a kind of game, forcibly eliciting a reaction from the unimpressive girl.
“Anyway, no. I can’t allow it this time.”
“That’s ridiculous.”
“What?”
“Why are you acting all self-righteous now? After enjoying everything to the fullest, do you think your sins will disappear if you wash your hands of them now? I hate hypocritical people like you the most.”
Wendy reacted sharply and snapped at Rena.
She looked ready to burst at any moment.
Rena, who had anticipated some reaction, stepped back with her hands ablaze.
It was the first time they had faced each other outside the arena.
But they didn’t take action.
It would just end in a tie anyway.
It would just lead to a meaningless draw.
“If you don’t want to do it, then leave. Don’t talk to me again.”
That’s when Rena’s relationship with Wendy grew distant.
After that, Rena no longer associated with her.
***
It seems Wendy ended up taking Celine to the back alley.
Of course, nothing happened.
There’s no way there could be monsters.
According to what Rena heard, Celine didn’t get scared even in that dark back alley.
She advanced into the darkness where nothing could be seen without hesitation.
And she came back unharmed.
No.
Can you really say she was unharmed?
“Celine, you…”
“…?”
After hearing the news, Rena immediately checked on Celine’s condition.
At first glance, she didn’t seem to have changed much.
She wasn’t injured and didn’t seem to be in pain anywhere.
But she was different.
Looking again, her expression was not emotionless.
Celine had an extremely sad expression.
Her expression was tinged with more emotion than ever before.
The liquid flowing from Celine’s eyes ran down her cheeks.
“…”
Is she crying?
Why?
Rena asked Wendy, but she just kept repeating that she didn’t know.
Celine changed after visiting the back alley.
What did she see there?
Wendy didn’t bother Celine today either.
It seemed like it would be dangerous to bother her now.
She must have felt an instinctive threat.
If Celine were to use force, Wendy would not be able to handle her.
A few more days passed after Celine became strange.
She seemed to be clinging to something, slightly different from her previous self, and didn’t look very well.
Rena thought that maybe this was the change in Celine that Wendy had wanted to see.
The Back Alley that had been as still as a stone statue for a long time changed her.
But how?
Rena was curious but got no answer even when she asked Celine.
Actually, she didn’t expect one.
She was always like that.
One day, after school ended, Celine walked in a different direction than usual.
“…”
Rena followed her.
Celine didn’t stop walking for a long time after leaving school.
It was impossible to know what she was thinking.
It was always impossible to know, but today especially so.
After walking for a while, it became a bit late in the evening.
Celine walked further and further into darker places.
It was the Back Alley.
Rena finally caught up to Celine and grabbed her shoulder, asking.
“Where are you going?”
She didn’t expect an answer when she spoke, but Celine slowly opened her mouth and replied.
“…The back alley. I’m going there again tonight.”
And for the first time in a very long while, Rena heard her voice.
She still had a sad expression.
“Why the…”
“My parents are there. I saw them that day. I thought they were dead.”
“What…?”
Celine, stopped in her tracks by Rena, started spouting strange things.
Her parents were there, in that back alley?
It was absurd.
No one lives there.
It’s a place where magical energy clings, a place where humans cannot live.
If she saw something there, it would not be someone she knows.
“Celine, that’s…”
Rena tried to convey that fact to her.
But it didn’t reach.
Celine was not in a state to have a conversation right now.
She wouldn’t listen.
She wasn’t listening.
Seeing her like this, Rena realized Celine was also a fragile human being.
The Back Alley is a place that pokes at the most sensitive parts of humans.
Celine already seemed to be captivated by some being inside.
Rena followed behind Celine as she walked into the deep darkness.
She tried to stop her somehow.
But she couldn’t keep up.
Celine had a strong body, but Rena did not.
“Ugh!”
A heavy amount of magical energy is harmful when it touches the human body.
Being exposed to it continuously made Rena’s head dizzy.
‘Should we have come this deep?’
She had to hurry and take Celine out.
In a place where magical energy lay like black fog, Celine stood still.
She was looking at something beyond the back alley.
As Rena approached, she saw it too.
A woman with long, hanging green hair and black eyes, with an appearance similar to Celine’s, was standing there.
Celine slowly approached her.
There was no time to stop her.
She could only stare at the surreal scene unfolding before her eyes, unable to look away.
As Celine got a little closer, the figure of the woman standing deep in the back alley began to distort little by little.
The green hair turned white, the black eyes dyed red.
The distance was too far to see her appearance clearly, but one thing was certain–that she was not Celine’s mother.
Rena struggled to hold onto Celine as she walked deeper into the back alley.
If you go that way, you’ll die.
The one in front of you is not the person you know.
But Celine brushed off Rena’s hand and walked beyond.
She probably knows it deep down, too.
She seems to be desperately trying to deny it.
Maybe she wanted to meet that person from her memories just once, even if it meant dying.
And what happened next was as expected.
The white monster brutally killed Celine.
After that day, she was never seen again.
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One of the great advantages of the Imperial Academy is that students receive good welfare benefits.
Although the entrance is difficult, once admitted, you can receive high-level education for free.
And that’s not all.
With a student ID, you could use most campus facilities, including medical institutions like the church.
The practical exams are conducted in the form of duels, so many students get injured.
Usually, it is conducted under the supervision of teachers so students don’t get hurt enough to be hospitalized. However, Rena’s case was a little different.
Most of her wounds were not from others but from herself.
If she was injured by her opponent as the duel intensified, that’s one thing, but in Rena’s case, her own flames harmed herself, so there was no room for intervention.
As a result, her injuries were particularly severe compared to others.
It was not severe enough that the best medical institution in the Empire couldn’t treat it, but still,
She opened her eyes in an unfamiliar hospital room.
It seemed like she had been having a long dream.
“…”
Through half-open eyes, she saw someone’s face.
A face she knew.
A cold-looking impression and an expressionless, curt face.
“Celine?”
“…?”
No, it wasn’t.
Although the face and atmosphere were similar, it was clearly a different person.
Long, hanging silver hair and reddish eyes.
Not green, but silver.
Seeing that difference, she had to correct herself.
She misspoke because she had just woken up from sleep.
She unknowingly called the name of a dead person.
After rubbing her eyes once and clearly confirming the face, she changed it to the name of a living person.
“Iria.”
I was the one who brought her here.
After all the exams were over, there was no special schedule for the day.
There was no particular reason for me to help Rena.
I just did it because she looked pitiful.
It seemed that Iria also had some share in Rena’s misfortune.
Looking at Rena, who had lifted her upper body, I said.
“Don’t worry, a doctor will come soon.”
I also had mixed feelings about Rena.
While she was lying down, I peeked into her dream.
I did it because she was bored waiting alone in the quiet hospital room.
In the I Iria peeked into, there was myself.
It was hazy, but it was me.
Rena didn’t seem to know that fact.
“I had something I wanted to say to you.”
Rena said, looking at me.
Judging by her slightly heavy expression, it didn’t seem to be a light topic.
I quietly sat next to her.
A silent signal that if she spoke, I would listen.
Some time passed like that.
It took a little more time to hear everything she had to say.
***
Rena opened up about her past.
It seemed she was quite conscious of what she had heard from Wendy in the waiting room.
The words that she would stick to Iria and make her unhappy.
So she revealed it.
She thought she was hiding a lot.
Starting from the fact that her past was not honorable to others, to the fact that she lost her friend because she couldn’t stop her.
She thought Iria would be disappointed.
Her past was filthy, unlike others, and she tried to hide it.
But unexpectedly, Iria didn’t have much of a reaction.
Rather than listening to the story, she showed a reaction that anyone can have something to hide.
There was no such thing as being disappointed by learning about such a trivial past and ending a friendship.
“I have things I’m hiding from Rena too.”
That’s because what I was hiding was worse than Rena’s.
Unlike Rena’s, which was within an understandable range, mine was a bit more serious.
If found out, it wouldn’t end with simply ending a friendship.
If that happened, one of the two would have to die.
The one who killed Celine was Iria.
It was a long time ago, but I remembered.
After causing a catastrophe, she was the first human I ate.
Everyone can have secrets they can’t tell anyone.
But if Rena finds out that I am the one who killed Celine, how will she react?
It was also an old question.
***
The test results came out faster than expected.
I wasn’t interested in the middle and lower ranks, so I only read the names of the top ranks on the grade board in the central hallway.
As expected, I was in first place, and Lucia was second.
I messed up the written exam and did nothing in the practical exam, but I’m first.
Getting first place at the Imperial Academy may not be as difficult as I thought.
Except for the addition of Lucia’s name among the top students, it wasn’t much different from the entrance exam. Still, Rena’s grades had risen compared to before.
Perhaps it was because she defeated Wendy, who ranked fourth in the last duel.
Rena rose to fifth place, and Wendy dropped to sixth below her.
After that, Wendy couldn’t hold her head high like before.
Still, she seems to have become nicer than before.
There are two ways to make a nasty person nice.
The first is to beat them up with physical attacks, and the second is to beat them up with magical attacks.
Among them, Wendy was the latter.
While Lucia, who was as nasty as her, received physical therapy to become nice, Wendy received magical therapy.
She must have been quite embarrassed to be defeated in a duel in front of many people.
“…Tsk.”
When Wendy passed by and our eyes met, she avoided my gaze.
What.
Wasn’t it actually the first time seeing each other?
The influence of magical therapy seems to have reached this far.
I had no interest in weak people, so I ignored her equally.
If she appears in front of me again, I’ll take it as a sign that she wants to receive physical therapy as well.
As I stood still in front of the grade board, Lucia passed in front of me.
Of course, she couldn’t meet my eyes either.
As usual, she was leading her faction, but I didn’t see the arrogant expression she had when I first saw her.
She was watching my mood.
“Wh-what, what. I-I didn’t do anything this time, you know?”
“I didn’t say anything either.”
“D-don’t look at me with those eyes…”
“…”
Were my eyes that fierce?
I didn’t mean to glare at her.
This is also the effect of physical therapy.
Once a person becomes nice, they don’t pick fights anymore.
After checking the results and leaving the academy building, I walked towards the back alleys.
It was time to slowly return home.
After the exams, there were no classes for a few days.
In addition, the original holidays overlapped, so I didn’t have to go to the academy for quite a long time.
As a result, I had a lot of free time, but it’s not like I didn’t have plans.
It’s already been about two weeks since I last ate a person.
I guess there was a limit to surviving on the energy I got from the Demon King’s fragment.
I was starting to get hungry.
But I didn’t really want to kill humans.
Even now, I wasn’t killing because I liked it.
Rather than that, wouldn’t it be better to meet the monsters said to be in the underground of the Empire and ask them to hand over their Seed of Demon King?
It’s not like it assimilates with me and becomes inseparable.
The monster I saw in the practical lesson that day was like that, and I, who ate the fragment, was like that too.
I won’t die if I remove the fragment from my body.
So, if I’m lucky, I can buy time without killing anyone.
Maybe I can even find out information about myself.
According to Leonard, the monsters trapped in the underground of the Empire seem to have intelligence similar to humans.
I hoped I could communicate with them.
I had a lot of things I wanted to ask a senior who had lived longer as a monster than me.
For example, my constitution.
Or how to live without being discovered by humans.
Being the only one of a different race, dropped into an unknown world, and living alone was a very cruel thing.
For survival, I had to follow my instincts and move.
And by following my instincts, I had to kill people.
It was also lonely being the only one of a different race.
As a result, I think I wanted to meet someone of the same kind in a similar situation to me.
My idle thoughts were long.
“…”
Arriving home, I immediately lay down on the bed.
I was tired because I didn’t sleep yesterday.
I had to move busily when I woke up tomorrow.
To do that, it was right to fall asleep early like now.
And,
Just before falling asleep like that, Rena’s past came to mind.
The timing was a bit off, though.
It wasn’t anything grand.
That day.
The day I killed Celine, I met Rena.
She had the perspective of the victim who came to the back alley, and I was from the perspective of the perpetrator who killed her friend, gathered at the same place on the same day.
I don’t remember clearly, but I think I grabbed the human who came close to me with my hand.
And the distance between Celine and Rena wasn’t that far.
Then, if Rena had been one step ahead of Celine that day, would I have killed Rena instead of Celine?
If she had come one step closer and confirmed my face, would I have killed Rena along with Celine as a witness?
Today’s concerns were long, too.
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I had a dream.
Maybe it was already a past reality.
In the dream, I showed hallucinations originating from memories of a human wandering near the back alley.
That day’s prey was a girl with green hair.
She had come before too, but I had missed her.
She was a girl with considerable talent, so I particularly remembered her.
I crafted hallucinations to draw her a little deeper.
According to her memory, it was the voice of someone she could never ignore.
As expected, she couldn’t come to her senses with the visual and auditory hallucinations I showed her.
I grabbed her as she approached me.
This time, I grabbed her firmly so she couldn’t run away.
It’s not that I had any ill feelings towards her, but if I couldn’t eat a human that day, I would be in danger.
Around the time I did, one more human entered my sight.
Though not as much as the human I held now, it was also a human with outstanding talent.
I lowered my gaze a little and looked at the human who had knelt down in fear.
A girl with calmly hanging golden hair.
Should I kill her?
I stood there for a moment and pondered.
However,
“Don’t go…”
“…”
Crunch.
The green-haired girl grabbed my sleeve.
I thought I had put her to sleep.
To have this level of resistance at a young age.
I turned my gaze and looked at Celine again.
She still had her eyes closed.
Perhaps it was an action derived from the subconscious.
Is she trying to stop me?
In the end, I decided to stop killing the golden-haired girl.
She didn’t seem to have seen my face anyway.
I hid with Celine deep in the back alley.
“Good night, Celine. No, should I call you Arhene?”
“……”
“Don’t worry, Arhene, I would never leave you.”
Arhene from the abandoned village.
Left alone in a remote house, she thought her parents had abandoned her and discarded her previous name.
Because she was angry at the parents who had given her that name.
In fact, her parents had been killed by a monster and couldn’t reach her.
Poor Arhene.
I decided to make her happy, at least in her dreams.
***
Waking up early in the morning, I decided to prepare to enter the underground of the Empire.
First, I went to the market to purchase the necessary items.
Funds were fine.
There was still a lot of money left that I had stolen from the mercenary group.
Since I would likely fight to get to my goal, I bought a few high-grade magic stones and spare weapons.
I wanted to avoid battles as much as possible, but this was just in case.
I hoped I wouldn’t have to use the magic stones.
But there was a problem.
The fact that I, with silver hair and red eyes, stood out in appearance.
The probability of being born with silver hair among humans is extremely low.
And the probability of being born with red eyes is even lower.
Although there may be extremely rare cases of humans being born with silver hair or red eyes, I’m really the only one who has both at the same time.
You probably won’t find anyone even if you search the entire continent.
Therefore, silver hair and red eyes are immediately identified as academy student Iria.
It’s no different from walking around with an ID.
There was a separate reason why I wasn’t suspected of being a monster despite having red eyes, which is a typical trait within monsters.
Because the probability of a monster properly mimicking a human and attending the academy is as low as the likelihood of a human with silver hair and red eyes being born.
In the first place, a monster that can use human language is that rare.
After all, in the understanding of humans, I’m treated as a mutant, and it’s the same in the understanding of monsters.
Anyway, I had to do something about this silver hair and red eyes.
For my eyes, I could just wear contact lenses, but the hair was the problem.
How do I hide this?
“Hmm…”
As I passed through the market like that, I found a good item.
“Is this hair dye?”
“Yeah, why?”
“How long does it last with one application?”
“If you don’t remove it, one application is permanent. Why, do you want to buy one?”
That’s a bit troublesome.
If I wanted to finish the job and go back to the academy, the effect had to end quickly or be easily removable.
I asked the store owner.
“Is there anything that can be easily removed?”
“Not that there isn’t. Wait a moment…”
The shop owner with pretty chestnut hair answered in a half-drooping voice and rummaged through the warehouse.
And she took out a blue bottle.
“The easiest to remove is this, a sample that uses frost flower as a dye, but if you dry it in the sun for a long time and wash it with water, the color will fade quickly. But there’s only blue. It’s difficult to change colors with natural dyes.”
I don’t like sunlight though.
But now was not the time to be picky.
“Then give me that.”
“Okay, but is that naturally silver hair? I’m actually seeing it for the first time, but it’s really so pretty. Can I touch it just once?”
“No.”
“I’ll give it to you for half price! Frost flower is a precious ingredient, so it’s more expensive than you think? It’s two gold coins originally, but I’ll only take one from you.”
“…”
Why is a color that only stands out unnecessarily troublesome?
But since it was nothing for me, I accepted her offer.
“Fine then.”
When I stepped forward to make it easier for her to touch with her hands, she put her hand on my hair with a perverted expression.
“Hehe, hehehe, your hair texture is really nice… Do you use anything regularly?”
“No.”
“This is unmanaged hair? You were born with a talent for driving people crazy, weren’t you?”
“Just give me the item…”
I wasn’t very comfortable with the unfamiliar sensation of someone touching my hair as they pleased.
I wanted to hurry up, buy the item, and leave, but she didn’t let me go easily.
“I’m really sorry, but can I cut just a tiny bit? I think I’ll get new inspiration!”
“Don’t you think this is enough?”
“I’ll give it to you for free.”
“Hmm.”
Two gold coins are a month’s salary for a commoner in the Central Empire.
Wouldn’t that be a profitable business for a bundle of hair?
The owner rummaged through the warehouse and brought scissors.
“Hehe, I’ll only cut the ends. Just this much, what do you think?”
“Go ahead.”
I had my hair plucked today.
**
In the end, after receiving the blue hair dye, I purchased gold-colored contact lenses to change my eye color.
I was curious about how it would feel, so I tried wearing them on the spot, but they were more uncomfortable than I thought.
At first, my eyes stung so much that tears, which I thought had already dried up, came out.
I felt a slight foreign sensation whenever I closed and opened my eyes.
This seemed to be a sensation that I wouldn’t get used to.
But there was also a good point.
Since it covered my eyes, I couldn’t read people’s memories even if I made eye contact with them.
Of course, I couldn’t show them hallucinations either.
Reading memories continuously is more mentally exhausting than I thought.
It also consumed a lot of physical strength if I used my abilities too much.
But my eyes were so uncomfortable that I took them out right away.
It’s not like I was going in right now anyway.
Anyway, having purchased all the necessary items, I was now at Leonard’s workshop.
It was to hear information.
“I’m going to enter the underground of the Empire tonight. Where are the monsters trapped?”
“Are you really going there? Didn’t you just half-listen to what I told you before?”
“You said the main forces of the Empire are gathered there.”
“That’s true, but the place you’re trying to go to is under Albert’s jurisdiction. If a monster goes in, it will definitely die.”
He then started murmuring to himself.
“No, you’re a mutant, so you might not die and be used as an experimental subject instead. Both are the worst-case scenarios.”
“……”
“You’ve at least heard the name Albert, right?”
Was he that famous?
I heard that among the professors at the academy, many work other jobs concurrently.
Albert must be the same.
The rough mana pool I saw during the first class was around 37,000.
Lucia, who had the highest value in the first year, was around 4,400, so it was clearly an insane value.
He was a magician who could single-handedly exterminate a Seed of the Demon King.
But that was the same for me, so I wasn’t particularly worried.
“If you’re a monster on the level of the rumored back alley monster, it might be different, but if not, it’s better to give up.”
“I am the back alley monster.”
“…?”
“What?”
“Are you sure you can tell me that?”
“You won’t remember today anyway.”
There are two ways to erase information.
The first is to kill the target, and the second is to erase the target’s memory.
Fortunately, I could erase memories, so I took the latter path.
Leonard looked like he had a lot of questions for me, but I didn’t particularly like the name “back alley monster,” so I didn’t bother answering.
A barrage of questions followed a few times, but when I refused again, Leonard stopped asking.
He thought it was pointless since he would forget even if I answered.
“I’m surprised because it was different from the image I had in mind.”
“What kind of image did you imagine?”
“A little more fierce and scary-looking?”
“…”
When I revealed that I was the back alley monster, Leonard started being wary of me, but conversation became possible only after I repeatedly showed my intention not to attack.
In the Empire, they seem to classify me as the worst demon that threatens human lives, but I’m not very hostile to humans as long as I’m not hungry.
That was the difference between other monsters and me.
If I hadn’t had the unique constitution of only being able to eat humans, we might have coexisted well.
I was a monster, but I had no intention of attacking Leonard, who was human.
At least not now.
“…Go to 13th Street, Imperial Headquarters. Security is tight, so be careful.”
“Are you sure about this?”
“It’s probably correct.”
I read his memory to determine the truthfulness of his words.
It doesn’t seem to be a lie.
I rummaged through my pocket and took out a gold coin.
It was a kind of information fee.
I owed him more than I thought.
“Thanks for the information.”
“I’m the one who received a large sum of money. What are you saying?”
When I flicked a gold coin into the air, Leonard skillfully caught it.
If he was someone who sold stories for money, he would know how to receive it like that.
Lastly, I made eye contact with him and erased all memories related to me.
I didn’t think we would meet again anyway.
For now, I decided to go home and dye my hair.
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The instructions for using the hair dye were not very difficult.
I just needed to dissolve the dye in water, dip my hair in it, and then remove it.
However, the dye was cold, making my hair cold as well.
To what extent, you ask?
It felt like it would physically freeze.
For a brief moment, I was reminded of when I took an ice magic spell head-on during the
entrance exam.
It probably wasn’t stored in a freezer, so I guess it naturally emits cold air?
I guess that’s why it’s called Frost Flower.
Anyway, I took my hair out.
Then, when I looked in the mirror, it was like a stranger was standing there.
I didn’t know that just changing my hair color would make such a big difference in my appearance.
The blue color covered my white hair.
My distinctive hair that stood out unnecessarily was now covered with something more ordinary.
With my distinctive hair and eyes hidden, I looked a bit more human.
At first glance, my reflection in the mirror seemed no different from one.
It would have been nice if I had been born this ordinary.
If I hadn’t eaten humans, could I have blended among them?
Could I have melted in perfectly without any sense of discomfort?
I wanted to be born as a human too.
I wanted to live an ordinary life like them.
“…”
It’s an old wish.
***
The Empire’s headquarters building was shaped like a tower built high upwards.
I didn’t know much about the Empire, but it wasn’t a very trustworthy group.
It’s not just because their main job is to exterminate monsters, but because the amount of information they disclose to the public is overwhelmingly small compared to their influence.
I heard that the Empire’s headquarters had an underground level.
It makes sense that something that tall had plenty to hide under.
The ground level was a place where even the general public could enter.
Do they only reveal a part to the public and hide most of the confidential information underground?
Anyway, it’s a place that couldn’t be more suspicious.
A group whose main job is to exterminate monsters can’t be trusted.
That’s why I don’t trust the Empire.
It absolutely wasn’t because I instinctively disliked them as a monster.
…Probably.
“I’m sorry. This area ahead is a restricted area for the general public.”
The process of entering the Empire’s underground wasn’t very smooth.
Based on the building’s structure, a path leading underground ahead seemed obvious, but the guard blocked it.
I looked into his eyes to subdue him.
“…”
“I said it’s a restricted area.”
“Huh?”
But nothing happened.
I looked into his eyes a little more closely.
I even blinked my eyes in that spot.
Still, nothing happened.
I had overlooked the fact that I was wearing lenses.
When something that was usually natural disappeared, there were inconveniences.
How should I put it? It was a bit of a strange feeling.
It felt like I had lost a bodily function.
Without panicking too much, I took out one of the lenses.
I made eye contact with him and put him under my control.
“Ugh, what is this…”
If I read his memories, I can find out where the Empire’s underground is.
After taking some time to read, I was able to grasp most of the structure of this building.
Of course, his position here wasn’t very high, so he didn’t know all the information.
He seemed to have no idea about the deep underground.
Still, it was pretty useful, so I especially made him have a happy dream.
The disadvantage is that if you make humans have too happy dreams, they will turn away from reality and cling to their dreams, but we weren’t going to meet again anyway.
“Sleep well.”
After putting the guard to sleep, I put the lens back on.
Since I couldn’t use my abilities while disguised, I had to assume from now on that I wouldn’t get
caught.
I entered the underground in disguise.
It had a darker atmosphere than I had imagined.
It wasn’t just that. I could feel magical energy.
Humans naturally detect mana, while monsters naturally detect magical energy.
It was faint enough that humans wouldn’t be able to feel it, but the fact that it existed at all was
significant.
‘Did they sense me too?’
I am a Seed of the Demon King.
I don’t know if I was originally like this, but I recently ate a fragment and definitely became a
Seed.
Since I have a fragment of the Demon King in my body, I can sense others.
So it is down here.
Something fundamentally the same as me.
The monster underground suppressed its magical energy as if wary of me.
But it didn’t matter since I already knew its rough location.
I’ll go meet it soon.
Regardless of its wishes.
The reason I’m rushing like this is because I have nothing to lose.
The premise is that if things go wrong, I’ll just die.
I don’t mind dying.
That would also be a kind of liberation.
I don’t mind not dying, either.
I’ll find my own answer and go back.
Then, are there beings here that can kill me?
I couldn’t kill myself.
So, I was entrusting my life to others.
I’d rather die than live this kind of life.
But I wanted to go back rather than die.
I wanted to live a little more ordinarily.
That’s why I put going back as the best option and dying as the second best.
The worst situation I can think of is losing all my memories of when I was human and living as a complete monster.
When that time comes, I won’t be able to turn back either.
***
Even if it was hidden from the world, the Empire’s underground wasn’t very different from what I had imagined.
I thought it would only be dark, but that wasn’t the case either.
Most of them were offices where knights handled administrative tasks.
There was a man sighing with a bundle of documents in his arms and a knight working with a cup of coffee.
If there was one thing in common, it was that all of their eyes were dead.
They had the same eyes as Albert.
“Did you finish the planning proposal? The deadline is tomorrow.”
“I want to see my mom already… fuck.”
“Life sucks.”
…Are they really the Imperial Knights?
They seemed to have miserable lives.
I should avoid becoming like that.
Still, there wasn’t much to see for something they were hiding.
In the sense that it was a dark workshop where light doesn’t reach, it didn’t deviate much from the image I had imagined, but it wasn’t as bad as the slave basement I was trapped in before.
But I know what they’re hiding isn’t something like that.
The people here don’t have the authority to go further down either.
They were outsiders too.
They don’t know what’s happening down there.
Some don’t even know the existence of another space below.
I guess if you graduate from the academy and don’t get a decent job, you end up like that.
So, there was no one who looked particularly talented.
Still, they weren’t at the student level, since they had gone through all the necessary educational courses.
Anyway, I decided to ignore them and move on.
“…”
After looking around for a while in disguise, I needed a key to go to a darker place.
There was a hidden door in a place not frequently passed.
It was locked, so I couldn’t enter.
There were two ways to go down: the first was to obtain the key through the orthodox route, and the second was to break it down.
If I break this down, it will definitely make a huge noise.
I’ll probably get the attention of everyone in this place.
I didn’t really want that to happen.
I decided to take the first method.
There were several rooms in the corridor on the first basement level.
Most of them were someone’s office or meeting room.
In the corridor, where more people than I expected came and went, there was a room that they uniquely didn’t enter.
I approached closer and read the inscription on the door, and it seemed to be the room of the person in charge of this place.
A manager?
If my guess is correct, he’s likely to have the key.
I took out one lens, planning to show him a hallucination as soon as I encountered him, and opened the door.
That’s when I felt that something had gone wrong.
-Beeeeeep!!
“Huh?”
When I opened the door, the security system rang out as if it would tear my ears apart.
It seems to be designed to make a sound when someone other than the designated person
opens it.
There was a reason why no one ever went in.
The emergency bell rang throughout the Empire’s building.
I got a little flustered, and my invisibility was undone.
In an instant, all the gazes around me were directed at me.
The humans of the Empire drew their swords and pointed them at me, and behind them, magic
incantations filled the air densely.
“Who’s there!”
“…”
There are two ways to go down.
The first is to find the key, and the second is to break it down.
It was too late to find the key since all eyes were already on me, so I had no choice but to use
the second method.
There was no need to bother going to the door leading down.
I just punched the bottom and broke it.
With a boom, a roar rang out, and the floor collapsed.
Attack magic was flying in from the front, and sharply raised blades threatened me.
‘I wanted to go quietly if possible.’
I jumped into the gap created by collapsing the floor.
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After the security system rang on the first basement floor, I couldn’t move quietly.
No matter what, I was being chased.
There was no time to use invisibility.
The manpower of the Empire coming from everywhere tormented me.
I went down the stairs, avoiding the flying magic.
I was going down to the second basement floor.
The second basement floor of the Empire was a little different from the first floor.
There were fewer but more skilled elite forces guarding it.
“Huh? Who are you?”
“How did you get in here?”
Unlike the apprentices, they couldn’t be driven away by ordinary means.
In front of me, the general knights of the knighthood, and behind me, the apprentice knights who chased me from the first floor, surrounded me.
It seemed impossible to avoid combat any further.
I took out a dagger on the spot and gripped it in my hand.
“…”
Is this how it ends up after all?
I made my own efforts too.
The effort to not kill them and head to the lowest floor, that is.
But it didn’t go as I wanted.
Even if there were some casualties, it was unavoidable.
***
It wasn’t the first time I faced multiple enemies.
I recalled when I was surrounded by shadows during the external training.
What did I do then?
I think I wrapped my body in wind, accelerated my body, and dealt with them one by one.
My current mana is about 200, far from enough to deal with skilled knights.
It goes without saying, but knights are stronger than shadows.
There may be so many that they don’t stand out, but each is an elite trained in the academy.
So, I crushed a high-grade magic stone in my hand.
I absorbed the mana that burst out from the magic stone into my body.
And then.
“Wind.”
I leaped.
A blue-green wind follows my movement.
Fighting while sealing my magical energy and hallucination abilities is like fighting with my arms and legs tied for me.
But I still win.
The gap between them and me is not small.
Monsters have better physical abilities than humans.
No matter how skilled the knights are, it’s not easy to overcome that difference.
They can’t keep up with my speed.
They can’t catch me at their speed.
A faint afterimage remains between the movements of my quick leaps.
I jumped forward and stabbed the knight’s body with a dagger.
“Ugh?!”
With a thud, red blood spurted into the air.
Then, I immediately grabbed his collar and stood him in front of me.
Once I’m close to the knight, they can’t use attack magic on me.
I pointed the sword in my hand at the knight’s neck.
Pseudo hostage.
Also known as a meat shield.
“Taking a hostage, how cowardly!”
“…”
Isn’t it more cowardly for many to attack at once?
If I don’t use magical energy, there’s no way to deal with multiple enemies at once.
So I had to subdue them one by one.
Shadows have no intelligence, so I could sweep them away at once, but knights aren’t like that.
They were smooth in linking thrusting swords at me and deploying attack magic.
I may be able to handle them one by one, but it’s difficult for me to destroy a well-coordinated formation alone.
So.
“They’re running away! Catch them!”
I chose to leave.
I left the hostage behind and ran to find a way deeper underground.
I cut through the knights blocking my way with a dagger and avoided the flying spells.
But there was no end in sight.
It wasn’t easy to find my way through the maze-like interior of the building, and too many people blocked my way, making it chaotic.
‘Should I break the floor one more time?’
If I couldn’t see a way, I had to make one.
I put the thought that came to my mind into action.
-Boom!!
I drove my fist wrapped in blue-green wind into the ground.
I jumped into the large hole in the floor.
The second-floor knights chasing me didn’t bother following me as I jumped.
That’s how I fell to the third basement floor.
And,
Several knights waited and aimed their weapons at me as I fell.
Diving in without observing the surroundings might not have been a very good idea.
It was a stronger force than the knights above.
Because I punched and broke the floor, all their attention was focused on me.
I wonder if it would have been a little easier if I could use magical energy.
But I couldn’t do that.
Right now, I am a human hiding my identity.
If I showed magical energy here, I didn’t know what would happen afterward.
“…The reception is flashy.”
Sharper hostility and sophisticated magic formulas aimed at me.
The brightly shining formulas in the dark place were dazzling enough to make my eyes hurt.
I threw the blunt dagger on the ground.
And I took out a new dagger from my chest.
Is it another prolonged battle this time?
It wasn’t something I was very confident in.
I was starting to get dizzy from not being able to eat.
So I wanted to finish it quickly.
Before I lose control and kill someone again.
***
I cut down the charging knight.
After avoiding the trajectory of the swinging sword, I approached and swung my dagger.
I cut them down, subdue them, and immediately aim for the next target.
Like before, I watch the sword’s trajectory with my eyes, avoid it, and cut the human down.
I deflected the occasional flying attack magic by wrapping myself in the wind.
Getting hit a few times was okay, but it was quite troublesome in this battle of attrition.
So this time, I decided to target the mages.
I’ll make them realize with their bodies that they’re not safe just because they’re far away from me.
-Whoosh!!
My speed, accelerated by wrapping myself in wind, far surpassed what they believed possible.
That’s why you shouldn’t let your guard down just because the battle is far.
After all, it only takes a moment to die.
Literally, I could approach faster than the time it takes for them to blink once.
“Wh-what-.”
The faces of the mages were filled with horror.
But there was no continuation of their words.
Before their words could continue, I slit their throats with a dagger.
Blood splattered.
One more corpse was added.
“Phew…”
After cutting down one mage and landing on the ground, I took a deep breath.
I changed my stance.
Speed was the element where I could gain the upper hand over them.
What if I add another layer to it?
This time, a technique to subdue not one person but multiple people at once.
-Clang!!!
I kicked the ground harder than ever.
I swung the sword.
In multiple directions.
The sword strike carved in the air splits in the middle.
A blue-green sword strike draws a thick trajectory.
“Aaaagh!!”
“Ugh?!!”
Imperial Knight Style Sixth Form
Originally, it was a footwork technique that accelerates by drawing a sword from its sheath, but since there was no sheath, I changed it to fit my needs.
The splitting sword strikes cut down the knights along with the wind.
After one leap, blood and flesh fell to the floor.
The aftermath of blood filled the underground building.
It’s a sweet scent to me, but it’s probably fishy and disgusting to humans.
I brought the blood-stained dagger to my mouth, licked it once, and put it away.
I was quite physically exhausted from fighting elite knights continuously.
I brushed back my sweat-soaked hair.
After the battle ended, I stood between human blood and flesh, which didn’t feel very good.
Two people lost their lives, three were lightly injured, and the rest were all severely injured.
I tried to control it to some extent, but it wasn’t as easy as I thought.
I felt sorry for those who died, but I also had a reason to go beyond this place.
I walked through the quiet underground corridor like that.
It was the moment I was about to move on to the next floor.
“Who are you?”
“…”
Someone was blocking my way as I stepped on the fallen ones and proceeded.
It was a knight with fluttering red hair.
The nameplate on her uniform represented her identity.
The level was different from those I had just faced.
Are chief knights coming out now?
She was the manager in charge of this floor.
Coincidentally, we were already acquainted.
‘Eve.’
She was one of the professors at the academy.
I didn’t expect to see her again in a place like this.
“That swordsmanship is the Imperial Knight Style. Moreover, it resembles that of my senior chief knight Leon. I’ll ask again. Who are you?”
I didn’t answer.
I just took one step forward from that spot.
Leon, huh.
Come to think of it, there was a name like that.
Leon and Eve were the ones who patrolled the back alleys as a pair.
Among them, Leon died, and Eve is still alive.
Today, that might be broken.
In my heart, I hoped she wouldn’t block my way.
She was a professor I was acquainted with, wasn’t she?
I wanted her to step aside and let me pass.
Before we cross swords, before someone’s blood flows again.
“… You’re not going to answer.”
But Eve didn’t step aside.
She raised her sword and took a stance.
It was the same stance I used when subduing the knights.
It’s not an imitation like mine, but the original Imperial Knight Style.
As she drew her sword from its sheath, I also drew my sword.
It was a shame I couldn’t pass by quietly.
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The news of an intruder in the Empire’s headquarters quickly spread throughout the building.
The intruder went straight to the basement without showing interest in any other space, which made it even more of an emergency.
The basement is a place filled with classified documents.
As well as ‘things’ that should never be released into the world.
Anyway, the Empire dispatched security to eliminate the intruder.
Whoever it was, it was very foolish to attack the headquarters alone.
How much did they look down on the knighthood to do that?
It’s a place of high importance, so it’s guarded by some of the best elite forces in the Empire.
So they will probably die.
Anyone who came alone.
Until then, Eve, the knight guarding the basement, thought so.
***
The intruder who broke into the Empire was stronger than expected.
She overwhelmed numerous knights with her small body.
It’s not an easy task for a single individual to wipe out a squad.
Unless the difference in strength is overwhelmingly large, it’s almost impossible.
But she did it.
So easily, without a single wound on her body.
She knew the intruder who reached this far, ignoring both weight class and numbers, was not ordinary.
Even so, she didn’t know it would be to this extent.
-Clang!!
The sharp sound of metal colliding fills the corridor.
Eve, the chief knight, was confronting the intruder with a sword.
The strike she blocked was heavy.
Was it possible to swing a sword with this much weight without using mana?
Moreover, the weapon she was holding was a small dagger.
It means she didn’t borrow the power of a weapon.
She was matching Eve’s mana-infused sword with pure physical ability.
It’s a sight that’s hard to believe, even when seeing it with her eyes and feeling it with her body.
If she’s that strong with pure power, what would happen if she also infused mana?
“…”
It was terrifying just to imagine.
She thought her opponent’s talent might be comparable to the Empire’s Sword Saint.
However,
“Oh flame.”
The intruder was not the only one who had surpassed the realm of humans.
Even if it hasn’t been long since she became the chief knight, Eve was also a veteran knight with a long career in the field.
With her short chant, flames were imbued into her sword.
The flames that burst out from the sword’s tip illuminate the corridor, and the fire that extends envelops the intruder.
Feeling something was wrong, the intruder tried to back away, but it was too late.
The moment she got close to Eve, she could no longer be unscathed.
“…?”
Eve took a short breath and detonated the stretched-out fire.
A dazzling flash occurred.
Then there was a loud noise.
A not-so-small explosion engulfed the intruder.
It’s a high firepower flame that would have burned an ordinary human to death and still have leftovers.
Utilizing the fact that she has a higher resistance to her own magic, Eve forces damage on the opponent through the explosion and expansion of the flames.
It may seem a bit extreme in that she damages herself simultaneously, but it’s the capacity of a chief knight to bear the risk and still do it.
Eve, who has trained endlessly, didn’t take damage from her own flames.
The only one who takes damage is the opponent.
In the place where the thick smoke cleared, the woman with blue hair was still standing.
Her hair and clothes were slightly burned, but she was still unscathed.
“…”
Eve silently gripped her sword.
It was a result she had somewhat expected.
It was a controlled firepower out of concern that the fallen would get involved.
“Anyone conscious, take the injured and evacuate.”
Personnel who can’t fight only get in the way.
Even more so for Eve, whose attack means are mostly wide-range.
As time passed like that, only the two of them were left on the 3rd basement floor.
The blue-haired woman showed no action until the others left.
She was just looking at Eve with cold eyes.
Standing there, without moving a muscle.
Is she showing mercy to the fallen?
No, it was a little different.
The woman didn’t even seem to have any interest in them.
Her golden eyes, devoid of any emotion, glanced at those leaving.
Her eyes were so eerily empty that it was impossible to read her inner thoughts, but it was clear that there was no emotion in them.
They were eyes that looked at pebbles on the street.
At least she’s not a murderous monster.
If one doesn’t attack first, she doesn’t attack either.
“Please step aside.”
The blue-haired woman’s mouth opened.
Her voice was as cold as her empty eyes.
Eve took a stance again and made eye contact with her.
It was to figure out her intention.
“I have business beyond this point. If you step aside, I won’t kill you.”
They weren’t eyes that were lying.
No hostility was felt either.
She honestly revealed her purpose.
Is it her way of saying that she can subdue her anytime she wants, since she didn’t take advantage of the gap while all the injured knights were leaving?
Eve gritted her teeth.
“I can’t do that.”
She straightened her sword, restoring her shattered pride.
Flames were imbued into the blade she gripped.
As a chief knight, she was responsible for preventing anyone from passing beyond this point.
So, she rejected the opponent’s request.
“Regardless of your purpose, I cannot let you pass beyond this point.”
Because protecting this place was her mission.
“Is that so.”
The woman answered briefly and raised her dagger.
As much as she lacked emotion, she was quick to give up.
She seemed to think that if unnecessary battles couldn’t be avoided and dialogue didn’t work, there was no choice.
A blue-green wind enveloped the woman’s body.
***
The swordsmanship that came from the same stance clashed.
It wasn’t just the swordsmanship that was the same.
The application of wrapping magic around the sword style also overlapped.
Eve wrapped flames around her sword, and Iria wrapped wind around her dagger.
The methods were different, but the techniques of the two originated from one person.
Eve received it as Leon’s successor when he was the chief knight, and Iria devoured him and all he knew.
That was the reason why the swordsmanship they used was similar.
However, the overall completeness of the technique was higher on Eve’s side.
Unlike Iria, who simply took what someone else had built up all at once, her swordsmanship was a tower she had built up directly from beginning to end.
In the place where they both showcased the same technique, Eve pushed forward.
Noticing her opponent used speed as her weapon, she spread her flames to block paths.
The heat that became noticeably stronger than before covered Iria.
She was stronger than Eve, but in terms of compatibility, it was the worst.
Because in front of Eve’s tactic of trapping the opponent with flames and self-destructing, speed was powerless.
If the opponent was fast, just limit where they could go.
Eve was slowly and carefully pushing Iria back.
She wasn’t letting her guard down because she was wary of her opponent.
When all the escape routes were blocked and there was no blind spot to avoid, Eve detonated the flames.
“Explode.”
Eve had already detonated the flames for the third time.
She was chipping away at the vitality of the suspiciously sturdy intruder.
A strong explosion occurred in the basement, loud enough to shake the entire building.
This time, too, the flames covered both Eve and Iria.
She thought she could take her down with this explosion.
Because it was a flame that she detonated while drawing out her mana to the maximum.
The flames engulfed both of them, but Eve had strong resistance to the explosion, while Iria didn’t.
So she expected victory.
“Kuh?!”
But the first one to cough up blood was Eve.
Because Iria’s extended dagger was piercing her abdomen.
Eve moved her trembling pupils to the pierced area.
She felt a terrible pain of something sharp digging into her flesh.
Then she moved her gaze towards Iria’s face.
For someone who stabbed a person, her expression was too nonchalant.
Iria pulled the dagger out of Eve’s body with a cold expression.
“How…”
She must have detonated the flames that spread out from inside her body right there.
There was no blind spot in the explosion, and the temperature of the flames near Eve’s body was especially high.
After penetrating that temperature, she jumped into the explosion and stabbed her?
Without even using mana?
It’s impossible for a human.
It was an absurd thing.
Eve pressed down on her slurred pronunciation and spat it out.
“You’re not human…”
“…”
I didn’t bother to deny it.
This silence could be considered a tacit affirmation.
“Ugh!!”
She stabbed Eve’s body with the sword once more and let her fall to the floor.
After finishing another battle, I discarded the blood-stained dagger and took out a new one.
It didn’t take long for Eve to lose consciousness.
Before moving on, I spoke while looking at the fallen Eve.
“Sleep well, Eve. Leon thought of you as a good junior.”
“…”
“You were a good junior. Not a romantic interest.”
The flames were extinguished.
I took the key to the 4th basement floor from Eve’s pocket.
Chapter 40 : Obstacle.
TN: Thank Nepper for the chapter

Eve’s flames also had a considerable impact on Iria.
Especially in the last explosion, she had to jump into the center of the blast, and taking it with her bare body without using magical energy caused significant damage.
It seemed that someone at the level of a chief knight could affect Iria.
“…Phew.”
Iria spat out the blood that had gathered in her mouth onto the floor as she moved forward.
Her expression didn’t change, but despite how it looked, she was quite exhausted right now.
She had burns all over her body, was hit by attack magic, and was also stabbed by a sword.
She could regenerate the wounds, but doing so consumed stamina.
Even that becomes tiring if continued.
Iria rested for a moment in that spot, then moved forward again.
She unlocked the door to the fourth basement floor with the key and went down.
Only the sound of stepping on the iron stairs echoed in the dark space.
There was no pursuit chasing her.
No signs of presence were felt beyond that either.
‘Did they give up?’
As Iria rampaged, the Empire’s losses were severe.
The knighthood, which was already short on manpower, had many who were seriously or critically injured.
There were even those who died.
They may have taken action to avoid further losses.
But there was something that didn’t add up if that was the case.
Below this was a Seed of the Demon King.
It was hard to imagine that the security would leave their posts with such a dangerous being in the basement.
If Iria had decided to release that monster outside, a great disaster would have occurred.
The Empire wasn’t such a foolish group.
So, it was natural to think that someone would be guarding it.
Probably the strongest person in this building.
Having the authority to enter deep into the basement meant having that much influence in the Empire.
Iria went down the stairs.
There was no one on the 4th basement floor.
After finding the key, she went down the stairs.
On the 5th basement floor, no one could be found either.
Only a strangely quiet scene continued.
***
“Investigation Report on the Back Alley Monster.
The back alley monster appears behind the central fountain of the Central Empire, in an abandoned zone.
There are no sightings in other places yet.
In terms of external characteristics, it is said to have white fur and red eyes.
There are many witnesses, but no humans remember its appearance in detail.
All those who saw its appearance suffered from hallucination symptoms or mental disorders.
Therefore, the back alley monster seems capable of having a mental impact on approaching humans.
The knighthood also assigned patrols to the chief knights, who are particularly skilled, to investigate and exterminate the monster.
They were sent in pairs of two, as they might not be able to handle unexpected situations alone.
However, the back alley monster did not show itself.
Did it deliberately avoid the knighthood?
If so, there was a high possibility that the back alley monster had intelligence.
…
An unexpected situation occurred.
Chief Knight Leon, who was sent to patrol the back alleys, went missing.
It was a strange situation.
Wasn’t sending two people a countermeasure against such unexpected events?
For some reason, he entered the back alley alone without joining the other knight.
He was not a foolish knight who would ignore orders from above and take reckless actions.
Therefore, it was reasonable to see that another factor was involved in the incident.
The most likely hypothesis is that the back alley monster lured him by some means.
…
A question arises.
How could the back alley monster lure only one knight without showing itself?
When two or more personnel were sent for patrol, the back alley monster did not show itself.
It could not be found even if all the surrounding areas were searched.
The back alley monster only targets humans who are alone.
If multiple people enter, it does not reveal itself.
Then how did it know and was able to hide itself?
It would be impossible unless it knew the number of humans entering in advance.
The back alley monster had excellent senses to feel presence.
Therefore, at this point, there was no way to catch it.
We seriously considered announcing to the public that the back alley monster was a false rumor.
Because it would be troublesome if the perception that we couldn’t resolve such an incident was imprinted.
Perhaps that might be for the future of the Empire.”
“Hmm…”
Iria found something interesting while browsing through the documents in the Empire’s basement.
It was a document about herself.
She was now used to reading, so she read it thoroughly from beginning to end.
Is this how they collect and store documents?
Their analysis was more accurate than expected.
Iria decided to erase all the documents written about her.
“What is this.”
She wanted to burn them if she could, but unfortunately, she couldn’t breathe fire.
-Rip!
It was troublesome, but she had to tear them by hand.
Iria took the time to find and eradicate everything related to her.
Because she hates having anything about her recorded in any form.
These things had to be erased from the world.
There were more things stored here in the basement than she had thought.
Such as the characteristics of the monsters they exterminated or the internal affairs of the Empire.
There were also documents containing experiments conducted on the Seeds of the Demon King.
Most of them were locked, so she couldn’t read them all.
The unlocked ones only contained information Iria already knew.
It seemed difficult to find the information she wanted here.
But it didn’t matter much.
She could just ask the monster she was going to meet directly.
“…”
Iria, who had closed the book she was reading, decided to start moving.
She couldn’t forget her original purpose for coming here.
She was hungry from moving a lot.
She should have eaten some of the humans she killed earlier.
She hurriedly came down because she thought there would be pursuit from behind. Still, contrary to expectations, they no longer paid attention to Iria.
‘If I had known, I should have eaten at least one person.’
It was a bit much to go back the way she came now.
She didn’t have much time either.
‘It will work out somehow.’
She could eat the Seed of the Demon King in the basement if necessary.
That might be better than eating humans.
Iria broke the door leading to the basement.
She was too lazy to find the key now.
It was the way to the 7th basement floor.
Now, the magical energy was felt very clearly.
If her prediction was correct, the Seed of the Demon King would be around the 8th basement floor.
It was certain, seeing how dense the presence of magical energy was.
If she went down one more floor, she could meet it.
It wasn’t an easy process, though.
Going down a little more and arriving at the 7th basement floor, Iria let out a small sigh.
Because, as she had somewhat expected, there was a guard there.
A man was leaning against the wall, waiting for Iria.
She also knew his face.
In fact, he was someone she had expected to some extent.
When she heard information from Leonard, she was told that this place was his territory.
“Did you find what you were looking for?”
“…”
A familiar voice sounded.
Blue hair and half-dead eyes.
He was probably the last guard protecting this place.
She had investigated him a bit.
It was a name that was quite famous in the Central Empire.
Even among the chief knights, only a very small number of talented individuals were given the title of “General.”
They are the ten stars symbolizing the Empire.
Albert, the second star among them.
The name of the mage who single-handedly exterminated a Seed of the Demon King and kept it in the basement.
He closed the book he was holding and put it down on the floor.
He greeted Iria with the glasses he usually wore taken off, and perhaps because of that, his characteristic half-dead eyes looked sharp.
Can he open his eyes like that?
The atmosphere was quite different from what she saw at the academy.
“No. I couldn’t find it.”
“Of course. The banned books in the basement cannot be viewed unless a designated language is entered. If you try to read them forcibly, they are set to be disposed of as a record. After all, if they are going to be exposed to outsiders, it’s much better for them to be erased as they are.”
“…”
“That’s why there are no people trying to infiltrate the Empire’s basement. Because there is nothing to gain compared to the risk.”
Albert spoke slowly.
His calm, explanatory tone, voice, and actions were no different from what she had seen at the academy.
She thought he was a man with consistency in at least that easygoing personality.
But it didn’t completely match the appearance she knew.
He wasn’t kindly explaining to Iria right now.
A vast amount of mana covered the space.
At the same time, it began to weigh down on Iria’s body.
“Then for what purpose did you come here? You don’t seem to be interested in the classified documents.”
As Albert spoke slowly, he didn’t erase his hostility towards Iria.
A sharp spirit was felt, contrasting with his relaxed voice.
‘He won’t let me go nicely.’
He was also the last obstacle here.
Breathing was difficult due to the thick density of mana floating around.
In the space where blue mana floated like stars, Iria gripped her dagger.
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The battle with Albert was a series of complex tactical exchanges.
He was the most orthodox mage out of all the humans Iria had seen so far.
His specialty was magic sniping from long range.
As befitting the name of a sniper, it was troublesome when he kept his distance, but it was difficult to gain meaningful ground because he didn’t give an angle to close the gap.
The mana covering the space was like Albert’s territory.
It makes the movement of things other than mana sluggish while accelerating the movement of his attacks.
That was the reason why it was hard to avoid his sniping.
She could see it with her eyes but felt intense resistance as she moved, so she could barely avoid it even if she reacted immediately.
Entering Albert’s territory makes moving hard.
Of course, trying to keep distance wasn’t an option either, as there was no means to attack him.
Iria first exited the territory and slashed the incoming lightning bolts with her dagger.
Even with her innate physical ability, the fatigue accumulated in her body was honest.
Her movements had become noticeably more sluggish compared to before.
“Haa…”
There was no time to rest.
Just because she got out of the territory didn’t mean she was safe.
It just meant she had a little more time to react to Albert’s barrage.
The range was also wide, so there was no blind spot to avoid it.
“Blue Flame.”
The blue flames extending from Albert’s hand covered the corridor.
He was pouring out high-level spells layered and compressed all at once.
Amazingly, there were no restrictions in performing all those tasks.
Since it was a silent incantation, the casting speed was fast.
The speed at which the flames spread was also fast.
You might think the power would be lacking since everything is fast, right?
Unfortunately, that wasn’t the case either.
Albert’s instantaneous firepower was similar to or even greater than Eve’s.
If there was one more unreasonable point, it would be that flames weren’t his main attribute.
-Crackle, crackle!
Purple lightning bolts flew in behind the fire.
The lightning that extends in a straight line may seem to have weaker firepower than other magic at first glance, but the reality was different.
Albert condenses a vast amount of mana into a single point and then fires it.
It has the precision and power befitting the title of a magic sniper.
The lightning accelerating once more while passing through the mana’s territory pierces even Iria’s skin.
A bolt of lightning that she couldn’t avoid in time penetrated Iria’s right shoulder.
She frowned at the numbing pain in her body.
Blood flowed from the pierced wound, and there was a slight smell of burning flesh.
She dropped the dagger in her hand due to the strong electric current felt in an instant.
The situation wasn’t good.
She had to get close to attack Albert, but she couldn’t do that because of the thickly laid mana territory.
Entering it now was dangerous.
Beyond that was literally Albert’s territory.
Iria thought while avoiding the lightning bolts flying towards her.
A long-range attack.
It’s not like she didn’t have one.
“…”
It was a somewhat outdated and primitive method, though.
Iria took out the throwing daggers she had purchased in large quantities before coming here.
She took out three daggers hooked on her fingers, then gripped one of them with her right hand.
And she slowly put strength into it.
To penetrate the mana’s territory and reach Albert.
Long-range attacks can be done not only with magic.
-Whoosh!!
Iria threw the dagger towards Albert.
The sharp blade cutting through the air brushed past her ears.
The flying blade immediately entered the territory.
One that slows down the movement of everything except mana.
The flying dagger also couldn’t escape that yoke,
But even if slowed down, an object with overwhelming speed is still fast.
Throwing daggers are literally for throwing, so they have low air resistance and are easy to accelerate.
The physical force fully imbued with Iria’s strength brushed past Albert’s cheek.
Red blood flowed out from the grazed cheek, pushing through the wound.
Albert brushed his cheek with his hand to check.
There was blood on his hand.
“Hmm.”
He briefly stopped his attacks, then formed a barrier by layering mana.
It had been a long time since he received a direct attack from someone else.
From his gaze, the blue-haired intruder looked like a beast.
She must be quite exhausted after coming down this far.
Considering her an injured monster, he didn’t guard against her much.
It was a little different.
Considerable pressure was felt from her sharply raised eyes.
Although injured, her fangs were as sharp as new.
Could Albert have dealt with her if that thing was in perfect condition?
“…”
There was no certainty.
That’s why he judged it as dangerous.
Albert released a little more mana to expand his territory.
He surrounded himself with a barrier and deployed spells.
All the mana in the vicinity headed towards Iria.
***
The physical tears through magic.
Iria raised her sword and slashed the flying magic.
It’s not just about defense.
Whenever there was an opening, she threw a dagger at Albert.
The mana barrier was blocking it, but how long could it last?
-Clang!!
The throwing dagger collided with the barrier.
Is that all the power it had after being decelerated while passing through the territory?
The power of Iria’s thrown daggers was not much inferior, even when compared to top-level magic spells.
If it had been received directly without the mana territory, it would have been difficult to endure it even for a moment.
A slash was etched into the barrier Albert had deployed.
It remained to be seen whether Iria’s daggers would run out first or the barrier would collapse first.
If the barrier collapses, Iria intended to rush towards Albert.
Ultimately, she had to get close to him to finish it.
Of course, it wasn’t as easy as it sounded.
Entering the territory meant having to endure all of Albert’s mana.
It was almost like gambling.
Iria, with daggers in her hands, kept throwing them towards Albert.
Three daggers flew through the air at once.
It was a skill shown while avoiding all the lightning magic.
But it was blocked.
Albert made the first move.
“Blue Ice.”
Pieces of blue ice rising from the floor blocked the daggers.
That wasn’t all.
The ice spikes rising from under Iria’s feet threatened her.
In the end, she had to step back one more step.
Now, it wasn’t just the territory blocking Iria.
The ice shards blocked the corridor and obstructed her path.
There wasn’t an angle to throw the daggers.
She had to let Albert gain an advantageous position once again.
It seemed impossible to destroy the barrier from this distance after all.
The probability of gambling got a little lower.
So she had to use a different method.
To turn the tide, Iria took out a high-grade magic stone from her chest and crushed it.
“Wind.”
And she poured all the mana into one place.
Originally, she would appropriately distribute and use the mana from a single magic stone, but this time was different.
She burned all the mana at once and wrapped it around her body.
It was because she thought she shouldn’t drag out time against Albert.
The longer she dragged out time against him, the more disadvantageous it was.
Especially if this was the Empire’s headquarters.
There was nothing worse than reinforcements arriving when all her stamina was drained.
-Whoosh!!
Blue-green wind wraps around Iria’s body.
It wasn’t just lightly wrapped.
She, who had absorbed all the mana from the high-grade magic stone, was like a storm in itself.
She intended to pierce through everything at once.
The blocking ice, the mana territory, and even the barrier he had deployed.
The daggers won’t be able to withstand it, so she discards them.
She wrapped the wind, larger than ever, around her fist.
Seeing Iria, who had finished all her attack preparations, Albert grasped the spell in his hand as if telling her to come at him.
He had also finished his sniping preparations.
“Haa…”
Iria took a deep breath.
And then.
She leaped, leading the storm.
-Crack!!
The ice shards shattered and broke in an instant.
After breaking the blocking ice with her whole body, she advanced.
After entering Albert’s territory, she felt considerable resistance in her movements.
It was as expected.
As her speed slowed down and her stamina was severely consumed, she ignored it and advanced.
She slashed the sniping and smashed the barriers.
She accomplished all those things in the blink of an eye.
It was the moment she arrived in front of Albert.
Iria threw a punch at him.
“Did you know…”
But it never reached his body.
Albert grabbed Iria’s fist with his hand and opened his mouth.
“When you use mana inside my territory,”
The wind wrapped around Iria’s body and dispersed.
“It becomes mine.”
It shattered into fine pieces in the air, and control was transferred to Albert.
The direction of what was once Iria’s wind changes.
It circled once in the air and pierced into Iria’s body.
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The mana extracted from the broken magic stone was no longer Iria’s.
Transformed into blade-like forms by Albert’s manipulation, the mana pierced her body.
Simultaneously, accelerated attack spells poured toward her from within the domain.
Spells cast without incantations are fast.
In the blink of an eye, countless attack spells rain down from all directions.
An overwhelming amount of magic flew in, making breathing difficult.
Lightning spells pierced through from above, blue flames burst in front, and ice spikes rose from below, embedding into Iria’s body.
Of course, trapped within the domain, there was no way to dodge. She had to take it all.
It’s a strange thing.
Each spell would be fatal if it hit directly. For a human, that is.
Even for mages with high resistance to magic, a direct hit would cause severe injury.
Iria is taking hundreds, no, thousands of them.
Yet she’s still alive. Though bleeding all over, she hasn’t even fallen to her knees.
“……”
Iria staggered forward one more step towards Albert.
After moving a step while taking spells all over her body, she grabbed his wrist.
And then.
-Crack!
She broke the wrist she had grabbed.
She couldn’t muster any more strength in her body, so that was all she could do.
Albert opened his mouth as he freed his grabbed wrist. His attitude was surprisingly calm for someone whose bone had just been broken.
“This is amazing. It’s surprising that you endured and withstood all that, but to even counterattack in that state.”
“……”
“But that’s all you can do. You’re strong but foolish. This is what it means to turn the Empire into an enemy in the central city. Do you get it now?”
Unless you’re a Demon Lord, you can’t be stronger than all the Empire’s forces combined.
Of course, they had long been dead and split into several pieces, so it was practically non-existent.
There were people stronger than Albert in the Empire, though not many.
Thus, it was foolish for an individual to turn a nation into an enemy.
Albert seemed to be trying to make her realize this fact.
As he snapped his fingers, the mana concentration thickened. Iria’s movements met more resistance.
Then he fired a vast amount of mana straight at her. This magic was more powerful than the spells he had unleashed before.
Since Iria still wouldn’t fall, he increased the output.
“Give up. If you surrender now, I might consider letting you off with just imprisonment.”
Albert continued speaking while continuously releasing magic.
Each time he fired magic, a blue flash of light flickered, and Iria was pushed back.
Who knows how many times that blue flash had flickered. Iria’s body, taking direct hits, kept being pushed back.
‘Not even a scream, let alone a groan?’
It wasn’t that she wasn’t taking damage. Blood was splattering, and there was a burnt smell.
She must be feeling pain beyond words.
But she showed no sign of it.
She was just silently taking Albert’s magic with her body.
The blue flash flickered a few more times. Iria’s body kept being pushed back, almost to the point of hitting the wall.
It was still a mystery why she was going this far. It was even questionable if she was human. Could a human with such high resistance to magic exist?
To Albert, Iria was a terrifying being. Whether human or not, he judged that she needed to be eliminated now while her stamina was depleted, or it would be dangerous.
“I’ll ask one last thing. What was your purpose in coming here?”
“……”
“It wasn’t for confidential information, was it? If that was the case, you would have turned back when you saw the documents were locked. But you came down here even after seeing that. What was the reason?”
It was a one-sided conversation with only questions and no answers. Or rather, it was questionable if it could even be called a conversation.
Albert waited a moment, expecting an answer.
Still no answer. Iria just maintained her silence with her mouth tightly shut.
Albert sighed.
Then, as if to finally end it, he gathered the mana around him.
The maximum output magic he could unleash was condensed into a single spell.
“Then, do you have any last words?”
“Heh…”
A small sound escaped Iria’s lips.
It wasn’t an answer to the question. She made a sound briefly, then immediately stopped.
“The last…”
She had shown no reaction to the barrage of attacks, but she reacted to the word ‘last’.
That small sound was closer to a chuckle than simply exhaling.
Iria slowly opened her mouth, pressing down her slurred pronunciation.
“I wish this was the last for me too.”
It was the last thing Iria said before Albert’s magic was fired.
Soon after, the largest blue flash of light yet erupted from underground.
***
It hurts.
Very much so.
I don’t remember the last time I felt this much pain. Maybe about a year ago?
Further in the past, before I was possessed, it was a familiar sensation, I think.
Now, even that handful of memories is fading. It’s evidence that I’m gradually becoming a monster.
I feel like even the purpose of coming here has become unclear.
Why did I come again?
I slowly recalled my memories as I lay on the cold stone floor.
“……”
I came to learn about myself.
As a bonus, I wanted to get a fragment of the Demon Lord. It seemed that eating humans accelerated my transformation into a monster.
Instead of eating humans, I wanted to eat the piece to extend the grace period, I think.
And now here I am.
‘…It hurts.’
As far as impressions go from being hit by the Empire’s strongest mage, it hurt.
My whole body was covered in blood, several bones were already broken, and my flesh smelled burnt.
But that’s all. The fact that it hurt meant I was still alive.
I was alive this time too.
I failed to die this time too.
After taking all of Albert’s magic, one thing was clear.
Albert couldn’t kill me either. It was impossible for him to kill me too.
It was a somewhat expected result, but still.
Albert was strong. There’s no disagreement that he’d be a difficult opponent without using magical energy.
But I wondered if there was a reason to hide my identity to this extent.
It would be enough if there were no witnesses.
Just kill them or erase their memories.
After all, right now, this place was a space with only me and Albert.
“I can’t keep this up.”
I took off the lenses I had been wearing on both eyes.
I also released my magical energy with a ‘come what may’ attitude.
This damn body regenerates to some extent when injured, regardless of my will.
And regeneration consumed stamina. Once it drains me, extreme hunger sets in.
Moreover, when the hunger became too severe, it led to a rampage.
The rampage, relying only on instinct after losing reason, continued until the hunger was satisfied.
For these reasons, I cannot die. I wanted to die, but my body wouldn’t allow it.
If I took a bit more damage in this state, the situation would spiral to the worst, so there was no hesitation in releasing my magical energy.
Even the hair dye… well, it came off on its own when touched by magical energy. In the end, I returned to my appearance before the disguise.
Albert’s expression became a bit subtle.
Yes, it’s me.
Iria, the student you taught magic to during lectures.
***
Iria, who had released her magical energy and shed her disguise, stood up.
At her feet, shadows with an ominous aura were swarming. It was magical energy.
Red eyes flickered in the darkness. Her eyes, emitting light without any external stimulus, were sharp.
They were the eyes of a predator looking at its prey.
“Iria?”
Albert expressed his doubt. He was acquainted with the intruder who removed their disguise.
It didn’t matter much.
More important than the fact that the intruder who broke into the underground was actually an academy student was that the substance emanating from her body was magical energy.
She was a monster.
Albert once again grasped a spell to subdue her.
But it didn’t work.
The magic Albert fired dispersed midway before reaching Iria.
There was no time to understand what was happening. Based on the circumstances, he could only guess that Iria had used magical energy to deflect the magic.
And then.
“Hey, Albert, do you know,”
This time, Iria asked Albert.
The same question, but with reversed roles.
“How it feels to be in enemy territory?”
A black shadow covered the floor.
The dense magical energy emitted from Iria overlaid Albert’s mana.
It was a domain overlapping another.
Iria’s magical energy was greater than Albert’s mana.
Therefore, this was no longer Albert’s domain.
This entire area… no, the whole floor covered in shadows was essentially Iria’s domain.
“I thought you might be different, but I guess not. I’ll remember that the magic you shot hurt, at least.”
“What do you mean……”
Albert tried to escape using magic, but it was futile.
In Iria’s domain, everything was under her control. Even if it was mana, there were no exceptions.
The mana that had belonged to Albert changed direction in mid-air and returned to him.
After transforming into a sharp form, it pierced his body.
With a thud, blood gushed from his body. It was her small act of revenge.
Albert fell to his knees, and Iria took a step forward.
Just that alone was enough to feel the pressure of her presence.
Do you know the story of the back alley monster? It’s a terrifying monster that lures humans with hallucinations and devours them.
Such a monster had appeared this time, not in a back alley, but underground.
Iria stared into Albert’s eyes.
From the moment she released her magical energy, took off her lenses, and made eye contact, he no longer had a chance.
Albert couldn’t even move his body until she approached right before him.
“I’m stronger.”
She lifted his chin as he knelt, making eye contact.
At this close range, she could manipulate even his memories despite his high mental defense.
She erased all memories of what happened here. No, to be sure, she erased all memories of the past week.
After that, well…
As she approached the blood-covered human, she couldn’t resist the rising hunger and started biting his neck.
It wasn’t particularly tasty, so she only sucked for a moment before stopping.
It was enough to fill her stomach to regain her senses. After all, she was planning to take the fragment of the Demon Lord underground.
“Sleep well, Albert. I don’t know when you’ll be able to open your eyes again.”
She showed him the strongest hallucination she could produce.
She had used magical energy and cast it at a very close range.
She was not sure, but he’d probably be like this for at least a week.
With blood on her lips, she walked towards the place Albert had been blocking.
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The battle with Albert was more dangerous than I had expected.
I had rarely been hit like that by a human before. In fact, it was the same for all living creatures.
I never imagined a single human could deplete my stamina this much.
“……”
I used the stamina recovered from sucking Albert’s blood to regenerate my wounds.
Broken bones were mended, and burnt skin returned.
Of course, I couldn’t fully recover. At the end of the battle, I had forcefully spread my domain while in poor physical condition.
It had put a heavy strain on my body.
Not only had I used up a lot of my magical energy, but I had even shown Albert a hallucination using what I had left.
Perhaps because of that, my eyes hurt and my vision was red.
Something was flowing from my eyes, so I wiped it with my hand to check and found blood on it.
This was the second time this had happened.
Showing dreams to humans wasn’t without its limitations either. When used excessively like this time, I had to pay the price.
The Empire was stronger than I had thought. If there had been a few more humans with skills similar to Albert’s, even I couldn’t ensure victory.
I endured the pain and moved forward. It was the place Albert had been blocking me from going.
I felt magical energy flowing from all directions.
Breathing became relatively easier, so I didn’t feel bad.
I wiped the blood that had flowed from my eyes and looked around.
This is the seventh underground floor of the Empire’s headquarters. Closest to the bottom floor, but not quite the bottom.
But even here, I could feel magical energy. Looking around, I saw small monsters trapped in iron cages.
Why were they keeping them here? Is this part of the atrocity the Empire was committing behind the scenes?
From the point of keeping them alive in iron cages, to my eyes, there wasn’t much difference between slave traders and the Empire.
Aren’t humans and monsters the same living beings?
Why is it illegal to imprison humans but legal to imprison monsters when they’re the same creatures?
It seems the concept of good and evil I feel now is somewhat different from humans.
You go to prison for killing humans but are hailed as a hero for killing monsters.
Is a human who kills monsters a good being, and a monster who kills humans an evil being?
I couldn’t understand their standards of good and evil as I am now. Perhaps it’s because of the different way of thinking.
The monsters all looked ferocious, perhaps starving. They growled with glowing red eyes even at me, a fellow monster.
Do I become like them when I’m hungry too?
Come to think of it, I’ve never felt like I was going to die from hunger.
Maybe monsters are a species that can’t starve to death.
Of course, that doesn’t mean I plan to starve. I know from experience what state I end up in if I don’t eat anything for a long time.
One such disaster was enough.
“……”
I waved my hand lightly towards the monsters surrounding me.
I doubted whether the meaning of the greeting was properly conveyed.
They bared their teeth and growled, looking like they would attack me immediately if not for the iron bars.
Do monsters attack their own kind when they become ferocious from hunger? Is that why the shadow monster I saw before attacked me?
I don’t know.
Right now, I have too little information.
I knew too little about monsters.
That’s why I moved forward.
Below was a monster that knew at least more than I did.
Maybe it even knew about my existence.
***
With my eyes closed, passing through the corridor, the howling of the monsters sounded more realistic.
Is it because I’m the same kind of being as them that their cries sound so sorrowful? It was a bit difficult to ignore.
Can’t humans hear those sounds? The heartrending screams of beings writhing in pain.
I briefly considered setting them free but eventually gave up.
The monsters now had gone mad from prolonged starvation.
I know because I’ve been like that before. It’s best not to provoke them in that state.
They might rush at me first.
So I ignored them and moved on. My business wasn’t with them anyway.
The way down to the bottom floor was harder to find than I thought. At first glance, this building seemed to have the seventh underground floor as its bottom.
The eighth floor is hidden.
I probably would have had to smash my way down if I hadn’t read Albert’s memories.
Knowing the way down, such an unfortunate event didn’t occur.
I went down the stairs using the secret path.
The bottom floor of the underground was formed like one big room for the entire floor.
Instead of corridors leading to other places, there was just one huge space.
It was a wide-open area, clearly different in atmosphere from before.
It looked like a space existing solely to confine one being.
As I finished descending the stairs, a huge iron cage blocking the front stood out.
It was much thicker than the ones holding other monsters, and solidly sealed with mana inscriptions.
Even I would have a hard time breaking this.
When I grabbed and shook it, I could clearly feel how strong it was.
Well, the subject to be confined was no ordinary being. I was in the middle of looking around the interior of the bottom floor,
“…Who is it?”
A woman’s voice was heard from the underground where no one ever visits.
I turned my head toward the direction of the voice.
“……”
As I had somewhat expected, the being that spoke to me wasn’t human.
Golden hair slightly resembling Rena’s and red eyes.
It resembled human form but was a bit different. Humans usually don’t have horns on their heads.
Today, for the first time, I was able to face a monster that could speak.
It was quite a difficult process.
***
She was a bit different from the monsters upstairs.
There were several differences, but the biggest was that she didn’t show hostility towards me.
To be more precise, she wasn’t in a berserk state. She was looking at me while fully maintaining her reason.
When I expressed doubt about this, she answered.
“The ones upstairs are disposable test subjects, so they’re not fed properly.”
“……”
So, the condition for going berserk was indeed extreme hunger.
I learned something I didn’t know. I should be careful, too, as I could become like that anytime.
It seems she’s receiving special treatment here. For one thing, she had an entire floor to herself.
It looked like she was even provided with separate meals.
Of course, that doesn’t mean her life looked comfortable.
Her body was in a state that couldn’t be described as good, even as a polite lie. It was full of bruises and needle marks all over.
Most of her clothes were torn, almost like just a ragged mat covering her body.
And above all, you could tell by looking at her eyes.
My eyes were too tired today to read deep memories, but overall, her eyes looked dull.
She must have been subjected to treatment too harsh to express in words. After all, all the monsters captured here were said to be for live experiments.
This is what I read from Albert’s memories:
The Empire was conducting research on the power of the Demon King.
How could a single being possess such vast power? What was the source of that enormous power?
The nameless monster in front of my eyes now seemed to be the subject of that research.
“D-Don’t come closer!”
She seemed quite wary of me approaching, but I had no intention of harming her.
In the end, only after I stepped back and maintained a certain distance was smooth conversation possible.
“How did you come here? It’s such a deep place. It shouldn’t be easy to find……”
“I came to meet you. Humans won’t come for a while.”
“Me?”
I nodded.
Her wariness toward me strengthened, but I didn’t mind much. I was planning to leave as soon as I got the answers I wanted anyway.
This time, I asked her questions. There were more than one or two things I wanted to ask.
“Do you know who I am?”
“……? How would I know that?”
Was my question wrong?
I slowly corrected my question.
“I’m a monster like you. Do you know what kind of monster I am?”
“You’re a monster? You don’t look like one…… Aren’t you human?”
She tilted her head and asked back.
It would have been nice if I were human as she said, but normally humans don’t eat humans. They can’t handle magical energy either, and they’re not unable to eat food other than blood or human flesh.
Therefore, I am not human. Regrettably so.
“Humans can’t handle magical energy.”
“I guess that’s true… Then what are you?”
“……?”
“I’m saying this because you seem to be misunderstanding something, but you’re not a monster. Should I say you’re mixed with something? What’s certain is that you’re definitely not a pure monster.”
I heard shocking words from the beginning.
Her eyes weren’t lying. There was no reason for her to lie in this situation anyway.
I listened carefully to her words.
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One could easily define what a monster is.
If it has magical energy in its body and has a habit of attacking humans, that’s called a monster.
Since it’s a word that broadly classifies creatures containing magical energy, there are countless types. I fell into that category too.
But I was told by another monster that I’m not a monster. I was confused.
As if it wasn’t bad enough that my head was dizzy from losing too much blood, it became even worse.
“…Am I not a monster?”
“I’m not sure either. It’s my first time seeing something like you. You’d probably be classified as a monster since you have magical energy in your body, but it seems like something else is mixed in.”
She says it’s her first time seeing something like me.
I think I heard something similar from a monster scholar not too long ago.
To organize my complex thoughts, I first asked her.
“Can I hear why you think I’m not a monster?”
“Why should I…?”
“We’re the same kind, aren’t we?”
“Well, about being the same kind……”
She hadn’t fully let her guard down towards me yet, so before getting an answer, I had to explain that I wasn’t associated with the Empire.
And only after assuring her several times that I had no intention to attack did she open up.
This too was a difficult process. She cautiously opened her mouth.
“There are several reasons, but usually monsters can’t speak. They don’t look like humans either. The very fact that a creature that basically attacks humans resembles humans is impossible in itself.”
“…… Isn’t that the same for you?”
“My case is a bit different. I’m closer to a parasite in a host body. I killed a human and took over their body. In the process, I received that human’s memories and was reborn in her perfect form.”
Is that why she can use human language?
Perhaps by inheriting memories completely, she becomes indistinguishable from the previous human.
It was similar to me, yet the method was a bit different.
She continued.
“Unless it’s a special case like me, it’s impossible for monsters to use human language. If you’re really a monster, you might be a similar type to me.”
Maybe I was originally a monster that took over the body of the human Iria.
It was a useful clue. It was also an inference I couldn’t have made on my own.
“I’m not sure if it’s a monster that entered a human body or a human that entered a monster body… But I can say for certain that you’re neither human nor monster right now. Even I find it hard to distinguish exactly what you are with how exquisitely you’re mixed.”
“……”
“In other words, you and I are not the same kind. I don’t know what you think of me, but I don’t consider you as one of my kind. I think there’s probably no other being like you anywhere.”
There’s no other being like me anywhere.
Monsters don’t consider me to be one of them, and my considering them to be my kind was just my own misunderstanding.
If I summarize her words, it would be about this much.
Her eyes weren’t lying this time either.
I couldn’t use my ability in my current condition, so accurate judgment was difficult, but there was no reason for her to lie from her standpoint in the first place.
It’s highly likely to be true. I had directly asked her how I looked from a monster’s perspective.
But something was a bit strange. If her words were true, what did I see during the external practice?
Except for the shadow monster, the others didn’t attack me.
I couldn’t attack them either, as if I had an instinctive aversion to it.
Yet, am I not a monster? Many questions were arising.
I slowly took my time and asked one by one.
The nameless monster listened to all my questions and then answered.
“You know monsters have better nerves for detecting magical energy than humans, right? That’s probably why the monsters didn’t attack you. Even without intelligence, they’re not stupid enough to rush at a being overwhelmingly stronger than themselves. How could they attack someone containing that much magical energy?”
And,
“As for why you’re reluctant to kill monsters, well… I’m not certain, but your mental state is probably closer to a monster than a human. It seems human emotions remain for now, but they’ll probably fade more and more.”
It was a sharp observation.
Rather than being like this from the beginning, it was closer to gradually being dyed over time.
I asked her.
“How do you know so well?”
“Because I was similar. I thought I could blend in and live among them since I was lucky enough to take over a human body. I thought I could deceive them perfectly. Not as a nameless monster, but as the human’ Amy.'”
I can see how that turned out by looking at her now.
It didn’t go well. Her end was tragic, leading her to this state.
I know how it feels. Even if you wear the disguise of a human, there’s a fundamental difference between humans and monsters.
Monsters can’t fully mix with humans. It’s a sentiment I’ve been feeling recently too.
“The humans who captured and imprisoned me asked. They asked why I killed humans and why I caused so many casualties while being able to communicate with humans. Do you know what I answered?”
I shook my head and listened.
“I said there was no reason. Reason for killing? There’s no such thing. I just killed because I wanted to. Attacking humans is a monster’s instinct. We were just born this way from the beginning. Unable to live without attacking someone.”
“……”
“Now it’s my turn to ask. How many have you killed? If you’re half monster, you can’t help but kill, right?”
I’ve killed many.
So many now that it’s hard to count.
My number of kills might be higher than hers. The difference is that I had enough strength not to be captured by the Empire, even after killing humans.
Amy was stronger than the shadow monster I saw during external practice but weaker than Albert.
I thought she was a relatively weak individual since I heard humans had captured a Seed of the Demon King, but that doesn’t seem to be the case.
It wasn’t that she was weak, but that Albert was strong.
I answered vaguely as if I couldn’t remember well. I couldn’t answer precisely the question of how many I had killed.
After hearing my answer, Amy looked at me with a changed expression. I’m not sure how to describe that expression, but it felt a bit strange as if she was pitying me.
“You’re unfortunate too, huh?”
“I guess you could see it that way.”
“Do you have any more questions?”
“I do.”
“Since you’re pitiful too, I’ll answer what I know.”
“……”
The treatment feels a bit unpleasant.
Anyway, it was good that I elicited her sense of kinship. I didn’t want to return empty-handed after coming all this way.
I decided to humor her mood.
“You said you get separate meals while imprisoned, so what do you eat?”
Human blood? Or do they throw in the bodies of criminals?
I asked out of curiosity.
And the following answer was shocking.
“That.”
Amy pointed to an object beside her. Something was wriggling on a plate that looked like a dog bowl.
It was a creature still alive, not yet dead. However, it was certainly not human.
“That…… Isn’t that a monster?”
“It is. They occasionally give me one of the test subjects from upstairs.”
“You eat monsters? Is that even possible?”
“It differs by species. There are so many types of monsters. At least I’m a monster capable of cannibalism.”
I frowned.
The act of a monster eating another monster was incomprehensible to me.
Come to think of it, didn’t the shadow monster also eat other monsters?
Given that she specifically mentioned being capable of cannibalism, it seems monsters are divided into those who can and cannot do so.
Can I do it? Considering my life up to now, it’s highly unlikely.
Still, I continued speaking just in case.
“How can you tell if cannibalism is possible? I don’t want to try eating directly.”
“You can tell by the appearance or shape of teeth. Want to open your mouth once if you’re curious?”
“……”
I didn’t like showing my teeth. My teeth were shaped a bit differently from humans.
But she’s a monster. There was nothing to hide at this point.
I approached her with my mouth wide open.
“In your case…… You seem closer to a vampiric type. You can’t eat them.”
I thought so.
I wasn’t expecting it anyway. Even if it were possible, I didn’t want to eat monsters.
Above all, just imagining eating monsters made me feel sick. Amy must have a strong stomach.
It could also be that our constitutions are different.
Anyway, I thought it was about time to leave. It had been quite a while since I subdued Albert.
The Empire’s reinforcements might arrive soon.
So, to accomplish the final purpose of coming here, I asked her.
“Can I call you Amy?”
“Call me that if you want.”
“Alright, Amy. If I were to ask you to give me a fragment of the Demon King, could you?”
“Hmm.”
It might be a somewhat rude question. Removing a piece from her body, which had become special as a Seed of the Demon King’s, might turn her back into an ordinary monster.
She might even lose her language ability. So even I thought it was a difficult request.
It was practically an unknown being suddenly appearing and asking for a part of her body.
To be honest, I was planning to take it even if she refused.
It was something I needed too. With that, I wouldn’t need to eat for quite a long time.
I came here to get that in the first place, so I thought I should take it even if I had to force it a bit.
I wonder if she would hand it over if I threatened her with a knife.
Just before my thoughts turned in an extreme direction,
“I don’t really mind.”
“……”
“But in return, grant me one request too. It won’t be a difficult one.”
“Tell me.”
A moment of silence passed.
And then.
“I want you to kill me.”
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Death is a more merciful punishment than one might think.
This fact can be understood by capturing a few passing humans and torturing them for just a day.
It doesn’t take long for those who initially feared death and begged for their lives to change their pleas to asking to be killed.
At most three days. Usually shorter than that.
This phenomenon occurs because pain is more frightening than death. This is no different for humans or monsters.
When experiencing unimaginably terrible pain, one rather wishes for death.
Amy’s condition was similar.
All her nails were gone, probably to prevent self-harm or suicide.
Now that I look closely, self-inflicted wounds are also noticeable. She was longing for death. More precisely, she seemed to want to escape from the pain that was more frightening than death.
But since she couldn’t die alone, she was asking me for it.
Surprisingly, I could understand her feelings.
I knew from experience that death is a more merciful punishment than one might think.
“……You can take the fragment if you want. It’s useless to a dead person anyway.”
Amy’s voice was trembling faintly.
She must have thought alone for a very long time before uttering that one request to be killed. Although I couldn’t read memories now, I felt I could understand without reading them.
Pain is more frightening than death, but death is also pain.
That’s the general thinking. It’s a misconception to think death is light just because pain is frightening.
Death also entails considerable pain. That’s why living beings instinctively fear death.
But despite that, seeing such words come out of her mouth, she must have suffered terribly.
Thinking that way, I could understand why she was so scared when she first saw me.
Her situation was pitiful.
So, I approached her with a worn-out dagger from the intense battle.
The blade had become quite dull.
A blade that kills hurts more when it’s dull.
I wondered if it was right to give a painful death to a monster trying to escape to death out of fear of pain.
She wouldn’t die from one stab, so I’d have to stab repeatedly. It would probably be more painful than she imagined.
Amy was squeezing her eyes shut as if bracing for the immense pain about to come, but I failed to meet her expectations.
“……”
Once again, I couldn’t bring myself to do it.
Regardless of how pitiful the situation was, this feeling of my body refusing was something I couldn’t get used to, no matter what.
“You’re not stabbing…?”
“I don’t know.”
“Why…?”
“I don’t know.”
Amy, tired of waiting with her eyes closed, asked.
In my head, I knew this action was right. It was right to grant her earnest request and free her from this terrible nightmare.
But it was difficult. It felt different from stabbing a human body.
She wouldn’t die from a normal stab. After all, Amy was also a Seed of the Demon King.
She, too, would have regenerative abilities and durability beyond human limits—not as much as me, but still.
So, if I was going to kill her, I needed to put in more force. But I couldn’t muster that force, which was why it was difficult.
“Only you can do this.”
“I know.”
“Then why……”
“I don’t know.”
It wasn’t that I was trying to ignore her, but I really didn’t understand my own feelings.
Why?
I’m someone who has easily stabbed and killed humans. I’ve killed so many humans that I can’t even count anymore, earning the name of a murderer.
To hesitate now in killing a single monster, have I become a monster to my very bones?
Amy said she didn’t recognize me as one of her kind.
Since Amy said so, she and I might not be the same kind.
If so, there’s even less reason to hesitate. I thought about analyzing why I was in this state.
Today, too, my thoughts were long.
I might have been unconsciously overlapping her and myself.
She’s a monster, and she wishes for death. Because for her, life is a continuous pain.
I’m half-monster, and I wish for death. Because for me too, life is a continuous pain.
But Amy found someone suitable to kill her, while I couldn’t.
Both Amy and I wished for death, but only she could fulfill that wish.
Perhaps what I’m feeling towards her now isn’t a sense of kinship or sympathy but jealousy.
You’re escaping from hell. While I’m stuck here.
I thought I wasn’t in my right mind either, feeling envious of a monster about to die.
I finished my long thoughts.
I decided to kill Amy.
Not killing her was just my selfishness stemming from petty jealousy.
“Open your eyes, Amy.”
Still, I had no intention of making her last moments painful when she just wanted to rest.
I slowly met her eyes as she opened them. Blood started flowing again, perhaps due to the fatigue in my eyes, but I didn’t mind.
Even for a Seed of the Demon King, it wasn’t too difficult to put someone who wasn’t resisting to sleep.
And then.
“Sleep well, Amy. I hope you’re born as a human in your next life. Not as a trash monster that’s rotting away.”
I left a final goodbye with a bitter heart.
The process of taking the fragment after extinguishing a life wasn’t too difficult.
***
After taking the Seed of the Demon King, as some time passed, guards started coming down as expected.
They must have come down when they couldn’t reach Albert.
I hid myself and snuck out, avoiding their gaze.
It seems the entire Empire was turned upside down when news spread that Albert had fallen.
But that had nothing to do with me now.
After escaping the headquarters, it was quite a struggle to return in my tattered state.
My body was covered in blood, and most of my clothes were torn, leaving me in an almost half-naked state.
Moreover, my disguise had come undone, so I just prayed not to run into anyone who knew me.
After arriving home, I collapsed onto the bed.
Even after arriving, I had to endure pain that felt like my eyes were being pulled out for quite a long time.
When I looked in the mirror, my eyes were bloodshot.
They were originally red, but this time, they were red in a different way.
I shouldn’t open my eyes for a while.
I washed my body drenched in sweat and lay down on the bed.
Amy is dead. She wanted death, so I let her close her eyes.
At that point, a question arose.
What does death feel like? How did Amy feel when she closed her eyes for the last time?
No matter how much I thought about it, I couldn’t find an answer.
Because I have never experienced death.
For one thing, I envied her ability to close her eyes forever.
Pain is more frightening than death. My life, like hers, has been a life marked by pain.
Will I ever be able to find someone to kill me too?
I don’t know.
Today, too, my feelings were complicated.
“……”
After being lost in thought for a long time, I felt hungry. I hadn’t had a proper meal for a while.
Even the blood I sucked from Albert was only a tiny amount.
Usually, it’s more painful right after having an insufficient meal than not eating anything at all. It makes it harder to suppress the instinct, making you even more tempted.
I should eat before it gets too late.
I took out the trophy I brought from the Empire’s underground and held it in my hand.
No matter how you look at it, its appearance is far from appetizing. To be honest, I even doubt it is edible.
But surprisingly, it was.
When I ate a fragment before, there wasn’t any noticeable change in my body. If there was anything peculiar, it was that when eating the piece, past memories flowed into my mind instead of the target’s memories.
There wasn’t the usual rejection reaction from my body, like when eating other food. The moment the first piece entered my body, it felt like it was immediately harmonizing with it.
It felt like something was fitting together like puzzle pieces inside my body.
I don’t know why, but the memories I saw were definitely my memories, even if they were extremely short fragments of film.
‘……The past, huh.’
For me, the past was something frightening.
I couldn’t find any good memories since falling as a monster in this world.
If it’s true that the Demon King’s piece somehow draws out my past memories, it was a bit scary.
The piece from Amy’s body was larger than the one from the shadow monster.
Still, if I eat this, I should be able to hold out for about a month.
Even when I ate a smaller piece, I easily lasted about two weeks.
“Sigh.”
My thoughts were long.
It’s not like I had any other options anyway.
I took a big bite.
It wasn’t delicious this time either.
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I fell into an unknown world.
I didn’t see an unfamiliar ceiling as soon as I opened my eyes.
I was just lying on a vast prairie.
The gentle wind shaking the grass field felt quite pleasant. However, I didn’t like the sunlight directly shining on me.
I slowly raised my upper body on the green prairie.
My chest felt heavier than usual. My hair was unnaturally long, and the sensations I felt were significantly different.
I tried to grasp the situation while holding my aching head.
“What is this……”
But it was ineffective. It only added to the confusion.
The voice that escaped my mouth was too thin to be mine.
It wasn’t just thin. It was the softest and most beautiful voice I had ever heard.
It was a pleasant tone, but I didn’t feel good. The dissonance I felt when I thought it was my voice was beyond imagination.
“Ugh!”
I had to vomit everything I had due to nausea.
I threw up what I had eaten. Though I had no memory of eating anything in this body.
It took considerable time for me to accept and acknowledge that I had become a woman.
***
After changing into a woman’s body, my state of mind went through three stages.
Confusion, anger, and acceptance.
At first, I was confused. Moving in a woman’s body was more uncomfortable than I thought.
Even walking wasn’t easy at first. You don’t just know how to walk in another body.
So, I had to learn to stand and walk on two legs again.
The world I saw was different because of my height. My field of vision was lower than I expected, and I was still clumsy when walking, so I don’t know how many times I fell.
After struggling like that, I moved on to the anger stage.
I think I was angry about why I had to go through this, how I became a woman, and why it had to be me.
I cursed out loud and even raised my middle finger towards someone whose face I didn’t know who had made me like this.
Of course, nothing happened.
The arrows of anger that arose can only be expressed if there’s a target.
I couldn’t know who had made me like this or for what reason.
Eventually, I thought anger was meaningless in the current situation, so I moved on.
That’s how it is now.
After time passed, I somewhat accepted reality: that this was a different world from where I lived and that I had to move to survive here.
Living in nature seemed quite dangerous, so I wanted to go to a village where people lived first.
I wondered if I could communicate with the people of this world.
Maybe it was a world where humanity didn’t exist. Because the amount of information I had was extremely limited.
I knew too little, even though I knew nothing. I only knew that I had become a woman and that the scenery was natural.
Thinking I should know something, I passed through the prairie with clumsy steps. The wind that would have felt good normally didn’t feel that way now.
When the wind blew, the silver hair that was probably mine shook.
When the white hair entered my field of vision, it told me that I still hadn’t woken up from this nightmare.
Silver hair, huh.
It’s bad enough that I turned into a woman, but it seems I’m not even an ordinary woman.
At least in the common sense I knew, a woman’s, no, a human’s hair wasn’t this color.
After leaving the prairie, I saw a forest with large trees lined up.
Such a natural landscape wasn’t something you could see in 21st-century Korea.
It was clean scenery untainted by humans. The clear air and fresh grass scent brushed my nose. It was a scene too beautiful to be called a nightmare.
Also, scenes that were too realistic to think of as a dream continued.
“……”
But looking at my body, it was still undeniably a nightmare.
Standing at the entrance of the forest, I paused briefly before entering.
Unlike the unnecessarily peaceful prairie, the forest of this world looked a bit dangerous.
Untouched by human hands, it was a space where various ecosystems would unfold. If I was unlucky, I might encounter dangerous animals.
Even if I didn’t encounter them, the rugged terrain of the forest ahead would be harder to pass than the prairie. At least that much seemed certain.
“Sigh……”
I let out a deep sigh before entering.
In fact, my legs felt weak even now, and I wanted to sit down right away.
It’s because I’m not used to this body. It’s no exaggeration to say I used up all my stamina just by walking.
Crossing the prairie was hard enough, and now I have to cross this dangerous-looking forest.
If this is a dream, I really want to wake up.
I rested there for a moment, then started moving again.
I didn’t really want to go in, but I didn’t want to just sit down and die, so I walked.
My mind was clear as I passed through the dense forest. Until now, it was as complicated as if dark clouds had gathered, but it was good that I could forget such things for a while.
I climbed a small hill.
The forest was a place that was quiet yet full of its own sounds.
The sounds of various creatures were mixed. Things like birds chirping or small animals crying.
Of course, as I had somewhat expected, not everything was good.
“Aah!”
I lost my footing on the way down after climbing the hill.
I was already clumsy walking on flat ground. How much worse would it be on a bumpy downhill path.
“Ugh, ah, aah, uu……”
I rolled down the hillside for quite a while like that. Maybe I came down much faster than if I had walked down.
The place where I rolled down was close to the center, the middle of the forest.
It was a bit deeper and darker than where I was before.
After stopping my roll, I immediately checked my body condition. Having rolled down a rocky path, my body must be in tatters.
I must be covered in wounds.
“……Huh?”
But I couldn’t find any wounds anywhere on my body. Come to think of it, it didn’t seem to hurt that much, either.
How can it not hurt after rolling down a mountain? There were many sharp rocks too.
It’s an unrealistic dream after all. I thought it was a bad dream and pinched my cheek, but I couldn’t wake up.
I brushed off the dirt stuck all over my body with my hands.
Although there were no wounds, my clothes weren’t unscathed. They were half torn, in a state too embarrassing to show others.
Well, it doesn’t matter.
Finding a village was the priority now.
However.
I was about to stand up and continue walking, but I sat back down on the spot.
“Huu……”
Because I had encountered it.
The thing I least wanted to meet in the forest.
-Grrrr……
There were many eyes looking at me. Several beasts were surrounding me, baring their sharp teeth.
I couldn’t tell what kind of animals they were. They only appeared as black silhouettes because they weren’t too close.
Am I going to die after all?
Without having done anything since my body changed.
Cold sweat flowed, and I felt my clothes sticking to me as they got wet.
But I had no time to worry about such things. My body trembled with extreme fear.
I didn’t want to die. I picked up a small stone nearby as best I could.
It would be meaningless anyway, but thinking of it as a last struggle.
“……”
Could I take down at least one? I’m doing this because it’s too unfair for me to do nothing until the moment I die.
I stepped back one step while breathing roughly.
As I did so, my gaze naturally went down, and I could only sigh at how ridiculous it was.
‘These arms are so damn thin……’
I had momentarily forgotten that this wasn’t my original body.
With such slender arms, killing even a small animal would be hard. The heavens were indeed not on my side.
I put down even the stone and quietly leaned against a tree with my eyes closed.
I waited for death.
But death didn’t come even as I waited. I didn’t feel any pain either.
When I opened my eyes slightly, the pack of beasts was leaving without attacking me.
They weren’t just leaving. They seemed to be fleeing in fear of something they saw.
Is there something else here besides me?
I looked around from that spot but couldn’t find any other presence besides myself.
It doesn’t seem like they fled after seeing me, though.
I, who almost died on my first day of falling into another world, couldn’t move from that spot for a while.
I didn’t know such things existed in this world. I had entered expecting at most wild boars if there were animals in the forest.
Indeed, this world was a bit different from the common sense I had. It was certainly a more dangerous place than where I was originally from.
I was lucky this time, but I should be more careful in my actions from now on.
***
After shaking off the pack of beasts, I walked non-stop in the direction I had rolled down and was able to come out of the forest.
Luckily, the place I saw as I exited the forest showed traces of humans.
I saw a path that seemed to have been deliberately made by someone. If I followed this path, would I see a village where people live?
I think I saw a little hope. Even though it was already late and the sun was setting.
Should I sleep outside today?
Seeing the beasts from earlier, sleeping outside was quite dangerous, but there wasn’t any other option.
I was already exhausted both physically and mentally. I didn’t have the strength to walk any further.
It was when I closed my eyes, almost fainting like that.
Some time passed.
“Hey! What are you doing lying there?!”
“……?”
I half-opened my sleepy eyes.
The first thing I saw was a large object. Now, I’ve developed a reflex to bend my body whenever I see something big.
I was initially scared, but looking closely, it wasn’t a living thing.
Of course, there was something that could be called life included, but at least it didn’t look threatening.
‘Is it a carriage…?’
A vehicle that looked like it belonged in medieval times entered my vision.
I rubbed my eyes a few times, thinking I might have seen something wrong, but it wasn’t a dream this time either.
The carriage door opened, and a middle-aged man inside came out.
He was angrily shouting, matching his rough-looking impression.
“What are you doing lying there like an idiot! Are you crazy, wanting to be run over and killed?!”
“Ah……”
Listening to him, it seemed the carriage had stopped before running me over.
He grabbed my hand and pulled me up. Then he waved his hand as if telling me to get out of the way quickly.
I grabbed the sleeve of the man trying to clear me off the road and start the carriage again.
It was a gesture with a bit of desperation.
“Excuse me……”
“What now?”
“Could you give me a ride too?”
“There’s some space in the luggage compartment. Get in if you want.”
Doesn’t good luck come after a streak of bad luck?
I thought it was a bit much to offer help after almost running me over, but I wasn’t in a position to be picky now.
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The place I arrived at by carriage was called the Central Empire.
Fortunately, amid the misfortune, the language I spoke seemed to be understood by the people here.
Though the language was understandable, the common sense I knew didn’t apply here.
The setting seemed like something from the medieval era, but the level of civilization was higher than I had thought.
Surprisingly, this was a world where magic existed.
A world where any human could use magic and a supernatural substance called ‘mana’ existed.
Therefore, it was noticeable that they pioneered their new civilization focused on magic rather than science.
Even hair colors were diverse.
Perhaps silver hair wasn’t as special as I had thought.
“……”
But that wasn’t important right now.
It was good that I had found a human village.
It was also a great relief that I could communicate with them.
But I had no money.
Even in this world, you couldn’t do anything without money.
The fact that I had reached a village and could communicate was now utterly useless.
I still had to sit on the street all the same.
This was a particularly unsafe street in the Central Empire.
The place was called Dusty Lane.
It was a space for homeless people.
I wondered how the atmosphere could be different within the same Central Empire.
The scenery of the center and this street were completely different.
I realized that wealth disparity exists in any world.
Even in the place where I used to live, homeless people sitting on the streets were quite common.
Anyway, the first thing I saw was beggars sitting on the street.
Some of them, probably homeless too, were seen sleeping on the ground covered with garbage.
Rats were picking at food waste, and beggars were catching and eating the rats.
It was a nauseating sight just to look at.
Of course, I was homeless too, so this might be my future as well.
Shit.
Was there any point in coming into the village like this?
It was equally miserable whether I slept outside the village or in a place like this.
The only difference was between the presence of dangerous animals and potentially dangerous criminals.
‘…Still, people might be better than animals.’
It is very late now, but when tomorrow dawned, I might be able to find out something.
I closed my eyes while leaning against the wall.
Just in case, I held a piece of glass in my hand.
It was to swing it immediately if someone approached.
While closing my eyes, I remained alert to my surroundings and tried to get some sleep.
The first night in the Central Empire was the worst.
***
Fortunately, nothing happened while I was sleeping.
Maybe it was because I covered myself with some trash.
I thought, being small, even this much could hide me.
It was an unpleasant morning.
My hair was full of dust, and my whole body smelled like garbage.
But at least I wasn’t dead.
I still hadn’t woken up from this nightmare.
To survive, I had to get used to this trashy life, which I didn’t like.
Morning comes even to dirty places.
I might not have been welcoming this morning.
I wished that everything from yesterday was just a dream and that I would see the familiar ceiling I knew.
But reality is always cruel.
I got up.
Strangely, I wasn’t hungry.
Even though I hadn’t eaten anything since yesterday.
Maybe this body didn’t need much food.
That was somewhat good news, I guess.
I decided to fulfill my duty as a beggar who had fallen into this world.
If I sat in the middle of the street in the Central Empire, maybe someone would throw me a coin.
“Do you have nowhere to go either?”
Someone stood in front of me.
It was a girl with pink hair.
Dressed in a shabby outfit similar to or even worse than mine, she smiled slightly when our eyes met.
She looked weaker than me, who had turned into a woman.
I didn’t completely let my guard down, but she looked easier to deal with than the other things around me.
Her name was Riana.
She was 17 years old.
She was a girl wandering in the slums after being abandoned by her parents who said they didn’t have money to feed her.
“…?”
I wondered how I knew all this.
When our eyes met, a flood of information rushed into my head, enough to make it hurt.
It was an unpleasant sensation.
It felt like I had directly absorbed someone’s memories.
My head was dizzy from this unfamiliar sensation I had never felt before.
My stomach churned, and I felt like I might throw up again.
“Wait?! Are you okay?!”
She caught my body as I collapsed for a moment.
This was the first friendly approach I had seen since coming to this world.
Whatever the principle was, after reading her memories, I knew she had no particular motive.
She seemed to feel a sense of kinship with me.
I guess even in a beggar’s life, connections are necessary.
I accepted her gesture.
***
Riana taught me how to live as a homeless person.
The most important thing in living here seemed to be food, and the second was hygiene.
I heard that in Dusty Lane, the street abandoned by people, as many people die from diseases as from starvation.
It was already a place with poor sanitary conditions, and it was dangerous not to wash for a long time while living in such a place.
If eating garbage was okay, the first problem wouldn’t be an issue, but we had to do some illegal things for the second.
Things like stealing or committing fraud.
I didn’t like it, but I tried to ignore the bit of conscience left in my heart.
There was no other way.
I didn’t come to this world because I wanted to.
I rationalized to myself that it was all the fault of whoever dropped me here.
That’s how I earned money, and with the money I earned, I rented an inn to wash myself.
Even though it was a cheap inn, I was satisfied just to be able to wash and sleep in a place with a ceiling.
I took off my tattered clothes and entered the bathroom.
There, I saw my reflection in the mirror.
Silver hair that had become dull from being covered in dust, red eyes, and skin so pale it looked almost white.
It was the first time I had seen myself since falling into this world.
Although I was dirty from being unable to wash, that alone couldn’t hide this body’s beauty.
I rubbed my eyes a few times and checked again, but it was indeed a beautiful appearance.
To what extent? It was beautiful enough to be unrivaled, even compared to everyone I had met.
Of course, this wasn’t a good thing.
While good looks might easily win people’s favor when you have ample funds, a penniless beauty was easily involved in various crimes.
“……”
Even if I had to fall, did it have to be with this appearance?
My gaze was naturally drawn to the beautiful appearance in the mirror, but when I thought this was me, I couldn’t help but sigh.
The name was Iria.
Age unknown, origin unknown, even species unknown.
It had been about three days since I fell into this world.
I had an ability that others didn’t have–I could read the memories of those I made eye contact with.
I made eye contact with the silver-haired woman reflected in the mirror.
The original owner of the body I had possessed was named Iria.
But for some reason, I couldn’t know anything else except the name.
Her memories were empty.
As if someone had deliberately erased them.
It was like an empty shell with only a name remaining.
Many questions arose in my mind, but none of them were properly resolved.
I had been desperate to survive, so I didn’t have many opportunities to think about it properly.
Who was Iria, and why had I possessed her body?
Where was this place, and by what principle had I fallen here?
And,
If I had possessed Iria’s body, what state was my original body in?
For now, I don’t know any of these things.
So, I decided to focus on washing my body for now.
Surviving now was more important than knowing why I had fallen here.
The priority had naturally been pushed back.
I stood under the falling water.
The temperature was warmer than I expected.
According to the innkeeper, it was heated by a fire magic stone installed in the system.
Of course, I didn’t understand anything about magic, so I didn’t really get it.
“Ugh……”
It was my first time seeing a beautiful woman’s body, so I couldn’t lower my gaze carelessly.
Even just washing my body made my face flush.
The body was unnecessarily soft and tender, so I hesitated several times before cleaning it thoroughly.
But I couldn’t not do it either.
I had already been rolling around in an unclean place, and I might get sick if I didn’t wash today as well.
Hygiene was a major issue.
Especially here.
I washed every nook and cranny of my body with my eyes half-closed.
The more sensitive parts were easier to get dirty, so I scrubbed them despite the embarrassment.
The cheap inn didn’t have any special bathing tools, so I had to wash with my hands.
This first shower after becoming a woman would be memorable in many ways.
I finished the most embarrassing shower.
“Come to think of it, I don’t think I’ve heard your name yet. What’s your name?”
“……”
When I came out of the bathroom after washing, Riana asked.
I couldn’t use the name I used in the original world here.
“…It seems to be Iria.”
There was no need to think about it too much.
This body already had a name without me having to give it one.
I thought it would be disrespectful to the original owner to change the name as I pleased.
“Okay, Iria. My name is Riana. I realized I hadn’t told you before.”
I already knew it, but I reacted as if I didn’t know.
I was tired today and wanted to get some sleep soon.
But Riana seemed to have many questions for me today.
She sat next to me and asked.
“By the way, how did you do that earlier?”
“…?”
“When you won money at the gambling den. You bet money like someone really confident. Do you have some kind of secret?”
The money I used to rent the inn today was what I had won big at the gambling den.
A secret, huh.
I did have one.
In games that required psychological warfare, I read the opponent’s memories and only bet on games I could win.
Of course, I adjusted it appropriately so as not to arouse suspicion by winning money the same way multiple times.
But it wasn’t something I could explain to others.
It wasn’t a story that was easy to believe either.
“It was just luck.”
So I brushed it off casually.
Using the ability a lot made my eyes tired, so I turned my body with my eyes closed.
“By the way, are you really okay not eating anything? It’s not just a day or two. You’ll hurt your body if you keep this up.”
“…I’m fine. How should I put it? The food here just doesn’t seem to agree with me.”
Beyond not agreeing, my body was on the verge of rejecting it.
At first, I thought it was because I was eating food waste, but it was the same even when I tried proper food today.
The foods looked quite delicious on the outside, but I didn’t feel like eating them at all for some reason.
The foods of this world tasted terribly bad.
Maybe my taste buds were different from other people’s.
So I didn’t eat anything.
For as long as three days.
‘…I’m clearly hungry, though.’
It wasn’t that I didn’t feel hunger.
But I couldn’t eat normal foods.
Not knowing what I should eat, I just starved.
I could endure it better than I expected.
Considering I hadn’t eaten anything for three days, there wasn’t much wrong with my body.
I thought I should find food I could eat relatively soon.
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The next morning dawned.
The hunger that had been slowly tightening around me since about two days ago began to intensify.
It was natural. I really hadn’t eaten anything since falling into this world.
It was impressive that I had endured until now. This body seemed to have a longer hunger cycle than other people.
It was a body that could go without eating for a few days without any problems. By my estimation, once every three days.
No, it seemed like I could eat even less than that.
The problem was that I didn’t know what kind of food would satisfy my hunger. Ordinary food didn’t agree with my body.
At first, I thought all the foods in this world tasted disgusting, but seeing Riana eating so deliciously, that didn’t seem to be the case.
Even the appearance looked fine.
Then, with high probability, the problem wasn’t the food but my constitution.
I approached Riana, who was having breakfast.
I felt like I would start having problems with daily life if I didn’t eat soon.
Even though I knew I couldn’t eat, I tried to at least smell it. It seemed to have a strangely sweet scent.
“Hm? Iria, are you hungry? I bought two, thinking you might be hungry, so have one.”
What she gave me was a hard-looking bread.
Of course, it didn’t look delicious. Being the cheapest option, it probably wasn’t very tasty even disregarding my constitution.
But there was a sweet smell coming from the bread. Maybe I could eat it.
“……”
I received the hard bread with both hands. As I brought it closer, I felt my appetite drop.
Before I even put the bread in my mouth, my body had a rejection reaction. As I had somewhat expected, this bread wasn’t food I could eat either.
Then where did that sweet scent that brushed my nose come from? I looked around for a moment.
And not long after, I was able to find what seemed to be the source.
“Riana, you’re hurt.”
“Hm? Oh, this? I fell while being chased by a guard earlier. It’s just a little scratch, so it’s fine.”
Red blood was flowing from Riana’s arm.
For some reason, I couldn’t take my eyes off it. My gaze was captured by the small amount of blood flowing from the wound.
I swallowed the saliva pooled in my mouth. I seemed to have been out of it for a while.
“Um… Iria?”
“Yes, yes?”
“Are you really okay? Your eyes looked a bit scary just now.”
“No, that’s not… it’s……”
I hurriedly turned my head away.
The appetite that had been fine in front of human food seemed to boil at the sight of blood.
It was probably the source of the sweet scent. I wanted to put it in my mouth. Now that I looked, Riana’s skin also looked soft, and the thought of biting it once with my teeth crossed my mind.
My teeth itched with the desire to immediately put that passing thought into action.
My vision was dizzy, and my heart was beating fast. My breathing was rapid.
“Iria?”
So, I stepped back and distanced myself from Riana.
I didn’t want to admit that I had felt hungry at the sight of her blood for a moment.
“I, I’m fine. I’ll go ahead first. See you in the evening.”
It must have been just my imagination.
I wasn’t a monster that got excited at the sight of blood.
“……”
I shouldn’t be.
I suppressed the rising hunger.
It was a body that had no problems even after not eating for 4 days. I didn’t think I would die if I starved a little longer like this.
***
On the 6th day since falling into this world, I could see myself somewhat accustomed to life here.
I had learned the basic rules necessary for living.
Things like how it’s more efficient to hit it big once at a gambling den than stealing things or which places to sleep to avoid dangerous people.
Of course, cheating at a gambling den was also a life-risking act.
The underground gambling den in the back alley was operated by a fairly famous organization in this area.
I heard that if you’re caught cheating in any form, they cut off your wrist.
So I couldn’t carelessly use my power either.
Even if they couldn’t catch definitive evidence, if I won money consecutively, they were the type to cut off wrists just on suspicion.
I had to be careful.
It was a place anyone could enter, but it was virtually no different from a lawless zone.
I heard that the deepest part of Dusty Lane wasn’t even within the patrol radius of the knights. It felt like a secret place known only to those in the know.
But I had to go to make money. Stealing things had a high risk of getting caught compared to the small amount you could earn.
In the end, there was a limit to making money with the ability to read memories.
“……”
But even considering that, today’s gambling was a bit strange.
It might have been understandable once or twice, but it was a day where I kept losing hands.
The cards I got weren’t bad, but I kept losing games by a hair’s breadth.
Even when I occasionally got a winning game, the opponent, somehow knowing, didn’t raise the stakes much.
So, I became impatient. I was noticeably losing. Even though I was using my ability.
The man sitting across from me said with a sneer.
“Kuku, you usually win well, but I guess you’re unlucky today?”
“……”
This man is using trickery.
I had been suspicious for a while, but it didn’t take long for that suspicion to turn into certainty.
I saw the gambling den staff around, subtly giving him signals.
It seems they remembered my face after I won money a few times.
It wasn’t a good sign, so I thought I should win just once more and leave quickly.
This turn, I got a winning game that hadn’t come up for a while, and the stakes were quite high.
Let’s just take this and run away. And never come here again after this.
“I’ll go all in.”
But it was a mistake.
It was a trap I could have recognized if I had thought more calmly.
But I was impatient. Composure comes from having money in your wallet. The fact that my head wasn’t working properly due to prolonged starvation also played a part.
Seeing my money gradually decrease, I made a mistake in my nervousness. I was in front of a criminal organization that could do anything.
“How curious. You’re betting all your money with that hand? Where does that confidence come from?”
“…It’s a bluff. I got lucky.”
“Really? You look pretty certain for a bluff.”
Sensing that something had gone wrong, I tried to leave immediately.
Safety was more important than money after all.
But I couldn’t. Large men blocked my way as I tried to leave.
Then they grabbed me tightly so I couldn’t escape. My whole body was restrained, and I couldn’t move.
“Bring the axe.”
The man who had been watching the whole scene from the beginning said. He looked like the leader of the organization.
He took the axe handed to him by his subordinate and slowly approached.
My arm was held by the men, fixed in place.
“Ugh, ungh……”
With my whole body pressed down by my hands, my chin was lifted. Thus, I made eye contact with the sharp-looking man.
“I hate bitches like you the most in this world. We let you win a few times, and you come back here not knowing your place? Did I look that easy to you?”
The sharp axe blade traced my neck.
It was clear killing intent. I knew from seeing what had happened to those caught in the gambling den before.
That’s why I was more scared. Because I knew what the next scene would be like.
“You know what happens when you cheat here, right?”
My hand would be cut off. Brutally chopped off with an axe.
My body trembled with the extreme fear that was coming over me. I resisted with all my might, but I still couldn’t escape from the enormous weight pressing down on me.
Several men, much bigger than me, were holding me down.
They were holding me loosely now, but they were probably controlling their strength.
Still, I didn’t want my wrist to be cut off, so I resisted more violently.
“Ugh, how can a woman be this strong? Help me hold her down!”
“The legs, grab her legs first!”
They were big but not as strong as I had thought.
I could barely shake them off, but their expressions looked strained.
Maybe Iria’s body that I had possessed was stronger than it looked.
“Let me go!”
Thinking I needed to escape before more people came, I bit the arm of the man holding me with my teeth.
It was a half-instinctive action.
“Ugh! You bitch-!”
Iria’s tooth structure was slightly different from that of other people. Her canine teeth were sharply protruding, so they easily pierced human skin.
The strength holding me loosened as I bit down with all my might. I tried to escape from the gambling den right away, but I couldn’t because my vision was dizzy.
My heart was beating faster than ever, and my eyes were hot.
If someone else were looking at me now, light would be coming from my eyes. Because the light slightly leaking from my eyes was reflecting off objects.
Red eyes flickered.
The man whose arm I had bitten swung an axe at me.
It was an attack filled with heavy killing intent.
Normally, I would have ducked my head immediately in terror, but it was different now.
The axe flying towards me looked so slow. It was coming slowly, like in slow motion.
I could have dodged, but I caught it midway.
I thought I could catch such a slowly flying axe with my hand.
I grabbed it and then broke it.
It wasn’t intentional, but it just broke when I gripped it tightly.
“……I told you to let go.”
Was it because I had eaten a small amount of blood?
I don’t think I was in my right mind today.
Chapter 49 : First Murder.
TN: Thank James Baily for the chapter.

I was small in stature, with thin arms.
In contrast, those surrounding me were numerous, large in build, and even armed with weapons.
But why?
For some reason, they didn’t seem threatening. Surprisingly, not at all.
I took a step forward towards them.
Then, they took a step back.
It was an attitude similar to that of beasts who turned their backs on me instead of charging.
“Are you afraid of me?”
There was no answer.
Their gazes on me were piercing. Their trembling eyes, filled with terror, were as if they were looking at something inhuman.
Am I not human?
This was the sprout of doubt that had been slowly blooming for a few days.
It was gradually turning into certainty.
The humans I knew weren’t fine after starving for days.
The humans I knew didn’t have the ability to catch and crush a flying axe with one hand, nor did they have their appetite stirred by the sight of blood.
And,
If I were human, my body wouldn’t have reacted so extremely to the small amount of blood I accidentally drank.
“M-monster……”
Those were the words that escaped from the mouth of one of those looking at me.
His words might be right.
The current state of my body was far from human by any measure, so I couldn’t deny his words.
My head felt like it was about to split.
It seemed to be because I had tasted blood in an extremely starved state.
Even though I knew in my head that it shouldn’t be done, my body was craving human blood.
It might have been different if I hadn’t tasted it at all, but perhaps because I had tasted too little, I felt even more desperate.
My body was heating up regardless of my will.
Now, I seemed to know clearly what my body wanted.
I wanted to eat humans. Iria, the original owner of this body, was a monster that lived by eating humans.
‘One person…… One person should be fine, right…? I was really so hungry, eating just one person should be……’
After all, aren’t those people extremely bad people?
They were people who routinely cut off people’s wrists. Besides running gambling dens, they were an organization that made money through various evil deeds.
Literally, they were humans who deserved to die. They were the ones who tried to cut off my wrist, too.
Iria’s body, now fully heated, was craving murder.
With my reason half-paralyzed now, I felt like I would go crazy with the desire to kill someone right away.
But,
“Ugh……”
I couldn’t do that.
The other party was human. Not some other animal, but the same as–no, what I used to be.
For whatever reason, I didn’t want to become a murderer.
I wanted to kill humans, but I didn’t want to kill humans.
My body wanted it, but the ‘me’ possessing this body didn’t want it.
-Crunch!
To satisfy the itching canines that wanted to bite into a person, I bit my own arm.
Along with a sharp pain, blood flowed. I didn’t drink it. Unlike others’ blood, my own blood really tasted bad.
I just thought that feeling pain might bring back my numbed reason somewhat.
The effect was somewhat there. This was the first pain I felt since falling into this world.
Iria’s canines hurt. More than I had thought.
“It’s better if you don’t keep moving there. Unless you want to see this girl’s head cut off.”
“Kyaak?!”
The man, having figured out that I wouldn’t move for a while, put a knife to the neck of the pink-haired girl he had grabbed from his subordinate and spoke.
It was Riana.
I had told her not to follow me inside, as the interior of the gambling den could be dangerous, and to wait outside.
It seemed one of the man’s subordinates had caught her waiting outside.
“Kekek, this is your friend, right? These days, your story is famous in Dusty Lane. One is a gambling fraud, and the other is a petty thief, they say.”
“……”
“I heard two orphan girls were running around doing all sorts of crazy things just to survive? Sorry, but no one here is on your side. This is a lawless zone, after all! A criminal killing another criminal is a common thing here!”
He said with a loud laugh.
Every word was true. Although we did it to survive, Riana and I had indeed committed minor crimes.
The only difference was that our crimes were slightly less severe than theirs, but in the eyes of ordinary people, we were all the same villains.
Then, is it a bad thing for a villain to kill another villain?
From the perspective of a good person, it’s just one piece of trash being erased from the world.
Rather, if they fought each other and their numbers decreased, it would be a welcome thing.
That’s why we couldn’t receive the protection of the law. Even if we were caught and killed by them here, no one would look into it, nor would anyone mourn for us.
Maybe I never had the right to criticize him from the beginning.
In a neighborhood where law doesn’t exist, there are only the weak and the strong.
You can only ponder who is good or bad when you have the luxury to do so.
They were strong, and we were weak.
I decided to comply with the result that came out like that.
“……I’ll go, so please let that child go.”
“You should have said that from the beginning.”
I raised both hands above my head, indicating surrender. The man tied me up with a leering smile.
After that, I was moved somewhere with my whole body tied up.
***
A bit differently from what was promised, they didn’t release Riana.
But I didn’t resist. Because right now, the target of their anger was only me. Riana was just watching me, tied up somewhere else.
And I was hanging from the ceiling with both hands chained.
Like a human punching bag.
-Whack!!
A sound like hitting a person with a heavy club rang out.
Surprisingly, it was a sound coming from my body. It seems this was the price for biting their organization member with my teeth.
I was hanging there, taking the violence coming from all directions.
Of course, it hurt.
Regardless of the body’s own durability, being hit in a defenseless state fully transmitted the pain to me.
I was beaten all over with a wooden club with several nails in it.
It hurt even to be hit normally, but when I was occasionally hit with the protruding part of a nail, blood came out of my body.
Wounds scratched by nails were engraved, and pierced wounds were also noticeable. Naturally, most of my clothes had been torn for a long time.
It was quite a miserable feeling.
-Whack!!
A dull reverberation spread along with the red blood splattering in all directions.
I don’t know how much time has passed. Covered in blood, I just hoped for this time to end quickly.
Would it be better to die like this?
In fact, my hunger was more painful than the pain of being beaten. The extreme hunger that swallowed the pain was enough to swallow reason.
At this point, one of us, him or me, should have died here.
But since I couldn’t kill people, I thought it might be better if I died instead.
“You’re tougher than I thought. Not screaming even in that state.”
That’s because I would get hungry again if I screamed.
I didn’t have the strength for that either.
From far away, Riana’s scream mixed with crying could be heard. Is she worried about me even though she’s captured too?
If I die here, it might be her turn next.
My feelings were a bit complicated.
I didn’t care much about dying myself, but I didn’t want Riana to die.
She was the person who helped me when I was confused after falling into this world not long ago.
I don’t know about others, but at least to me, she was a good person.
It was enough for me alone to experience this.
I didn’t want her to get involved.
“……”
I had two choices now.
The first was to kill those here and escape, and the second was to die here with Riana.
It was the most difficult crossroads. Because I hated both sides. Literally, it was a situation where only the worst choices existed.
Even after thinking for a long time, I couldn’t choose.
At least not as I was now.
In the end, since I couldn’t choose, I decided to leave the choice to Iria, the body’s owner.
I am tired of enduring.
So I closed my eyes and killed my reason.
As the reason that had been suppressing instinct disappeared, Iria’s body started moving on its own.
For a moment, it felt as if the control of the body had been handed over.
If anything I chose would be the worst, I would follow what instinct told me to do.
Just before losing consciousness like that, the last thing I heard was the sound of chains breaking.
***
It was a place covered with red stains everywhere.
Human blood and flesh were rolling on the floor, dyeing the surroundings red.
It’s a cruel scene.
At least, that’s how it looked to me.
When I came to my senses, everything was already settled.
The hunger that had been strangling me was resolved, and all humans in this area except me and Riana were dead.
It took quite a long time to grasp and understand all the situations.
It was probably my doing.
My figure was faintly reflected in the broken window’s glass fragment.
A monster with blood on both hands and around the mouth was standing. The red eyes that had been glowing were a little calmer than before.
The lost reason returned.
When I came to my senses, I was standing in a field of blood.
And,
“I-Iria……”
Riana was sitting in front of me, her body trembling.
It was eyes filled with terror. Only this time, I was the target.
She was feeling fear looking at me. Just that alone made me feel sick.
I actually wanted to ask.
Why are you looking at me with those eyes? What happened while I was unconscious?
But I couldn’t. If I had heard the answer, I wouldn’t have been able to turn back anymore.
First, I reached out my hand to help her up.
“D-don’t come!”
But I was rejected.
Perhaps it was because my hands were thickly covered with human blood.
Terrified, she was looking at me with eyes as if seeing a monster. We couldn’t even communicate.
Even though Riana had run away and disappeared somewhere, I couldn’t move from that spot for a while.
The first murder I committed was like a dream.
Everything felt unreal, and it remained only as a faint memory.
I wished it had been a dream.
It was a long nightmare.
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The story of one person overthrowing the Empire’s headquarters soon reached the higher-ups.
The Generals.
The ten pillars a level above the senior knights in the knighthood.
However, there is now one vacant position.
Today’s meeting continued in a heavy atmosphere. This matter was particularly serious.
The fact that most of the knighthood’s personnel were defeated by a single being was not something easily acceptable.
Among them were Eve, a senior knight, and Albert, the second general. By any measure, it wasn’t a force that should have been defeated by one person.
Especially Albert…
“You’re saying there’s a human in the Empire who can beat Albert single-handedly? Isn’t this misinformation?”
“If it were misinformation, Albert would be here too.”
Meetings of the generals were not frequent occurrences.
These individuals, who could be said to hold the highest positions in the Empire, were all busy with various duties.
Unless a major incident warranted gathering these busy people in one place, such meetings were generally not held.
The fact that the highest-ranking individuals were summoned already meant the incident was serious, so it was common not to be absent unless there were truly special circumstances.
Especially someone like Albert, with his meticulous personality, would have tried not to miss the meeting.
It had already been three days since the Empire was attacked, but Albert had not opened his eyes.
That’s why there was a vacancy in a seat that was thought to never be empty.
“Ahem, ahem.”
And the woman who had called them here cleared her throat to focus attention. She was the figure sitting in the center.
She was the former head of the knighthood and now the academy’s dean.
Her striking appearance was something that one could never get used to.
Her long black hair falling down was noticeable, but her differently colored eyes were especially eye-catching.
Red and blue eyes each emitting their own light, creating a cold impression.
Sertia.
That was her name.
“You all know why I’ve called you here.”
Sertia said this while scanning the faces of those seated. She was checking to see if anyone had yet to receive the information.
No one expressed doubt at her words. It meant everyone had been properly informed.
“Recently, someone infiltrated the Empire’s headquarters without permission. Many were killed and injured in the process. This probably wasn’t an ordinary intruder. After all, it was someone who achieved victory against Albert.”
Albert was one of the top figures among the generals.
Even among those gathered here now, only Freya the Sword Saint and Sertia could match him.
The intruder was capable of single-handedly taking down the Empire’s core forces. The possibility that this was the leader of a large criminal organization or perhaps not even human couldn’t be ruled out.
“To conclude, I suspect this incident was carried out by the remaining forces of the Demon King’s army.”
Sertia paused to organize her thoughts, then continued. All eyes were focused on her at that moment.
“After the Demon King’s death, the world faced unprecedented chaos. We didn’t expect the impact of their death to be this large. With the leader controlling the Demon King’s army gone, accidents occurred everywhere, and monsters that ate their fragments even evolved to the next stage.”
Those gathered here would know best how terrible the disasters caused by the Seeds of the Demon King and the remnants of the Demon King’s army running wild were.
This was because those gathered here were elite personnel who had accumulated countless first-hand experiences.
Therefore, she didn’t explain that part separately.
“After losing their head, the remnants of the Demon King’s army began gathering the scattered fragments of the Demon King. Probably to create a new Demon King by collecting them.”
“And what makes you say that?”
“In this incident, we lost the Demon King’s fragment hidden underground. They killed the monster and only took out the fragment from its body. They likely wanted the fragment from the beginning and planned this action in advance.”
It was likely a planned terror attack, which is why Sertia seemed to suspect the Demon King’s army was behind it.
They probably sent just one person because they were confident in their abilities. It would have been easier to clean up traces alone.
In any case, the important thing was that their forces were comparable to or even superior to the Empire’s.
Since the hero’s disappearance, the Empire had been shaken.
The world had become full of remnants of the Demon King’s army and Seeds of the Demon King. Still, there was a critically insufficient force to confront them.
Sertia was taking this problem seriously.
A hero was needed to maintain peace. And since the hero of the previous generation had died, they had to wait for the next one.
“Freya. What’s the current status of this generation’s hero?”
“……They haven’t even passed the hero’s first test yet.”
“They’re still in their second year, right? Please guide them to pass the test before graduation.”
The era when the Demon King and Hero existed was ending.
Now, there were more retired individuals than active ones, so expectations for the next generation were high.
She thought it was time to focus on cultivating talented individuals.
***
I woke up after a long sleep.
I don’t know how much time has passed. It felt like a very long time subjectively.
The bed was soaked with sweat I shed while sleeping. It seems I was unconsciously tense while having a long nightmare.
Since it was right after waking from a deep sleep, my head was throbbing.
I felt like I needed a little rest.
I raised only my upper body on the bed and held my aching head, trying to shake off the lingering effects of the dream that remained vivid in my mind.
“……Riana.”
Come to think of it, was there such a name?
To be honest, it was a name I had forgotten. It’s not like the people I’ve killed were just one or two.
It’s not like I remember the names of all humans.
It wasn’t a good memory after all. I wish I hadn’t been shown something like this.
Actually, not many of my memories were intact, so I felt bad no matter which part was shown.
In the end, I ended up eating two Seeds of the Demon King.
When I ate the first one, the changes in my body were so subtle that they were hard to notice, but this time it was a little different.
Unlike the first time, there was a more clearly noticeable difference.
First, the foreign energy felt inside my body became stronger. Probably the Demon King’s energy.
It seemed that the fragment didn’t digest in the body but settled and became a part of it. The multiple fragments in the body were pieced together into one.
It might be a good sign.
I could use the energy flowing from the fragment as a substitute for meals.
With this, I gained a grace period. The time I could endure without becoming a monster increased.
Of course, there weren’t only good things. There were also side effects of eating the Demon King’s fragment.
When you eat a fragment, you partially accept the Demon King’s power.
My body, which was already strong, became even stronger after receiving the Demon King’s power.
The more I absorbed their power, the more difficult it became for this body to meet death.
The body was turning into a monster to prevent the mind from being tainted.
I would need to think a bit more about whether this was really the ideal I wanted.
***
After some more time passed, the day came when I had to go to the academy.
Before going to school today, there were more things to check than usual because quite a lot had happened at the Empire’s headquarters.
First, I checked if there were any wounds on my body that hadn’t healed.
It would be troublesome if questions came about how these wounds happened.
Only after checking if there was any undissolved hair dye stuck in my hair and if I hadn’t forgotten to remove the contact lenses could I go to school normally.
It was a short holiday, but a lot happened.
I fought Albert, whom I thought was just my professor in charge, had my first conversation with a monster, and ended up having a long nightmare.
I found out belatedly that I had been asleep for three days.
“……”
It was tiring in many ways.
I learned the lesson that it becomes difficult when you make the Empire your enemy.
I also didn’t want to fight with people I was acquainted with.
Especially regarding Eve and Albert, it was just regrettable.
That day was so chaotic that I didn’t know if both of them were dead or alive.
I hope they’re alive, if possible.
Now, I was resting on a bench in the academy’s internal park.
Today, I was alone on the bench. No one came before me or came later to sit.
I may not have disliked Albert’s presence that much, as he used to chat in a calm voice.
I sat there for a while, feeling an awkward silence.
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When I asked Lucia why she killed monsters during the external practicum, she replied that there wasn’t any particular reason.
Monsters would attack humans if left alone, and she killed them because it was necessary for the practicum assignment.
Of course, she didn’t seem to feel any guilt about it. This was because, in her mind, it was natural for humans to kill monsters.
This time, I asked Amy, as a Seed of the Demon King who had caused many casualties, about her reason for killing humans.
She, too, answered that there was no special reason. She just said she killed because she wanted to kill.
It’s instinct for monsters to want to kill humans. She had tried to live while suppressing that instinct, but in the end, she couldn’t endure it.
So Amy killed humans.
She also didn’t seem to feel guilty about it.
She thought it was natural for monsters to kill humans.
Monsters are beings that cannot live without killing humans. They were made that way from birth.
Humans kill monsters.
Monsters kill humans.
I didn’t think either side was bad.
They were just born that way. They were made to have to kill each other from the beginning.
The question of who is good and evil was meaningless from the start.
They kill and are killed, so only the strong survive.
They are classified not as good and evil, but as weak and strong.
I wasn’t an evil being; I was just stronger than those I killed.
“……”
I am the murderer of the back alleys.
I’ve killed so many people that I can’t count them anymore, but if asked if I still feel guilty about it now, it would be difficult to answer.
Is killing people really such a bad thing?
At least, it seemed less bad than capturing and torturing monsters with human-like appearances.
I’m not sure.
At some point, I found myself thinking differently from the past.
***
After the academy’s exams ended, right before moving on to the next semester.
During that period, a festival is held. It could be seen as taking sufficient rest before moving on to the next semester.
Therefore, the atmosphere in the academy was chaotic. Everyone was busy preparing the booths they were operating.
Iria seemed unaware of this fact, though.
After compiling various opinions, it was decided that the 1st year Class A of the Combat Magic Department’s booth would be a maid cafe.
Many thought it would be the most commercially viable option for Class A, which had particularly many beautiful female students.
There was frequent talk about Iria especially.
At this point, she was undoubtedly the most famous student among the first years.
Not only did she pass the entrance exam with top marks, but she also knocked down Lucia in the first semester, and easily took first place in this midterm exam.
Therefore, they thought that if such a person wore a maid outfit and worked, it could elicit a great response.
Moreover, she was also outstanding in appearance.
If asked to choose the prettiest person in the academy, she would always be mentioned as a strong candidate.
Iria in a maid outfit is money. It was like a cheat key that couldn’t fail.
However, it wasn’t decided after asking her opinion.
Rather, it might have been possible to have a comfortable discussion because she wasn’t present.
Although Iria’s opinion was the most important thing, Rena didn’t want to miss this opportunity.
It was a festival that might only happen a few more times before graduation.
Due to internal school circumstances, it could be canceled if something with higher priority came up.
Rather, since it was more often canceled, it was lucky that the festival was properly held from the first semester.
“Ah, Iria! So you were here? Everyone’s been looking for you.”
“……?”
Rena, who found Iria in the central park of the academy, spoke to her.
Iria tilted her head with a face full of questions.
“Me?”
“Yes! We just needed you! Come over here for a moment!”
“……”
Iria had been sitting on the bench, pondering complex thoughts.
She felt like resting a bit now.
Still, she had received a lot from Rena in many ways, so there was no reason she couldn’t at least listen to what she had to say.
Iria was dragged somewhere, led by Rena’s hand. It was the booth operation area rented by the Combat Magic Department’s first-year Class A.
While she felt something strange, Rena held out a type of clothes she had never seen before and suggested she try them on.
“You want me… to wear this?”
“Yes!”
“……Me?”
“Is that not okay?”
“……”
It was summer.
***
It seemed noisier than usual because it was the festival preparation period.
Everyone looked busy for some reason. Each class was preparing various things, showcasing their respective strengths.
They were as busy now as when preparing for the midterm exams, but the atmosphere was a bit different.
Vitality exuded from their appearance of working hard. Although they were moving diligently and sweating, they still looked happy.
There’s always a clear difference between what you have to do and what you want to do.
This is also an atmosphere that can’t be felt after graduation. Perhaps they were moving so busily to create memories to look back on their school life later.
Memories.
It was meaningless to Iria.
Even if she built them up now, they would just be a handful of memories that might be forgotten at any time.
But she wasn’t completely uninterested.
She vaguely remembered doing something similar in her original world before falling into this one.
When she wasn’t a monster, wouldn’t she have looked like that too?
At that time, wouldn’t she have been enjoying everything more honestly, putting everything down?
Now she’s just reminiscing.
She recalls that she, too, was once like them in the past.
Feeling a bitter emotion that now, unlike them, she couldn’t perfectly melt in and mix.
She was walking while feeling such emotions when…
“So, Iria. Are you really not going to do it?”
“No.”
Rena and Iria were having an argument.
It was about whether Iria would participate in the festival.
“I’m just asking this once! I made a bet with Class B about who would be more successful!”
“……”
“If you help, I think we’ll definitely win! Don’t you think it’s better to try your best in the few festivals we have left?”
“By Class B, do you mean the class with that blue-haired girl?”
Did those two have any connection? Rena was puzzled for a moment but answered anyway.
“Huh? Um, yes, but why?”
“I just don’t like that person.”
“It’s okay. I don’t like her much either.”
Although it was called a bet, they hadn’t even set the conditions yet, but this was a matter of pride.
Iria stood there for a moment, pondering.
She didn’t want to get involved in their past issues, but she was a bit concerned about having killed Rena’s friend.
Let’s just call it atonement for the past for now.
She could only do this while she still had some human emotions left.
She thought it wouldn’t hurt to go along with it once.
“How about the losing side licks the winning side’s feet?”
Coincidentally, Iria knew how to make the losing side feel bad.
That day, Lucia’s expression was quite something to see. Wouldn’t it be fun to make Wendy look like that too?
After hearing this, Rena thought for a moment, then grabbed Iria’s hand.
“Really?! You’ll do it?!”
Iria nodded.
***
About two days before the festival started.
Having successfully recruited Iria, Rena was teaching her a simple customer service manual.
“Now, you draw on top of the dish with ketchup like this. Can you do it?”
“Hmm.”
Iria squeezed the ketchup bottle she was handed.
-Pop!
She squeezed too hard, causing ketchup to burst out all at once and splatter everywhere.
Red stains covered both Rena’s and Iria’s bodies and faces.
A moment of silence passed. For a while, they exchanged glances.
“Is this right?”
“No, um, well……”
Rena paused for a moment and then suggested something else.
“How about peeling fruit in front of the customers? As cutely as possible.”
This time, she handed Iria a fruit and a fruit knife.
Iria cut the fruit without a word. Unlike when drawing, her skill was proficient.
“Oh… You’re good at this?”
However, it didn’t take long for Rena’s expression, which had been purely admiring, to change.
-Swish swish swish!!
Iria was good at handling knives, but it was too much.
Her appearance of slaughtering the fruit with a knife in the blink of an eye looked more like a killing machine than a maid.
Iria’s form holding the knife was unusual. Somehow, Rena thought it might be better not to give her a knife.
“Wait, stop! That’s enough! You’ll scare all the customers away!”
“……”
“I’m sorry for asking first, but… I think it’s better for Iria to just gather customers outside.”
“I can show this trick too.”
Iria threw the apple in her hand into the air and then demonstrated the trick of peeling the fruit in midair.
The fruit that had risen into the air fell onto the plate, neatly arranged and appetizing.
Afterward, she was scolded harshly by the chef for doing something so dangerous inside the kitchen.
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Today was another peaceful festival preparation day.
Rena was teaching Iria the customer service manual.
The life of a maid cafe is in the hospitality and service towards customers. Fundamentally, it’s a store that attracts people with certain tastes rather than food quality.
Therefore, Iria’s role was quite important this time. And Rena was doing her best to teach her.
“Now, watch carefully and follow me, okay?”
She made a heart with her hands and aimed it at the omurice. After that, she chanted the order in a refreshing voice.
“Become delicious!”
Of course, she didn’t forget the cute action befitting a maid server.
She turned her body once and showed a customer service smile. It might seem a bit excessive, but that’s what maid cafes are like.
Since it was originally that kind of concept, this much was necessary.
And after seeing everything with her eyes, Iria followed Rena and chanted the order.
“Become delicious.”
A voice that seemed to have no soul leaked out of her mouth.
Surprisingly, this was even considered a bright voice coming from Iria’s mouth, but it was far from being a maid.
It wasn’t a tone for responding to customers. Actually, she didn’t expect much, but she didn’t think it would be this bad.
“That’s too stiff. Customers will want something softer than that.”
“Become delicious?”
“Why is it in question form this time……”
“Be. come. de. li. cious.”
“Now I don’t understand the meaning.”
Will this festival run smoothly?
Rena felt a sense of unease coming over her.
***
One day left until the festival day.
Rena and Iria decided to check the preparation status of other classes for a moment.
Class A’s preparation had been messed up from the start, so they were going to see how other classes were doing.
“We’re not the only ones who failed. Right?”
“Why did we fail?”
“Well……”
Rena swallowed her words, unable to say it was because of her.
Honestly, Iria’s customer service sense was terrible.
There were already countless reasons why she wasn’t suitable for the role of a maid greeting customers, the biggest reason being that her personality wasn’t ideal for being with people.
Whether she had talent or not, it was just her nature. She was basically blunt and not good with words.
In Rena’s view, this aspect of Iria was one of her charms, symbolizing her, but it was clearly not suitable for greeting customers.
‘But since she’s pretty, she might be popular if we just stand her there……’
In the end, appearance alone couldn’t overturn everything.
Although it might initially attract attention, there needed to be something to captivate the customers who came.
“Anyway, let’s look around other stores. Surely we’re not the only ones having difficulties.”
“Why do you keep saying we’re having difficulties?”
“……”
Poor thing, she had no self-awareness.
There was Rena, who couldn’t honestly say until the end that it was because of Iria.
“That’s Class B’s booth over there. I heard they’re selling desserts.”
“Doesn’t that overlap slightly with us?”
“That’s right. That’s why we need to look more closely. Let’s see how they’re preparing.”
Although Class A’s main menu is omurice and fried chicken, since it’s a cafe, they’re also selling desserts like cake and parfait.
If they’re a dessert cafe, inevitably some of the menu items will overlap.
So, the internal situation shouldn’t be much different. It seemed they wanted to see what strategy the other side was using.
Wendy was standing in front of the booth.
When their eyes met, her expression distorted.
“Tch, what do you want?”
If it were usual, she would have maintained a confident expression. Still, she lost to Rena in the last practical exam.
She always showed an arrogant expression, but the deflated look suited her quite well, too.
It seems meeting face-to-face was quite unpleasant.
Iria, not minding, opened her mouth.
“Are you taking customers?”
“……What?”
“We’re customers, aren’t we? The employee’s attitude is poor. Can you call the manager?”
“Are you crazy?”
There was still one day left until the festival period.
What was she doing in front of a store that wasn’t even open yet?
Rena was at a loss in the middle due to Iria’s sudden outburst, but she judged that it was impossible to take back the spilled water.
In this kind of situation, it might be a good method to act confidently instead.
“Th-that’s right! Tell them to call the manager!”
“Now the crazy bitches are acting up in pairs.”
Now, she was beyond anger, just dumbfounded. Wendy heaved a deep sigh and then opened her mouth.
“Come in then.”
She knew their purpose. They must have come for a pre-visit anyway.
Although it’s not open yet, it’s not difficult to receive two customers first.
Didn’t they say they were a cafe too? Rather, suppose they could clearly establish dominance with this opportunity. In that case, they might give up and change to a different stall with the little time left.
Wendy guided the two inside.
The first thing that caught their eyes was the clean background interior.
Rather than placing unnecessarily flashy decorations, it was a place that created a calm atmosphere by being faithful to the basics.
A sign in the store’s center said, ‘We do business with skill.’
It seemed to be a message aimed at Class A, which used a strategy of attracting customers with appearance.
Wendy handed over the menu in a cold tone, reflecting her inner desire to have them eat quickly and leave.
“Here’s the menu. Since you came before the opening period, pay double.”
“Attitude score deduction.”
“Oh for f… Fine. What’s the point of talking to you.”
Actually, if judged by customer service attitude only, there wasn’t much difference between Wendy and Iria.
Of course, neither seemed to lack such self-awareness, so only Rena knew this fact.
Iria and Rena ordered a parfait and lemonade respectively. It didn’t take long for the ordered menu to come out.
What was slightly different from expectations was that Wendy took the order, prepared and brought it herself. She’s the only one looking after the store today. She did the customer response, cooking, and serving all by herself.
Although she was prickly, she was quite skilled in operating the store.
Although Rena didn’t want to admit it, it felt much more stable than Class A, where everything was clumsy.
Rena jotted down various things in the notebook she brought.
“Please eat quickly and leave.”
“O-okay…”
Although her attitude towards customers was also the worst, she probably wouldn’t be like this to all customers, so for now, it was hard to find any flaws.
Rena hoped the taste would at least be bad, but she actually knew.
That couldn’t be the case.
The parfait Wendy brought out was beautiful in shape and had cute decorations. How could food made with this much care not taste good?
Wendy’s specialty was cooking, and Rena knew this. She scooped up a spoonful of parfait and pushed it into her mouth.
“……?!”
The first taste was sweet, but as she chewed the fruit, it left a refreshing taste in her mouth.
Moreover, the texture was soft, providing a clean satisfaction even when swallowing.
Is this what they meant by doing business with skill? It was plain yet delicious. Even more than what Class A was selling.
“This is delicious! Can’t you tell me the recipe?”
“Huh? Of course not. Just pay.”
“Why does the lemonade taste like lemon?”
“You, just get out.”
Iria handed Wendy two silver coins.
It’s slightly more than twice the price of the dessert. She just said it casually, but she didn’t expect her to really charge double.
No matter how much you dislike someone, they’re a customer if they pay. At least that’s what Wendy thought.
“Hmm, hmm…… Just this once.”
And so they avoided being kicked out before finishing their food.
***
Class B’s store was superior to Class A’s in every aspect.
From the store’s interior to ingredient preparation and the quality and skill of cooking.
The kitchen’s hygiene was flawless, and even the marketing was quite good.
They attracted customers by distributing small amounts of desserts to passing pedestrians. It was a strategy they could employ because they were confident in the quality of their food.
‘At this rate, we’ll lose.’
At this point, Rena felt a bit of a crisis. Class A hadn’t even decided how to operate yet.
“These guys, really! How come there’s not a single person who knows how to cook among so many people?”
“……”
“……”
“I know how to cook.”
“No, Iria. Not you.”
The number of eggs Iria burned while trying to cook has already exceeded two digits.
She thought it might be okay if it were anyone else, but Iria shouldn’t be sent to the kitchen.
Then they needed to find someone to look after the kitchen, but how could that be easy? It seemed like they had gathered people who were just pretty faces with no life skills.
Rena heaved a deep sigh.
Right. At least they should be good-looking.
If the food wasn’t tasty, they needed to gather customers in other ways.
“Sigh…… Then let’s do this. I’ll look after the kitchen, so I just need a few people to help me with my work. Iria can gather customers in front of the store, and the rest can do serving and service.”
In the end, Rena decided to look after the kitchen alone.
Although it was a bit different from what was planned, a reasonable personnel placement was only possible after she took on the heavy position alone.
The overall role distribution was finished.
Now, they could only pray for luck to be on their side.
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And so another day passed, and the day of the festival arrived.
The academy was always bustling with many students, but today was especially crowded.
Although the academy normally prohibits the entry of outsiders, they are allowed entry for the school festival.
This time, it was crowded with students, professors, and various other people.
Class B had already started business, and it was about time for Class A’s booth to open its doors, too.
Of course, attracting as many customers as Class B with ordinary means is difficult. That’s why they decided to use a different strategy.
“Now, Iria. Go out now.”
“What should I do?”
“Just stand in front.”
“……?”
Rena was smiling slightly as she looked at Iria in her work clothes.
Her face was already pretty, but it seemed to stand out even more today.
Maybe seeing her in different clothes felt novel because she always wore her school uniform.
It might have been because, unlike the school uniform, this outfit blatantly emphasized her figure.
Although not to the point of being called busty, Iria’s chest size was among the top in the academy.
Of course, the thighs, slightly visible under the short skirt, were also attractive. They were moderately thick, with clean skin without a single blemish.
She was a person who naturally fit the description of having a cute face but a not-so-cute body.
The current Iria could do it.
Iria in a maid outfit is money.
***
The news that the Combat Magic Department’s 1st Year Class A was operating a maid cafe as their booth spread by word of mouth faster than expected.
It was because Iria was standing openly in front of it.
At this point, her influence was at a level that couldn’t be ignored.
She was the top student in 1st year and had caused several incidents not long after entering.
The rumor that she made the second daughter of the Aster family kneel and lick her feet was especially famous.
Even if people didn’t know which class was Class A, when they heard Iria’s name, they would react like, ‘Oh, Class A was the class Iria was in?’
In a way, Iria was more famous than Class A.
Anyway, the ripple effect of her name being put up was greater than expected.
The first to rush over were some otaku types who had been clinging to Iria and being a nuisance for a while.
Of course, they were interested in Iria rather than the store, so they didn’t enter but waited outside.
More people than expected were gathered around Iria.
Ultimately, it was to appreciate the sight of an S-class beauty wearing a maid outfit in the area.
Among them were not a few who joined the crowd out of curiosity because people were gathering.
For whatever reason, people flocked to Class A’s booth. Suspiciously many.
“Hey, move! I can’t see!”
“There! She’s there! Damn, it suits her so well!”
“But what is this line for?”
At the center of everyone’s attention stood a woman with silver hair.
A woman of outstanding beauty.
Her silver hair, slightly swaying in the wind, was as beautiful as silk, and her red eyes emitted a soft light that matched exquisitely with her white hair, giving a strong impression.
She stood still without moving, to the point where one might mistake her for a well-made doll.
Despite all the attention around her being focused on her, her expression was nothing but calm.
She just blinked her eyes with the same expressionless face as before.
“……”
How did so many people gather like this?
Iria stood there blankly for a moment, then brought a small knife and an apple.
“Oh, looks like she’s going to show us something.”
“Is she going to peel an apple?”
“So what is this line for?”
In front of many people watching, she threw the apple high into the air and then showed off her flashy skills.
It was a movement that ordinary people’s eyes couldn’t even properly follow. It happened in an instant.
-Swish swish swish!
Iria, who cut the apple while doing a backflip at high speed, raised a plate.
Then, beautifully cut apple pieces fell neatly onto the plate.
“Hmm.”
Iria showed a subtly proud-looking smile as she put down the cut apple.
She seemed to be expecting some kind of reaction.
Of course, it was amazing. It was a skill that couldn’t be seen anywhere else.
An ordinary person wouldn’t even be able to imitate it. That was the top seat of the first years.
Some top students with good dynamic vision saw Iria’s white underwear, which was slightly visible as she did the backflip.
A few people were seen passing by with slightly reddened faces.
The audience was ecstatic.
In many ways.
***
While Iria was showing her apple-cutting skills, customers poured into Class A’s booth like a flood.
No seats were left inside, so they even had a long line of waiting customers.
‘I didn’t know it would be this effective.’
Of course, Rena was the one working the hardest.
She had to make food for every customer Iria brought in. It was nothing short of a disaster for the person in charge of kitchen work.
Of course, it was better to be busy moving than to have no customers at all.
‘I told her to stand still. Why did she cut apples?’
She shook her head as if dumbfounded while peeking. But if the response was good, that was a different story.
Rena decided to use this point for promotion.
“How about giving out cut apples to passersby for free? Keep Iria cutting them.”
“Oh… That sounds good.”
“Can you bring some apples from the ingredient storage and deliver them to Iria?”
“Got it!”
Rena left a message while cooking, and Teresa, who oversaw kitchen work and serving, nodded.
At this point, the kitchen was the busiest, but the staff in the hall were just as hectic.
Originally, service and customer reception were important in a maid cafe.
“Welcome~ What would you like to order?”
“I’ll cast a spell to make it delicious.”
Beautiful female students could be heard greeting customers inside the store decorated with cute ornaments.
Outside, Iria was still cutting apples. Because of this, there were complaints from customers.
“So, when will Iria come?”
“Is that maid always going to be outside?”
It was about Iria’s absence.
Most of the people gathered here came in after seeing Iria.
They came in because they saw a cute silver-haired beauty showing off her skills, but Iria wasn’t there, and only others were present.
Of course, many were satisfied with the girls in the hall because Class A was rumored to have many beauties, but still, it was disappointing.
These complaints soon reached Rena’s ears.
It was something she had expected to some extent. After all, these were people drawn in by Iria’s name value.
If she wasn’t shown, complaints were bound to arise.
“Tell Iria to stop cutting apples and start serving customers.”
So, after capturing the initial influx of customers, she planned to have Iria take over customer service to prevent them from leaving.
If the initial customers are captured well, rumors spread in an instant. Rena decided to actively aim for this point.
If only these customers who came in were satisfied, they wouldn’t have to worry much about future influx.
But if there was a problem…
“Please just don’t cause any trouble……”
Everything was going according to plan, but she was still anxious all the same.
It was because she knew Iria’s social skills were at a terrible level. But now that the situation had grown much bigger than expected, it was too late to back out.
Rena earnestly prayed that Iria wouldn’t cause any trouble while making dishes to serve customers.
And not long after, word came that Iria had stepped on a customer’s face.
***
It was when Iria had shown her apple-cutting skill about twenty times outside the store.
“Iria! Can you stop cutting apples now and help with serving customers?”
“Yes.”
Iria put away the knife in her hand and entered the store.
She had learned the customer service manual from Rena. When you don’t know what to do, follow the manual, and as much as possible, it’s important to do what the customer wants.
What the customer wants.
Iria showed a faint smile. Unlike Rena’s worries, this was something Iria was confident about.
What the customer wants, she could know just by making eye contact.
“What would you like to order.”
“Gasp.”
Iria asked briefly while making eye contact with the customer with her red eyes.
Looking closely, it was a familiar face. Isn’t this one of the people frantically asking for a duel after she defeated Lucia?
It was a bit uncomfortable, but she didn’t mind much. Iria doesn’t dwell on the past.
She ignored it and read his thoughts.
‘She’s even prettier up close… I wish she would step on my face once. Preferably with feet in stockings.’
What a strange thing for someone to want.
Iria thought there were all kinds of weird people in the world.
They said to do what the customer wants. It wasn’t a difficult task.
“Would you mind putting your face on the table for a moment?”
“Huh? Like this?”
Iria raised one foot and trampled on the customer’s face.
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The sound of Rena’s spirit breaking could be heard all the way here.
It was to the extent that Rena, who had been busiest cooking multiple dishes at once, dropped everything and rushed out.
Then she shouted at Iria.
“Wh-wh-what are you doing to the customer!”
“Service?”
“How is that service in any way! Get your foot off right now!”
Iria, who had been pressing her foot on the customer’s face, tilted her head as if wondering what the problem was.
Then she pointed at the smiling customer’s face and said,
“Look. He likes it.”
“……”
Does he really like it?
Rena looked back and forth between Iria and the customer with a dubious expression for a while.
The customer gave a thumbs up with his face still pressed under her foot.
It meant he was very satisfied.
“A-are you okay…?”
“This is the best store in my life.”
“Ah…… I see……”
Rena looked at him with a disgusted expression for a moment, then gave up thinking about it.
The surrounding customers didn’t seem uncomfortable either. Rena thought that maybe she was the one with closed-minded thinking.
‘Is this trendy these days? Something like that?’
Anyway, it was fortunate that he liked it.
Although very concerned, she didn’t know where to start objecting, so she eventually stopped.
For now, she decided to leave it and observe.
***
Iria’s eccentric behavior continued after that.
She did things incomprehensible to ordinary people, like spraying ketchup on customers’ heads or threatening them with knives.
Of course, it wasn’t intentional. She was trying to follow the manual Rena taught her, but the results weren’t as she thought.
Among the customers was talk about the pretty employee with an expressionless, cold gaze doing crazy things.
Iria went around various parts of the restaurant, greeting customers in order. This time, she raised a ketchup bottle in front of a customer who ordered omurice.
Drawing with ketchup. It was an item in the manual she learned from Rena.
“……”
Of course, Iria had never successfully done it properly, not even once.
It was already difficult for Iria to spray ketchup with proper force control, let alone draw a picture.
This time, she’ll succeed. It should be about time to make something proper.
Thinking this, Iria pressed the ketchup bottle. It was just before the same disaster unfolded as before.
-Pop!!
Ketchup burst out of the narrow opening, splattering everywhere and leaving red stains on the customer’s and Iria’s clothes.
Ketchup stained her silver hair and skin so pale it looked white. It looked like blood because it was the same red color, but this time it was ketchup.
Iria stopped in place momentarily, not moving her body for a while.
“……”
“……”
There was a brief exchange of glances between the two.
Iria was thinking about how to handle this situation, and the customer couldn’t open his mouth, overwhelmed by her presence.
For some reason, there was a slight sense of pressure from her covered in red stains. The gap between her cute face and the red stains created a sense of dissonance.
This dissonance also led to a slight fear. Somehow, that appearance seemed to suit her very well.
With the knife she used to cut fruit still in her hand, she looked almost like a murderer.
“Why are you trembling?”
Of course, his emotions and thoughts were clearly visible to Iria.
If nothing else, the feeling of fear directed at her was more familiar than anything.
Originally, monsters were creatures developed to detect human fear. It would be strange not to notice when someone is so obviously afraid.
‘I shouldn’t scare the customer.’
She thought he needed to be soothed.
Iria leaned her upper body slightly and made eye contact with the customer.
In the hand that had put away the knife, she was holding a handkerchief.
“You’ve become so dirty.”
She slowly wiped the customer’s dirtied face with the handkerchief. Her face was very close.
“Ugh…… You’re too close……”
The customer, with a completely reddened face, tried to cover it with both hands.
However, Iria quickly grabbed his hands so he couldn’t. Her expression did not change as she grabbed his wrists and brought her face close.
Only her unreadable, expressionless face stood out. The customer whose hands were grabbed swallowed hard.
It didn’t take long for his fear of Iria to change into something else—an unknown feeling that he didn’t even understand.
With her face so close, Iria’s sweet breath slightly touched him. His heart was beating wildly.
“Don’t cover your face. It’s not clean yet.”
A soft voice rang in his ear. Whispering at such a close distance, her voice felt sweeter than anything.
Regardless, Iria paid no mind and wiped the ketchup off the customer’s face with the handkerchief.
Then, when she had wiped off all the ketchup, she released his hands.
This wasn’t in the manual, but she did it because it seemed like he would like this kind of thing. After all, she had to make up for the mistake she had made.
Iria also seemed a bit embarrassed, clearing her throat with an “Ahem” before speaking. After all, bursting the ketchup wasn’t intentional.
Moreover, she couldn’t even wipe off the stains on his clothes.
“Service?”
She didn’t pay for the dry cleaning, but it was still service.
Probably.
***
Although many incidents occurred while Iria served customers, surprisingly, no one expressed dissatisfaction.
Rather, it was generally well-received. Although her behavior wasn’t normal, Iria basically read what the customer wanted and acted on it.
Even those who initially questioned it gradually realized that there was no malice in her actions.
It was a service from an S-class beauty in the area that appropriately matched the customers’ preferences. It was hard to find anyone who disliked it.
Maybe that’s why,
After successfully satisfying the initially attracted customers, the 1st year Class A’s booth gained fame.
To a suspicious degree.
At this rate, the number of customers was comparable to or even greater than Class B’s.
As they were busy serving customers like that, lunchtime came before they knew it. It was time for Class A’s booth to pause operations and take a break.
“Phew, let’s rest for a bit…… Iria, good job.”
Rena sat in a chair, wiping the sweat from her forehead.
She had single-handedly made meals for all the customers who flocked in, matching Iria’s popularity.
Right now, Rena looked literally drained of all energy.
She was breathing heavily while leaning her body against the chair’s backrest for a while.
Iria fanned Rena and asked,
“Are you feeling a bit better?”
“Ah, thanks. A little better.”
She didn’t look very okay. Her whole body was slumped.
The fact that Rena, who was usually so energetic, was sprawled out like this gave some idea of how harsh the kitchen environment must have been.
But because she was naturally positive, she revived quickly, even after being completely exhausted.
“Oh right! You didn’t do anything weird to the customers, did you?!”
“……”
Iria didn’t think she did anything particularly weird.
Iria nodded. She had just followed the manual Rena set. She did what the customers wanted and performed the basic customer service menus.
The basic customer service menu included things like drawing pictures with ketchup or feeding cake to customers.
Of course, Iria was clumsy with the items on the basic service menu, so she mostly served by listening to what the customers wanted.
After all, Iria could tell what they desired.
Anyway, she reported to Rena what had happened so far. Roughly what kind of customers she served and how she responded.
Hearing this, Rena sighed as if somewhat relieved.
Occasionally, reports reached her ears, but even those eventually came back resolved well.
She didn’t know what method Iria used, but,
Maybe she was just forgiven for anything because of her pretty appearance.
For whatever reason, it was clear that Iria was an extraordinary person. Honestly, she didn’t expect her to raise the sales of a half-failed store to this extent.
“Ah, by the way, Iria.”
After taking a deep breath, Rena called out to the girl sitting next to her as if something curious had suddenly occurred to her.
She was a girl whose appearance didn’t feel familiar no matter how many times she saw it. Her silver hair gave off a somewhat mysterious atmosphere, and her red eyes seemed like they shouldn’t be looked at carelessly.
Iria tilted her head as if asking why she was calling. Even that small action was not ordinary for her.
Simply put, a unique atmosphere couldn’t be expressed in other words. Rena often used the expression “very Iria-like” to describe it.
To Iria, who was exuding her characteristic atmosphere as usual today, too, Rena asked.
It was such an out-of-the-blue question that this time, Iria was surprised.
“Um… Why did you spray ketchup on the customer’s head?”
“……?”
“No, I just heard something like that. I was curious, so I asked.”
The current booth was filled with relief after dealing with a large number of customers, but the question just now shattered that.
It had been quite pleasant until then.
She didn’t mind too much. Iria briefly recalled what had happened earlier.
“I think it was a mistake while trying to draw a picture.”
“Then what about threatening customers with a knife?”
“I tried cutting apples like I did at first, but everyone seemed scared.”
“Hmm.”
Very Iria-like.
It was good to see her working hard as a store employee, but after all, she thought Iria suited being most like herself.
Rena became a little more interested in Iria. It was a feeling she had always had, but it meant she wanted to know more than before.
So she asked casually,
“By the way, I heard that fireworks will bloom on the academy’s night on the last day of the festival.”
“……”
“Let’s go watch together after we finish this job.”
Hearing this, Iria pondered for a moment.
Today, too, her deliberation wasn’t long. She’s generally rational because she doesn’t understand most human emotions.
“Okay.”
She agreed because there was no particular reason to refuse.
Iria too had just swallowed another fragment and forcibly dragged out past memories.
She didn’t feel entirely stable right now. Since she was aware of it herself, it wasn’t a matter to be taken lightly.
She thought going out to refresh her complicated mind wouldn’t be bad.
It was that kind of day.
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Thanks to Iria and Rena’s efforts, the first day’s business was successfully concluded.
They had to close earlier than planned due to running out of ingredients, which shows how well it went.
Rena thought they should prepare more ingredients from the second day onward.
The costs for setting up the booth on the first day were covered by support funds from the academy.
Since they started the business without initial costs, the profits generated were not insignificant.
Rena used half of those profits to purchase ingredients.
It was quite a bold expenditure, but she didn’t hesitate.
Judging from the first day’s situation, it was worth investing this much.
They had plenty of time, but in comparison, they lacked ingredients.
She thought that if they had more, they could have made more profit.
That’s how one day passed.
Preparation for business starts early in the morning.
It involves receiving purchased ingredients, organizing supplies, and preparing materials.
While preparations were going smoothly with Iria’s help, an uninvited guest arrived.
It was Wendy, a girl with blue hair and sharp features.
She wasn’t particularly welcome, but Iria was curious about why she came, so she let her in.
Iria put down the boxes she was carrying and greeted the guest.
“What is it?”
“What do you mean, what? I’m a customer. Is that how you treat customers? Can you call the manager?”
“We’re not open for business yet.”
“That doesn’t matter, does it? I’m just doing the same thing you did. Is there a problem with that?”
Hearing that, it made sense.
As requested, Iria called Rena, the manager (or the class representative).
The roles were reversed from two days ago, with the customer and manager switched.
At this point, Rena felt a bit uneasy.
From a business perspective, the customer is in a superior position.
Moreover, because of the mischief Iria had caused before, she felt even more tense.
But she couldn’t just turn her away.
‘Hadn’t they accepted us before?’
Thinking it was close to karma, she decided to endure it.
“Let her in. She has a valid reason.”
“……”
Iria showed an obviously displeased expression but did as Rena said.
She guided Wendy to an empty seat inside the store.
“Please sit over there.”
“My, what outdated interior design. Whose idea was this?”
“Just place your order.”
“Bring me whatever you’re most confident in.”
Now in the customer’s position, Wendy seemed to be in a good mood.
Rena wondered if she was still holding onto what had happened before.
She seemed like someone with quite a strong grudge.
However, the reality was different.
While outwardly acting as if she was trying to get revenge by doing exactly the same thing as before, she was actually being cautious.
Wendy usually doesn’t care about those in lower positions than her.
The fact that she bothered to come here means that Class A’s booth must have achieved remarkable results.
Enough for her to be wary.
If another business is doing suspiciously well, it’s a good strategy to analyze what might be the cause.
Wendy sat down and started analyzing the booth’s atmosphere, the staff, and anything that might have value as a product.
She was trying to determine what could have enabled such profits from a seemingly unremarkable store.
Wendy, holding the menu, glanced at Iria.
“I’ve heard the news. Your business is doing well, isn’t it? Well, beginner’s luck is at work, but things will be different from today. Unlike the first day, people now know different booths’ locations.”
“……”
“Well, no matter what you do, you won’t be able to compete with us anyway.”
On the first day, Class B’s profits were slightly higher than Class A’s.
However, this was because Class A had to close early due to running out of ingredients.
If they had had enough ingredients, the rankings might have been reversed.
Wendy seemed concerned about this, as she looked awkward after saying it herself.
In any case, it was clear that she was being cautious.
Otherwise, she wouldn’t have shown such a reaction.
She was genuinely analyzing why Class A’s business was doing well.
She thought there must have been some factor at work, as it was impossible to achieve such results with just ‘appearance’ alone.
‘What’s the reason they’re selling so well? I don’t see anything particularly special yet.’
As Wendy was deep in thought, Iria served her food.
It was omurice, the signature dish of Class A’s booth.
The appearance wasn’t bad.
A delicately covered egg sheet over fried rice.
Given the characteristics of a maid cafe, they didn’t forget to add cute decorations.
With skills that could produce this level of artistry, the taste would probably be good, too.
She took a spoonful and put it in her mouth.
And she was slightly disappointed.
“Hmm.”
To give an honest assessment of the food, it was average.
It wasn’t bad.
In fact, it was on the good side.
But compared to Class B’s, it fell short.
It wasn’t that the cooking was bad, but rather that it wasn’t outstanding compared to Class A’s results.
It seems they’re not competing on taste.
Wendy pointed this out.
“It’s more ordinary than I expected. It’s not bad, but it doesn’t feel like a dish that represents the store. Should I say it lacks character? I feel like if you had put in a bit more time and effort, you could have made something better.”
“Rena is the only cook. She said to tell you that with only one body, she couldn’t devote time and effort to every dish.”
“One person? But you had so many customers. She made all that alone?”
“No one else knows how to cook.”
It’s an excessive amount for one person to have made.
Class A had so many customers that they had to wait in line.
It was questionable whether this was actually possible, but if it were true, the drop in food quality was unavoidable.
The number of dishes one person had to make was beyond imagination, so there was no room to pay attention to each one individually.
Wendy decided to slightly revise her evaluation of the food.
Considering those circumstances, it was impressive that they could produce even this level of cooking.
Rena’s skills were certainly worthy of recognition.
Without the unfortunate incident between them, she would have assessed Rena as talent too good for Class A.
It would have been nice if Class B had someone who could handle that much work alone.
Feeling slightly regretful, she made her next request.
“So? This can’t be all there is. What else do you have here?”
“Our service is good.”
“Hmm, show me.”
Iria poured ketchup on Wendy’s head.
She seemed to have become accustomed to pouring ketchup, as she did it in a cute pattern.
Wendy remained frozen in place, unable to move even after the entire process was over.
They say when people are too shocked, they become calm instead.
This was such a situation.
She just blinked in place, not understanding what was happening.
Wendy’s blue hair turned red.
There was a sour tomato smell.
“W-what are you doing…?”
“It’s service. This sells well.”
“?????”
“It’s true.”
To Wendy, who was showing a confused expression with ketchup on her head, Iria briefly left her seat as if to show her something.
Not long after, she brought a customer from outside,
And she poured ketchup on their head, just like she did to Wendy.
After that, she stroked their head to spread it evenly.
“Do you like it?”
Iria looked down at the customer coldly as she spoke.
Whether she was aware of it or not, her eyes were red but piercingly cold.
I’m not sure what’s good about looking down on someone, but it seems some people with niche tastes like that sort of thing.
The face-stepping she often did was also an action that sharply divided opinions, but no one expressed dissatisfaction.
This was because Iria gauged the customer’s preferences by looking into their eyes.
She only provided that kind of service to those who preferred it.
This time, Iria deliberately sought out such a person to bring in to show Wendy.
The customer gave a thumbs up as if satisfied.
Of course, she didn’t pay for the laundry costs.
“What the hell, this actually works?”
Wendy felt like her common sense was crumbling.
From her perspective, it looked like Iria had just gone outside, grabbed any random person, and suddenly poured ketchup on them.
She wanted to say so many things–why they liked this, why Iria’s attitude towards customers was like this–but she didn’t voice them.
She wasn’t sure where to start criticizing.
It was confusing because everything from start to finish was incomprehensible to her.
She didn’t even have the presence of mind to get angry about the ketchup poured on her own head.
She was dizzy from witnessing a scene she couldn’t believe, even with her own eyes.
“Yes. You should try it too. At Class B’s store.”
Could it be a trend she wasn’t aware of?
Iria poured ketchup on the customer’s face as if it were the most natural thing in the world.
As if she had already done this act several times.
This also meant that Iria was doing similar things to most of her customers.
If this was Class A’s business secret, it might have been better not to know.
Wendy asked Iria again, as if to confirm.
“…Do customers really like this?”
“They like it even more if you wipe it off with a handkerchief after pouring. Watch this.”
Iria wiped the customer’s red-stained face with a handkerchief.
As she had said, the customer seemed to be feeling ecstasy from the act itself.
To Wendy, who was a normal person, he just looked like a crazy person.
“Try it once, even if you think you’re being fooled. Your sales might increase.”
“Hmm……”
Certainly, Class A’s booth growth was frighteningly good.
They had barely won on the first day due to ingredient issues, but who knew what would happen from today.
If this outrageous behavior was really the point that attracted customers, should she learn from it?
That day, there was an incident at Class B’s booth where Wendy poured strawberry syrup on a customer’s head, resulting in a sharp decrease in sales.
***
After seeing Wendy off, Iria went to find Rena, who was preparing to open.
She wanted to report on her actions in her own way.
“I just eliminated a competitor.”
“What? How?”
“……”
It was complicated to explain in words.
She just vaguely said that something like that had happened.
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(Third POV)
After that, the operation of the booth went smoothly.
When Class B’s booth – which had been a formidable opponent – faltered, customers who should have gone to them came to Class A instead.
Rena played a big part in this.
As she kept making dishes non-stop by herself, she began to employ more efficient methods.
The egg sheet covering the omurice requires careful heat control.
If it’s too weak, the egg won’t cook; if it’s too strong, the egg will burn.
Cooking only one order is easy.
It’s not that difficult, so even beginner cooks can do it well.
But if she made only one at a time, she wouldn’t be able to keep up with the number of incoming customers.
Customers repeatedly mentioned the long wait time for food as a drawback at the explosively popular Class A booth.
Rena had to pay attention to multiple dishes at once, which made things difficult as it wasn’t easy to control the heat while cooking everything simultaneously.
It’s nearly impossible for an ordinary person.
But she did it.
If one person could control flames,
“Bloom.”
It was her.
She has reached a new level as a skilled fire mage.
The duel she had with Wendy earlier wasn’t without influence.
In any case, she solved the issue of slow food service, which was the only flaw of Class A’s booth.
As a result, many customers reevaluated the food quality, saying it had also improved.
It was a stark contrast to a certain class that showed the worst service by pouring strawberry syrup on a customer’s head.
All in all, the operation of Class A’s booth was going smoothly.
Suspiciously so.
“…I lost.”
Ultimately, Wendy, whose class fell behind on the second day, admitted defeat.
The gap had widened so much that turning it around on the third day was impossible.
Regretfully, Rena couldn’t inflict any humiliation on her since they hadn’t set a penalty for losing beforehand. However, she was satisfied with breaking Wendy’s high pride.
She refrained from trying to make her end up like Lucia.
As the night of the second day passed, the last day of the festival finally arrived.
Teresa, who had acted as the class representative in Rena’s absence, stood before Rena and Iria at the booth on the last day.
“Come to think of it, had those two worked for two days straight?” Teresa asked herself.
Other people had dropped out gradually, saying that it was too hard, but these two were different.
“You two have worked hard, so it’s okay to go have fun. We’ll handle the business on the last day ourselves.”
“Huh? Didn’t you say you didn’t have anyone who could cook?” Rena asked.
“We can hire someone with money!”
Teresa gave a thumbs up to show that it was not a problem.
The profits Class A’s booth had earned over the course of two days were greater than expected.
They could afford to pay wages for one day.
Teresa, who had also acted as the accountant for Class A, paid Rena and Iria for their two days of hard work.
Originally, the class agreed to distribute the profits equally, but since these two had worked especially hard during this period, they gave them a little extra.
No one expressed any complaints about this.
“Is it okay to give us this much?” Rena asked with a puzzled expression.
The money pouch she received was heavier than expected. When she counted the amount inside, she realized that it contained 60 silver coins.
However, Teresa nodded to show that it was fine.
“It’s fine, so hurry and go rest. If we left everything to you two until the last day, we’d feel uncomfortable. I mean, it’s a festival after all. You should have some fun, too.”
“Hmm……”
If they insist that much.
Rena and Iria left the booth, thanking them for their consideration.
They’d have to think about what to do from now on.
***
Today was a day Iria didn’t have to work.
It was because her classmates had been considerate.
What to do from now on was something to think about.
In fact, Iria found it easier to just carry out the tasks she was given.
If given freedom, she tends to stay still, not knowing what to do.
Maybe it’s because she’s fundamentally dull at feeling emotions.
In truth, she didn’t care either way.
For Iria, the world was in black and white, as if there was a monochrome filter covering her eyes, obstructing her from seeing the colors the world had to offer. And so, the world felt dull to her.
No matter what she saw, it was hard to find differences from what she already knew, and she felt no interest.
Even if it’s a festival, would there be any difference?
Everything would look black anyway.
The only time she felt alive was when she ate people.
She’s a creature that can only feel emotions by eating people.
“A festival, huh.”
It’s just an ordinary day following the extraordinary experience of turning the Empire into an enemy.
Other than that, there was nothing else to note.
If I were just a little more human, would I feel something different?
If it was just a little more in the past, would something have been different?
For Iria, the world doesn’t change.
Alone in a colorless space, she remains isolated, lost in thought.
Because nothing changes and there are no expectations, she moves her body to find color in a black-and-white world.
“I’m fine, so Rena should go have fun alone,” encouraged Iria.
“What are you saying?!”
“…?”
Rena grabbed Iria’s wrist while Iria stood there with a blank expression.
Even as she was being pulled along by her wrist, she didn’t seem to understand what was happening.
“Let’s go together! We promised, didn’t we?” Rena reminded Iria as they walked.
“……”
Iria’s eyes widened.
Somehow, in the moment Rena grabbed and pulled her, the black-and-white world looked bright for a brief instant.
Today, uncharacteristically, she showed a look of confusion.
Iria blinked her eyes on the spot and quietly followed behind Rena.
Curiosity arose at this unfamiliar sensation she was feeling for the first time.
Right now, Iria following Rena was due to her personal feelings.
***
(Iria’s POV)
Not long after entering the academy, a thought occurred to me.
Was it possible for a monster in human form to naturally mix and coexist with humans?
I was human, but not anymore.
My lifestyle, eating habits, and even my way of thinking became different.
I thought perfect coexistence would be difficult.
Humans can’t communicate with monsters.
This wasn’t simply because monsters couldn’t speak human language.
Unlike humans, monsters are strongly influenced by instinct.
Even Amy, whom I met in the underground prison, said she ended up killing humans because she couldn’t resist her instinct.
A human who was a friend last night might become a meal the next morning.
That’s the nature of monsters.
But still, I never gave up on forming relationships with humans.
Because although I’m not human now, I once was.
Even if I can’t feel it now, I once felt emotions like them.
They were things I originally had but forgot.
I know what it’s like to feel emotions. Because of that, I cling to it even more.
There was a time when I thought I could remember forgotten sensations by mixing with humans.
Today, I was able to find the answer to the question I had been asking for so long.
I wanted to become human.
I had lingering attachments to the human emotions I had lost.
It might be an impossible wish now, but still.
What’s natural for some is a desperate wish for me.
It might be a selfish thought, but right now, I wanted to return to being human even if I had to kill someone.
After all, staying as a monster would mean I’d have to kill humans anyway.
In the end, whichever path I take, blood will flow.
Because I am a monster whose eyes go wild at the sight of blood.
Because I am a monster who could only live by swallowing someone else’s blood.
***
The festival streets were bustling with people.
It seemed like even more people had gathered today to mark the last day of the successful festival.
It was lined with booths run by students from the same academy.
With students from all departments gathered, the number was considerably high.
There were so many types that it was difficult to see them all.
I didn’t see this scene on the first and second days because I was busy running a booth.
Perhaps because of this, Rena looked happy.
I was also not entirely uninterested.
“There! Let’s go there too!” said Rena enthusiastically.
It was a street food stall.
Rena asked if there was anything I wanted to eat, but I didn’t show much interest in food to begin with.
Ultimately, Rena bought a drink and held it out towards me.
I refused this time, too, but after being urged several times, I reluctantly accepted.
Compared to human food, drinks were less burdensome on the body.
Of course, even that would make my condition poor if I drank too much, so I rarely put it in my mouth unless necessary.
It was just a sentimental item to reminisce about when I was human.
I couldn’t drink it to fill my stomach.
I took a sip and blinked.
“Mmm,” I hummed.
“How is it? Delicious, right?” Rena asked, eager for my answer.
“Yes”
Still, what I tasted today was quite delicious.
Probably the most palatable thing I’ve eaten since falling into this world, second only to human blood.
I only drank about half and threw the rest away because it would be troublesome if my condition worsened.
But it wasn’t bad; I could feel a sensation similar to humans for a moment.
Next, we found a booth from the Swordsmanship Department.
It was a type of booth where people competed to see who could give a stronger impact to a magic measuring tool.
It seems they give a prize if you score higher than the booth operator.
As we got closer, a man with a sturdy build greeted us.
Since we were two women, his expression seemed a bit dismissive.
“What, you want to try?” his tone reflected his expression.
Although he didn’t seem unfamiliar with my famous name, he was a top student in his third year.
Generally, it’s recognized that a top student in the second year is stronger than the first-year valedictorian, and a top student in the third year is stronger than the second-year valedictorian.
The difference between those who have gone through the academy’s curriculum and those who haven’t is significant.
“Even if she is the valedictorian, she is still a first-year,” the man thought.
He didn’t seem to be very wary.
I turned my head towards Rena and asked, “Should I win that for you?”
“Huh? Will you be okay? The opponent is a third-year senior.” Rena answered, concerned.
I stepped forward as if it didn’t matter.
“Easy money,” Ed, the booth operator, laughed inwardly.
In fact, that magic tool was manipulated arbitrarily.
Although men are physically superior to women, human strength is more influenced by mana than physical ability, so gender doesn’t play a big role in the logic of strength.
But what if you modify the magic tool to minimize the radius that recognizes mana?
Ed slightly manipulated the device to recognize only the physical force from pure physical ability.
So he thought there was no way these two in front of him would win the prize.
-KWANG!!!!
Until Iria threw her punch.
A loud impact sound reverberated all around.
Accompanied by the sound of something breaking.
Ed stood there, speechless and confused, not understanding what had happened for a moment.
After hearing the noise of destruction, the first thing he saw was silver hair fluttering from the movement.
I turned back and said, “I think it broke.”
“W-what,” Ed stuttered.
As a prize, we were asked to pay compensation for the demolished booth.
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Rena and Iria did quite a lot after the booth incident.
They caused trouble at Lucia and Wendy’s booths, then had their fortunes told elsewhere.
Rena asked the fortune teller about her chances of finding love and getting rich, whereas Iria asked to see what would happen in her future.
The man who drew Iria’s cards panicked with a pale face.
His lips trembled as he foretold, “You may become the source of disaster, with only ruin awaiting you on the path you walk.”
“……”
Of course, she didn’t believe it much because, as usual, tarot cards lack a scientific basis.
However, she did get a bit serious and wary, thinking that her future might really turn out that way if things went wrong later.
She usually showed little change in her facial expressions, so it wasn’t noticeable unless someone looked closely. But Rena, who had been with her all along, could see it.
“You don’t need to make such an expression. Those things are all just superstitions.” Rena said in an attempt to reassure Iria.
“I know,” Iria acknowledged.
“Really? For someone who knows that, your expression looks a bit dark.”
Iria turned her head abruptly, revealing that her facial expression was nothing like Rena had assumed it would be.
As they spent time like that in a daze, the hours until evening seemed to pass quickly.
On the last evening of the festival, fireworks bloomed in the sky. Rena said she knew a place with a good view, so they went to a hillside behind the academy.
Iria didn’t like crowded places, as she much preferred moderately quiet ones.
That’s why the place they were currently standing in was just the kind of environment she liked. 
It was a quiet night. Only a few people were in the area, and the full moon was shining bright in the sky.
Rena and Iria found a suitable spot to sit on and watched the sky, where fireworks would soon bloom.
Iria’s eyes emitted a slight red light as she stared at the sky blankly.
According to Iria, her eyes sometimes glow, especially on nights with a full moon.
No matter how you looked at her, she was a girl with a mysterious aura.
“Maybe that’s why I was drawn to her too,” Rena surmised.
She sat next to Iria and called her name while they looked up at the sky, “Iria.”
There was no particular reason. She did it just because.
Iria turned her gaze to look at Rena.
But Rena wasn’t looking back at her.
She was just looking at the sky, never turning her gaze away from it.
“You know, you resemble an old friend of mine a bit. That’s why I wanted to be friends with you from the beginning,” Rena confessed.
“……” Iria stayed silent
“I have a lot to be sorry for. In fact, she probably didn’t even think of me as a friend. But now it’s too late to apologize.” Rena said, low-spirited.
Iria briefly turned her gaze elsewhere.
It wasn’t that she wasn’t interested in Rena’s words.
It’s just that she couldn’t bear to look at her face right now.
So, she just turned her head and listened.
“I’m talking about Celine. The one I mentioned before. That friend was quiet too, like you. She didn’t show her emotions outwardly, and I could never tell her thoughts.”
“Not Celine, but Arhene.”
Iria swallowed her words, barely catching herself from correcting Rena’s words.
She knew about that day’s incident. She was also directly involved as the perpetrator of what happened.
Rena was the only one who didn’t know this fact.
However, if she were to correct one thing, Iria and Celine might look similar at a glance, but they weren’t the same.
There was a fundamental difference.
While Celine had closed her heart directly due to childhood trauma, Iria had lost her emotions as she became a monster. 
Celine was just good at suppressing her emotions, not unable to feel them.
On the other hand, Iria’s overall human sensations had faded to the point of being faint.
“Without realizing it, I was overlapping you and her. The elemental attribute you use and even how you manipulate mana are similar. To me, it felt like the same person was using it. She was a talented child, though not as much as you. But at least, much more than someone like me.”
It’s true that Arhene had talent too good to have died there.
She had the most outstanding talent among the humans Iria had eaten so far.
If she had entered the Imperial Academy normally, she might have competed with Lucia for second place.
But Iria didn’t regret it.
That talent wasn’t lost but passed on to her. In a sense, you could say that she didn’t die. She’s just living on, becoming one with Iria.
As time passed, Iria and Rena engaged in small talk. It was mostly Rena pouring out her feelings to Iria.
After that, there was a moment of silence.
Rena had finished speaking, and Iria was originally not talkative.
At that moment, this time, it was Iria who opened her mouth. “I also had a friend like Rena in the past.”
“Huh? Really? What kind of person were they?” Rena reacted intensely.
Because it was Iria’s past, not anyone else’s. So, she was very curious.
“……”
Iria seemed to be lost in deep thought for a moment.
Was she reminiscing about the past?
Maybe she was trying to remember a half-forgotten dream.
She traced faint memories.
Originally, she had no intention of telling anyone, but Rena had also shared her embarrassing past.
Since Rena trusted her to do that, Iria decided to trust her, too.
“Her name was Riana. She was the first person to show me kindness.”
“For you to say that, she must have been a close friend? Did you meet her before entering the academy?” Rena asked.
Iria nodded.
“She was the first person to teach me how to live.”
“So I guess we were close.”
“Riana also – Well, I think she had a similar atmosphere to Rena. Yes. Because usually people don’t approach me first.”
“Hmm, I see. So what happened to that friend? Are you still close? I’d like it if you could introduce me to her,” Rena requested. She was very interested in Iria’s friend.
Honestly, Iria had a personality that made it very difficult to make friends.
So, if she called someone a friend, Rena was curious about what kind of person they might be.
Iria thought slowly, taking her time.
A rather long moment of silence passed.
Fireworks burst into the night sky.
No answer came until the light of the blooming fireworks reflected in Iria’s red eyes.
The second and third fireworks exploded, followed by the fourth, bathing the dark blue sky with red.
Finally, Iria opened her mouth to say, “You must be wondering what happened to Riana.”
Rena couldn’t read the expression Iria showed that night.
It looked like the same expressionless face she usually had, but also slightly different.
The same expressionless face, but it seemed to have an emotion Rena couldn’t read.
And even Iria herself didn’t know it.
She couldn’t know what expression she was making.
“Well, I’m not sure either.”
It was the night of the last day of the festival.
***
Several nights have passed since an unknown intruder entered the Empire’s headquarters.
Albert, lying in the hospital room, was having a long dream.
So much time had passed that he couldn’t tell how long it had been.
In his dream, a young boy with blue hair was looking at a girl with silver hair and red eyes, exhibiting a mysterious aura.
Her face seemed familiar, but he couldn’t remember her name.
Looking at her, he felt a unique atmosphere, as if he were looking at something inhuman.
Albert appeared interested in this sense of discomfort.
Somehow, the girl’s atmosphere resembled his old master.
The red eyes staring at something with a blank expression also showed the same resemblance.
If she were human, he thought there must be some strange humans out there.
Because the existence of his master, who resembled her, was at least not human.
“……”
“Are you awake?”
Albert, who had been having a long dream, opened his eyes to see a familiar ceiling and background.
This was a hospital room inside the Empire’s headquarters.
He had visited the hospital a few times to see patients, but this was the first time he had been lying there himself.
His body was wrapped in bandages.
“You were asleep for a week. During that time, we couldn’t open your eyes no matter what method we used.”
“Hmm……”
“We were able to keep you alive by pouring in all the miracles of the priests, Albert. I’m glad you didn’t die.”
“Lady Sertia.”
The one who had been nursing Albert’s body all this time was a woman with pitch-black hair and heterochromatic red and blue eyes.
Her appearance stands out every time you see her.
“When it’s just the two of us, you can call me master. How are you feeling?” his master asked.
“Not very good. What happened?”
“As I expected, you don’t remember anything. Can you walk? Let’s take a walk together after a long time.”
It’s not easy to move a body that has been asleep for a week.
But he couldn’t refuse Sertia’s words.
Her eyes were redder than before.
It probably means there isn’t much time left.
He agreed immediately.
He didn’t want to see the benevolent expression in front of him distort.
“I’ll get ready.”
“Alright. I’ll wait outside.”
Albert was left alone in the hospital room after Sertia left.
His mind was complicated.
It felt like several days of memories had disappeared completely.
For now, he couldn’t remember anything.
But the question remains: Why was he in this state, and what had happened during that time?
He sighed deeply in the hospital room where he was left alone.
He just hoped that his old master, the monster, knew something.
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About 20 years ago, the Demon King was killed by the Hero’s Party, which consisted of three people.
However, the Hero died in the process, and the saint perished five years later.
It was a great curse directed at those who killed the Demon King.
As time passed, it was a curse that made them lose their humanity.
Humans burdened by curses and magical energy don’t last long.
More precisely, they either die or become something not human.
The mage, left alone after losing her comrades, despaired.
Because in the end, only she had lived.
That even if they killed the Demon King, peace didn’t exist.
With a body bearing the curse, she could no longer stand at the forefront.
Now, she could do nothing but prolong her worthless life day by day.
She wonders what it would have been like if she had died that day too.
At least, it wouldn’t have been as painful as it is now.
Sertia took on a disciple to find a reason for her remaining life.
Though she could no longer stand on the frontlines, she had knowledge and experience built up as a mage.
There were more than enough people who wanted to learn magic from her.
So, there was no difficulty in her retiring and getting a job as a professor at the academy.
Rather, the academy had offered first for her to come.
The title of the strongest mage in history didn’t disappear even after her retirement.
She was now the last remaining Demon King slayer in the world.
After the previous dean died, Sertia succeeded him by a unanimous vote from the other professors.
Now, she exists as the dean of the academy and an observer of the world.
Even that doesn’t have much time left.
Sertia opened her mouth towards her disciple, following behind as she walked through the park inside the academy.
“Do you know why I called you, Albert?”
“……”
“It’s almost time for me to go. Although my body doesn’t age due to the curse, I think it’s right to say that my lifespan is up.”
The curse laid by the Demon King slowly corroded Sertia’s body.
She, who was born human, is gradually being tainted to become like him. A monster.
Even the human who historically killed the most demons is finally changing to become like them.
“Originally, both my eyes were blue, and my hair wasn’t black either.”
“I know. I’ve closely observed your changes.”
“You remember that? I’m glad. It’s sad when no one remembers.”
Sertia sat lightly on a bench in the park.
Then she gestured for him to sit beside her. It was a considerate gesture for Albert, who still found walking difficult.
“Albert, do you know what happens to those who receive the Demon King’s curse?” She called her disciple’s name with a slightly solemn expression.
Whereas before a faint smile mixed with playfulness had lingered, she now appeared somewhat bitter.
She also looked a bit lonely.
The emptiness of one left alone is something an ordinary person would not be able to understand.
Albert sat beside her and waited for her next words.
“They lose their self-control as humans and become something inhuman. The previous generation’s Saint Karen, who received the same curse as me, became just like that. I had to kill my long-time comrade with my own hands.”
“By that, you mean……”
“It’s exactly as you think, Albert. I couldn’t escape from that fate either. I’m already an existence that can barely be called human.”
Sertia could feel her approaching death with her whole body.
The vast amount of mana in her body only delayed her from becoming a monster, but soon, she would become like Saint Karen.
There are no exceptions.
All those cursed by the Demon King so far have been like this.
So,
“You must succeed me. Despite how I look, I trust you.”
Albert was silent.
It was an issue he had expected to some extent.
But it came faster than expected.
Sertia’s existence acts as a pillar of the Empire.
She wasn’t someone who should die so vainly.
“I cannot become you.” After deep contemplation, Albert answered her words.
Even Albert, currently the best mage in the Empire, was not up to par with Sertia in her active days.
It’s not that he was weak, but that Sertia was exceptional.
No mage is superior to her in all of the Empire’s history.
Sertia was an irreplaceable figure.
In fact, all three who achieved the dream-like feat of subjugating the Demon King were irreplaceable.
The Hero, Elion, was one; Her Holiness, Saint Karen, was another; and Sertia, who remained the foundation of the Empire until the end, was no different.
If all such people die, what remains for the Empire?
To conclude, nothing remains.
The Empire, having lost its pillars, will collapse.
Even now, it’s barely holding on. If Sertia dies, the Empire’s collapse would be as good as confirmed.
Thinking practically, Albert thought he wasn’t someone worthy of succeeding her.
Because he hadn’t achieved as great accomplishments as them, nor was he as strong as them.
“Why do you think that?” Sertia asked.
It was a kind voice that overlapped with her past appearance.
The image of the master who taught him magic in his childhood. Although, there were some differences in appearance compared to before.
Albert sighed as he adjusted his crooked glasses.
Several emotions surfaced all at once.
“Because I’m not as great a person as you.”
“Do I seem that great to you, Albert? I don’t think so myself.”
“That doesn’t seem like something that should come from the mouth of someone who took the Demon King’s head.”
“Well, did the world become peaceful just because the Demon King died?”
“Aren’t you the mage who killed the most demons in history?”
“It’s because that’s all I knew how to do. Now I can’t even do that anymore.”
After being cursed, Sertia became unable to use magic.
This is because she used all the mana to delay the curse from spreading throughout her body.
For Sertia, wasting mana is death.
So since being cursed, she hasn’t used magic except when she killed Karen.
“Let me tell you one thing, Albert. The talent of this generation, including you, is not far behind mine. I believe, without a doubt, that among them, there are talented individuals who can surpass me. Do you know why?”
“……”
“That’s how the human race is. With each generation, individuals are born and grow with talents superior to the previous generation. The reason I was called the strongest mage in history is the same. I was born with talent superior to the previous generation’s mages.”
“But in the twenty years that have passed, no one comparable to you has appeared. Why is this?”
“Because they were born in an era where the Demon King is dead. I think there weren’t proper opportunities to develop their talents.”
It’s a bit different from Sertia’s generation, who had to roll their bodies on the frontlines from childhood.
Even if these are turbulent times, on the surface, the war has ended.
“I have high expectations for the next generation of students. Of course, the same goes for you, Albert. I believe that you will protect the continent in my place even after I’m gone.”
They couldn’t properly develop the talent they were born with. And that included Albert as well.
Sertia thought that the talent of the disciple she taught was by no means inferior to her own.
She believed that someday he would achieve something and show something like she had done.
So she could close her eyes in relief now because even if she disappeared, the Empire would not fall.
But for some reason, Albert wanted to deny her words.
There might be various reasons, but the biggest reason might be that he didn’t want to see Sertia die.
“Is there really no way for you to not die, to not disappear?” Albert asked pleadingly.
“There is one. Do you want to hear it?”
Albert crossed his arms as if to say he would listen.
Even he, who had always appeared rational, had a complicated look today.
Sertia continued speaking.
In stark contrast to the cruel content, her tone was very calm.
“Accept the Demon King’s curse with your whole body and live on as something not human. It’s just a change of race; you don’t die, right? I don’t particularly want to die either.”
“……”
“But you don’t want that, do you? The Hero of humanity suddenly turning into the worst monster. If I lose all my humanity and go berserk, do you have the confidence to stop me?”
Albert couldn’t answer.
Perhaps because he had already imagined the worst-case scenario that came from Sertia’s mouth.
At this point, there is no human who can directly defeat her.
Who could stand against the only one who returned alive after taking the Demon King’s head?
This generation’s Hero? No, he was still woefully lacking compared to the Hero before him.
Perhaps she might become the spark of disaster.
If there’s one fortunate thing, it might be that she herself is aware of this aspect.
Sertia let out a small sigh and added her final words.
It was a sentence that showed deep bitterness.
“If not that, then please let me go. I want to close my eyes while still human, at least.”
She had an expression of someone on the verge of collapse.
She seemed close yet felt distant.
It was evident from her attitude alone that Sertia’s physical condition was not good.
Even during the conversation, her blue left eye faintly turned red and back again repeatedly.
It meant that maintaining her current appearance was unstable.
This is the end of one who dared to confront the Demon King while human.
Without exception, those who stood before the Demon King met the same fate as her.
This was the end of an era.
“Ahem.”
She must have thought the atmosphere had become heavy as she coughed lightly.
After that, she showed a faint smile.
She stood up from her seat and held out her hand to Albert.
“I guess I talked about too many dark things. This isn’t what I called you for.”
“No, it’s fine.”
“Then shall we walk a bit more? Actually, I’ll go straight to the main point. It’s about your battle.”
Albert agreed to do so.
Once again, Sertia walked through the academy park while Albert followed.
It’s like following the path his master walks.
But why is it that today, her back looked so small?
Looking back now, unlike her overwhelming reputation, she had a very small and fragile body.
And he had been relying on such an existence until now.
She had been supporting everything alone with such a body.
The current Sertia looked full of wounds.
Both physically and mentally.
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Sertia has a habit of strolling through the well-maintained park late at night.
It served both purposes of patrolling the academy’s premises and clearing her thoughts.
Doing this with someone else was quite rare.
It wasn’t a bad feeling; it reminded her of old times.
Is it better than being alone?
“At what point does your memory fail you?” She asked without turning her head.
Her question was directed at Albert.
“… I’m not sure. It feels like I’ve lost all recent memories,” he answered.
“It doesn’t seem like memory loss due to shock. I think it’s right to assume someone deliberately erased your memories.”
“Memory manipulation?”
Sertia, who was walking ahead, stopped.
Then she turned around and met his eyes.
“Yes, I can sense magical energy from you… Ah, I don’t mean to say you’ve become a monster like me. You were subjected to something by some being, and as a result, residual magical energy remains.”
“So it was indeed the work of the Demon King’s army remnants?” Albert asked.
“I thought so too, but it doesn’t seem to be the case.”
After the incident occurred, Sertia investigated the scene.
She saw traces of a fierce battle and found confidential documents stored in the lower floor.
After the intruder’s visit, it wasn’t just the Demon King’s fragment that disappeared.
Some documents showed signs of tampering, and others had disappeared. Fortunately, only a few people could open them.
So, she didn’t think the Empire’s confidential information had been handed over to the intruder.
Then, was there another purpose besides taking the fragment?
Sertia partially restored a document that showed signs of being torn by hand.
It was about the back alley monster.
“……”
This must have been deliberately disposed of by the intruder.
The fact that only information about the back alley monster was erased means that it was either the back alley monster itself, someone related to it, or someone did this on purpose to frame it…
But Sertia was certain it was the work of the back alley monster.
Because when restoring the torn documents, an external stimulus overwhelmed her.
Red-tinged magical energy remained on the paper.
When she touched it to piece together the contents, it immediately launched a mental attack.
It was probably designed to erase the memory of whoever touched it.
If Sertia hadn’t confirmed this, the torn document would have remained a mystery.
Perhaps from the beginning, information about the back alley monster was not stored underground.
Sertia explained to Albert what had happened while investigating underground.
He still had an expression full of questions.
“The back alley monster… Is it indeed an intelligent monster? But I wonder, was there a reason for it to risk exposing its identity just to dispose of the documents?”
“No, it was wise to erase them even at risk.”
“…Why is that?”
“The ability to erase memories and show hallucinations to others is an extremely dangerous ability. In that, it can manipulate a person’s memories at will; that includes their thoughts, actions, and even their trust within the organization.”
With such an ability, the back alley monster can always have an advantage over the Empire in terms of information.
To put it bluntly, if he captured one person from the Empire and made them harbor deep resentment towards the Empire, it would be possible to cause infighting and internal division.
If it puts his mind to it, it’s an ability that could annihilate the Empire single-handedly.
“But that’s only possible when the other party doesn’t know the ability. Knowing and not knowing that your memories can be manipulated by others makes a world of difference. I wouldn’t want my ability to be discovered at all if it were me.”
The back alley monster’s ability is certainly threatening, but it’s not omnipotent.
If the opponent knows about its ability in advance and prepares, there are many ways to deal with it.
The back alley monster tried to intentionally erase information about itself out of concern about turning the Empire into an enemy.
Sertia was quite displeased with this part.
It also felt like a declaration of war against her.
“Who was the knight who wrote that document?”
“It would have been… Eve. After the death of Head Knight Leon, she took on that task alone. I advised her to stop handling that case as it was high risk, but it seems she insisted on taking it on until the end.”
“If I hadn’t confirmed it, the record about the monster would have been completely erased. Eve died that day, confronting the intruder. It’s a sad thing.”
“……”
Albert’s expression worsened a bit more.
In his current state of memory loss, this was information he was hearing for the first time.
It might be cruel, but Albert calculated the loss of another vacant Head Knight position rather than grieving over the death of a junior.
That’s how bad the Empire’s situation is.
He chose to hear the rest of what happened that day rather than grieving.
There would be enough time to mourn her death after everything was over.
Sertia continued speaking, “Assuming that the one who intruded underground that day was the back alley monster, the important point is that it is an intelligent being.”
Sertia had also heard the name ‘back alley monster.’
At one time, it was a rumor she considered a simple urban legend.
Still, it needed investigation, so she sent two trustworthy knights on patrol, but the results were not good.
The only thing she could ascertain was that the back alley monster existed and was more dangerous than they thought.
Not only did it kill two Head Knights, but it also broke through the Empire’s forces single-handedly and then subdued Albert.
Judging by its attempt to erase traces of itself, it also possessed intelligence.
However, it still remains unknown why such a being was after the Demon King’s fragment.
“…It seems that the back alley monster doesn’t necessarily haunt only the back alleys.”
Albert rubbed his chin while trying to recall hazy memories.
He tried to remember what happened before he lost consciousness.
Nothing was clearly remembered, but what was certain is that he had fought an intense battle with someone, was defeated, and had his memories taken.
He couldn’t remember anything else.
He thought he heard someone’s voice before closing his eyes but that was all. The contents of the voice eluded him.
He could only remember that it was a very soft voice, unlike the brutal force they showed.
“It seems so. Though the monster doesn’t show itself often.”
Sertia rubbed her chin as if recalling something from the past.
“White hair, red eyes, ability to manipulate memories and show hallucinations to those who meet his gaze……”
“Even if you say that, I don’t remember.”
“I think I sealed a similar monster in the past. Even before I set out on the journey to subjugate the Demon King.”
At that time, her abilities were insufficient, so she couldn’t kill it.
So she sealed it in a deep cave where it couldn’t come out on its own.
“I wonder if someone woke it up.”
“I’m not sure if it’s the same monster I know, but it seems that we need to be cautious.”
The Empire was already in chaos, and it felt like the odds were against them as problems kept increasing.
“The Seed of the Demon King… The remnants of his army were already troublesome, and now we have to worry about the back alley monster, too.” Albert sighed in despair, thinking about how their forces were decreasing while the number of hostile forces continued to grow.
Sertia opened her mouth to say, “There is one fortunate point.”
“What is it?”
“Who the intruder is in this incident doesn’t really matter. Whether it’s the Demon King’s army or the back alley monster, we have no way to stop them at this point.”
“……”
“The important thing is that you came back alive. Do you understand what this means?”
Albert couldn’t easily come up with an answer.
He wasn’t in his right mind, having just woken up.
Even without his answer, Sertia continued, rationalizing, “Usually, it’s more difficult to subdue someone without killing them than it is to take their life. Given how much it rampaged, the fact that only a few people lost their lives suggests that it took deliberate effort to avoid unnecessary killing.”
“Is that so?”
“The intruder attacked the Empire’s underground purely for the sake of taking the Demon King’s fragment. Although it erased records about itself in the process, it didn’t unnecessarily take lives. If it had, you wouldn’t have survived either.”
So,
“I don’t know why it’s looking for the fragment, but at least it’s not a crazed killing monster.”
Sertia was certain that it was different from ordinary monsters.
Perhaps it might be something we can communicate with.
Sertia opened her mouth in front of Albert with a rather serious face.
“I plan to have a conversation with this back alley monster soon. I don’t want to involve others, so it’ll just be me alone.”
“It’s dangerous,” Albert tried to warn her.
“I’m going to die soon anyway. And I have some personal business mixed in.”
“…Even if that’s the reason, do you have any way to find him?”
Sertia showed a faint smile as if it wasn’t such a difficult task.
“If you know the purpose, luring isn’t that difficult. If I hold the Demon King’s fragment, he will come to me. I wouldn’t have to use any other methods.”
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On the night the festival ended, there was an after-party.
Not all members of Class A attended, but some students who ran the booth gathered for a dinner meeting.
I didn’t attend.
The brief feeling that had filled the emptiness in my heart at dawn was bound to disappear quickly.
It was a night of many thoughts.
I walked on the mountain path behind the academy.
Only a few people would come to this place because of its rough terrain and poor lighting, but it is a more convenient route home.
I actually prefer dark paths with few people.
My eyes were specialized for seeing in dark places, so brightly lit areas with street lights sting a little.
As I walked, I organized my thoughts; most of them were about Rena.
Although I felt emotions less intensely than others, the feeling of watching the fireworks festival left a slight lingering impression.
‘Relationships with humans, huh.’
Come to think of it, I had never thought about my relationships with those around me.
Taking Rena, who was the closest to me, as an example, it wasn’t a relationship that could be dismissed as just an acquaintance.
Would it be right to call her an acquaintance?
She wouldn’t be a friend.
I don’t know what Rena thinks of me, but humans and monsters can’t be friends.
Starting from their way of thinking to their actions, even what they eat as staple food is different.
Relationships that transcend species are impossible.
The history we’ve already gone through proves this.
Just looking at the case of Amy, who died recently, you could tell.
Although I’ve been suppressing my instincts and mingling now, I can’t guarantee when my attitude towards Rena might suddenly change.
If I stood before Rena in a starved state, could I resist my appetite?
If I fell into an extreme state of hunger where rational judgment becomes blurred, could I really resist killing Rena?
I don’t know.
Since I couldn’t guarantee that, I couldn’t carelessly use the word ‘friend.’
Though I felt a bit sorry for Rena.
As I was organizing my thoughts while climbing the ridge, I sensed a presence nearby.
Do people come to a place like this too?
It wasn’t just one presence.
The presence didn’t feel nearby. So, I had to close my eyes and focus on my senses.
“……”
And then I opened my eyes.
There was a smell of blood on the ridge behind the academy, where no one was expected to come.
The sweetest smell among all those I had smelled so far.
I hurried my steps as if drawn by the sweet scent.
It wasn’t that I was hungry; what I felt was closer to simple curiosity.
***
At the place where she had wanted to go, there were two people; a man and a woman. They were engaged in a fierce battle, each holding a sword in their hands.
It was a high-level battle that would be difficult for an ordinary person to even follow with their eyes.
The weight of their swords was considerable.
The movements of their bodies were extraordinary, as waves of magic power residing in the swords reverberated around the area.
But there was no killing intent in the sword strikes.
The two were competing with real swords, but it didn’t seem to be a fight to the death.
That’s because the levels of the two were unequal.
The woman was noticeably stronger. If she had intended to, she could have killed him several times over already.
But the man wasn’t a pushover either.
His movements didn’t look skilled, but he was slick.
He could parry all the sword strikes coming at him by seeing them with his eyes.
It would be impossible to do this with human dynamic vision.
The man, who looked like an ordinary student, was doing things that even humans who had transcended boundaries couldn’t do.
Of course, that alone couldn’t make up for the overwhelming difference in experience and skill.
-TANG!!
After a sharp metallic collision sound spread around, the boy’s sword flew into the sky, making him vulnerable – particularly his neck.
The woman’s sword changed its trajectory, stopping just before slicing the boy’s neck.
It was an amazingly precise movement. It was as if stopping right before the contact had been calculated in her head; the fine control of force was remarkable.
She stayed still for a while and then retrieved the fallen sword.
Her reaction was lukewarm, as if her business was done.
“We’ll stop here for today.”
“……”
After that, she turned her back and left, having said only what was necessary.
Suddenly, the man was left alone in the mountain, tattered and wounded, as if he had rolled on the ground several times.
At that point, I revealed my presence by pushing through the grass.
I was interested in the man who was emitting a sweet scent so strong it hurt my nose.
I opened my mouth to ask, “What are you doing there-“
“…Who are you? How did you get here?”
“……”
I’m pretty sure I asked first.
He countered with questions before answering mine.
Is it right for me to answer first?
He seemed to be wary of me, so I couldn’t get close.
But it’s okay.
I knew how to deal with humans who were wary of me.
I took a step forward and showed the clothes I was wearing.
It’s the uniform of the Imperial Academy.
“A uniform? First year.”
As expected, his wariness greatly decreased.
By the way, you can distinguish the grade by the color of the ribbon.
He looked like a second-year student, so I used the fact that normal people aren’t usually wary of juniors from the same school.
At that point, I asked again.
“What were you doing in a place like this?”
It wasn’t something I should say, but he was quite a peculiar-looking man.
People with black hair were rare in this world.
He was a person with black hair and blue eyes.
He opened his mouth.
“Well… I was having a private lesson. Usually, no one comes here during the festival period…”
“Do you usually do private lessons with real swords?”
“No, this time I asked for it. I asked to be treated as intensely as possible. Since I’m still weak, I spend most of my time training.”
“Hmm.”
Objectively, his strength wasn’t weak.
Rather, he seemed to have no match among the academy students.
It’s just that his opponent was a monster.
Sword Saint Freya.
She might not remember me, but I know her.
I wasn’t sure when I saw her from a distance, but I was certain after getting closer.
As far as I know, there’s only one human who can show that level of skill.
I couldn’t not know.
She was the woman who cut off my right arm with a single sword about a year ago.
Was she still alive?
Unfortunately, I couldn’t kill her then.
Who on earth is this man to consider a woman of that caliber as his private tutor?
Despite his appearance, he might actually be from a high noble family or an important figure in the Empire.
“What about you? What are you doing in the mountains like this?”
“This is the way home for me; it’s a shortcut.”
“That’s no good. Next time, go on the properly made road. The mountain path at night is more dangerous than you think.”
This is a path I often pass through. I haven’t seen anything dangerous.
So I asked, “What specifically is dangerous?”
“Sometimes fierce beasts roam around, and above all, it’s easy to get lost at night when you can’t see well. Even if you’re an academy student, if you’re a first-year, it’s better to use safer roads as much as possible.”
Animals can be chased away, and I have good night vision.
So, his advice wasn’t applicable to me.
It was bothersome to explain, so I just nodded and said that I understood.
“Well then, I’ll be going now. You should be careful on your way home, too.”
“Ah…”
He said that and turned to leave.
Without realizing it, I tried to stop him, but then didn’t.
I had reached out my hand but withdrew it without grabbing anything.
Should I have grabbed him before it was too late?
It was a short conversation, but there was a lot to take in.
That man wasn’t an ordinary human, and I still didn’t know his name.
Even though I looked him straight in the eye, I was unable to look into his mind.
It wasn’t because he had a high mental defense like Albert. It was something different, an external factor, that blocked me.
It didn’t seem like I could penetrate his mind even if I used magical energy.
However, I remember the scent of sweet blood that made me dizzy.
This was the first human that my body had reacted to this much.
That’s why I was more interested.
I saw that right after the duel, the man was bleeding. And even though he had left, the blood he had spilled on the ground remained.
“……”
I shouldn’t eat it.
Even though I knew I shouldn’t, I was already reaching out my hand.
I bit my tongue hard with my sharp fangs.
Pain helps to wake up the mind.
With a slight pain, the acrid taste of blood spread throughout my mouth.
As a monster who lives on human blood, it was a horrendous experience for me to taste the blood of my kind.
“Keck, keck!!”
Maybe because I’m not human, my blood tasted so bad I couldn’t eat it at all.
It made me feel sick to my stomach, so I spat it out on the ground again.
All in all, my first encounter with that man wasn’t very good.
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After the exams, there was a break, and after the break, a festival. So, what awaits the students once the festival ends?
“Ugh…”
“What’s wrong?”
“We only got to play for one day, and now it’s back to regular classes. I feel cheated.”
The answer?
Of course, it’s a new semester.
The education level at the Imperial Academy is undoubtedly the highest on the continent. While the first semester was a light introduction, the second semester is when students really get into the core classes.
They will face more challenging theoretical and practical lessons.
Rena’s facial expression wasn’t good. It looked grim as if she could see her future unfolding before her.
The biggest change in the second semester of the first year is that defending the top spot became more difficult. However, Iria’s expression remained calm.
Rena was about to ask how she could be so calm but stopped herself. It wasn’t so much calm as it was just Iria’s usual expression. It was her normal face.
“Sigh, alright. What can I say to you?”
“…?”
“Never mind. What’s our next class?”
“Fundamentals of Mana.”
“Is that Professor Albert’s class?”
“Yes.”
Iria followed Rena while scratching her cheek.
‘Albert… I wonder if he’s still alive. Even if he woke up, I doubt he could teach in that condition.’
Since there were no announcements about the class, he probably didn’t die. The Imperial Academy usually notifies its students if a class can’t be held.
No news is good news.
As for Eve…
‘I’m not sure what happened since I didn’t attend her lectures.’
“By the way, I wanted to ask you something.”
Iria turned to Rena as she spoke.
Iria’s facial expressions don’t change much, so it’s hard to notice any differences. But Rena, who’s always with her, has learned to distinguish the…. well, somewhat.
Iria’s expression was blank, and her gaze wasn’t fixed. She blinked more frequently than usual, and her responses to questions were a bit slower.
It meant she had a lot on her mind.
“Hm? Do you want to ask me something? What is it?” Rena looked a bit surprised as she asked. It was quite rare for Iria to initiate a conversation.
“Do you know a second-year senior with black hair?”
“If you mean Senior Ariel, I know him. Actually, it’s harder to find a student who doesn’t know him.”
“Is he famous?”
“Extremely famous. Probably even more so than you.”
Iria scratched her cheek as if making it clear that she probably hadn’t heard of him.
‘He is someone even more notorious than me, who had drawn attention with all sorts of antics right after enrollment.’ 
Maybe he was actually a strange person.
Growing more curious, Iria asked about him.
“Why is he famous?”
“That senior is the strongest in our academy. Usually, that title would be given to the top student of the fourth year, but I heard that this senior beat all the fourth-year students as soon as he entered as a first-year.”
“Is he really that strong?”
“Of course. Gaining the title of the academy’s strongest as a first-year is unprecedented in the academy’s history. Now that he’s a second-year, he must have grown even stronger than when he was a first-year.”
Based on what she saw the other day, Iria already knew his skills were above average.
Just the fact that he could exchange blows with the Sword Saint was already far beyond the level of an academy student.
From what she saw, his strength was stronger than a regular knight, but slightly weaker than a top-ranked knight.
Even so, that was still far beyond a normal student’s level. But that wasn’t what bothered Iria.
‘His name was Ariel, was it?’
He effortlessly defended against her mental attack.
That’s something even Albert, the Empire’s strongest mage, couldn’t do.
It was impossible to read or modify his memories using any magical energy. Iria could sense that instinctively.
He wasn’t an ordinary human—there was more to him than the rumors circulating around the academy.
‘Should I investigate further?’
As Iria sorted her thoughts, she felt a sharp gaze beside her.
It was Rena’s.
This was the first time she had seen Iria show interest in someone else. She was looking at her with curious eyes.
“So why are you asking about that senior?”
Iria hesitated to answer, not sure how to explain.
She couldn’t exactly say she was curious about the identity of a human who emitted a scent so sweet it made her lose her rationality.
So, she decided to give a vague answer.
“…Just curious.”
Rena’s expression turned strange at that.
She asked with her characteristic mischievous look.
“Could it be… a crush?”
“No, it’s not,” Iria denied.
Seeing her denial, Rena decided to grill her even more. “Come on, you can be honest with me. Honestly, that senior is quite handsome, isn’t he?”
“I’m telling you, it’s not like that.” But Iria was adamant.
“Hmm~ It’s not? Well, alright. So, even Iria can experience spring.”
“…”
“Don’t worry too much. You’re so stylish, he’ll definitely fall for you if you just approach him. He should be in Class B of the second-year swordsmanship department. Why don’t you ask him what he does after school?”
It seems a major misunderstanding has occurred.
In these situations, it’s best to cut off the spark of misunderstanding before it grows bigger.
Iria spoke as if drawing a clear line.
“I don’t like men.”
Before falling into this world, I was a man myself.
“Gasp, then do you like women?”
“Yes.”
‘Before falling into this world, I did.’
“…!!!”
This answer should be enough for her to understand.
Thinking that, Iria was about to turn around to leave,
But for some reason, Rena’s face was flushed red.
“Iria. I, I, that, I mean…”
“…?”
“Sorry, I need to go first!”
With those words, Rena hastily left.
She ran away so quickly that she didn’t even make eye contact with Iria, so she couldn’t tell what she was thinking.
Left alone, Iria scratched her cheek.
Wondering if she had said something wrong, she recalled what she had said, but there was no problem.
‘Maybe it’s because we’re different species.’
Iria thought that human thoughts were incomprehensible sometimes.
***
After that day, Iria decided to investigate the man named Ariel.
He might be the protagonist of the novel she fell into. He might be the person she had been looking for all along.
That alone was worth investigating.
Unlike before, when she knew nothing except that he was a second-year student, now she had some information.
‘He was in Class B of the swordsmanship department, wasn’t he?’
Actually, the investigation wasn’t anything special. Since it was impossible to peek into his memories, Iria could only follow him around and observe his behavior patterns.
During his free time between lectures, he focused solely on training. Regardless of lunch breaks or rest periods, he swung his sword alone, and after school, he received private lessons from the Sword Saint.
Just like someone obsessed with something.
It seems he wasn’t just a person with outstanding talent. He spent every day in hours of pain.
Swinging his sword, attending lectures, getting beaten by the Sword Saint. There wasn’t even a moment of rest to be found in that routine.
Iria suddenly became curious.
Why was he so desperate? What was he so obsessed with to go to such lengths?
Of course, it’s not like there weren’t hardworking humans around her before.
Rena maintained her grades in the upper ranks to support her family. Lucia aimed to gain recognition from her family members by becoming the top student.
Effort usually exists to achieve some goal.
Typically, academy students aim for the top spot in their year, which is limited to one person per grade.
However, wasn’t he already at the top of the academy?
From the beginning, his goal must have been somewhere else.
Higher than even the academy’s top spot.
Iria decided to find out about that. So she followed him.
As she was also a student, she couldn’t skip classes to follow him, but she focused on following him at all other times.
Previously, Iria would head straight to the library after classes, but now that changed to following Ariel.
As a result, rumors started to spread.
“Have you heard? They say the famous first-year top student has been following Ariel around lately.”
“You mean the one who wore a maid outfit and stepped on a guest’s face?”
“She acts all pure, but it turns out she’s just boy-crazy.”
“But she is pretty though.”
“What good is being pretty? That Ariel guy is obsessed with training. He’d rather swing his sword one more time than meet a girl.”
“But still, if it works out, don’t you think they’d make a good couple? Both top students, both good-looking.”
“What, so if you become the top student, you get a silver-haired red-eyed beauty following you around school?”
“Your face isn’t good enough for that.”
“Damn it.”
As Iria, who usually doesn’t care much about others’ views, had been acting strangely for several days, rumors spread instantly.
Simply following someone around wouldn’t be a problem, but Iria’s silver hair stands out unnecessarily.
Her appearance attracts attention wherever she goes, contributing to the rapid spread of rumors.
And there was someone who didn’t like these rumors.
Ariel, the second-year top student, focuses only on training and avoids women and entertainment. But that doesn’t mean there aren’t people who like him.
Who is Ariel?
He’s a genius who surpassed all other students within a month of entering the academy.
He’s undoubtedly the strongest student in the academy and a figure who has written new history.
In addition to his handsome appearance, many people secretly kept an eye on him while pretending not to.
Like looking up at a flower blooming on a cliff.
“So, who’s after Ariel?”
“It seems to be the famous first-year top student these days.”
“Hmm, really? A first-year did that?”
“Yes, but she’s the top student.”
“So what if she’s the top student?”
While Ariel was exceptional, overcoming the difference in school years at the academy is extremely difficult.
Usually, a student ranked around 10th in the second year is stronger than the top student of the first year.
At best, the top student of the first year is on par with a student ranked around 20th in the second year.
And…
“So, what’s her name?”
“Iria.”
The student with flaming red hair sitting cross-legged arrogantly was Sera, the second-ranked student in the second year.
If it weren’t for Ariel, she would have been worthy of the top spot in the second year.
The rumors had reached her ears.
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Ariel from the Swordsmanship Department Class B doesn’t pay attention to most things around him.
The rumors about him, or the female students who subtly flirt with him.
Unless someone directly expresses their feelings to him, he doesn’t react. More precisely, he doesn’t even notice.
This wasn’t because he had no interest in the world.
He simply didn’t have time for it. He was managing a schedule that ordinary people couldn’t even imagine every single day.
Even in the current situation, he was unaware of the rumors circulating about him and Iria.
But
“Hmm…”
Recently, he had started to feel that something was strange.
Feeling like someone was following him, he turned around to see the silver-haired girl he had encountered before.
Thinking it was just a remarkable coincidence, he would head to his next lecture, only to feel someone following him again.
And he was right, because when he turned around, that striking silver hair would be there.
Even for someone as oblivious to rumors as him, this was a phenomenon he could notice.
He might not care about other things, but having reached a certain level, he was better at sensing others’ presence than most people.
So one day, while walking in the academy corridor, he stopped in his tracks.
Turning around, there was the silver-haired girl again. Ariel scratched his cheek and hesitatingly asked,
“Um… Do you have some business with me?”
“No.”
“Don’t you think we’ve been running into each other a lot lately?”
“It’s a coincidence.”
Ariel thought for a moment.
When they first met, it was in a dark mountainous area, so he couldn’t see clearly, but now, up close, she was quite a beautiful girl.
Her neatly arranged silver hair looked as fine as silk, and her faintly glowing red eyes seemed like embedded jewels.
She had a generally cold impression, but that enhanced her beauty.
Even Ariel, who kept his distance from women, had an eye for appearance. She must be very popular among other students.
She was a girl whose appearance would draw attention wherever she went.
‘Was there any reason for such a girl to follow me?’
“…”
Thinking about it, there wasn’t.
Perhaps it was just a coincidence as she said.
From that day on, Ariel began to wonder if he was being overly self-conscious.
***
The rumors surrounding Iria and Ariel grew in scale as time passed.
The reason for this was that on the tenth day of Iria following Ariel, he finally reacted.
In the usual scene of Iria walking behind Ariel, he stopped.
Then he turned around and started some kind of conversation.
Although the content couldn’t be heard from a distance, the fact that they stopped and had any conversation at all was significant.
And something was revealed in his expression.
People could see Ariel looking a bit troubled, scratching his cheek and seeming at a loss.
There wasn’t much else, but the fact that the usually stoic Ariel had reacted was meaningful.
“Hey, doesn’t that look like he’s blushing?”
“Iria is definitely pretty.”
“With her looks, if she sets her mind to it, who wouldn’t fall for her? And she’s skilled enough to be the top student. Who could be a better match for Ariel as a girlfriend than Iria?”
Thus, the current rumors mainly revolved around the two becoming a couple.
At this point, no one was complaining. Everyone could see that the two looked good together.
They were both at the highest positions in their respective years, and both were exceptionally good-looking.
And above all, their color combination matched well.
Iria’s appearance was basically silver hair and red eyes, while Ariel had black hair and blue eyes.
Just standing side by side without any reason, they looked like a painting. Even their personalities were similar in that they didn’t care much about others’ gazes, so some people even thought they had already started dating.
But this wasn’t true.
Iria was simply investigating him out of curiosity, and Ariel, aside from speaking to her once, wasn’t even paying attention to her.
It was like a disaster brought about by a lack of communication.
“Look at that crazy bitch. Left alone, she’s been following him for ten days? Do something about it, Sera. You’re good at that kind of thing.”
“Should I?”
Sera stood up with a relaxed smile.
Just that was enough to make the surrounding mana vibrate. Her very existence was like a massive lump of mana.
Sera, the second-ranked student in the second year, had a mana capacity of 8300. In terms of total mana, it was a figure that wouldn’t lose even to the top student of the third year.
Overshadowed by Ariel, she hadn’t received much attention, but she was originally someone who should have been the top student. It was almost unfair to compare her to Iria, the top student of the first year.
After all, wasn’t Iria famous for having a low mana capacity?
For humans, most of their strength comes from mana. Small differences could be overcome with skill, but overturning an overwhelming amount of mana isn’t easy.
Sera proved this with her ranking. She overwhelmed students with much lower mana capacities with ease.
The reason she was called someone who could have been the top student without issue was because the difference between her and the third-ranked student was overwhelming.
She won without even using half of her mana. So, there was no way a first-year top student could be her match.
“Usually, I wouldn’t even be interested in weak people, but when someone flirts with the person I’ve got my eye on, I get curious. How strong are they?”
“Are you… angry?”
Sera laughed incredulously at the question from beside her.
“Why would I be angry? I’m in the best mood right now.”
“Hmm.”
But the student beside her couldn’t continue speaking.
Because Sera’s slightly smiling face looked far from normal.
“In this world, power is everything. I only acknowledge those stronger than me. If you want something, prove it with strength. If we want the same thing, the winner takes it.”
“You’re not just looking for a duel, are you?”
“That’s exactly it.”
“…”
The second-ranked student had a way of thinking different from ordinary people.
Come to think of it, she hadn’t had a duel in a while. She was itching for one.
***
At this point, the second-year class of the academy was so full of talented individuals that it was naturally called the golden generation.
Excluding Ariel, who showed exceptional strength, it was always an interesting topic of debate who would take the second-place position.
The current second-year class was obsessed with duels to overturn rankings. It was so extreme that even professors with considerable experience said they had never seen such belligerent students before.
But that didn’t last long, as the hierarchy of the second year was settled by one person.
Sera was the strongest, most battle-crazy student among them.
Especially among the fierce competitors of the talent-rich second year, she demonstrated overwhelming strength and took the second-place position.
Anyone who had seen Sera even for a moment would know how obsessed she was with duels and how fixated she was on overwhelming force.
That’s also why she had feelings for Ariel. In her own words, he was the first man to defeat her in a duel.
Rather than liking him romantically, it was closer to an obsession with strength greater than her own.
It is a known fact that Sera is crazy. The name ‘madwoman’ suits her perfectly. She was already infamous among the second-years.
She would challenge anyone who looked strong to a duel under any pretext, and if they didn’t accept, she would harass them until they did.
There was no malice in her actions, she simply wanted to duel, so there was no way to avoid it.
There was even a joke that school life was easy as long as you didn’t catch Sera’s eye.
And Iria caught her eye because recently, she became excessively famous.
She was always well-known, but as her name was mentioned several times among the second-years, it eventually reached Sera’s ears.
Sera was like an unavoidable natural disaster. Even if Iria hadn’t been following Ariel around, she probably would have had to face Sera sooner or later.
“Let’s have a duel.”
“…”
Iria showed a puzzled expression.
It wasn’t uncommon for the top student, Iria, to receive duel challenges, but the ribbon color was different.
Blue ribbon meant the second year, didn’t it?
She wondered why a student from a different year would specifically challenge her to a duel.
‘Sera.’
It was a name that seemed familiar somehow. It felt similar to when she had first heard Ariel’s name.
A face she was seeing for the first time, but for some reason, the name was familiar. Did she know this person? Maybe she was someone she knew but had forgotten.
‘What a tiresome personality.’
She can tell what kind of person someone is by looking them in the eye. If refused, she would probably stick around until Iria accepted.
That’s the kind of person Sera is. Someone who won’t be satisfied until she’s had at least one fight with a person she’s set her eyes on.
Refusing would probably be more troublesome.
It might be better to just go along with it once.
“Alright.”
She knew what would happen if she didn’t accept someone who wanted a duel.
She recalled what happened with Lucia.
With someone as fanatical as this, you never know what kind of excuse they might come up with if refused.
In the end, Iria accepted the duel with a very annoyed expression.
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Iria and Sera were in a confrontation. Sera was looking down at Iria, who was seated.
Sera’s face showed a hint of surprise, as she had clearly expected to be refused. The situation was unfolding differently from what she had anticipated.
But it was fine either way. She didn’t have to use any other methods.
“Well, I’m not saying we should do it right now. I don’t have a hobby of bullying first-years. I’ll give you about a week. That’s enough, right?”
Nod, nod.
Iria nodded her head.
At that moment, Iria’s evaluation in Sera’s mind skyrocketed.
‘What’s this? She’s cute.’ Sera thought.
She really liked her easygoing personality.
Up until now, whenever Sera had requested a duel, most people would refuse with a terrified expression.
She had seen Iria’s duels before, as they were quite anticipated. Although majoring in Combat Magic, it was said that Iria fought by masterfully mixing swordsmanship and martial arts with superior physical abilities rather than mana.
It was an unusual fighting style, and Sera was already looking forward to seeing what kind of performance she would show against her.
The reason Sera gave Iria a week was because she knew Iria’s tactics.
If they proceeded as is, it would be a duel favorable only to her. She didn’t want such dishonorable talk about facing a first-year.
Regrettably, she decided to postpone the duel schedule a bit.
“Well then, see you in a week.”
And with that, Sera left.
***
After the strange senior left, causing a disturbance, the classroom became quiet.
Next to Iria was Rena, half-frozen.
“W-wasn’t that Senior Sera just now…?” She stuttered as she asked.
“Do you know her?”
Rena couldn’t continue speaking for a while. Her face was pale white. For some reason, she seemed to have received quite a shock.
“Know her? She’s at the top of the second-year Combat Magic department! Although overshadowed by Senior Ariel, she’s said to be no less than the top student of the third year!”
“…”
Iria tilted her head as if to say, “So what?”
But she understood why Rena was angry. Their eyes met earlier, and Iria knew what she felt.
Rena was worried about Iria getting hurt. Even if it was just a light duel, the opponent was a monster from a higher grade. Rena seemed to think she would sustain considerable injuries.
Although it was just a duel, and Iria wouldn’t lose her life, it might interfere with classes for about a week.
Just looking at Rena’s case, hadn’t she suffered from aftermath for a while after the practical exam?
Iria understood her thoughts.
“There’s no way you can fight her! Huh? Let’s go tell her you’re backing out now. It might not be too late…”
“She would’ve kept coming until I accepted.”
“Even so, this time is a bit…”
But I wasn’t particularly scared.
No matter how talented the students at the Imperial Academy were, they were still just at a student level.
‘Even the elite knights, the main force of the Empire, could barely scratch my body. The reason I had refused duels with others until now was because I was clumsy at controlling my strength.’
If there was something Iria felt from the duel with Lucia last time, it was that the level of the top students in this school was higher than she thought.
They don’t die easily.
That’s also why she accepted. It seemed like she could use a bit of her strength against Sera too.
“I’ll be fine.”
“That’s not the point-”
“I said I’ll be fine.”
“…”
When Iria again insisted to the worried-looking Rena that she was fine, she let out a deep sigh.
Then she met Iria’s eyes.
“I’m just worried. You don’t seem to know how scary the second-year seniors are yet.”
“Hmm.”
“Are you really going to do it? That duel?”
“Yes.”
Iria nodded.
For Rena to go this far, she was starting to get curious.
Iria had never particularly hidden her strength in front of Rena.
She had rightfully claimed the top spot among the first years and even cleared out the Shadow Monsters alone during the external practicum.
But Rena predicted Iria’s defeat in the duel.
In other words, the second-years seemed stronger than what she had shown.
Iria decided to listen to what she had to say.
“What kind of person is Senior Sera?”
“Well… To be honest, she was beyond my imagination. Officially, she’s the student who handles fire magic best in our academy. But what’s scary is that she’s not just good at one type of magic.”
“Hmm.”
“While fire magic is her main skill, she’s proficient in wind, lightning, and ice magic too. It’s fair to say her level as a mage is among the top across all years.”
A standard magician who handles various elemental magic at a proficient level. If Iria had to compare her to someone, she might be similar to Albert’s type.
Even so, Iria didn’t think that Sera’s power was comparable to Albert’s level, as she was still a student.
However, in duels, Iria couldn’t use real swords, magical energy, or magic stones.
It was essentially like fighting with her hands and feet tied, so some caution was necessary. Excessive overconfidence leads to ruin, after all.
“Is she that strong even though she’s just second-ranked?”
“That’s why there’s a lot of talk about the current second-year batch. I heard it’s literally a gathering of monsters. Sera is almost at the top among them. Are you really sure you don’t want to cancel the duel…?”
“Yes,” Iria answered decisively.
It’s not that she wanted to duel, but that she didn’t know what would happen if she didn’t accept it now.
‘Lucia poured water on my head. Since Sera is a fire magician, she might set me on fire.’
Iria didn’t want her hair to burn again.
“Haa… Alright, how could I stop you?”
“…”
“Then, follow me. I have something to teach you.”
Saying that, Rena went outside the building with Iria following her.
She led Iria to a quiet meadow outside the academy. It was the same place where Rena had taught her magic before.
After checking several times to see if there was anyone around, Rena lit a small flame at her fingertip.
“Did you know that fire magic is the most aggressive among elemental magic? The temperature can rise endlessly depending on the caster’s capacity. Depending on how you use mana, it can produce enough firepower to turn a human into ashes in an instant.”
With a whoosh, Rena’s flame flared up.
It’s a flame that looks quite hot at a glance. More than enough to kill an ordinary person without resistance.
But Iria knew that her capacity was not just this much. She saw her dueling with Wendy on the day of the practical exam.
Fire magic can cause serious injuries even in light duels. Although you can receive treatment at the academy facilities, the pain of being burned is the same.
Rena enveloped her whole body in flames and continued her explanation.
“But you know, the fire element is ultimately strong because it’s hot. This is where it differs from other attributes. Fire magicians all have some kind of preparation process to raise the temperature of the flame. The method differs for each person, though.”
‘Come to think of it, that’s right.’ Iria searched through her past memories.
Although fire wasn’t Albert’s specialty, he seemed to release stored mana in an instant, while Eve boosted her firepower by rapidly exploding her output in a single moment.
That seemed to be the difference in methods that Rena was talking about.
“This can be seen as a common weakness of fire magicians. Figure out how the opponent raises the temperature of their flame, and interfere with that preparation process.”
“Interfere?”
“For example, I use a method of slowly preheating and building up the fire spell. If you run in and interfere before I can stack the spell, I become very vulnerable.”
“So the same could be true for Senior Sera.”
“That’s right. The problem is that she’s good at other magic too, but still, fire magic is what she uses best. She’ll definitely show her flames to decide the match.”
“Is that so…”
“If you aim for that moment, you can win easily,” Rena added to her explanation.
The information Rena gave was quite useful. In a duel close to actual combat, the presence or absence of information made quite a difference.
“…”
But there was something that bothered Iria quite a bit.
Rena was revealing her weakness to Iria, the top student in the same year.
It wasn’t something to be shared with someone who might compete for rankings later.
So she asked.
“Are you sure it’s okay to tell me that?”
Rena remained silent for a while. It was a windy day.
Her golden hair fluttered, tickling her cheek. Looking down the hill, she spoke.
“It’s okay if it’s you, Iria. You won’t tell anyone else anyway, right? And I’ve long given up on being the top student. I think it’s more accurate to say I’ve hit a wall against those with real talent.”
Rena stroked my head.
Iria looked up at her, but this time, their eyes didn’t meet.
It was because she was looking elsewhere. Maybe she hadn’t been looking at Iria from the start.
“So, don’t get hurt. Unlike me, you’re someone with talent.”
‘Talent, huh.’
Right.
She wished she was someone with talent.
“Let’s go back. We’ll be late for class.”
With those words, Rena left first.
Today, too, their gazes didn’t meet.
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From that day on, Iria’s training with Rena continued after their lectures ended.
According to her, it was best to be fully prepared before dueling with Sera.
Since there was no harm in being prepared, Iria learned magic under her guidance.
Although she could use stronger magic than Rena, she didn’t understand it as deeply as Rena did.
What Iria uses is ultimately just an imitation of someone else’s abilities because she isn’t particularly knowledgeable about magic.
In that respect, Rena was quite a good teacher. She had brought Iria from not even knowing how to use mana to a competent practitioner.
And so, three days had passed.
“Iria, how much is your mana capacity now?” asked Rena.
“When I checked yesterday, it was around 600.”
“As expected, your growth is really fast. Actually, the initial figure we measured was a bit strange. It was as if you had never used mana before. Your maximum capacity likely isn’t low.”
The average mana capacity for first-years was around 700, wasn’t it?
Soon, Iria might be able to reach the average level.
Maybe it’s because she’s been using magic stones more frequently lately. Still, she could somewhat feel that her internal mana had increased compared to before.
In fact, with magical energy, the necessity of mana wasn’t felt much. In most cases, it was possible to use it as a superior substitute for mana.
But right now, Iria is hiding her identity as a monster. She thought she should learn how to use mana too.
“Iria, you only know how to use wind magic, right?”
Iria nodded.
She doesn’t know exactly what kind of being she is, but assuming she’s about half monster and half human, this body’s talent was more ordinary than she thought.
Her total mana capacity wasn’t high, and even the elemental magic she could handle wasn’t extraordinary.
This is considered ordinary, but considering that Rena can handle three types of elemental magic and Sera can handle four, Iria’s not sure.
Should she consider the level of this academy to be unnecessarily high?
“But there’s good news, Iria.”
“…?”
“Fire magic is easy to deflect with the wind. You’ll probably get the hang of it quickly once you’re familiar with it.”
Saying that, Rena ignited a flame in her hand. After checking several times to see if anyone was around, she increased the firepower.
A deep red flower of flame blazed around. The radius was quite large, so Iria had to step back.
“I taught you how to utilize wind magic last time, right?”
“…”
“Then today, let’s practice deflecting flames. I’ll be your practice partner,” Rena said, aiming her flames at Iria.
She just waited, aiming, as if anticipating Iria’s move.
Iria decided to receive her flames.
She drew out the mana from within her body and enveloped it with a wind spell. She could confirm that the movement of extracting mana had become faster and more precise than before, thanks to the training.
After that, she covered the spell using someone else’s talent.
A blue-green light shimmered around, and a soft wind could be felt as it whipped through her lengthened hair.
As she became accustomed to handling mana, she could somewhat tell what her upper limit was.
Thanks to her increased mana capacity, she could now unleash slightly stronger winds.
-Whoosh!
Whoosh indeed
It was a meadow where red and blue-green mixed exquisitely. Rena released the flames she had been aiming one by one.
As she did so, Iria spread a wall of wind upon seeing the incoming flames. She read the trajectory of the flames and drew curves with her hands to deflect them.
As the flames merged, a red wind blew across the meadow. It was a threatening hot wind that could burn anything, even with a light touch.
However, there wasn’t even a small scratch on Iria’s body. It wasn’t just because her body’s durability was excellent; rather, it was more accurate to say that the flames barely grazed her.
Rena’s flames had merely skimmed along the trajectory of the wind Iria wielded.
All the flames Rena had shot scattered in the air without even touching Iria’s body.
Iria tilted her head slightly, wondering, “Is this how you do it?”
“Iria! You really are a genius!” Rena praised as she ran towards Iria and hugged her.
Then she stroked Iria’s head, but because Rena has large breasts, Iria was slightly suffocated.
***
About three more days had passed since then.
It was right after having a light duel with Rena, who had become Iria’s practice partner.
There’s a saying that dueling is the best way to improve one’s capabilities, and it’s not without reason.
Now, with one day left before her duel with Sera, Iria could physically feel the difference.
First, her mana capacity had increased significantly. When she last measured it, it barely exceeded 600, but now it’s around 660.
Her level had gone from weak to mid-level. She found out belatedly that 660 is quite high for ordinary people far from magic.
That wasn’t the only change.
The speed at which she could draw out and deploy mana had increased exponentially compared to before.
Previously, it took a long time to find the tiny amount of mana in a body full of magical energy, but now that wasn’t the case as the proportion of mana in her body had increased considerably.
She could say that she’s reached the point where she can extract and recover mana at will.
After finishing the duel, Irina walked through the academy park late at night. There was no particular reason for her stroll; she was simply on her way home from her practice with Rena.
As she was walking, she saw a figure sitting on the center of a bench.
It was a man with blue hair and glasses, holding a book in one hand.
Despite the park being dark due to the late hour, he was engrossed in reading. Curious, Iria wondered if he could see the letters. Looking closer, she saw he was reading by the light of a street lamp.
It was a familiar face. Hadn’t she sat next to him on that chair before?
“Albert.”
Iria silently uttered his name. She didn’t sit next to him as usual. He was quite an awkward person to encounter right now.
She had been deliberately avoiding him since the underground incident. If her prediction was correct, his current state would not be normal.
She didn’t know what would happen if Albert faced the person who had taken away his memories all at once.
She also felt an instinctive aversion to humans whose main job was monster subjugation.
It wasn’t the time to greet him, so she decided to pass by him as she had done before. She continued walking, ignoring him sitting on the bench.
“Miss Iria.”
Then she stopped.
Albert had called out to her, closing his book before she could leave.
She turned her head.
“Can we talk for a moment?”
Albert was looking at her, adjusting his glasses.
The park was quiet as it was late at night. Unlike the usual hustle and bustle, no voices or footsteps could be heard.
However, from Iria’s perspective, the park wasn’t so quiet.
There was a slight wariness in Albert’s eyes as he looked at her. If she listened carefully, she could hear the rapid beating of his heart and the crackling sound of blue mana flames.
She slowly moved to sit next to him. He didn’t seem to want to fight right away.
If all he wanted was a simple conversation, there was no reason not to oblige.
So there was silence for a while.
Iria is not a very talkative person, to begin with. As she sat next to him, she decided to give him time to organize his thoughts.
“Where should I start? First of all, it’s been a while.”
“……”
Up close, Albert’s complexion wasn’t very good. One eye was covered with something like an eye patch, and he looked haggard as if he hadn’t slept properly.
Iria couldn’t understand why he had called her. She still couldn’t read his memories without using magical energy. So, she waited.
“Why did you call me?”
Iria finally spoke first. She calculated that at this rate, the conversation would take ages to end.
Albert kept his mouth shut for a while, then slowly opened it.
“Are you not human?”
“……”
Human, huh.
It was a question Iria couldn’t answer.
Not only is she hiding her identity as the back alley monster, but she doesn’t even know exactly what kind of being she is.
She’s not human because she eats humans. If she had to say, she’s closer to a monster.
When she asked pure-blooded monsters about her identity, they said she wasn’t even a monster. They said they had never seen a being like her before, even monsters saw her as a monster.
So Iria didn’t answer Albert’s question. She couldn’t even read the intention behind the question.
Is he suspecting her because of what happened that day?
But he can’t be certain. Because she erased his memories. He would have struck her with lightning right away if he was certain.
After being momentarily lost in thought, Iria looked into Albert’s eyes. As she expected, he wasn’t confident in his words.
The fact that he couldn’t meet her eyes at all showed that. He seemed hesitant to say something.
It would have been convenient if she could read his memories at times like this. Now, she couldn’t know what he was thinking.
‘Should I kill him after all?’
She had no weapons, but Albert was much weaker now than before.
If it’s now, there are no witnesses. It wouldn’t be difficult to kill him.
If she made up her mind here, he could become another victim of a tragic encounter with the back alley monster.
But instead, she chose to wait.
Albert had asked her for a conversation.
It wasn’t too late to decide whether to kill him or not after hearing what he had to say.
“…Why do you think so?”
Iria asked him.
It was a day when the risen moon was beautiful. Maybe it looked that way because she was intoxicated by the thick dawn air.
It must be the same for her and for Albert.
Iria stood up from the bench and stood in front of Albert. A conversation didn’t necessarily have to be done sitting down.
Her silver hair, fluttering in the dawn breeze, reflected the moonlight, creating a somewhat dreamlike atmosphere.
It was just the right atmosphere; an excellent environment for the back alley monster to show hallucinations and dreams to others.
She slightly raised the magical energy in her body. A small amount of magical energy spread around like mist, not enough for Albert to notice.
Whatever happens today will be forgotten by him like a handful of dreams.
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Albert asked Iria if she might not be human.
She didn’t know what prompted him to ask the question. He was the Empire’s greatest magician, and simply making eye contact wasn’t enough to read his memories.
Therefore, she had to infer his intentions by observing his gaze, actions, and faintly audible heartbeat.
“Why do you think so?”
Iria countered his question with another question. She didn’t know how to answer his inquiry, so she stalled for time.
Simultaneously, she was also testing him.
There was no way to know if his question was asked with certainty or if he was testing her.
Silence lingered for a while. The atmosphere was such that it wouldn’t have been strange if a massacre broke out at any moment.
Even Iria, who was not skilled at sensing mana, could tell that the air in the vicinity was strange.
“It’s your red eyes. Actually, they resemble those of someone I know. As you know, humans with red eyes are extremely rare. The person I know wasn’t entirely human either.”
However, contrary to the atmosphere, Albert’s words were calm.
It was the attitude of someone seeking conversation rather than combat.
Iria slightly lowered her guard. It seemed that his request to talk for a moment meant exactly that.
“Headmaster Sertia.”
Iria uttered the name before Albert could finish his explanation. This was probably the person Albert was referring to.
“Do you know her?”
Albert asked with a serious face.
Iria didn’t know her in detail. She had never actually met her. It was merely an inference based on Albert’s memories that she had previously stolen.
But if it was about red eyes, it could only be her. The probability of a human being born with red eyes is extremely low.
A human half-tainted by a curse, it was quite interesting.
Despite her curiosity, Iria had no desire to meet such a dangerous individual in person.
“I don’t know much about her. I’ve just heard her name.”
“In any case, you do know of her.”
“……”
Iria didn’t deny it.
That alone was enough for the conversation to progress.
“Headmaster Sertia conducted several experiments on herself and concluded that it’s nearly impossible for a human body to naturally have red eyes. Even if such cases exist, it’s likely due to some kind of chronic illness.”
His deep voice lowered, maintaining the same nonchalant tone as usual, much like when he gave a lecture as a professor.
At least, it wasn’t the sharp voice he had shown during combat. Looking closely, Albert didn’t seem to have any intention to attack. It was a question born out of pure curiosity.
“Are you also under some kind of curse?”
A curse.
It might not be entirely wrong.
Iria was cursed by someone unknown, fell into an unfamiliar world, and became a monster that had to kill people.
But that was far from the curse Albert was talking about.
For one thing, there was no curse on Iria’s body. If there had been, she would have noticed it long ago.
She didn’t feel like something was eating away at her body like Sertia, nor did she feel like there was another personality inside her.
It would be more natural to say that she was a different, separate species from her.
So Iria shook her head.
“I’m not under a curse.”
“……”
This time, Albert fell silent.
Although she couldn’t read his memories, Iria thought she knew what he was thinking.
He must be curious about her identity—a being that looks like a human with red eyes but doesn’t have a chronic illness and isn’t cursed.
Then what was she?
“Then what are you?”
The question she had expected finally came.
However, she couldn’t give him a definite answer, because even she didn’t know exactly what she was.
In times like this, Iria decided to maintain a firm attitude.
“What would you do if I said I don’t know either?”
In this confrontational situation with him, Iria had nothing to lose.
If necessary, she could erase his memories, or even kill him.
It was late in the park, and there were no witnesses. Iria hoped he wouldn’t ask any more questions about her.
“As expected, Miss Iria……”
“It would be better for your well-being to stop questioning me here.”
The reason Iria didn’t kill Albert that day was because he was one of the Empire’s key figures.
She didn’t want to make a big deal out of the incident when she attacked the Empire. She wanted it to be of a scale that the higher-ups could adequately cover up, like now.
It could be said that she was afraid of the repercussions that would follow if she killed Albert.
But,
“……”
Now it’s different.
She could erase him from this world without leaving even the slightest trace if she wanted to.
She could even erase the memories of those around him so that no one would remember him.
It was a night with a full moon.
Iria waited for his words while bathing in the bright moonlight.
She was waiting to see if he would cross the final line she had set.
If he crossed it, she would kill him, and even if he didn’t, she would still erase his memories.
After spreading her magical energy around her body, she showed him her red eyes. This is her true form.
Not the student Iria, but the worst murderer to roam the Empire.
Albert swallowed hard and tried to grasp a spell with his hand, but it was too late. In the current situation, Iria would be faster no matter what he did.
The moment he started chanting a spell to attack her, the red magical energy in the vicinity would pierce his heart.
Realizing this fact, Albert didn’t attack her. It was a wise decision.
The silence continued, and another dawn breeze blew.
Perhaps it’s time to stop waiting.
“There won’t be a next time, Albert. From now on, pretend not to know me even if we meet.”
Saying this, Iria turned to leave. She thought he would understand by now.
It was a place where red magical energy had settled like a mist.
***
Albert closed his eyes for a moment, then opened them.
A few days ago, he had lost a certain part of his memory due to something. The events of that day were like dreams.
It was like that in the sense that it seemed about to be remembered, but as soon as he opened his eyes, it quickly faded.
What remained faintly in the hazy memory were the red eyes glaring at him. And for some reason, someone came to mind when he tried to recall it.
The first-year top student, Iria.
She was a person with red eyes, just like his mentor. At first, he thought it must be just his imagination. It’s an absurd assumption to consider her the same being he saw underground just because her eyes are red.
But the sense of déjà vu he felt every time he saw her was real. Albert was bothered by it. This led to today’s question.
“Are you not human?”
The red eyes reflected in the dark background matched those in his hazy memory.
It wasn’t a question filled with certainty.
Although he wasn’t sure, Albert thought the blank in his memory might be related to her.
And,
A day passed.
Albert woke up in his usual bedroom. He had returned to his mansion after being discharged from the hospital.
Right after waking up, he endured a considerable headache. When he came to his senses, he couldn’t remember what had happened the previous day.
Should we say he’s lucky?
He had encountered a back alley monster twice and still didn’t lose his life. The events of the previous day also felt like just a dream.
***
Some more time passed, and the day of the duel with Sera arrived. This wasn’t a ranking match, nor was it a practical exam.
As it was simply a battle between individuals, normally there would be no judges or spectators.
But in this case, there were both.
Despite the difference in school years, it was still a duel between the top and second-ranked students of different years. It was a big match between two people famous in various ways.
What started as a small rumor gradually became known, and eventually, they succeeded in renting a dedicated dueling arena.
There were many spectators, but among them, no one predicted Iria’s victory.
It wasn’t that they were underestimating her, but her opponent was overwhelmingly strong. Sera, second-ranked in the second year.
Although overshadowed by another monster in the same year, her strength surpassed even the average level of a second-year top student.
She won all duels in dominant fashion, looking down on her opponents with her characteristic relaxed expression.
In fact, it would be more accurate to say that the image of her losing couldn’t even be imagined. Her losing figure couldn’t be pictured. Sera was almost synonymous with victory.
But,
“If you put it that way, doesn’t Iria look the same?”
“That’s right. She’s always been relaxed too.”
By that logic, Iria was no less impressive. She, too, had never shown a struggling appearance in a duel so far.
Both were called monsters in their respective years. It will be a fight worth watching regardless of who wins.
“Ah, but Sera will win anyway.”
Although many predicted Sera’s victory as she was a second-year monster and had shown more of her abilities so far, it remained to be seen how Iria would be defeated.
It wouldn’t be an exaggeration to say that people had gathered to see that cold expression crumble.
Two students stepped onto the dueling arena. Iria with her fluttering silver hair and Sera revealing her fiery presence on the opposite side.
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Finally, on the day of the duel, Iria stood in a large dueling arena.
It hadn’t been this big even when she had dueled with Lucia. Sera’s must be quite strong.
Perhaps a smaller arena wouldn’t have been enough to contain her power. She was stronger than she appeared on the surface.
Iria could roughly gauge an opponent’s strength just by looking. Seeing Sera up close, she understood why Rena had made such a fuss.
Sera’s strength had already surpassed that of academy students, and in that respect, she was similar to Ariel.
Was there something special about this year’s second-year students? Even at a glance, they seemed unnecessarily strong compared to first-year students.
While it’s natural for second-year students to be stronger than first-year students, the difference was excessive. They weren’t far behind even third- and fourth-year students.
As the distance closed, Sera flashed a grin. It wasn’t fitting for someone about to fight.
“You came? At least you didn’t run away.”
“……”
“Ah, don’t misunderstand. I’m not looking down on you. It’s just that last time, all my opponents ran away. Though I did track them down and beat them up anyway.”
Her words were brutal, contrasting with her gentle smile. Somehow, Iria thought this suited her perfectly.
She seemed like someone Iria had seen somewhere before. Had she met Sera before? There was a strange sense of déjà vu.
“I like that you showed up in one piece. You seem more on edge than before, showing that you’ve prepared. Was it worth giving you a week to prepare?”
Sera stood in front of Iria as she spoke. She felt quite different from the other humans Iria had met so far.
Most tended to look down on and underestimate Iria, but she couldn’t see any of that in Sera’s eyes.
Sera was treating her as an equal human being. There was no condescending gaze or dismissive attitude.
It was an ideal duel in the truest sense, a duel in which they would prove their skills in a practical combat format.
There was no pride at stake, no great humiliation in losing.
At this point, Iria could roughly understand Sera’s character. She was upright like Ariel, just with a slightly different approach.
She loved combat to an excessive degree, and dueling was her way of proving her path.
She was a crazy person, but not a bad person.
In response, Iria also decided to treat her as a fellow human being.
She raised the wooden sword in her hand, pointing it at Sera. It was a sign that she was ready for the duel.
Sera also raised one hand as a sign that she was ready. That’s when the academy professor, acting as the referee, signaled the start of the duel.
However, Sera didn’t immediately make any visible moves.
Even though the duel had started, Iria and Sera maintained their standoff.
Iria was curious about what tactics Sera would use against her. So, she decided to observe her for a moment.
After a short while had passed, Sera finally made her move.
“Let me give you a piece of advice. It’s better not to point a sword at me.”
Sera lightly flicked her finger and…
-Whoosh!
The wooden sword in Iria’s hand caught fire. It happened in an instant.
What had been a wooden sword turned into ashes in a moment. The weapon that had been there was gone.
“A wooden sword is still wood, after all. Now, what will you do?”
“……”
Iria drew out the mana from within her body.
She immediately converted it into blue-green wind. It didn’t take long for this to happen.
It was the result of her training. She had trained as a mage majoring in Combat Magic before being a swordsman.
A blue-green light spread around. Dense wind elements arose.
At the same time, the corners of Sera’s mouth curved upward.
“Yes, that’s more like it.”
In the dueling arena, Sera ignited her flames.
Its power was incomparably stronger than when she had burned the wooden sword.
It was flames with firepower similar to what Rena had shown in the practical exam. The difference was that Rena had used an irregular method to create that firepower.
While Rena had overexerted her body to produce firepower that was overwhelming for herself, Sera unleashed it purely with her own capacity.
This was her true strength. Another legend of the second year who had built an undefeated record in dozens of duels, excluding Ariel.
And the fiery blaze approached Iria.
***
Fire magic is the most aggressive element but can only shine when the flames are hot.
That’s why fire magicians have their own intermediate processes to raise the temperature of their flames.
Rena used a method of slowly preheating by stacking spells after storing flames, while Eve maximized the power of her magic by exploding her mana during the intermediate stage.
So what about Sera?
In the dueling arena, her flames spread as if they were alive. The first flames that arose burned brightly and spread to the surroundings.
From flame to flame.
From small flames to a massive conflagration.
Sera doesn’t directly go through the intermediate process that fire magicians supposedly always use.
She spreads the flames in all directions, letting them spread independently, then merges them and raises their temperature.
“Howl.”
The flames, which had grown large enough to cover most of the arena, exerted a tremendous influence just by their presence.
The phrase “the flames are howling” seemed fitting.
However,
“……”
Deflecting flames was something Iria could do with her eyes closed now.
She recalled the feeling from her training.
She changed the trajectory of the flames with a blue-green wind. The wind embraced the heat, creating a hot wind. A massive flaming gust blew across the dueling arena.
In the arena that had instantly turned into a sea of fire, only the spots where Sera and Iria stood remained intact.
It was a place where breathing was difficult due to the hot flames heating the air.
“This is something I haven’t seen before. You’re good with magic too? Well, you are in Combat Magic.”
Sera walked over with a relaxed smile.
She walked across the flame-covered arena. The flames, which had burned freely as if alive, recognized their master and made way.
Sera had all the flames in the vicinity under her control.
“Then this time, I’ll fight in the way you prefer. You like close combat, right?”
Sera retrieved the flames that had covered the dueling arena.
All the flames were sucked back into her. She gathered the massive flames into one place.
In the process, the flames brushed against Iria’s skin, and it was hot.
The claim that she was officially the best fire magic user among the academy students wasn’t an exaggeration.
She concentrated the gathered flames into one point, raising the temperature to the extreme.
Then she wrapped it around her entire body.
After taking a stance, she engraved the flames on her fist.
If it had been an ordinary student, they would have forfeited without even approaching her. The temperature of the concentrated flames was overwhelming to everyone.
Sera’s crimson eyes shone through the flames.
This was undoubtedly the greatest show of firepower among the academy students. She smiled slightly, ready to charge at Iria.
But,
“You’ll regret this.”
Obviously, it wasn’t a level that Iria needed to be wary of.
If Sera willingly closed the distance while abandoning the advantages of a magician, it was rather favorable.
Iria wrapped the wind around her fist in the same stance Sera had shown. It was insignificant compared to Sera’s.
She had to face massive flames with a small wind, but it didn’t matter much.
Rather, this much was more than enough.
Because Sera was strong.
If there was such a difference in their magical firepower, Iria calculated that there was no need to bother controlling her strength.
“We’ll see who ends up regretting it.”
Iria half-listened to Sera’s words while focusing on controlling her mana.
Blue-green wind enveloped her body. Acceleration of the body using wind.
And then,
-Bang!!
Iria and Sera leaped simultaneously. They lunged towards each other.
Sera extended her fist, filled with flames, and Iria stretched out her fist, wrapping it in the wind.
The brightly burning flames obscured the surrounding view. In the limited vision, all that could be seen was Sera approaching closely.
Their fists collided. A large explosion engulfed the dueling arena.
In fact, the impact almost affected the spectator seats beyond the arena, but the professor acting as referee spread a barrier to block it.
The power of Sera’s punch was more impressive than expected. It was because she had enhanced her body based on her enormous mana capacity.
The power of her fist couldn’t be ignored, and fierce flames followed behind it. It seemed Iria had underestimated her after all. Iria put more strength into her wind-wrapped fist.
“…Ugh?!”
At the center of the explosion, Sera’s brows furrowed.
After a large explosion passed, Sera was the first to retreat. She was frowning, clutching the arm she had used to throw the punch.
“……”
The outcome of this clash was as follows:
Iria’s hair and clothes were slightly burned, while Sera’s right arm was broken.
It was the result of overpowering magic with sheer force. It was a somewhat crude method, but Iria had no other means of attack.
She couldn’t use magical energy in a place where so many people were watching.
“So, who regretted it?”
Sera’s face showed signs of bewilderment. She blinked, alternately staring at Iria and her own arm.
Engaging in close combat against Iria had been a mistake. Iria took a small breath.
The duel wasn’t over yet.
“Do you want to continue?” Iria asked her.
And then,
“…Ha.”
Sera laughed.
“Isn’t that obvious?”
On Sera’s left index finger was a gold ring.
It was the type that had a small awl come out when a button was lightly pressed.
Of course, it was far from enough to hurt others. It was very small and thin.
But it was more than enough to hurt herself. It was custom-made for that purpose from the start.
Sera scratched her arm with the small hidden needle. It was quite a bold attitude for self-harm. She stabbed the needle deep and made a large cut.
She could receive treatment at the academy’s medical facility after the duel anyway. That’s why she didn’t hesitate.
Red blood dripped onto the dueling arena. As it was not a shallow wound, the bleeding was considerable.
With an expression half-filled with madness, Sera infused mana into the blood as she cut her arm.
“Howl.”
At that moment, the dueling arena turned upside down.
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Sertia’s office was usually a space of silence, but today, there was a rare guest.
Not a student, nor a professor, but a guest nonetheless – someone personally summoned by Sertia herself.
“Ah, come in. How did the task I requested go?”
The owner of the room stood up from her seat to greet the guest who had come.
It was a woman with striking sky-blue hair.
Her name was Freya.
A figure known as the Sword Saint, and said to be the strongest human in the Empire at present.
Freya gave a slight nod, then sat across from Sertia.
Her answer came next.
“Regarding this generation’s hero, things are going smoothly so far. In his current state, he is comparable to active-duty knights. He is at a level where he can be deployed for field missions without issue.”
“What about the hero’s starlight?”
“……”
“I see, it’s not ready yet.”
Sertia let out a sigh as if disappointed.
Ariel had not yet bloomed into his power as the hero.
She had thought that if he sparred with someone stronger than himself, he could overcome that wall, but it did not go as well as she had hoped.
With the Empire’s ranks having thinned considerably, the hero’s awakening needed to happen as soon as possible. Still, the problem was that the conditions were unknown.
Not only the hero himself, but even Sertia, who had been on the battlefield with the previous generation’s hero, did not know.
Therefore, they were at an impasse.
His swordsmanship progressed quickly, but it was meaningless if he couldn’t awaken the hero’s power.
“Sertia, you mentioned having high expectations for this generation. After all, the generation includes the child of the previous hero, Elion.”
“Yes.”
“In the end, aren’t you relying on the hero for everything? Is placing all your hopes on a single superhuman really what you see in this generation?”
“How could that be?”
Sertia picked up her teacup and swallowed a mouthful of black tea.
“Of course, I admit that the expectations placed on the hero are quite large. However, it is wrong to say that the Empire relies on the hero alone. As it has been for every generation until now, facing the calamity is not just the hero’s responsibility alone. Just as I stood by the hero’s side in the past..”
“You mean to say?”
“If we look purely at individual talent, one student surpasses even the hero. It was like looking at myself as a student.”
Sertia continued, thinking of a certain second-year student.
“Occasionally, there are those with a unique constitution with a large amount of mana in their blood. Commonly called mana-blood.”
“I believe her name was Sera. Is that child truly so remarkable?”
“Actually, the number of people with mana-infused blood isn’t extremely small. If you look closely, it’s a constitution that clearly exists in some individuals. Still, those who awaken it as a talent are a tiny minority. Including that child, there are probably only two in the Empire, right?”
“Who is the other one?”
“Who do you think it is?”
Sertia smiled slightly.
There was one in the past, too.
A mage who bloomed mana-blood at a young age and established legendary achievements.
That was why she was interested in Sera.
Because the mana-blood awakener of the past had accomplished the feat of severing the Demon King’s head.
“It’s me.”
“……”
“Even so, does this generation seem hopeless to you? I don’t think so.”
Geniuses exist in every generation.
Sertia did not think that the members of this generation were inferior to those who had achieved great accomplishments in the past.
Rather, they were the ones who would grow even more than that.
At least compared to herself, who was waiting for death without being able to do anything.
***
Sera’s mana level is 8300, which stands out even among second-year students.
However, her capabilities are not limited to just that.
The measured amount of mana is only a superficial number.
Sera has the unique constitution of having mana in her blood and converts spilled blood into mana.
The amplified amount of mana from that surpasses even the academy’s professors.
Sera placed a large amount of blood on the scale and transformed it into mana.
A huge mana wave blew across the training ground.
A storm of pure mana without any spell overlaid had blown.
Iria was slightly pushed back by that wave.
The total amount of mana she amplified with blood was 28000.
It was more than enough to turn a single training ground into hell.
After spreading the enormous mana in all directions, Sera stood before Iria.
The voices of the spectators watching were noisy.
Even the referee was astonished.
Many had predicted Sera’s victory, but they had not imagined her capabilities would be to this extent.
And the most flustered among them was Iria.
Because mana-blood is the natural enemy of monsters, especially to vampires. (TN: This is the teeth thing Amy was talking about.)
The scent of blood covering the training ground paralyzed Iria’s reason.
However, she must not put it in her mouth.
To her, who was not human, it was a deadly poison.
Of course, Sera likely did not intend that. Still, in any case, it flowed into an even more disadvantageous situation for Iria.
Iria frowned and bit her lip for the first time during the match.
“I’m surprised, Iria. I didn’t expect you to be strong enough to overturn that much of a mana difference.”
“……”
“That’s good. This is something I haven’t shown even Ariel, but I’ll show it only to you to commemorate breaking my arm.”
Sera created an ice awl with the spread-out mana and gripped it in her hand.
Her body was wrapped in a blue-green wind.
She had deployed two types of attribute magic simultaneously.
The purposes for each were different; the weapon’s formation and the body’s acceleration.
“Wind magic isn’t something only you can use.”
Sera knew that close combat against Iria could be dangerous.
Just before, she had underestimated her and got her arm broken.
However, she could not give up.
Rather than keeping distance and giving the advantageous position to the mage, responding with the same close combat was her way.
It had been a while since she met a worthy opponent.
Ending the match in such an anticlimactic way was out of the question for her.
The mana enveloping Sera’s body was like a barrier.
Extreme body reinforcement using mana, a mana barrier wrapped around the entire body, and with a single sword, she could go toe-to-toe with Iria without being pushed back.
At least, that seemed to be what Sera thought right now.
Sera gripped the ice sword with her bloodied hand.
In her heart, she wanted to respond with her fists like before, but unfortunately, her arm was broken.
If her arm was broken, wouldn’t it be impossible to swing a sword too?
She could endure that much pain with willpower.
Enduring the pain and taking a stance, Sera provoked Iria.
“We should finish what we started earlier. Right?”
“……”
Even when gestured to come at her with all her might, Iria still did not take the bait.
She just stood there and waited.
Sera laughed as if dumbfounded.
It seemed she was not the type to fall for provocations after all.
In the end, Sera decided to go herself.
She kicked the ground hard and leaped.
Sera’s basic physical abilities were poor, but it was a different story if she wrapped herself in a large amount of mana.
To what extent was it?
The ground she kicked was smashed.
After leaping, she immediately swung the ice awl and pressured Iria.
It was fine even if it didn’t hit.
She would just keep swinging until it did.
In the training ground blanketed by Sera’s mana, her perspective differed from that of ordinary people.
Mana is ultimately just another physical organ.
It was impossible to follow Iria’s movements with human eyes.
But in the dense mana, Sera could read her movements.
Rather than following with her eyes, she grasped it in advance through the vibrations in the surrounding mana.
It would have been impossible normally, but she could keep up now.
Because she detected Iria’s actions ahead of time through the subtle vibrations in the mana.
Sera fiercely pursued Iria as she retreated backward.
Although slower than Iria, Sera accelerated several times by pouring in mana and caught up.
In the eyes of ordinary people, the fight was barely visible.
They could only vaguely see that several exchanges had occurred between the two.
They had to guess that an intense battle was unfolding from the occasional impact sounds and the flashes spreading between them.
But in the eyes of the skilled, it was different.
Iria was avoiding Sera’s rough sword slashes with astonishing movements.
Iria had no proper weapon after all.
Receiving them barehanded would be too much of a burden, so even when blocking, she used her feet.
That was the identity of the impact sounds from before.
The sword slash came flying in a trajectory impossible to avoid; Iria had blocked it by raising her foot.
Of course, Iria was not just avoiding the whole time.
When she had successfully received Sera’s sword slash, Iria put strength into her legs and pushed Sera away.
With her incredibly strong leg strength, just that sent Sera’s body flying through the air.
Although creating distance against a mage would only give them an angle to snipe…
– Bzzt!
The pushed-back Sera poured down lightning toward Iria.
That was the flash that followed the impact sound.
No matter how fast Iria was, she could not perfectly avoid lightning while responding to Sera’s sword slashes.
So Iria spread out the wind and let it flow past her.
It was no longer a fight at the student level.
Among those gathered in the spectator seats, except for an extremely small number, many did not even know what was happening.
Most of the students felt a wall between the match of the two.
Now, it would not be strange if either won.
However,
“Ugh.”
The match seemed even to be tipping towards one side as time passed.
Sera’s movements, which had unreasonably swung her sword with her broken right arm, had dulled.
And Iria did not miss that opening.
When dealing with Sera, she could not afford to be lenient.
She had broken her right arm, but Sera had still been fine, so this time she decided to shatter her ribs.
“Kugh!”
Iria, wrapped in the sharp wind, accelerated and struck Sera’s abdomen with her fist.
Sera had a barrier wrapped around her entire body, but Iria had smashed it with pure strength.
Along with a great impact, the wind blades tore Sera’s body.
The wound inflicted after penetrating the barrier was deep.
Blood spattered onto the training ground.
At a glance, Sera was now close to being heavily injured.
Iria had not held back her strength because Sera followed along better than she had thought.
Among the students, Sera was the only one who had been hit by Iria in earnest.
She could take pride in not dying even after that.
Iria asked again.
“Do you want to keep going?”
There was no answer.
Sera was catching her breath in a blood-drenched state.
Her entire body was covered in wounds, and several bones were broken.
She was already in no condition to fight.
But,
“Huff……”
Sera stood up again, converting even the blood she shed into mana.
Her body was in tatters, but the newly awakened mana was as sharp as ever.
She transformed all the mana into flames.
Then, she wrapped it around her hand.
Her right hand was broken, so this time it was her left.
Sera wrapped the flames around her blood-smeared hand.
Iria was strong.
Much stronger than she had thought.
The figure of the small girl seemed so gigantic on the training ground.
After clashing a few times, she understood.
Iria was stronger than her.
The result would have been the same if they had fought in different conditions.
Sera took a deep breath.
She had decided to acknowledge Iria as stronger than herself.
Then she would simply measure it: How much was the difference between herself and Iria? How wide was the gap between them?
Once more, she charged at Iria.
For a strike launched with an injured body, it was fierce.
The flames flared greatly.
And,
– Snap!
Sera’s left hand, which had charged forward, was broken.
Because Iria had countered it with her fist.
Of course, this time as well, she didn’t hold back her strength.
Sera’s attack was not something that could be properly received if she went easy on her.
Because Iria was also wary of Sera’s attacks.
If the difference in strength had been as large as with Lucia, she would have obviously gone easy on her.
Talented humans are unlikeable like this.
“I think it would be good to stop now.”
Iria, who had received Sera’s attack head-on, spoke.
She couldn’t understand Sera. It was just a single match, yet why was Sera being so desperate?
Iria grabbed the fist wrapped in fire that had charged at her.
She grabbed it while exerting strength, so Sera could not pull back now.
“……”
Before losing consciousness, Sera pulled together all the flames nearby for the last time.
The blaze that had been burning gathered in one place.
She brought together all her mana and held it in her right hand.
With her left hand grabbed, she aimed a spell at Iria.
The spilled blood became flames and raised the firepower.
The more her body became like a rag, the more the firepower increased.
This flame contained Sera’s everything.
Sera gathered all her mana, turned it into a single spell, and held it in her right hand.
With her left hand grabbed, she aimed the spell at Iria.
As she pushed beyond her body’s limit, Sera’s body burned.
She exhaled breaths, heated to the point of scorching her throat.
“…… You shouldn’t have let your guard down until the end.”
No matter how prepared Iria was, she couldn’t block this spell.
She couldn’t divert it with wind, and she couldn’t block it with mana.
Because it was mana that surpassed 30,000 by amplifying it one more time and gathering it in one place.
On top of that, Iria was grabbing Sera’s left hand, so avoiding it was also impossible.
Sera, who was certain of victory at that point, smiled faintly.
Just before detonating the flames she’d compressed to a single point, she said,
“If it had been anyone other than me, you would have won.”
Iria let out a small sigh.
Sera wasn’t speaking empty words; this flame was quite threatening even to her.
If it hit her directly, it would have hurt quite a bit.
But Sera’s eyes meeting Iria’s was faster than her unleashing the spell.
“This close distance isn’t only advantageous for you, you know.”
The moment Sera’s eyes met Iria’s, her movement stiffened.
Iria’s mind control becomes harder to resist the closer the distance.
Sera’s mental strength was high, but in her current state of weakness, resisting was nearly impossible.
After all, even standing there was a miracle.
In the end, Sera’s flames scattered without reaching Iria.
“Sleep well.”
Iria whispered to Sera as she collapsed powerlessly.
From the audience’s point of view, the long match had finally ended.
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Actually, Iria had no intention of using her mind control ability in the match against Sera.
After all, using it would draw attention for various reasons.
If a person who was fine suddenly stopped moving and collapsed, it would look strange to anyone.
However, this time, the situation was a bit different.
Sera was in a state where it wouldn’t be strange for her to collapse at any moment, and the distance was close enough that the spectators couldn’t see what Iria was doing.
In the final confrontation, Sera accurately pierced Iria’s weak point.
Iria couldn’t avoid it, and with her mana depleted, she would have had to use magical energy to deflect it.
‘What would have happened if I got hit?’ Iria suddenly wondered.
She doesn’t know about the rest, but at least that final blow was at Albert’s level.
Iria probably wouldn’t have died, but she would have taken considerable damage.
Since Iria couldn’t regenerate the wound while people were watching, it was wise for her to not get hit.
Looking at her burnt right hand, Iria thought,
‘As expected, there is something about the second years at this academy.’
It was the first time Iria had been injured by someone whose level of strength should’ve been typical of academy students. This left her honestly flustered.
And this wasn’t even from the top student, but from the second place.
“……”
It is highly probable that the protagonist Iria has been looking for is among the second-year students at the academy.
If they were, it would be Ariel.
If Iria kills him, can she return? No, she couldn’t be certain yet.
Iria decided to observe him a bit more.
“The match is over. Please move that person.”
Iria pointed to Sera and spoke to the professor refereeing the match.
However, it seemed Sera wasn’t the only one who caught his eye.
“Where are you going? Your injuries are this severe.”
“……?”
“You need to receive treatment together. Even if there are few visible external injuries, we don’t know if there are any internal issues.”
“I’m fine, though,” Iria insisted.
“No, you’re not.”
Sera, who had collapsed on the training ground, was moved on a stretcher.
And somehow, Iria was also being moved on a stretcher.
Iria declined, saying she could walk on her own, but the reply was that it was impossible for her to be unscathed after such an intense match.
Well, it’s true it wasn’t a match that a human body could endure. That was the natural reaction.
Several people lifted Iria’s body and forced her to lie down.
Having her gaze face the sky while being moved by someone was a feeling stranger to what Iria had thought.
The sky moved even though Iria was still.
“……”
As Iria lay like that, someone covered her body with a blanket.
The reason was that Iria’s uniform was a bit burnt, revealing her underwear.
Since public indecency is dangerous, Iria was a little grateful to the mysterious person who lent her the blanket.
Iria was tired in so many ways after just finishing the match. Sera had been tenacious after all.
And for some reason, Sera’s blood hurt when it touched Iria. She probably couldn’t drink it either.
Iria closed her eyes as drowsiness came over her. Falling asleep with the sensation of her body floating wasn’t too difficult.
***
‘This world is fake and a world inside a novel.’
Iria realized this a little over a month after falling into this world.
At that time, from the background, worldview, and somewhat familiar developments of this world, Iria realized that this was the world of a novel she had read.
Until then, Iria had understood which novel’s world this was. Of course, she would have known who the protagonist was and even the developments in the novel.
However, Iria forgot.
As Iria transformed into a monster, she slowly began to forget the memories she had when she was human.
The body Iria possessed was that of a monster. Unlike humans, it had instincts that couldn’t be resisted and was a creature that couldn’t live without killing humans.
It took a while for Iria to realize that if she acted on her body’s instincts and ate humans, her mind would eventually transform into a monster’s.
Well, even if she knew that, nothing would change.
Even knowing she was becoming a monster, Iria had to eat humans. She was a being that couldn’t live without eating humans.
Iria had to kill humans even if she didn’t want to. Pushed by instinct, the memories of her first murder were not something she could call good, even as a figure of speech.
Perhaps Iria is a creature that shouldn’t exist.
To humans, the only good monster is a dead monster.
And,
“……”
Iria woke up.
Today was a rare day when she didn’t dream.
Iria opened her eyes for a moment and closed them again. The first thing she saw was an unfamiliar ceiling.
She laid still for a while. Even when not sleeping, there are days when she just wants to linger with her eyes closed, savoring the afterglow of sleep.
Then, Iria heard voices.
Based on the multiple presences and circumstances felt around her, this place was probably the infirmary.
It was the voices of the nurses tending to the patients.
“Did you check this patient? The one with torn clothes and burns on her hand.”
“Not yet.”
“Then bring some holy water.”
Hmm.
It seemed like it would be best to get up quickly.
Iria immediately opened her eyes and sat up. After stretching and loosening her stiff body, Iria looked around.
It was a fairly late hour, with sunlight seeping through the windows of the infirmary. The sun was already setting by the time Iria opened her eyes.
The sunlight shining down on Iria was somewhat unpleasant. In this inefficient non-human body, her condition worsened just from being exposed to the sun.
The only small consolation was that evening would soon arrive.
It would have been better if it were a night with a full moon. Unfortunately, today wasn’t one.
“Ah, you’re awake? I’ll apply some holy water on you.”
“I don’t want it.”
“Pardon? But the wound……”
“I don’t want it.”
Iria turned away from the human, attempting to apply the holy water on her.
Someone needed it more than she did right in front of her.
Sleeping on the bed across from Iria, Sera hadn’t opened her eyes. She seemed to have fallen into an even deeper sleep than Iria had.
Iria was slightly curious about what dream Sera might be having, but she didn’t peek, knowing it would be rude.
Unlike Iria, who had minor injuries, Sera was heavily injured, so holy water was applied all over her body.
Of course, it couldn’t be applied with clothes on, so after removing the clothes she was wearing, it was applied directly on her bare skin.
Iria wondered if it was okay to undress someone in a place with many people, but it turned out this was the women’s ward. Everyone was female, from the nurses to the patients, so no one found it strange.
If there was one thing Iria could tell from this, it was that Sera had a surprisingly good figure despite her appearance.
Iria absolutely did not intentionally try to look; she saw it by chance.
……Probably.
Time passed as people in the women’s ward went about their daily tasks: healing patients, visiting friends, and so on.
Iria had intended to return home immediately upon waking up. Still, she was told to rest here for a day in case something was wrong with her body.
These people had seen the hellish scene at the training ground, a place that had become an inferno.
If she were human, it would be normal not to be fine. So, were they keeping Iria because it was strange that she appeared unharmed?
Iria decided to impose on them today. Thinking of the back alleys that would become noisy in her absence already gave her a headache though.
For some reason, whenever Iria was away, a crazy criminal would appear in the back alleys.
It wasn’t a being that meant Iria harm, but Iria found it vexing to be blamed for wrongs she didn’t commit.
Moreover, Iria hadn’t killed anyone in the back alleys recently. Still, rumors of a victim attacked by the back alley monster. Iria felt the urge to explain herself, even though she hadn’t realized it at first.
It was evening.
When no one came to visit, the infirmary was quiet and boring.
Lying still and spending time doing nothing was harder than one might expect.
Iria tried counting the patterns on the ceiling with her fingers and gazing at the scenery outside the window.
It was when Iria had counted about half the patterns on the ceiling that Sera opened her eyes.
A pleasant wind blew through the open window. For a while, only the sound of the wind echoed in the quiet infirmary.
After Sera raised her body, her red hair fluttered in the wind blowing towards her.
“Are you awake?”
Since Iria was bored anyway, she decided to try talking to Sera.
Sera showed a blank expression.
Was she still half asleep, or had she not grasped the situation yet?
Perhaps both.
“This is the infirmary. Don’t worry.”
Iria provided an explanation so Sera could quickly grasp the situation.
“Ah, Iria.”
Sera, who had just opened her eyes and sat up, greeted Iria cheerfully upon seeing her. Despite being opponents in a match just a few hours prior, her greeting was surprisingly bright.
Was it just Sera’s personality to be suspiciously bright?
Iria thought it would be awkward when Sera woke up, but it didn’t seem to be the case.
“Oww, it hurts……”
Sera, who had been brimming with energy upon waking up, tried to move her body vigorously and let out a groan mixed with pain.
She was in so much pain that there was slight moisture in her eyes.
Iria found it fascinating, as it didn’t match the image of Sera drawing blood with an ice pick on the training ground.
Was this what Sera was usually like? Iria was surprised as it was quite different from when they fought. Still, Iria didn’t forget the words the doctor had asked her to pass on.
“The doctor said that it was best not to move and to rest for the time being.”
“Who said that?”
“The doctor.”
“That spiky-haired person?”
Iria nodded her head.
However, she wondered how Sera knew what the doctor looked like when she had been asleep the whole time.
“Then it’s fine. I’m a regular here.”
‘How can one be a regular at the infirmary?’
Iria really wanted to retort but decided against it.
“I’ve been here many times and sent many others here too. Most of what that doctor says is exaggerated to scare you, so you can take it with a grain of salt… Aack!”
Sera ignored Iria’s warning and sat up fully, despite her whole body being riddled with broken bones. Naturally, there was no way she could be fine. A moment later, Sera let out another scream.
“Hmm. It hurts a bit today.”
“The doctor said it was best to rest.”
“I have an illness where I die if I stay still for too long.”
“Is there such an illness?”
“Actually, that was a lie. Isn’t it boring to be cooped up inside?”
“……”
‘She really is a peculiar person.’
At least Iria thought Sera was a different type of human than herself.
Everyone called Sera a genius, and she indeed had that level of talent.
However, people weren’t interested in how much effort she had put into reaching this point.
People liked and were interested in only Sera, the young genius mage. This was for various reasons, but a major one was admiring a talent they themselves didn’t possess.
But Iria knew.
Because Iria had a match against Sera and peeked a bit into her memories.
Sera was not a human who only relied on talent. Although no one acknowledged it, there was bone-grinding effort behind Sera reaching second seat.
That was also the reason why Sera recklessly requested matches against people. Because live combat-style matches can quickly raise one’s skills.
Sera had risen by accumulating more experience than anyone else. 
In fact, even now, Sera had no intention of resting and only thought of going outside.
Looking at the bandages wrapped all over her body, Sera said she was fine and got off the bed. If Sera’s attending physician had seen this, she would have screamed.
“I’m going to take a short night walk. Iria, want to come too?”
Iria was bored right then too.
So, she nodded her head.
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The night walk with Sera felt a bit strange to Iria.
First, it was odd that someone who should be bedridden for a week was moving around so freely.
Second, the overall atmosphere was just strange.
Sera was an unusual person.
Although obsessed with matches, Sera didn’t tie her self-worth to the results. Regardless of how previous matches went, Sera didn’t mind and held no particular feelings towards Iria either.
Sera had no prejudice when dealing with people, almost to a fault. Sera was treating Iria as just another person too.
That’s how it should be normally, but Iria wasn’t used to receiving that normal treatment.
-D-Don’t touch me!
-You monster-like bitch.
Not monster-like, but an actual monster.
Iria erased the past illusions that popped up in her head.
It’s not like Iria couldn’t feel emotions at all. They were just fainter than others.
Recalling the past made Iria a bit depressed. She walked silently next to Sera.
At first, Iria thought Sera was just acting, but upon making eye contact, that didn’t seem to be the case.
If there was one thing Iria could tell, it was that Sera wasn’t a bad person.
Not a bad person, just a bit of an oddball.
“How long did it take you?”
Walking ahead, Sera asked Iria.
It was a rather difficult question to answer right away. Iria maintained her silence and tried to grasp the meaning of the words.
However, Sera quickly added on.
“I mean the time it took to rise to the top. No, to be more precise, the time it took for you to become this strong.”
“……”
“It took me about 14 years to get to where I am now. In this world, power is everything, so I was in a rush to become even a little bit stronger.”
Sera was right.
In this world, power is everything.
Only the strong survive, and the weak are simply devoured by those stronger than them.
As someone who was born stronger than others and preyed on the weak in this world, Iria could sympathize with those words.
The reason Iria was still alive was solely because she was stronger than others.
On the other hand, Amy, a monster like Iria who had harmed humans, suffered cruelly and died because she was weaker than them.
Iria listened attentively to Sera’s words. She was curious about what Sera would say next.
“When I was young, my parents were killed by monsters. At the time, my parents were quite famous mages in the village, but they were killed while trying to exterminate the invading monsters.”
“Because they lacked strength?”
“I suppose so. It wouldn’t have happened if I had been strong, right?”
Sera was clearly smiling while walking the night path, but it wasn’t a complete smile.
It was a smile that looked somewhat bitter.
“I was seven years old then, and after that, I went to an orphanage…… Hmm. Roughly speaking, I devoted myself solely to studying magic since then and became who I am now.”
“……”
“Still, it wasn’t too bad. There was a friend at the orphanage who worked hard together with me. No, maybe they worked even harder than me.”
Sera said that while looking at the sky.
The night sky, where stars rose, was good to gaze at, even without meaning. It was perfect for reminiscing about memories of the past.
She recalled someone while looking at the sky. Iria didn’t know who it was. Sera, who had stood in the hospital room and regained her mana, blocked Iria’s attempt to read memories.
Seeing that it couldn’t be read even in that physical condition, mental defense mechanisms seemed to indeed come from mana.
Since Iria couldn’t read Sera’s memories, she had to ask directly.
“Are you still close with that person?”
Sera wasn’t the only one who had someone she was close with in the past.
Iria had Riana, and Rena had Wendy and Celine.
And they didn’t have good endings.
Riana disappeared, and Rena’s relationship with Wendy became strained due to Celine’s death.
In this dangerous world, one will never know when a friend might disappear. Even if they were close, they could vanish in an instant.
Then what about Sera?
Iria suddenly became curious, so she asked.
If they had been close before, were they still in contact?
Sera scratched her cheek with a dumbfounded expression as if silently questioning the strange things Iria was curious about.
“Huh? Of course we’re close. We’re at the same school.”
“……?”
“You didn’t know? Ariel and I are from the same orphanage.”
Iria had no idea.
“What, you really didn’t know?”
Iria nodded.
And just like that, the night passed with Iria and Sera engaging in small talk.
***
Sera and Ariel were childhood friends.
They had been close since long ago, and although they couldn’t see each other often now that they were in different classes, they occasionally had matches and such.
There was a bit of a misunderstanding there.
Sera thought the reason Iria was following Ariel around was because she liked him.
And Sera too, while pretending otherwise, wanted a slightly deeper relationship with Ariel. The innocent love a girl had fostered since childhood–one couldn’t dare fathom its depth.
That’s why Sera seemed to think that Iria, the top student of the first years and a silver-haired beauty (though Iria wasn’t convinced about that part), was a strong rival.
So, Sera proposed a match.
She was clumsy in many ways and had no means to express herself other than matches.
“I don’t like him.”
“Huh? Really?”
“Yes.”
“Then why were you following him around?”
‘What would be a good answer?’
It was a somewhat complicated story, so Iria couldn’t be fully honest. Even if she said she was investigating someone who might be the protagonist of this world, it would only raise unnecessary suspicion.
So Iria decided to make something up.
Sera’s personality somewhat resembled Rena’s. Apart from their strength, they both had a girlishness befitting their age.
Then would their way of thinking be similar too?
Iria recalled when she had made an excuse to Rena before.
“I like girls.”
“Oh, I see.”
“……”
That was a bit different from the expected reaction.
Perhaps it was because Sera held no prejudice, or maybe Iria had misjudged her.
So, Iria brought up a topic she thought Sera would like.
“And I like matches too.”
Sera’s eyes lit up.
Sera, who had been walking ahead, immediately turned her head and grabbed Iria’s wrist.
“Ah! So that’s why! It makes sense. There have been so many rumors about you being the academy’s strongest. I think I know how it feels! Don’t you want to fight someone at least once if they’re called strong?”
“……”
“Actually, I’m the same! Ah, how cute. So you followed him around for a while without being able to talk to him?”
It seemed to have been taken in a different meaning, but for now, Iria nodded. She couldn’t think of any other excuses anyway.
“That’s really fascinating. To think someone so strong would have such a timid personality.”
“…… Shtop ith.”
Sera giggled while pinching Iria’s cheek. Iria couldn’t speak properly with her cheek being pinched.
So Iria first told Sera to let go.
It was fortunate that after this conversation, Iria was able to clear up the misunderstanding with Sera.
Iria clearly stated that she was just a bit interested in Ariel and had no intention of interfering with their relationship.
Then Sera’s gaze softened as she looked at Iria.
If before she looked at her like an acquaintance, now it was as though she were seeing a long-time friend.
They continued walking for a while longer, following a path near the academy’s internal infirmary.
“You must have gone through a lot too. To become that strong, I mean. In the end, nothing can be achieved with just talent.”
“……”
“This place is the continent’s top educational institution. It’s full of talented people. Maybe in a small place, it wouldn’t matter, but in the Imperial Academy, you can’t take the top spot with just talent. I think the people who have been at the top until now all showed the results of their hard work behind the scenes.”
Sera was also constantly called a genius by those around her. With her exceptional talent, she had accumulated tremendous skill for her age.
But she didn’t really like the word ‘talent.’
Sera hadn’t risen with just talent; rather, it was a position she had risen to by working harder than anyone else.
It was a skill she had honed through daily, relentless effort. The results became increasingly evident as Sera continued to improve her skills and demonstrate her abilities in matches.
People weren’t very interested in the efforts someone had made.
People admired and envied outstanding and exceptional talent. That’s why they criticized the efforts of others. If they couldn’t rise themselves, they found mental solace in tearing the other person down just as much.
Spouting things like how they were born with good luck and exceptional talent and lived an easy life.
“You’re the same, right?”
Sera asked Iria, and Iria didn’t answer for a while.
Because Iria wasn’t as amazing as Sera. She had just happened to fall into this world by chance and possessed a strong body by chance.
Sera thought Iria was as amazing as she was since Iria had defeated her in a fight.
But that wasn’t the case.
Iria had been too focused on merely surviving to put in any real effort. As a result, she couldn’t fully relate to Sera’s words in the present moment.
Was that why?
“Yes.”
A somewhat discordant conversation passed between Iria and Sera. Iria felt a slight sense of discomfort then.
Was the reason Iria couldn’t sympathize with Sera’s words now because she was a monster?
Because Iria was born strong as a monster from the beginning, could she not understand the feelings of Sera who had risen through proper effort?
“……”
Iria didn’t know.
Today too, Iria’s deep thoughts consumed her alone.
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About an hour had passed since Iria started the night walk with Sera.
Of course, they didn’t just walk; they chatted about this and that.
Things like how Sera used to be stronger than Ariel, but at some point, Ariel’s skills improved, and the roles reversed. Or how Sera, feeling a sense of urgency from this, began working even harder.
Time passed as they engaged in such frivolous talk.
But among that, not everything was completely pointless. There was information about Ariel that Iria was curious about.
“So you know what? It turns out he has an incredible background. If you hear someone is from an orphanage, you’d think they’re all the same, right? For some reason, the director and the adult staff give him special treatment……”
“What kind of background?”
“I’m only telling you this, but there’s a high chance Ariel is this generation’s Hero. You’ve heard the story of the previous generation’s Hero party that exterminated the Demon King a few decades ago, right? From what I heard directly from him, Ariel is the biological child of the Hero, Elion.”
The previous generation’s Hero.
Was that the source of the foreign energy Iria had sensed from Ariel? Among the things she had read in books, Iria recalled that the previous Hero, Elion, wielded a power slightly different from mana.
If Ariel was his biological child, it was possible he had inherited that power.
Since it was an energy Iria, who had lived in this world for about a year and a half and had never encountered it before, there was a strong chance that this was the case.
‘The Hero’s biological child, huh.’
It was an appropriate background for a protagonist in a novel, too.
Iria’s suspicions were getting closer and closer to certainty. The more information she gathered in this world, the more she could see that like piecing together a puzzle, she might be getting closer and closer to the answer.
Still, if there was one thing that bothered her.
“Why would someone who is basically the Hero’s biological child be in an orphanage?”
Usually, the Empire’s full support wouldn’t be enough for the biological child of the one who defeated the Demon King.
Not all orphanages necessarily had poor facilities, but something was strange about treating the biological child of a hero like that.
So Iria asked, but Sera also showed an expression full of questions.
“Well, I wondered about that too and asked. But they wouldn’t tell me either. There’s probably some sensitive past history. His expression wasn’t very good when I asked. Try asking him next time you get close. Who knows? He might tell you.”
“……”
“You said you wanted to get close to Ariel, right? Next time you come to me, I’ll officially introduce you. He’s not a bad kid, but he’s a bit curt, so it’ll be hard to get close to him just by approaching him.”
Some more time passed—enough that the walking path they had originally planned for a short stroll was now fully completed.
“Then, I’ll get going now.”
Around then, Sera waved goodbye to Iria.
No matter how you look at it, Sera’s attitude seems like someone who would leave at any moment.
An escaped patient from the infirmary, still wearing the hospital gown owned by the academy.
“Where are you going?”
“Huh? I’m going home?”
“Shouldn’t you officially go through the discharge process at the infirmary? I think they said it’s best to rest for a while.”
“Nah, it’s fine. It’s not the first or second time anyway. If they charge for the clothes, tell them to deduct it from my scholarship.”
At the Imperial Academy, high-ranking students received a considerable scholarship. That was also why Sera was able to leave the orphanage and get her own house.
In the academy, which basically valued ability above all else, could someone around second place do this?
She was a crazy person in many ways.
“While we’re at it, why don’t you escape too, Iria? That spiky-haired doctor is unexpectedly strict. No matter how much you say you’re all better, he won’t let you go, you know?”
“You’re not all better though.”
“Listen well, Iria. These things, you overcome them with willpower. If you think in your head that you’re all better, it won’t hurt, you know?”
Iria tried poking Sera’s right arm with her finger as a test.
“Eek?!”
“Doesn’t seem like you’re better.”
“I-I’ll be all better after one night. Anyway, I’m going, okay? Tell them if you’re planning to go back to the infirmary.”
“……”
With those words, Sera left.
Then did Iria return to the infirmary as is?
“Hmm.”
To conclude first, she didn’t. Because Iria wanted to go home too.
In the Imperial Academy, which valued ability above all else, there was a tendency to subtly provide a bit more convenience to high-ranking students while pretending not to.
Sera did that because she was second, and Iria was first.
If there was an example of being able to do that, there was no reason for Iria not to do the same.
If there was anyone troubled by two people disappearing from one infirmary room, honestly, too bad.
Iria was a monster, not a human, so her empathy skills weren’t good.
Having learned bad things from her senior, Iria safely returned home.
***
Today was a day of rather deep reflection.
Iria was gradually recovering the knowledge about this world that she had forgotten.
This world is fake and just a novel. Novels are bound to have protagonists, and if there is a protagonist, there is a heroine, and developments within the novel.
If Iria’s prediction is correct, the protagonist of this world is Ariel, and Sera is the heroine who stands by his side.
It wasn’t certain, but it was too perfectly fitting to be a coincidence.
Iria falling into this world and possessing a body was roughly a little over a year ago from now. This overlapped with the time when Ariel, the protagonist, would enter the academy.
If he is the protagonist of this novel, the first chapter from his perspective would likely start with him entering the academy.
From Iria’s perspective, a year later, there is a narrative of Ariel sorting out all the academy students through matches since his first year.
This is probably why the second years of this generation are suspiciously strong.
Since novels are usually composed of episodes with a beginning, middle, and end, assuming Ariel is the protagonist, there is a high probability this progressed as a main episode in the original novel.
A scene of Ariel, as a first-year, suppressing his senior upperclassmen through matches.
By organizing the situation from beginning to end, it was highly probable that Ariel was the protagonist in the original novel.
Then, if Iria kills him, can she return to her original world? Because a novel cannot be established without the protagonist.
The moment the protagonist dies, this world that sucked Iria in will collapse and spit out Iria, an outsider.
Though this theory wasn’t certain, Iria hoped it was.
‘…..Killing Ariel, huh.’
It wasn’t that difficult for Iria.
Even if he was the academy’s strongest student, he was at the student level at best. If she could just use magical energy, she could kill him without much difficulty.
When Iria first saw him, the Sword Saint Freya pushed him back in a match, and Iria was stronger than that Sword Saint.
But how could she kill him without being noticed by anyone?
It wasn’t easy to find an opening because his range of activity was so small.
His range of movement was limited to just the academy lecture rooms and the training ground he went to with the Sword Saint.
First of all, killing him inside the academy made no realistic sense. Iria felt that while facing Sera on the training ground.
Just as most human strength comes from mana, most of a monster’s strength comes from magical energy.
Without using magical energy, Iria is weaker than even Albert. She remembered being, at best, slightly superior to Eve.
It was unreasonable to kill the academy’s strongest student in that state. Not only would it take a long time, but Iria still didn’t know the extent of his potential as the protagonist.
Then naturally, Iria’s thoughts changed to needing to use magical energy to kill Ariel.
And,
‘Using magical energy inside the academy equals death.’
The moment Iria reveals her magical energy, all the professors in the building will turn hostile toward her.
It’s not that Iria could defeat them all, even if she revealed her magic, and it wasn’t a method she wanted to use anyway.
Other humans would get involved, including most of the students—Rena and Lucia among them.
Iria didn’t want to be treated as a monster by them too. Iria knew the expression humans made when they felt genuine fear. It was something Iria had always seen in the back alleys.
Iria didn’t want to see the faces of those around her look like that. Reflecting on this thought, Iria supposed she still hadn’t fully become a monster yet.
-D-Don’t come!
-Die, you monster bitch.
-Someone like you shouldn’t have been born in this world.
Iria erased the illusions she was seeing of the past.
After returning home, Iria immediately went to the bathroom and looked in the mirror because she was curious as to what kind of expression she was making now.
“……Ah.”
In the mirror stood a girl with silver hair. Although her overall impression was cold, her face was undeniably beautiful.
Surprisingly, the girl wasn’t making any expression. Even though emotions were piling up inside her to the point of forming lumps, rotting and festering inside because she couldn’t spit them out.
The girl couldn’t express this suffocating feeling through her expression. She tried intentionally furrowing her brows by strengthening her facial muscles, but it wasn’t a very meaningful action.
Iria knew best that intentionally making a frowning expression didn’t mean emotions were dwelling in it.
In truth, Iria didn’t want to kill.
Not Ariel, not Celine, not Riana.
No, whoever it was.
Iria didn’t want to be a monster either.
She didn’t want to possess a body like this.
She didn’t want to eat people.
“……”
When Iria realized that and looked in the mirror again, her reflected image in the mirror was crying.
It was ridiculous.
Iria had thought her tears had long dried up.
She laughed from the absurdity.
Water leaked from the red eyes in the mirror, but her mouth was smiling.
In the end, Iria was nothing more than a murderer in the academy.
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Despite experiencing several changes of heart afterward, the conclusion didn’t change.
Iria still had to kill Ariel.
She didn’t have ill feelings toward him; she just wanted to return to her original world.
She didn’t want to become a monster.
If this world was a novel and the protagonist was Ariel,
“……”
Iria had to become the villain obstructing the protagonist’s path.
***
A day passed, and Iria came to the academy as usual.
The academy had the same atmosphere as always. It was bustling with busy students and noisy in many ways.
However, the atmosphere was a bit different from usual.
It was common for the academy to be noisy, but most of the conversation topics were about Iria.
Wherever she went, gazes were pulled towards her, and she could see groups of students whispering while looking at her.
It was probably about her defeating Sera. The reaction was similar when she had a match with Lucia.
Iria decided not to mind it. Rena greeted Iria in the usual lecture room.
“Iria! Are you okay?!”
“Didn’t you watch the match?”
“No, I did watch it…… But you were carried off somewhere after it ended, so I was worried……”
“Sera said this much can be endured with willpower.”
In fact, all Iria sustained were minor burns and bruises. If anything, the one whose physical condition should be worried about was Sera.
“You were really cool yesterday. I knew Iria was strong, but I didn’t know it was to this extent.”
“What Rena taught me was helpful.”
It actually helped considerably in the match. If Iria hadn’t learned from her, she wouldn’t have been able to respond to the flames Sera released.
Perhaps Iria would have sustained even bigger burns. Her clothes might have gotten burnt more.
Come to think of it, Iria owed Rena a lot in many ways. She was the one who first taught Iria magic after all.
Iria wanted to do something for her in return for what she received, but there wasn’t really anything suitable she could give.
If there was someone Rena disliked, Iria could make them have nightmares for about a week, but it would be a bit much to do it again after already doing it to Wendy.
So, Iria decided to at least express her gratitude.
“Thanks always.”
“Huh? It’s fine. That’s what friends do for each other.”
“I like Rena.”
Because Rena was one of the few people who were favorable to Iria.
Iria spoke what she felt as is. Then Rena’s face turned red. Iria didn’t know why.
“I-Iria? I, I mean……”
“……?”
“S-Sorry! See you later!”
Unable to make eye contact with Iria, Rena turned her head and left.
Iria thought she was too weak to words of gratitude.
***
After that day, Iria frequently began skipping lectures, as there were more important things to her than attending class.
Iria had entered the academy to find the novel’s protagonist. Now that she had found someone she suspected to be the protagonist, investigating him was more important than attending lectures.
In fact, Iria didn’t really care about her grades anyway. Rather, if this attendance point deduction made her fall from the top, it would be good since she could avoid unnecessary troubles.
She was in front of the lecture room for the second-year combat magic department. Normally, Iria would have gone toward the swordsmanship department where Ariel was, but today was a bit different.
It was to meet Sera.
“Oh, if it isn’t Iria.”
Sera greeted Iria cheerfully as soon as she saw her.
Putting her arm around Iria’s shoulder and clinging to her felt a bit excessive, but Iria liked that level of friendliness.
Iria also greeted her appropriately.
“Is your body a bit better now?”
“Huh? Of course. I’m completely healed.”
Even though Sera used three bottles of high-quality holy water, it wasn’t an injury that would heal in a day.
Iria tried poking Sera’s body with her finger as a test.
“Eek?! D-Don’t do that!”
“……”
It seemed Sera wasn’t completely healed yet. In fact, it was surprising she had managed to come to school at all in her condition.
According to the doctor, Sera should have been lying in the infirmary for about a week. Iria felt once again that Sera’s mental strength and recovery ability were amazing.
Even so, Sera probably wouldn’t be able to participate in the matches for a while.
Perhaps embarrassed by her earlier scream, Sera fake coughed a few times before speaking.
“Ahem, so what brings you here? Is it about Ariel?”
Iria nodded.
There was a limit to the information she could obtain by just aimlessly following Ariel around like usual.
It seemed better to be formally introduced through Sera and then wait for an opportunity.
“Okay, good. Ariel should be at the swordsmanship training ground about now. He only goes there during his free time.”
It was information Iria already knew.
However, it was her first time entering the swordsmanship training ground.
Iria moved her steps to follow Sera. It wasn’t that far away. The training ground was inside the academy after all.
When they reached their destination, Sera pushed open the large door with her hand and said,
“Here it is. More atmospheric than you thought, right?”
“Yes.”
The swordsmanship training ground was filled with students swinging their swords.
As a place known for intense physical activity, it had a strong scent of sweat and exertion. This overwhelming odor made Iria, whose sense of smell was more sensitive than humans’, unable to help but frown.
Sera walked ahead inside the training ground and spoke.
“From what I heard, the swordsmanship department spends several hours teaching, even just swinging a sword once. They have them master the basic posture as accurately as possible and overlay the sword style on top of that foundation.”
“……”
“In the case of children from famous noble families, they learn the swordsmanship passed down in their household. I heard those who haven’t properly learned swordsmanship by the time they become 4th years are taught the Imperial Sword Style by the professors in charge. Other than that, I don’t know much about swords.”
As Iria walked while listening to Sera’s explanation, Ariel came into view in the distance.
As expected, he was here. Swinging his sword in the empty air, polishing his sword techniques.
He swung his sword silently, then stopped moving because Sera had entered his line of sight.
Putting down his sword, he wiped his forehead with a wet towel. He seemed to think greeting guests while drenched in sweat wasn’t polite.
“It’s been a while, Sera. If your purpose for coming here is to challenge me to a match, I can’t do it today.”
“Hmm…… Well, I didn’t come for that today, I should say. There’s a guest here who wants to meet you.”
Sera lifted up Iria’s body and showed her to Ariel. High up in the air, Iria felt like a doll.
It wasn’t a very good feeling, so Iria poked Sera’s injury with her finger.
Then, making a cute “eek” sound, Sera put Iria down. Only then could Iria face Ariel head-on.
Although Iria had been following him for quite a while, this was only the second time facing him directly like this.
Iria stared at Ariel’s eyes for a while.
“……”
As expected, due to external stimuli, Iria couldn’t read his memories.
It was clearly different from when she looked at Sera or Albert. For those two, it was due to strong resistance from the thickness of their total mana, but Iria couldn’t feel any mana from Ariel.
It wasn’t impossible to read the memories of the two people mentioned before.
If Iria used magical energy, narrowed the distance, or made eye contact in a state where it was difficult to resist, she could manipulate their memories like a normal person.
However, for some reason, it seemed like no matter what method she used, she wouldn’t be able to read Ariel’s memories.
If she tried more, she might even be attacked instead. Iria averted her gaze from Ariel’s eyes.
“Iria, right? We meet often recently.”
Iria nodded.
She stayed still, unsure of what to say, but Sera, who was watching, spoke on her behalf.
“She’s a close junior of mine, and she says she wants to get close to you.”
“To me?”
“Yeah, she’s also very interested in swords like you. Right?”
Iria nodded again.
Rather than being interested in swords, she was interested in him. But she couldn’t say that honestly, so Sera spoke well for her.
“Why don’t you be her sparring partner for practice? It’d be nice for two people who like swords to become friends.”
“Hmm……”
Ariel scratched his cheek while alternately looking at Iria and Sera. His black hair fluttered with the movement.
Then, after gripping a wooden sword in his hand, he asked Iria,
“Want to?”
It seemed he also wanted to stretch his body.
Those who walk the path of the sword do not speak unnecessary words because the sword itself is their way of conversation.
What kind of person the opponent is can be known by clashing swords. The same goes for what kind of path they have walked until now.
At least that’s what Ariel thought.
That’s why he handed Iria a wooden sword and asked for her intentions.
Iria quietly accepted the wooden sword.
Ariel was the undisputed strongest student in the academy. He was stronger than Sera, with whom Iria had a match last time.
Then, Iria suddenly became curious about the extent of his strength.
After receiving the wooden sword, Iria slightly nodded. It meant she would accept the match.
Thus, the two took their stances inside the swordsmanship training ground.
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The dull sound of wooden swords clashing against each other echoed inside the swordsmanship training ground.
Iria, the first-year top student, and Ariel, the second-year top student and the strongest in the academy, crossed swords.
The matchup between the two was enough to draw the attention of those around them.
Ariel’s strength was undoubted, and Iria’s evaluation in the eyes of others had also greatly risen after defeating Sera.
In fact, even though everyone knew the likely result, they still thought Iria might have a chance. After all, Iria defeated Sera, who was second-ranked among the second-year students. Seeing that, she might be able to contend with Ariel.
Many people were watching intently. It had been a while since they had watched Ariel’s match after he had proven his superiority to the academy students.
No one dared to challenge him with a sword. No matter who won, it was clear it would be an interesting spectacle.
If Ariel lost, it meant the academy’s strongest had changed. If Iria lost, it would be the first loss etched into her brilliant track record.
Anyway, that was the atmosphere.
-Clang!!
A dull impact sound spread out.
Similar sword strikes and similar weights.
Iria stared at Ariel while holding the wooden sword with both hands. Their swordsmanship overlapped to a strange extent.
Because the swords the two wielded were all derived from the same person.
‘As expected of the Sword Saint’s disciple.’
The Sword Saint Freya, who taught swordsmanship to Ariel, founded the Imperial Sword Style.
She refined her swordsmanship to make it easier for others to use and distributed it to many people in the Empire.
That’s why there were overlapping parts. Iria had also borrowed from others since she had never learned the sword.
She also used Imperial Sword Style the most because it was the easiest and most powerful.
But the two’s swordsmanship were different.
Because even if it was derived from the same source, what each contained differed.
Iria puts weight into the sword based on her excellent physical abilities. Sometimes some people point out that swordsmanship that presses down with strength isn’t real, but that’s all nonsense.
Because in a world where the logic of power holds, whatever is strong is justice.
That’s why Iria’s simple yet rough swordsmanship wasn’t looked down upon. The sword’s trajectory is as straightforward as possible, and there is no particular technical element.
But it is heavy. Each sword strike is as heavy as a mountain, enough to render everything of the opponent powerless.
It is a sword strike that one cannot block even knowing it. That’s why Iria wielding a sword is scary.
On the other hand, Ariel was the type to flexibly parry incoming sword strikes with speed and technique.
Ariel calmly deflected Iria’s heavy sword strikes and then launched his counterattack.
It was derived from the sixth strike of the Imperial Sword Style, in which the trajectory is bent once before the sword is swung.
“……”
Iria tilted her head back to avoid it.
After exchanging several sword blows, Iria’s evaluation of Ariel’s strength was as follows:
Technically superior to Iria but slower. While he might appear fast to ordinary students, he didn’t measure up to Iria’s level of speed.
Additionally, his strikes were light. They lacked the decisive power needed to win the match. Though they might seem impressive to ordinary students, they didn’t meet Iria’s expectations.
The first thing Iria felt was puzzlement. From the appearance shown so far, it didn’t come to mind that he was the academy’s strongest.
Rather, Iria felt Sera was superior. Iria’s match with Sera left her with surprises. In comparison, Ariel was nothing but disappointing.
‘Did I misjudge the person?’
Iria tilted her head.
Only after observing a bit more carefully could Iria identify the source of her discomfort.
Lucia, whom Iria had clashed wooden swords with before, channeled mana into the sword and displayed explosive power in an instant. In Sera’s case, her swordsmanship was terrible, but her utilization of pressure by detonating mana was excellent.
But Ariel doesn’t have that. Unlike those Iria had faced, no mana could be found in Ariel.
It wasn’t that he wasn’t using it. Simply put, the substance called mana itself couldn’t be felt from his body.
He was hiding something. Iria became a bit interested in that part.
‘Should I try provoking him?’
Iria, whose interest was piqued, changed her stance of gripping the sword. She loads her overwhelming physical abilities onto the basics of the sword stolen from others.
With the sound of kicking the ground, Iria’s figure disappeared.
So fast that not even an afterimage remained. Iria poured in raining sword strikes toward Ariel like that.
She kept swinging, curious how long he could keep receiving them. At a speed ordinary people couldn’t even follow with their eyes.
However, when Iria increased her speed, Ariel didn’t crumble. The more he received the sword, the more he accelerated, and now he started keeping up with Iria’s fast speed.
As expected, something was strange. Ariel was reacting to Iria’s sword strikes with an uncanny precision.
It was impossible with normal human reaction speed. Unless he was using mana for corrections like Sera or Albert, Ariel seemed to be reacting without any such assistance.
Is that really possible?
To conclude first, no. That was not a domain possible for the human race. Iria could do it because she wasn’t human, but Ariel was human.
Then, it was highly probable that he, too, was raising his speed with some kind of trick.
What that might be, Iria would be able to find out if she pressured him more.
Iria raised her speed to another level. Now, except for some superhumans, no one could see her movements.
It was when her speed became too fast for Ariel to handle. The instant speed from kicking the ground with strong leg strength was fast enough that even Ariel momentarily missed her movements.
“Ugh?!”
To Ariel, who showed signs of being flustered, Iria swung her sword to finish it.
And,
Just before Iria’s sword strike reached, a platinum-colored light burst from Ariel’s body.
***
Records of the previous Hero Elion can be easily found even in the academy’s library.
He was clearly human but was rarely born with a body that couldn’t handle mana. To be more precise, a different substance occupied the place where mana should have existed.
Something superior to mana.
People called the platinum-colored light surrounding the holy sword the Hero’s Starlight.
The Hero’s Starlight, which seemed as if it would be forgotten with Elion’s death, was now being reproduced by Ariel.
The radiant, platinum-colored starlight blocked Iria’s sword strike with strength surpassing that of a typical mana barrier. Following that, the starlight launched an attack against her.
Iria was surprised, but even more so, Ariel himself seemed taken aback.
He immediately put down the wooden sword and checked Iria’s condition.
He approached Iria, who had also dropped the wooden sword on the floor.
“Sorry! Are you okay?!”
“……”
Iria sat down on the spot and frowned.
She had been touched by the starlight and suffered severe burns on her arm. Unlike usual, this wound was difficult to regenerate. Even a light touch from the starlight was causing it to eat away at her body.
What Ariel had been hiding hurt much more than Iria thought. The Hero’s Starlight doesn’t harm humans, but when it touches monsters, it causes a purification reaction.
Ariel immediately put down the wooden sword and checked Iria’s condition. She wasn’t hit by the sword strike, but the burns on her arm were severe.
He reached out to help Iria, but she didn’t take it.
“…… Don’t touch me.”
Iria glared with fierce eyes. Feeling a momentary threat to her life, he had no choice but to back away.
Iria turned her steps and left the swordsmanship training ground, which was in turmoil in many ways.
Even after she left, Ariel couldn’t raise his head for a while. He seemed to think everything was his mistake.
Sera, who had been watching everything from behind with her arms crossed, said in a small voice,
“You went too far this time, Ariel.”
“…… Sorry.”
“It’s not me you should apologize to. Well, should I make another opportunity next time?”
“Please do.”
This accident wasn’t Ariel’s fault.
He still can’t fully control the Hero’s Starlight. It was an unstable state where he didn’t know when he might lose control.
That’s why he hesitated to use it. He had no intention of showing the starlight in the match with Iria.
But the starlight was a bit different from mana. Regardless of his will, if the owner is deemed to be in danger, it enters an autonomous defense mode on its own.
There was no problem up to here. The Hero’s Starlight touching the human body didn’t affect it.
But it was fatal to Iria.
Regardless of the result, it wasn’t something for him to feel responsible for.
Ariel didn’t fully understand his power yet. He seemed to think even the simple autonomous defense was an overload reaction due to his lack of control.
Unintentionally, this time, Ariel had a reason to seek out Iria.
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Again, there was an audience.
The swordsmanship training hall, where Iria, Ariel, and Sera were present, was the arena for today’s spectacle. It’s safe to say they are the strongest in the entire academy.
That’s why the training hall was noisier than usual. This continued even after they had left. Most of the students were evaluating and discussing the brief sparring match between Iria and Ariel that had just taken place.
The topic of discussion was simple.
So, who won?
At first, it seemed like an even match. Iria and Ariel clashed swords and were in a tense confrontation.
After that, the first to gain the upper hand was Iria. The speed from leaping with superhuman strength was far beyond the imagination of those watching.
Iria leveraged her exceptional speed to press Ariel. She swung her sword sideways and increased the speed of her attacks, flowing seamlessly into a series of strikes.
No matter how strong Ariel was, it seemed difficult to keep up with her speed. At first, it was like that.
But Ariel gradually began to adapt to Iria’s speed. He also gradually accelerated to match Iria’s tempo, becoming so fast that it was difficult for the average person to keep up with their eyes.
They were watching a duel that surpassed human speed.
Even among the spectators, including high-ranking students, none noticed the scene at the end.
Iria’s figure disappeared momentarily, and then a platinum-colored aura burst out.
After the light settled, Iria was sitting on the ground, and Ariel was still holding his sword until the end.
“…Then did Ariel win?”
“Well, I’m not sure about that either.”
“The use of magic is prohibited in the swordsmanship training hall. It was a duel that was originally decided to compete only with swords. Iria is a combat magic major, so judging that Ariel won is difficult, right?”
“Come to think of it, that’s true. I wonder if it would be different if they fought in the dueling arena.”
Today’s discussion didn’t conclude. To be precise, no one could.
Those who had gathered in one place to watch the fight returned to their respective positions.
The swordsmanship training hall, where the atmosphere had heated up, died instantly.
***
Several days had passed since the incident in the dueling arena, but Ariel still couldn’t forget that day. Even now, whenever he closes his eyes, it comes to mind.
Iria, the top student of the first year—her name was so famous that even he had heard of her, though only in passing. But recently, her name had become etched into his memory. Since their accidental meeting in the back mountain, he had been running into her with surprising frequency.
Perhaps until then, he didn’t have any particular thoughts.
Then came the day of the incident.
When Sera brought Iria, he was slightly puzzled. Were the two of them originally that close?
According to what he heard from her, Iria seemed to want to become friends with Ariel.
It was as natural as breathing for two people who were serious about the sword to clash their wooden swords. Even thinking about it now, Ariel believes there was no problem with the duel itself.
Originally, swordsmen often had more sincere conversations through their swordplay than verbal exchanges.
‘…Iria was strong.’
Iria was much stronger than he had thought.
Perhaps because she is a first-year student, Ariel may have unconsciously underestimated her.
The duel they had that day resulted in Ariel’s defeat. There was a difference in ability that made the word “duel” meaningless.
Especially her last blow, it was something that Ariel could not respond to.
If it weren’t for the automatic defense of starlight, he would have been defeated.
“…”
Ariel’s thoughts were deep.
In the end, his instructor’s words about being nothing without the starlight inherited from the hero’s bloodline came to mind.
Moreover, he couldn’t even handle that properly.
The starlight that exploded uncontrollably and injured Iria remains vividly imprinted in his memory. Whenever he closes his eyes, he can still clearly recall the scene of the out-of-control star causing harm.
He still has a long way to go. Even gaining the title of the strongest in the academy relied on the power of the star, not on individual ability.
In the depths of his endless self-loathing, Ariel swings his sword again today, trying to forget the incident.
It was only after some time that he gathered his resolve and went to formally apologize to Iria.
***
Iria focused on healing the wound on her arm for a while.
Unlike other wounds, it couldn’t be regenerated by ordinary means, so she tried a different method.
It took about a week to completely remove the burn on her arm. It wasn’t the time it took to regenerate naturally, but the time it took to find a method.
The hero’s starlight and magical energy were structurally completely opposite substances. So, it was possible to neutralize wounds caused by starlight by enveloping them with magical energy.
Perhaps the opposite is also possible.
If Iria injures the hero Ariel with magical energy, he can heal that wound with starlight.
At that point, Iria’s thoughts deepened.
When Ariel manifested the starlight and injured her, she was honestly surprised. She didn’t expect him to be hiding such a thing.
And somehow, it was fatal only to her. Iria saw with her eyes the radius of the starlight bursting out in that brief moment.
It definitely enveloped others, including herself. However, she was the only one injured.
It was as if the substance called starlight was uniquely hostile to her.
‘Is it because I’m half-monster?’
Perhaps it was because Iria was the Seed of the Demon King. She carried the Demon King’s energy even if it was only a part.
Still, there was a gain.
She learned that starlight can be neutralized using magical energy and that Ariel is a more dangerous being than she thought.
His ability was slightly inferior to the top knights of the Empire, but for Iria specifically, he could become a more threatening existence than the top knight.
‘Should I kill him before he grows into an even more threatening existence? It might become impossible to kill him later.’
“…”
Iria decided to move up the schedule of killing Ariel a bit.
‘For now, I should go meet him.’
Recently, Ariel has been looking for Iria more often. Still, she didn’t meet him to fully regenerate her wound.
She didn’t know what would happen if his hand, the owner of the starlight, touched her in a wounded state.
Her arm should have healed by now, so she decided to meet him again today.
***
As usual, Iria went to the academy and attended lectures, and when she left, she saw a familiar face.
With her striking red hair fluttering, her very presence drew the attention of those around her.
Perhaps it was due to the palpable mana pool she carried with her.
There was an ambiguous quality to it. While it was clear she possessed a vast amount of mana, the size of her chest, which might be thought of as a pouch for that mana, made Iria feel somewhat overshadowed.
Sera greeted Iria happily. Not knowing how to react, Iria tilted her head slightly.
“Oh, Iria. I’ve been waiting for you.”
“Should I call you senior?”
“You can call me ‘unnie’ more familiarly.”
(ED: “unnie” is a term used by females to address older sisters or older female friends.)
“I’ll call you senior.”
It was rare to see Sera visit the first-year lecture hall. Sera, who dedicates herself to training as much as Ariel, simply doesn’t have the time.
This was almost the first time, except when she came to request a duel with Iria.
That means she has another purpose for coming. Iria tried to make eye contact to figure out what purpose she came for, but as expected, she faced resistance due to the huge mana pool.
She couldn’t use magical energy in the middle of the academy, so Iria decided to stop reading her memories.
Of course, making eye contact isn’t the only way to discover what she’s curious about.
Sera wasn’t the type to be good at lying or harboring hidden agendas, so she simply had to ask.
“Why are you here?”
“Nothing much. Ariel wants to meet you to apologize formally for the last incident. He said it’s like you’ve been intentionally avoiding him these days, is that true?”
“Hmm.”
‘I wasn’t avoiding him on purpose.’
Iria just kept her distance whenever she felt his presence. Living things are naturally afraid of the unknown.
Iria was the same. It was the first time she was injured in that way, so she may have reacted a bit sensitively.
But once the wound was healed, there was no reason to avoid Ariel any longer. Iria was also planning to meet him soon anyway.
“It’s not true,” Iria answered.
“Really? When are you free after classes today? If it’s inconvenient, you don’t have to come.”
Iria nodded her head.
“Seriously? You’re coming?”
Iria nodded her head once more.
“Then come to the main gate of the academy after class is over. I’ll be waiting there.”
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Strictly speaking, the main gate of the academy was not a place Iria frequented.
Rather, it’s a place she’s never been to except when figuring out the school’s internal structure. There was no particular reason; it was just that the back alley where she resides was close to the back gate.
As usual, Iria was about to walk towards the back gate out of habit, but she stopped. Today, she had agreed to meet Sera at the main gate.
Iria turned her body and headed towards the main gate.
As she approached, she saw Sera waving from afar and Ariel quietly bowing his head.
“Ah! Over here!”
Seeing them, Iria walked towards Sera. Although she was also overflowing with energy today, her gaze fell on Ariel.
He, who always looked blunt, was watching Iria’s reaction today. The sight of him scratching his cheek with an expression of not knowing what to do was quite a sight to see.
For a while, an awkward atmosphere flowed. Sera closed her mouth to give Ariel a chance to speak directly, and Iria was not a very talkative either.
Ariel thought about what he had to say in his head for a while, then carefully opened his mouth.
“About the other day, I’m sorry. I should have been more careful, but I guess my control was lacking. Are you okay?”
“…”
Iria nodded her head.
Iria was sensitive that day because she was affected by an unknown substance, not because she was particularly angry with him.
Rather, she was also responsible for trying to forcefully make him reveal what he was hiding. Wouldn’t this be considered as reaping what she sowed?
Iria considered what happened that day a rare instance. Since it may be difficult to fully convey her intentions through nonverbal signs, she answered clearly.
“I don’t really mind. The wound has healed completely.”
“Are you sure you’re okay? If the wound gets worse later, please make sure to tell me. I’ll compensate you to the extent I can.”
“…”
Ariel apologized to Iria once again, but instead of feeling burdened, she felt uncomfortable. He kept apologizing for something that she, too, bore responsibility for.
It was nauseating beyond being burdensome.
‘In the end, that incident occurred because I was a monster.’
“Then, can I ask you for one favor?”
So, Iria spoke up to lighten his burden and to get insurance for her safety.
“Of course. I’ll listen to you as long as it’s something I can do.”
Ariel’s expression brightened greatly. It was definitely different from before when his expression was heavy.
Ariel is definitely a good person. Although Iria couldn’t read his memories, his character stood out even from small actions.
At least he doesn’t seem like a human who would lie.
Around that point, she continued.
“I would appreciate it if you could keep what happened that day a secret. Especially from the professors.”
Ariel seemed to think of what happened that day as an overload reaction of the starlight, but the reality was different.
In a short moment, Iria visually confirmed the radius of the starlight bursting out. It was wide enough to cover a large number of students, including her.
However, she was the only one who was injured. It was fair to say that the substance called starlight reacted hostilely only to her, leaving all other humans untouched.
Ariel, who still didn’t understand his own power, didn’t seem to grasp all the details of the incident.
That’s why Iria hoped this incident would be concluded as a simple happening. It was a sensitive issue that could potentially reveal her identity.
And,
“Huh?”
Sera, who was listening next to Iria, was startled. Ariel’s reaction was similar to hers.
He looked at Iria slightly dumbfounded. Although she said it was a request, the content was less than he expected.
But it’s quite an important issue for Iria. She tilted her head.
“Will you do that for me?”
“Well, I can do it, but… Are you sure that’s all you want?”
“Yes.”
‘For now, that was enough. It’s not like I particularly wanted anything from him.’
“I don’t know the reason, but I understand for now. I promise.”
With that, Iria was able to reconcile with Ariel without any problems.
It was ambiguous to call it reconciliation. Anyway, Iria thought it was fortunate that it ended well.
***
After reconciling with Ariel, Iria was able to get closer to him in earnest.
Rather, the accident that happened that day helped her close the distance with him.
Before, she had to watch him from behind, but now she could observe right next to him. She followed him and spent time at the swordsmanship training hall.
Going to the academy, attending lectures, and swinging swords at the swordsmanship training hall. Sometimes, they had light sparring matches. Lightly enough so that his starlight wouldn’t leak out.
Of course, Iria had no intention of truly forming a connection with him.
Even while following by his side, she was only looking for an opportunity to kill him.
He was not a friend. To be precise, he was closer to a target that needed to be killed as soon as possible.
But no matter how much she thought about it, she couldn’t come up with a way to kill him.
Ariel is the strongest student in the academy, so he can’t be killed without using magical energy. But she can’t take out magical energy in the middle of the academy.
Iria wanted to finish the job quietly and without repercussions, but as expected, she couldn’t think of a suitable method.
If she ignores everything and unleashes all her power here, she might be able to kill him right away, but the fact that she’s not doing that means she’s still not confident.
She is not confident that he is the protagonist of this novel and that she will return to where she originally was if she kills him.
“…”
It wasn’t certain, but she had to do it.
Because she didn’t have much time left. For now, the fact that there is a possibility is more than enough reason to kill him.
Iria felt sorry for Ariel, but she was also on the edge of a cliff.
Killing him was also ultimately to kill as few innocent humans as possible.
She didn’t even want to imagine how she would destroy the Empire after completely losing her reason.
Iria herself was like a spark of disaster. In that sense, even she didn’t know what she would do later.
One of the two, Ariel or Iria, had to die as soon as possible. Otherwise, the Empire will perish because of her.
‘I didn’t want to become a monster.’
That was all.
***
It was a night with a full moon.
On a night when Iria became honest with her emotions as a half-monster, she decided to practice swordsmanship with Ariel in the back mountain.
It was the place where Iria first met him.
Originally, after the day ended, Ariel learned the sword from the sword saint at this place, but it seems she has gone on a long business trip.
So she became the substitute.
After exchanging a round of swordplay with him, she put down her wooden sword and sat on a hill where the moon was clearly visible.
She hates sunlight but likes moonlight. There’s no reason. It’s just an instinct as a race.
The full moon rising in the darkened forest created a dreamy atmosphere. Iria stared blankly at the sky.
As expected, it wasn’t a bad feeling.
Except for the fact that she wanted to commit murder for no reason because her instincts as a monster became honest.
Ariel sat down next to her like that.
Sitting next to the back alley monster on the night of a full moon, how brave.
Iria was about to grab him and bite his neck like she did in the back alley, but she stopped. It’s because she was a patient monster.
Ariel opened his mouth quietly, as if whispering, while sitting next to her. He had a bitter smile.
“I lost again today. As expected, Iria is strong.”
“If you had taken out the starlight, I would have lost. Because I’m not the strongest in the academy.”
A trivial conversation continued.
The more Iria watched, the more Ariel was a very suitable person to be the protagonist. An upright character, the hero’s bloodline, the background of being the strongest in the academy, and a plausible story.
It was so appropriate that it couldn’t be a coincidence, so she was almost certain he was the protagonist.
Then, what is the purpose of the protagonist in this world? For what reason does he shed sweat and blood?
Iria asked him. Really, as if it was nothing.
“What is Ariel’s goal? Something you want to achieve or anything like that.”
And Ariel’s expression became complicated.
The full moon rising in the forest sometimes made human emotions honest. This was the case now.
Ariel slowly spoke while inhaling the night air.
“Actually, I am the son of a hero who is said to have subjugated the Demon King in the past.”
Iria already knew this from what she heard from Sera. But she didn’t show it.
His words were not finished yet. He was trying to tell more. The rest of the story would probably be something she didn’t know.
She sat still and waited.
“The Demon King died and left fragments, and peace never came to the continent. Rather, some people claim that we faced even greater chaos.”
“…”
“So, I want to succeed my father. I want to end the war the previous generation couldn’t finish with my hands.”
“Specifically, how?”
“It would be to eliminate all the Demon King’s seeds.”
“…”
Even his purpose is like a protagonist.
Suspicion solidified into certainty. Coincidence becomes inevitable if it continues.
He is the protagonist of this world. Unlike her, who plays the role of a villain.
Sitting side by side with Ariel on the hill, I only turned my head to look at him.
He was still looking at the rising moon.
Ariel, who had put down his sword, was defenseless. Coincidentally, there are no witnesses now.
If it’s now, there will be no problem even if I take out magical energy.
This is a mountain ridge behind the academy where there are few people. It was also a good environment to kill a person, almost too good.
So.
‘Should I kill him?’
It was a night with a full moon.
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‘If it’s now, I might be able to kill Ariel.’
After just watching for a few days, a chance finally arose.
Iria fiddled with the dagger hidden behind her back.
‘If I stab him here, can I return?
Will I not become a monster?
I don’t know.’
It was just that the night was deep when the full moon was deep, and so were the thoughts.
The contemplation was long. It’s not that she didn’t want to go back, and it’s not that she didn’t have enough reason to kill him.
Even Iria herself was curious as to why she was contemplating this. Isn’t there no reason to hesitate?
He will not survive this night. Unfortunately, Ariel, the hero of this generation and the protagonist of this world, was murdered by a back-alley monster passing by.
A novel cannot be established without a protagonist. So this world will also naturally collapse.
The novel ends with this. Because what is a miserable ending for someone can also be liberation and hope for someone else.
“…”
Having made up her mind, Iria slowly raised the dagger.
Intoxicated by the forest, the full moon, and the dreamy atmosphere, she slowly walked towards Ariel, who was only looking up at the sky.
Is this the end?
It was a long nightmare.
Iria was about to strike down the dagger towards Ariel, but she stopped, feeling threatened.
“…Ah.”
With a faint cracking sound, a suspicious energy was felt. It was the same as what she saw last time.
The autonomous defense of the starlight.
If she had struck the dagger now, her arm would have been burned.
Around that point, Iria retreated. She had come to her senses. Perhaps it was she who was intoxicated by the moonlight.
She wondered what was different from the monster who was afraid of becoming someone who killed people as if under a spell.
After coming to her senses due to the threat of autonomous defense, Iria’s thoughts were thoroughly grounded.
About what would happen to the people left behind if the world collapses after the hero dies, and what would happen if she fails to kill him.
Because his memory could not be erased, killing him was an issue that needed to be considered more carefully.
If this is a single novel and the events flow according to the story, what will happen to her who intervenes in the middle?
In the first place, whether Ariel, the protagonist, would die from something like this was questionable. He might not die even if she poured out all her magical energy.
That’s how the protagonists in novels are.
Even when faced with the threat of death, a kind of correction allows them to survive through some intervention or awaken their power. Ariel may be like that, too.
After Iria’s mind became clear, she thought about it again, and it seemed wise to give up.
Because the probability of success would be low if she swung the sword now when she was not prepared at all.
At least, now was not the time. Maybe if she came back after preparing more thoroughly. It didn’t seem like something to be done impulsively.
Iria put away the dagger she had taken out.
The night was deep.
***
When a monster closes its eyes and falls asleep, it dreams. It’s often a nightmare, but there are occasional days when it’s not.
Today, Iria dreams of a human, not a monster.
In the dream, she lived an everyday life that was no different from usual.
She had daily conversations with Rena, teased Lucia and Wendy, and even had light sparring matches with Sera and Ariel.
In the dream where she was human, she got along with them without any problems. There was no sense of incongruity in that sight.
It would have been the everyday life that would have unfolded if Iria were human. What she saw was a world where no one gets hurt. She wishes it had been like that in reality too.
Iria, who woke up late and sobered from the dream, thought it was worse than a nightmare.
Because it was not reality.
It seemed similar to her now, but something was different. She thought it was very different in terms of emotional factors.
What she couldn’t feel, the girl in the dream was feeling.
Iria looked in the mirror again today.
In the mirror was her, no different from usual. Long, silvery hair and red eyes.
An overall cold-looking impression and an expressionless face.
But today, unlike usual, she tried practicing smiling like other people. Iria used to do it well when she hadn’t been possessed for long, but for some reason, she couldn’t do it at all now.
Standing in front of the mirror, she tried to twist the corners of her mouth upward.
“Hmm…”
As expected, it didn’t look like she was smiling at all. It was an unnatural expression where emotions didn’t stand out.
In the end, Iria thought it was meaningless and gave up. Because now there was a bigger problem than that.
“…”
As expected, her eyes are redder than usual. They were originally red, but they were even redder than that. They were blood-red.
Iria vaguely knew the reason. It was because she was hungry.
The energy she had gained by absorbing the Demon King’s fragments had run out.
And today, for the first time in a long time, she wanted to eat human blood. Beyond simply wanting to eat, her body was craving it.
Iria could satisfy her hunger with seeds, but they couldn’t fundamentally relieve her bloodthirst. So she had to suffer from extremely severe bloodthirst to the point of being mentally hazy.
She had endured for a long time without eating.
But she couldn’t go to the academy in this physical condition. Iria decided to be absent today.
‘Should I go to the back alley? It’s been a while’
Iria was also curious about how the place she hadn’t been to recently was like now.
She took off her pajamas and changed into outdoor clothes.
Although she woke up from sleep, it was still dawn. The morning air was cold.
***
The back alley in the late dawn.
Few people live there, and public order is not good. Recently, there have even been rumors that a monster has appeared, so people’s visits have been cut off even more.
Iria was walking in such a place.
Of course, she wasn’t afraid.
She was the monster after all.
In the back alleys of the Central Empire, a man-eating monster appears. And that’s Iria.
As a man-eating back-alley monster, she’s just looking for today’s prey.
“… It’s been a while here too.”
The back alley was created when one area of the vast Central Empire collapsed.
The place is called Dusty Rain.
She walks, recalling the name for the first time in a while. Well, the public order was bad here even before it collapsed.
It was a street full of homeless people starving to death and all kinds of garbage and filth.
But even considering those things, it was a strangely endearing place. Is it because it was the first place she stayed after setting foot in the Central Empire?
This place is full of magical energy. It was because the residual magical energy still had an effect, as it was a place that had collapsed due to a monster.
So, it’s not noticeable even if Iria used her magical energy around here. Even if it is detected, the Empire and its people will think it’s the magical energy that originally remained here.
So she released it.
The magical energy from her body is like a part of it, so she can sense people who come into contact with it and read their memories.
What originally required eye contact, she could do just by contacting magical energy, limited to humans with low resistance.
“Hmm…”
She couldn’t find anyone today.
It’s unusual.
It’s natural for there to be few people in a place like this, but it’s not that there are no people at all.
‘What happened to all the rumors I recently heard?’
Like a crazy lesbian criminal wandering around, becoming a site for illegal drug trafficking, or the knight’s order taking on patrol duties.
Usually, there is always someone, but it seems she was unlucky today.
Iria lay down on the ground, feeling drained. She felt like she had become street garbage, starving.
‘I think I should eat something, but I don’t have the strength to move my body.’
She decided to lie down like this for a while.
Lying down and looking at the sky, Iria decided to think about what she really wanted.
‘…What I want.’
What she wants most is to live as an ordinary human without killing anyone. In any world. But it’s impossible, so she didn’t include it as a candidate.
‘The current me had forgotten memories before the first day of enrollment. At this rate, I might destroy the Empire soon.’
Iria was like a spark of disaster.
Perhaps she was a creature that shouldn’t exist in this world.
But she couldn’t die.
It’s not because she’s selfish; she possesses a body that doesn’t die.
Even if stabbed with a sword, she doesn’t die, and she has a strong resistance to magic.
With a body with high regenerative power, she couldn’t kill the monster named ‘Iria.’ She’s tried several times, but they all failed.
Of course, it’s not theoretically impossible to die. Even she couldn’t regenerate indefinitely. In the end, when she gets exhausted to the point where she can’t regenerate her wounds, she will probably die.
But she would lose my reason faster than she would die. This body seemed to have magical energy go out of control regardless of will when its stamina was somewhat exhausted.
If that happens, a big disaster will occur again in the end. She has yet to see a being strong enough to kill her.
If anything, it’s Ariel. Because he was the protagonist of this world. He has high potential in many ways.
That’s why Iria was betting on the possibility of him.
In the end, to prevent disaster, one of the two, Ariel or Iria, had to die.
Only then will this nightmare end.
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Ultimately, Iria caught and ate one of the humans wandering nearby. It was one of the members of a criminal organization that had not yet completely disappeared.
They often used back alleys when trading illegal goods, and they ran into Iria, who was passing by.
There were two, but eating two at once was a bit much, so she let one go with his memory erased.
Shortly after, she walked through the back alley with blood on her lips.
Though she had a human appearance, for her, who bore the characteristics of a monster, murder felt like an instinct.
Committing murder and drinking blood while temporarily disregarding reason felt extremely good.
The sensation felt when crushing something alive and the sweet blood flowing into her mouth paralyzed her reason. Therefore, her memories were hazy when she was drinking blood, as if drunk.
Her breathing was heavy, her body felt hot, and a strange exhilaration coursed through her.
That’s what happens when desires that have been suppressed for so long are released all at once.
She had avoided unnecessary killings because she was afraid of getting addicted, but Iria had to shudder at that eerie sensation.
If she could, she wanted to eat one more person in this feeling, but she had to hold back.
Iria, covered in blood all over her body, looked closer to a murderous demon than a student at the academy.
It was the bare face of a monster wearing the mask of a student’s identity.
Iria blends in among humans today as well, hiding her ugly side.
She was a monster hidden within the academy.
***
When you fill your stomach and come to your senses, you tend to see things you didn’t see when you were hungry.
Iria attended the academy, took classes, and spent time hanging out with Ariel and Sera.
Surprisingly, nothing else happened, and things went on as usual.
It wasn’t that she disliked the peaceful atmosphere, but it was starting to feel a bit strange.
Ariel was the protagonist of this world; the current Iria was certain of that. What had once been a suspicion was now a conviction.
Otherwise, it wouldn’t make sense. Various circumstances were pointing her in that direction.
Ariel was the protagonist, and this was a world inside a novel.
Usually, when you think of a protagonist, they get involved in many incidents. Iria tilted her head slightly.
No matter how she looked at it, it had been too peaceful lately.
“Hmm.”
“What are you thinking so hard about?”
As Iria sat down, lost in thought, Sera approached her. Annoyed by Sera’s presence, Iria poked her wound with her finger.
Usually, this would make her back off.
“Hehehe, sorry, but I’m all healed now so it doesn’t work anymore.”
However, the effect was minimal.
Sera, whose wound had healed over time, looked even healthier than before.
She heard that it was a wound that would take about a month to heal if she had to lie still in the hospital room, but Sera was running around vigorously and fully recovered in just 2 weeks.
It had to be a miraculous natural healing power. Actually, maybe Sera wasn’t human either.
No way.
Iria poked Sera’s wound one more time.
“Ugh?!”
As expected, she had endured the pain, even though it wasn’t fully healed yet, showcasing the tenacity she was known for.
“Ugh! Ha, stop it!”
She poked her one more time because she was upset that she had been deceived.
She was about to torment her a little more, but she saw tears welling up in Sera’s eyes, so she stopped. Even if they are close, if the joke goes too far, their relationship can go awry.
Iria got rid of Sera, who was annoyingly clinging to her and fell into contemplation again.
No matter how much she contemplated, it felt excessively peaceful, especially considering her proximity to Ariel. She had expected that they would be drawn into incidents and accidents, as was typical for protagonists in stories.
Iria was acutely aware that this world was one inside a novel. She had repeatedly confirmed it through several experiments to see if it was the world she knew.
But she didn’t know the specifics of the plot. This was largely because Iria had lost most of her memories from her time as a human during her transformation into a monster, which involved consuming human lives.
This loss left her in a peculiar state; she recognized the world as a fictional construct but had no recollection of its specific events or characters. Given that she now inhabited a world that seemed to adhere to a narrative structure, it felt inevitable that some incident would soon arise, even amidst the current peacefulness.
Ultimately, she was trapped in a narrative, and if this world followed the established plot, then the main episodes were bound to unfold.
‘…The development of the original work has been twisted.’
Perhaps it has been twisted by the intervention of a single existence called Iria. Something that should have happened originally didn’t happen, maybe due to her influence.
It’s not a problem that can be known even if she thinks about it now.
Iria let out a small sigh and turned her attention elsewhere. She was looking at Ariel, who was having a meal on the rooftop of the academy building.
It was because she had just poisoned Ariel’s meal.
When a monster’s blood enters a human body, it becomes a deadly poison because the magical energy contained in the blood destroys the body from the inside.
Iria dropped about a drop of blood heavily loaded with magical energy into Ariel’s meal. It wasn’t an action with murderous intent, but simple curiosity.
She was wondering if he would still remain alive even with this.
“…”
And Ariel continued his meal with an expression that showed he knew nothing. It wouldn’t be strange if an ordinary person died immediately, but Ariel was fine.
Looking closely, the starlight in his body purified the magical energy.
The scary thing about magical energy is that it destroys the mana in the human body, but since there is no mana, there seems to be no effect.
Iria clicked her tongue. Although her facial expression changes are faint, her brows were furrowed this time.
As she was blankly looking like that, Ariel tilted his head. Was it because Iria’s red gaze was burdensome?
“Is there something on my face?”
“No.”
Another failure today.
Iria waits for an opportunity, just like she always does.
***
After the Demon King died, most of the remnants of the Demon King’s army were subjugated by Sertia before the curse affected her.
However, in the end, there is bound to be a limit to the number of monsters that can be subjugated alone.
In the party of three, the Hero Elion, who was in charge of the vanguard, perished with the Demon King. Saint Karen had already been devoured by the curse, so her body was incapable of fighting.
The wizard, left alone in the party, buried more than half of the demons in the ground without anyone’s help and retired.
This was about twenty years ago.
The Demon King’s army, now leaderless, descended into chaos. They not only lost their commander but also suffered the massacre of most of their comrades.
The memory of being defeated by a single human is still rooted in their minds like a nightmare.
So they remained as silent as a dead mouse for a while, wary of the legendary wizard from the past.
But not now.
“Let’s attack the Empire.”
It was a remark made by one of the executives of the Demon King’s army, which had now dwindled to a very small number of members.
Those present were the ones who hid in fear of humans, the remnants of an army that had nearly gone extinct at the hands of those they once despised as an inferior race.
What kind of race are humans?
They possess weaker physical abilities than demons and are incapable of regenerating their damaged bodies.
Is that all?
They easily fall ill and have shorter lifespans than demons.
They were seen as an inferior race, not even regarded as a threat because they were lacking in every aspect compared to demons. This was the perception until they lost everything to three superhumans.
Well, now…
They were hiding in a place where Sertia wouldn’t see them, not knowing when she would move.
The memory of defeat tinged with humiliation is not easily forgotten, even with the passage of time. They were still planning their revenge.
Sertia does not move.
The remaining remnants of the Demon King’s army have caused incidents big and small until now, but the wizard they were most wary of did not show herself.
She has been still for 20 years, so she won’t move this time either.
“In the end, even that monster woman is human. It seems her lifespan as a wizard has run out.”
“Rather, lasting that long is resilient. How many mountains of corpses did she pile up alone?”
“If it weren’t for that woman, we could have gone and swept away the remaining humans long ago.”
“How many times have we talked about this…? Even though you were just as scared and holed up.”
“Wha, what! You’re saying that because you haven’t met that woman on the battlefield! I almost got roasted alive!”
Since most of them are those who fled from the battlefield and survived, many have the fear of Sertia etched in their bones.
So, there was a tendency in their behaviors to be even more hesitant.
“But, she’s not moving now anyway, right? Is there any other chance for revenge if not now? The humans now are minnows who can’t even catch monsters and are at a loss. All humans born in an era after the war are like that.”
“It’s not wrong.”
“We’re going to the Empire soon. It’s time to collect our debt.”
Sertia, who has protected the Empire for a long time, is said to be in poor health.
It was an opportunity for them.
Although their activities have been a bit sparse recently, their purpose remains the same as before.
The extinction of humanity and the demonization of the continent.
It was wise to cut off any potential threats that might interfere in the future while there was still a chance.
In that sense, the first place they tried to attack was the Imperial Academy.
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The Demon King’s army headquarters is located in the Demon Realm. In these lands, the Demon race originally thrived under the Demon King’s dominion.
Now that the Demon King is dead and the number of demons has drastically diminished, the territory of the Demon Realm has naturally shrunk. However, a considerable area of land still remains undeveloped.
Today’s meeting is taking place in this very territory.
“So, what is the specific plan?”
“Refrain from engaging in direct combat. We are already a minority group, and we cannot suffer further losses here.”
“Huh? Then what are you going to do?”
“I’m thinking of unleashing monsters. A considerable number of them.”
At the demon’s words, the expression of the one next to him changed.
Because she understood the hidden meaning of those words. She asked with an evil smile.
“Ah, you’re going to use that?”
“Yes.”
The demon was holding several gold pieces in his hand. A familiar object to some, and some were seeing it for the first time.
Lark, the de facto leader of the current Demon King’s army, spoke for those who might not know.
“This is the power source of the former Demon King, Echidna. Now scattered into countless fragments, when a monster consumes one, it undergoes an evolutionary process into a new form. Humans refer to it as the Demon King’s fragment.”
“Does that mean you directly receive a part of the Demon King’s power when you eat it?”
“If you’re considering consuming it yourself, I advise against it. You’ll end up becoming a monster that can’t control itself. While it’s beneficial for originally unintelligent monsters to evolve, losing your sanity can actually lead to a decrease in power.”
“So? You’re going to unleash those monsters on the Empire? Can a few monsters really do it?”
Lark slowly nodded his head.
It wasn’t that he was underestimating humanity’s power, but the influence of the previous Demon King was greater than he thought.
He smiled.
“If only Sertia, that monster, doesn’t move. She’s a force that can annihilate them and still have some strength left over.”
Most of the Empire’s forces are concentrated on the academy or the knight order. If either one of them collapses, it will be fatal for them.
When choosing the first target, Lark determined that striking the academy would be more efficient than targeting the knight order.
This approach would not only eliminate the main forces but also uproot the seeds of the future. Despite being the Empire’s top educational institution, the academy was ultimately composed of students.
The professors would be forced to fight while protecting the relatively weaker students, and those who couldn’t exert their strength in this way would quickly fall.
On that day, all humans within the academy would be slaughtered, regardless of their status as professors or students.
The sooner this plan was executed, the better. They couldn’t afford to let Sertia, who had sensed the impending danger, make the first move.
The night was deep in the Demon Realm.
***
It had been about two weeks since Iria had her match with Sera.
After classes ended, Iria headed straight to meet Ariel and Sera. It was surprising how close the three of them had become.
Rumors spread rapidly throughout the academy of the three of them gathering. Whispers circulated that the top-tier powerhouses of the academy had assembled in one place.
There was no need to mention Ariel, who was already well-known. Sera and Iria’s recent match also significantly elevated their status.
Even the high-ranking senior students felt a sense of inferiority after witnessing the match between the two.
It was no exaggeration to say that the academy was experiencing an unprecedented event, with junior students dominating the scene.
Was this the kind of recognition one received within the school for possessing overwhelming power, even as a first-year student?
Even those who had been jealous of Iria and had tried to undermine her now acknowledged her prowess.
Jealousy can only flourish to a certain extent; envy fades away when someone stands so far above that it feels embarrassing to even look up to them.
At that point, Rena genuinely felt fortunate to witness the reversal in people’s reactions.
‘Until just a while ago, wasn’t Iria’s treatment at rock bottom?’
Iria was not someone who deserved to be underestimated just because she had a small amount of mana in her body.
Still, Rena believed she had at least contributed a small part to Iria’s victory over Sera in the recent match. After all, they had trained together for a week.
She felt a sense of pride as her friend rose to such heights.
To be honest, she wanted to brag about Iria being her friend.
However, lately, her busy schedule has kept them apart.
Just then, she spotted Iria walking by in the distance.
“Ah! Iria!”
Rena greeted her happily as soon as she saw her.
However, perhaps because of the distance, Rena’s greeting did not reach Iria.
“Ah…”
There was someone else by Iria’s side today.
Ariel, the strongest student in the academy, and Sera, the pinnacle of the combat magic department.
Rena stopped in her tracks as she was about to call out to Iria. Because for some reason, she felt that the two suited Iria’s side better than herself.
That day, Rena couldn’t talk to Iria.
She didn’t know why.
Just.
She felt a little lacking to stand by Iria’s side right now.
***
Recently, Rena had been feeling a strange sense of distance from Iria.
Actually, it was a feeling she’s had for a while, but now, it has gotten worse.
Since when was it?
If she had to pinpoint it, it would have been after the match with Sera.
To be a little honest, Rena didn’t think Iria would win that match.
Because Sera was at the pinnacle of the combat magic department and a genius in combat. No matter how strong Iria was, she didn’t think she was enough to compare with Sera.
But Iria won.
As always, she built up a myth of being undefeated in the arena. Around that point, Rena’s view of Iria seemed to have changed.
She considers Iria to be a person living in a completely different world from her own.
Iria was a genius, and her world was different from hers. They were clearly classmates in the same class and took the same courses, but now she felt that Iria was way too far away.
Recently, she only hung out with second-year seniors, so they seldom ran into each other.
Maybe that was why.
“Iria.”
“…?”
“What is our relationship?”
It was a question that Iria couldn’t understand the meaning of.
It was a remark that even Rena herself couldn’t fully understand. So Iria couldn’t answer for a while.
She just looked as if she didn’t know anything, tilting her head as if nothing was different from usual.
Iria met Rena’s eyes to grasp the intention of the question.
But even after reading Rena’s memory, she couldn’t understand. It was something that even Rena herself didn’t know, something closer to a slip of the tongue, if anything.
Iria decided not to give much meaning to Rena’s question. She took it at face value and answered.
“I don’t know.”
What kind of relationship? It was too difficult a question for Iria, who had lost most of her emotions.
Even if she thought about it all day, she wouldn’t find an answer. Iria knew that, too, so she didn’t bother to think about it.
They wouldn’t be friends. Because Iria couldn’t be sure if she could resist eating Rena when she was extremely hungry.
A friend is not a being that can be eaten when hungry.
Iria was reluctant to use the term friend because she couldn’t be sure she wouldn’t harm Rena with her hands.
If she had to say, wouldn’t they be something like classmates?
“We are friends, right?”
“…”
Rena asked hesitantly, her voice soft but uncertain.
Iria met her gaze, her red eyes reflecting the intention behind the question. After a moment of silence, Iria’s answer came, cold and distant.
“I don’t know.”
It wasn’t the answer Rena had hoped for, nor was it a proper one. But it was something only Iria could say, blunt and detached, without a hint of falsehood.
She turned her gaze away as if the exchange held no weight, incapable of lying and understanding the depth of what she’d said.
Iria, awkward in human relationships, unknowingly drove a nail into Rena’s heart.
Rena bit her lip, feeling a sting she hadn’t anticipated.
The two of them stood there, trapped in an uncomfortable silence, unable to bridge the gap between them. There was a wall between them, an insurmountable barrier called species.
Rena, being human, couldn’t truly understand Iria. And Iria, being a monster, couldn’t grasp Rena’s emotions or the nuances of friendship.
For a while, neither spoke. Their gazes briefly connected, but they couldn’t hold it. Rena looked away first, breaking the fragile connection.
She wasn’t angry at Iria. She knew Iria lacked something fundamental when it came to human interaction.
Her words likely showed no malice; Iria was clumsy in expressing herself. And Rena understood that, even if it hurt.
But,
“…Sorry, I’ll get going.”
Even so, she couldn’t help but feel a strange sense of distance from her.
Maybe it was only herself who thought they were close.
It was a moment when Iria, whom she always thought would be by her side, felt so far away.
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The distance between Rena and Iria grew.
Iria, being a monster, couldn’t understand Rena’s feelings as a human. She couldn’t lie, either, not because of any moral stance, but because she was simply clumsy in dealing with people.
Should she have said they were friends, even if they were just empty words?
A relationship with a human was difficult. Humans and monsters had different ways of thinking, different lifestyles, and even different eating habits.
When Iria read Rena’s memories, she finally understood the emotions behind Rena’s question. It stemmed from the subtle sense of distance that had formed between them.
However, that slight distance was Iria’s consideration for Rena.
Iria deliberately kept her distance from Rena. She feared that if they became too close, she might harm her with her own hands.
Rena had a constitution that drove monsters wild. Her high mana density and natural talent made her, to put it bluntly, irresistibly appealing as her blood tasted good.
Iria dreaded what might happen if she encountered Rena when her hunger took over.
That’s how the misunderstanding began.
“…”
Should she apologize first?
Unlike with other people, Iria felt she owed Rena a lot. She didn’t want to grow distant from her. If they met again, she would explain everything clearly and tell Rena that it had all been a misunderstanding.
“Iria? What are you thinking so hard about?”
Sera’s voice pulled Iria out of her thoughts. She was standing beside her now.
They had a similar presence, but they weren’t the same person. It made Iria realize again that she hadn’t seen Rena recently.
Perhaps she was confused because the two felt so alike.
It was a complicated feeling for Iria, one she hadn’t experienced before. She had never cared about what others thought of her until now.
This was the first time she found herself worrying about it.
For a brief moment, she considered asking Sera for advice on how to handle it but decided against it. Sera, being human, wouldn’t understand the thoughts of someone like Iria, a monster.
“Nothing much, I wasn’t thinking about anything,” Iria said dismissively.
“Really? You looked a bit gloomy for that,” Sera responded.
“I always look like this.”
“Aha.”
The three of them were now seated in the academy’s internal park, having just come from the swordsmanship training hall.
If you ask why Sera, a mage, was in the swordsmanship training hall, it’s because she’s a battle maniac. Since mages have limited means of close-range attacks, she had also expressed an interest in learning swordsmanship.
Of course, she had no real expertise in swordsmanship, so Ariel beat her down all day long during training.
It was that kind of afternoon.
Today, Iria simply watched the two spar, sitting still and gazing at the sky.
As always, there was no particular reason for it—it was just a habit.
By now, she had become so accustomed to looking at the sky that she could notice even the smallest changes that others might miss.
And that was exactly what happened. A swirling blackness appeared in the blue sky, faint yet unmistakably ominous. Something was wrong.
“…?”
Is it usual for the sky to turn black in a fantasy world?
No way.
Iria tilted her head and glanced to the side. Ariel and Sera were equally stunned.
The blackness, which had first appeared like a small stain in the sky, grew rapidly.
It didn’t take long for the stain to engulf the entire sky. What had been a bright afternoon at the academy was now as dark as midnight.
“Doesn’t something seem strange?” Iria was the first to break the silence.
The two beside her were speechless, staring at the sky in disbelief.
Upon closer inspection, it wasn’t that the sky had turned black, but rather a dark barrier had enveloped the academy, forming a boundary.
It seemed to be deliberately set, likely to prevent anyone from escaping.
“What on earth is happening…?” Ariel gasped, his voice tense as he looked up at the sky, his expression hardening.
As the three stood there, momentarily stunned and frozen, the eerie silence was shattered by screams erupting from all corners of the academy.
It wasn’t just the screams that filled the air. The ground trembled violently, as though some massive being had stirred, accompanied by the deafening sound of a building collapsing in the distance. The situation was far worse than they had anticipated.
“R-Run away!!” a voice cried out from nearby, filled with panic.
“What’s happening?! What’s going on?!” Ariel shouted, grabbing a passing student by the arm.
The student’s face was drained of color, his breaths coming in ragged gasps. Clutching Ariel’s shoulder for support, he struggled to speak, his panic evident in his eyes.
They decided to calm the student down before extracting more information from him.
After a few moments, Ariel leaned closer and pressed him again, “What’s going on?”
“Monsters! Monsters! In the academy!” the student gasped, his eyes wide with fear.
“…What?” Ariel’s expression shifted to disbelief.
The academy’s security was among the highest in the entire empire. It was a place fortified by barriers established by Headmaster Sertia and staffed by elite personnel. The notion that monsters could breach such a stronghold was almost unthinkable.
It was never a place where monsters could breach the defenses.
There were two possibilities: either Sertia had become so frail that she could no longer maintain the barrier, or the group attacking the academy comprised beings powerful enough to shatter it.
Perhaps it was a combination of both.
“Ah.”
In the end, faced with an incident that had already unfolded, Iria reacted with an unexpected calmness.
Rather than being shocked by the academy’s attack, her response seemed to acknowledge that what was destined to come had finally arrived.
She had been anticipating a significant incident would occur soon.
In fact, it felt a bit late compared to her expectations. It was unusual for things to have been so peaceful until now.
After an incident unfolds, how would the protagonist respond?
Iria turned her head to look at Ariel.
But Ariel was nowhere to be found. He had dashed out without a second thought.
With his sword drawn, he charged toward the academy, his actions filled with determination and no hint of hesitation.
“W-Wait! Ariel?!”
Sera exclaimed, trying to stop him, but it was too late. Ariel had already ventured too far for her to catch up.
“Ah! Really! What am I supposed to do with that idiot?!”
Sera exclaimed as she immediately followed him into what appeared to be a dangerous situation.
Even as the two dashed off, Iria remained rooted in place.
She stood still, reflecting on the stark difference between herself and them.
Iria sensed the magical energy emanating from all directions. As she absorbed it slowly, her calculations became quicker than usual.
Based on the concentration of magical energy she detected, it was likely a Seed of the Demon King.
Not just one, but several. Even with the title of the strongest in the academy, this was far beyond what a student could handle.
It’s a perilous place where one might easily meet their end if they’re not cautious.
But Iria understood that they weren’t rushing into danger out of stupidity.
They were acting as the protagonists in this narrative, after all.
Ariel ran to protect others rather than himself. He epitomized the ideal image of a hero—the kind of protagonist that Iria admired.
So, should the supporting character step aside at this moment?
This incident was merely one of the main episodes within the novel, and Iria was not the protagonist in this world.
No matter what transpired here, Ariel and his companions would find a way to resolve it, and she wasn’t meant to be involved in this chaos.
In truth, Iria didn’t particularly care how many humans perished.
It felt wiser to remain still rather than act impulsively and disrupt the unfolding narrative.
‘They’ll figure it out’, she thought; whether it be the professors or Ariel.
As she walked through the academy shrouded in darkness, cast by the ominous black figure above, there was no particular destination in mind. In fact, she thought the day had become more pleasant for a stroll, as the sunlight was now obscured.
With her superior senses, Iria walked with her eyes closed, picking up on the cacophony of chaos all around her.
Today, however, the sounds were more varied than usual.
There were screams of terror, the roars of monsters, the crackling of ignited magic, and the clashing sounds of fierce battles.
Iria’s brow twitched slightly as she continued her walk with her eyes closed.
“Someone! Please help! There’s a person trapped inside!”
The desperate cry reached her ears, revealing that someone was trapped in a building and unable to escape. She didn’t know the details of the situation inside, as she hadn’t entered yet.
But she could sense that the situation had spiraled out of control.
Iria turned her head toward the source of the voice.
It’s none of her business. The adversary was a Seed of the Demon King, and Iria still felt uneasy about dealing with monsters.
Rather than any logical reasoning, it was more accurate to say she felt a visceral aversion. Living beings instinctively hesitate to harm those similar to themselves, and Iria was no exception.
“…”
But was it truly unrelated?
Rena might still be trapped in that building.
What kind of reaction would Iria have if Rena died because of this incident? The thought lingered in her mind.
Would she be sad? It didn’t seem likely. Sadness was the first emotion Iria had lost.
Still, she didn’t want to witness it.
After all, she owed Rena in many ways. To be honest, the thought of Rena potentially dying made her feel uncomfortable.
‘Should I at least see the face of the mastermind?’
Iria turned on her heel, not stepping outside the academy, but deeper within.
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By the time the remnants of the Demon King’s army arrived near the academy, most of Sertia’s barrier that had protected the school was crumbling.
Originally, they wouldn’t have been able to set foot inside. However, now it was possible. One of the executives of the Demon King’s army raised a hand, tearing apart the remaining barrier like it was made of paper.
From this, the Demon King’s army could infer Sertia’s current state. She was now so weakened that she couldn’t even maintain a single barrier.
The morale of the invading Demon King’s army surged. They had long possessed the power to annihilate humans, and now, with Sertia weakened, they believed it was their moment to strike.
“Seir, set up the barrier first. Not even an ant should escape outside,” one of the executives commanded.
“Ha, isn’t it obvious? I set it up a long time ago. Just make sure to transport the monsters properly,” Seir replied with a smirk.
“No problem. I made sure to bring them carefully so that their magical energy wouldn’t leak out.”
Belial, another executive of the Demon King’s army, possessed the ability to summon monsters through shadows using inter-dimensional storage.
As the barrier fully unfolded, he unleashed the monsters all over the academy, far exceeding anyone’s imagination.
In the expansive grounds of the academy, he released them indiscriminately – near the park, inside the buildings, close to the swordsmanship training grounds, and even near the cafeteria.
The released monsters attacked humans indiscriminately, quickly plunging the once-peaceful academy into chaos. The air was filled with the sounds of screams and panic.
“Let’s go back now,” Lark, the de facto leader of the Demon King’s army, commanded. He distributed some of the fragments of the Demon King to the monsters before giving the order to withdraw.
Lark had no intention of engaging in a full-scale war just yet. He planned to significantly weaken the Empire’s forces with their created chaos, then regroup and prepare for a second assault.
The war between humans and demons, thought to have ended with the Demon King’s death, was far from over.
“Retreat from here?! Why?!” Seir protested, her voice rising with frustration.
“Isn’t this our chance? We can strike now! Why retreat?”
The demons had long wished to destroy humanity and expand the demon realm, and she couldn’t comprehend the order to fall back when victory was so close.
Lark met her gaze steadily. “We didn’t bring enough troops to wage an all-out war right away. It would draw too much attention. Yes, I agree that if we push now, we may be able to annihilate them, but if the Knights’ support troops arrive, we’ll find ourselves at a disadvantage.”
“……”
“Do you want to be wiped out with the goal right before your eyes?” Seir shot back, her frustration boiling over.
They hadn’t brought many personnel for this raid on the academy. If they had moved a large army, it would have been detected in advance, putting them at a disadvantage. The monsters alone were more than capable of wreaking havoc on the academy.
“Let’s go,” Lark said, turning on his heel. The few demons who had followed him complied, but one did not.
Seir raised her long sword, a twisted smile spreading across her face. Although demons possessed intelligence unlike that of mere monsters, their instincts remained sharp and primal. She was unwilling to let this opportunity slip away.
In this kind of situation, she craved the thrill of the kill.
“I’ll go back a bit later. No matter what, I feel uneasy leaving it only to these stupid monsters,” Seir declared, her grip tightening around the hilt of her sword.
Lark understood her sentiments but remained indifferent. “Do as you like,” he replied dismissively.
He knew Seir was not the type to heed anyone’s advice anyway. With a smirk, he turned away, dismissing her as she prepared to charge ahead.
Seir, a formidable demon executive, would not falter against ordinary humans. Without hesitation, she leaped into the academy building, eager to unleash chaos in her wake.
***
The scene inside the academy resembled hell itself.
A swarm of monsters had appeared out of nowhere, launching indiscriminate attacks on the humans within, regardless of whether they were students or professors.
While the academy’s professors were skilled combatants and quickly regained their composure to take up arms, the chaos was overwhelming. They hurried to evacuate the students before engaging in battle with the creatures.
Yet, their efforts fell short. Ordinary monsters might have been manageable, but at the heart of the fray loomed a colossal beast, dwarfing everything around it.
Its sheer size and power cast a shadow over the battle, making it clear that this was no ordinary invasion.
Some recognized the giant creature, while others did not.
“Seed of the Demon King…!” one of the professors exclaimed, their voice laced with dread.
The academy professors were formidable fighters, often comparable to the top knights of the Knights Order. In fact, some, like Eve, held dual roles as both esteemed professors and elite knights. This was the average caliber of the academy’s staff.
Yet, even with this level of expertise, the situation was dire.
Three of the Knights Order’s finest could struggle against a Seed of the Demon King. The overwhelming power of such an entity was a grim reminder of the dangers ahead, and it became increasingly clear that the professors were outmatched.
The professors had no choice but to retreat from the rampaging giants within the academy.
“Everyone evacuate outside! Quickly!” one of them shouted, desperation evident in their voice.
“But we can’t! There’s something blocking the exit!” another replied, panic rising.
“Wahhh, mommy!” cried a student, overwhelmed by fear.
A dark barrier obstructed their escape, trapping them inside. Despite their training at the continent’s premier educational institution, the students were largely inexperienced and unprepared for such chaos.
In the face of this terror, mass hysteria took hold. The reality of their dire situation rendered them helpless, leaving them unable to devise a plan or respond effectively to the unfolding crisis.
In this unprecedented emergency, the students exhibited a range of panicked reactions.
“Ahhh! Please let me out!” one screamed, desperation clear in their voice.
“Sob, hic…” another whimpered, tears streaming down their cheeks.
“It’s o-, over now. We will all die here…” a third muttered, voice trembling with despair.
Some pounded on the windows recklessly, while others hid, sobbing or resigned to their fate with ashen faces.
Yet amidst the chaos, Aramis, the second-year swordsmanship professor, tightened his grip on his sword.
He was determined to fulfill his responsibilities—not just as a professor teaching students but also as one of the guardians protecting the academy.
With a fierce resolve, he leaped into action.
In front of him loomed a tentacle-type monster, its body a grotesque mass adorned with countless black tentacles.
As Aramis charged forward, numerous tentacles whipped through the air, aiming for him. Just before they could make contact, he expertly redirected his sword.
“Form 3,” he declared, focusing his energy.
This technique allowed him to split one powerful slash into two wide, sweeping strikes. He concentrated all his strength on the initial cut, aiming for the thinner tentacles that extended from the main body.
With a sickening tearing sound, the black tentacles were severed. Dark blood erupted from the wounds, splattering across the floor, and the remains of the severed appendages fell lifelessly to the ground.
Yet, even the severed tentacles, still intact with nerves, writhed in a macabre display of tenacity. They continued to move, crawling relentlessly toward the terrified students, creating a truly horrifying scene.
“I will block this place, so run away!” Aramis shouted, stepping back to slash at the remaining tentacles. “On the second floor of Academy C Building, an emergency exit should be prepared for situations like this! That place is directly managed by Lady Sertia, so it can’t be covered by the barrier!”
His voice cut through the chaos, offering a glimmer of hope amidst the despair. Though the barrier sealed the outside, there was still a route to safety, and Aramis was determined to protect it.
“Uu, uuu…”
After a relentless onslaught of fear, his words sparked a flicker of hope among the students. They began to move, breaking free from their paralysis. Those whose legs refused to cooperate found support in their peers, while others who had been sobbing quietly wiped their tears with their sleeves, steeling themselves for the escape.
“Go! Now!” Aramis urged, striking down another tentacle that lunged at him, his determination unwavering as he held the line against the monstrous onslaught.
“R-run!”
The students fled in panic, and the professors instinctively positioned themselves alongside Aramis, forming a united front. Four professors quickly gathered, each assessing the looming threat before them.
“That’s a Seed of the Demon King, right?” one of them asked, eyeing the monstrous form writhing in the center of the chaos.
“Can we capture it?” another inquired, concern etching his features.
“……We have to try,” Aramis replied, wiping the blood from his face and gripping his sword tightly. The odds were daunting, but with their combined strength, they might stand a chance.
Even with the prospect of imminent danger, the professors understood the stakes. They were prepared to lay down their lives for the safety of their students and the academy.
As Aramis recalled the tales of a professor named Albert who had once defeated a creature of similar caliber alone, a flicker of hope ignited within him. If they worked together, perhaps they could achieve the impossible.
He knew it from the start, but he was even more impressive than he had imagined.
After the students had disappeared, the professors drew their swords in the relatively quiet academy corridor. Some of them were also chanting spells.
It was a hellish sight within the academy.
***
After the incident broke out, Rena, who couldn’t escape the building in time, trembled in fear.
Curled up and hiding, the terrible sounds erupting around her rang in her ears—someone’s screams, cries, the shaking of the ground, and the roars of monsters.
Unlike Ariel or Sera, who were mentally strong, Rena was just an ordinary student.
It was natural for her to feel scared. Monsters far more fearsome than those encountered in training were swarming around, alongside unimaginable beasts.
The word “pandemonium” was quite fitting; it was a place where sights too gruesome to behold unfolded.
But Rena didn’t just hide there. Although she was undoubtedly terrified, some were even more frightened than she was.
“Uuu…”
Rena stood up on trembling legs. Many students hadn’t evacuated the building yet.
While she had faced monsters before, she had overcome those experiences with Iria’s help, even surviving a crisis where she almost died. That experience served her well now; she wasn’t overwhelmed by fear.
“Everyone, get up! It’ll only be more dangerous if we stay here!”
If they were facing low-level monsters instead of a Seed of the Demon King, even students could sufficiently deal with them. She had defeated a few during training as well. Rena ignited flames in both hands.
“Blaze!”
With that, she eliminated the charging low-level monsters with her flames.
The collapsed students began to rise at Rena’s small act of defiance. She gradually took an attacking stance, ready to exterminate the monsters.
After waking up the surrounding students and joining forces, Rena had no doubt there was an exit somewhere.
Even in a place where magical energy enveloped the surroundings and obscured her vision, she spread her mana to search for a way out.
The result of that effort became clear now.
“I think there’s a hole to get out nearby!”
Using the reaction of her mana, Rena sensed a space for escape close by.
She quickened her pace, her heart rising at the hopeful news that they could soon be free. In her eagerness, she didn’t notice anything else.
And then, she saw it.
“Hmm~ So there was a hole here? I thought something kept escaping outside the barrier.”
“Ah…”
“Hello? Did you come to get out too?”
Standing at the exit Rena had finally found was a non-human figure, adorned with golden fragments and gripping a single blade.
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Iria moved at a slow pace.
Though the academy’s surroundings resembled a hellish nightmare, it didn’t feel that way to her.
The monsters ignored Iria entirely. She strolled through the academy’s corridors with the same leisurely steps as always.
By the time she reached the interior, the building was shrouded in a black barrier, making it impossible to enter or exit.
“Hmm.”
Realizing she couldn’t enter normally, Iria clenched her fist.
Most would have turned back or devised a plan to breach the barrier, but Iria was different.
With a determined strike, she hit the barrier with her fist, and a resounding crash echoed as a large hole formed.
If your body is strong, your mind doesn’t have to suffer.
Iria stepped through the opening and entered the building.
***
A woman with a human-like appearance stood in Rena’s way, but instinctively, Rena could sense that she wasn’t human.
With a pair of horns protruding from her forehead, sharp fangs, and an aura of thick magical energy radiating around her, the demon flashed an evil smile as she readjusted her grip on her sword. Surrounding her lay the fallen bodies of humans; students and even professors.
“S-Stand back…”
Rena spoke with a tense voice, glancing behind her.
Even if they combined their strength, this was not an opponent they could hope to defeat. The demon before them had dispatched the academy’s professors effortlessly, without so much as a scratch.
The elite combat personnel of the Empire’s top educational institution, the academy, had fallen. This was not an opponent students could hope to handle.
If victory was impossible, retreat was the best strategy. Rena swallowed hard and began to take slow steps back.
The other students also sensed the impending danger and started to back away cautiously, preparing to escape if necessary. However, they couldn’t retreat beyond a certain point.
“Wait.”
The demon’s low voice cut through the air, accompanied by an overwhelming killing intent that paralyzed the nerves of everyone present.
It was the effect of the magical energy unleashed by Seir, an executive of the Demon King’s army. The heavy magical aura settled around the humans, binding their feet and constricting their throats.
In the dark corridor, Seir’s red eyes gleamed with malevolence.
The principle behind her power was simpler than expected—just a threat. She had merely released a fraction of her magical energy and glared at them menacingly.
Even that small gesture was enough to paralyze Rena and the other students; they couldn’t move from their spots. The disparity in power was so vast that it felt like they were caught in an inescapable web. Seir was on a level they couldn’t even begin to comprehend.
“If you take one more step back from there, I’ll kill you all.”
Her words were not an empty bluff.
The words carried weight because Seir was an existence that could actually follow through.
She laughed at the sight of the students frozen in terror, a bloody grin reminiscent of a murderer who had taken hundreds of lives.
As she counted the terrified students one by one with her fingers, she slowly advanced towards them.
“Seven in total. If I add them to the number of humans I’ve killed today, that makes twenty… I should be able to reach a hundred before I head back.”
The students were gripped by even greater fear at the chilling contrast between her leisurely tone and the horrific content of her words.
“You never intended to let us live from the start!!”
“W-Wait a moment!”
One of the students behind Rena, driven to his breaking point by fear, rushed forward with his sword drawn. Having lost his mind in desperation, he lunged at Seir.
Rena reached out to grab him, but it was too late.
The male student swung his sword at Seir.
And then-
-Splash!
His body was sliced into pieces, reduced to a gruesome display of minced flesh. It happened in the blink of an eye, red blood splattering across the corridor.
“Kyaaahhhh!!”
The scream pierced the air, a cry from someone among the remaining six, but it was impossible to tell who.
Seir, the very one who had swung the sword, was unfazed. As she cleaned the blood from her weapon, she took another step closer.
“Seriously, why are you all so weak? This is why an inferior species like you will never amount to anything.”
“……”
Despair was etched on the faces of the remaining six.
Originally, despair feels more tangible when you dangle over the abyss with hope just within reach. If they could just get past that demon, the exit was right before them—the last chance they had while fighting through the chaos.
But an insurmountable wall stood in their way, discouraging the students at the final hurdle. It was a barrier they could not overcome.
Rena shut her eyes tightly, preparing for the inevitable. At that moment, Seir seized her by the neck.
“Kuh-aack!”
A tremendous force constricted her throat, rendering any attempt at resistance futile. The overwhelming difference in strength was crushing, leaving Rena gasping for air as she struggled against the grip of her captor.
If Seir applied just a bit more pressure, she could snap Rena’s neck right then and there. To Seir, the six remaining students were nothing more than toys she could dispose of at her leisure.
Her gaze swept over the terrified faces until it landed on Rena, an expression of mild intrigue flickering across her features.
“You have quite the aptitude, don’t you? How did you survive this long? That constitution of yours would drive monsters wild.”
“Uu, uugh…”
“Come on, show me what you can do. With a body like that and having made it this far, you must have something special, right?”
Seir tightened her grip, shaking Rena slightly as if to rattle out some hidden potential. Even in Seir’s eyes, Rena’s talent was evident, making it feel almost wasteful to kill her without extracting a bit more entertainment first.
Rena clutched Seir’s arm, her face contorted in pain as she struggled to breathe. It felt as if she was on the brink of death. In a desperate bid for survival, she began to channel the mana that had grown significantly during her training with Iria.
Unintentionally, she unleashed it through an incantation.
Seir watched with a mix of curiosity and amusement as Rena’s mana ignited, transforming into brilliant golden flames.
-Whoosh!
The fire enveloped Rena’s body, radiating heat. By releasing the mana beforehand, she had raised the temperature to an intense level. Remarkably, there wasn’t a single burn on Rena; when deploying magic, the caster inherently gains a high resistance to their own spells.
But Seir was different. Overwhelmed by the sudden surge in firepower, she was forced to release her grip on Rena’s neck.
“Cough, cough!” Rena gasped, desperate for air as she staggered back, flames flickering around her.
“Hoh~”
‘So this human had cleaned up the low-level monsters in the surroundings.’
As Rena struggled to regain her composure, Seir watched with an amused expression. She casually regenerated her burned arm, the flames flickering away as if they had never been there.
“You, fight me. I was just getting bored,” Seir said, her voice laced with a hint of challenge.
“……”
Rena hesitated, uncertainty swirling in her mind.
“If you can land even a small scratch on me, I’ll let the rest of the humans go. How about it?”
The offer hung in the air, heavy with implications.
Seir truly intended to let them go, but not out of mercy. It was more of a game for her, a way to pass the time. She knew the outside world held no safety for them; the Seeds of the Demon King swarmed beyond the building, and those who fled would likely face even greater peril.
Rena swallowed hard, weighing her options.
“……”
Of course, Rena, who had no way of knowing that fact, thought while lying on the ground.
The opponent was a monster that even the academy’s professors couldn’t match. It was natural to feel scared. In the face of death looming right before her, Rena trembled.
But she didn’t despair.
Instead, she considered what Iria would have done in this situation.
What would that brave and resilient girl—so different from herself—have done?
She probably would have fought, regardless of who the opponent was.
“……Blaze.”
With that thought, Rena ignited the flames even larger, summoning the enormous fire she had previously displayed during a spar with Wendy.
She hadn’t expected to end up using this indoors, though.
The firepower was similar to before, but she didn’t suffer major injuries this time. She had grown too.
The total amount of mana she possessed and her ability to control the flames had increased.
Now, she stood before the demon, huge flames swirling around her body.
Seir laughed.
“Yes, that’s how it should be.”
The students behind Rena ran away.
Seir didn’t bother to stop them, as all her attention was focused solely on Rena.
Without hesitation, Rena detonated the flames.
The rest of the students escaped safely, leaving Rena to hold back the demon’s advance.
The flames illuminated the dark corridor, high-powered flames that would have instantly turned ordinary monsters to ash.
But Seir charged at Rena, cutting through the flames effortlessly. No matter how strong the flames were, they were meaningless if they didn’t land a hit.
Demons generally possess reflexes superior to those of humans, allowing Seir to dodge Rena’s flames with flexible movements or cut right through them. In no time, she closed the distance between them.
“Is that all you’ve got?” Seir taunted as she swung her sword at Rena.
The blade tore through Rena’s skin, blood gushing from the shallow wounds inflicted intentionally to torment her.
“Uwaah!” Rena groaned, the pain overwhelming her. It was too great for her to endure, especially given her lack of real combat experience.
The merciless Seir continued to slice at Rena’s skin. Though flames occasionally exploded outward, they were still insufficient to leave a mark on Seir’s body.
The battle concluded much sooner than Rena had anticipated. Before she could deploy her next spell, Seir pressed her blade against Rena’s neck.
“Ack, urk.”
“Well, it was way too lacking for me, but it was fun,” Seir said, her voice dripping with mockery.
She had taken an interest in Rena because of her talent, but that was the extent of it. What she had initially hoped would be a brief amusement quickly proved that the human race was, as expected, incomparably weak.
Seir raised her sword, preparing to deliver the final blow.
“Farewell.”
And at that moment, she swung her sword.
-Clang!!!
The sharp sound of metal clashing reverberated through the corridor as Seir’s sword was blocked by an unexpected force.
“Urk?!”
Not only Rena but even Seir was taken aback by the instantaneous nature of the event. The heavy impact traveled through Seir’s fingertips, forcing her to step back.
A figure stood before Rena, her silver hair swaying dramatically against the dark backdrop.
But that wasn’t all.
Cold, piercing red eyes glared at Seir with an intensity that sent a shiver down her spine.
The woman gripping a single dagger seemed to emanate an aura that made Seir tremble, a primal fear deeply ingrained in her being.
From this girl, she could faintly sense the essence of the Demon King.
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The academy corridor was thick with the metallic scent of blood.
Though it was a path she often traversed, the scene before her was utterly transformed.
Bodies lay scattered—some collapsed, others dismembered beyond recognition. Amid this horror, a girl with golden hair struggled to draw breath, blood seeping from her wounds.
“……”
Iria, arriving at the scene a moment too late, took a slow inventory of her surroundings.
It didn’t take her long to understand the grim reality: the chaos had been orchestrated by a demon.
From unleashing the monsters to erecting the barrier, everything pointed to a deliberate attack.
Iria’s gaze fell on Rena, leaning weakly against the wall, her breaths shallow and labored. Rena’s eyes were hazy, but she managed to focus on Iria.
“I-Iria……”
Rena’s voice trembled as she spoke, heavy with pain. Though she had lost a significant amount of blood, she was not yet on the brink of death.
Her words came slowly, but the urgency behind them was unmistakable.
“I’m f-fine, so r-run away… It’s not an opponent you can win against…”
Rena’s words, though shaky, were filled with concern for Iria. Despite being half-dead, she still worried about Iria’s safety, unwilling to let anyone else suffer because of her.
Iria adjusted her grip on the dagger, her silence heavy in the air.
Was she getting angry? An unfamiliar emotion surged within her, mingling with the remnants of her usual self. It was a feeling she couldn’t quite name or understand.
Setting Rena down gently in a safe spot, Iria turned her attention toward Seir, the demon who had brought this chaos upon them.
That was when the two non-human beings faced each other in the center of the corridor.
“Is it you?” Iria demanded, her voice steady and unwavering.
“Who are you?” Seir replied, her tone defensive.
“Answer the question,” Iria pressed, her intensity palpable.
Seir flinched at Iria’s forceful demeanor, recognizing the shift in the atmosphere. This was not the same girl who had fought bravely moments before; this was someone entirely different. The demon could sense an underlying power emanating from Iria, which put her on high alert.
Though wary, Seir was still one of the elite forces of the Demon King’s army. She had faced countless opponents and had no intention of backing down now. Despite her caution, she believed she could overpower this mysterious figure standing before her.
So, she decided to provoke her.
“So what if I did?” Seir taunted.
“……”
Seir chuckled.
“Why? Is that girl over there your friend?”
“……”
“What, seriously?”
“……”
Iria remained silent.
Perhaps she couldn’t find the words to respond. The demon’s question about the collapsed Rena was a painful reminder of the distance that had grown between them. Iria had been grappling with this since the first time she was asked that question.
But this time, she could answer.
“That’s right, she’s my friend.”
If she didn’t feel that way, there would be no reason for the emotions welling up inside her now.
And normally, she wouldn’t go this far just to save a classmate.
Rena, watching Iria, was taken aback. To her, it seemed like Iria was risking her life to protect her.
Her insides felt as if they were burning.
She didn’t want anyone to die anymore, especially if it was because of her.
That’s why Rena tried her best to stop Iria, even while enduring the pain.
“D-Don’t do that! Please, I beg you……”
But Iria’s expression remained unnervingly calm.
Not a hint of fear showed on her face, even in the presence of an opponent who had murdered academy professors.
With a faint smile, Iria spoke confidently.
“I’ll win.”
Rena found Iria’s confidence so compelling that she couldn’t bring herself to stop her any further. Moreover, it was the first time she had seen Iria smile.
As Rena sank back down to her spot, the battle began.
It was a clash between a non-human entity intent on harm and another that, despite not being human, embodied a singular human emotion.
The figures of the two fighters disappeared from Rena’s sight.
***
Seir and Iria’s swords collided in the center.
The sharp sound of metal against metal echoed through the corridor as the two beings assessed each other and swung their weapons.
Both were so fast that landing an accurate strike was nearly impossible.
When reflexes exceed human capability, everything else appears to move in slow motion.
In this realm of extreme speed, where every action replayed like a slow-motion film, Seir spotted Iria and surged forward.
“Too slow!!”
Seir, momentarily boosting her speed by unleashing magical energy, swung her sword with devastating force.
The single strike, carving a massive arc, sliced through the air and the walls of the academy’s interior. It was a blow powerful enough to belong to one of the Demon King’s elite forces. If it had connected, even Iria would have faced severe damage.
However, Iria was not in the path of the swing. The figure Seir had spotted in that heightened state of speed had vanished without a trace.
“Who’s too slow?”
The voice came from behind, startling Seir as she hurriedly turned her head.
Iria, enveloped in a swirl of cyan-colored wind, had already assumed her stance—two steps ahead.
Seir, having created an opening with her wide swing, was unable to block Iria’s swift strike. Iria flowed into her attack with a quickness that was almost graceful.
And then, with a tearing sound, black blood erupted from Seir.
“Kuaaaahhhh!!”
As Seir let out an agonized scream, Iria seized the moment without hesitation.
She kicked off the ground and leaped again; her figure—enhanced by mana—shot through the air like a silver streak.
The sound of her small dagger slicing through flesh resonated with an echo.
Iria severed Seir’s ankle ligament and then sliced through the tendon of her sword arm, aiming for her eyes next.
What unfolded was less a battle and more a grotesque dissection. Iria reversed the direction of her sword and gouged out one of Seir’s eyes.
She could have aimed for the throat, but this was a small act of revenge for reducing Rena to such a state.
Iria halted her assault, the blade pressing against Seir’s neck, poised as if ready to plunge into her flesh.
Iria, who had brought a demon to the brink of death in an instant, looked down at Seir with cold, unyielding eyes—eyes that regarded her as nothing more than trash.
Seir spat out the blood that had pooled in her mouth, her body drenched in crimson as she glared up at Iria. Cursing through gritted teeth, she hissed, “D-Damn bitch…”
Iria remained silent, unperturbed.
“A half-assed bitch, being friends with a human…”
“Are those your last words?” Iria replied, pressing the dagger harder against Seir’s neck.
The blade broke the skin, blood oozing out. The foul smell of non-human blood filled the air. Seir was in no condition to fight back.
Seir tilted her head back to evade the blade, their gazes locking in a tense moment.
“Why are you doing this? You’re similar to me. Whether it’s you or me, we’re both demons, aren’t we?”
“……”
“If you think about it, we have no reason to fight, right? There are so few of us compatriots as it is, so we shouldn’t hurt each other… Isn’t that right?”
“I’m not your compatriot.”
Iria raised the blade’s tip further, the steel sinking deeper into Seir’s neck.
Monsters aside, Seir was definitely not a demon. Though they may appear similar outside, one could easily discern their differences by the aura they emanated.
Seir’s reasoning was flawed.
In front of Iria, the concepts of good and evil held no weight. In this world, it didn’t matter who was deemed good or evil; they were merely divided into the strong and the weak.
Despite both Seir and Iria having taken the lives of humans, their fates diverged sharply.
The reason was simple: Seir was weak, and Iria was strong.
Iria saw it as nothing more than that.
However,
“…Tch. I’m really witnessing all sorts of foolishness, seriously.”
Seir twisted the corner of her mouth upwards, a cruel smile playing on her lips, as she seized Iria’s wrist. The strength in her grip was incomparably greater than before.
With a sharp cracking sound, Seir’s body began to swell. Her muscle fibers expanded visibly, a grotesque display of power.
Her red eyes gleamed with malice. Having pushed her magical energy to its peak, Seir reinforced her body and forcibly broke Iria’s wrist.
Demons possess far superior regenerative abilities compared to humans, so the injuries Iria had inflicted began to heal almost instantly.
Stepping back, Seir surrounded herself with a pulsating aura of black magical energy. The oppressive wave of power reverberated through the entire floor of the academy building as if declaring that she would spare no human within.
“Preaching after gaining the upper hand for a moment? I’ll show you the difference in levels.”
“……!”
Iria quickly turned at the tremor of magical energy radiating through the surroundings.
While she remained unaffected by the energy, Rena was not so fortunate. Exposed to the overwhelming magical force, Rena was now vomiting blood, her eyes clouding over with pain and fear.
Iria felt a rush of concern. She realized that having a hostage complicated the situation. Even if she could manage a one-on-one fight, Rena’s presence made it far more precarious.
“……”
Should she flee?
Or should she attempt to subdue Seir before more harm could come to Rena?
In the first scenario, protecting Rena while escaping from a demon who had unleashed such power seemed nearly impossible. But if she chose the latter option, she would have to use magical energy in front of Rena. Both choices were fraught with difficulty.
As Iria contemplated her options while standing at the edge of despair, Seir, sensing her hesitation, swung her sword – not at Iria, but at Rena.
“So that’s the one you’re worried about?!”
With a swift motion, Seir unleashed a slashing attack, sending a blade of dark energy hurtling toward Rena. It wasn’t a direct strike; the attack extended toward its target like a wicked arc.
Iria had no choice but to rush forward, her instincts kicking in as she moved to intercept the attack.
“Now I’m really curious,” Seir taunted. “If I kill the human you’re protecting so desperately, what kind of reaction will you have?”
“……”
Iria thought about how she could break through this situation.
“I-Iria… Cough, cough! I-I’m fine…”
Her contemplation didn’t last long.
With a fierce determination, Iria smashed the barrier with her fist, creating a hole, and then threw Rena through it.
“Huh? Eh? What?”
Rena, flung into the air, sounded bewildered, but Iria believed she would be fine. After all, Rena was a capable human who wielded mana. She would likely emerge unharmed if she fell from about three floors.
Iria just hoped Rena would be safe.
With only the two of them left, red magical energy rippled around Iria. She shed the wind that had enveloped her and cloaked herself in the vibrant red energy.
It was the first time she had used magical energy inside the academy building.
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Iria, who arrived just in time, was able to save Rena.
She blocked the sword flying toward Rena, stopped the demon who had injured her, and absorbed the slashing attack with her entire body.
Iria thought of Rena as a friend.
Even though Iria wasn’t human, she found herself more drawn to humans. She often pondered how to define the relationships she formed with them.
But today, she made a decision.
Rena had already defined their relationship as friendship. When Iria had hesitated, Rena moved first.
Iria chose not to deny the definition that Rena had given their relationship.
Today, she would protect Rena to the best of her ability.
***
In the narrow corridor, the magical energy of the two intertwined.
Seir was undeniably strong. She could keep up with Iria to some extent, even when Iria had unleashed her magical energy.
Was it because she was a demon and had high resistance to magical energy? It didn’t matter. If Seir regenerated, Iria would simply cut her down until she could no longer regenerate.
Iria understood well how much energy it took to heal wounds; she was of a similar race.
How long could Seir endure?
Iria put strength into the sword she swung.
And then –
-Thwack!
Seir’s severed left arm fell to the floor.
“Ha-”
Seir’s expression, which had been half-filled with madness, shifted to one of intrigue at Iria’s strength.
“……”
Iria wiped the black blood off her face with her hand.
Even though Seir had unleashed her magical energy, Iria was still stronger. She had matched Seir’s magical output.
“Pfft… How did a monster like you come to be? I haven’t heard of anything like this.”
At this point, Seir had to acknowledge the truth, even if she didn’t like it. Iria was stronger than her. No matter how much magical energy Seir summoned, it probably wouldn’t change the outcome.
Seir couldn’t defeat Iria; not through normal means, at least.
But, of course, Seir hadn’t revealed all the cards she held in her hand.
After regenerating her severed arm, she rummaged through her pocket. In her hand was a golden fragment that looked eerily familiar.
“You know what this is, right?”
Seir asked, displaying the golden fragment to Iria.
Of course, she knew. It was a fragment of the Demon King, which also existed within Iria’s body.
She understood its significance, but so what? Iria tilted her head slightly in response.
“With this, even the most incompetent monster can be transformed into a vicious beast capable of killing several academy professors.”
“……”
“Now, what do you think will happen if I, instead of some incompetent monster, consume this? Aren’t you curious? They stopped me from above, but I can’t help but wonder what will happen!”
Seir shouted, and as she did, all the surrounding magical energy began to converge toward her.
Even low-level monsters can become strong enough to overwhelm the academy’s professors if they transform into seeds, fully inheriting the Demon King’s power.
So, what would happen if Seir, who had already overwhelmed the academy’s professors without needing a fragment, consumed one?
Without hesitation, Seir took action.
She placed the fragment in her mouth and swallowed it.
The wave of magical energy enveloping the surroundings shifted dramatically. The black magical energy was now tinged with a hint of red, resembling the magical energy Iria had displayed.
“Now you seem a bit more like a compatriot,” Seir remarked, as an aura similar to Iria’s began to emanate from her.
By harboring the fragment within her body, Seir had transformed into something that resembled Iria more closely.
Their red eyes gleamed in unison.
***
Seir, who had absorbed the fragment, began transforming slowly but drastically. Her form twisted into something alien, vastly different from her previous appearance.
The Demon King’s power was not something an ordinary being could harbor without consequences. Seir was now paying the price for underestimating this power despite being just a demon.
“Kuaaaaahhhh!! Uuuuuugh!! Kuaaaaahhhh!!”
She roared in agony as her body changed shape, expanding into a gigantic figure.
Seir’s physique, once comparable to a human’s, now grew three times larger. While her human-like form remained, her overall appearance became monstrous.
The horns that had once merely protruded from her head became enormous, and her entire body turned a deep, menacing black.
Before consuming the fragment, she had displayed a clear intelligence, but now it was questionable whether this being could even engage in normal thought.
“……”
Seir, now fully transformed, turned her head with an unnatural, creaking movement, her eyes appearing unfocused.
Then, with a sudden movement,
-Clang!
The creature that had once been Seir leaped toward Iria, moving at an astonishing speed—far quicker than before.
Wrapped in dark magical energy, her sword had elongated significantly. It swung down with a force that rendered Iria’s small dagger nearly useless for blocking.
In an instant, Iria made the decision to dodge.
-Kwaaang!!!!
The impact echoed through the corridor, shaking the very foundation of the building. Ironically, the barrier enveloping the structure helped mitigate the damage inside, but the force of each sword strike was undeniable.
If Iria took even one direct hit, the consequences would be dire.
For Iria, losing an arm again was a sensation she had no desire to experience after her encounters with the Sword Saint.
‘…… I’ve had enough of that feeling.’
Having slammed her greatsword into the wall, Seir swiftly pivoted and charged at Iria again, her speed relentless. Even the agile Iria found it increasingly difficult to evade her attacks.
Iria took a quick step back.
-Clang!!
She managed to block the incoming sword strike, but the unimaginable weight of the blow sent shockwaves through her body.
The floor beneath her cracked, and her dagger, unable to withstand the pressure, shattered in her grip.
Since the dagger that blocked the sword strike had shattered, Iria was forced to take another step back to evade the greatsword swinging toward her.
This situation was proving to be more troublesome than she had anticipated. Unlike her encounter with Albert, where she had a plan and spare weapon, she was unarmed and vulnerable this time.
Iria found herself in an unprecedented crisis. During her fight against Albert, she had intentionally absorbed attacks, enduring serious injuries to gauge his strength. But this was different.
Seir’s advantages lay in her exceptional physical prowess and the overwhelming speed accompanying it. Iria needed a new strategy, and fast, or she risked being overwhelmed by the relentless onslaught.
Before absorbing the Demon King’s fragment, Seir’s abilities had been inferior to Iria’s—she was, in every sense, a complete downgrade.
However, after ingesting the fragment, the dynamic shifted dramatically. Seir now surpassed Iria in raw physical strength. While Iria still held an edge in speed, the sheer weight of Seir’s strikes was overwhelming.
Iria found herself forced to endure a relentless barrage of greatsword swings without any weapon at her disposal.
With each strike that grazed her, small and large wounds opened on her body, blood painting the corridor.
There was only so much retreating she could do; the corridor walls loomed behind her, leaving her with no space to escape. Desperate, Iria raised her foot, preparing to block the greatsword descending from above.
Since she couldn’t deflect it with her hands, this was her only alternative. Drawing on her martial arts training, she took a defensive stance and extended her foot toward the approaching blade.
-Crack!
The overwhelming weight of the greatsword reverberated through her body, accompanied by the sickening sound of bones breaking.
“Ah…”
At that moment, Iria managed to draw a shallow breath.
The red magical energy around her surged, rippling with intensity.
Her physical abilities surged as well, fueled by the magical energy, allowing her to regenerate her wounds almost instantaneously.
With a sudden push from the foot that blocked the sword, she forced Seir back, creating distance between herself and the demon relentlessly pursuing her.
Iria, now somewhat removed from the close combat, let out a sigh. It was clear that Seir was not an opponent to be underestimated.
Iria closed her eyes and reached for a power she had avoided using until now—something she didn’t really want to tap into.
“… I’ll only show it to you.”
Each time she used the Demon King’s power, it felt as if she were being tainted by something sinister, so she refrained from using it. But this wasn’t the time to be picky.
Red magical energy enveloped the surroundings, its concentration even thicker than Seir had unleashed.
Simply put, Seir couldn’t defeat Iria even after absorbing the Demon King’s fragment. Seir had only absorbed a single fragment, while Iria’s body contained at least three or more.
As Iria unleashed her power, the terrain around her transformed. The ground, distorted and bathed in red, was a hellish sight.
Seir could see the red magical energy taking physical form as Iria grasped it, materializing it into a long sword.
As she wielded the red sword, Iria’s hair also turned crimson, influenced by the magical energy.
By the time Iria finished her preparations, Seir found herself unable to move. The red magical energy that covered the terrain had bound her feet in place.
Toward the enemy who couldn’t resist, Iria took her stance.
It wasn’t the Imperial Swordsmanship she often relied on; it was a technique cultivated purely by Iria herself.
After concentrating the magical energy into a single point, she poured everything into one decisive stroke.
And then,
-Rip!
A red line swept through the transformed Seir, slicing her body in half. With that, the barrier covering the academy dissipated.
Having brought the confrontation to an end, Iria turned around, her red hair fluttering behind her.
The words she spoke afterward were far from her usual kind tone of sweet dreams.
“Have a nightmare.”
Iria then took the fragment from Seir’s body and left the scene.
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After Seir’s death, the barrier covering the academy buildings disappeared.
Students who had been in despair at being trapped began to rush out one after another.
However, it wasn’t safe outside either.
Seeds of the Demon King were abundant outside the building, and monsters existed as well.
But it was safer than inside the building.
The open exterior was a bit better than the enclosed space.
Of course, there were no places to hide, but it was possible to receive protection from the professors outside.
“Injured! This way!”
Outside the academy, several professors were gathered to protect the fleeing students.
Rena was among the protected students.
She had fallen from the third floor and broken both legs, but was rescued by a passing professor.
She didn’t blame Iria for throwing her.
It was the best option.
Rather, it was a quick decision in a situation where they could have died.
Though her broken legs did hurt a lot.
“Ah, my friend is still trapped inside…”
Rena was thinking of Iria while receiving treatment from the holy magic users.
She hadn’t come out yet.
Among the students who had escaped, Iria wasn’t one of them.
Rena knew what kind of being Iria had faced.
That monster was stronger than a Seed of the Demon King.
That’s why she was so anxious.
Thinking that something might have gone wrong while protecting her, she felt something squeezing her insides.
“… I’m sorry, but we can’t rescue her given the situation. We can only hope your friend escapes safely and comes here.”
“But…”
Rena looked towards the building with a worried face.
The image of Iria declaring confidently to her -I’ll win- flashed through her mind.
It was evident that Rena could do nothing more than decide to believe in Iria.
She had no doubt that, as always, Iria would return spectacularly, showing something amazing.
After all, that was who Iria was.
***
Iria walked the academy corridors for a while, surrounded by a horrific scene.
The reason for this horror was simple: the number of monster corpses far outnumbered the human ones.
Even so, Iria felt uneasy at the sight of the fallen monsters.
Every time she saw them, she could feel her insides twisting.
“……”
She felt slightly dazed.
Like Seir, Iria had to pay a price for using the Demon King’s power.
In truth, the cost wasn’t too severe; just a fragment of the previous Demon King’s personality had imprinted itself on her.
Even fragmented, the Demon King’s influence remained immense.
With just a small amount of power, it tried to seize control of Iria’s body.
It wasn’t strong enough to overwhelm her physically, so it began its assault on her mind instead, whispering temptations.
Hearing a voice in her head was far from pleasant.
‘Let’s burn the world together. You and I could easily do it. If we cooperate, everything in this world will bow beneath us.’
She didn’t particularly pay attention to it though.
Her breathing was heavy, and she felt like her whole body was floating.
It felt like she was in a dream.
Even though she was just walking forward, she felt something strange.
It was a sense of alienation from feeling like she was the only different being in the world.
There’s nothing in this world that resembles Iria.
Maybe because she’s a being that fell from another world.
Only she knows that this world is fake.
This is not real; it’s just a world inside a novel.
If it’s just a fake world anyway, maybe it wouldn’t be bad to burn it all down as the Demon King says.
The end of this world might be the key to returning to the original world.
“Fuck.”
Iria frowned.
This is why she didn’t want to borrow their power.
Her thoughts run to extremes if she lets her mind wander even for a moment.
She had no intention of falling for the temptation.
That was the Demon King’s ideal, not what Iria wanted.
Even though she knew it was a novel, she didn’t want to dismiss everything she had built up in this world as fake.
She would be satisfied if she could quietly return to where she was originally or if she could close her eyes.
This world is a novel, just a set stage.
Iria plays the role of the villain, opposite the protagonist.
She didn’t become this because she wanted to.
She just moved to survive, and somehow ended up like this.
Moreover, now she can’t go back.
Iria hoped someone would stop her.
Before she ran to a worse place.
And that would be the role of the protagonist.
In the not-too-distant future, Ariel will point his sword at Iria at the end of the world.
His goal was to remove all Seeds and completely end the war.
Iria, currently the strongest Seed, was also a target for disposal.
She was the final wall the protagonist had to overcome.
It was obvious what would happen if Ariel confronted Iria now.
So she decided to wait for him a little.
As the villain in this novel.
***
Inside the academy building, professors were still subduing the Seeds of the Demon King.
They formed a line and slowly chipped away at the bones and flesh of the giant monster.
They were struggling due to its excellent defense and regeneration speed.
The giant monster probably couldn’t regenerate its wounds forever, but it looked like the professors’ stamina would run out first.
Aramis, the swordsmanship professor at the front, wiped away the cold sweat on his forehead and calculated.
He wondered if he could subdue the monster if he used all his remaining mana to pierce its heart.
Thinking about it coldly, it wasn’t enough.
It would be insufficient even if he put his life into a single strike.
With his skill, he could only hold the Seed back.
He was feeling his powerlessness at that point.
However.
“Ugh?!”
“What’s this?!”
In an instant, they felt the surrounding air change.
It felt like something’s influence was weighing down on their bodies.
It wasn’t from the Seed.
An existence incomparably larger than that was walking behind them.
With such a leisurely pace.
As something took a step forward, the surrounding terrain changed.
Red magical energy rippled, binding the feet of all living things above it.
The same went for the Seed of the Demon King.
The scene unfolded where that huge being was unable to move, its feet bound by mere red stains.
“Huk……”
Even the professors with abundant practical experience had never seen such a thing before.
Just watching it made their breath catch in their throats.
Even breathing is difficult.
The professors, who instantly lost their will to fight, dropped their weapons one by one.
The red magical energy enveloped the surroundings, pushing away all the surrounding mana.
“……Get out of the way.”
The woman with flowing red hair glanced at the professors blocking her way and spoke.
Academy uniform, a student perhaps?
But an unfamiliar face.
Is it even possible for a student to have this much power in the first place?
Numerous thoughts dominated Aramis’ mind.
Meanwhile, the red girl didn’t stop walking.
She stopped before him, who couldn’t move, and looked up at him.
Why is she looking?
To kill him, a human?
No, it didn’t seem like that.
She was a being who could take the lives of everyone here at any time if she wanted.
And before Aramis’ thoughts could continue, the red girl’s mouth opened.
“I said, get out of the way.”
“……Ah.”
So that’s it.
Looking now, Aramis was standing in the middle of the corridor, blocking her path.
When he moved a little to the side to make way, she just walked straight ahead.
The red girl seemed uninterested in the humans here.
And beyond that, the Seed of the Demon King was blocking the way.
She didn’t touch these humans because they could communicate, but what about the giant monster?
Aramis held his breath and watched.
The red magical energy rippled and manifested in the form of a sword.
It didn’t take long for it to be grasped in the girl’s hand.
As she swung the sword once, the giant monster that was the Seed of the Demon King was torn to pieces.
She cut down the opponent that five academy professors had struggled with in a single strike.
As the monster scattered, the golden fragment inside its body fell.
Iria only picked that up and continued walking.
The fact that there was no hesitation in the sword aimed at the monster was because her mind wasn’t in a normal state right now.
Black stains were on Iria’s clothes and face.
It was the blood and flesh of what she had thought were her kind.
But she moved on regardless.
Because she had somewhere to go right now.
‘What is Ariel doing now?’
Iria had intervened more than necessary in this incident.
Originally, a greater catastrophe should have occurred, but she prevented it.
Perhaps her actions had changed the course of events.
She was curious about what the protagonist would be doing at this point.
So Iria decided to go meet him first.
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As she walked down the road and surveyed her surroundings, Iria was surprised to find more people than she had anticipated.
She hadn’t realized there were so many students hidden away inside the buildings.
Now, with fewer monsters and no Seeds of the Demon King, they could finally venture outside.
She observed each one as she strolled along the street.
They were panicking, terrified by something they had witnessed.
Wondering if there was still a threat present, she looked closer and realized they were all afraid of her.
After all, she too was, in a sense, a Seed of the Demon King.
Closer to a monster than a human, she carried a fragment of the Demon King within her.
The red magical energy trailing behind her must have drawn their attention, amplifying her presence unnecessarily.
Yet, she was less menacing than other monsters.
Unless she was hungry, she had no reason to harm anyone.
Today, she wasn’t hungry, so she didn’t kill.
Among those who feared her were some who recognized her, yet her changed hair color left them oblivious.
They merely whispered about a mysterious red-haired student wandering the campus.
Iria chose to ignore them.
As she was about to head toward Ariel, she sensed something unusual.
Unbeknownst to her, she had been moving toward the location of the fragment.
Perhaps because she had unleashed the Demon King’s power, she was instinctively drawn to it.
This felt like a primal instinct.
Still, she resolved to collect it, knowing it might be useful later.
There might not be another opportunity if not now.
 
The last time she needed it, she had to go through the trouble of raiding the Empire’s underground.
 
And if she followed the fragment, she might naturally run into Ariel.
 
Realizing this, she changed the direction of her steps.
 
***
 
The Demon King’s army had scattered five fragments throughout the academy.
 
They were hidden inside the building, near the sword training ground, in the cafeteria, and in the garden.
 
The last fragment was entrusted to Seir, an executive of the Demon King’s army, who was believed to use it appropriately based on the situation
 
“Haa……”
 
Professor Lena, who was guarding the cafeteria area, let out a deep sigh, her breath heavy with fatigue.
 
She had just defeated a Seed of the Demon King.
Near the cafeteria, which bore the scars of an intense battle, lay a giant monster, dead and frozen to the bone.
Lena sat atop the corpse, half-covered in blood, and placed a cigarette between her lips.
The woman with long blue hair leaned against a block of ice.
Among the generals selected as the strongest in the Empire, those ranked in the top three were said to be particularly exceptional.
Lena was the empire’s third general.
In other words, she ranked just below Freya and Albert.
A person in her position could defeat a Seed single-handedly when confronted.
Although it wasn’t an easy fight.
The combination of her delicate face and a cigarette didn’t quite match—especially not when she was covered in blood from head to toe.
Yet sometimes, that jarring contrast could evoke a certain decadent beauty.
She pulled an igniter from her pocket to light the cigarette.
Lena pressed the button, but nothing happened.
It had broken during her fierce battle with the Seed.
“Tch.”
Fire magic wasn’t her forte.
Frustrated, she pulled the cigarette from her mouth and held it in her hand instead.
Her gaze shifted to the blood-stained landscape of the academy.
She had thought it would be safe with so much power guarding it, but it seemed she was mistaken.
She stared at the scene she had failed to protect.
Even now, monsters swarmed the academy, while powerless students frantically fled.
She wanted to protect them, but exhaustion weighed her down.
So she rested.
Then a voice was heard as someone approached Lena; it was someone she recognized.
“I see you’ve defeated it. I had faith in you.”
“Albert.”
He was supposed to be overseeing the Seed near the sword training ground.
“How did it go on your end?”
In response, Albert held up a golden fragment.
It meant he had succeeded in defeating it too.
 
Unlike Lena, he had no wounds on his body and wasn’t bleeding.
‘Such a difference in skill,’ Lena thought bitterly to herself.
 
She spoke in a tone tinged with a bit of spite.
 
“You look relaxed. Why don’t you take care of the rest while you’re at it, senior?”
 
“That’s not the case. I’m tired too, you know.”
 
“Yes, well. I’m sure you are.”
 
Even for Albert, the Seed of the Demon King wasn’t an easy opponent.
 
Looking more closely, she noticed that his total mana had decreased significantly compared to before.
 
In the end, he wasn’t much different from Lena.
 
She let out a small sigh and put the cigarette back in her mouth.
 
Since a mage who could handle fire had come nearby, she planned to put him to good use.
 
Understanding her intention, Albert snapped his fingers and lit the fire.
 
Cigarettes taste good on rainy days,
 
And it is raining now.
 
But today, the flavor was lackluster, just acrid smoke.
 
“How many Seeds are left?”
 
Rena asked, exhaling a bitter breath.
 
The situation wasn’t looking good.
 
Albert responded, “It’s not accurately known, but there are reports of giant monsters roaming inside the building.”
 
“What about reinforcements from the knights?”
 
“I heard they’re trying to lift the barrier. It will probably be difficult until they remove it.”
 
“There are likely people still trapped inside. Given the nature of the place, those within the building will be the most troublesome.”
 
Since Lena and Albert had each defeated one Seed, the immediate threat was largely extinguished.
 
If the other professors could buy time, they could suppress the situation without incurring more casualties.
 
“I’ll head to the garden. Can you check inside the building, senior?”
 
The inside of the building was a dangerous place.
 
It’s a place where at least one, possibly two or more Seeds of the Demon King exist.
 
Therefore, Lena thought Albert was better suited for the task.
 
It wasn’t that she was scared; it was an objective assessment of the situation and an efficient distribution of forces.
 
“Alright. Let’s do that.”
 
Albert nodded, understanding her words.
 
That was the best course of action for now.
 
While the professors of the academy were certainly strong, they were not enough to defeat the Seeds of the Demon King.
 
The Empire also relied heavily on a small number of elite troops.
 
It was unusual for Lena and Albert to each have to confront two Seeds of the Demon King.
 
If only Freya were here, it would have been easier.
 
Lena let out a small sigh.
 
Freya was affiliated solely with the knights, not the academy.
 
The barrier that had confined the building was gone, but the barrier covering the entire academy still remained.
 
It was unclear when decoding would be possible, and it would take some time for support troops, including Freya, to arrive.
 
Just as Lena and Albert were about to leave for their designated locations, a low voice called out, 
 
“You can’t go.”
 
In that moment, an ominous energy gripped Lena and Albert’s ankles.
 
They hadn’t noticed her at all until just before she revealed herself, perhaps because she was confident in concealing her presence and appearance.
 
A red-haired girl blocked their path, holding a sword in her hand.
An enormous presence weighed down on them, and the air was thick with the scream of red magical energy.
“What are you doing right now?” Lena asked, recognizing the girl’s school uniform. 
Although she appeared to be a student, the unusual magical energy she emitted suggested otherwise.
Iria immediately showed hostility toward the two, pointing her sword at them with an almost expressionless face. 
While her intentions remained unclear, her hostility was unmistakable.
Lena and Albert assumed combat stances just as Lena drew her ice sword and Albert spread his mana domain.
The battle ended faster than expected.
“Ugh?!”
In a second – perhaps even less – Iria leaped forward and swung her sword at Lena.
Even for the third general, it was impossible to keep up with Iria’s movements as she drew her red sword.
Moreover, Lena was in a state of complete exhaustion.
She collapsed after being slashed across her body, narrowly avoiding any vital points. But the touch of Iria’s magical energy caused her to lose consciousness.
In an instant, one person was down, leaving only two standing.
Iria immediately pointed her sword at Albert as well, the air around them rippling with red magical energy.
“……”
However, she didn’t stab him right away.
Albert, sensing Iria’s purpose, held out the golden fragment. He seemed to recognize her despite her changed form.
Looking at Iria, who had revealed herself as a monster rather than a human, Albert spoke.
“It’s been a while.”
“Not that long, I’d say.”
After all, they had met in the Empire’s underground and again recently in the garden. 
Although both times he had his memories erased, so it might have felt longer to him.
He knew the red girl was Iria and that Iria was the alley monster. This was the consequence of erasing a person’s memories multiple times.
It’s best not to encounter someone whose memories have been wiped again if possible; the lingering sense of déjà vu can trigger similar phenomena.
At this point, erasing memories was no longer an option.
So Iria brought her sword closer to Albert.
“If you had pretended not to know until the end, you might have lived. You’re a foolish person, Albert.”
“Hmm……”
“Do you have any last words?”
Today was a rainy day.
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The reunion with Albert was far from pleasant, even as a formality.
Iria’s breathing was heavy, her heart racing faster than ever before.
After all, they met after she had cast aside all her masks.
Now, she stood exposed before someone who knew the ugly side she had been hiding.
It was more than just a bad situation; it was the worst feeling imaginable.
He met not Iria, the first-year student, but the back-alley monster.
She pointed the red sword in her hand at Albert’s neck, and threatened,
“If you’re thinking of fighting, don’t. You’ll only hasten your already short life.”
After all, she had defeated him twice before.
In fact, regardless of their record, she was simply stronger than Albert.
He was difficult to deal with without using magical energy, as she had done in the underground.
Now, it was different.
The academy was now swarming with monsters, so magical energy was everywhere.
In a situation already teeming with it, was there any reason to hide it?
Most humans could only sense the presence or absence of magical energy, not whose it is.
So today was one of the rare occasions when she could spread her magical energy, and as a bonus, it was raining.
Even if blood were to flow, the falling rain would wash it away.
The atmosphere was already tense when Albert called her by name.
“Before that, I have a few questions. May I ask them, Iria?”
“Go ahead.”
As she had suspected, he knew more than she had thought.
For her, Albert was too great a risk factor.
It would be wise to eliminate him here and now.
Still, they had exchanged words several times.
She wasn’t heartless enough to ignore his last words.
So what did he want to say?
She waited, standing in the rain.
“Are you the alley monster?” he asked.
“Yes.”
“Are you the one responsible for countless casualties? The one who raided the Empire’s underground and killed the chief knight, Eve?”
“That’s me.”
Albert’s expression shifted, as though conflicted.
It was understandable.
Part of his memory was missing.
To help him understand, she offered a bit of explanation.
“I’m the one who erased your memories. The ones from the underground and the garden. Does that make sense now?”
“……”
“You can ask more if you want. I was also behind the atrocities a year ago. As for this monster incident… Well, I didn’t cause this one.”
She met his gaze, answering the questions he hadn’t asked yet.
Honestly, and without any lies.
But soon after, something felt off, and a strange feeling crept over her.
She was oddly emotional dealing with him.
Was it the Demon King’s emotions seeping into hers?
Or maybe it was because, for the first time, she was facing a human with her bare face, without the mask.
But at this point, it hardly mattered.
“Do you understand now? I’m not as good a person- no, not as good a monster as you think. I’m just a monster hiding among humans.”
Not a student,
But a monster.
A monster that had killed humans.
A monster that desperately wanted to keep killing humans but was too afraid of being hated, so it wore a mask.
That was who she was.
If he was disillusioned, she was sorry.
She hadn’t wanted to have this conversation.
But her mask had crumbled.
She had shown him her bare face, the one she never wanted anyone to see.
Did she seem desperate?
It was then that Albert spoke,
“Calm down. You can speak slowly. I won’t run away or anything.”
“……”
His words snapped her back to reality, and she noticed something flowing down her cheeks.
It couldn’t be tears at this point, so it must be the rain.
The rain was so heavy that it was hard to tell whether the water dripping from her eyes was from tears or just rain.
Holding the red sword, she took one step closer to Albert.
“… I’m holding your lifeline.”
“I know.”
“The only reason you’re still alive in front of me… It’s because of my simple whim. If I had wanted to, you would have already died, either in the underground or in the garden.”
“I know that too.”
“Then why?!!”
She shouted.
Maybe it was the rain, but it made her feel even more miserable.
Without realizing it, she tightened her grip on the sword, causing a shallow cut on Albert’s neck.
She had tasted his blood before. It wasn’t good.
The faint scent of his murky blood mixed with the rain.
“Why aren’t you angry at me? Don’t you hate me?”
She had killed Albert’s junior.
She had slaughtered knights of the Order, invaded the Empire’s underground, and erased his memories.
Yet, he showed no anger toward her.
Instead of fury, his face reflected confusion, directed at her.
Even though his life was as fragile as a candle in the wind, he looked at her with sympathy.
At the monster poised to take his life.
Her expression twisted.
“… Don’t look at me with those eyes.”
Maybe she should just kill him now.
This could all be some kind of trick.
Maybe he was trying to deceive her, playing the helpless victim to avoid death.
It might be better to end it before she gets more agitated.
She didn’t expect that she would end up killing Albert too.
She pulled back the red sword, preparing to finish him off.
She took her stance, ready to swing.
Up until the very last moment, she couldn’t read Albert’s expression.
From the first time they met until now, he was a human whose true intentions she could never fully grasp.
There wouldn’t be another chance to figure him out.
“May I ask one last question? Why did you have to kill people?”
Albert’s voice was calm, his face unreadable.
He seemed more at peace than one would expect from someone on the brink of death.
Maybe he was just naturally calm.
The reason…
Honestly, she didn’t fully know either.
It was true, she hadn’t wanted to kill anyone.
If there had been another way, a way to survive without taking lives, she would’ve chosen it without hesitation.
But she had to kill.
She couldn’t live otherwise.
If she didn’t kill humans, she would end up killing even more in the end.
She couldn’t die.
When her body was injured, it regenerated; the energy used for that regeneration came from consuming humans.
And if she was hurt beyond a certain point, she would lose control, killing even more humans.
She was a creature that could only exist by killing humans.
There was never any other way.
“There is no reason.”
Her body simply craved it.
“I’m a monster.”
A monster that loses control at the sight of human blood.
“Is that answer enough?”
This time, she asked Albert.
She asked if her answer satisfied him.
For a long time, no response came from his lips.
At that moment, she decided the conversation had gone on long enough.
She thought she had waited long enough.
She closed her eyes.
“I’m sorry.”
She swung the red sword.
The sharp sound of the blade cutting through human flesh echoed softly.
Blood sprayed into the air, and she felt the sensation of tearing through flesh at her fingertips.
Albert quietly knelt down on the spot.
Blood trickled from his mouth as he looked up at her.
But the gaze was different from before.
This time, she was looking down at him.
It seems one swing wasn’t enough to kill him.
As expected, he had earned his reputation as one of the Empire’s top warriors.
Albert, now truly facing death, touched his wound.
It was still uncomfortable, killing someone she had come to know with her own hands.
As the red magical energy washed away in the rain, her hair, once dyed red, returned to its original color.
That familiar silver.
At first, it had felt strange, but now that color had become too familiar, even haunting.
She raised the red sword once more.
This time, to finish him off.
But she couldn’t swing it.
An unexpected voice interrupted her.
“Iria!”
At the call of her name, she immediately withdrew her magical power and turned her head.
There, running toward her, was Rena, her injuries somewhat healed.
‘Why is she here?’
“Thank goodness! You’re safe! I’ve been looking for you ever since my leg healed… I was worried something might have happened to you, Iria!”
Rena reacted intensely, letting out a sigh of relief as soon as she saw her.
Honestly, she didn’t know how to react, so it was a bit awkward.
She didn’t want Rena to see her murderous side, without the mask.
So she avoided Rena’s gaze and froze, unable to move.
If the situation went in the wrong direction, she might have to kill Rena too.
She just stood still, hoping it wouldn’t come to that.
“But what’s going on here? Why are the professors collapsed?”
“…I was nursing them. Both of them were badly injured in the battle with monsters.”
It wasn’t a complete lie.
Though she had inflicted the injuries, she was a monster, after all.
Fortunately, a large monster collapsed near Albert, so she directed Rena’s attention to it.
The real problem was Albert’s reaction.
Iria shot him a sharp glance, and he closed his mouth.
She was ready to silence him immediately if he had tried to speak out.
But he stayed quiet, sensing the danger.
He was a quick-witted human.
“Are you alright, Rena? You fell from the third floor.”
“I’m fine, thanks to the treatment I received. I think you or the professors need it more than I do.”
“……”
This wasn’t good.
Albert knows the secret Iria was trying to hide.
She had no intention of letting him live here.
‘Should I send Rena away for a moment and kill Albert?’
No, that would be the same as confessing to Rena when she finds his body.
Then should she erase Rena’s memory?
No, erasing the memory of someone she knows is accompanied by considerable risk.
Just like with Albert.
Her mind raced, weighing the options.
What to do with him… and with Rena.
For quite a long time, Iria couldn’t find a solution.
She only felt Rena’s hand gently pulling hers.
“Let’s not stay in such a dangerous place, okay? I was really scared… when you took the risk instead of me.”
“……”
“I’m sorry, Iria. You saved me, but I wasn’t strong enough to help you. I’m so grateful. If you hadn’t come, I probably would’ve died back there.”
“……”
“But honestly, I don’t know where you’re looking right now. Sometimes, it feels like you’re right beside me, but other times… it feels like you’re miles away. Like right now.”
Rena’s words made Iria pause and look at herself.
Her body was covered in blood—hers, and a lot of others’.
Her own wounds had healed, but blood from other beings stained her skin and clothes.
Iria felt a surge of disillusionment.
Was what she was doing right?
Murder was wrong.
She had committed so many sins she couldn’t undo. But did she have to drown in blood to survive?
For what reason?
Come to think of it, hadn’t Albert asked something similar?
‘I don’t know anymore.’
It was so difficult to understand her own emotions since becoming a monster.
The deeper she thought, the thicker the blood seemed to weigh her down. The more she felt… none of it mattered anymore.
Iria wanted to stop analyzing the situation so deeply.
“If you reveal anything about me, I’ll kill all your acquaintances. I still have parts of your memories, you know.”
She whispered the threat quietly to Albert, making sure Rena couldn’t hear.
He’s a smart human.
Iria was certain he understood what she was saying.
She took the two fragments Albert had and put them in her pocket.
Then, as if nothing had happened, she casually lifted Albert’s body and shouldered the unconscious Lena.
Though she didn’t want to, it was necessary to take them both to a treatment facility.
She couldn’t kill them now anyway.
‘I’ll drop them off quickly and be on my way.’
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It had been about two hours since the Demon King’s army released monsters into the academy.
Even after that much time had passed, Sertia couldn’t move from the principal’s office.
“Keh!!”
She coughed up black blood onto the floor.
Her hair, which had been half and half until recently, now had an increased proportion of black.
Sertia was too weak to move her body now.
Intense pain spread throughout her body.
In this situation where magical energy surrounded her, Sertia couldn’t use her power.
The magical energy blowing around was strong enough to push away the surrounding mana.
Sertia had been suppressing the curse with the mana in her body until now, but even that action was interfered with.
The speed at which the curse spread throughout her body increased.
“The barrier, hu… This is bad… I need to, go…”
Sertia got up from the bed and put her feet on the ground.
She couldn’t stand on her two legs.
The legs that touched the ground were visibly shaking badly.
Her body was shivering, and her temperature was high.
Her head was dizzy, and when she closed her eyes, she thought she heard someone’s voice telling her to let go and be comfortable.
But she had to go.
“I have to go repair the barrier…”
It was something only she could do in the Empire.
Finally, she managed to stand up by grasping the furniture in the principal’s office.
As she stood up, a mirror came into view.
Sertia’s appearance reflected in the mirror was quite different from before.
Her red hair, which had been like her symbol, was mostly dyed black, and her left eye was dyed red.
The blue right eye that remained was now one of the few pieces of evidence that she had been human in the past.
Sertia had taken some small comfort in that fact, but…
“Ah…”
Today, even the color of the right eye that remained in Sertia’s reflection in the mirror was about to change.
The light of her eye, like a blue jewel, became dull, and a slight redness appeared.
With blue and red mixed, it was now close to purple.
Sertia sobbed on the spot.
She knew how much time she had left.
No matter how much she denied it and struggled, time flowed.
What kills the magician who beheaded the Demon King is nothing other than the second hand of the clock.
Tick, time passes.
No matter what magic she used or how much she twisted causality by squeezing out all her mana, it was impossible to hold back the flowing time.
Sertia kneels down.
She thought she had been prepared for this for a long time, but now she was afraid of death – the end of a mage.
In fact, there might not have been any human who wasn’t afraid of death.
It wouldn’t have been like this on the battlefield.
If she could fight to the end and die, she would have thought it was an honorable death in itself.
Now, she seemed to understand.
Sertia wasn’t afraid of dying.
She was afraid of her helpless self rotting away with a body that couldn’t fight.
It’s a terrible thing to die under the pitying gaze of others without being able to do anything.
It was no different from meeting death as a mage.
She will die in two senses before long.
It took quite a long time to accept that fact.
***
The monster invasion of the academy was something that had to happen eventually.
If this world were a novel and Ariel were the protagonist, the novel would have to create a background for him to grow in.
So it wasn’t surprising that the incident happened.
Rather, it was strange that it had been peaceful until now.
But Iria had eliminated two beings that would become the biggest culprits in this situation.
Wasn’t it too much interference in the incident for an outsider just caught up in an episode in the novel?
That part bothered her a little.
So she made two of the Empire’s top forces retire from the battlefield to match the balance.
This should be about right, shouldn’t it?
‘I’m a neutral monster. Again, I didn’t take anyone’s side in this incident.’
This incident is likely to be an artificial episode to raise Ariel’s growth rate.
‘Then, it might not be good for me to intervene and erase even the background for him to grow.’
So, Iria decided not to step forward anymore.
It was time for a supporting character to step back.
Iria left after throwing Lena into the group of survivors.
She told Rena, who tried to follow her, not to come.
To be honest, she would only be a hindrance.
If she had been as capable as Sera or Ariel, she wouldn’t have cared much, but with Rena, Iria was worried she might die if something went wrong.
And Albert…
“……”
She wasn’t sure.
Honestly, looking back now, she thinks she was emotional in many ways earlier.
It’s because this is the first time she’s drawn and used the Demon King’s power.
For a moment, she felt like she was becoming something that wasn’t her.
Iria poured out what had been pent up inside her without being expressed until now as if throwing it at him.
Maybe that’s why, now that she’s calmed down, she even felt relieved.
She also sternly warned that it would be better to stop disclosing her information.
It’s not that she trusts him.
If necessary, she was willing to go back and kill him.
But is there any reason to do that?
No matter how things flow, the end will be disastrous anyway.
If by any chance things go wrong, she decided to destroy the Empire and kill its people.
Only after coming to that conclusion could she be a little comfortable mentally.
If you get too caught up in worries, you tend to stagnate.
Iria decided to do what she needed to do now.
***
A total of five fragments were unleashed on the academy.
One of them was held by Seir, an executive of the Demon King’s army, so there were a total of four Seeds of the Demon King roaming the academy.
Iria accidentally eliminated one of them on her way, and Reina and Albert each dealt with one, so only one remained.
However, the remaining one was an extremely strong individual.
Normally, only weak monsters were used to create Seeds.
It was for a simple reason.
Higher-level monsters were difficult to control, and it was nearly impossible to transport them inside the academy without being detected.
But with one, it was barely possible.
It’s a special-grade individual that Belial, an executive of the Demon King’s army, had been saving.
It has physical specs incomparable to other monsters and is highly intelligent for a monster.
It’s a rare monster that can use magic on its own.
They fed a fragment to such a being.
At this point, the garden inside the academy was no different from hell.
The professors were teaming up and confronting it, but they were no match for it.
-Kyaaaaaak!!!
The Seed of the Demon King roared.
Just that alone makes the weak lose their will to fight.
Its appearance resembles a wolf, with a purple horn on its forehead.
As it absorbed the fragment, its body was dyed jet-black, and its silvery-white mane flickered like flames.
It was already a strong monster, but as it embraced the fragment, it grew enormous and all its abilities increased.
‘That’s going to be tough.’
Iria, who was drawn by the energy of the fragment, thought.
Of course, she had no intention of fighting it and was just watching from afar.
Even the Seed of the Demon King is ultimately created when a monster absorbs the power of a fragment.
If the monster’s original power is not great, it doesn’t become a strong being even when it becomes a Seed.
However, the monster visible before her eyes was strong even before.
That’s why it has now become a monster with absolute power.
Iria estimated the power of this monster from a distance.
“……”
It’s slightly less than Seir after she embraced a fragment.
It seems a bit inferior when compared, but this was an amazing level.
Even Iria would have taken quite some time to subdue it if she didn’t draw her red sword.
It’s obviously not an opponent that students can take on, and it’s a difficult opponent even if all the remaining professors attack at once.
Maybe Albert and Lena would have to gather to barely be able to subdue it.
Expecting that, Iria made the two unable to engage in battle, so the rest is up to the protagonist, Ariel.
‘If you die here, you were just that caliber from the beginning.’
Objectively evaluating, it’s impossible for him as he is now.
Ariel was still weaker than even a single regular professor, let alone a Seed of the Demon King.
Although he’s called the strongest student in the academy, there’s an overwhelming difference between students and professors.
However, Iria seemed to think that Ariel had something that could fill that power gap.
-Grrrr……
The monster slowly steps forward among the professors who have lost their will to fight.
As the monster stretches its foot, the professors step back that much.
Even experienced practitioners with extensive practical experience are scared in front of overwhelming power.
They’ve been fighting for a long time but couldn’t inflict a single wound on the monster.
As time passed, it was the professors who were taking damage.
That’s when no one was stepping forward to confront it while feeling despair.
Even as the professors retreat, one person is holding a sword and taking a stance.
“……Starlight, Ignite.”
White starlight descended.
When everyone was retreating in fear, only one boy did not.
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It was a reckless act. Even the academy’s professors were barely surviving on this battlefield.
However, Ariel doesn’t stop his advance. His sword gleams with platinum starlight as he grips it tightly.
Starlight is essentially a superior version of mana. It can accomplish nearly everything mana does but with far greater potency.
From the start, there’s a clear difference in firepower. Even in equal amounts, starlight surpasses mana in strength.
But Ariel can’t produce much of it.
For all its power, starlight demands immense skill to wield properly.
If not handled properly, it can be weaker than mana.
A faint layer of starlight flickers along his sword.
A platinum afterimage lingers in the wake of Ariel’s swing.
-Pak!
His sword strikes the monster’s front leg.
But it doesn’t cut. Its thick skin is impervious to both swords and magic.
The monster’s eyes narrow, and its gaze seems to sneer, “You dare challenge me with such weak power?”
The wolf-like beast opens its huge jaws, preparing to crush the reckless challenger in a single bite.
Its bite force, enhanced by the power of a Seed, is beyond comprehension. Each sharp, massive tooth is capable of tearing through flesh and shattering bone.
Ariel retreats and defends by wedging his sword between the monster’s jaws.
It would have shattered long ago if it had been an ordinary sword. But the blade, etched with the power of stars, held firm. Though Ariel was forced back, he stood his ground against the beast.
He had done what none of the professors could. Only by harnessing the power of the stars was it possible.
And for the first time, the monster faltered.
But it didn’t pause for long. The purple horn on its forehead began to glow.
-Kyaaaak!!
The deafening roar pushed Ariel further back.
Suddenly, bolts of black lightning rained down from the sky. It was magic—magic the monster conjured on its own. This was why the professors struggled so much against it.
Ariel had no choice but to retreat. If even a single bolt hit, it would incapacitate him. Magic imbued with otherworldly energy, not mana, could destroy a human from the inside out.
As the distance between Ariel and the monster widened, the monster created a fireball in its mouth.
“No! Step back!”
One of the professors, watching from the sidelines, shouted in panic.
He had faced the monster before Ariel and knew what was coming.
Once the distance exceeds a certain threshold, the monster unleashes flames across an enormous area.
There was no safe zone, no blind spot to escape. Dodging was impossible.
Ariel, already within range, couldn’t avoid the flames no matter what.
Thus, most of those watching believed Ariel’s death was inevitable. It couldn’t be helped.
His opponent was a living calamity, and Ariel was merely human.
Wrapping himself in starlight, he braced for impact, trying to minimize the damage. Voices shouted from behind him, urging that his defense wouldn’t be enough. But he stood firm.
Then, just before the flames engulfed him, someone grabbed his sleeve.
“……Huh?”
A hand yanked him backward as a figure stepped forward.
Red hair whipped in the wind.
-Whoosh!!!
In the blink of an eye, the roaring flames swallowed them both.
Yet Ariel barely felt the heat. The person who had pushed him back was absorbing most of the fire with her whole body.
When the flames finally receded, a woman stood before him, her body scorched with severe burns. Blood trickled from her mouth, which she wiped away with the back of her hand.
It was fortunate that it had ended with just burns. Her strong resistance to fire had saved her life.
An ordinary human would have been reduced to ash, with no bones remaining.
“Sera?”
Sera stood before him, her clothes half-burned and her body covered in blood, exhaling heated breaths.
“Lukewarm flames. If you want to kill me, you’ll need to try harder than that.”
Ariel wasn’t the only human facing this calamity without fear.
Sera, who endured with grit despite having nearly fatal injuries, stood beside Ariel.
She held the flames that had just engulfed her in her grasp.
Drawing power from her own spilled blood, she converted it into mana, amplifying the fire’s intensity.
She was using the monster’s own flames against it.
The result far surpassed the original as Sera’s mana melded with the monster’s flames.
“Hell Flare.”
She thrust her fist skyward, releasing the vast flames. They swelled even larger than the fire the monster had breathed, now engulfing the beast entirely.
At this moment, Sera possessed the greatest power on the battlefield.
This was the pinnacle of fire mastery.
Sera had gathered the flames the monster unleashed and simply reversed their direction. Mixing in her own mana to boost their firepower was just a bonus.
Now charged with overwhelming energy, the flames seared the monster’s skin. Unlike before, when nothing seemed to work, these flames were causing real damage.
It was the first effective blow against the disaster-level monster.
Of course, the strain on her body took its toll. After releasing such massive flames, Sera’s arm was severely burned.
Her skin was charred beyond recognition, no longer resembling a young woman’s.
The charred smell of burnt flesh filled the air, and blood dripped from her wounds, pooling on the ground.
Though she had boasted that the flames were “lukewarm,” her body had taken the brunt of the damage.
In that state, Sera turned her head toward Ariel.
Despite her miserable appearance, she wore a faint smile.
“See? I told you not to do reckless things.”
“……”
“Stand up, Ariel. It’s been a while since we stood like this, right? As always, you’re the vanguard, and I’m the rear guard.”
Ariel grasped Sera’s outstretched hand and rose to his feet.
He readied his sword, while Sera, converting her spilled blood into mana, prepared another spell.
***
In a situation where even the academy’s professors had given up, it was the students who stood against the disaster.
Subduing a monster of this magnitude with their remaining forces was impossible.
But just because they couldn’t defeat it didn’t mean they couldn’t face it. The damage would become catastrophic if they allowed the Seed of the Demon King to continue rampaging within the academy.
They needed someone to keep the monster at bay, if only to buy time for the remaining students who had yet to evacuate.
Now, two students were fulfilling that role.
Ariel intensified the power of his starlight and bound the monster’s movements, while Sera intercepted from behind.
If Ariel managed to land a sword strike between the patches of half-melted skin, he could inflict minor damage.
One might ask what can be done with just that, but it was enough.
Ariel could destroy the monster from within by engraving starlight into the small wounds.
He stabbed his sword into one such wound, letting the starlight flow.
-Kyaaaak!!
The monster’s front leg gave way, its balance disrupted. It stumbled, momentarily vulnerable.
And that brief fall was the opportunity they needed. The professors who had all but given up now rose to their feet.
“It… it fell?”
“Now’s our chance! Kill it!”
They realized they couldn’t rely on the students forever.
Professors, after all, are there to teach and protect. They couldn’t leave the task to those they were meant to safeguard.
Some picked up weapons, and some chanted spells.
The academy’s elite personnel unleashed a barrage of attacks on the single monster.
As the onslaught rained on the defenseless monster, its impenetrable defense began to break apart.
Attacks that had previously failed were now landing. If they kept this up, subduing it seemed within reach.
Ariel’s sword danced with starlight as he sought to deal as much critical damage as possible in the fleeting opening.
However, his sword didn’t reach the monster.
Sensing the crisis, the monster released a thick cloud of magical energy.
“Wh-what is this!?”
“I can’t see anything!”
Dense black magic descended like a suffocating fog, plunging the battlefield into darkness. Panic set in as the humans were blinded, their vision clouded.
In the pitch-black void, the chilling sound of a wolf’s howl echoed through the air.
Hidden in the darkness, the wolf-like beast began to hunt.
The body of a sword-wielding professor was shredded by its front paws. Another professor, mid-spell, was torn apart by its vicious teeth.
The garden became a slaughterhouse, soaked in blood. At this moment, the beast, fueled by the Seed of the Demon King, turned the battlefield into a place of death for those who dared to fight back.
As the black fog lifted, the purple horn on the wolf’s forehead glowed ominously, brighter than ever before.
The monster’s red eyes gleamed with malevolent clarity.
They stood in a garden where shadows clung like the remnants of death, thick with black magical energy.
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Magic isn’t something only humans can use.
While monsters don’t possess mana like humans, they have magical energy as a substitute.
Intelligent demon races can freely use magic like humans, but ordinary monsters, lacking the necessary intelligence, generally can’t.
Monsters are not incapable of using magic; they simply lack the mental capacity to perform such complex techniques.
However, not all monsters are the same. They vary in intelligence, with some standing far above the rest.
For example, dire wolves are a type of monster known for being more intelligent than others.
This particular monster, already intelligent, had its intelligence further enhanced after swallowing a Seed.
How much more? Enough to use magic independently.
When the purple horn on its forehead glows, magic is unleashed.
What kind of magic?
No one knows.
How could they possibly understand the mind of a monster?
-Crackle! Crackle!!
After the black fog dissipated, bolts of black lightning rained down from the sky once again.
The sheer power of the magic, driven by an immense pool of magical energy, far exceeded human imagination.
Without significant resistance, even a glancing blow would be fatal.
When the purple horn glows, you run.
Ariel and Sera, both caught in the aftermath of the black fog, braced themselves as they were pushed back.
The fog itself was a lingering effect of concentrated magical energy.
Ariel could purify the lingering energy with the starlight coursing through his body. But Sera couldn’t.
Blood streamed from both of Sera’s eyes.
She coughed up more black blood, a clear sign that her condition was critical.
“Are you alright?” Ariel asked, his voice tight with concern.
“I’m fine…” she replied.
But it was obvious she was in pain.
The magical energy invading her body was tearing it apart, causing extreme agony. Yet Sera refused to show it.
Her brow furrowed slightly, but she never stopped casting her spell.
Ariel’s expression darkened further as he watched her struggle.
“That’s enough. Step back, Sera.”
He gently pushed her to the rear and adjusted the grip on his sword.
Then, he steadied his breathing.
Ariel still wasn’t fully accustomed to wielding starlight. He hadn’t even properly awakened to its true potential yet.
There was no one around to teach him.
Starlight was a power reserved for those of the hero’s bloodline.
No one could teach him how to command the stars.
So, he had to learn on his own.
“……”
Ariel recalled a recent past event.
Though it wasn’t intentional, more like an accident, he had once managed to release starlight in its second stage.
It had happened when he sparred with Iria on the sword training ground.
Ariel closed his eyes, trying to recall the sensation he felt then, the sudden explosion of starlight within him when he sensed danger.
If only he could control it now.
“I’ll go.”
Ariel gripped his sword, focusing on that fleeting feeling.
With his eyes still closed, he walked toward the monster, one step at a time.
His body is covered in platinum light. It’s the afterimage of starlight.
But it wasn’t enough.
To raise the output higher, Ariel needed to remember that sensation from the past.
As he concentrated, the wolf monster gathered a fireball in its mouth, preparing to engulf him in flames again.
Even with the impending flames, Ariel felt no fear.
If he failed to awaken this time, he would die anyway.
There’s no way to escape in front of that huge wolf.
If he can’t defeat it, he would simply die.
So Ariel boldly puts his life on the scales.
Failure means death, and success means growth.
It was just before the monster breathed fire, and Ariel swung his sword.
But at that last moment, Ariel’s center was twisted.
There was a woman who pulled his body from behind.
It was the same situation as before.
Sera smiles at Ariel before the flames engulf them both.
“Sorry, Ariel. But you have to live more than me.”
“…Sera?”
“You’re the hero. I can’t let you die here.”
Sera, who had raised her injured body, rushed forward.
Her body was already in no condition to stand on two legs, but she endured with willpower.
-Whoosh!
Flames erupted before them, fierce and all-consuming.
“Ughhhh…!”
“Sera!!”
Sera received the flames the monster poured out with her whole body, then compressed and gathered them into a single point.
Ariel’s voice echoed through the chaos, but Sera couldn’t hear it.
Like before, she absorbed all the flames with her body and then reversed their direction.
This time, she poured every last bit of her mana into one final, desperate strike.
“Take this!!”
This was the strongest flame she could produce.
-Whoosh!!
A colossal blaze engulfed the wolf monster.
-Kyaaak!!!
The monster’s agonized howl cut through the air, threatening to split eardrums as the flames tore into its body.
The once beautiful garden had been reduced to scorched earth and smoldering ruin.
Sera coughed up blood in the fiery pit where everything had burned.
It was much worse than before.
“Gueeek! Keh! Kehek…!”
The once strong Sera was now crawling on the ground, writhing in agony.
She had pushed her body far beyond its limits, unleashing flames she wasn’t capable of controlling.
Her entire body twisted in pain as she vomited everything inside.
The blood she threw up was black. It was a sign of the magical energy corroding her insides. She had been enduring the effects for so long, it was a wonder she had lasted this far.
Sera was now in such a state that death seemed imminent.
All of this is because of Ariel.
Because Sera took the attack in his place.
“……”
Something snapped inside Ariel as he watched the scene unfold.
At that moment, starlight surged, flooding the garden.
***
Starlight flooded the garden, uncontrollable and overwhelming.
A crazy amount burst out, covering the surrounding area.
Second-stage release of starlight.
Unlike the first stage, which only enhanced his physical abilities, this level allowed the starlight to take shape, materializing into physical form.
The radiant starlight expanded, taking the form of a giant sword.
Ariel discarded his dulled weapon, grasping the shimmering sword forged from pure starlight.
His blue eyes shone amidst the starlight.
Ariel, typically gentle by nature, was now filled with cold resolve.
“Starlight Ignition.”
There was no room for mercy.
Burning through a massive amount of starlight, Ariel launched himself forward.
Borrowing the power of the stars, he entered the realm of superhuman speed.
Time slowed down.
To him, everything but himself appeared to move in slow motion.
Even falling raindrops seem slow in his vision.
Ariel, who had entered the ranks of superhumans, accelerated and then accelerated again, pushing his starlight to its limit.
-Crackle, crackle!!
Black lightning rained down from the sky, but it was far too slow to catch him.
Ariel dodged every bolt with ease, leaping high into the air.
His target:
The monster’s head.
As he was in the air, the wolf prepared to unleash a fiery breath, a massive fireball forming in its mouth.
Did it think Ariel would be unable to respond if it attacked at a close range?
No matter how intelligent it is, it’s still a monster in the end.
With a clean slicing sound, Ariel severed the fireball in mid-air.
But it wasn’t just the fireball he cut.
Standing atop the monster, Ariel, wielding the sword of starlight, carved into the beast’s body and tore it apart in a dazzling display of power.
-Kyaaaak!!!!
The monster screamed more violently than when it was scorched by Sera’s flames.
It writhes in pain. The hero’s starlight is that painful.
It writhed in agony. The hero’s starlight inflicted a deeper pain.
But
‘Not yet.’
It wasn’t enough to end its life.
Ariel knew it wasn’t over.
He accelerated once more, his speed beyond what the wolf monster could comprehend.
Changing the direction of his sword atop the monster’s body, Ariel decided against a flurry of strikes. Instead, he aimed for one decisive blow.
Landing back on the ground, Ariel swung his sword four times, severing each of the monster’s legs with precision.
Now, standing before the crippled beast, Ariel gathered all the starlight within him. He engraved every last bit of it onto his sword.
-Whoosh!!
His star-engraved blade cleaved through the air with a single massive stroke, leaving a dense platinum afterimage in its wake.
That single strike cut off the purple horn that symbolized the monster’s power.
As it was cleanly cut off with one sword strike, the monster’s life also stopped.
One life was extinguished in the garden covered in flames and starlight.
***
After subduing the last remaining Seed of the Demon King, Ariel staggered towards where Sera was.
She was still on the ground, too weak to stand after the toll the battle had taken on her.
Receiving the flames twice had exacted a far greater toll than expected.
Surprisingly, Sera’s life was not in danger.
This was thanks to her special constitution; her mana-infused blood.
Besides being able to convert blood to mana, she could also temporarily self-repair body wounds using it.
However, that was just temporary first aid in the end.
Having expelled all the black blood from her body, Sera painfully lifted her upper body and leaned against a nearby tree.
Ariel, equally drained, collapsed beside her, his body heavy with exhaustion.
After confirming Sera’s safety, a sense of relief washed over him, and all strength left his body.
There was no conversation between the two who had contributed most to defeating the Seed of the Demon King.
Their breathing was heavy. Just exhaling was overwhelming.
Seeing them sitting side by side amidst the flames and fading starlight looked like a scene pulled straight from a painting.
It was a perfectly fitting scene, like an illustration in a novel.
But there was one who had been watching this from the beginning.
The girl with fluttering silver hair looks at the leads on the stage.
‘So this is how it ends up.’
This must be the development in the original work.
Otherwise, the scene of those two sitting side by side wouldn’t have felt so familiar.
Somehow she ended up intervening in the main episode to some extent, but it seems things didn’t get as derailed as she thought.
Iria couldn’t take her eyes off the two for a while.
It was the development she had expected. Ariel overcoming the wall and defeating the monster, that is.
And yet.
“……”
Watching those who had truly become the protagonists of this world, she felt a bit strange.
Somehow, it felt like she had been abandoned by the world.
It was a situation in which a monster, unable to become the protagonist of the world, could only watch in envy as the true heroes took the stage.
She didn’t know why but…
At that moment, Iria couldn’t understand her own feelings.
She thought she should collect the Demon King’s fragments since the academy attack incident was over.
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Ariel and Sera were taken somewhere to receive immediate emergency treatment. There were skilled priests and clerics among the academy’s faculty.
They would likely receive appropriate treatment.
I approached the monster’s corpse to retrieve the fragment.
Its huge body and high concentration of magical energy – no matter how you looked at it, it wasn’t an opponent who would be defeated so easily.
Even Albert, at full strength, would have had difficulty securing victory against the monster.
It was probably as strong as Sword Saint Freya.
‘Ariel surpassed the Sword Saint?’
No matter how strong starlight was, it didn’t make sense how he, who was weaker than the chief knight, grew in an instant.
Freya was a woman who cut off Iria’s arm with just a single sword. Is Ariel now stronger than that woman?
It was hard to believe, even after seeing it with my own eyes, witnessing such rapid growth from a student’s level to humanity’s strongest.
But that wasn’t it. As Iria approached the monster’s corpse, the questions in her mind gradually resolved.
When she got close enough, the residual starlight on the monster’s body attacked her. Of course, it hurt.
Platinum starlight.
The hero’s starlight exists to kill the Demon King.
Starlight is poisonous to beings with even a fraction of the Demon King’s power.
Ariel wasn’t stronger than Freya, but when facing a Seed of the Demon King, it was a different story.
‘He will become my natural enemy in the future.’
“… I’ll wait for you at the end.”
Iria collected the last fragment from the academy before leaving.
***
After some time passed, the barrier covering the academy completely disappeared.
As the barrier vanished, reinforcements from the knights arrived at the academy, but they were too late.
By the time they arrived, everything had already been resolved.
Many people died or were injured in this incident, including both students and professors.
Given that it was an unprecedented crisis with several Seeds appearing at once, the consensus was that they were lucky it only ended like this.
Considering the presence of several Seeds and the remnants of the Demon King’s Army, it was amazing they weren’t completely annihilated.
While there were many injured, there were a lot fewer deaths than expected.
It’s unknown what factors led to such a result.
In any case, after the incident, Sertia received the most criticism.
The number of people calling out her incompetence in protecting the academy and Empire increased.
Even though there were fewer deaths compared to the scale of the incident, the dead wouldn’t come back.
Sertia, who was in the highest position, was also the easiest target for criticism.
Some raised their voices, saying her abilities were no longer what they used to be. Though she had protected the Empire for a long time, they said it was time for her to step down from the position of headmaster.
Sertia mostly accepted the criticism directed at her in official settings.
And,
She gave up her position as the academy’s headmaster.
***
During the three hours of chaos when she was incapacitated due to her poor physical condition, many people were injured or died.
Sertia felt immense guilt about this fact, almost too great to imagine.
It was because of her incompetence that she couldn’t protect people.
Now, her body couldn’t even repair the damaged barrier. A body that just uselessly rotted away, unable to do a thing.
Sertia used the wealth she had accumulated to compensate the bereaved families.
Money couldn’t heal the hearts of their families, but it was the least she could do.
If she didn’t do at least this much, she felt like she would crumble.
Both of Sertia’s eyes were dyed red. She had become something that couldn’t even be called human.
A monster that was neither human nor anything else.
“Elion……”
Standing at the edge of a cliff, she utters the name of her old comrade.
It was to ask him what to do in times like this, he who had always walked the right path.
But unlike the past, he no longer exists in this world.
Is it time for her to die too?
After all her comrades died and she was left alone, her life had become nothing but pain.
Death no longer scared her.
“…Still, I’m a little afraid of being forgotten.”
Maybe she should have died together with her comrades.
Then, the names of the three would have been remembered as legends.
And with this incident, Sertia has tarnished the name of the first hero’s party.
As an incompetent woman who did nothing while her students were dying.
“Kek!”
Sertia suddenly coughed up black blood from the intense pain that came over her.
Pain caused by the Demon King’s curse, binding her body.
Now, there really isn’t much time left—at most two weeks. The exact amount of time was probably even shorter.
She wiped the blood from her mouth as she looked at the view from the high place.
Maybe it wouldn’t be bad to fall and die here now.
Sertia unconsciously started to step beyond the cliff but stopped.
There was still something she needed to do before her time came.
She still hadn’t apologized to that child.
Sertia turned her steps around.
***
After the incident, the academy’s atmosphere was heavy with grief.
Several professors had lost their lives, and some students had lost friends or siblings.
Even those who hadn’t been directly affected felt the weight of it. They had just survived by sheer luck.
It could have been them who died that day. Those who survived were ultimately protected by someone. They were alive now because someone had made the sacrifice.
Although there weren’t many deaths, the number of injured was high. The academy’s infirmary was at maximum capacity, and the priests and clerics worked tirelessly, casting healing magic day and night.
The air was thick with gloom.
Despite classes resuming, there were noticeably many empty seats. Some classes were canceled due to professors’ absences.
As expected, things weren’t running properly, though it was anticipated.
Iria walked through the academy grounds, which now resembled a wasteland. The garden that used to be her favorite path had been reduced to ashes.
Still, many hands were working to restore what was destroyed. Nuns and priests purified the lingering magical energy, while professors used their magic to rebuild collapsed structures.
Iria sat on a bench, watching the scene.
“This way! Everyone, please come this way!”
A girl with silver hair was directing the priests.
It wasn’t Iria. There was another woman with the same silver hair as her.
Natural silver hair.
Seeing someone with the same hair color as herself, Iria’s gaze instinctively shifted toward her.
Generally, a person’s hair color reflects the color of the mana they manifest.
That’s why black or silver hair was rare. Mana doesn’t usually manifest in black or white.
But what about humans without mana?
A minority of humans manifest holy power from birth.
Priests and holy women are such people.
There was a rumor that silver hair sometimes appeared among holy magic users.
‘Is that the rumored saintess?’
The news that the Empire’s church had revealed this generation’s saintess was widespread.
It was so famous that even Iria, who usually ignored rumors, had heard about it. For days, all sorts of newspapers covered this story.
In any case, the saintess’ power was incredible.
With just a few waves of her hand, she purified all the lingering magical energy stuck in the garden. Golden holy power spread over the area, erasing the magical energy.
She restored the garden and treated the injured. That one person could accomplish so much made Iria feel her power was truly astonishing.
“Ugh.”
Iria, however, didn’t like it that much.
A bit of holy power splashed onto her hair as she sat on the bench.
Her body reflexively reacted with rejection. Ultimately, Iria had no choice but to leave as if fleeing.
Disgusting holy magic users.
She wished they would step in dog poop on their way out.
Rushing out of the garden as if escaping, Iria wasn’t looking where she was going, so she bumped into someone.
It wasn’t a hard collision, instead producing a soft, cute “pak” sound.
It was the sound of Iria falling backward.
“……”
A blue-haired man reached out his hand to her. He seemed intent on helping her up.
But Iria didn’t take it.
Because the man offering his hand was Albert.
She had no particular desire to accept.  She had too many emotionally charged incidents with him.
Ultimately, Iria got up on her own and dusted off her clothes.
Albert was severely injured, but unfortunately, it didn’t seem to be life-threatening.
Normally, he should be lying in the infirmary, but due to the lack of beds, he gave up his place to others.
As a professor, no matter how hurt he was, he still prioritized his students’ well-being over his own.
Albert asked in a low voice.
“Have you calmed down a bit?”
“……”
How can he be so composed in front of the perpetrator?
Is it because there are so many eyes watching?
It doesn’t matter either way.
She didn’t particularly want to get involved with him.
Iria turned to leave, but Albert lightly grasped her sleeve.
Iria shot him a sharp look.
“Let go.”
“Can you spare a moment?”
“Why?”
“I want to have the conversation we couldn’t finish that day.”
“Do you want to die?”
“If you still feel the same after hearing me out, you can do as you please.”
“……”
He was more troublesome than she had expected.
Yet, she was curious.
She wondered why he didn’t show hostility despite knowing everything, and what his reaction that day meant.
That day when the rain was pouring so hard it soaked their hair.
‘Should I listen?’
She couldn’t spare much time, but he had bet his life on this one conversation.
He said with his own mouth that if she still felt the same after hearing his story, she could kill him.
“Fine, let’s go somewhere private.”
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Albert couldn’t forget the memory of that day.
It had been raining.
His hair and clothes were damp, clinging to his skin, and Iria had pointed her red sword at him.
Her expression was too complex to put into words.
That day, Iria looked different from her usual self, yet Albert had recognized her instantly.
It wasn’t her appearance that gave her away; it was the familiar red magical energy flowing from her.
Part of Albert’s memories of Iria had been erased. However, human memories are not so easily wiped away.
They were just made to forget temporarily, but the emptied memories remain as a void for a long time, creating a sense of discomfort.
Everyone whose memories of Iria were erased lived with that discomfort.
But sometimes, in moments of intense déjà vu, seeing her would help them recall the forgotten memories.
That’s how it was for Albert.
He had his memories erased by Iria twice.
So, how did he feel when he first recognized her?
“……”
At first, he tried to speak. He had even offered her what he thought was her goal, a fragment of the Demon King.
A being with a human form, but not human.
Yet, they are able to speak human language and blend naturally among humans.
Albert knew someone like her.
He thought they were somewhat alike.
The way she struggled with inner conflict, the way she suffered, and more than anything, those crimson eyes that looked empty and hollow.
Objectively, Iria was a villain.
She was the back alley monster who had thrown the Empire into chaos, the worst criminal responsible for many casualties, even underground.
And a monster with such overwhelming power that there was no way to stop her.
That was Iria. To anyone else, she wasn’t someone deserving of sympathy. In fact, it was strange for Albert to look at her with such understanding.
Yet.
“… I’m sorry, Albert.”
He recalled the face of his former teacher, the one who almost killed him.
It was the day he brought red tea to the principal’s office, just as he always had.
But that day, Sertia, with red eyes glowing with hostility, was consumed by endless self-loathing and dissociation.
The teacup, brewed with sunflower leaves, shattered. And Albert was momentarily caught up in the monster’s power and was badly injured.
Upon realizing what had happened, Sertia apologized and explained.
She told him that the surge of hostility towards humans had overtaken her without warning.
It was around the time when Sertia’s curse began to spread in earnest.
If Iria was the same,
If, like Sertia, she was killing humans because she couldn’t control her own instincts…
Then maybe she was the most pitiful being in this world.
“Then why!!”
The image of Iria, standing in the rain,  shouting while pointing her red sword at him, flashed through his mind.
It might have been a cry from long-standing pain. If so, how should he treat someone like her?
Albert’s thoughts ran deep.
***
At Iria’s suggestion to change locations, Albert guided her to a suitable place.
It was a place with relatively few people, no sunlight, and quiet.
The man still had a good sense for choosing places. Iria sat down in a suitable spot in the quiet alley.
What could she want to say?
He waited quietly, sitting down. Although she had said she would kill him, she didn’t really intend to.
While there were few people, if she killed him here, it would be Iria who would be in a difficult position.
“So what did you want to say?”
Iria, who was usually taciturn and rarely spoke first, unusually initiated the conversation this time.
It was because this situation of meeting Albert again wasn’t very pleasant.
She wanted to finish the conversation quickly and leave.
Albert examined Iria’s face with a serious expression. He was trying to check her mental state before speaking.
Fortunately, she seemed fine.
Unlike before, she was at least capable of conversation.
There was no sign of aggression from that time. She looked like the student Iria he usually saw.
Though she seemed a bit displeased.
Albert explained everything from beginning to end to Iria, who was ready to listen.
That among the people he knew, there was someone who resembled her. And that person wanted to meet Iria, the back alley monster.
And there were things he wanted to ask her related to that.
Iria didn’t say anything until he finished speaking. She just sat there quietly and listened.
After hearing everything, Iria scratched her cheek.
She understood what he wanted to say. Since Iria also had some of Albert’s memories, the content was easy to understand.
She could see that his words were not lies.
But there were still parts that bothered her.
As mentioned before, Iria was clearly a villain from the Empire’s standpoint. She was the Empire’s worst criminal who had committed unforgivable atrocities.
Albert, a pillar of the Empire, was trying to take such a person somewhere.
No matter how she thought about it, it smelled fishy. She didn’t know his intentions behind his words, but at least Iria didn’t trust him.
So she asked.
“Before that, I have a question. May I ask this time?”
Albert closed his eyes and nodded.
“By all means.”
It’s the same question she asked before. But a little more precisely corrected.
“Why don’t you treat me as an enemy? Isn’t it a bit strange to say it’s simply because someone similar to me is around you?”
Iria killed Albert’s junior.
Normally, one wouldn’t react like that when faced with the monster who killed their junior.
So it was suspicious.
Since Albert was a person whose thoughts were not easily read, it was necessary to pay attention.
“I just thought you were someone I could talk to.”
“Why?”
“After the incident, during the investigation, two beings were suspected to be Seeds of the Demon King inside the building. This is a very serious situation, but considering the scale of the incident, the damage was less than expected.”
There wasn’t enough power inside the building to capture two Seeds of the Demon King.
Moreover, one of them was even stronger than Albert. If such beings had gone on a rampage, normally everyone inside would have been annihilated.
Even if some survived, only a handful of elite professors would have come out.
Although Albert wasn’t inside the building, he could guess what the interior scene would have been like from examining the corpses.
It must have been a hellish scene.
But there weren’t many victims inside the building. Rather, there were fewer casualties than outside.
Then what factor contributed to that number?
Who was responsible for defeating a being stronger than Albert, the Empire’s strongest power at the time?
“According to the testimonies of survivors at the time, they saw a red-haired female student of unknown identity wandering the corridor. When everyone fled, she alone was going in a different direction.”
“……”
“I don’t know why, but that day you saved many people’s lives inside the building. I thought it was worth having a conversation.”
The only one who could stop the beings rampaging there was Iria.
As much as he didn’t want to admit it, it would have been an extremely difficult fight without her.
It was nothing short of a miracle that the damage stopped there.
He didn’t know why Iria took the side of humans.
No, he could understand not long after. Because he heard it from Iria herself.
“I didn’t save them. Those things just happened to block my way. I just collected the fragments while I encountered them.”
“Yet you didn’t kill any humans.”
“……”
That’s right.
Iria didn’t kill any humans in this incident. Except for injuring Rena and Albert when she half went berserk at the end, she didn’t even create any injuries.
In the end, it seems that what she said on that rainy day wasn’t a lie, and that this incident had nothing to do with Iria.
“Unless it’s a special case, you’re not aggressive towards humans. Is that correct?”
Since it wasn’t wrong, Iria nodded.
Albert was looking at Iria with an ambiguous gaze.
She was a dangerous being who shouldn’t be in the Empire, but at the same time, he thought her situation was pitiful.
Even if Iria was an enemy of the Empire, to begin with, there was no way to stop her.
Since there was no way to stop Iria with the Empire’s current power, it was important not to provoke her as much as possible.
“…I haven’t disclosed information about you, and I won’t in the future.”
Because if he carelessly disclosed it and she went berserk, the Empire would collapse.
“I won’t hold you accountable for the evil deeds you’ve done so far.”
It’s sad that people died, but Iria is like a living disaster.
It can’t be helped that humans got caught up in a natural disaster. As long as there was no way, the Empire could only hope she would stay as quiet as possible.
“Instead, there’s one thing I’d like to ask.”
“……”
Iria gestured as if to say go ahead and speak.
“There’s someone who wants to meet you. Could you come find me again in the relatively near future?”
“What benefit would I get from going?”
“The Empire should have a fragment of the Demon King in its possession. I don’t know for what purpose you’re collecting the fragments, but if you need it, I’ll give it to you.”
“Hmm.”
If there is one, it’s better than not having it.
It meant that the grace period for Iria to remain as Iria would be extended.
“Alright.”
Iria accepted Albert’s proposal.
She didn’t need it right away, but there was no reason not to go.
If needed, it was possible right now.
But Albert’s side refused, saying it was difficult right away. Apparently, the person was not feeling well and was resting.
Iria left the place.

Translator’s Corner
So I was reading some comments, and I wanted to say some stuff.
While some of you may not like it, the Ariel and Sera fight is kinda necessary to develop their characters. Though it is kinda bs how Ariel just got so strong, but you kinda need it for Iria to feel any sort of threat.
Also the Albert scene where she could have ended him. Surprised she didn’t go for the head, but I’d say there is also still some lingering attachment to him. Also drama.
Yeah I’ll stop.
-Ruminas
Chapter 91 : Illusions of the Past.
TN: Thank Llama for the chapter.
TL/PR: Ruminas; ED: novicelily

Iria’s POV
I was heading home after another day at the Academy.
The home was a run-down, empty house near the back alley that I had received ownership of.
It felt awkward at first, but over time, the space became as comfortable as the back alley.
I stepped into the dark, lightless house. I still haven’t turned on the lights. Ever since I became this… monster, I preferred darkness over brightness.
My eyes were now specialized for seeing in the dark, different from a human’s. Light felt unnecessary now.
Today, I bought a few more school uniforms from the Academy.
The ones I wore before were beyond repair. I glanced at the uniform I discarded yesterday. It was in terrible condition—stained with human and monster blood, shredded, and too tattered to wear.
This wasn’t something that could be fixed by simply washing.
Buying new uniforms every time this happened was getting annoying.
Come to think of it, a lot happened yesterday.
Monsters invaded the Academy, I killed a Seed of the Demon King, failed to kill Albert, and even witnessed Ariel’s growth with my own eyes.
It had been a lot.
I went to the Academy without properly resting.
Even with an immortal body, fatigue will still accumulate. Right now, I just wanted to lie down and sleep.
But before that, there was something I needed to take care of.
After the attack on the Academy, I needed to process what I had gained from all of it.
I sat down, slowly organizing my thoughts.
I gained more than I expected from this incident—far more useful information than I could ever have gotten from reading books at the Academy.
The more information about this world, the better. Discovering things I hadn’t known before felt like a victory in itself.
The mastermind behind the attack was likely that woman.
Legion Commander Seir. That was certainly her name.
I read her memories. Seir was part of the Demon King’s army remnant who survived the war.
An external force opposed the Empire. I had expected it to some extent, but I was surprised that the scale was larger than I thought.
They were incomparably stronger than any enemies I had fought so far.
Thinking that there were several of them, the Empire’s future looked very bleak.
So I became curious.
‘Why didn’t they attack all at once?’
If Seir alone had that much power and influence, they could have easily destroyed the Empire.
To be honest, the Empire’s current power isn’t that strong.
Sure, it’s powerful compared to humans, but against beings like Seir…
If the remnants of the Demon King’s army had attacked in full force, the Empire wouldn’t stand a chance. It would have already fallen.
Am I missing something?
What was the Demon King’s army waiting for? What was stopping them from waging an all-out war on the Empire?
I thought about it for a while.
“Sertia?”
I murmured the name of someone I barely knew.
I don’t know how strong she is, and I’ve only heard of her achievements in books, never seeing her in person.
Is that woman truly so strong? Strong enough to make the Demon King’s army fear a single human?
It seemed I could only answer that by meeting her in person. Fortunately, I had an appointment with Albert today.
This answer would come soon enough.
At that point, I turned my head.
In the corner of the room were piles of golden fragments. They were all fragments of the Demon King.
“……”
What should I do with these?
I collected them, thinking they might be useful later, but eating this much might overwhelm me.
Still, I was beginning to feel hungry. The recent events had drained much of my energy.
“Hmm.”
I picked up one of the fragments.
This small shard radiated an enormous power. It was the reason why even low-grade monsters could turn into towering beasts.
The scene of Seir losing her mind and going berserk after eating a fragment flashed through my mind.
If that’s what happens when other beings eat the fragments, then why am I fine?
Perhaps it’s related to the auditory hallucinations I heard when using the Demon King’s power. The fragment could overpower those with weak self-awareness, breaking their minds.
Most beings can’t handle the Demon King’s power. Their minds would collapse under its weight.
But I was different.
I still didn’t understand why.
The body I possessed seemed uniquely suited to absorb the Demon King’s power.
The shards fit seamlessly inside me as if they were meant to be one from the start.
Maybe it’s something about my constitution.
‘Will eating this bring back memories of the past?’
I didn’t know how it worked, but each fragment was key to unlocking forgotten memories.
Every time I ate one, I would have to face the illusions of the past again.
I hesitated.
I was afraid to eat it after all. The memories I’d recovered so far were anything but pleasant. This world has given me nothing but torment since I arrived.
Those visions had always been more like nightmares. They would be no different now.
“……”
I stood there, holding a fragment in my hand.
To eat or not to eat, that is the question.
The hesitation didn’t last long.
If you do nothing, nothing happens.
If you hesitate, you’ll only end up stagnating.
For the future ahead, I had to confront my past.
The memories locked away might be the key to finding the answers I sought.
“……”
I immediately swallowed the fragment I was holding into my mouth.
As expected, it wasn’t very tasty. It was fishy, bitter, and even nauseating.
But surprisingly, the Demon King’s fragment was better than eating human food.
At least, it didn’t make my stomach churn.
After swallowing the fragment, I lay down on the bed.
I decided not to retreat any further.
It was time to face the past I had been afraid of.
***
Dusty Lane, an ordinary back alley.
Overflowing with garbage and filth, this street was home to those with nowhere else to go.
Homeless people, criminals; it was a place where even the Empire’s knights didn’t bother to patrol.
Here, death was so commonplace that it hardly caused concern.
People were killed without leaving a trace or simply wasted away from disease and starvation.
Bodies of the stabbed piled up alongside those who had starved.
It was that kind of place.
But even considering that, something recently shook its grim status quo.
It was such a big incident that even the starving, silent homeless were buzzing about it.
The entire back alley was in an uproar.
“…Did you hear? They say the gambling den collapsed.”
“That’s not all. I heard everyone there was massacred. No survivors.”
The gambling den had been run by a powerful criminal syndicate.
Since they always oppressed and threatened the people there, everyone knew them.
They were objects of fear.
They were supposedly well-protected by a group of retired soldiers and mercenaries.
Now, overnight, they were all dead.
Initially, people might have rejoiced at the fall of their oppressors, but this victory came at a cost. Fear lingered.
A being capable of wiping out an entire den of hardened criminals was now lurking in the back alley.
Nothing was known, but there were clearly victims. Victims lay strewn across the den like discarded refuse.
People frightened called it the back alley monster.
“……”
A girl walked through the chaotic, noisy alley.
She moved through the heart of the rumors, her presence unnoticed, or perhaps ignored. Did she know she was the subject of their gossip?
Of course, she did.
The silver-haired girl, visibly trembling with anxiety, pressed her hands to her ears, trying to block out their voices.
Her hands and mouth were stained with blood, but she hid them as best she could, keeping her head down as she moved purposefully through the narrow streets.
She was searching for the girl who had run away from her.
Iria’s memory of that day was vague. She had blacked out for a moment, and when she opened her eyes, everyone around her was dead.
It was a misunderstanding.
She had to explain. It wasn’t her fault. What had happened that day had been an accident.
But no one would listen. And the girl she was trying to find had vanished.
Iria couldn’t find her.
“It wasn’t me… It wasn’t…”
Why are you running away?
The one who wants to escape reality the most is me.
“Please……”
Why are you crying?
The one who should be crying, the one who wants to deny all of this, is me.
“……”
Silent and helpless, Iria wandered through the hell that was Dusty Lane.
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Humans don’t drink blood.
Humans aren’t tough enough to survive a fall from a mountain without a scratch.
Humans can’t instantly heal their wounds.
Humans have uniform teeth, not sharp canines.
Humans.
“……”
Then what am I?
It took a long time to realize I wasn’t human after falling into this unfamiliar world.
Even while I wrestled with the thought, rumors spread.
The homeless and the dregs of society called the mysterious figure who killed criminals “the back alley monster.”
A monster, not a human?
I wanted to deny it, but I couldn’t.
Once I accepted I was a monster, I no longer hid when walking through the back alleys.
After all, monsters that eat humans are stronger than humans.
In time, I learned there was no one on these streets who could harm me.
Once I knew I was stronger, the things around me no longer scared me.
Fear was the first emotion I lost.
***
Wearing shabby clothes, I wandered aimlessly through the muddy streets.
It was raining
Stepping barefoot through the garbage and filth in the rain felt awful, crumbly, and slippery underfoot. I kept walking, suppressing the nausea that rose with every step.
-Swoosh.
Blood washed from my body, carried away by the rain. The blood on my hands, the blood around my mouth.
I wondered if my eyes were red from the blood, so I gathered rainwater to wash them. But no matter how much I rubbed, it wouldn’t come off.
My eyes must be naturally red.
Rain pooled in the sunken ground, forming puddles. In one of them, I saw my reflection.
Silver hair, and red eyes.
An appearance that stood out, even in this world where strange hair colors weren’t uncommon.
My name is Iria. Age unknown. Origin and past unknown.
I read my memories in the reflection.
An empty shell, with nothing left but a name. I was just an unfortunate human who ended up inside this hollow body.
What was my name in my past life?
“……”
I don’t know.
It was something I remembered clearly until recently. Now, when I try to recall it, my mind feels distant.
I couldn’t walk any further. I collapsed onto the wet ground.
I had been walking a whole day without sleep, wandering aimlessly through the back alley streets.
But I couldn’t find Riana. Maybe she wasn’t in the back alleys.
Maybe she’s avoiding me.
I don’t know anymore.
How to live, what I am.
Why did I end up here, or what does this world want from me?
The girl who taught me how to live has run away from me.
In the end, I’m left alone again, watching the world go by.
Everyone is desperate to live.
Like the homeless, surviving day by day on garbage, or the regular humans outside the Empire.
It’s so different from me now.
Even if I disappeared, time would still flow here. I can’t play any role in this unfolding world.
How should I put it?
I feel detached from this place.
When there were two of us, it was okay. But now, it’s just me.
“Ugh.”
Ironically, the only thing I feel now is hunger.
It’s been three days since the accident.
As a monster, I don’t feel hunger as often as humans do, but it’s been three days since blood last touched my lips.
Is this instinct?
I wanted to eat people. I needed to kill people and sink my teeth into a human’s neck.
At this point, I had to admit it, even if I didn’t want to.
I’m a monster.
I have no right to resent Riana for running away from me.
It’s only natural for a girl her age. After all, it was probably me who killed all those humans.
My memory was hazy, but Riana must have seen the whole thing.
The scene of the monster called Iria tearing apart living humans.
If anyone should apologize, it should be me.
I stood up, feeling the thirst for blood.
I didn’t want to kill humans. But at the same time, I wanted to. These conflicting emotions stirred inside me as I wandered off.
Again, no destination.
I’ll just walk until I find something.
Because I’m a monster who doesn’t know how to do anything else.
***
As I roamed the back alleys, I sank my teeth into the neck of a human who tried to harm me.
Maybe because of my appearance, attempts to attack me in these alleys happen more often than expected. Mostly, they’re sexual in nature.
Normally, I’d run. But knowing I was stronger, there was no reason to run anymore.
If this world runs with the survival of the fittest, I’m the predator, and that man plays the role of prey. It’s my role to eat, not his.
Biting a human’s neck and sucking blood felt better than I imagined.
The sweet taste filled my mouth. Just tasting it was good, but swallowing it?
It brought a powerful satisfaction that seemed to shatter my reason and flood my body.
To be honest, it felt so good, but it scared me. I might get addicted.
It was, without a doubt, the best feeling I’ve had since falling into this world.
The only problem is, the means to feel that sensation… is murder.
“Huh……”
I pulled my teeth out from his neck. Once again, blood was smeared all over my mouth.
I killed another person.
This time, it wasn’t an accident. It was a decision I made.
I’m not sure if it was rational. I was too hungry to think clearly.
Once my hunger was satisfied, a faint sense of reason returned to me.
I felt guilt flowing through my body.
Guilt coursed through my body.
It wasn’t guilt for him. He deserved to die.
It was guilt from the fact that I, who was human until recently, killed a human.
A monster that eats people roams the back alleys of the Central Empire.
And that monster is me.
Is this how I have to live from now on? If so, it’s a terrible life.
My blood-stained hands trembled. But even that sensation was soon washed away by the rain.
For a murderer, rainy weather isn’t so bad. It erases the traces we leave behind.
It would be nice if it could wash away the wounds carved into my heart, too.
But I guess that’s too much to ask of a few raindrops.
I don’t know.
Since falling into this strange world, I’ve learned there’s much more I don’t know than what I do.
But still, I decided to live on.
Even though I hate this life, I’m too afraid to die.
I will live in this world as a monster.
***
There is no space for monsters. Because the Central Empire was a city where humans lived.
But even monsters need sleep. Somewhere with a ceiling, away from the rain.
Is that too much to ask for?
Maybe this is how I pay for the lives I’ve taken.
In the end, I closed my eyes on the street, expecting nightmares tonight.
“Cough, cough! S-stop…!”
“You cheeky little brat! How dare you steal?!”
As I tried to sleep, a man’s angry voice and a woman’s cries interrupted my rest.
“Help, help me, please!”
“The bread you stole is worth a silver coin! If you can’t pay, you should sell your body, you filthy trash!”
The street, usually my shelter, was too loud now.
Curious, I got up and followed the voices.
-Thump thump.
I moved toward the commotion.
A pink-haired girl was caught by a large man, screaming.
Looking closely, it was Riana.
She had lived in these back alleys long before I did. She grew up here, surviving through theft.
It was the only way for a girl with no home and no future.
“……”
It seems this world isn’t cruel just to monsters.
I found the person I’d been searching for. If we met again, I would have so much to say to her.
But should I go?
I hesitated. But knowing I’d regret it if I lost her again, I stepped forward.
As I approached, they noticed me. Both of their gazes turned toward me.
Riana’s expression changed the instant she saw me.
Her pupils widened, and she blinked as if she couldn’t believe her eyes.
Slowly, she opened her mouth.
One word, spoken through trembling lips.
“I… Iria? Why are you here……”
“Who are you?”
The reunion with Riana was far from pleasant.
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Was it because the timing of our meeting was strange? Or was she still afraid of me?
Riana couldn’t meet my eyes.
On the other hand, the shop owner was glaring down at me, his expression fierce.
He probably thought I was with Riana and planned to extort money from me.
I have money, but I wasn’t about to hand it over.
Letting go of Riana, the man stepped toward me. Our eyes met.
“You, come here. Is she your friend?”
“……”
When our eyes locked, a familiar sensation washed over me—a stream of information flooding my mind. I was used to it by now.
If I played it right, I could put him to sleep. Maintaining eye contact, I hypnotized him.
His once fierce gaze turned hazy in an instant. The moment our eyes met, he lost his balance and crumpled to the ground.
As he fell, I whispered, “Sleep well.”
With the nuisance out of the way, I turned my attention back to Riana.
This time, she didn’t run. Maybe she was too scared to move.
Either way, I finally had a moment alone with her.
Though she was still trembling, staring at me.
It looked like we needed to talk.
***
When I was alone, I usually slept rough, but it didn’t feel right for two people to sleep on the streets.
The street wasn’t the place for conversation either.
So, we got a room.
As Riana and I entered the room, I noticed how soaked we were from the rain. With the downpour outside, we looked like drenched rats.
“…You can shower first,” I offered.
“Okay……”
An awkward silence lingered between us.
We hadn’t seen each other in so long, but the comfortable atmosphere we once shared was gone.
Things could never return to how they were. Riana had seen something, and I had done something.
While Riana showered, I waited, drying my hair with a towel. When she emerged, I couldn’t bring myself to meet her eyes.
“Are you still afraid of me?” I asked, my voice tentative.
Riana was silent for a long moment, her gaze fixed on the floor.
Finally, she spoke, her voice barely a whisper.
“…Thank you for saving me.”
Our eyes met briefly, then broke apart again.
“But… how could I not be afraid? After seeing that…”
“……”
Her voice trembled, thick with emotion as if she were holding back tears.
“I’m sorry… I didn’t want to say this. I didn’t want to show you this side of me…”
Regardless of how it had happened, I had saved Riana. Twice, at that. Even the incident that day was ultimately my way of protecting her.
If I hadn’t acted, Riana would have been the one to die. I knew that.
But,
“I’m sorry… sob… I know it’s not your fault, but I can’t help it…”
“……”
Knowing something and being scared are two separate issues.
Riana had seen her friend from the back alleys suddenly transform into a monster, tearing human flesh apart. She witnessed the horrific scene of bones, flesh, and internal organs being ripped apart.
It was a sight so gruesome that it was unimaginable, even in Dusty Lane, where beggars slept alongside warm corpses.
Memories like that, deeply rooted in the mind, don’t easily fade. Even now, when Riana closed her eyes, the events of that day replayed vividly in her mind.
So, for Riana, I was both a friend and a nightmare.
“…I understand.”
I replied, my expression bitter. I wasn’t crying, but I could feel the sadness etched on my face.
It was cruel to be seen as a monster and receive disgusted looks from the person I trusted most.
Though I didn’t show it outwardly, I was also on the edge, struggling to keep my emotions in check. I feared that if I let them spill out, I might collapse. So, I acted like an emotionless doll.
Our emotions festered for different reasons.
Even if we shared the same room as before, the wounds we had endured wouldn’t heal.
It was that kind of night.
“I would have been scared too if I were you.”
This time, I avoided Riana’s gaze.
Until yesterday, I had been searching desperately for her, but now that I was finally facing her, I found myself at a loss for words.
I realized that mending this uncomfortable relationship would be difficult.
“…Riana, use the room. Since it seems uncomfortable, I’ll leave.”
“Uh, okay?”
Although I had paid for the accommodation, I couldn’t bring myself to stay.
If I lingered any longer, I felt I wouldn’t be able to hide my emotions.
“And take this money, Riana. I probably won’t need it.”
I pulled a pouch of gold coins from my chest and placed it on the bed.
Afterward, I bit my lip and turned my head away. It was not just my head; I turned my whole body so Riana couldn’t see my expression.
I was on the verge of breaking down.
Even if I did break, I wanted to do it quietly, away from her eyes.
I turned to leave.
“Wait! Iria!”
I heard Riana calling, but I didn’t stop.
I kept walking.
If I left through that door, we probably wouldn’t meet again. Because with my worn-out heart, I had decided it was better to disappear.
***
Third POV
Iria was a monster.
When she first killed a human, she thought it was a simple accident. But then she killed again.
The reason was absurd. It was because she was hungry. She had taken a life for a single meal. She was that kind of creature.
To survive, she had to kill humans.
But she didn’t want to kill. She didn’t want to become a monster.
If someone feared her, then it was right for her to disappear.
At least, that’s what Iria thought.
Though her life as a monster hadn’t been long, it hadn’t been good. She believed she should end it before her body harmed more humans.
On a rainy day, Iria walked the streets, tears streaming down her face. It felt like she was pouring out every drop of water in her body, wondering if she had ever cried this much.
Don’t touch me!
How could I not be scared? After seeing such a thing?
Iria was a creature that shouldn’t exist in this world.
She was a monster capable of becoming a great disaster simply by existing.
How was killing humans to prolong her life any different from being a monster?
She was afraid of dying but more terrified of having to live treated like that in the future.
Humans are social animals that cannot survive alone. Iria, who had been human until recently, was no different.
She, too, was a social being who couldn’t live in isolation.
That was why she was afraid of being alone. She was scared of herself.
She didn’t want to hurt anyone anymore.
So she walked.
This was her march toward death.
***
It was good that she had decided to die.
But what means would she use?
After leaving Riana, Iria hid herself and harmed her body where no one could see.
She tried many methods.
Stabbing her heart with a sword didn’t work; she didn’t die. Sitting in a pit of fire for a day proved futile as her body resisted the flames.
Hanging herself didn’t even hurt, and cutting her wrists healed almost instantly.
One day, she decided to throw herself into a deep river. She lost consciousness as she sank underwater, but when she regained awareness, she floated back to the surface.
It seemed that when her life was threatened, control of her body shifted.
From this, Iria concluded that she could not die by ordinary means. Four days passed as she repeatedly attempted suicide.
Having exhausted most methods, she was drained in every sense.
Both her body and mind were riddled with wounds.
Even the regeneration of her injuries had become taxing. Lying on the cold ground of a back alley, she closed her eyes.
“……”
There was one method she hadn’t tried yet.
Living beings gain energy from consuming something. If they couldn’t eat, they eventually perished.
Iria was a monster, but she was still a living being. She wouldn’t escape that fundamental truth.
Realizing this, Iria resolved to remain in her spot, refusing to move.
Curled up, she waited for death to come.
She didn’t know how much time had passed. The pain of hunger was agonizing.
It might have been better to burn in a fire pit. She desperately fought against the surging desire for sustenance.
Her mouth was parched, and no strength remained in her body.
About a week had passed since Iria last ate a human.
Typically, she could maintain some semblance of reason for up to a week, but not now.
Endless suicide attempts and the constant regeneration of her wounds had pushed Iria’s body to its limits.
After an eternity spent in hunger, she felt like a broken doll.
Her red eyes were cloudy, and saliva leaked from her mouth.
In this unstable mental state, Iria gradually began to lose her grip on her sanity. The sensations throughout her body dulled; she was slipping away from reason and consciousness.
It was as if her body was moving on its own, separate from her will.
How much longer would she have to endure this before she could finally die?
Although time hadn’t actually passed that long, it felt like an eternity.
Even if she persisted through this suffering, she had no idea if she could truly die.
In what felt like endless torment, Iria pondered to herself.
Why did she have to go through this? She had simply entered an unknown world.
Unfortunately, she was trapped in this kind of body.
If there was hell, this must surely be it. A sturdy body that could withstand swords and magic yet was utterly defenseless against hunger.
It was painful. When would this suffering end? The path to eternal rest was proving to be excruciatingly long.
And then—
“Iria! Why do you look like this?!”
Riana appeared before her.
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It was truly by chance that Riana discovered Iria.
The back alley streets weren’t as wide as one might think, and Iria had been lying in the same place for three days.
“Iria! Iria! Wake up! What happened to you?!”
A significant amount of time had passed since Iria left Riana at the lodging and vanished.
At that time, Riana wasn’t comfortable either. Although she managed to live without stealing, thanks to the money Iria had given her, unease gnawed at her.
She was still frightened of Iria, yet at the same time, she was deeply worried about her.
Despite the accident, Iria was her friend, after all.
Moreover, Iria had saved her several times. Without her, Riana would likely have died in the back alleys.
Seeing the friend who had once saved her now collapsed in such a terrible state made Riana’s heart ache.
The image of Iria from their last conversation wouldn’t leave her mind.
Thinking back, Riana realized she had never seen Iria smile genuinely. Even before the accident, Iria always wore a sad or bitter expression.
The current Iria was broken. She was so thoroughly shattered that it was hard to believe she was the same person who had been moving normally until recently.
There was no life in her faintly open eyes. Riana couldn’t help but wonder what kind of torment she had endured to become like this.
“Iria, just get up for a moment……”
Riana called her name softly.
Iria showed a faint response.
Her cloudy eyes turned toward Riana.
“Mm, uh…… Eh……”
Iria moved her mouth.
The words were incomprehensible.
What came out was closer to groans of pain than coherent speech. Her condition was far from normal.
At Riana’s continued calls, Iria moved her body.
It was a movement driven more by instinct than reason, prompted by the faint but unmistakable scent of blood from Riana.
Given the poor public safety in Dusty Lane, it was not uncommon for people to suffer injuries, both minor and severe. But the timing was unfortunate, to say the least.
The smell of blood wafting in front of the extremely starved Iria triggered something deep within her.
With that, Iria’s consciousness faded from this world.
 
“Iria? Are you okay?”
“……”
“……Iria?”
There was no response to her calls.
Iria stood up and fixed her gaze on Riana.
“Eek?!”
Iria’s red eyes now appeared more empty and dangerous than ever, causing Riana to instinctively step back.
What stood before her was no longer human. It was more accurate to see it as a separate being, entirely different from the Iria she once knew.
Could conversation be possible if she spoke to her? Did Iria retain any semblance of reason?
Riana didn’t know.
The current Iria looked far too dangerous. Every instinct in Riana screamed that she should keep her distance. For some reason, it felt as though she shouldn’t approach her now.
“S-sorry. Maybe next time……”
Sensing the danger, Riana tried to step back, but it was too late.
Iria was faster, grabbing her wrist with a grip devoid of control. The force she applied was inhuman, driven by instinct.
“Wai-t! It hurts!!”
Riana screamed, but Iria didn’t hear her. The only thing that mattered was the prey caught in her grasp, and she yanked on it.
There was a sharp crack as Riana’s wrist bone snapped.
The girl’s scream echoed through the dark alley, where crimson eyes glowed faintly.
“Sob, hic?!”
Riana was trapped, trapped by a monster.
A monster with silver hair and blood-red eyes.
Looking at Iria, she realized it was the same terrifying figure she had seen when Iria had slaughtered that criminal organization. Her worst nightmare had come to life again.
Riana had watched Iria tear apart humans before. If she didn’t escape, she would soon meet the same fate.
But she couldn’t escape.
The monster’s grip was too strong, her hand held tight, unyielding.
“Kyaaaa!! Iria! Stop! Stop it!!”
Riana wailed, but the monster didn’t stop.
Fallen to the ground, Riana looked up at the silver-haired creature looming over her. Those chilling red eyes roamed over her body like a predator examining its prey.
Iria moved closer, closing the distance until their breaths mingled.
Riana’s heart pounded harder than ever. Her pupils trembled, and she instinctively curled up in fear.
She couldn’t run now. Cornered, all she could feel was a small, final regret.
She should never have approached Iria when she found her collapsed.
She should never have felt pity for a monster that had killed humans.
She wept as she was held tight by Iria’s arms.
Regardless, the monster opened her small mouth.
-Crunch
The monster opened her small mouth.
The alley filled with the smell of blood.
***
The unconscious monster moved her body purely on instinct, having completely lost her mind.
Her only goal was to fill her starving belly. She bit into Riana’s neck and licked the blood as it flowed.
Her actions were violent, like a predator feasting without regard for its prey.
When the blood flow slowed, she bit another part of Riana’s flesh, causing more bleeding. If the blood didn’t flow fast enough, she returned to the previous wound and bit down again.
Needless to say, Riana, the person involved, was in pain. It was a terrible pain she had never felt in her life.
Her eyes were filled with tears.
“It hurts! It hurts, Iria!! Please, please stop!!”
She shouted loudly, but Riana’s voice never reached her. She just continued eating according to her instincts.
Riana resisted with everything she had, but it was hopeless. The monster’s strength was overwhelming, and Riana was far too weak to push Iria away.
As the bleeding continued and the wounds deepened, Riana’s desperate screams began to fade. Her voice, once loud and full of pain, grew weaker with each passing second.
It was evident that her life was slipping away.
“I-ria… Save… me…” she whispered, her voice barely audible.
“……”
“Ha, ugh……”
The monster didn’t stop eating until Riana’s life was finally exhausted.
Her outstretched hand fell limply to the ground, and the light drained from her eyes.
And,
She no longer breathed.
 
That’s how Iria devoured her friend. The alley was soaked in blood and laced with a red, pulsating magical energy.
“……”
Even after killing her closest friend, Iria’s consciousness didn’t return.
She remained unaware, her body moving purely on instinct.
The part of her that had been human was buried deep beneath the primal hunger driving her.
With hazy eyes, Iria walks the streets of the back alley.
The current back alley had a quite different atmosphere from usual.
Because the unconscious Iria lost control of her magical energy, the back alley was already covered in black mud.
Her magic was vast, far beyond that of any other monster.
It was enough to cover the entire back alley area and more. The residents of the back alley who couldn’t escape in time were eroded by the magical energy.
The widely spread magical energy was like Iria’s eyes.
For humans without immunity to mental attacks, touching her magical energy would completely rob them of their memories.
Without conscious thought, Iria put all the humans within her range to sleep, her magic seeping into their bodies.
The black tendrils of magical energy wrapped around them, slowly draining their life force.
It was more efficient than using her teeth; she could absorb many at once.
The back alley monster wandered the streets, seeking more humans to devour.
The streets were divided into humans who had fallen asleep and humans resisting the magical energy.
“What… what is this?” one person muttered in disbelief.
“Run away! Something dangerous is coming!” another screamed.
The descent of Iria’s magical energy over this area happened instantly.
Even humans with strong resistance couldn’t do anything. They were paralyzed in confusion and unable to move from their spots.
Iria moved among them like a specter, her ragged figure soaked in the scent of blood.
“Ugh, help! My feet are stuck in the black mud!!”
“Sorry, but I have my own problems too! I don’t have the luxury to help others!”
Two humans, still resisting.
Iria reaches out her hand towards them.
And,
“Argh!!”
“Kuugh!!”
Black needles of magical energy shot up from the ground, piercing their bodies.
They didn’t die instantly as it didn’t hit vital organs, but it won’t be long for them either.
The black needles sucked even those with strong willpower into dreams. Just a slight touch will make them dream eternally.
The current Iria was intent on eating all the humans in the back alley.
She needed to regenerate her body, torn apart by endless suicide attempts. And this was the only way.
The thick concentration of magical energy affects not only human bodies but even objects.
Buildings crumbled, swallowed by the spreading darkness, and the air filled with the screams of those who tried to escape.
But they couldn’t.
The moment they stepped out of the collapsing structures, they were engulfed by Iria’s magic, drawn into her unending nightmare.
It didn’t take before one street turned into a wasteland.
That day, Iria killed every last human in the back alley.
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When I regained consciousness, I found myself in endless darkness.
It was an empty, unconscious space surrounded by blackness on all sides. I walked through the vast void where nothing existed.
The movement felt pointless. There was nothing else I could do, so I moved forward, almost as if entranced.
My mind was blank. I couldn’t remember what happened before. I was sure I had curled up somewhere in the back alley, waiting for death.
But this place was neither the back alley nor the afterlife.
It was just a nightmare, a deep nightmare from which I couldn’t wake.
“……”
How long had I been walking?
Something blocked my path. I could no longer move forward, obstructed by something.
It was a giant mirror. My image, how I appeared after falling into this world, was reflected in it.
I hadn’t noticed the full extent of the damage beneath my clothes, but now I see it.
My body was riddled with wounds, soaked in blood, most of them self-inflicted.
Stabbed by knives and burned by fire, and my wrists were marred with fang marks.
Even though this body can’t die easily, it was far from invincible.
Regenerating those wounds consumed a considerable amount of energy. When that energy is depleted, the wounds remain unhealed.
Looking at my reflection, I realized how much I had torn myself apart. What was once a body with some beauty was now drenched in blood.
I knew how to regenerate. All it took was drinking blood. Perhaps this body had been designed that way from the start.
It’s impossible to move endlessly without eating, right? No matter how strange this body is, in the end, it’s still a living being. It hasn’t deviated too far from the common sense I once knew.
The knife wounds stung. But I didn’t feel the urge to regenerate them because to do so, I’d need to hurt someone else again.
I didn’t want to live by drinking someone else’s blood.
I can’t kill humans. Even though I’m no longer one, I was human once.
If I waited like this, I would finally fall into the rest I desperately wanted.
Death is frightening, but sometimes life can be even scarier.
So I waited.
For everything to end and the existence called ‘me’ to disappear from this world.
But something unexpected happened.
The wounds on my body, reflected in the mirror, began to heal. Split skin fused back together, and blood regenerated. Also, my body, which had been on the verge of collapse, was regaining vitality.
“……How?”
I refused to believe what I was seeing.
This shouldn’t be happening.
I had used up all my energy. My body was at its limit, barely able to move.
Yet, somehow, life was returning to it. And there was only one way for this body to recover energy.
“That can’t be.”
It can’t be.
I hadn’t eaten any humans. I’d been here this whole time.
But… is that really true?
I had the eerie sensation that the reflection in the mirror was speaking to me.
The Iria in the mirror looked at me and whispered a cruel truth, one I wasn’t ready to accept; that I am a murderer. That I killed people.
“That…… It wasn’t me,” I whispered.
My body acted on its own. I lost control and lost consciousness, and when I came to my senses, it was already over.
And now…
It was happening again.
The more people I killed, the more blood I drank, and the further I drifted from humanity.
How many more will this out-of-control body take this time? The fear of it overwhelmed me, and I crumpled to the ground.
I just wanted to escape this nightmare. I just wanted to close my eyes forever without harming anyone else.
But the nightmare kept dragging me down, pulling me deeper into its clutches as I tried to break free. Binding me tighter.
I only wanted to kill the monster within me, but all I’ve done is create another disaster.
Each time my body slaughtered humans without my consent, I felt the horror of it even here.
The emotions and fragments of humanity I still held onto were fading.
Like sinking beneath the surface into deep, suffocating waters, I was steadily losing my grip on what made me human.
The final reflection I saw in the mirror looked more like a monster than a person.
***
-Central Empire, a place called Dusty Lane. Commonly known as the back alley.-
Although it is within the Empire’s boundaries, it has long since been perceived as a separate world.
From the beginning, citizens held a deeply negative view of the place.
It was full of filth, overrun with garbage, and had become a den for criminals.
Homeless people gathered there, further adding to the squalor.
The Empire’s knights had long stopped patrolling the area; it was too unsavory for them to bother.
Was that why?
-Kuguuuung.
The response to the monster’s appearance came too late.
Being on the outskirts of the Empire, it took time for the knights to arrive. By the time they did, everyone in the back alley was already dead.
Everything collapsed and burned, leaving behind only ruins.
News of the back alley’s destruction reached the upper ranks of the knights. A monster had appeared within the Empire, and thick, ominous magical energy had enveloped the area.
Sertia, the one with the final decision-making authority, knew this was no ordinary situation. She immediately dispatched the strongest force she had available.
With magical energy blanketing the area, numbers would mean nothing. Any ordinary knight who set foot there would be rendered powerless.
So, only one person was sent.
Her light sky-blue hair fluttered in the air.
Her name was Freya, but many called her the Sword Saint.
She was the Empire’s first general, undeniably its most powerful warrior.
Excluding Sertia, who could no longer fight on the frontlines, Freya was the strongest human in the Empire. And she stepped into the heart of Dusty Lane.
The area had mostly collapsed into ruins, yet Freya held her sword steady.
A single figure stood at the center of the reddish magical energy and the sea of flames.
A girl with silver hair.
It was an alien sight.
In this vast ruin, she was the only living being.
Except for the girl, all humans were dead. The back alley now reeked of death.
“Are you the back alley monster?”
“……”
Freya points the sword in her hand at the girl.
The monster before her was far different from what she had imagined.
She had expected a ferocious, towering beast. But standing before her was a girl with a strikingly beautiful appearance.
Even so, Freya didn’t let her guard down.
Regardless of appearance, what was before her eyes was the worst murderer who had killed all the humans in this area.
Freya met the monster’s red eyes like that.
Those clear eyes, even in the gloom, looked disturbingly empty, as if their owner had been lost somewhere else.
The pressure they exerted was overwhelming. Freya, facing the girl, felt a splitting headache.
Was this a mental attack?
She quickly decided she should no longer meet those eyes.
Closing her eyes, Freya could still sense everything. In this desolate wasteland, the monster’s presence stood out like a beacon.
She could see even with her eyes closed. She was a swordswoman who relied more on senses than sight.
Freya asks the monster with her eyes closed.
“If you’re human, state your identity. If not, I’ll cut you down.”
“……”
There is no answer. A heavy silence settled between the human and the monster.
After some time passed like that.
“It seems you’re not human after all.”
With that, she struck.
The greatest swordswoman in the Empire cleaved the sky with a single stroke.
Iria extended her black needles, but she was too late. Freya, in motion, was faster.
The sound of a sharp sword cutting through something’s skin echoed.
For the first time, a wound inflicted by a human was engraved on Iria’s body.
But it regenerated quickly, sustained by the lives of the hundreds she had taken.
“……”
Iria’s expression shifted as the pain registered.
Pain often pulls reason back to the surface. Part of her berserk mind, overwhelmed by her uncontrollable power, slowly began to return.
Iria glanced around, trying to understand what was happening.
But her clarity was short-lived. Freya struck again, her relentless sword swings interrupting Iria’s thoughts.
How could Iria describe this feeling?
“……”
It was irritating.
***
I turn my head and look at the atrocity I committed.
I’ve killed countless humans by now, becoming a living disaster that burned part of the Empire.
And,
I killed the only person who was kind to me since I fell into this world—with my own hands.
How do I know?
When I regained consciousness after the magical energy spread, memories of the humans who had died flooded my mind.
The sensation of all those memories tangling together clouded my thoughts; it wasn’t something I could describe as good, even if I tried to lie.
Among them were Riana’s memories.
I remember grabbing her with my own hands, sinking my fangs into her. That memory came with a sharp, piercing headache.
I killed Riana.
Maybe I knew this was going to happen all along. That’s why I tried not to see her again.
How could something no longer human stay close to a human? This would’ve happened sooner or later if she hadn’t left my side.
I was sad that Riana died.
I felt guilty for killing so many humans.
But,
“……”
It wasn’t enough to make me cry, and it didn’t feel as sad as I thought it would.
Instead, I felt a deep, hollow emptiness. As if most of me had drained away.
It was that kind of day.
‘It would’ve been nice if it were raining.’
There was too much blood on my body.
But there was no rain to wash it away.
In the end, I had to walk away, feeling filthy.
“Sleep well, Freya.”
That was all I said to the woman who had collapsed, bleeding, on the ground.
Black needles had pierced her entire body. She’d die soon.
The stump of my severed right arm throbbed.
Even for a body like mine, capable of quick regeneration, losing a limb was troublesome.
Not that it mattered anymore.
“……”
I walked through the ruins of the back alley.
It was a place where nothing remained now, but it still felt like home to me.
I had nowhere else to go.
The back alley was quiet today.
It seemed it would stay quiet from now on too.
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The familiar ceiling. The familiar scenery.
I sat up in my loose clothing after waking from a long sleep.
As expected, it’s this memory again.
A year and several months ago, I realized I couldn’t kill myself through ordinary means.
It wasn’t theoretically impossible, but one wrong step would lead to a greater disaster.
Fearing that, I stopped trying to kill myself after that day.
Now, I feed on humans once a week. I know all too well what happens if I don’t.
After the incident, the back alleys were quiet for a while. Rumors of a monster lurking there further discouraged people from coming.
So now, these alleys have become my private domain.
The Empire tried to rebuild the collapsed alley a few times, but after I ate everyone who came, they stopped sending people.
“…Ah.”
This is why I hate revisiting memories.
Since falling into this world, none of my memories are good. No matter which one surfaces, it’s always a nightmare.
Of course, the present isn’t much different. It’s still a nightmare.
“……”
I wonder how far Ariel will grow.
It seems I’ll have to wait and see whether I’ll die in the final moment or if he will.
***
Two days had passed since the incident.
With classes canceled and everyone busy rebuilding, Iria decided to visit Ariel in the hospital.
It wasn’t that she had any special reason to see him. She just didn’t have anything else to do.
Entering the familiar hospital room, she saw Ariel and Sera lying side by side in one room.
What’s this? Aren’t hospital rooms supposed to be separated by gender?
Apparently, the women’s rooms were already full. They put Sera in with Ariel since they seemed close.
“Oh, it’s Iria.”
As she entered the room, Sera waved her hand.
Seeing Sera after two days was, well…
“Wait, patient! You can’t get up yet!”
“Let go! Iria is right there… Ugh!”
“……”
She still didn’t seem quite normal.
Trying to move despite her severe injuries, she groaned as her wounds reopened. An ambiguous moan echoed in the room, shared by a man and woman.
It’s unclear if she was aware of it herself, but her naturally youthful voice tended to spark inappropriate imagination.
Ariel, who had been relatively quiet in the hospital room, sighed as if used to Sera’s behavior.
Iria once again had to watch Sera and the nurse struggle.
Still, today was relatively calm. Usually, she would have run out of the hospital room on the first day, but it seems she was injured badly enough that even her tenacity couldn’t overcome it.
Well, of course.
Honestly, it was impressive that she didn’t die.
“Are you here to visit?”
Iria nodded at Sera’s question.
These two were the most severely injured in the recent academy attack. At the same time, they were being hailed as the ones who contributed the most to resolving the incident.
Apparently, they played a big role when even the professors had given up.
Those who saw Ariel slice through the giant monster at the end were especially left speechless. They praised his achievements endlessly, saying the hero of this generation had finally succeeded in unleashing his power.
Ariel had already surpassed the level of the academy’s professors. He might even be comparable to an Empire’s general in terms of pure strength.
Moreover, he exerted an even stronger influence than a general regarding monsters and magical beings. He had already entered the ranks of the top tier.
‘I guess that’s why he’s the protagonist.’
The scarier part was that his potential for growth still seemed limitless.
This is why the bloodline of the one who killed the Demon King is frightening. While the talented humans of the previous generation all died in the war, the new buds of this generation were gradually emerging.
It wasn’t just Ariel who had crossed the threshold, though his achievements overshadowed the others.
“Iria! Hey, can you come over here for a second? I can’t move right now, so you’ll have to come to me.”
Iria shifted her steps towards Sera at her call.
Iria had seen Sera fight the giant monster. Withstanding that much magical energy with one’s body wasn’t something possible just by being good at handling flames.
And she had done it not once but twice.
If looking at individual talent alone, Sera might be the most outstanding.
As much as Ariel was growing, Sera was also developing her talents at a terrifying pace.
“Why?”
Iria approached Sera and asked. If someone calls you over, there must be a reason.
“No, no. Come a little closer.”
“……”
Sera gestured for her to come closer with a small smile.
Feeling a bit uneasy, Iria took one more step forward.
Then Sera embraced Iria. For a moment, her breath was taken away by the presence of Sera’s large chest.
“Urk.”
“Got you!”
Sera exclaimed as she stroked Iria’s hair. A bit roughly.
Iria briefly considered using force to break free but decided against it since Sera was a patient.
Instead, she asked her:
“What are you doing?”
“Well, I don’t know why, but it feels like I haven’t seen you in ages. Iria, your hair is so long and fluffy? It seems like it would be perfect to hug while sleeping…”
“……”
“Eeek?!”
Iria was only able to escape Sera’s embrace after poking her wound with a finger.
She could breathe again.
After breaking free, Iria asked,
“It hasn’t been that long, has it?”
After all, weren’t they together on the day of the incident? However, they ended up going in different directions.
The incident happened just two days ago, so it couldn’t have been that long by any measure.
“I just felt like I hadn’t seen you in a while. It’s really boring in the hospital room, so time passes slowly. And Ariel over there is so stoic. He’s no fun. Plus, Ariel is being discharged today! Isn’t it too much to leave me behind?”
“There are too many injured people and not enough hospital rooms. If I’m healed, I should vacate the bed quickly.”
Ariel, who had been quietly listening, opened his mouth. It was a reasonable explanation, but for some reason, Sera made an expression of annoyance.
“I-I can be discharged too, you know…”
“This time, don’t overdo it and just get treatment quietly. You almost died this time.”
“Ugh……”
Sera pouted, unable to refute Ariel’s cold words.
Sera’s body, lying on the bed, was severely injured. It would probably take a few days to fully recover, even for someone like her.
It was quite a harsh punishment for someone as excessively active as her. She was paying the price here for recklessly risking her life in the Seed of the Demon King subjugation mission.
“Iria? Can’t you at least stay with me? If I’m left alone in the hospital room, I think I’ll die of loneliness.”
“I don’t want to.”
“You’re just as cold-hearted as Ariel.”
“So what?”
“……”
After giving a short answer, Iria turned her gaze towards Ariel.
Unlike Sera, who had suffered critical injuries, Ariel, who hadn’t been severely wounded, was controlling the overflowing starlight.
Even if he had been badly injured, he would have regenerated with it.
Having crossed the threshold through his battle with the Seed, he didn’t seem accustomed to the newly felt sensations. He appeared to still be in the adaptation stage.
He, too, had stepped into the realm of superhumans, no longer an ordinary human. Everything must feel unfamiliar to him. All his senses had increased dramatically from before.
Ariel sat up and called for a nurse to formally process his discharge.
After that,
“Iria.”
“Yes.”
“Shall we take a walk?”
He looked like he had something he wanted to say.
Iria was interested in what Ariel had to say. He was the only human whose memories she couldn’t read. Moreover, he was the protagonist of this world.
The more she knew about him, the better.
“Yes.”
Iria nodded and followed behind Ariel.
She felt slightly sorry for Sera, who was left alone, but she’d manage somehow. Iria didn’t worry about it and went outside. The air outside the hospital room was fresh.
Someone stuck in the hospital room for the next few days wouldn’t be able to smell it though.
***
Iria’s POV
This wasn’t the first time Iria had been left alone with Ariel. They had also been alone when sparring with wooden swords on the back mountain.
But it was a bit different from then. The atmosphere, you could say. The current him was quite different from the Ariel of that time.
A sharper, heavier aura could be felt. It meant he had risen to the ranks of strong ones that I would acknowledge. If I fought him now, I might have to give up an arm or so.
And he definitely seemed more relaxed than before. More so than when he was swinging his sword desperately to get stronger as quickly as possible.
I followed behind him as he walked ahead. His black hair fluttered with his movements.
Leaving the hospital room, we walked along the path. But Ariel never opened his mouth. How far would we have to walk to hear what he had to say?
I didn’t know.
I just followed him until the surroundings changed to a dense forest. It was the mountainside behind the academy where we had sparred with wooden swords.
“Iria.”
As if he had arrived at his desired location, Ariel called my name. I didn’t bother to answer verbally but nodded my head in response.
His calm blue eyes turned towards me. And he asked me:
“Are you hiding anything from us?”
“……?”
Silence fell in the mountain where only Ariel and I were present.
I hesitated to answer as I couldn’t grasp the intention behind his words, and Ariel didn’t elaborate for a while.
Ariel sat down in a suitable spot and slowly continued:
“I’m sorry if the question was sudden. You might not know, but I recently awakened my starlight. I feel like my senses, and things like that, have become more sensitive than usual.”
“……”
“I’m not sure yet either, but I can tell you’re incredibly strong. Probably even more than I am now. I’m not certain, but there’s one thing I think I can say for sure.”
Ariel paused for a moment before continuing. He seemed to be carefully considering whether he should say this out loud.
Of course, I was anxious waiting. Unlike with other humans, I couldn’t read Ariel’s memories. I wouldn’t have known his thoughts if I hadn’t heard it directly from him.
And after a while, he opened his mouth.
“……The stars are wary of you.”
It seemed like a statement with multiple implications.
I couldn’t read his memories, but I could guess from his expression.
Ariel was wary of me.
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When Ariel opened his eyes in the hospital room, a new world, distinct from before, unfolded.
Starlight overflowed within his body, and all objects and people seemed to move slowly.
It felt as if he alone was detached from the flow of time, like he had stepped into a world where everything was cast in black and white.
‘Is this the influence of the stars?’
It seemed like it would take quite some time to adapt. Everything felt unfamiliar and looked different.
When looking at humans, he could roughly see how strong they were and what path they had walked because his vision was overlaid with starlight.
And then.
The moment Iria entered the hospital room, his perception changed once again.
She harbored an alien energy within her body that Ariel had never seen before. Was she even human to begin with?
He wasn’t sure.
He had never seen such an ominous aura before.
Ariel extended his starlight to get a general idea of what kind of person Iria was, but,
“Ugh?!”
He was rejected.
Ariel couldn’t read anything about Iria. Instead, Ariel’s head felt like it was about to split from the attempt.
Iria’s mere presence negated the star’s vision. It was an enormous presence that contrasted with her seemingly harmless appearance.
Did others not even notice such a massive presence?
Come to think of it, Ariel hadn’t noticed until he awakened the star’s vision. Perhaps this feeling was something only he was experiencing.
That’s why he called her out to a place without people. Just as Iria was interested in Ariel, Ariel was also concerned about her.
Iria followed Ariel’s call without saying a word. She was still a dazzlingly beautiful girl, at least in appearance.
Long, flowing silver-white hair and a cold impression that exuded a somewhat mysterious atmosphere.
But that couldn’t be all there was to her.
Iria’s red eyes resembled something non-human. What did they resemble? Ariel thought for a moment as he looked into her eyes.
And he realized.
Iria’s eyes looking at Ariel resembled those of the wolf he had seen that day.
Was Iria human?
To the question that arose in his mind, the stars answered that she was not.
Ariel didn’t believe what the stars said. He wanted to meet her and find out for himself.
***
A heavy silence hung between the two on the mountainside behind the academy, where ordinary people didn’t tread.
The stars were wary of Iria. Therefore, Ariel was also skeptical of Iria. But Ariel hadn’t called her out to be hostile.
Rather, it was to clear up any misunderstandings.
He wanted to conclude that the massive presence he had felt was close to just a feeling and that Iria was still a harmless being.
He felt that a conversation with her was necessary for that.
“Iria.”
“Yes.”
“There’s something I want to ask.”
“Go ahead.”
As both were not very talkative people to begin with, the conversation consisted of short sentences.
But the emotions in the conversation were not shallow. Ariel hesitated to say what he wanted to say, and Iria was slightly tense.
While maintaining her usual expressionless face, she was subtly observing Ariel’s expression.
She could just erase his memory if worse came to worse, but that was impossible with Ariel, which was the problem. Not only could she not read his memories, but hypnosis and brainwashing didn’t work on him either.
All mental attacks were ineffective against him. It wasn’t this bad even when putting Sera or Albert to sleep.
So she had to answer carefully to the incoming question. Since she couldn’t erase his memory, she would have no choice but to kill Ariel.
After some time had passed, Ariel opened his mouth.
“……Are you human, Iria?”
It was indeed a difficult question to answer.
Iria remained silent. Of course, she couldn’t tell the truth. The moment it was revealed that she was a monster, destruction would follow.
Should she lie?
“……”
But how?
Iria was not good at lying. She never needed to learn. She was strong from the beginning and could manipulate people’s memories at will. There was never really a situation where she needed to lie.
Uttering a clumsy lie would be no different from confessing herself. So Iria swallowed her silence, unable to answer.
Ariel slowly continued. It was to deny the whispers of the stars. At least Ariel wanted to believe that she was human like him.
“……I’d like you to answer just this.”
“I don’t understand the intention of your question.”
However, as this was a sensitive issue for Iria, her attitude was sharp.
Although her expression or voice did not change, Ariel thought she seemed angrier than usual.
No, upon closer observation, there were changes.
Her eyebrows and the area between them trembled slightly. It was a subtle change that Ariel wouldn’t have noticed if this was his first time seeing Iria.
But having seen her continuously for the past few days, he knew. Today’s Iria was sharper than usual.
Had his hasty question provoked her instead? Ariel swallowed dryly.
Iria took a step closer and continued speaking.
“Is that all you have to say after calling someone to a place like this? I’m not some doll that stays still even when hearing rude words.”
“That’s not what I……”
“Do I look like a monster to you too, Ariel? Without even knowing how much of a curse it is to be born with red eyes in this world.”
She pressured Ariel, continuing to speak in a calm voice devoid of inflection.
She wasn’t really angry. To begin with, Iria was less adept at feeling emotions than humans.
She thought this was the only way to avoid answering while making excuses. Since she was poor at lying, she mixed what used to be truth in the past with lies in a subtle way.
Even Iria herself couldn’t recognize the lies mixed in with the truth. That’s why Ariel couldn’t utter a word until she finished speaking.
Iria’s red eyes were flashing.
“Are you saying that I’m not even human in your eyes, Ariel? If you doubt my identity, you can kill me right here. There would be no witnesses now.”
“Iria!”
“……What?”
Even while uttering cruel words, Iria’s expression remained unchanged.
That’s because her words weren’t mere bluster. If someone had the ability, she could die for anyone. Rather, she felt like asking them to do so.
But it’s questionable whether such a being exists in this world.
Iria drew Ariel’s sword for him, making him grasp it. Then she placed the blade against her own neck.
Her red eyes didn’t move an inch, even with a sword at her throat. They were just staring intently at Ariel’s eyes, emitting a clear light.
“You can find out whether I’m human or not by cutting me. I’m giving you the opportunity to confirm the truth.”
In truth, if the current Ariel were to swing his sword as Iria said, red magical energy would burst out reflexively, slicing Ariel’s neck.
At a glance, it might seem like she was betting on her own life, but in reality, it was the opposite. Iria held Ariel’s life in her neck.
Since one of them would have to die someday anyway. Even if that happened a bit sooner, Iria had nothing to lose.
And above all.
“……”
“……”
She knew he couldn’t do it anyway.
Although she couldn’t read Ariel’s thoughts, she had grasped his human nature so far.
Ariel couldn’t swing this sword. Even now, his hand holding the sword was trembling.
Iria waits again today.
The monster, who is clumsy with emotions and unable to choose for herself, passes the right to choose to others.
Waiting is something Iria is good at. There was nothing else she was more accustomed to.
And silence follows the wait. It took some time for Ariel to show any reaction to Iria’s eccentric behavior.
Ariel.
“……I’m sorry.”
He apologized.
He steps back a few paces and sheathes his sword.
Knowing nothing about Iria, he seems to think that his verbal misstep had touched on her trauma.
That wasn’t his intention, but he ended up hurting her again this time.
The conversation between the two ended more anticlimactically than expected. After hearing the apology, Iria immediately turned around as if there was no more value in continuing the conversation.
“Ariel.”
“……I’m listening.”
“Don’t try to know too much about me.”
It was too early for Ariel to understand Iria.
Even though he had become stronger than before, he hadn’t yet been given the qualification.
If he continues to grow like this and a day comes when he can talk to Iria as an equal, he might naturally come to know.
“Forget about today.”
At least, that wasn’t now.
If he tried to dig any deeper, one of them would die. And the person dying would most likely be Ariel.
Today’s Ariel was enchanted by the monster of the back alley.
***
Ariel had attempted to have a conversation with Iria but failed.
He didn’t expect Iria to react so sensitively to his question.
-Do I look like a monster to you too, Ariel?
-Without even knowing how much of a curse it is to be born with red eyes in this world.
Was he lacking in consideration?
Perhaps Iria had grown up being treated as something non-human since childhood.
After all, humans with red eyes are truly rare to find.
With that premise, he could somewhat guess what kind of past Iria had. She must have grown up in a dark environment.
She seemed very accustomed to being treated like a monster.
As if she had heard it to the point of being sick of it before.
But even though her sensitive spot was poked, she didn’t show signs of being shaken. Although her attitude was sharp and she acted eccentrically, she didn’t lose her characteristic calmness.
That appearance also made her look like someone who had become numb from repeated wounds.
“……”
Ariel blamed himself. He should have been more careful before asking the question.
Iria’s eyes looked similar to a monster’s for a moment, and he seemed to have been focused only on that.
From that day, Ariel’s gaze towards Iria was engraved with sympathy and compassion.
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Ariel climbed the mountainside behind the academy once again today. This time, he wasn’t with Iria.
The sharp clashing of swords echoed through the air. These weren’t ordinary sword strikes; they belonged to those who had surpassed a certain threshold. Each swing tore through the wind, cutting through the earth beneath them.
The terrain bore the brunt of their exchange. When superhumans crossed swords, their surroundings didn’t remain unscathed.
Trees fell one by one, sliced cleanly, while dense starlight spilled across the ground.
Ariel exhaled roughly after the latest clash. He had expected this intensity, but even so, there was no holding back.
His opponent, Freya, was pushing him harder than ever. Her movements were sharper, more refined,
Was this her full power? Even Ariel, who had sparred countless times with the Sword Saint, had never seen her like this.
He was being pushed back, albeit slightly. But the fact that the Empire’s greatest swordsman was taking him seriously meant one thing: Ariel had reached a level where he was truly being acknowledged.
Today, for the first time, he was acknowledged by his master.
Ariel wrapped dense starlight around his blade, swinging it with a technique Freya had taught him.
It was a strike far too powerful to use against any ordinary human. But he trusted his master and believed fully in her ability to withstand it.
He swung a single, wide arc, and his sword crashed into Freya’s with heavy force. For a brief moment, Freya twisted her blade to deflect the strike.
However, it wasn’t enough to fully divert the flood of starlight. A faint line appeared on her pale cheek, the only mark left by the onslaught.
Freya touched the cut absently, her fingers brushing the blood that now stained her skin.
“We’ll stop here for today,” she said, sheathing her sword.
As soon as those words ended, Ariel collapsed on the spot. He had used every last drop of strength in that final blow.
Normally, Freya would have left immediately after sparring. But today was different.
She remained, resting on a tree stump that had been felled in their battle.
“Your mind seemed to wander. Did something happen?”
Freya’s gaze flicked toward Ariel as she brushed her sweat-soaked hair back from her face.
Ariel paused at her question, lost in thought.
He recalled what had happened recently, how he had unintentionally hurt Iria.
Having red eyes didn’t necessarily mean someone wasn’t human. It could be the result of a unique constitution or a rare illness.
His reaction had been driven by panic, spurred by the whispers of the stars. He regretted it.
But was this really something to share with his master right now?
Ariel’s expression shifted as he shook his head. “No, it’s nothing.”
“That’s good then.”
Freya’s response was formal, but she looked at him with genuine surprise, her usual sternness momentarily replaced by curiosity.
The growth of the boy who had once struggled to parry even one of her strikes was astonishing. Could someone grow this much in so little time?
It was hard to believe he was the same person.
“You’ve become strong. More than I expected.”
“Still not enough to match you, though.”
“No,” Freya replied. “I’m surprised. I didn’t expect such progress.”
Now, she understood what Sertia had meant about having high hopes for this generation.
Freya was acknowledging Ariel as a superhuman.
“I suppose the recent incident was the catalyst. I’m just sorry I couldn’t step in,” she added.
“It couldn’t be helped,” Ariel replied.
On the day the academy was attacked by monsters, Freya had received the news too late. She had headed for the academy immediately, but a thick barrier had prevented her from entering.
It had taken too long to break through the multi-layered defenses. By the time Freya had created a hole in the barrier and entered, the battle was nearly over.
In the end, Freya led the reinforcements to mop up the remaining monsters and end the chaos.
Even so, Freya seemed to carry some guilt despite having taken the best possible actions. Her sense of responsibility was unwavering.
Ariel shook his head as if to reassure her. “No one could have prevented it. It wasn’t your fault.”
“……”
Freya remained silent.
She was always a woman of few words, but this silence felt deeper. She was undoubtedly blaming herself for her perceived failure to act that day.
Sensing the heavy atmosphere, Ariel tried to shift the conversation.
“By the way,” he said, “may I ask how you got that scar on your face? I don’t remember seeing it before.”
He had known Freya since childhood but had only recently reunited with her.
When they met again after Ariel became a second-year student, she looked different.
There were scars he hadn’t seen before.
Could a being in the Empire be capable of doing that to humanity’s strongest swordsman?
That’s why Ariel asks.
“Who made those wounds?”
“……”
Freya doesn’t respond immediately. She gazes up at the sky, lost in the memories of the past.
And then.
“Have you ever heard of the name ‘Back Alley Monster’?”
“Yes.”
“The story of the Back Alley Monster is not just a rumor. It probably exists somewhere in the Empire, even now.”
Whenever the scar on her face ached, Freya would remember that day. The vivid memories of a battle she could never forget.
But strangely, she couldn’t recall the monster’s appearance. The fight itself was seared into her mind, yet the details of its physical form eluded her.
Her memory had been tampered with.
“It was the most bizarre being I’ve ever encountered. Despite its overwhelming power, its movements were clumsy, almost amateurish, like it was fighting for the first time.”
“……”
“As you know, Ariel, having great power doesn’t automatically make someone strong. That’s why, in the beginning, I was able to dominate the battle.”
Freya continued.
The creature had incredible regenerative abilities but nothing else, or so she thought. It seemed incapable of regenerating endlessly, and Freya was confident she could subdue it.
But then.
“I couldn’t subdue the Back Alley Monster.”
“Why… is that?”
“As the fight went on, the monster’s strength grew exponentially. It was like watching someone with immense talent in combat learning on the fly.”
The more strikes it took, the more precise its movements became. It was as if it was intuitively learning how to fight, improving with every blow.
This wasn’t just talent. It was terrifying. The speed at which it learned and adapted was unnatural, monstrous.
What had started as a one-sided fight gradually shifted. First, the battle became even. Then, it tilted in the monster’s favor.
By the end, it mimicked Freya’s sword strikes with eerie precision.
It saw.
It learned.
It imitated.
Like a living, breathing combat machine.
“Be cautious of the Back Alley Monster,” Freya warned.
“If you truly plan to subdue all the Seeds of the Demon King, you will eventually face it.”
It had been over a year since that monster, which grew stronger with time, had been left unchecked.
Freya seemed uneasy, wondering how much more powerful it had become.
“Remember this. The opponent you need to surpass isn’t just me.”
Today, Freya acknowledged Ariel’s strength. But now, the goal Ariel, humanity’s hope, should strive for lay beyond Freya herself.
The Sword Saint had left advice for the next hero. Advice that might be her last.
After all, once Ariel surpassed her, there would be no more guidance she could offer as his superior.
***
The academy lay in ruins, but reconstruction was underway.
Some subjects had resumed classes, and students who had completed their treatments were attending, regardless of their year.
However, with so many vacancies among the professors, few subjects were still being taught.
As a result, an unusually large number of students had gathered in a single lecture hall.
And.
“Hey, did you hear? Someone was walking alone in the opposite direction while monsters poured into the academy.”
“They say it was a student with bright red hair. Does anyone know who that is?”
“They also say that person killed the giant monster. Apparently, they looked like Iria from the first year.”
“Isn’t it Iria? Who else could it be besides Ariel and Iria? They said it was a female student, so it’s not Ariel. It has to be Iria, right?”
In the middle of the lecture hall, Iria sat quietly, enduring the intense gazes and whispered conversations directed at her.
“……”
Today, she felt like leaving early.
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Iria was well-known among the students. In a short span, she had caused almost as many incidents as Ariel.
By now, every student at the academy had heard of her. In fact, there were probably more people who knew her than those who didn’t.
So, when a new rumor surfaced, it was hardly surprising: the mysterious student seen wandering around the academy on the day of the incident was, supposedly, Iria.
Of course, no one dared gossip about it openly before her. There was no benefit in making an enemy of one of the strongest students at the Imperial Academy.
Instead, they whispered in hushed tones.
They assumed Iria wouldn’t hear them since she was quite far away.
‘I can hear everything though.’
With senses far sharper than the average human’s, Iria caught every word.
“…”
As usual, she didn’t react.
It was just an unconfirmed, baseless rumor. Wouldn’t it die down after causing a brief commotion?
Still, she disliked being the center of attention. Feeling the weight of their stares, she left the lecture hall.
Today, she needed to escape this stifling atmosphere and feel the breeze.
***
People fear the unknown. This is because it is directly related to survival.
In the end, it’s instinct. Those inside the academy building on the day of the incident still couldn’t forget the nightmare.
That day, monsters they’d never seen before poured out.
Classmates, friends they’d seen just the day before, died easily, and the scent of blood lingered in the air.
It was a place where nightmares echoed.
Hiding somewhere in the building, eyes squeezed shut, students heard everything.
The sound of windows shattering, the roars of giant monsters, the fierce clashes of battle, and the horrible screams of their peers begging for their lives.
Even at an elite institution like the Imperial Academy, most students were focused on theory and had no real experience.
Only a select few could push past the fear of death and take action.
The rest? They panicked, ran blindly, or couldn’t move at all, their legs giving out beneath them.
But amidst the chaos, a girl walked toward the monsters.
She was an existence that emitted a very ominous energy from her whole body.
Judging by her uniform, she was a student at the academy. A mere student, walking toward beings even the professors couldn’t handle.
In the eyes of the other students, this red-clad girl was just as much an unknown as the monsters. They didn’t know what she was, and that made them afraid.
Was she a monster in disguise? Or a human under a monster’s control?
Fear is contagious. The unknown spread like an infection among the students.
Naturally, they whispered among themselves.
So many things had happened that day, and rumors swirled. But as Iria walked, she frequently overheard stories about the red girl.
Normally, she wouldn’t pay attention to rumors. Iria wasn’t the type to listen to idle gossip.
But,
“Um… About that rumor of the red student. Is that you, Iria?”
“Who are you?”
“I was just asking…”
“It’s not me, so go away.”
There are always exceptions. While most people at the Empire’s top institution had reasonable minds, a few didn’t.
Some couldn’t just let rumors stay rumors.
And that was why Iria’s life had become more bothersome, much like when she first took the top spot.
Most people ran away in fear at her glare, but factions that disliked her always existed.
Fame comes with both admiration and hatred. If some people admired Iria, others were bound to oppose her.
They were usually groups jealous of her skills, talent, and appearance. She had everything, even as a first-year student, and for that, they resented her.
It wasn’t that they had reasons to dislike her, they created reasons because they already disliked her.
What started as a simple rumor began to warp in strange ways once it reached their ears.
They claimed Iria was an accomplice to the monster attack on the academy.
Of course, it was a ridiculous and false rumor, but that’s the power of gossip.
You can twist any lie as much as you like.
“Hey, look over there. Iria’s passing by. How shameless. Doesn’t she feel any guilt?”
“But are we sure it’s her? Just because she looks like the red girl doesn’t mean it’s Iria. And even if it is, I don’t buy that she’s an accomplice.”
“You’re missing the point. It’s not about the truth. What matters is that I hate her—and now we’ve got a reason to.”
“Isn’t that just a witch hunt then?”
“So what if it is?”
Amelia, the top third-year student, smiled brightly as she spoke.
Despite holding the top spot, she was fully aware of her talent and strength. And though she hated to admit it, she had to acknowledge that Iria’s talent was beyond hers. That much had been clear after witnessing Iria’s battle with Sera.
Amelia had once lost to Sera in a duel, so seeing Iria defeat her meant only one thing, Iria was stronger.
That fact didn’t sit well with her.
The second-year students were famously considered a “golden generation,” but it was still a bitter pill to swallow being surpassed by someone two years below her. Frankly, it was unacceptable.
Despite having risen to the top through countless competitions, many were stronger than her.
Amelia’s skills weren’t lacking; it was just that the students above and below her were on a different level.
Still, those around her often claimed she was only in her position because of luck and timing.
Whenever she heard that her hard-earned top seat was due to “good fortune,” her teeth would clench in frustration.
So now, Amelia was smiling.
“It’d be nice if she crumbled because of this. Maybe she’ll even withdraw on her own.”
“Are you sure this is okay?”
“Who cares? Honestly, I never liked her eye color. She’s always had that ominous look.”
One thing was certain: Iria’s school life was about to become much more difficult.
In that sense, Amelia couldn’t help but feel a little excited. She was still the top student, after all, with connections and power to back her.
Today had been mild, but she was looking forward to how things would unfold tomorrow.
***
When it came to rumors, everyone reacted a little differently.
Broadly, people either believed or dismissed them. But if you looked closely, there were many shades in between.
Some believed even the most outlandish stories if they contained a hint of possibility.
And even those who didn’t believe them were still unlikely to think positively of someone targeted by such rumors.
That was what Amelia was leading them towards. To completely drag down Iria’s image within the school.
The only thing that worried her a little was Sera, naturally.
Sera’s influence was well-known throughout the school, and Iria happened to be close to her.
But now was the perfect opportunity. Sera had been seriously injured and was still hospitalized, wasn’t she?
‘As long as I’m careful around her friends, Iria should be easy to deal with.’
Iria was easy to deal with, or at least, that’s what Amelia thought.
It wasn’t that Iria lacked skills. She rarely acted unless provoked, making her seem like an easy target.
Amelia knew Iria had ties to Sera and Ariel, the academy’s strongest. But with Sera in the hospital and Ariel disinterested in these matters, there was an opening.
In fact, Amelia considered using this chance to drive a wedge between Ariel and Iria.
Ariel probably had no interest in Iria.
Why, you ask?
Because their relationship hadn’t developed into anything close to being romantic.
Everyone already knew about the rumor: Iria was like a puppy following Ariel around. Obviously, she had feelings for him, but Ariel kept his distance, only pretending to be close.
He was clearly more attached to Sera. As far as Amelia could tell, he had no real interest in Iria.
With that in mind, Amelia decided to seek out Ariel.
Finding him was easy. He spent most of his time in the swordsmanship training hall.
And so, the one-sided encounter began. Amelia spoke first.
“Honestly, don’t you find Iria a bit… unpleasant? Her red eyes make her look like a monster.”
“…”
Ariel, who had been practicing alone during lunchtime, stopped mid-swing.
She turned her head toward Amelia.
“What did you just say?”
“…Huh?”
Ariel’s expression was anything but typical.
This wasn’t the reaction Amelia had expected.
Suddenly, she felt a sense of danger.
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Ariel had been dwelling on what happened last time.
Because even before that, he had made a mistake with Iria.
Iria had been injured by an explosion of starlight in the swordsmanship training hall.
Though Iria had accepted his apology, the feeling of guilt didn’t easily fade from his heart.
Regardless of her forgiveness, he couldn’t shake the burden it left behind.
But then he made another mistake. This time, it wasn’t an accident but a wound inflicted directly by his words.
He had only wanted an explanation, unaware that his question would reopen Iria’s old trauma.
Seeing her cold expression, he realized how many hidden scars must lie beneath.
Her duller emotions and reluctance to show dislike may be because she had grown numb.
‘Just because someone has red eyes doesn’t mean they’re a monster.’
Thinking of how she must have faced ridicule and disdain just for the way she was born made his heart ache.
Instead of comforting her, he had only added to her pain.
Ariel lowered his head, lost in thought.
‘I was fooled by the whispers of the stars…’
The stars had warned him that Iria wasn’t human.
Ariel didn’t want to believe it, so he tried to confront Iria directly.
That’s probably why he had been so impatient. It wasn’t really Iria he wanted to confront. It was his own fear of what the stars had told him.
‘No, in the end, it’s just an excuse.’
Regardless of his intentions, blaming the stars was only a way to avoid his own guilt.
He knew the fault was his.
He planned to apologize to her soon. Whether she forgave him or not, he had to make things right.
Just as these thoughts weighed on him, Amelia appeared.
“Honestly, don’t you find Iria a bit unpleasant? Her eyes are red, and she seems kind of like a monster.”
“…”
Ariel remained silent momentarily, then slowly turned his head toward her.
“What did you just say?”
His voice was calm, but his face showed cold, simmering anger.
Amelia’s expression faltered at his unexpected reaction.
***
Iria’s POV
I walked through the academy, ignoring the rumors swirling around me.
The words of the weak never even reached my ears.
Whether they feared me or not wasn’t my concern.
They couldn’t expel me anyway.
The occasional fool who dared to speak to me was annoying, but what could those cowards do?
Nothing. They lacked the skill to even challenge me to a duel.
“…”
Still, the matter with Ariel lingered in my mind.
I thought back to that moment on the ridge when he asked me if I was human.
“Hmm.”
How did he know?
Looking back, there were plenty of clues.
The way I was injured by starlight during our duel, my physical abilities exceeded human limits without using mana.
And, of course, my red eyes.
But somehow, I doubted those were the reasons he suspected me.
He doesn’t strike me as someone who would jump to conclusions like that.
Based on what I’ve seen of him, Ariel doesn’t rashly question those he trusts. Especially not someone close to him.
Even though there was plenty to be suspicious of, I knew he wouldn’t have asked me like that without something more.
There must be some other factor I’m unaware of.
‘He’s been different since he awakened to the stars.’
It must be related to that.
Last time, I may have overreacted.
Not that I was truly angry. I just thought it was the best way to hide the truth.
No other solution came to mind. I couldn’t tell him the truth.
It wasn’t a lie, but honestly, I don’t care as much about it now.
Maybe in the past, but I’ve grown too used to it.
And really, what was so bad about asking a monster if they’re a monster?
If anything, Ariel did the right thing. I’m the one who deceived him.
He knew nothing, and yet I hid the truth.
It worked too well on someone as righteous as Ariel—so much that I almost felt guilty for how burdened he seemed.
‘Should I go see him?’
I decided I would meet Ariel again.
Even if I couldn’t resolve our misunderstanding, I wanted him to know I was fine.
It wasn’t hard to guess where he’d be, probably swinging his sword in the training hall.
By the time I finished that thought, I was already standing in front of it.
No one would be here during lunch break, and Ariel would surely be alone.
I opened the door without much thought.
But then…
“I’ll ask you again. What did you just say?”
“Th-that’s not what I meant…”
“Then what did you mean?”
What on earth was happening here?
***
It took some time for Iria, who had just arrived, to grasp the whole situation.
She had to sift through Amelia’s memories to understand the conversation fully.
It took even longer because she couldn’t read Ariel’s memories.
“…”
Iria scratched her cheek.
So, Amelia was the one behind the recent rumors. She had tried to drive a wedge between Ariel and Iria, only for it to backfire.
“Um… Iria? About what happened…”
Iria already knew most of it from reading Amelia’s memories, but Ariel still took his time to explain everything, slowly detailing each point as if to help her understand more deeply and accurately.
Of course, since she knew most of it already, she found herself getting bored, only half-listening while nodding along.
“I don’t really care about what you or Amelia have said.”
Amelia asked in puzzlement, making Iria flinch slightly.
‘Come to think of it, this was our first meeting.’
“Because you’re the top student,” Iria replied, making use of what she’d learned from Amelia’s memories.
The conversation shifted back to the original point.
“So, why did you say those things?”
“…”
Ariel had a rare sharp look on his face.
Usually kind and upright to everyone, he now radiated a cold, controlled anger.
Amelia was flustered. Was this the real Ariel? She’d always thought he was indifferent to the world, focused solely on training.
He was polite, yes, but he kept his distance, preferring to hone his skills over building relationships.
She had assumed he would distance himself from Iria, too—especially now. Surely, if anything interfered with his training, he would sever ties without hesitation.
She’d expected this to be the moment he walked away, indifferent to the outcome.
‘What is this? Why is he so sensitive?!’
Normally, he would have dismissed rumors as irrelevant and focused solely on his training. Yet here he was, standing by Iria’s side.
Why? Why was Iria the exception?
“Well… did I lie?” Amelia’s voice wavered but quickly grew sharper. “In an incident where people got hurt, and the one suspected of causing it did strange things, isn’t it natural for others to feel uneasy? I just let people know what I saw. What’s the problem with that?”
Cornered, Amelia lashed out. Her voice was raised as if shouting her reasoning would make it stronger. She refused to back down, even as she faced the strongest student in the academy.
“In the first place, isn’t it her fault for staying quiet while these rumors spread? If she’s not denying it, doesn’t that mean it’s true?”
It wasn’t wrong.
Iria, who had been listening quietly from the side, actually agreed with her, at least partially. After all, Amelia wasn’t wrong. Iria was at the center of that incident and hadn’t bothered to deny it. Not because she couldn’t, but because she wasn’t particularly good at lying. And, honestly, it just felt like a waste of effort.
The academy, to Iria, was a place to keep an eye on Ariel. That was her priority, not managing rumors.
However, Amelia’s justification didn’t sit well with everyone.
“Amelia Endelson,” Ariel said, his voice cold and unyielding, “you are a coward.”
Amelia flinched, taken aback by his words.
“What?”
“Iria is not an outlet for your filthy emotions. Aren’t you ashamed? A third-year, trying to bully a first-year to make yourself feel better?”
Ariel’s blue eyes gleamed, icy and filled with contempt.
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Iria decided to quietly observe the situation from the side.
Ariel and Amelia were at a standoff in the empty swordsmanship training hall.
Although it seemed like a fight could break out at any moment, if they did, Ariel would overwhelmingly win.
He had already reached a level surpassing even the professors.Amelia stepped back as Ariel’s cold, angry gaze bore down on her.
Of course, he had no intention of resolving this with force. He didn’t want to resort to violence.
Instead, he let out a small sigh.
“Apologize to Iria properly. The recent rumors spread because of you, right? Like you did to me, how many people have you spread them to so far?”
Ariel may have been oblivious to rumors, but he wasn’t stupid.
He understood the power dynamics and influence among the students.
Amelia was among the worst of them. Although she was a powerhouse representing her year, she couldn’t compare to the fourth years or to Ariel in the second year
.
Her inferiority complex, overshadowed by them, was beyond imagination. Her only point of comparison was Iria, a first-year.
A third-year comparing herself to a first-year might seem pathetic, but she couldn’t help but feel the talent gap.
She thought she was at least stronger than Iria when she heard the top first-year’s mana was only 84.
But when Iria defeated Sera, she realized the true difference in talent.
Amelia was merely the weakest genius who became the top student by being born in a good era.
She had become this kind of person because she didn’t want to admit it. A vicious human who wished for others to fall since she couldn’t rise herself.
“… It’s not just me, you know?”
In the end, she didn’t apologize because of her pride.
“First of all, it’s something everyone is talking about. If you’re going to do this, say the same thing to all of them too. Out of so many people, I was just unlucky.”
“…”
“You’re too sensitive, Ariel. Meddling even when the victim is staying quiet. If you don’t want to hear it, then don’t. I’ll disappear like you want me to.”
Her words were lengthy, but that was the gist of it.
It was practically impossible for him to pick out only the worst rumors and make them apologize.
Amelia had provoked him, knowing it was impossible; it was a move to salvage her crumpled pride.
After listening to the conversation from beginning to end, someone spoke up.
“That’s a good idea.”
“?”
“?”
It was Iria.
Her comment didn’t fit the situation.
“…What?”
What was so good? Amelia trembled with unease; Iria was unpredictable.
Soon, she understood what Iria meant.
“You have a point. It would be unfair if some people were punished while others weren’t for the same thing.”
“So what are you going to do about it?”
“I’m going to find each person who spread false rumors and challenge them to a duel. Does that satisfy you?”
“Are you crazy?”
Amelia couldn’t understand it as she was now. It only seemed like the bluffing of a somewhat lacking first-year.
The conversation’s dynamic shifted with Iria’s intrusion, and Amelia left sullenly.
Was it really just a bluff? Ariel thought as he watched her go.
***
At first, Iria had no intention of getting involved.
No matter what they said, there wouldn’t be any direct harm to her.
It was just a little annoying, that’s all.
However,
“Apologize to Iria properly.”
Someone got angry on her behalf.
It was none other than Ariel, who showed hostility even toward the top third-year student for
Iria’s sake.
Feeling something like that for the first time was honestly amazing.
It was unfamiliar but not unpleasant.
She thought she would have no one on her side after that girl died.
“…”
So she didn’t want to leave this matter to Ariel.
After all, it was because of her. Entrusting it to someone else felt a bit awkward.
Ariel probably wouldn’t let this incident slide; he would try to resolve it as much as possible.
Iria didn’t want him to resolve it in her place.
‘It’s something I have to do.’
It was Iria’s responsibility, not Ariel’s. She had just been putting it off because it was bothersome.
That’s why Iria decided to draw her sword.
***
Rumors about Iria were circulating as usual.
People talked about her whether she was there or not. They must have assumed she wouldn’t care today either since she hadn’t before.
“The monster is passing by over there.”
“Hey, be careful. What if she hears?”
“I said it so she would hear. She won’t react anyway.”
“True, no way a first-year would pick a fight with a senior. It’s like making all the upperclassmen your enemy.”
But today, Iria didn’t let it slide.
She turned her head toward the voices and approached.
Grabbing the hand of the female senior who had been badmouthing her, she locked her gaze onto the woman with her red eyes.
“Wh-what are you doing? Let go!”
The woman cried out in surprise.
Iria’s expression remained blank. She wasn’t angry or crying.
That unreadable poker face felt eerie up close.
The terrified woman tried to pull her hand away, but Iria wouldn’t let go.
She simply spoke in a calm voice.
“Duel me.”
“What?”
Then she forcibly dragged her to the dueling grounds.
Ignoring the reactions around her and what the woman was saying, Iria reached the dueling area and defeated the senior that day.
***
Iria’s actions continued.
Whenever she heard people talking about her while walking, she would immediately take them to the dueling grounds and beat them up.
With duels happening several times a day, victims began to appear everywhere.
Of course, her notoriety spread even more in places where Iria wasn’t present.
This was literally crazy behavior.
Though things had become muddled recently, the academy still had a hierarchy by school year.
Even if she was strong, messing with the third years was akin to making all the third years your enemy.
Just getting into a fight with one would be seen as a first-year going after the seniors.
No matter how talented an individual was, they couldn’t be stronger than the entire third year.
So most people thought Iria had picked a fight with the wrong person. They assumed she would be beaten soon.
But the results were different.
Iria was far stronger than they imagined. Strong enough to one-sidedly defeat seniors two years above her.
After losing a few times, they stopped openly badmouthing her.
The rumors didn’t stop. They just changed from insults to warnings.
“…”
But Iria’s hearing was beyond imagination.
Sensitive to her own name, she caught even the words that slipped out.
Why not just pretend you didn’t hear?
“I, I didn’t say anything! Really!!”
“Two days ago, around an hour and seven minutes past noon behind the park, I saw you gossiping about me with the green-haired girl.”
“Eek!”
Iria could read human memories.
Even if they feigned ignorance, she brought them in. Her eyes couldn’t be deceived.
Just as Ariel had wiped out all the students in duels as a first-year, now Iria displayed her power.
“You can all come at me at once.”
In the face of overwhelming force, numbers, weight class, and mana quantity – it was all meaningless.
Iria defeated over thirty students in a single day. Yet she showed no signs of fatigue.
She stood there unscathed after subduing most of them without a scratch.
A storm of blood raged through the academy that day.
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Rumors are scarier than one might think.
Words have no form, so it’s difficult to stop their spread, and once they take hold, it’s nearly impossible to clean up.
Iria has allies, but many more enemies. It’s extremely hard to stop rumors that spread insidiously and unseen.
At least Iria doesn’t know how; perhaps there is no way to stop them.
So Iria decided to do what she’s good at.
She’s clumsy with words. That’s why she resorts to force. It’s the only thing she really knows how to do in the first place.
“Weaker than I thought.”
Having fought three students at once in the training hall, Iria put away her broken wooden sword.
In front of her lay students who had fallen with injuries.
They might be crawling on the ground now, but they were also top students—third-years, at that.
Iria easily defeated these elite students without receiving a single injury herself.
‘Did I overestimate them too much? They were certainly different from the first-years, but how should I put it…’
After seeing Sera and Ariel in the second year, maybe that’s why, but it felt more disappointing than expected.
Perhaps she shouldn’t have compared them to those two in the first place.
At this point, treating the novel’s protagonist and main characters differently from the other extras seemed right.
Iria slowly walked toward the fallen students.
“Ugh… don’t come any closer…”
“Please, just stop… we’ve lost, so…”
They must have been beaten so badly that now they’re terrified just seeing Iria’s face.
Using their hands to push against the ground, they tried to distance themselves and her.
But naturally, there’s a difference in speed between crawling on all fours and walking.
Even though her pace was leisurely, she caught up to them quickly. The third-years let out screams.
Iria’s chilling red eyes looked down on them. They didn’t know an expressionless face devoid of any emotion could be so frightening.
They learned a new kind of fear today, probably feeling it deep in their bones.
“Where is Amelia?”
Iria asked in a cold voice.
Even though it was her usual tone, it felt especially icy – perhaps because they had learned the emotion of terror so thoroughly this time.
They tried to say something muffledly, but it was too late.
Before they could speak, Iria had already obtained the information by making eye contact and promptly turned her back.
As if she had no interest in the already defeated students.
“……”
Her reason for seeking out Amelia was simple.
It was to challenge her to a duel, just like the students she had beaten a little while ago.
Iria had been finding and dueling those who badmouthed her, and Amelia was one of them.
What Amelia wanted was fairness.
It wouldn’t be fair if some were punished while others weren’t for doing the same thing.
Iria didn’t discriminate.
She had always shown a consistent attitude, regardless of who she was up against, and didn’t think what Amelia said was entirely wrong.
So, she was putting it into practice.
‘You can’t capture the king first.’
After purging enough individuals who committed the same crime as Amelia to satisfy her, she would call her to the dueling grounds.
That’s how Iria walked through the academy building. There were still quite a few humans left to catch.
***
At this point, to the third-years, Iria was literally an object of terror.
To be honest, when Iria single-handedly antagonized all the third-year students, it seemed quite ridiculous.
No matter how great an individual’s power, they’re just one person. They thought there would be a limit to how many people she could take on alone.
“So, what can Iria even do? There’s no way she can win against all of us even if she makes us her enemy.”
Most reactions were along the lines of acknowledging her strength but questioning what she could accomplish by herself.
However,
“Huh…?”
Iria was actually pulling it off. She was suppressing the spreading rumors with nothing other than brute force.
They had wondered if it was even possible, but unexpectedly, it wasn’t impossible.
With power, there are more things you can do than things you can’t.
If something is impossible, you should question whether your power is insufficient.
That’s how Iria beat down the students.
Even after rendering dozens of students like that, she showed no signs of fatigue.
She simply listened attentively, checking to see if they brought up any stories about her.
Perhaps as a result of the duels, fewer people carelessly mentioned her name compared to before.
But it wasn’t as if there were none at all.
“Never mess with Iria. Don’t even say her name. If you do, we’ll all die. I’m so scared of Iria.”
“Huh? Didn’t you just say ‘that name’ yourself?”
“Ahhh, I’m screwed!”
Now, it was the terrified people babbling.
After listening carefully, Iria thought for a moment.
“……”
They hadn’t really said anything bad. They were just frightened.
But they had uttered her name. Did that mean those people also needed to be purged?
The contemplation didn’t last long.
‘No exceptions.’
That would be the ‘fairness’ Amelia spoke of.
Iria doesn’t distinguish between good and evil people. In her sense of values, the concepts of good and evil were very ambiguous.
They were divided not into good and bad students but weak and strong students—that’s how they were.
Iria grew up in back alleys where only the strong survived. As the strongest there, she became the last remaining resident of the back alleys, the only one to survive.
That’s why her thoughts also inevitably flowed in that direction.
Power is the most definite self-justification. Iria didn’t doubt the path she walked.
“Ahh! It’s Iria! Everyone run!”
“……”
Now, they run away just from making eye contact.
It seemed like it would take some time to catch them all.
***
At this point, one student was trembling in fear the most.
A girl who checked the hallways several times a day, worried that Iria might come find her.
“She’s totally crazy!”
Amelia shouted as she watched Iria beat down the students.
She couldn’t bear to watch up close, so she observed from a distance. She tapped her foot restlessly.
Iria was putting into practice the words Amelia had just thrown out.
“Is she seriously doing it?”
Watching her subdue the students who charged at her with a cold expression, she seemed like someone broken in some way.
No–she was definitely broken.
This was Amelia’s second time seeing a girl this mentally deranged.
Incidentally, the first was Sera. Could it be that the madness had spread from hanging out together recently?
No, it wasn’t just to that degree. She had been a loose screw from the beginning.
“Birds of a feather flock together.”
Amelia said that while biting her nails.
It was an action to try to shake off the anxiety rushing in. But as expected, it didn’t go as she thought. There was no time to be doing this right now.
After disciplining the third-year students, Iria would come for her.
It was impossible to avoid her for a lifetime. They would inevitably have to face each other someday.
So what should she do?
“Hah……”
Amelia let out a deep sigh.
Purple sparks flew around her.
“Alright, you want to try it?”
What else was there to do – it would be over if she won.
If Iria thought she could beat Amelia even in a state of exhaustion after numerous duels, she was mistaken.
Amelia was also the top third-year student. No matter what, wasn’t she underestimating her too much?
Iria’s victory over Sera was simply a matter of luck. At least, that’s what Amelia thought.
Fire magic was not very effective against a skilled wind mage. On top of that, Sera must have let her guard down since her opponent was a first-year.
On the other hand, she was different.
Separate from her devious personality, Amelia was more meticulous than anyone when it came to combat.
She never let her guard down, no matter who she was up against.
And unlike Sera, Amelia had an advantageous matchup against Iria.
She had been momentarily flustered by the antics Iria was pulling, but in the end, when you looked at it, Amelia clearly had the upper hand.
Now that she thought about it, there was no reason to fear.
‘Because there’s a limit to human mana in the end.’
Human strength mostly comes from mana. That’s usually the case unless you’re a special case like Ariel.
And there’s a limit to how much mana a human can regenerate in a day.
Ultimately, if Iria was human, she wouldn’t escape that constraint.
It was impossible for her to beat Amelia with depleted mana.
That’s why she smiled.
“Come on up and face me if you’re so confident.”
For now, Amelia was self-assured.
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Many duels had taken place.
Wooden swords were grasped, then broken and thrown to the ground.
The number of discarded wooden swords had already reached dozens. Iria had fought an astonishing number of duels in just two days.
‘The small fry are finished now.’
Iria, who had defeated her 63rd student, exhaled softly. It was the moment the one-sided violence of the duels came to an end.
The duels she fought were shocking in many ways.
Her fighting style was crude yet intense. There were no techniques or complex movements mixed into Iria’s actions.
She simply grasped a sword and swung it.
That was all, yet the elite third-year students were knocked out.
It was the simplest sword strike of all, but that’s precisely why it was difficult to react to.
Duels between students often had strategy and mind games as a basic premise.
In contrast, Iria’s fighting style completely shattered such common sense. She swung the same sword strike repeatedly. It was the most basic stance a person holding a sword could show.
Anyone could do it, but there was something different about Iria’s swings.
Much faster and heavier than a human could reproduce.
A strike that they couldn’t block even though they knew where it would come from. If they tried to block it with a sword, it would break the blade, and if they used mana to create a barrier, it would shatter from the strike.
Faced with the overwhelming force coming from her small frame, the students could only take it helplessly.
People described Iria as an impregnable fortress that was impossible to exploit.
The gap between Iria and them was so vast it couldn’t be seen with the naked eye.
Those who experienced Iria’s power no longer uttered her name.
Fear was the most primal emotion. Although it was a bit rough, it was the most effective method in theory.
Now, there would be no students who could badmouth her.
In an academy where one proved themselves with skill, Iria had done so, while the others had not.
“……….”
Having finished the duels, she tossed aside the broken wooden sword and turned to leave.
It was time for the final duel that would conclude this situation.
And someone stood in Iria’s way. Blue hair, eyes still weary with fatigue.
Come to think of it, they had postponed the meeting last time. She had thought about finding him, but…
“Why are you here?”
Iria asked Albert in an intentionally cold tone.
It was so that she wouldn’t grow attached to him, as he was not Iria’s ally.
He quietly adjusted his glasses as he blocked Iria’s path.
There was a brief moment of silence.
“I’m sure you know why I’m here, Ms. Iria.”
“I’m busy today. Let’s do it tomorrow.”
“Busy fighting duels?”
“Yes.”
Albert sighed at Iria’s short reply.
He looked as if he had been quite worried about that very thing.
“I have no intention of interfering with duels between students, but could you please stop the duels for now? We no longer have any hospital rooms to accommodate the students.”
“……….”
“I’ve heard why you’re fighting these duels, Ms. Iria. Rumors spread about what happened in the incident. I know it must be a sensitive topic for you. However,”
Albert paused for a moment before continuing.
He made eye contact with Iria, who had a blank expression.
The academy usually actively encouraged duels between students, which was an effective means of improving each other’s skills.
But that was only when their levels were somewhat matched.
“Did you really have to use such an intense method?”
There weren’t many students who would benefit from dueling Iria. She had already far surpassed the student level.
Albert knew of Iria’s power. He didn’t know exactly how much, but at least he knew she was stronger than him.
If anything, the third-year students should be worried, not exceptional cases like Ariel or the extraordinarily talented Sera.
Ordinary students were better off not doing it.
Appropriate challenges helped with growth, but a wall so high that people couldn’t even think about climbing over it would make them despair.
He wasn’t trying to blame Iria’s actions, but he couldn’t ignore the impact she had.
It was fine now, but what about in the future?
The biggest concern was not knowing how far her actions would go.
There was also a shortage of hospital rooms to accommodate patients in the aftermath of the disaster.
After some time had passed, Iria’s mouth opened.
“I won’t do it anymore.”
She understood what Albert was trying to say.
Although she couldn’t read Albert’s mind, Iria herself was somewhat aware of this problem, too.
She also had no intention of continuing it. She had intended to resolve the small problem and be done with it from the start.
However,
“Just keep one spot open in the hospital room. Let me have my last duel.”
It wasn’t over yet because she hadn’t kept her promise.
She had sent everyone who badmouthed her to the hospital, so she couldn’t let Amelia off especially.
That would be unfair.
“Hmm…….. If there’s no room in the hospital, there’s a senior named Sera in the second year. She probably wants to leave the hospital by now, so she should be fine.”
“……….”
“I’m going. See you tomorrow.”
Amelia, the top third-year student.
She had no grudge against her, but Iria had to have a duel with her.
Why was that?
Even Iria herself didn’t really know the reason, but she wanted to do it.
Also, she couldn’t trouble Ariel again.
Iria, who had tossed the broken wooden sword to the ground, headed toward the third-year classroom.
Now it was time to pay the price.
***
On the way to the third-year classroom, she ran into Ariel this time.
He was one of the few who had tried to stop Iria when she first said she would duel the third-year students.
He wasn’t trying to stop her out of concern for Iria either. He was one of the few who knew the extent of Iria’s power.
If anything, shouldn’t he be worried about the third-year students instead?
“So it’s come to this after all. Are you feeling alright?”
“……….”
Iria nodded.
She had used up all her mana in these duels, but it wasn’t a big problem.
She didn’t rely much on mana in the first place. Rather, it was almost nonexistent. It wasn’t enough to be an issue for the last duel.
Even so, Ariel spoke while looking at Iria. His gaze still seemed to hold sympathy as he looked at her.
“You didn’t have to go this far on your own. You don’t have to try to shoulder everything by yourself.”
“I’m just used to doing things this way.”
Iria spoke as if it was nothing.
Ariel’s expression darkened further.
“……….”
He reached out his hand towards Iria but ended up stopping.
The words Iria uttered expressionlessly only felt bitter.
What was she used to?
If she meant she was used to shouldering things alone, Iria was an extremely pitiful girl.
Abandoned for having red eyes, she must have grown up alone until now. Maybe that’s why she stayed still even when faced with criticism towards her.
Was it like a daily routine she had always experienced?
If so, that was being numb. It had already worn away and disappeared from being hurt by every little thing.
It couldn’t be brushed off by saying she was used to it.
“Why are you looking at me with that expression?”
Iria tilted her head as she saw the look on Ariel’s face as he gazed at her.
In contrast to the darkness she held, her face looked innocent.
Not knowing his burning heart, Iria continued speaking.
“Um, the place I grew up in was a bit of a rough area. It was always where you had to solve problems with force if they came up, so I’m used to it. It’s also the only thing I know how to do.”
Even if it didn’t seem that way, she tried to clarify Ariel’s misunderstanding of her to some extent.
Because she had also been feeling little by little, Ariel’s gaze towards her had changed at some point.
She tried to convey that he didn’t need to worry so much because it was something she had always done.
“……….”
“……….”
It didn’t seem to get across properly.
***
Ariel told her to do well in the last duel and return, then stepped out of the way.
Unlike Albert, he didn’t seem to have any intention of stopping the duel itself. Not that it really mattered.
After walking a bit further, Amelia waited in front of the classroom as if she had been expecting Iria.
“Hmm~ Alright, come on in. Here to challenge me to a duel?”
“……….”
“I’ve been waiting. I didn’t think you’d actually make it this far though.”
She thought Iria would drop out halfway through, but her skills seemed better than expected.
Amelia showed a small smile and looked over Iria’s condition.
Her uniform was slightly torn, and her mana was completely drained.
‘Dumbass.’
Despite her relaxed expression, Amelia’s eyes couldn’t be deceived.
Once a mage reached a certain level, they could see a person’s mana quantity.
In Amelia’s eyes, Iria looked like an empty shell right now.
That’s why she gladly accepted her duel challenge.
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In the end, Iria challenged Amelia to a duel as well. It was after suppressing all those who had badmouthed her, just as she had said.
The news of Iria’s rampage among the third-year students had spread far and wide, and now there was no one who didn’t know about it.
As a result, the spectator seats were even more crowded. There were far more spectators than when Iria dueled Sera.
“Who do you think will win?”
The two of them faced each other on the dueling grounds. Both were powerhouses incomparable to ordinary students.
In fact, it wouldn’t be strange no matter who won. Even though Iria was a first-year student, she has shown her strength up to now.
“Still, wouldn’t Iria win? She’s never lost a duel before.”
“No, she can’t win this time. This is already her 40th duel just today. How can she beat the top third-year in an exhausted state?”
“But she doesn’t seem very tired.”
“It’s not a matter of stamina, it’s the difference in mana.”
However, more people expected Amelia’s victory over Iria’s.
After dueling the third-year students, beating Amelia would be nearly impossible.
No, if I had to say, there was one person who had accomplished such a feat in the past.
Right now, Iria was doing the same thing as Ariel back then.
Just like when Ariel in his first year swept through the academy students in duels.
It wasn’t impossible since there was a precedent.
Then did that mean Iria was a powerhouse on par with Ariel?
That would be determined by the result of this duel.
But most likely, that wouldn’t be the case. It was only possible because Ariel was special.
“Iria can’t win. Even if Amelia lost to Sera, there are matchups in mage duels.”
“I feel bad for Iria. Amelia is known for her cruelty, you know. She shows no mercy, even to juniors. I heard last time she nearly killed someone.”
“Then it’s over. The rising first-year star will be brutally crushed by the top third-year. With Amelia as her opponent… She’ll probably be trampled so badly she won’t be able to show her face at the academy again.”
The students seemed to be watching this duel with interest.
The focus was, of course, on Iria.
Whether she would defeat Amelia and become the second Ariel, or suffer a miserable defeat and be thoroughly crushed.
One of the two was bound to happen.
***
The two people standing on the dueling grounds faced each other: Amelia with a confident expression and Iria with a blank one.
Iria’s condition didn’t look very good right now. Even if it was one-sided violence, the traces of the previous 39 duels were all over her body.
Her uniform was torn, her silver-white hair was slightly singed, and her mana was depleted.
It was a bit different from her usual relaxed appearance.
She was fine, but her outward appearance was like that.
Iria’s expression and gestures still had a leisurely air, but it wasn’t noticeable due to her disheveled state.
Even what little leaked out to Amelia seemed like nothing more than a bluff.
“I’m surprised, Iria. I didn’t know that’s what you meant by what you said before.”
“…”
“Going after each person who spread rumors and suppressing them all, that’s usually impossible, you know? It’s the kind of delusion a bullied outcast would have, but to think you actually did it.”
Amelia approached Iria with a leisurely smile.
Then she continued speaking.
“I didn’t expect you to make it this far, I’m honestly surprised. I mean it. You can take some pride in it? The fact that I, the top third-year, acknowledge a first-year like you…”
“…”
“Hey!! Are you even listening?!”
“Ah.”
Iria, who had been pretending not to hear, scratched her cheek. There was no hint of nervousness on her face.
After looking away and then turning her head back towards Amelia, Iria spoke briefly.
“You talk too much.”
“Wha…”
So this is what it’s like to be so shocked you can’t even speak properly.
Amelia was at a loss for words for a while. The sudden rush of emotion almost caused her to lose her composure.
“Ha, haha. Okay, that’s a novel provocation. So that’s how you want to play it?”
Amelia, who had barely suppressed her anger, laughed in disbelief.
In fact, the duel had already started. She had waited only because Amelia seemed to have a lot to say.
Amelia rapidly expelled the mana within her body.
The purple mana reacted intensely with Amelia at the center.
The unstable mana burned up on the dueling grounds. However, the mana surrounding her body was as stable as gentle waves.
Separating and spreading stable and unstable mana was Amelia’s specialty.
It was also a realm reached by the top third-year student, something only she could do at the academy.
“Oh, lightning.”
The purple mana passed through the spell Amelia cast and manifested as lightning.
The lightning covering the dueling grounds with a crackling sound spread through the air, revealing its presence.
Its output made one’s insides vibrate even from a distance.
“You seem to think you’re something just because you beat Sera, but you can’t beat me. Even if you were in perfect physical condition. You know why?”
Amelia shaped the lightning she had conjured up with both hands. And she drew it out in the form of a sword.
“You have the worst matchup against me.”
Lightning magic cannot be deflected by the wind. The lightning that cleaves through the air and stretches out is too fast to be parried by the wind.
Sword strikes that aren’t imbued with mana don’t work on Amelia. The lightning barrier surrounding Amelia’s body protects her.
If one attempted a physical attack, the lightning barrier bursting out in all directions would injure them.
Iria fights using wind magic or swordsmanship that utilizes exceptional physical abilities.
She doesn’t have the technique to wrap mana around her sword, nor can she use the power of other elemental magic.
She doesn’t know any high-level swordsmanship; she just has better raw strength than others.
So, at this point, there was no way for Iria to attack Amelia.
On the dueling grounds covered in purple lightning, Amelia smiled slightly.
“I’m a magic swordsman just like you. We’re a bit different, but it’s not wrong to say I’m your perfect superior version.”
Amelia is better at swordsmanship than Iria has more mana, and even has a higher level as a mage.
If this isn’t a superior version, then what is?
From the beginning, the outcome of this duel was determined.
The dueling grounds were covered in lightning.
***
The reason Iria defeated Sera was because Sera let her guard down against a first-year.
At least, that’s what Amelia thought. Sera had a style of sweeping everything away with overwhelming firepower.
She lost because she foolishly gave Iria the close-quarters combat advantageous to her, unable to let go of her aggressive personality.
But Amelia was different.
Amelia thoroughly fought only for victory, which is why she was the top student. It didn’t matter what underhanded methods she used as long as she could win.
Because that was reality. That was how one survived here at the academy, a competitive society.
She would defeat Iria. And this time, she would prove her reputation to the entire academy.
From the beginning, that was her intention.
That must have been the case.
“Tch!”
After the duel officially began, Amelia clicked her tongue and retreated backward.
She was raining down powerful lightning from a distance, but it wasn’t hitting Iria for some reason.
Iria was dodging everything with swift movements.
Lightning is the fastest of all elemental magic. It’s impossible for non-superhumans to react to and avoid the linear lightning with their bodies.
‘There’s no way she saw it and dodged, so she must have good eyes for sensing mana.’
But it’s not impossible to avoid if one roughly knows where the lightning will strike.
She must have applied that. She read the flow of mana and saw the trajectory of the lightning.
As expected of Iria. She had skills worthy of attention at the academy.
Amelia also didn’t think she could win easily from the start.
If she was reading the mana to dodge…
“You think you’re the first of your kind I’ve seen?! Try dodging this too!”
She would just take advantage of that and plant false trajectories.
Amelia twisted the surrounding mana flow with delicate mana manipulation. As a result, the actual position where the lightning extended and the trajectory of the mana differed, creating an optical illusion.
The five lightning bolts that extended from Amelia’s left hand curved in different directions just before reaching Iria.
She wouldn’t get hit if she stayed still, but if she tried to dodge, she would get hit no matter where she went.
The mana’s trajectory was still straight, so if she read the mana like before, she would fall into a trap instead.
Amelia was certain the lightning would hit.
-Crackle, crackle!
At that moment, the five lightning bolts ignited and stretched out…
Iria stood still in that spot without moving.
The lightning swiftly flying through the air merely curved around Iria, who had stopped moving.
Amelia couldn’t believe her eyes.
“What…?”
“…?”
Iria also tilted her head.
Contrary to Amelia’s expectations, Iria couldn’t read mana.
‘Where is she aiming?’
Iria thought Amelia’s accuracy was terrible.
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Amelia’s lightning magic was at the highest level even among the top educational institution, the Academy. No, she was the pinnacle.
The already fast lightning magic spell became even faster in Amelia’s hands.
It was a speed that ordinary humans could not even react to. By the time you see it, it’s already too late.
Is it possible for a human to avoid such lightning?
In conclusion, it’s not impossible. This is because magic originally had a vibration of mana that shook just before the spell was ignited.
Someone with a high level of magical knowledge can read the trajectory of the magic by looking at the shaking of the mana.
Iria, rising to become the strongest at the Academy recently, may have reached that level without it being strange.
That’s why Amelia showed the trick shot she used when sniping those who had reached that level.
It’s an advanced technique that hits the target if they try to read the flow of mana and dodge. She had defeated countless strong opponents with this until now.
Amelia thought Iria would be no different from them.
“What is this?”
However, the situation unfolded differently from what Amelia had thought.
Iria had stopped in place and did not move. Did she not read the flow of mana? Then how did she see through it?
Complex thoughts intertwined.
Could it be that she saw it with her eyes and reacted? The fastest lightning at the Academy?
‘No, that’s impossible.’
Amelia came to a conclusion in her mind. It must be some coincidence.
She decided to test it.
Whether it was just a coincidence or if there was some other way to avoid the lightning.
“Bloom.”
As Amelia reached out her left hand into the air, several lightning magic spells bloomed around her. A total of five lightning bolts.
Among them, two were on normal trajectories, and the rest were trick shots that curved in the middle.
Even if she somehow saw through it, calculating and avoiding each one would be a headache.
-Pazik, pazik!
The purple flashes flew towards Iria, who was standing in the arena.
Three of them curved. If Iria tried to move her body to avoid them, she would be hit by the curved lightning.
Then how would Iria react? Amelia was watching her reaction from behind.
And Iria…
-Bang!! Clang!!
Swung the wooden sword in her hand and cut two of the incoming lightning bolts.
The sound of lightning exploding rang out in succession. The movement was so fast that Amelia couldn’t even see it. She only saw Iria raising her head.
“……”
Iria, who had cut the lightning, walked towards Amelia with the sword in her hand.
Her red eyes shone vividly.
“What the hell is this nonsense……”
Amelia’s expression twisted at the unbelievable sight, which she saw with her own two eyes.
Soon, Iria disappeared from her field of vision. There was no time to fully accept the situation.
When she turned her head, feeling the danger signal her body was sending, Iria’s wooden sword flew towards her.
It was a sword swung by Iria, who had moved behind Amelia in an instant.
And…
“Aargh?!”
The sound of the lightning barrier surrounding her being shattered rang out.
***
A great shock twisted Amelia’s whole body, but there was no direct damage to her body.
This is because the thick lightning barrier offsets physical damage. It dissipates the shock, and the scattered lightning damages the opponent.
That’s why she was called a master of close combat. She showed near-invincible defense against pure swordsmen who could not use magic.
It’s not that her attack power was inferior to others either. Unlike a wooden sword, the sword made of lightning was fatal even with a graze.
Both her offense and defense were excellent, which is why she was the top student in the 3rd year.
However…
“Ugh, my head……”
Even for Amelia, this one blow was hard to endure. Although she didn’t take the sword strike directly, it seemed like the shock transmitted throughout her body as the barrier shattered.
So she had to feel the sensation of her entire head ringing.
“You crazy bitch…… Just how strong are you? My barrier shattered with a single sword strike.”
Amelia stepped back and spread her lightning barrier again. The mana required to construct the barrier is not small. She never thought it would be pierced in a single blow.
Iria was much stronger than Amelia had thought.
It’s not that she let her guard down, but it wasn’t the time to be leisurely. If the barrier was shattered in one hit, it would be disadvantageous in a battle of attrition.
“…As expected.”
So that’s why everyone was defeated like that.
It’s simple but strong. The movements are the same, but something is different.
It makes you think you know everything about Iria.
“Lightning…… No, should I stop?”
It’s useless to shoot lightning, not a single attack landed on Iria. It will be a waste of mana.
Rather than that, it’s better to lure her into close combat. It’s unsettling to engage in close combat with Iria, but Iria is the one who ran out of mana anyway.
And Iria wasn’t the only one who excelled in close combat.
-Pazizizik!!
She saves the mana from shooting lightning and spreads the barrier thicker. After grasping a sword of lightning in her hand, she takes a stance.
If you are cut by the sword of lightning wielded by Amelia, the lightning that flows into the wound tears the skin and rips the flesh.
This is what it means to be fatal, even with a graze.
Although surprised, it’s not to the extent that she can’t win. If Iria had been at full power, she might have lost, but in the end, she’s just a toothless beast.
Amelia pointed her sword of lightning at Iria.
And she spread the lightning shockwave so that there was no gap for Iria to enter.
The lightning that spread around became Amelia’s eyes. Hundreds and thousands of eyes focused on Iria. Now, no matter how she moved, she would not lose sight of her.
“I’ve seen through your movements. You’re just a little fast, right?”
Even if she’s fast, if you know where she will come from in advance, you can react, just like how Iria avoided Amelia’s lightning.
That’s when she stood in front of Iria.
“Maybe it’s Amelia who’s slow. You can’t even hit me with magic.”
“If you’re thinking of provoking me in a shoddy way, you’d better stop. Even though I have a quick temper, I’m not like that in a duel.”
“……”
Iria looked into Amelia’s eyes before leaping. It was to read her thoughts.
Iria, who read Amelia’s intentions, tilted her head slightly.
“Do you think you can block it if you know in advance?”
“Yeah, so what?”
“You won’t be able to block it. At least not you, Amelia.”
Amelia frowned at Iria’s calmly spoken words. She blinked with furrowed brows.
And she asked.
“What are you saying now?”
“You’re weak, Amelia.”
“Wh-what?”
Iria’s next words touched Amelia’s most sensitive part.
If the purpose was provocation, it succeeded. Amelia ground her teeth.
However, Iria’s leap was faster than Amelia’s anger.
As if showing that what she had shown before was just a joke, she approached Amelia with an even faster movement than before.
The thousands of eyes that had spread in all directions simultaneously lost sight of Iria.
Amelia, who couldn’t do anything while Iria leaped in front of her eyes, stiffened. In front of her eyes were the endless crimson eyes.
Perhaps it was something Amelia had been fearing all along.
“As I thought, you’re slow.”
Iria swung her sword.
The barrier shattered.
“Urgh?!”
Amelia, pushed by the shock, flew away.
There was no direct damage this time, either. However, the fear of being hit was etched into her bones. Her head was shaken by the shockwave.
“Ugh, ah…… Uuh……”
Amelia, whose center of balance was shaken, staggered. Iria approached her again.
“You don’t need to make the defense barrier anymore, right?”
“Wa-wait…… St-stop……”
When Iria approached, Amelia reflexively created a barrier. She squeezed out mana and wrapped a lightning barrier around her body.
Then Iria swung her sword.
The barrier shattered.
“Aaargh?!”
It was a repetition of that process.
Every time Amelia made a barrier, Iria shattered it.
Iria patiently waited until Amelia created a new barrier.
The lightning barrier offsets almost all physical attacks. It shatters when it receives a strong hit, but it prevents damage from being done to the flesh.
That much is certain. Even when hit by Iria’s sword, which might have killed her if hit directly, she was unharmed.
That’s why Amelia was called the bane of swordsmen, but for Iria, physical attack nullification was just a doll she could hit for a long time.
Even though there was no direct damage, the shock that shook her whole body was transmitted.
Amelia was hit and hit again by Iria for quite a long time.
This is because Iria found it quite interesting how the barrier shattered and offset the damage.
It was when Iria shattered the twentieth barrier.
“Kuh, khak…… Huu, huu……”
“You’re not putting up a barrier?”
“Haah, haaah…… S-spare me…… I, I can’t anymore……”
“Hm.”
Is it too much now?
She did torment her a bit, but honestly, it’s a tremendous ability in the sense that even after being hit like this, there was not a single wound on Amelia’s body.
But the mana consumption must be huge in proportion to that.
Amelia, who finally lost her balance and collapsed, looked extremely exhausted.
She was vomiting out the contents of her stomach due to the extreme dizziness that rushed in.
She no longer seemed to be in a state to resume the duel.
At that point, Iria opened her mouth towards Amelia.
“You may not believe me, but I don’t have any ill feelings. I’m not even curious about what you think of me.”
“Uugh! Huuu, uuuh……”
“But it would be troublesome if it interferes with my Academy life. It seems everyone is mistakenly thinking I won the duels by luck. I thought I had to clearly show them this time so there wouldn’t be a next time.”
Even though she had defeated many strong opponents, there were definitely those who still looked down on Iria.
Like Amelia, who became her opponent this time, if she held back her strength moderately in this duel, there was no guarantee that someone like Amelia wouldn’t appear again next time.
“If possible, um. I don’t want to duel anymore after today. Amelia is an example for that. I really don’t have any ill feelings.”
“Uuuh…… Kuhak!!”
Saying that, Iria kicked Amelia’s abdomen. It was Iria’s own consideration, as swinging with the wooden sword like when she shattered the barrier seemed like it would greatly injure her.
Amelia, who was kicked, rolled on the arena floor. She was no longer in a state to move her body.
Iria approached Amelia again and repeated kicking her.
She has no experience making an example of someone, so she doesn’t know how to give a clear impression to other people.
Today had to be the last duel at the Academy.
“Other people who dueled with me were also carried to the infirmary. Um, so wouldn’t it be fair for Amelia to go too?”
“Aaaaah!”
That day, Amelia had to feel the weight of fairness for the 67 people carried away first.

Translator’s Corner
Guess I’ll be editing all by lonesome for a bit.
Woe is me~
-Ruminas
Chapter 106 : Karma.
TN: Thank James Baily for the chapter

A considerable amount of time had passed after the 68th duel ended.
Iria had been kicking Amelia for a very long time. Although she controlled her strength, the impact was still enough to lift her body into the air.
The duel only ended after Amelia rolled around on the floor. She tried to surrender several times in the middle, but she couldn’t.
Whenever she tried to say something, Iria would stuff her shoe into Amelia’s mouth to shut her up.
Iria, who was always looking into Amelia’s eyes, knew the timing when she was about to surrender.
That’s how she prolonged the duel for a long time.
Amelia is the student who endured the longest against Iria. If you only count the time, it’s even longer than Sera.
It could be seen as an achievement worthy of a 3rd-year top student.
And…
“I surrender.”
The duel ended with Amelia’s victory.
It was because Iria, tired of kicking, declared her surrender even before Amelia.
As Iria left the arena, Amelia, who had remained there in some form, became the winner in terms of judgment.
The loser, Iria, had no injuries, while the winner was in tatters and passed out on the arena floor.
The long duel was over. Iria, who felt more mental fatigue than physical, left the scene.
***
In the end, Amelia became the first person to win against Iria.
However, it’s uncertain if Amelia, unconscious when Iria declared her surrender, is aware of it.
So if asked why she surrendered a duel she could have won, there’s no particular reason. If Iria had to point out something, maybe because she felt sorry for her.
Giving Amelia the victory was a kind of compensation.
Even if it was a duel that started because she picked a fight first, it was too much this time.
Iria wanted to stop dueling after today. In the first place, she was not on a level to be compared with students.
Even the professors at the Academy were no match for her.
The top student in the third year was ultimately just at the student level.
How could it be a fight?
“……”
But to stop dueling, she had to leave a definite impression on those watching.
Amelia was an example for that.
Seeing Amelia getting beaten up for such a long time, she felt a bit concerned.
Maybe she went a bit overboard against a student.
Unlike Iria, Amelia probably had no tolerance for pain.
So with a bit of an apology, she handed the victory to Amelia. Iria was not obsessed with winning, and Amelia seemed to have a strong obsession with it.
She wondered if a victory no one acknowledged had any meaning, but accepting such treatment was also a sin and punishment that Amelia had to take.
Sometimes there exists a victory more miserable than losing.
As she finished the duel and came out, Ariel stood there as if he had been waiting.
He handed Iria a towel. Even though she hadn’t particularly sweated.
“Good work. How’s your body? Not tired?”
“I’m fine.”
“That’s a relief. Actually, I was a bit worried.”
At Ariel’s words, Iria tilted her head.
This reaction shows that receiving such treatment is unfamiliar to her. Among those who worry about Iria, there was Rena, but it was a different kind of worry.
It’s like he somehow sympathizes more with her.
Since she couldn’t read Ariel’s thoughts, she also didn’t know what emotions he approached her with.
“Worried, about me?”
“Is there a problem?”
Iria shakes her head.
If he comes out like that, she doesn’t know how to react. Human relationships were difficult for her.
She just walked. Out of the cramped indoors, to the outside of the Academy building.
As she walked like that, Iria noticed how Ariel and Rena were specifically different.
The emotions the two felt towards her might seem similar at a glance, but to Iria, Rena was transparent while Ariel was not.
It seemed to be the difference in being unable to read his thoughts. Iria always looked into the eyes of people approaching her to understand them.
It was the first time for her that a human whose emotions she couldn’t read approached her.
Since it was an unknown thing she had never seen before. Naturally, her attitude toward Ariel had to be different from Rena.
Although both of them showed goodwill towards Iria.
“That was a bit too much earlier, Iria. Why didn’t you end the duel quickly?”
“……”
It was what Ariel, who was walking side by side next to Iria, said. He was also watching Iria’s duel from the spectator seats.
Iria didn’t bother answering. It’s not that she ignored Ariel’s words, but she was deep in thought, no different from usual.
“Was your grudge against Amelia that deep?”
“No.”
Iria shakes her head. Although they ended up having a duel, Iria doesn’t think much about Amelia.
This duel was only because she thought it was necessary.
She had been feeling uncomfortable attending the Academy recently anyway, and she thought it would be nice if that would quiet down with this incident.
Though she doesn’t know if it will go as planned.
“Then why?”
To Ariel’s question asked again, Iria pondered deeply and answered.
“So the same thing doesn’t happen again.”
It was a word mixed with several meanings.
Ariel didn’t continue speaking for a while. He just looked at Iria and blinked his eyes.
His black hair flutters. His blue eyes were so clear that it was dazzling, so Iria slightly turned her head.
Because she doesn’t want to make eye contact with him.
“That’s right, you have a point.”
Ariel nodded as if he understood, though it was unknown in what sense it was conveyed.
“Come to think of it, I heard Sera is being discharged today. Faster than I thought? There are also rumors that she tried to escape several times already, and they just let her out because they ran out of beds.”
“Hmm……”
“So about that, she’s probably coming here. It seems she heard the news that you were having a duel while in the hospital room.”
Iria suddenly turned around at the anxiety that rushed in. This is a sensation that Iria, who is sensitive to presence, felt in an instant.
And the ominous premonition is somehow never wrong. She saw the red-haired woman running.
“Iria!!!!!!”
“……”
The speed at which she runs is frightening. It was hard to believe she was someone who ran out of the hospital room with a body that hasn’t healed yet.
Is she trying to hug her? She’ll pass on being lifted up like last time.
Iria nimbly avoided her. With no one to catch Sera, who ran without thinking about the consequences, she loses her balance and falls.
“Eek, uwaaaaah!!”
With a loud thud, a big sound rang out.
Sera fell spectacularly and miserably in the end. It felt like that was also just like her.
She’s a terribly consistent person. Iria thought to herself as she watched her fall.
“It hurts……”
“Are you okay?”
“Of course it hurts! You should have caught me!”
“……?”
Iria looked down at Sera with cold eyes.
It wasn’t an action with much meaning, but for some reason, her gaze only felt cold when Iria did that.
“Eep, it’s a joke, so don’t look at me with those eyes?!”
“What’s wrong with my eyes?”
“Anyway, long time no see! You don’t know how much I missed you, do you?”
“……”
Iria grabbed Sera’s hand and lifted her body up.
Sera, who stood up on two legs again, seemed calmer than before, but she was still expressing her joy to the point of being violent.
Just what happened in the hospital room?
Iria recalled the memory of going into the hospital room with Sera. She definitely escaped in less than a day after expressing suffocation.
Perhaps keeping Sera locked up somewhere might be a punishment akin to torture. Although it was natural for her to stay in the hospital room because she was a patient.
“I heard you caused a flashy incident this time? I heard from the staff unnie.”
“Was it flashy?”
“Of course, no one at the Academy doesn’t know? They said a 1st-year student turned the entire 3rd year into enemies. But then you won against them too.”
Did I become that famous?
Iria scratched her cheek.
“So you’re on your way back from a duel with Amelia now? Did you win? You won, right?”
“Yes.”
“Ahahaha! I knew it, I had a feeling she would get beaten up badly one day! Actually, I didn’t like her either. She only talks behind people’s backs even though she’s a coward who can’t step forward.”
Sera said with a bright laugh.
She seemed to be in a very good mood, perhaps because it was right after she escaped from the hospital room.
“But isn’t a third-year your senior? Is it okay to speak casually?”
“You don’t call me senior either, do you?”
“But I was still formal.”
“You can speak casually, you know? How about calling me unnie on this occasion? Come on, try saying it. Unnie.”
Sera put her arm around Iria’s shoulder and actively expressed intimacy.
It wasn’t an unpleasant feeling, but it also felt a bit burdensome.
Iria poked Sera’s wound with her finger.
“Eek?!”
While Sera was stunned by the pain, Iria was able to escape from her arms.
***
After a considerable amount of time had passed, Amelia was able to open her eyes in the hospital room.
Her whole body ached, and her head was dizzy.
But what was more painful than that was being beaten one-sidedly by Iria, whom she had looked down on.
Her pride was crumpled and trampled on. Just briefly recalling that memory made her whole body tremble. As if the fear of violence was engraved throughout her body.
“Ugh……”
Amelia, who couldn’t move from that spot for a long time, mulled over the feeling of defeat.
Should I wash my face for a bit? Maybe this icky feeling will get a little better then.
I don’t know. At least it seemed better than just lying still like this.
Amelia slowly puts her feet under the bed.
“Is that her? The girl who got beaten like a dog by the first-year.”
“I heard she got that because she was spreading false rumors. It’s all karma.”
“What a piece of trash. I guess she’s not even ashamed.”
“But she won. Anyway, let’s have a drink.”
And she goes out of the hospital room and hears the public’s evaluation of her.
Most of them are sharp criticisms. Maybe they were actions she might have done, no, actually had been doing until now.
‘Why am I being treated like this……’
The voice of someone talking behind her back was heard better than she thought.
When she mentioned her name behind her back, did Iria feel like this too?
If so, this too shall be another fairness.
Amelia was still feeling the weight of fairness. It will probably continue in the future too.
The scale of fairness has already tilted and added to the karma she had been accumulating.
Until fairness becomes unfair, all the arrows of criticism point toward Amelia.
Now that the dust has settled, Amelia had no right to criticize them. She had to accept it even if she didn’t like it.
Because that was her sin.
Amelia’s day passed in the hospital room.
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Only a few people predicted Iria’s victory in the duel with Amelia.
If comparing only individual combat power, many evaluated Iria as stronger than Amelia, but that was only when she was in prime condition.
Going to find Amelia after dueling numerous people for a day was too reckless.
Moreover, Amelia was called the bane of swordsmen. They didn’t think she could pierce through the invincible shield that physical attacks couldn’t penetrate while exhausted.
Still, as the top third-year student, it was honestly difficult to explain this matter other than saying Iria was brave to the point of excessive.
However, the result of the duel flowed completely differently than they thought.
Iria won, overcoming all those unfavorable conditions.
Formally, the result is that Amelia won, but it doesn’t change the fact that Iria came out on top.
It’s not that she barely won either. Iria played with Amelia in the arena.
She shattered the lightning shield Amelia boasted about in one strike and didn’t get hit by the fast lightning.
The skills she honed fell without even being able to react to Iria’s speed.
It was really impossible unless there was a considerable skill difference.
Amelia’s decimation was carried out slowly, and she was hit by Iria for a long time.
As if deliberately tormenting her without ending the duel.
“Isn’t that scary to that extent? Was Iria such a scary kid?”
“Didn’t you hear that? The bad rumors about Iria spreading, it was Amelia’s doing.”
“Then it’s understandable to hold a grudge. I heard the people Iria beat up were all on Amelia’s side. They actively spread bad rumors about Iria.”
“What, then it’s her own fault. I didn’t like her anyway. See, why did she mess with a quiet kid.”
Due to her previous karma, no one sympathizes with Amelia now. They were just watching the merciless violence Iria was committing.
“But seeing her like that, Iria is really strong. She seems to be on a similar level to Ariel?”
“The Academy’s level has risen a lot. How do monsters appear two years in a row?”
“We should really just put our heads down…”
The reactions of those watching the duel vary.
Some feel amazement at Iria’s strength, and some feel fear.
And another group…
“Wow… I guess she has a sadistic taste.”
“She really looks fuckable.”
“With that face and that taste, isn’t she just an open sadist?”
“Watch your mouth, man. You’ll end up like Amelia?”
“I’d like that?”
There were those who liked even this side of Iria.
Just as some dislike Iria, there are also those who like her.
They are the perverts with a particular taste who have been paying attention to Iria since her duel with Lucia.
“Is this the average of the top educational institution?”
Wouldn’t it be a big deal to mention Iria directly like this?
Surprisingly, Iria doesn’t touch them.
There was a time when she beat up someone like that while dealing with third-year students, but they liked it, so she stopped.
She thought biological disgust and emotions had disappeared a long time ago, but it wasn’t quite so.
Iria also didn’t touch them because it felt unpleasant that they enjoyed being hit.
And soon, they became the only ones who could mention Iria’s name at the Academy.
***
The sun was already setting when the duel with Amelia ended.
It was no wonder considering the duels I had today. How many times did she do it? She gave up counting from the middle.
After finishing everything, the sound that can be heard when listening closely is the usual whispers of someone.
Rumors spread by word of mouth usually go like that. It is a small noise that ordinary people can’t hear, but I could.
‘The subject of their conversations today was not me.’
The Academy was noisy today, but there was no talk about me.
The target of criticism and sarcasm had changed to Amelia.
This is the evil practice of the Academy. It’s a frequent occurrence where students gather and compete academically.
Unless special methods like mine are used, it’s impossible to stop the spread of rumors with individual power.
Amelia will probably live a school life like this from now on. Of course, I have no intention of stopping it for her, either.
Then is this fair?
“……”
It’s probably not.
Although Amelia is experiencing the same treatment she did to me, the days she will spend will be much longer than mine.
Then is my action justified?
I couldn’t find an answer to that question. It probably won’t be resolved even if I ponder deeply as usual.
Sera praised me for doing well after seeing my actions, and Ariel, well… What did he say again?
“Violence isn’t a very good means to solve problems. But in this case, your action rather served as a lesson to senior Amelia. That senior also needed to fix that personality someday.”
“……”
“You also did it with that thought, right? You waited for her to spread the protective barrier while making her feel a wall but not wanting to injure her directly.”
I did it because I thought she might die if I hit her directly.
There seemed to be a slight misunderstanding, but I didn’t bother refuting it. I didn’t have the eloquence for that and felt there was no reason to do so.
Many things happened, but anyway, today’s schedule has ended. The risen sun has set, and the darkened sky has finished preparing to greet tomorrow.
I, who returned home, was the same. I wash my body and lie on the bed without drying my hair.
I don’t dry my hair because it’s bothersome. Managing unnecessarily long hair was not easy.
So I just lie down. In exchange, I had to feel the damp sensation of wet sheets instead of the coziness of the bed.
It wasn’t impossible to sleep in this condition. I used to sleep on the street with garbage in the past.
“Is it tomorrow now?”
My thoughts were always deep, but today they were particularly so.
That’s because tomorrow was the day I promised Albert. Tomorrow I had to meet Headmaster Sertia, whom I had only heard about through rumors.
What kind of person would the mage who beheaded the Demon King be?
She wouldn’t be an easy opponent. Maybe she will be hostile to me, who possesses parts of the Demon King.
According to the literature, Sertia’s in her prime was comparable to that of the Hero wielding the Holy Sword.
It might be Albert’s plan to lure me towards Sertia and assassinate me.
Going to the Empire’s headquarters to meet her is no different from charging into enemy territory alone. I was going while taking a considerable risk.
However…
“……”
Nevertheless, there was enough value in going there.
Sertia is a person from the era when the hero and the Demon King existed. Surely she must have a lot of information about this world.
She has a high probability of knowing the truth of the world that dragged me into hell.
‘If I end up dying by going there…’
That’s not bad either.
Because death is a less terrifying punishment than pain. Death is a form of salvation.
Still, I didn’t intend to die.
In the past, I was a pitiful monster who only thought about dying, but not anymore.
If this world is a novel and the protagonist is Ariel…
“How will its ending turn out, and what kind of existence will I be in this world?”
It’s a world I once hated and still dislike…
Nevertheless, I was thinking that I wanted to see the end of this world.
Is the change in thought due to Ariel’s influence?
It might be. The protagonist in the novel, whom I closely observed, was a more amazing person than I thought.
According to Albert, she said she wanted to have a “conversation” with me.
I don’t know what Sertia means by conversation, but just as she has things she wants to tell me, I also have many things I want to ask her.
Before going to sleep, I examined the Demon King’s fragments lying around the corner of the house.
There were five, but since I ate one, four were left.
But I’m going to meet a great person, so should I eat one more?
“……”
No, let’s eat two.
It’s not because I’m hungry, but to increase my power.
I really wasn’t doing it because I was hungry.
**
This is Headmaster Sertia’s office. No, she’s not the headmaster anymore.
She greets the guest, who entered her room, with a haggard appearance.
Blue hair, half-closed eyes, and glasses covering his sharp eyes slightly.
There is only one person who visits Sertia’s room, who has officially stepped down from the position of headmaster.
“Albert. Come to think of it, was it tomorrow?”
“Yes.”
Albert looks at his old teacher with a dark expression. Even in his eyes, Sertia looked considerably weakened.
She, who has death almost before her eyes, receives holy water injections into her body to prolong her life, even for a moment.
It has the effect of slowing down the spread of magic power in the body.
Sertia’s complexion, which temporarily covered the curse with a blessing, returns momentarily.
Her irregular breathing gradually stabilized. Her hazy eyes becoming a little clearer, Sertia greeted her guest again.
Sertia says to Albert,
“The place to meet her will be outside the Empire.”
“There must be a reason.”
“Because the back alley monster is an enemy of the Empire. We can’t rule out the possibility of it turning into a massacre if things go wrong. I don’t want to involve the people of the Empire.”
“……”
Albert sat in a long silence.
Because he knew what Sertia’s words meant.
If Sertia uses her power, she dies. To be precise, she’s originally a dying body, but she will die sooner.
If things go wrong, it seemed she was thinking of putting her life on the scale and perishing with the back alley monster.
It’s a sad thing, but Albert couldn’t immediately deny her words.
He just stood still and waited for Sertia’s words.
“If you leave the Empire and go east, there is my personal basement. No matter what happens there, it won’t be a problem.”
“……”
“I will wait there. Albert, can you bring her? I’ll let you know the coordinates.”
“I will.”
The night in the Empire was deep.
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I saw memories of the past, no different from before. Memories of killing humans, drinking blood, and rolling around in back alleys.
However, there was no headache or stomach-churning disgust like before.
Well, of course. The things that could be considered my personal traumas have already been shown.
The memory that made me lose my emotions, the memory of committing murder for the first time, the memory of killing a friend I made for the first time. They are memories already revisited by the fragments.
Objectively, the time I spent as a monster was short. I didn’t have many memories. If all the painful memories have been pulled out, what will it show now?
I asked myself as I swallowed the fragment. In the void of unconsciousness, surrounded by darkness, I watched another scene from the fragment that was once a part of the Demon King.
And I saw…
“……”
A silver-haired woman lying in a dark basement, with black figures surrounding her.
‘Those are……’
It’s not my memory. The place and scenes were both unfamiliar.
Are those surrounding the woman the executives of the Demon King’s army?
‘Why are they together?’
There were faces I didn’t know and faces I knew, including the woman with silver hair and those I read about in Seir’s memories.
That’s probably Iria. Not me, but Iria before I possessed her body.
“Forgotten monster. And the one who resembles my master.”
The apparent leader of the Demon King’s army addressed the unconscious Iria. An ominous purple spell bloomed, distorting the space around them.
After that, he fed Iria something.
I don’t know what it is. But I could tell it was no ordinary object. It’s similar to the Demon King’s fragment, but the concentration is clearly different.
“If you open your eyes someday, become the new leader.”
With those words, the memory shown by the fragment ended.
What connection did the Demon King’s army have to Iria? Why was the Demon King’s fragment showing me these memories? And more than that, what kind of existence are “I” and “Iria” in this world?
There was too much unknown information, which made my head throb.
I wanted to see more, but consciousness returned, and I found myself staring at a familiar ceiling.
“……”
Morning had come, and an unpleasant one, too.
Harsh sunlight pierced through the window as sweat-soaked hair clung to my skin.
My head hurt as if it would shatter.
The memory earlier must have been Iria’s, preserved in this body.
I didn’t understand how the fragment accessed it, but that wasn’t the crucial point.
The fragment had extracted unknown information from this body. Perhaps it could reveal more.
It might solve the question that has taken root in my mind. I turned my head to the remaining two fragments I hadn’t eaten yet.
If I eat that, can I find out? Can the question haunting my mind for a long time be resolved?
Thinking that, I picked up the fragment to put it in my mouth, but stopped.
“Ah.”
Today is the day I’m supposed to meet Sertia. If I eat this and fall asleep, the plan will go awry.
Because there is something called priority in everything.
My heart was impatient for a moment, but as expected, it quickly subsided. The ability to always maintain composure is an advantage unique to monsters.
I decided to prepare to go out.
But even while drying my hair and changing clothes, the Demon King’s fragment didn’t leave my sight.
As if my body had come to crave the fragment.
Had my constitution changed without my knowledge? I held the Demon King’s fragment in my hand without realizing it.
“Hmm.”
Ultimately, I had no choice but to put the fragment in my pocket.
It might prove necessary if intense combat erupted.
***
From the moment I fell into this world, a question had plagued me.
The current me is a separate entity that fell into an unknown world and possessed Iria’s body.
An existence that is not of this world, but a foreign one.
Then, what kind of existence was Iria before I possessed her?
Was I merely a thief of bodies? If so, where is Iria’s stolen consciousness now?
Who is Iria? What is my true place in this world? And lastly, who trapped me in Iria’s body?
I’ve thought about it a lot, unable to share with anyone.
However, the information I had was always insufficient. When one answer comes, ten questions would follow.
There were always more things I didn’t know than things I did.
Could I uncover the truth in this world?
Though I lived only to die, the thought of perishing without answers felt deeply wrong.
I decided that at least I would not die during my meeting with ‘her.’
***
The place where I promised to meet Albert was in front of the headmaster’s office at the Academy.
Today is the Academy’s official day off, but Albert was on campus.
He stood in front of Sertia’s room, waiting for me.
“You’re here.”
I nodded in response.
He adjusted his glasses and turned, leaving only the instruction to follow.
“……”
I walked following him.
I don’t know how long we walked. My sense of time may differ from ordinary people’s, but even I think we’ve been walking for hours.
Morning light faded towards noon as landscapes shifted around us.
Is this outside the Empire? I rarely went outside the Empire, so I don’t know where this is.
“Is this the right way?”
“It is. Lady Sertia wants to see you underground.”
I shot a sharp glance at Albert.
Inviting the Empire’s enemy, the back alley monster, to an outside space other than the headmaster’s office…
Isn’t the intention too obvious?
Albert walked ahead without minding my gaze. Since he didn’t answer, I decided to read his memories.
Humans with a lot of mana have strong resistance to memory reading, but this is a secluded path with no witnesses.
With enough magic power, I can pierce even Albert’s defenses.
I made eye contact with him, probing his memories from last night.
He had a conversation with a black-haired woman, presumably Sertia.
Though the mana resistance made the memory hazy, I could hear their voices.
‘…I see.’
Just as I harbored suspicions of Sertia, she also clearly distrusted me.
Half of my assumptions were correct. At least it doesn’t seem like she’s plotting an assassination, so I walked quietly.
Because no matter what purpose the other party has, it doesn’t change the fact that I have to meet her.
If it’s her, then she would probably know things I didn’t.
How much time passed like that?
Time stretched on until Albert finally said, “This way.”
“We’ve come further than I thought.”
“She’s a whimsical person. Former Headmaster Sertia is underground.”
“……”
We arrived at the place where Sertia is said to be.
It appeared to be a well-constructed underground facility. The inside was full of countless magic books and such.
Is this Sertia’s exclusive library? As a member of the first hero party, she must have accumulated a lot of wealth.
“Is it that room?”
I asked Albert, pointing to a door with my finger.
He didn’t bother to answer. Silence sometimes means an affirmative answer. If he didn’t deny it, it means yes.
I didn’t need to open the door to sense what lay beyond. The threat was almost instinctual.
Vast power radiated through the entrance.
If you reveal your murderous intent so blatantly like that, it makes me not want to go in.
Enormous hatred and murderous intent were directed at me.
Can’t Albert feel it? The fact that the other monster beyond is very angry.
Humans have extremely few senses. Someone said that humans are an inferior species, which I find quite true.
“Are you not coming?”
Albert, who went down the stairs first, looked back at me and asked.
I don’t want to, but…
I have to go.
“I’ll go even if you don’t tell me.”
I took a deep breath and opened the door.
A huge wave of mana blew.
“Why are you in the Empire?” The black-haired woman – Sertia – demanded before I could even register her appearance.
Even Albert seemed startled by her immediate hostility.
I don’t know what the reason is, but Sertia extremely hated me.
“You won’t say you forgot me, will you?”
Her fierce red eyes turned to me.
And…
“Demon King, Echidna.”
An unfamiliar name came out.
Chapter 109 : The Forgotten Wizard.
TN: I realized it with the last chapter, but the Demon King is female. I guess Demon Lord would’ve made more sense looking back, but what can we do? I’ll keep it Demon King for consistency, but I’ll use female pronouns for those in the know like Sertia or Iria post memory.
Also thank James Baily for the chapter.

 
The situation was such that a battle could break out at any moment.
Fierce red eyes glared at me.
In the end, I also drew my red sword and pointed it at Sertia. I had no intention of actually swinging it, but it was to respond immediately if an attack came.
I pointed my sword at her and said,
“Calm down.”
I looked into Sertia’s eyes.
As expected, I couldn’t read her memories. Her resistance was too strong.
“I am not the person you know.”
“……”
“Or is this the kind of conversation you want? I don’t mind either way.”
If the other party doesn’t want to talk, I’ll just kill them and extract their memories like I’ve always done.
I’ve already been through countless fights to the death.
“I’m disappointed, Albert. Was this your purpose for bringing me here after all?”
“Wait, that’s not it…!”
There was Albert, who was flustered by the unexpected reaction, and Sertia, who glared at me with a cold gaze.
She seemed to look me over again from head to toe.
“You… Aren’t you the Demon King…?”
“They said she died. You should know that better than anyone.”
I don’t know why she doesn’t know even though she killed him herself.
I don’t even know why she’s confusing me with the Demon King in the first place.
I wanted to read her memories, but her mental defense was incomparably stronger than Albert’s.
I couldn’t bring out more magic, or she would see through me before I could read her memories.
There was a long silence and exchange of glances.
And then Sertia said,
“You… Why did you shrink?”
“…?”
What is she talking about now?
***
As the nerve-wracking confrontation continued, Albert finally stepped in to mediate.
He suggested that since nothing good would come from standing and talking, we should sit down and have a conversation.
Since this is the first time I’m seeing Sertia, I clarified a few more times that I’m not the person she mistook me for.
However, I wondered how she could confuse me with the Demon King of the demon realm who had been dead for over 20 years.
After facing Sertia, it’s not that I didn’t feel anything at all.
The fragment of the Demon King that I absorbed was wary of Sertia.
Could this be the Demon King’s memory? Perhaps it was related to the reason she mistook me for the Demon King.
Sertia folded her arms with a very unpleasant expression.
“I don’t believe what you’re saying.”
“……”
“I didn’t expect that cunning woman to have a hidden child, though.”
“I’m not the Demon King, and I’m probably not… a hidden child either.”
“I don’t know why you think of me that way.”
“Are you saying you don’t know anything at all?”
“I don’t have any memories.”
I briefly answered Sertia’s question. Her red eyes turned blue.
It meant she was using mana. She seemed to be trying to find out if my words were a lie.
I asked her,
“I don’t know who I am. Do you know me?”
“……”
I don’t know myself.
I don’t know what role the existence of “Iria” plays in this world, what race she is, or what background she has.
I don’t know what kind of monster Iria was before I possessed her, and if I stole her body and possessed it, I don’t know where the original “Iria”‘s consciousness is.
Then does Sertia know?
She seemed to know about me.
Because as soon as she saw me, she had an intense reaction.
I listened for that answer.
Sertia let out a small sigh and slowly opened her mouth.
“You resemble the Demon King. No, to be honest, you overlap so much that it wouldn’t be an exaggeration to say you’re the same person.”
“When you say resemble, do you mean in appearance?”
“Appearance, but even the energy emanating from you. And above all……”
Sertia points to my eyes with her finger.
“It’s those eyes of yours. Would you understand if I said it’s the ability to show illusions to humans? That’s the Demon King’s ability. She was a wicked woman who shattered human minds to the point of no return just by making eye contact.”
“How did you know about my eyes?”
“Because I investigated you. And I’ve had my mind destroyed by a being with the same eyes as you.”
“……”
Did Sertia notice when I first tried to read her memories?
No wonder she avoided making eye contact with me.
More than that, hearing that this power originated from the Demon King was something I was hearing for the first time.
Somehow, the more I dig, the more it feels like going into a maze.
Then am I the Demon King, as Sertia says?
No, that wouldn’t be the case.
The name was different.
According to Sertia, the name of the previous Demon King was Echidna, and the name engraved on this body is Iria.
These eyes that pierce through everything about a living being told me that the name of the body I possessed was “Iria”.
So the probability of the Demon King and I being the same person is low.
Above all, isn’t the size of our powers different?
Destroying a human’s mind to the point of no return is something difficult for me to do.
I could do it if I wanted to, but it’s not something I can do easily like Sertia said.
At that point, I can say for sure.
“I am not the Demon King.”
Isn’t she already a dead being in the first place?
It’s impossible for a Demon King who has already died and been divided into fragments to come back to life.
Sertia seemed to believe my words a little when she heard them. She also seemed to have some means of distinguishing between truth and lies.
It took a long time for Sertia to answer.
“…Okay, your vibe is a little different from the one I knew. But I don’t trust you. Because even if you’re not the Demon King, it’s clear that you’re related to her in some way.”
“……”
“You are neither human nor monster. If I had to say, you’d be closer to a doll someone created. Creating another life is an impossible act that goes against the laws of this world, but who knows? She might have been capable of that.”
“A doll?”
Sertia nodded silently.
“And you’ve also been cursed by the Demon King. I don’t know what kind of curse it is, though.
You feel like you have the same energy as the Demon King, but you also feel the same as me.”
A curse.
If I had to say, living in this world itself is a curse to me.
Sertia turns her eyes, which have turned blue from using mana. She slowly observes me.
Then she reaches out her hand towards me. Since I didn’t feel hostility even from that action, I didn’t resist.
Sertia placed her hand near my left chest.
“……”
“As I thought, there are traces of a curse on your heart. The Demon King engraved it directly on you.”
“I assume you don’t know what kind of curse it is.”
“Unfortunately. If the previous saint, Karen, were alive, she might have been able to find out.
Curses are not my area of expertise.”
Her eyes aren’t lying.
The original owner of this body must have met the Demon King directly. Then what was the relationship between the Demon King and Iria?
“Since you wouldn’t have engraved a curse on your own body, I’ll believe you when you say you’re not the Demon King. But you’ll have to prove that you didn’t join hands with the Demon King’s army.”
“Hmm.”
Saying that I didn’t join hands with the Demon King’s army was something I blurted out to clear up Sertia’s misunderstanding.
Sertia still showed strong hostility towards anything related to the Demon King.
It’s not unreasonable since she directly confronted the Demon King.
Still.
“Why should I?”
The reason I came to meet Sertia is because I thought meeting her would benefit me.
I never really thought about wanting to get close to her. In the first place, I came here prepared for a life-or-death situation, and I was an enemy of the Empire from the beginning.
No matter what I say here, the fact that I have to confront her doesn’t change.
Even if I repent and apologize to them, the dead won’t come back to life, and they won’t be able to forgive me either.
So I have no reason or need to accept the Empire’s demands. In the first place, there’s no way to prove something I didn’t do.
When I answered briefly, Sertia’s gaze on me changed.
Along with that, the flow of the surrounding air also changed.
Sertia had never let go of her hostility towards me from beginning to end, and it had intensified.
“You are an associate of the Demon King. Then naturally, the possibility of contact with the remnants of the Demon King’s army cannot be ruled out either. There was also an attack on the academy after you came to the Empire.”
“……”
“When the Demon King’s army stormed the academy, weren’t you also not present at the scene? The red magical energy felt inside the building must have been yours.”
I looked at Sertia, and she was also looking at me.
Is this how it feels to face a ferocious beast?
My body instinctively senses danger signals.
The person in front of me right now was someone deserving of that.
The de facto leader of the Empire, incomparable to Albert or Freya.
The strongest human weapon at present had their eyes on me.
I wonder if it’s more dangerous than I thought.
“Keep in mind that you are the prime suspect. Do you think you can make me, no, the Empire your enemy and remain unscathed?”
“We were originally enemies. You called me knowing that, didn’t you?”
Sertia seemed to be trying hard to suppress her rising anger. Her anger was directed at the Demon King, not me.
She seemed to be overlapping me with the Demon King. Her tragedy originated from it
I understand why she’s hostile, but that’s not something I did.
It’s unfair to be suspected like that.
No, maybe this too is a sin.
No matter what the reason, the people of the Empire I killed won’t come back to life.
It’s right for Sertia to be angry at me, and it may not be right for me to make excuses to her.
In the first place, regardless of my relationship with the Demon King’s army, from the Empire’s point of view, the existence of “me” would be a major obstacle.
“Then I’ll ask one last thing.”
Sertia said, looking at me.
“After the Demon King’s death, the Empire officially declared the end of the war, but the war is not over yet. The remnants of the Demon King’s army are gathering, preparing to start another war.”
She took a deep breath and asked me.
“If war breaks out again, whose side will you take?”
It’s the final question to test me.
Depending on the answer, her attitude will change.
But I can’t tell a lie.
Because I’m not confident in deceiving someone without using my ability.
Moreover, the other party is Sertia.
If I try to match her mood and blurt out a lie, it will backfire.
“……”
I pondered for a moment.
That contemplation wasn’t long.
“At the very least, I don’t think I’ll side with the humans.”
It was an honest answer.
Because it’s impossible for me to coexist with humans.
Also, I might not be able to overcome my instincts and attack humans.
I have no intention of attacking humans for no reason, and I don’t want to either, but it doesn’t go as I wish.
Now I’m living on fragments of the Demon King, but in the end, someday I’ll have to suck the blood of humans.
As I am now, I’m not confident that I won’t harm humans.
If a war does happen, I definitely won’t side with the humans.
That’s my answer.
“Is that so?”
Sertia, who heard the answer, nods her head.
She gets up from her seat with her eyes closed.
The huge amount of mana surrounding the area was felt swaying.
The surrounding terrain vibrates.
“Then I can’t just let you go.”
When Sertia opened her eyes again, both eyes were dyed blue.
That must be their original color.
“Don’t misunderstand. I didn’t call you for this purpose from the beginning. I called you literally for the purpose of a conversation, but……”
Sertia slowly weaves the mana of the surrounding area into the form of a spell. As she does so, she continues speaking.
The space distorted following her steps. Her presence here was too immense.
“You resemble the Demon King of the past too much. I judged that if left alone, the same disaster as before would occur. Therefore, I will remove you, the seed of disaster, from this place.”
“……”
I also draw my red sword.
It’s not that I didn’t anticipate it would turn out like this.
“It’s my personal judgment, so don’t resent Albert. If you want to resent someone, resent only me for being inflexible.”
But I didn’t want to make that woman my enemy.
I gathered magical energy while holding my sword.
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My body contains at least five fragments of the Demon King.
One from the shadow monster and one from Amy.
I absorbed two during the monster attack incident. Since this body originally existed as a Seed of the Demon King, there must be at least one more already.
“……”
And there’s something I feel every time I swallow a fragment of the Demon King.
With each fragment I swallow and absorb, it feels like someone’s consciousness enters my body.
As if the fragment itself possesses its own awareness.
At first, I dismissed it as imagination since the voice was so faint.
But the more fragments I absorbed, the stronger my unease grew.
During the academy attack, didn’t it even try to seize control of my body?
In an unconscious space filled with nothing but darkness,
A silver-haired figure who resembles me speaks, looking at me.
‘…Be careful of one mage?’
She vanished, leaving behind words I couldn’t comprehend.
As the unconscious space shatters, I return to reality. Sertia stands before me, and I’m gripping a red sword.
This is the second time I’ve drawn the red sword.
The red mana isn’t my own power, but the Demon King’s power flowing from the fragments, so I prefer not to use it unless necessary.
But my opponent is Sertia. The strongest wizard in the Empire’s long history.
If I don’t fight with all my strength, I will lose.
This was the first time I’d felt genuine tension in battle.
“……”
I adjust my grip on the sword. Red magical energy radiates in all directions, exuding an ominous aura.
No matter how strong she is, the opponent is still a mage.
In close combat, she’ll be helpless. After all, she’s human. She won’t be able to match my speed.
I grip the sword and leap.
At the same time, the world around me begins to move in slow motion. The realm of extreme speed that opens up when reflexes transcend human limits.
The time needed to reach Sertia’s position is negligible.
Even one second is an eternity.
I’ll move faster than she can blink.
As I close in on Sertia, I immediately swing my sword.
It’s a speed that no one has managed to react to so far. An ordinary human probably wouldn’t even see me.
And then,
-Clang!!!!
The sword I swung at Sertia was blocked by some kind of barrier.
Cracks form on the thick barrier created with mana.
I put more strength into my sword hand and channel red magical energy.
At that point, I expected the barrier to shatter.
‘It didn’t penetrate?’
But I frowned.
I couldn’t break through Sertia’s barrier.
In the realm of extreme speed, where everything except myself moves slowly, Sertia’s eyes track me.
Her blue eyes lock onto mine.
Even though this sword cut down a high-ranking Demon King’s army member in a single stroke, Sertia’s cold expression doesn’t waver.
Her previous relaxed demeanor had been more natural than anyone else I’d encountered.
At that moment, Sertia’s attack magic ignited after completing its spell formation.
There was a flash.
***
Extreme pain erupts in my abdomen.
It feels like all my internal organs are twisting. My breathing is labored, and my body feels leaden.
Though it was only a single spell, my body was pierced, causing severe bleeding.
And worst of all,
‘Regeneration is slow…’
The residual mana from the magic is eating away at my body, interfering with healing.
It’s a sensation I’ve felt once before.
Mana blood.
Humans with a unique constitution that contains high concentrations of mana in their blood.
For some reason, magic from humans with mana blood excels at destroying magical energy.
Unlike Sera, who was inexperienced in utilizing her constitutional power, Sertia wielded hers precisely and efficiently.
Several attack spells fly toward me. Each one would be fatal if it hit, so I rolled across the floor.
I was trying to avoid the magic.
However, the magic cutting through the air doesn’t travel in straight lines.
It curves, pursuing its predetermined target.
“…Ugh!”
My vision twists again, and chunks of flesh tear away. Red blood spraying into the air fills my field of view.
I thought I had grown accustomed to pain. Apparently not.
My brows furrow involuntarily. The pain of my body melting from the mana blood left me immobile.
“Ugh, uh……”
I wipe blood from the corner of my mouth.
The reason the Demon King’s army hesitated to wage war against humanity must have been because of Sertia.
Her strength surpassed that of all the Empire’s humans combined.
I knew that, but she was even more powerful than I’d imagined.
She was overwhelming me despite being past her prime.
Clutching my melted wounds, I look ahead. Sertia still stands before me, appearing as unscathed as when I first saw her.
Sertia was stronger than me, at least for now. To defeat her, I needed a different approach.
I take out another fragment of the Demon King from my pocket and swallow it whole.
“……”
Afterward, I force my heavy body to stand. I recreate the red sword that had dissipated earlier.
I draw out more power from the fragments.
Until my mind grows hazy, until my consciousness warps.
The Demon King’s fragments and my consciousness merge, and some of the Demon King’s memories encoded in the fragments surface.
There was a mage who single-handedly confronted the Demon King after she had defeated Elion, the first Hero.
A wizard with red hair and shining blue eyes.
Though her appearance has changed considerably, she’s the same person as back then.
Red magical energy seeps out.
The wounds regenerate, and my hair takes on a red tinge from the magical energy’s influence.
“… That’s right, Sertia.”
I grip the sword.
“It’s been 20 years. It’s time to settle this.”
I kick off the ground.
***
I take a deep breath and slowly swing my sword.
I cut down the incoming magic with precisely shaped magical energy.
The spells are fast and lethal, but not beyond my ability to deflect.
I cut through them and reach Sertia.
I spread my magical energy in all directions, blanketing the area.
The magical energy surrounding us binds Sertia.
This is where she will fall.
With that thought, I swing my sword.
This time, it’s a strike meant to pierce the barrier. Sertia raises her hand to block the sword, but that won’t be enough.
-Crack, crack!
Cracks form on the massive barrier. The scene mirrors our earlier clash, but the fissures are larger now.
I put more force into my sword hand.
-Crash!!
After the barrier shatters, Sertia’s expression changes for the first time.
To minimize the gap in movement, my trajectory bends unnaturally as I charge toward her.
In that fleeting moment, Sertia conjures powerful elemental magic in her hand.
-Whoosh!!
Flames erupting from Sertia’s left hand engulf the area.
The red sword grazes her forehead as the blazing flames force me back.
Strong wind pressure—is it wind magic mixed with fire magic?
It doesn’t matter.
With the barrier broken, there are plenty of openings.
Pushed back, I catch my breath.
I try to control the overwhelming surge of red magical energy.
Blood trickles down from Sertia’s wounded forehead.
“……”
“……”
We stand in her burned-out study.
With an impassive expression, she wipes the blood from her forehead.
That’s when the real problem begins.
As Sertia converts the spilled blood into mana, her presence grows even more overwhelming.
Amplification of mana using blood.
I expected it, but can she use this technique too?
“Step back, Albert.”
“Lady Sertia, any more than this…!”
“This is my fight. It will probably be the last one.”
Sertia looks toward Albert.
“Or are you trying to hold back your teacher? Albert, I don’t know what you think of that person, but the remnants of the Demon King must be eliminated.”
“……”
“And it’s my duty to carry that out. I’ve lived my whole life just for this purpose.”
Saying that, she turns her gaze back to me.
Sertia, with flames engulfing her entire body, seems somewhat unstable.
Is she not in her normal state?
Perhaps that’s the key to victory in this fight.
The magnitude of Sertia’s power exceeds my own.
I don’t understand how a human can wield such power, but continuing a head-on battle puts me at a disadvantage.
Yet raw power alone doesn’t always determine the outcome.
I study Sertia. If I use my red magical energy, can I identify her weakness?
“What you swallowed earlier was a fragment of the Demon King, wasn’t it? The more I observe you, the more remarkable you seem. Normally, consuming that turns one into a mindless monster. I’ve never seen a being who can control the fragments’ power like you.”
“……”
“It’s probably because you’re genetically similar to the Demon King. That’s precisely why you must be eliminated here. I still have a duty to stop the Demon King’s remnants before they manifest into a more complete being.”
Saying that, Sertia extinguishes the flames in her hand.
She simultaneously ignites multiple spell formations. Everything from elemental magic to attack spells that shape mana into sharp projectiles.
Various magics bloom behind Sertia.
This is the pinnacle of magic that only she can achieve.
And then,
“Your name was Iria, right? I bear you no ill will.”
“Nor I you.”
Sertia aims all her assembled magic at me.
I point my sword at her in turn.
Now it was time to prove who was stronger.
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There was a time when she killed only demons like crazy.
It was from the moment she heard the news that her family had been killed by the Demon King’s army.
The young Sertia, who had nothing left, wandered.
The unparalleled genius produced by the academy? The student who graduated at the top with unprecedented grades? What’s the use of all that?
She had already lost a place to return to.
Sertia’s old hometown was a small village close to the Demon Realm.
She came to the Empire to learn, and when she returned after graduating from the academy, the village only had traces of being burned down.
Consumed by the desire for revenge, she set out on a journey alone. It was a path she took solely to kill demons.
She had the talent too. Literally, it was as if her talent had blossomed to kill demons.
She killed demi-humans and exterminated monsters. Like a madman, she repeated the same thing over and over again.
It seemed like it would continue until she annihilated all the demons on this continent. Killing demons and earning bounty from the Empire, she used all the bounty to buy potions and returned to the battlefield.
The limits of the flesh, it seems she couldn’t properly feel them during that time.
Having lost direction in life, she wandered in search of the purpose and reason for her existence.
Since all she knew was how to kill demons, she killed demons.
Otherwise, it felt like her existence was being denied.
About two years passed like that.
That was when Sertia single-handedly beheaded a high-ranking member of the Demon King’s army.
Someone came looking for her. A man with black hair and a large sword.
“What is it? Have you come to mock my life that’s riddled with blood like trash?”
Since no human sought out Sertia after graduating from the academy, she was wary of the man.
The man, who revealed himself as a hero, suggested to Sertia to become his traveling companion.
He said he could end this tragedy. So he asked if she would help with that.
He said he could bring peace to this continent by beheading the Demon King.
“……”
At first, she thought it was absurd. Does he really think he can kill the being who has reigned over the Demon Realm for over a thousand years?
It’s a crazy thing to do, a path to death.
But there was conviction in the man’s expression. It was a face that didn’t doubt the path he was walking.
He had an impossible dream, but his steps towards it at the time didn’t seem so bad.
“Okay. I don’t know how far I can go, though.”
Her own life wasn’t that important anymore.
She thought it was fine to follow him and die killing demons. If she was going to die anyway, she thought it would be good to die on the battlefield.
She just ended up doing the usual demon extermination with someone.
A saint joined the party, and the three-member party was formed. Two people joined the journey she had started alone.
The three of them could kill an incomparably greater number of demons than when she was alone. Sertia learned many things by the side of Ellion, the Hero.
From how to overcome sorrow to how to live anew in this harsh world.
She learned that killing demons wasn’t everything. Protecting something was more valuable than killing evil beings.
She now had something to protect when she thought she had nothing left. She gained a new family, having lost those related by blood.
Just with that, Sertia thought this world was worth living in.
Until she fought the final battle that would determine the future of humanity.
The hero’s party collapsed along with the Demon King. In the final battle, Elion died.
Not long after, Karen died too.
The Demon King, who had taken away Sertia’s first family, soon took away her second family as well.
From that day onward, she lost the purpose of life she had found again and the precious bonds that supported her from the side.
Therefore, for Sertia, the Demon King is the cause of all tragedies.
He killed her family, killed the Hero, cursed Karen, and now she herself is being eaten away by the curse.
Demon King Echidna.
How long will it keep taking from her?
How long will she keep losing?
“If only you didn’t exist.”
At least it wouldn’t have been this miserable.
Sertia raises her head and looks at the Demon King’s avatar.
She sees the form of the Demon King, split into hundreds of pieces and now returned in a new shape.
She thought her tears had long dried up, but a drop of water flowed down her cheek.
Sertia brings out a vast amount of mana and ignites hundreds of spells.
“…If only you didn’t exist.”
The new name was definitely Iria.
She said she had no ill feelings, but in fact, she hated her.
The new Demon King, who might become the same tragedy.
And Sertia,
“Back-alley monster, Iria,”
She grasps the spell that once pierced the Demon King’s heart.
“I am stronger than you.”
The surrounding terrain collapses, unable to withstand that vast power.
Sertia’s study, which was as grand as the Empire’s tower, began to collapse.
***
The ground crumbles, and the terrain is cut away.
There was a fight between monsters that far surpassed the level of humans.
The floor melts in the rising flames, and clean cut marks are left where the red sword passed.
Iria, who was thrown out as the study collapsed, grips her sword with a blood-soaked body.
Even though she brought out all her magical energy, this is definitely the first time she’s been driven to this extent.
The broken bones hurt.
Half of her body is burned, so now she can’t even speak properly.
Sertia was still in front of Iria. She was covered in blood.
But her cold gaze that sharply glared at Iria didn’t change.
“……”
“……”
Iria wiped the blood on her face, and Sertia spread her spells again.
The two monsters, whose confrontation didn’t end for a long time after that.
“I thought you had no ill feelings.”
“…I don’t.”
“It seems like you do.”
“……”
Did her emotions unintentionally show? Sertia took a step back.
Then she stares straight at Iria.
‘Why?’
Iria was a very amazing being, even in Sertia’s eyes.
Iria’s skin must be torn and her bones broken. The bleeding was also considerable, and Sertia aimed mainly at her vital points.
‘But why won’t she die?’
She had faced monsters with excellent regenerative abilities a few times before.
But the monster in front of her had a fundamental difference from the ones she had seen.
‘It’s not a matter of regenerative ability…’
Could it be that there are no weaknesses in the first place?
If you compare the damage taken, Sertia received less. She had the overall upper hand in the bloody battle.
However, it was dangerous.
Her vision was red.
She couldn’t suppress the curse from spreading as she unleashed the mana in her body.
She was breaking down in real time. She was fighting with a body that shouldn’t have fought in the first place.
At this rate, the one who will die is not Iria, but Sertia.
Even if she hadn’t fought this battle, she was destined to die soon anyway.
In her current state, she couldn’t kill the monster before her. Because the power of her magic also weakened as time passed.
Just standing was now a struggle due to the curse gripping her body.
Ultimately, the mage forgotten by history kneels on her last battlefield. In front of her is Iria.
“I won.”
“……”
“The strong doesn’t always win. There’s a saying that it’s not the strong who survive, but the ones who survive are strong.”
The red sword is aimed. The sword that once split the earth in a single stroke now points at a person.
Iria had no intention of sparing Sertia’s life. Putting aside all reasons, she was someone who would die soon anyway.
Even if Iria doesn’t swing her sword, she’s someone who will die as soon as tomorrow. In the end, the terminally ill mage just showed her last struggle, using up her remaining lifespan.
“Why are you……”
“Asking if I know what loss is?”
Iria, who finally broke through Sertia’s mental defense, asks. It’s a question she spits out first after reading her thoughts.
Even a moment is precious to the terminally ill, so this was a kind of consideration.
The gazes of the two beings intertwined.
“I’ll say it again, I’m not the being you think I am. You’re not the only miserable one.”
“……”
“My circumstances are unfortunate, but I’m not in a position to pity anyone.”
After that, only a long silence flowed.
Sertia had her head down, but Iria could tell what look she had. She looked very deep in thought.
Even while thinking that, the curse devoured Sertia’s body. The sanity she maintains begins to fade.
Did the previous saint Karen change like this too? Slowly losing her mind as she accepts the magical energy in her body and sinks into the deep sea.
Sertia raises her head for the last time. She looks at Iria’s face. She was looking down at Sertia with an indifferent expression.
Bright red eyes that emit a clear light.
The eyes of a monster that signify non-human.
Now she too has the same eyes. Sertia was able to completely let go of being human and become a monster only when she was on the verge of death.
Only a monster can understand a monster. She realizes that she’s not the only one who is cursed.
Perhaps Iria’s curse might be even more brutal than her own.
“…I won.”
Then the one who won is not Iria, but herself.
“Because unlike me, you still haven’t been liberated.”
Sertia now closes her eyes, having shed all burdens.
And Iria can not.
Iria was cursed and became a monster.
Since a monster’s life is more painful than death, Iria has never won even once.
She has only experienced pain while sustaining her life as a monster.
Hearing those words, Iria bites her lip. She couldn’t deny everything the dying Sertia was saying.
“…Then what will you do?”
Sertia asks.
“You’ll have to decide quickly. If you don’t kill me here, I’ll go on a rampage just like you did. Then the one who dies will be you, not me. Maybe I’ll become the newly resurrected Demon King.”
“……”
“In the end, one of the two will inevitably die. It’s up to you to choose who will be truly liberated.”
Whether to kill Sertia or to let her live and die herself.
That decision lies with Iria. The choice cannot be avoided. She had to choose one of the two, no matter what.
This time, Iria was deep in thought. For someone who has lived as a monster for a long time like her, it was words that could make her waver.
“……”
But she soon gave up.
Because she knew that even if Sertia became a monster, she would not die.
Sertia also can’t kill Iria. Only starlight can kill her. It was an impression she got while fighting Sertia.
Having made her choice, Iria immediately stabs the red sword into Sertia’s heart.
With a thud, blood splattered everywhere.
Soon after, Sertia took her last breath. The forgotten mage was killed by a monster.
“…You must be happy to win.”
Iria still hasn’t escaped from the nightmare.
She was still alive.
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According to Sertia, the Demon King and Iria were somehow related.
The Demon King and Iria were almost identical beings; they resembled each other in terms of appearance, abilities, and even the composition of their bodies.
It didn’t seem like she was lying. Even without making eye contact, I’m not soft enough to not be able to see through the lies of the person right in front of me.
Moreover, if I thought on the premise that Sertia’s words were true, many things made sense.
Like the fact that there’s no problem eating the Demon King’s seeds or that the innate physical abilities are outstanding from the start.
But even Sertia didn’t know how Iria and the Demon King were intertwined.
Then, does the Demon King’s army have information about that?
I recalled the image of Iria lying among the remnants of the Demon King’s army. The Demon King and Iria. And how are their relationships with the remaining remnants entangled?
What I gained from meeting Sertia was much more than I thought.
I decided on the Demon King’s army’s headquarters as my next destination.
***
The feeling of having killed Sertia wasn’t very good.
She died, and I lived. Somehow, I feel empty inside.
How should I express this feeling? In the end, she was a monster, but she was human. Perhaps she was a monster more human than anyone else.
Endless emptiness? It seemed a bit different from that. I felt like I was completely detached from humans.
I don’t know what feelings Sertia had for me, but I really had no feelings for her.
Other than the fact that she was a strong person and had an unfortunate past like mine.
-I won.
But was it because she disappeared while provoking me?
I felt a little twisted inside. I wanted to vomit.
I don’t feel anything emotionally, but rather, it’s the discomfort that arises because of that.
The life of a monster is pain. Since pain is more fearsome than death, I am currently receiving a more brutal punishment than Sertia.
She won, and I lost.
The meaning of a single word strikes every bone in my body.
“……”
Perhaps the one who resembled me the most on this continent was her.
Sertia and I were cursed with the same thing, were both human and monster, and wished for death rather than life.
In a sense, she may have been my kin. Then, would this be the first time I’ve killed my own kind?
I don’t even know what “my kind” is anymore.
My body ached, and I was so dizzy from losing blood.
“Ugh……”
That battle was dangerous.
Although my life wasn’t in danger, I almost lost my sanity several times during it.
The same thing that happened in the back alley massacre about a year ago might have occurred.
In the end, it was a fight between two monsters whose consciousness wasn’t whole, so if Sertia had fought with a little stronger hatred… Perhaps the Empire would have been destroyed because of that.
‘What would have happened if I had hoped for Sertia to become a monster at the end?’
At least it would have been a more miserable sight than now.
Even if death is rest and life is pain, when death actually rushes in front of you, it’s not easy to accept it.
It may be rest, but an instinctive fear follows.
But Sertia chose not to become a monster until the end. Even to me, that was a surprising action.
She left the choice to me, but the right to choose wasn’t only mine.
If she had the will, she could have accepted the magical energy at any time and pierced me. I respected her for not doing that.
Because she was similar to me, yet different.
Unlike me, who became a monster and committed a massacre a year ago, Sertia held onto her humanity.
“Rest in peace.”
I bid farewell to the hero of the past who closed her eyes.
Sertia was stronger than me in both body and mind. If I had met her just 20 years earlier, I would have been the one who would have been ‘liberated’ in the true sense.
And,
Sertia, who had been the academy’s headmaster for a long time, seemed to have dignity even with her eyes closed.
There were words she left just before she breathed her last, stabbed by the sword.
-Tell that child I’m sorry in my stead.
I could only find out who that child Sertia was referring to after reading her memories.
It must be referring to Ariel, the novel’s protagonist and this generation’s hero.
I didn’t know what she was sorry about since I’m not Sertia, but I promised to pass it on. It wasn’t a difficult thing for me anyway.
After finishing everything, I put away the red magical energy. My whole body was covered in blood and wounds.
It would have been nice if it had rained at a time like this, but the sky never looked out for my situation.
I was looking at the sky that had somehow turned into night.
In the terrain filled with spilled blood and unextinguished flames, starlight seemed to pour down instead of rain.
After staying still for a while, I felt a presence behind me.
“……Albert.”
So he was alive.
I thought he was buried under the rubble when the study collapsed.
Well, Sertia was exceptionally outstanding, but he was also a first-class mage. He could probably protect his own body by himself.
He kept his head down and didn’t say a word. He was wearing dark glasses, so I couldn’t tell his expression.
But I could understand how he felt. Right now there’s only emptiness, but I was also human once.
I ask him.
“You knew it would turn out like this from the beginning, right?”
“……Because no matter what, she couldn’t escape the fate of death. I didn’t expect this result, but I was prepared for it. At least she didn’t end up like the previous saint.”
“Aren’t you resentful of me?”
“It would be a lie if I said I don’t feel that way at all. Of course I resent you.”
Well, of course.
The murderous demon who killed another human.
“Because I killed your teacher?”
“……”
He answered my second question with silence.
A tacit affirmation.
And,
“But I also know it was inevitable. The Demon King’s curse was to turn my human teacher into something inhuman.”
“Hmm.”
“Thank you for letting my teacher close her eyes as a human.”
He spoke as indifferently as possible while hiding his emotions.
It was plain to see, even if he didn’t particularly hide it. His breathing was disturbed, and his heart rate was irregular.
It’s the opposite of the cold appearance I usually saw.
‘So he also feels emotions.’
As I thought, you shouldn’t judge a person only by their external aspects.
“You heard the conversation earlier, right?”
I look into his eyes.
In front of the thick magical energy spread all around, lying is impossible.
“I might be the Demon King. Just as Ariel is a candidate for the next hero, I might become the new Demon King.”
“I heard.”
“Then will you also treat me as an enemy? I might become the greatest disaster to humanity.”
I ask if he will fight me here.
To him, I, who killed his teacher, must be no different from an enemy, so it wouldn’t be strange if he attacked me right away.
He had the right to be angry at me.
I stood still and listened to the answer that came back.
“……Of course. Because you are the enemy of humanity.”
“……”
“But not now. If we fight in this situation, there will only be one more corpse.”
As expected, he’s cold.
There’s no way he alone could stop me, whom even Sertia couldn’t.
I didn’t particularly feel like fighting either. Despite how I look, I’m quite exhausted. If I fight more, I will surely lose my sanity.
I didn’t want to cause another tragedy.
“Then promise me this: Come back when you’re a little more properly prepared and think you can kill me.”
The current Albert is no match for me. Will it be a little different in the future?
Since he is currently the strongest mage in the Empire. I had some expectations for him.
Even if not as much as Ariel, couldn’t he potentially be a threat?
At least he might be able to hold me back.
Now I will avoid him, so we won’t meet again at the academy.
If we meet, that day will be the last.
I turned my head towards Albert before leaving.
“Please keep today’s events a secret. You know best that nothing good will come from provoking me when I’m staying still.”
The Empire is powerless without Sertia.
And the world I’ve fallen into is a place where the law of the jungle applies.
The current me is stronger than all the forces of the Empire combined. I have the upper hand right now, and they are at a disadvantage.
He’s smart, so I won’t have to erase his memories.
“……Someone will have to hold her funeral.”
I decided to leave Sertia’s corpse to him.
If I left it as it is and someone discovered it, it would be a headache.
Today, a disgusting smell of blood emanated from my body.
Usually, blood has a sweet scent that makes my mind hazy, but I think it’s because this is the blood I shed.
Enduring the fishy smell, I headed to where I originally belonged.
To the back alleys of the Empire.
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The announcement of Sertia’s death spread shockwaves throughout the Empire.
Though she had stepped down as headmaster, Sertia remained the Empire’s most influential figure.
She was the one who had single-handedly raised the Empire from collapse, slain the Demon King, and served as academy headmaster for years.
Within the Empire’s borders, not a soul existed who didn’t know her name. When news of her death spread, the entire Empire erupted in chaos.
The academy’s headmaster position sat vacant, and many mourned, lamenting that the Empire’s brightest star had been extinguished.
The official cause was listed as illness.
Sertia’s chronic poor health had been common knowledge, and word spread that she had finally succumbed to her long-standing ailment.
Time marched forward.
Albert assumed the position of academy headmaster.
And I, who knew the whole truth and orchestrated Sertia’s death, returned to daily life as if nothing had happened.
Iria continued attending the academy as always.
***
Though considerable time had passed since that day, a heavy atmosphere still hung over the academy.
Various factors contributed to this weight, chief among them was the institution’s string of misfortunes.
The monster attack had already dealt significant damage, and another pillar supporting the Empire had crumbled.
The academy’s people seemed unwilling to accept this reality—students and especially professors.
Regardless of public reaction, every professor at the academy respected Sertia.
And now,
“……”
“……”
As time passed, Ariel, whom I encountered again, wore a deeply contemplative expression.
What thoughts occupied his mind?
Curiosity prompted me to meet his gaze, but as expected, his thoughts remained unreadable.
Normally, I would have let it go, but now I understood something from my conversation with Sertia—why I couldn’t read his memories.
If these eyes’ power stems from the Demon King, as Sertia claimed, then the starlight that opposes the Demon King’s power nullifies it.
Starlight negates the Demon King’s power. Thus, the ability won’t work on Ariel unless all starlight is extracted from his body.
Both Hero and Demon King perish in one generation, and in the next, their successors attend the same academy.
This couldn’t be a mere coincidence. I had almost forgotten that this world was just a novel.
Suppose Ariel, the hero, was this world’s protagonist. Was I, the Demon King candidate, the ultimate villain standing in his path?
I stood beside Ariel. His failure to notice my approach revealed the depth of his contemplation.
Only when I moved directly next to him did he turn toward me.
“Ah, Iria, it’s you.”
“Is something wrong?”
I asked.
His thoughts had piqued my curiosity earlier, but I couldn’t read them, so I asked directly.
I knew something troubled him, but I couldn’t fathom how Sertia’s death connected to him.
Now, with no reason to hide, he slowly began speaking.
“I lost both parents when I was young. The headmaster took me in. No, she wasn’t headmaster anymore, was she? But that’s how it happened.”
“……”
“Then she sent me to an orphanage. Said she didn’t want to see me anymore. Later, I learned she had killed my mother, too.”
Ariel’s mother was Karen, the saint.
The curse had spread before Sertia’s intervention, eventually transforming Karen into a living disaster.
Strictly speaking, Sertia hadn’t killed Karen. The moment the curse transformed her into a monster, she was already dead.
The curse killed Karen—Sertia merely stopped the monster that moved her corpse.
And surely,
The person most haunted by that incident must have been Sertia herself.
She suffered greatly in isolation because of her extreme hatred for the Demon King.
‘I wasn’t responsible, so I wished she hadn’t taken it out on me.’
Ariel continued.
“I was probably five years old. When I was very young, my mother was still alive. She had a habit of disappearing somewhere occasionally. Whenever that happened, I’d ask the headmaster about my mother’s whereabouts, and she would answer.”
Ariel paused, seeming lost in distant memories.
“That day was another of Mother’s disappearances. I went to ask the headmaster as usual, but……”
“But?”
“That day, blood stained the headmaster’s clothes. After a long silence, she told me she’d killed Mother. Just those words, no explanation.”
“Ah.”
“I killed your mother—that’s how it turned out, though I’m late in saying it.”
“……”
“And she said she didn’t want to see my face anymore, so we shouldn’t meet again. After that, she sent me to an orphanage with a substantial sum of money. You know the rest.”
He had grown up with Sera at the orphanage, becoming who he is today.
So that explained her request to convey her apologies.
In truth, she had wanted to say it face-to-face. I’d learned that when reading her final memories.
The relationship between Sertia and Ariel ran deeper than I’d imagined.
I understand the situation now. But how did Ariel view her? Did he still harbor resentment?
“Do you resent her?”
I asked if he still resented Sertia. She wanted to know this—her final curiosity before death.
Ariel remained silent for a while, clearly deep in thought.
But unlike me, Ariel was more aware of his surroundings. Even while pondering deeply, he quickly answered after noticing me waiting beside him.
“I did resent her. Back then, I was too young to understand anything. I probably resented her until I entered the academy.”
“Didn’t she explain why she killed her?”
“……She said she didn’t want to tell such a young child that his mother had become a hideous monster. She thought it better to be hated.”
To Sertia, Ariel was as precious as her fallen comrades. Understandable since he resembled them. He represented a trace of those lost companions in this world.
How had Sertia felt, receiving bitter looks even from him?
I rarely empathize with human emotions, but seeing Sertia’s final expression, I thought I understood.
The path she had walked until now.
From beginning to end, Sertia tried to do what was right, choosing humanity’s salvation over her own.
She had done so in the distant past, continued after being left alone, and even in her final moments, tried to eliminate me, humanity’s enemy.
I, her killer, may lack the right to judge, but Sertia deserved no one’s resentment.
Especially not from Ariel, who shared her righteous nature.
This mire of twisted misunderstandings proved crueler than I’d imagined. At least, that’s what I concluded after hearing the story.
Ariel’s contemplative mood made sense. Sertia’s death must have deeply affected him.
At that moment, I decided to deliver the deceased’s message. I addressed the pensive Ariel.
“I met the headmaster once before she died.”
“How?”
“Must I explain?”
“No need. You must have your reasons. What did you discuss?”
I recalled her words and whispered while the sword pierced her heart.
And then,
“She asked me to tell you she’s sorry. To you.”
“……”
The words seemed to weigh heavily on Ariel.
I stood there waiting, but Ariel remained silent.
Having delivered the message, I decided to leave him alone.
How to accept those words was his decision alone.
***
Ask anyone to name the Empire’s most influential institution, and they’d point to either the academy or the knights’ order.
These organizations, staffed with elite personnel hand-picked by Sertia, directly managed the Empire.
So what ranked next in influence?
The Empire, as the continent’s capital, housed many renowned institutions, but after the knights’ order and academy, the central church stood the largest.
This sanctuary worshipped the sun god and bestowed divine grace upon the injured.
The central church’s sterling reputation stemmed not only from its history and scale but primarily from its direct opposition to the Demon King.
It supplied holy water to the knights’ order fighting the Demon King’s army and produced the saint who served in the previous hero’s party.
And this generation’s saint, whom the central church proudly claimed, was—
“Clana.”
“Yes, yes?”
“Get down from the podium. You look undignified.”
She had been napping in a particularly sunny spot in the church.
Was she really that idle? She seemed rather lazy.
The abbess sighed, noting how unbefitting such behavior was for a saint.
Did the saint herself realize that her pure white attire revealed glimpses of her underwear? Probably not. If she had known, she wouldn’t have been in such a position.
“Clana.”
The abbess called her name, now accustomed to such sights.
“Yes! Is there work?!”
Clana sat up, correcting her posture. The unstimulating church life bored her.
She claimed to be a fresh and energetic saint who always yearned for adventure.
“You could say that.”
“What does that mean?”
“We received a letter from the academy. They’re asking if we’d consider enrolling this generation’s saint.”
“Gasp.”
Clana covered her mouth with her hand.
The academy? That place? Where young men and women attended classes and spent their youth?
Her last visit had been all business, but she had secretly wanted to explore more.
“They seem short-staffed. The academy always seeks talented individuals. Of course, your wishes matter most—if you don’t want to go, we can decline……”
“I want to go!!”
Clana answered enthusiastically, her mind already racing.
The opportunity she had always dreamed of had finally arrived.
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The abbess of the central church walked with this generation’s saint toward their destination.
She had anticipated Clana’s answer and prepared her tailored uniform in advance.
As they moved through the church corridor, the abbess spoke.
“Headmaster Sertia has passed away.”
“Ah…… I see. Sertia……”
Though considerable time had passed and few remained unaware of this news, Clana hadn’t known.
Living cloistered within the church walls had left her disconnected from outside news.
Upon hearing these words, Clana fell silent. Despite her scattered nature as a saint, she possessed some sense of gravity. She studied the abbess’s expression, her face darkening.
This generation’s saint, Clana, had served as Sertia’s primary physician.
She had suppressed the curse on Sertia’s body, mixed holy water, and helped extend her life.
During her last visit, she had determined no further treatment was possible.
As her physician, Clana felt some responsibility for Sertia’s death.
Clana, jubilant moments ago, now hung her head.
Into the heavy atmosphere, the abbess spoke.
“You shouldn’t feel responsible. This was inevitable, bound to happen someday.”
Sertia bore the Demon King’s curse. Throughout history, no human cursed by the Demon King has survived.
From the moment of being cursed, her days were numbered. Far from helping, this generation’s saint could only delay the inevitable.
If not now, it would have happened eventually. It had simply come sooner than expected.
The Empire seemed to be concealing something about her death, but there was nothing more to uncover.
Albert, was it? The new headmaster’s name? The abbess considered him suspicious.
“……I know, but.”
The gloomy saint’s voice fell soft, tinged with tears, fragile in tone.
Knowing and accepting were different matters. Though somewhat mentally prepared, Clana was still barely an adult.
She is too young to easily accept death among those close to her.
The abbess sighed again. Announcing Sertia’s death merely introduced the real conversation.
Gradually shifting topics toward her main point, she continued.
“The Empire stands in chaos now. After the monster attack, we’ve lost a crucial pillar.”
“Yes……”
“I’ve heard the Empire plans to deploy this generation’s hero for field missions soon.”
Clana’s downcast face rose.
She turned toward the abbess.
“Didn’t you say this generation’s hero was still a student? Are they ready for field missions?”
“I heard the star’s power blossomed after the monster attack. The professors can no longer teach him.”
“Hmm……”
“That’s also why you must attend the academy.”
Clana tilted her head.
She pointed to herself, her innocent face questioning.
“Me?”
“Yes.”
“Why?”
“Well, heroes throughout history have always had companions on their journey. Few students possess the talent to accompany this hero.”
Therefore,
“The hero’s companions must possess equivalent talent and qualifications.”
Since ancient times, saints had been optimally suited as hero’s companions.
They could purify magical energy, heal the wounded, and demonstrate outstanding combat ability.
The title of saint alone overflowed with talent and qualifications, leaving no room for doubt.
A saint represented a pre-verified companion candidate from the hero’s perspective.
“If this generation’s hero forms a party and begins journeying, you’re a strong candidate as a companion.”
“Ah……”
Clana scratched her cheek, seeming not quite to grasp the situation.
She understood this wasn’t just about academy enrollment, but details remained unclear.
“I…… What should I do?”
“Nothing specific. If anything…… Learn what kind of person the hero is.”
“What then?”
“Perhaps become acquainted? They might be your future companion, after all.”
“Hmm…… Maybe.”
“I’ve completed the transfer procedures—you start tomorrow. Here’s your uniform.”
The abbess handed Clana a uniform with a blue ribbon.
“Ah…… Thank you.”
“It’s late now, return for today.”
“Yes.”
After Clana departed, leaving the abbess alone,
“Sigh……”
She released a deep sigh.
“Albert, what are you thinking?”
Though technically an adult, Clana remained a student.
Relying on students due to personnel shortages wasn’t even darkly amusing.
Were they really planning to send them to the battlefield?
Though unconfirmed, she despised the idea of sending tender-hearted Clana into bloody combat.
If Clana suffered any harm, she wouldn’t forgive Albert.
“……”
But she soon surrendered to reality.
Like Sertia’s death, this too was inevitable.
One couldn’t fight a predetermined fate. Even Clana, born a saint, would need release someday.
She couldn’t remain forever in the abbess’s shadow.
“Perhaps I’m being too protective.”
Recognizing this, the abbess resigned herself to releasing Clana.
As an adult, Clana needed to escape internal interference and forge her own path.
The church fell quiet.
***
A day passed, and news of a new second-year transfer student spread throughout the academy.
One might question such excitement over a single transfer, but this student was the famed saint.
Everyone knew the story—how the church had produced another saint after Saint Karen’s death.
Saint Clana.
Born with the stars’ blessing, possessing innate talent from youth.
Many at the academy knew her face and name. She had contributed significantly to rebuilding after the monster attack.
Many remembered her flowing silver hair and jewel-blue eyes.
“……”
And Iria knew her too.
Not just from their previous encounter. Beyond that, Clana’s name carried the same familiarity she’d felt with Ariel or Sera.
The name resonated somehow.
‘Is she also a protagonist in this novel?’
The possibility seemed high.
And,
‘This must follow the original story’s development.’
Sertia’s death must have triggered events from the source material.
Though circumstances remained unclear, somehow Iria sensed it.
The lingering déjà vu in forgotten memories spoke to her. These developments and character appearances were previously witnessed.
Iria had seen this scene before.
Better, then, not to interfere with events flowing according to the original story.
So today’s Iria decided to stop seeking out Ariel. Instead, why not observe their meeting?
Information gathering remained paramount.
Iria concealed herself in the bushes and waited.
She watched the martial arts training ground Ariel frequented.
As expected, Ariel appeared. Shortly after, she spotted the silver-haired woman.
“Ah, hello……?”
She fidgeted, clearly awkward about this meeting.
As expected, her memories proved difficult to read.
Holy power ran thick. Unlike Ariel though, she might be readable with magical energy.
“You’re this generation’s saint. What brings you here?”
“Uh, um, the abbess told me to meet this generation’s hero……”
“Really?”
Their conversation proved less informative than expected. Iria wondered why they’d bothered meeting at all.
As she watched blankly, she sensed a presence beside her.
“What are those two discussing?”
“……”
Iria turned her head.
There sat Sera, leaves and debris decorating her hair. Why was she here? In these bushes?
An awkward exchange of glances passed between the two, perfectly camouflaged in the surrounding terrain.
“……What are you doing here?”
“What about you?”
“Watching Ariel.”
“What a coincidence. Me too.”
“Why?”
“Is that important?”
Iria blinked, expression blank.
Sera, encountered in this strange place, showed uncharacteristic impatience.
Iria decided not to question her presence.
“I suppose it’s not that important.”
“Shall we watch together?”
“Sure.”
So they lay side by side, observing Ariel. Any passerby would have reported suspicious persons to a professor.
Regardless, Sera spoke while watching Ariel and the saint.
“Ugh…… They’re too far to hear. Iria, can you make it out?”
Iria nodded.
Her senses surpassed ordinary humans’. She could hear sounds inaudible to others.
Sera asked further.
“Really? What are they saying?”
Iria listened to their exchange for a moment.
Though it didn’t seem particularly significant.
“The abbess told me to build a good relationship with you, Ariel…!”
“The central church has deep ties with the hero. And if it’s the church, I’m not completely unrelated either.”
“Gasp, is that so?”
“I suppose. I am a saint’s child, after all.”
“Then can we have a good relationship?”
“Why not? Before being a hero and saint, we’re fellow students. Everyone’s equal within these academy walls.”
Iria turned back to Sera.
Again, nothing momentous had transpired.
“Well? What is it? What did they say?”
“……”
But Sera’s eyes blazed with excessive expectation. Iria scratched her cheek, caught in a dilemma.
Moreover, Iria struggled with words, unsure how to express this.
What should she say?
After brief contemplation, Iria summarized their conversation in one sentence.
“They say they’re going to start a relationship today.”
And then.
“……Huh?”
Sera’s expression transformed upon hearing those words.
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Sera doubted her own ears.
She thought she must have misheard.
So she asks again.
“What did you just say?”
“The two are going to have a relationship today.”
However, the answer that comes back is the same.
Even though a rather shocking answer came back, Iria’s expression was calm.
Maybe she misunderstood it.
While trying to maintain her composure, Sera asked Iria.
“That… What kind of relationship do you mean by having a relationship?”
“It’s exactly the meaning that Sera is thinking of. Is there any other meaning?”
“No, that’s… I mean…… The thing that a man and a woman do, that thing?”
“It doesn’t necessarily have to be between a man and a woman, but yes, that’s right. Did I say it too roundaboutly?”
Sera looked a bit flustered with a slightly reddened face.
Iria tilts her head as if she doesn’t understand Sera’s reaction.
She doesn’t know what Sera is thinking.
Sera’s mental defense is quite high.
They couldn’t use magic at the academy anyway.
But it’s probably correct.
Having a relationship means making a connection that connects people.
“Don’t most people usually do it?”
“They don’t normally do that kind of thing! You’re the weird one!”
“……”
It seemed that Sera didn’t want to make connections with other people.
She thought Sera would have many friends because of her bright personality, but that doesn’t seem to be the case.
Iria thought that she should at least become friends with Sera.
“Do you want to have a relationship with me?”
“Wha, what are you saying!! I, I don’t have that kind of preference!!”
Then Sera screamed and ran away.
What was the problem?
***
Clana’s behavior pattern is very simple.
She does what she’s told to do, and she does what she’s told to do.
And if she’s not told to do anything, she does nothing.
Because she grew up in a church and had been isolated from the outside world since childhood.
The pattern of life in the church is also extremely simple.
Pray early in the morning and mix holy water.
If there’s nothing special, that’s it.
There’s nothing else.
She also treats the wounded, but usually, it’s enough to just sprinkle diluted holy water to heal them.
Applying the already-made holy water to wounds is something the saint doesn’t necessarily have to do.
Usually, other monks take care of that.
So Clana doesn’t complain about the tasks she’s told to do.
There wasn’t anything particularly to do anyway.
It’s depressing if she does nothing.
She wanted to be someone who helped this world in some way.
Clana was a person who felt the purpose of life by doing what someone told her to do.
Because she has only lived by listening to someone’s orders until now and has never disobeyed them.
‘The director told me to get close to the hero of this generation.’
The obedient Clana follows Ariel closely.
She rarely left the church, so she didn’t forget to look around at the surroundings.
Even though it was just that, she felt good.
Unlike when she was cooped up in the church, at least she was doing something.
“Hehe.”
She hummed a happy tune and followed Ariel.
And,
‘Those two are already in that kind of relationship? Didn’t they meet for the first time yesterday? They did that kind of thing on the first day they met……’
Sera follows behind Clana.
Sera misunderstood something from Iria’s words, and her heart burned.
Sera is very close with Ariel.
The two were childhood friends who grew up together.
Moreover, Sera secretly wants a relationship more than friends with Ariel.
She doesn’t show it, but inside, she likes him.
To have him snatched away in just one day, from Sera’s point of view, it feels like her heart is collapsing.
‘Let’s just see what kind of person she is.’
The worried Sera followed Clana.
“……”
Iria was watching Sera’s behavior.
‘Why is Sera acting like that?’
Iria has lost most of her memories of her human days, so she knows little about this world, but she feels like something is wrong.
She understands that Clana entered the academy because of Sertia’s death.
It would have been the development according to the original work up to that point.
Because she felt deja vu while watching that scene.
However, Sera following Clana would not have been developed according to the original work.
The familiar scene becomes unfamiliar when Sera moves.
‘Is it because of my intervention that the development has changed?’
So Iria had no choice but to think that something was twisted because of her.
She was concerned about Sera, who ran out with a flushed face when she said something in the grass field.
She didn’t know what was wrong with what she said then, but she could intuitively tell that the situation at that time was the cause.
Since it seemed twisted as Sera moved, she thought it was necessary to monitor Sera so that it wouldn’t change any further.
So Iria followed Sera.
It was a train game that was created like that.
Clana follows Ariel, Sera follows Clana, and Iria follows Sera.
Ariel, who became the beginning of everything, scratched his cheek with a blank expression.
‘Are there people following me?’
“……”
“……”
“……”
Is it his imagination this time too?
Ariel began to doubt if he was being overly self-conscious.
***
Even after that, the flirting between Ariel and Clana continued.
Usually, it was Clana’s one-sided obsession, but the indecisive Ariel couldn’t strongly push her away.
So, from Sera’s point of view, it’s the same flirting.
She was trying hard to suppress the anger burning inside her.
There was nothing she could do now except look with a slightly unpleasant face.
“If it bothers you that much, why don’t you just approach him directly?”
Iria comforted Sera like that.
It was closer to monitoring than comforting, but even the insensitive Iria could tell that Sera was acting strange in this aspect.
For some reason, she looked a bit depressed.
“Hmm…… It’s not like that. I just feel like Ariel has been distant lately.”
Iria stood there silently without saying a word.
As a monster, who is she to comfort someone?
Iria could neither understand nor empathize with Sera’s feelings right now.
But at least she could listen.
Sometimes, just talking to someone can make things better.
Sera slowly continues her words.
“Actually, in the recent monster attack incident, Ariel awakened the hero’s power. He reached a slightly higher level. People said that it was my and Ariel’s achievement for catching the giant monster, but it was Ariel who hunted it down. Not me.”
“……”
“At first, I was just happy that my friend had grown, but as time passed, I felt like he was separated from me now. Because of how I am now, I don’t have the right to stand next to Ariel.”
Sera added with a dark expression.
Iria recalled the incident of the last attack after hearing those words.
Sera may not know, but Iria watched everything from beginning to end.
Certainly, Ariel was strong now.
Strong enough that it was difficult to classify him as the same student as others.
Sera also had outstanding power compared to other students, but not enough to be compared to Ariel.
It’s funny.
Until a while ago, they often clashed as rivals with similar skills.
Now, the gap has widened so much that they can’t see eye to eye.
Moreover, the timing of the saint’s appearance was also exquisite.
And,
“Unlike me, the saint has sufficient qualities to stand next to Ariel.”
The saint who received the blessing of the stars is different from herself.
It feels like the starting line itself is different.
Unlike Sera, who came here with bloody efforts, the saint was in a ridiculously high position just by existing.
The world is unfair.
Because there are always those who move ahead with a single gesture in front of those who run forward, saying they must win.
“I was just feeling disillusioned about all that I have done until now.”
“So you couldn’t approach him and just watched.”
“In conclusion, yes.”
Sera said with a bitter smile.
Then she pats the head of the silver-haired girl shorter than her.
As a senior, she can’t be a support, and now she’s just complaining to a junior.
She thought she should reflect on this too.
“Sorry for worrying you. Forget what you just heard. I’m fine.”
“……”
“I’ll get going now.”
Leaving those words behind, Sera turned her back.
Iria grabbed Sera as she was leaving like that.
She originally had no intention of getting involved in that complicatedly intertwined relationship, but she thought Sera’s current appearance was worse than her usual one.
And Iria had a share in making Sera like this.
Iria seems still unaware of what she did wrong, but she could tell that her slip of the tongue was somewhat included.
So she grabbed her.
“Why don’t you have a duel instead?”
“…… Huh?”
“You said love is something you fight for. Isn’t that why you challenged me to a duel?”
Before, Sera had challenged Iria to a duel.
Because Sera misunderstood that Iria had romantic feelings for Ariel.
At that time, Sera left a message saying that if you want something, you can prove it with your skills.
Iria was bringing up the story from that time.
Clana is the protagonist of this novel, but so is Sera.
From the perspective of Iria, who knows that fact, she didn’t think there was a big difference between the talents and qualities of the two.
Rather, she evaluated Sera higher.
Because she was beaten one-sidedly by a magician who awakened mana blood similar to Sera not long ago.
She would be able to reach a higher level here.
“You’re good at something, aren’t you?”
So Iria left a word while looking at Sera.
The development in the original work will change a bit, but it seemed like it would be better than Sera being discouraged like this.
She thought that something would inevitably change as long as she existed anyway.
Sera looked at Iria with a slightly dazed expression.
There was silence for a short while.
And Sera smiles.
“Shall we?”
She broke through the silence and had a better expression than before.
It was the same as the Sera that Iria used to see.
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Clana was in a good mood today as well.
For her, even walking outside the church was happiness.
Everything was new.
The Saint Clana was loved wherever she went.
The pouring attention from outside was a bit burdensome at first, but once she got used to it, she liked that too.
Above all, she was doing what the abbesses had told her to do now.
The outside world was beautiful.
At least more so than the dark interior of the church.
If the restraints that were tied were released, would it feel like this?
Somehow, she felt liberated.
However, that feeling didn’t last long.
‘What should I do when I’m alone?’
It was because Clana had never done anything without someone’s orders.
She had never learned to think for herself.
So she repeatedly walked the streets inside the academy without a destination.
For now, she has the status of an academy student, but she couldn’t join any department.
She doesn’t have mana in her body to enter the Combat Magic Department, and it’s ambiguous to join the Swordsmanship Department.
So Clana is classified as a special department, and even attending classes is of her own accord.
But Clana, who has never thought for herself, didn’t even know what classes she should take and what she should do by taking classes.
It was the result of the abbesses, who cared for her terribly, raising her with the wrong education.
Clana was floating on a vast ocean in a small boat.
Without a compass or a map.
I don’t know.
‘She, who hasn’t learned anything about this world, doesn’t know anything.’
She was just wandering.
***
When there are beautiful flowers, bugs are bound to follow.
Even more so for an innocent girl like Clana who knows nothing.
The Imperial Academy has quite a lot of beauties.
Iria in the 1st year is like that, and Sera in the 2nd year is pretty good-looking if you exclude her unique personality.
But the two people mentioned earlier are big trouble if you mess with them.
No one didn’t know what happened to the bugs that approached Iria or Sera without knowing they had thorns until now.
So, their next target was Clana.
She was wandering with a face that looked like she knew nothing and was clueless.
As the abbesses ordered, she followed Ariel’s footsteps, and delinquent-looking guys approached her.
Just in time, they pressured Clana, standing in a corner of the academy as if surrounding her.
“Hey, do you have a boyfriend?”
“What? No, I don’t.”
“Then do you want to hang out with us after class? What class are you taking, Saint?”
“Uh…… I’m taking the basics of swordsmanship class today.”
It was a lecture that Ariel was taking.
She doesn’t know what it is, but she followed along to complete the task the abbesses ordered.
She had to become close with him to carry out the order.
And,
“That’s great. I’m taking that lecture too. Wanna go together?”
Coincidentally, the delinquents surrounding Clana were also students in the Swordsmanship Department.
Clana had a bit of a troubled expression.
Because becoming close to the delinquents wasn’t something the abbesses had ordered.
She doesn’t do things that aren’t ordered.
And even Clana knows that they approached with impure intentions.
Their expressions were ominous, and their hands stroking Clana’s arms were sticky.
Clana felt the emotions of unpleasantness and fear for the first time since coming out.
She, who had just come out of the warm greenhouse and into the world, was unsophisticated in many ways.
She learns that there are beautiful things in the world outside, but also things that are not.
“I, I have somewhere to go now……”
It was her own way of refusing.
Because before going to the academy, she was taught by the abbesses not to follow strange people.
The strange people the abbesses talked about must be those kinds of people.
Clana could instinctively know that.
However, Clana also doesn’t know how to strongly refuse.
There’s no way she would know.
So she couldn’t push them away.
So this is the result.
“Where do you have to go? We’re just asking you to hang out for a bit. What’s the big deal. We’re not that bad of people. Right?”
“Ugh, ugh……”
The delinquents saw Clana’s half-hearted reaction and stuck to her more.
It was a situation where Clana, who was terrified by the treatment she was feeling for the first time, was about to use the blessing of holiness.
“Kuh-huk!!”
The sound of something getting hit with a thud rang out.
The rough-looking man who touched Clana flew into the air.
Did someone come to help her?
The man who was kicked was kicked so hard that he couldn’t move for a while.
Clana slowly raised her head, which she had lowered.
She thought of the face of the hero she had exchanged words with this time, but the one who helped her wasn’t Ariel.
In the first place, he, who is kind to everyone, rarely uses violence against regular students.
The person who helped Clana had a much colder and youthful face.
Silver hair fluttered long.
She had the same hair color as herself, but she was a little different from Clana.
The red eyes that contrasted with the blue color were flashing.
“Ah, shit…… Who are you?”
The kicked man scratches his head and turns his head irritably.
“Gasp!”
But he immediately lowered his head.
Because the person he should never turn against in the academy was in front of his eyes.
“It, it’s Iria! Run away!”
“……”
As they were good-for-nothing guys, running away was instantaneous.
Was it the influence of the match against Amelia?
After that, many ran away as soon as they saw Iria.
Regardless, Iria turns her gaze towards Clana.
She reached out to the fallen Clana and helped her up.
“Are you okay?”
“Gasp……”
To Clana, Iria, who came to save her right away, looked like a hero.
***
Iria sighed lightly as she looked at Clana with bugs attracted to her.
Was she originally that kind of person?
Probably not.
Iria has lost her memory, but to her, Clana’s appearance like that felt very awkward.
At least she wouldn’t have been a fool who knows nothing.
‘How far has the development changed?’
The most suspicious thing is, of course, Sertia’s death.
Considering the circumstances so far, Clana entering the academy is something that happens because of Sertia’s death.
Then, she wouldn’t have been able to avoid death, even in the original novel.
But with Iria’s intervention, Sertia died faster than scheduled.
As a result, it would be reasonable to think that Clana came to the academy when she wasn’t ready yet.
Iria was directly seeing with her own eyes the catastrophe and butterfly effect she had created.
Looking at Clana in a predicament, Iria pondered for a moment.
Whether she should help her or not.
Perhaps the development that should have happened in the original novel was twisted because of her.
It was something that inevitably happened as long as Iria existed in this world.
Then, is everything related to her twisted and messed up?
Or, from a third-party perspective, is it something that has nothing to do with Iria?
“……”
To conclude, it wasn’t completely unrelated.
‘Because I have to end this world and return to where I originally was.’
At this rate, she may not be able to see the end of this world.
‘That isn’t what I want.’
She was most concerned about being trapped in this world without an ending.
So she decided to move.
If Clana came out without knowing anything about the outside society, she would only let her see the cruelty of reality.
Iria, who fell into a world she doesn’t know, also grew up in back alleys.
When you don’t know, the fastest and most certain way is to learn roughly by getting hit.
Iria recalled the back alley-style etiquette education while reminiscing about the past momentarily.
“Uh…… Thank you for saving me. May I ask your name……”
“Are you thankful?”
“Yes, yes.”
Clana shone her blue eyes brightly and looked at Iria’s face.
And.
“Then pay me money. Don’t you know there’s nothing free in this world?”
Iria responded to Clana with a cold expression.
“……What?”
Clana’s face was colored with perplexity.
She looked like she doubted her own ears.
She blinks her eyes and tilts her head on the spot.
Iria recites the back alley survival knowledge she learned from her friend in front of Clana one by one.
“In this world, you should be wary of ‘white’ people; kindness without reason doesn’t exist…… Ah, and surviving means you’re strong.”
Iria was nice, showed kindness without reason, and was strong because she survived.
So she extorts money.
This is Clana’s fault for not being wary, even with three risk factors.
Clana washed her two eyes and looked at the person before her again.
“What are you doing? Not taking out money right away. Do you want to become like them, too?”
The “white” girl Clana faced again wasn’t a hero.
If there is something called the Seed of the Demon King, wouldn’t it look like that?
Clana opened her wallet with tears in her eyes.
White is used in the sense of good. I’m not gonna say more.
Chapter 117 : Be Careful of Kindness.
TN: Thank drgregergregergerg for the chapter.

The memories of falling into an unknown world, coming to the Central Empire, and living in the back alleys of this world with no money.
“……”
Even after quite some time has passed, I haven’t forgotten. There’s no way I could forget.
The back alleys are where all the tragedies began and where I became a monster, not a human.
When I wasn’t aware that I was stronger than ordinary humans, I struggled to survive day by day.
Of course, I haven’t forgotten the knowledge I learned then.
“Listen well, Iria. In the back alleys, you have to be careful of kindness without reason. Because there’s nothing free in this world.”
“……”
“You should always be wary of the color white. If someone hands you something like white powder, never accept it.”
“……”
“Surviving in the back alleys where people die every moment means you’re strong. Think of all humans around you as enemies; never confront them head-on and run away. That’s the way to live a little longer.”
And.
Also.
“……”
What was it?
Be careful of kindness without reason, be wary of white things.
And,
Also,
“……”
I don’t know.
I couldn’t remember beyond that.
I was still looking at Riana’s illusion.
I might have been reminiscing about a character who had already died by my own hands.
“Sigh.”
I let out a sigh to shake off the deep thought.
Then, looking at Riana’s illusion that wouldn’t disappear from my sight, I spoke.
“You told me to be wary of white things.”
I say while letting my snow-white hair hang down endlessly.
“But why did you reach out your hand to me?”
I ask the illusion.
I ask the character who reached out to a white thing and eventually lost her life because of it.
“……”
“……”
But there is no answer.
Because the dead don’t say anything.
I couldn’t get an answer today either.
***
Iria asked the saint with tears in her eyes.
“So, how much do you have now?”
“I…… have about thirty silver coins from the funds I received from the church……”
“Hmm.”
Then she took all the money in Clana’s wallet.
“It’s a bit lacking, but I’ll let it slide with this much since it’s the first time. Bring more money next time.”
“Hiiik……”
After that, Clana learned that life is real.
And that the scenery outside the church wasn’t as beautiful as she thought.
And.
That she should be careful of the color white.
“Hi, hiiik! It’s Iria!”
“Everyone run!”
As if it had become common sense in this world, everyone ran away as soon as they saw Iria.
The scariest being in this place, the academy, was that silver-haired girl.
Even after that day, Iria’s bullying towards Clana continued.
Usually, she would appear in front of the direction Clana was going as if she was waiting to extort money from her.
Today, she tripped Clana while she was walking.
Clana, who had no experience with such things, tripped over Iria’s foot and fell spectacularly.
“Heuaak?!”
“Hmm.”
“Ow ow…… It hurts……”
“Where on earth are you looking while walking? With that lack of caution, you won’t be able to live in this world.”
Clana raised her head while lying face down on the floor.
As expected, Iria was there where she slowly lifted her head. The number one target to be wary of.
Now, she gets scared just by seeing her face. According to the rumors, she is also one of the top-ranking powerhouses in the academy in terms of physical strength.
It didn’t seem like she could win against her. Even though Clana was a saint blessed by the stars, she had no proper combat experience until now.
And the fear that had already been learned multiple times made Clana even more withdrawn. Now, her body trembled just by hearing her voice.
“It hurts because you tripped me, and I fell. I think I need compensation for the damage.”
“……”
“How much did you bring today?”
“Uh, about 60 silver coins……”
“Give it all to me.”
“Hiii……”
Iria took Clana’s funds, wallet and all.
Clana is a treasure preciously raised by the Central Church, one of the Empire’s three major powers. It wouldn’t be difficult to make a living just because her wallet has been stolen a few times.
If she had just spoken to the abessess who looks after her, she would receivehave received support.
But tears are unavoidable.
The humiliation from paying tribute itself was more painful than she thought.
“You brought a lot today.”
It has already been a week since Iria started bullying Clana.
Attending the academy was something she dreamed of when she was inside the church. The school life she expected was very different from what she thought.
The biggest reason why Iria’s bullying hurts is her expression.
The expressionless face that couldn’t tell what she was thinking and the chillingly cold eyes were scary. It was like looking at an emotionless doll, not a human.
Afraid of that, Clana showed a tearful expression this time as well.
Iria watched that appearance from beginning to end. A slight silence lingered.
“……”
“Hi, hiii…!”
Iria let out a small sigh, and Clana stepped back, perhaps afraid of such Iria.
Iria’s mouth opened after that.
“Why don’t you try to resist a little? Becoming someone’s target means you look that easy. In this world, power is everything. The strong always take, and the weak are always taken from.”
She said while shaking the wallet in the air.
It was the first time the flower that grew up in the greenhouse called the church heard this kind of talk.
In the end, to come out of the greenhouse and move on to a new world, she had to learn the common sense of the new environment.
Iria’s words were threatening and humiliating, but they didn’t seem wrong because she had also seen and heard things after leaving the church.
The academy was thoroughly based on meritocracy, and it was common for those above to look down on those below.
It wasn’t a hopeful and bright place as it looked from afar. The academy was also a small society and a place where the theory of the weak being prey to the strong that Iria mentioned applied.
“……Then what should I have done?”
Clana asks, mustering her courage despite her fear.
To the villain who had been bullying her for the past week.
And Iria.
“That’s something you have to think about for yourself. The world isn’t kind enough to teach you one by one to someone who doesn’t know.”
“But……”
“But if it were me, I would have at least proven the minimum. That I’m not weak enough to have my wallet stolen by others.”
It’s not like her physical strength is weak.
Iria added, slightly turning her head.
Clana was born with a blessed talent that ordinary humans could never look down upon. She was also born with physical strength that could never be absolutely weak.
Although not as much as Iria or Ariel, Clana is also at the top of the academy regarding physical strength.
I don’t know if she is aware of it, but that’s how it seemed to Iria, who had good eyes.
However, it was frustrating that she didn’t know how to handle that power. Iria turned her head sharply as if there was nothing more to see.
“How long are you going to stay under someone’s shadow?”
Iria left those words behind and walked away.
Of course, she didn’t return the wallet.
“……”
Left alone like that, Clana thinks.
She looked back at herself and tried to understand the meaning of the words Iria left behind.
Clana’s thoughts were deep today.
***
After watching Clana for a few days, Iria was able to recall the contents of the original novel to some extent.
She understood why the current Clana she sees is different from the Clana in the original work.
The timing was before Sertia died of illness, and there was an incident where the remnants of the Demon King’s army invaded the Empire’s territory.
The invasion of the Demon King’s army turned into a major war, and many people died and were injured.
In the original work, Clana had to be dispatched to the front lines without knowing anything. She held the heavy position of a saint before being a timid student.
The flower that had only grown in the warm greenhouse experienced the bloody battlefield. She saw humans being torn apart by demons and witnessed someone dying horribly with her own eyes.
It was too cruel of an experience for the innocent Clana, who knew nothing.
She faced the cruel reality and dark side of the outside world, and she learned about the unknown world more roughly than anyone else.
Maybe even more roughly than the back alley Iria.
“……”
Clana’s innocence died there.
The eyes inside the wall, curious about the outside world and shone as much, lost their color there.
The outside world was not something that shone.
It was hazy.
And dark.
It was red, disgusting, and cruel enough to make one frown.
The Clana in the original work walks like a broken person after losing something, which contrasts with her current appearance.
Is it better to be like this even if she doesn’t know anything?
‘Etiquette education at the back alley level is enough.’
She was just innocent, not stupid.
She just lacked experience.
If she’s been bullied this much, she’ll realize it herself. That she needs to defend herself and think to some extent.
However, Iria didn’t know.
“Wha, what are you looking at!”
“……?”
“I won’t give you my wallet! If you want to take it, you’ll have to knock me down!”
What impact did her words and actions have on Clana.
Clana’s personality started to become strange from that moment.
Chapter 118 : The Saint Who Became Strange.
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Word spread throughout the academy about the recently transferred Saint’s peculiar transformation.
Though Iria’s constant presence had kept things quiet lately, Saint Clana’s impact remained significant.
Her long, flowing silver hair exuded elegance, and her saintly presence radiated sanctity.
Her innocent face, seemingly untouched by worldly concerns, naturally drew student attention. Her reputation as the Central Church’s jewel only enhanced this effect.
Though the notorious Iria’s constant presence deterred most students from approaching.
The reverence commanded by the title “saint” couldn’t be ignored.
And then a day passed.
It was the day after Iria’s last bout of bullying.
“Wh, where are you looking while walking? D, do I look easy to you too?”
“Are you grateful? Th, then pay me money! Th, there’s nothing free in this world!”
“D, do I look easy to you too! If it’s a duel request, I’ll accept it!”
Clana’s personality had warped.
Had Iria’s back-alley etiquette education worked too well?
She seemed to mimic the first behaviors she’d witnessed after emerging into the outside world.
If that were all, the academy might not have descended into such chaos. It could have passed as the charming quirk of a beautiful saint.
The real reason Clana’s antics caused such uproar was—
-Kwaaaang!!
“D, don’t block my way!!”
Though she remained unaware, the Saint possessed far greater strength than anyone had imagined.
The transformed Saint began demolishing anything that obstructed her path.
“Hehe, hmmhehe…! In this world, you have to be careful of wh, white things!”
Clana declared, her snow-white hair—so like Iria’s—flowing behind her.
***
Clana was a saint blessed by the stars.
Her overflowing blessing and holy power blessed her path and bestowed miracles upon those around her.
This occurred regardless of her personality. Her mere presence exerted considerable influence on her surroundings.
This was the jewel the Central Church had so carefully nurtured.
Clana possessed holy power equivalent to hundreds of ordinary monks.
And just as she spread blessings and miracles to others, the blessings bestowed upon Clana herself exceeded imagination.
The starlight surrounding her protected her body and enhanced her natural abilities.
To what extent? She could shatter the academy’s inner walls with a simple body slam.
If someone tried to stab her, their sword would break instead.
So, even without proper combat experience, she could disrupt the academy’s order. Her raw strength sufficed.
Though her primary role was that of a miracle-working healer, her individual combat potential remained formidable.
So what of Iria, the architect of these events?
“…”
She observed the situation without intervention.
‘I hadn’t expected her to take my teachings quite this far.’
She scratched her cheek, the outcome clearly differing from her expectations.
Yet she felt no regret. Learning always began this way. Even Iria had started similarly.
One certainty remained: Clana would adapt to the outside world faster than if left alone.
Iria had merely catalyzed the process, accelerating its natural progression.
Though things appeared chaotic now, the end result wasn’t necessarily negative.
This, too, would contribute to Clana’s growth.
Though screams echoed throughout the academy, Iria chose to ignore them.
Watching chaos unfold from a distance always proved most entertaining.
Other students’ suffering didn’t concern her.
“Hmm.”
More importantly, Sera should be making her move soon.
Clana wasn’t the only one Iria had prodded to match the twisted original timeline.
She’d definitely encouraged the despairing Sera.
Since then, Sera hadn’t emerged from the magic training ground for days, so Iria decided to investigate.
The magic training ground lay opposite the swordsmanship training ground.
Usually empty during lunch hours like now, Iria sensed Sera would be there.
Just as Ariel had done.
Iria knew with certainty that Sera, so similar to Ariel, would follow the same pattern.
Sure enough, Sera remained in the training ground despite the lunch hour.
The interior blazed with flames and ice.
In the vast space, a blue-haired woman and Sera faced each other.
A biting chill brushed the skin. Iria frowned at the howling snowstorm.
Blue and red lights clashed and flashed. A battle raged here.
However, “battle” seemed too generous a term for such a one-sided affair.
“You waste mana needlessly. True, you possess enough to compensate, but such strategy only works at the student level.”
“…”
“You said you would follow the hero to the battlefield? Then correct this flaw. For a mage, mana is life itself.”
The encounter ended in Sera’s complete defeat, too lopsided to truly call a battle.
Well, her opponent ranked among the empire’s strongest.
Just as Freya mentored Ariel, Reina guided Sera.
Even Sera proved no match for the empire’s third general. During the monster attack, this mage had single-handedly hunted down the Seed of the Demon King.
Natural enough, though Sera clearly disliked the outcome.
While Ariel had earned Freya’s acknowledgment, Sera had yet to gain Reina’s approval.
Objectively, Sera’s skill exceeded expectations for her age, but her rival was the Saint.
Sera slumped down with a soft sigh.
Despite the complete defeat, her uninjured state testified to her opponent’s supreme skill.
Iria remained motionless in the distance until Reina fully departed the training ground.
‘Was she with Albert during the attack?’
Fortunately, she seemed not to remember Iria. The magical energy saturating that moment, combined with its brevity—
She’d glimpsed Reina’s exhausted state then, nothing particularly memorable, but seeing her now revealed her considerable power.
Not quite at Freya or Albert’s level, but close enough to rank just below them.
With Sertia gone, she might now be the empire’s third strongest.
‘General Reina.’
Iria committed the name to memory, suspecting it might prove relevant later.
After noting the name, she returned her attention to Sera.
Defeated by magic after so long, she appeared more discouraged than usual.
“What are you doing there?”
“Ah, it’s you, Iria. Just received some guidance from the professor. She’s strong. I thought I’d improved significantly, but I still can’t match the professors.”
Sera offered an awkward smile. Though her opponent had been far more than an ordinary professor.
The academy’s professors, being human, varied greatly in skill, but Reina stood above them all.
She far exceeded any standard when compared with mere students.
But Sera had always been thus. She looked upward, never down.
She constantly measured herself against her betters.
Rather than finding satisfaction in looking down, gazing upward and feeling that pressure drove her improvement.
She charged forward, determined to someday surpass Reina, who had just defeated her.
Was this the struggle of one born without starlight or stellar blessing to stand as an equal?
Perhaps it was a race to stand beside one who had already advanced so far ahead.
“Is your preparation for the duel progressing?”
Iria recalled her previous conversation with Sera.
Though she seemed to be steering toward a battle between Clana and Sera, originally, students bonded through school-day conflicts.
Indeed, the duel had initiated Iria’s friendship with Sera.
“Duel? Ah, right. That?”
Sera’s discouraged expression lifted at the mention of the duel.
She returned to her typical self.
“Of course, I’m perfectly prepared. Just need to set a date.”
And Iria,
“I know how you can duel with the rumored saint.”
“Huh? What is it?”
“Extort money from her.”
“…Huh?”
Sera sensed something had changed in Iria.
Chapter 119 : Crazy Saint.
Sera asked Iria again, thinking she might have heard wrong.
“That… What do you mean by extorting money?”
“It means threatening or intimidating someone and demanding money.”
“I see.”
Unlike the talk of having a relationship, this time, the meaning Sera was thinking of was correct.
Then Sera asks.
“Then how do you know that?”
If you extort money from Clana, you can duel her. How does Iria know such a fact?
Saying she heard it through rumors doesn’t make sense, as Iria is very ignorant of rumors.
She has sharp ears but is not very interested in the world. She ignores most things and only listens to the information she wants to hear.
So she was curious.
As if she didn’t need to think, Iria immediately gave an answer.
“I did it myself.”
“Y-you extorted money yourself? From the Saint??”
“Every day for a week. But for some reason, she keeps following me now.”
Clana, who became strange after receiving etiquette education from Iria, immediately started looking for Iria to repay the favor.
After Amelia, Iria thought she wouldn’t receive any more duel requests, but Clana chased her like crazy and requested a duel.
Of course, Iria didn’t accept. She was uncompatible with Clana, who used holy powers.
And above all, she already had a set opponent to fight.
“Sera, you should try it too.”
Iria casually told Sera about what happened before.
And,
“……”
Sera’s eyes looking at Iria became strange.
The act of extorting money was very unethical and violent in Sera’s eyes.
The cute junior she knew turned out to be a thug who stole other people’s money. Shocked by that fact, Sera couldn’t speak for a while.
Only after quite a long silence was Sera able to utter a word.
“Do you usually do that kind of thing?”
She asked the worst criminal currently wanted by the Empire, the Back Alley Monster.
It’s a bit abrupt now, but Iria didn’t deny Sera’s question.
“I don’t do it often.”
“Uh, um…… You’re more honest than I thought.”
“I’m not good at lying.”
“But that’s still a bad thing to do. Don’t do that from now on, okay?”
Iria nodded her head. She didn’t steal the money because she urgently needed it anyway.
Today, she received an admonition from Sera, who is notorious in the academy for her habitual duel requests.
***
There are many scary things in the world.
Like someone’s untainted pure madness or something with absolute power.
But the scariest thing is when something with absolute power harbors pure madness.
“Hehehe……”
Clana’s rampage and antics continued after that.
If Iria at the beginning of the semester were the male students’ fantasy, Clana was a walking time bomb.
Students were busy running away, looking at her whose actions were strange. The power of a Saint was not something ordinary students could handle.
But still, there are students who block Clana’s way.
There are always one or two foolish people everywhere who have unfounded confidence without understanding the skill difference between themselves and their opponents.
“Hey, you should tone down your rampage. This is the Imperial Academy. Do the students of the continent’s top educational institution look funny to you?”
“Yeah, you’re just a priest who can’t do anything in a head-on fight anyway.”
So what happened to those people?
“Clana Headbutt!!”
“Kuh-huk!”
“Kraak!”
They were hit by Clana’s body slam and fell out of the arena before even taking a step.
Clana’s specialties are holy arts and healing arts. Still, if they are ordinary students, she can crush them with her bare hands–or head–without using divine power.
She boasts a near-invincible defense even just standing still. The number of students who can penetrate her defense in the academy can be counted on one hand.
If you convert the weight of the blessings floating around Clana, it’s heavier than the combined weight of a hundred adult men.
And weight translates to impact.
If you collide head-on with the rushing Clana, a tremendous physical force will strike your whole body.
Eventually, Clana walks with light steps towards those she had injured.
“Ah! Y-you’re hurt…… I’ll heal you right away.”
Even though she was instilled with bad ideas by someone, a saint is still a saint.
She never forgets her duty to heal the injured. She took out the holy water she made herself from her bosom.
“E-even though I look like this, I’m good at healing. It’s something I’m quite confident in.”
“Uh, ugh……”
As she said, the injury wasn’t that serious.
Perhaps it’s because students at the continent’s top educational institution are not ordinary. For this level of injury, there was no need to use the miracle of healing.
One bottle of holy water is more than enough.
“Hehe…… Just a moment?”
Saint Clana showed a benevolent smile in front of the patient.
The eyes inside the wall emitted a faint light.
With a clicking sound, the lid of the bottle containing the holy water opens.
Clana slowly started pouring it on the patient’s head.
“I-it’s warm, right? The bottle that holds the holy water is specially treated, so it has a heat retention effect…… I made it myself.”
The slowly falling water slowly soaks the patient’s head and clothes.
Until Clana poured all the holy water in the bottle, a considerably long time passed in terms of how it felt.
It was when the warmth of the water falling on the head enveloped the whole body.
The wounds on the patient’s body healed cleanly. The body’s condition improved dramatically; it felt very light and even better than before being hit by Clana.
The patient examines Clana looking down at him and his own body that has become unnecessarily healthy.
“It-it’s amazing, but…… I feel a bit.”
The effect of the holy water was surprisingly great. But I couldn’t shake off the odd feeling.
The blue gaze looking down from above and the saintly benevolent smile. The warm liquid soaked the whole body, starting from the head.
Apart from becoming healthy, something……
Something felt strange.
The patient thought he should quickly leave the place. He felt that he shouldn’t get involved with the crazy saint in front of his eyes right now.
But Clana grabs his ankle with her hand.
“Wh-where are you going so quickly……? I healed your wounds. Are you grateful? Ah, no, you should be grateful. Don’t you know there’s nothing free in this world?”
“Ye-yes?”
“D-do you know that? The holy water I personally make is sold at a very high price on the market. Since you received such a thing, you also have to pay me a mo-monetary price.”
For Clana, as long as she has a bottle to store it, she can make as much as she wants, but the water containing a saint’s miracle is very valuable on the market.
It’s not for nothing that the Central Church raised her preciously. She could rake in as much money as she wanted if she wanted to.
Clana reaches out her hand to the one who was a patient until a moment ago.
“Huhuhu, you’ll have to hand over your wallet to me……”
It was a scene of forced sale of holy water.
**
There were people who watched Clana’s antics today from beginning to end.
Iria, the mastermind who made the saint strange, and Sera, who was preparing to request a duel with that saint.
Sera showed a dumbfounded expression while watching the situation a moment ago with her eyes. It’s a reaction of being unable to believe it even after seeing it with her own eyes.
“Wha-what the, what is that? Did she originally have that kind of personality?”
It was understandable.
It has been over a week since Sera entered closed-door training, and Clana started becoming strange yesterday.
From the perspective of her who doesn’t know the circumstances, it was confusing enough.
Iria brought up the topic, breaking into that gap.
“You saw it, right? That saint extorted money from another student first. So wouldn’t it be self-defense if you extort money from her?”
“Is… that so? No, that’s not right! It’s equally a bad thing to do!”
“……”
Sera, who was about to be tricked by Iria’s temptation for a moment, shouted.
Although Sera is a battle maniac, she has a relatively kind heart. Perhaps it’s because she resembles Ariel, who has a righteous personality.
Anyway, Sera couldn’t follow Iria’s words.
Sera couldn’t put into practice such an unethical act of stealing other people’s money. It went against her beliefs.
Looking at Sera, Iria kept silent for a moment and then spoke.
“Then, how about we steal the money the saint stole and return it to the original owner? Then we could have a justification for a duel, and wouldn’t it be a righteous thing to do?”
“Hmm……”
Sera’s concern was deep after hearing Iria’s words.
Iria usually says so many bizarre things that Sera takes time to think if her words are correct.
The silence continued.
“……”
“……”
Sera blinked as if weighing the good and evil of the action.
And so,
“I think it’s a good idea. Let’s do it right away.”
Sera decided to extort money from Clana.
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Chapter 120 : Crazy Girls.
Sera and Iria finished their discussion and confronted the Saint who had thrown the academy into chaos. They saw themselves as defenders of justice, arriving just in time to stop a villain from disrupting the academy’s peace.
“Saint Clana, that’s enough,” Sera declared, striking her best heroic pose.
Beside her, Iria nodded solemnly, completely misreading the situation. As they blocked Clana’s path, students began gathering around them. Though all three were well-known figures at the academy, the onlookers didn’t see the heroic confrontation Sera imagined.
To the other students, this was a nightmare scenario: Sera, the infamous troublemaker, had teamed up with Iria, who was even more unhinged. This combination was far more terrifying than anything Clana had done.
They were arguably the most feared duo in the academy’s history—though neither seemed aware of their reputation, both being remarkably oblivious to their surroundings.
“Y-you…” Clana sputtered upon seeing them. Her eyes fixed on Iria with particular intensity.
“The root of all evil! Pure white! Unreasonable kindness! How dare you torment me and then show your face?”
“…What is she talking about?” Sera asked, bewildered.
“I don’t know,” Iria replied flatly. Unlike Sera, she understood perfectly well—she just didn’t care. Her face might as well have been carved from stone for all her guilt over the past week’s events.
Clana’s anger peaked at Iria’s nonchalant response. The memory of her recent humiliations and lost wallets burned fresh in her mind. She jabbed a finger at Iria. “I challenge you to a duel! This time, I’ll have my revenge!”
“This person will fight you instead,” Iria said, casually shoving Sera forward.
“Wait, what?” Sera stumbled, suddenly finding herself face-to-face with Clana.
“Have you come to steal my wallet too?” Clana demanded.
“No, that’s not—”
“Yes, that’s exactly why we’re here,” Iria interrupted. “But she’ll be your opponent instead of me.”
“Hey! You can’t just—”
“I didn’t say anything incorrect.”
Having maneuvered Sera into position, Iria smoothly retreated into the crowd of spectators. This had been her plan all along—now she could enjoy the show from a safe distance. Sometimes, the best view was from the sidelines.
Finding herself the center of attention, Sera’s initial flustered expression gave way to her usual confident demeanor. Though she’d been manipulated into this position, it aligned with her desires.
“Fine then. I accept your challenge. I’ve wanted to test myself against the Saint anyway.”
And so, true to her nature as a Seed of the Demon King, Iria had successfully sown chaos within the academy once again.
***
The duel was scheduled for the academy’s largest arena—the only venue suitable after Sera and Iria’s last fight had demolished a smaller one.
The professors remembered that incident all too well. Sera’s raw power matched their own, and during the monster invasion, she’d accomplished what they couldn’t.
For a human to catch and reflect the flames of a Demon King’s Seed once was remarkable—Sera had done it twice, in front of witnesses. The professors had unanimously declared there was nothing left to teach her about fire magic. She had surpassed them all.
“Ready when you are,” Sera announced, taking her position.
Across the arena stood Clana, her silver hair catching the wind—just like Iria’s. The similarity reminded Sera of her previous defeat.
Perhaps silver hair was a sign of strength in this world. She could sense unusual power emanating from her opponent.
But Sera had grown stronger, too.
Those who had witnessed her performance during the monster invasion were confident in her victory. Watching from the sidelines, even Iria thought Clana stood little chance without combat experience.
This fight would be a learning opportunity for the Saint.
Clana, however, had her own perspective.
“The white-haired woman who tormented me must be the Demon King from the scriptures, which makes you their loyal servant,” she declared solemnly, fixing Sera with an intense stare.
“Evil demons, I won’t fall for your temptations! In the name of the Saint, I shall purify you!”
Sera could only stare in confusion as Clana brought her hands together in prayer. Holy energy poured from her body, filling the arena with sacred light.
She channeled holy magic and her unique Blessing into a single point.
“Light!” Clana cried, releasing a brilliant beam.
“Ugh!” Sera braced herself—only to blink in surprise. “This… doesn’t hurt at all?”
If anything, she felt better. The holy energy coursed through her body like a healing spring. Clana’s assumption about Sera being a demon couldn’t have been more wrong—she was perfectly human, immune to purification.
Clana scratched her cheek sheepishly when nothing happened. She’d never actually attacked anyone with holy energy before. It wasn’t meant for offense.
“Well then,” Sera said, brushing off lingering particles of golden light. Flames burst from her hands with a roar. She’d waited to see what the Saint could do, but now it was her turn.
Fire engulfed the arena. Though it might have been excessive against a normal student, Sera didn’t hold back against the legendary Saint. Clana squeezed her eyes shut as the inferno washed over her.
When the flames cleared, Sera stood ready—and stared in shock. Clana remained standing, her hair and clothes slightly singed but otherwise unharmed.
“That was hot,” Clana remarked.
If Sera had the highest offensive power among students, Clana possessed the strongest defense in the empire. Her Blessing made her nearly invulnerable.
“Well…” Sera’s surprise gave way to a grin. This wouldn’t be the quick fight she’d expected.
Fresh flames began to dance around the arena.
Chapter 121 : Learning.
The battle between Clana and Sera dragged on endlessly. Brilliant flames and golden auras twisted together in the arena’s heart, yet neither combatant bore a single wound.
As the fight wore on, their spellcasting grew weary and labored.
Sera wiped cold sweat from her brow, catching her breath. “Phew…”
Clana’s defensive power truly was unmatched in the Empire. Standing there made her formidable, but she became virtually invincible when she deployed her holy barrier.
The sacred shield that surrounded her was impenetrable.
The sight briefly reminded Sera of Amelia, the third-year student, but she quickly dismissed the comparison.
Clana was in another league entirely—she had the potential to make even the top third-year look insignificant.
Yet, for all her defensive might, Clana’s offensive abilities were pitiful in comparison. Her holy power, rather than harming Sera, actually restored her.
Every time Sera’s stamina began to flag, Clana’s power would inadvertently replenish it, prolonging their stalemate.
The spectators grew restless. This was the first time since Iria that anyone had seen Sera struggle and the longest duel to date.
If there had been any progress, they might have remained invested. But with both fighters unmarked and no end in sight, the spectacular display became tedious. One by one, they began to drift away.
Sera studied her opponent with her newly restored strength. Despite the barrage of flames she’d unleashed, Clana stood untouched, not a single burn marring her form.
Was this truly the legendary contest between spear and shield?
Clana wielded the ultimate defense, while Sera’s offensive power had proven itself during the Demon King Seed incident, matching even Ariel’s contribution.
But now, Sera couldn’t summon that same devastating force. Without shedding blood, she couldn’t fully tap into her constitution’s power.
To end this endless fight, she had only one option left.
Sera pressed the button on her ring, drawing out a small awl—the same one she’d shown Iria. Without hesitation, she dragged it across her arm.
Blood welled up, and her eyes flickered with power as she prepared to convert it into mana.
“What…?”
The surge of power was weaker than expected. Startled, Sera looked down at her arm. Golden holy light already enveloped the wound, instantly erasing pain and injury.
Without blood, she couldn’t access her constitution’s true strength.
Sera’s teeth ground together. “What are you doing?”
“Yes?”
“Why do you keep healing me? This is supposed to be a duel, not a game. Why aren’t you attacking?”
“I don’t know how?”
“You really…” Sera pressed her palm against her forehead with a sigh.
Clana was her perfect counter. Every attack met an immovable wall, with no counterattack to make it interesting. It felt like hurling magic at an empty fortress.
Even her last resort was automatically neutralized by Clana’s healing.
“This is pointless.”
With those words, Sera effectively forfeited the match.
***
Purify evil and heal the wounded—these were the teachings Clana had received from the church since childhood.
The holy power within her was meant for exactly that: cleansing demonic energy and granting salvation.
Clana believed she must have been born for this purpose alone.
She had lived by absorbing others’ words and actions, making them her own, never forming independent thoughts.
Everyone had always told her what she was, so surely that must be the truth.
‘I am a being who purifies evil. And I save those who are wounded.’
When she first encountered Iria, who had tormented her, Clana recognized her as the evil being the church had warned about.
Her blessed sight saw that Iria was different from ordinary humans—the first truly evil person she’d met outside the church walls. Purification seemed necessary.
And Sera stood beside Iria, clearly close to her. Wouldn’t that make her evil, too? This belief had driven Clana to accept the duel. Purifying evil was her purpose, after all.
But her holy power had no effect on Sera. It couldn’t harm humans—and Sera was undeniably human. Instead of purification, it bestowed blessings.
This realization complicated Clana’s worldview. Perhaps Sera wasn’t evil, and perhaps the church’s teachings weren’t absolute truth.
These thoughts had made Clana lose her will to fight. Though Sera had forfeited first, Clana would likely have done the same if the duel had continued.
Since leaving the church, she has learned much. Though still naive in many ways, she now clearly understood one truth: the world beyond the church’s safe corners was far vaster and more complex than she’d imagined.
Good and evil weren’t so easily distinguished.
Humans were three-dimensional beings. Good and evil were relative, varying with perspective. Even her own unconscious actions might seem evil to someone else.
Did that make Saint Clana an evildoer?
She didn’t know. This wasn’t something others could teach her—she had to think for herself.
Though she reached no conclusion, the very act of independent thought marked progress. Slowly but surely, Clana was coming to understand this world.
***
Despite the drama, Sera and Clana eventually reconciled—though “reconciliation” might be too strong a word, as neither had truly harbored ill will. Their duel had been purely formal.
When I checked on them sometime later, they had grown surprisingly close. Clana’s previous instability seemed to have calmed.
“Why did you heal my wounds during our duel?” Sera asked.
“I was taught never to ignore someone in need!” Clana replied brightly.
“At the church?”
“Yes!”
“That’s a bit much, isn’t it? Who heals their enemies?”
“But Sera, you’re not my enemy!”
“Ah, well… I suppose that’s true now.”
I watched them from afar. Sera had emerged from her depression, and Clana was gradually learning to understand the world. Ariel, ever stoic, was probably training even now.
This should be enough, shouldn’t it? I had helped reshape the future. Perhaps things would have turned out this way even without my intervention.
Ariel, this world’s protagonist, stood strong, with Sera and Clana—the female leads—by his side. Their brilliance was blinding to watch.
But I was just a spectator, a monster who could never join the lead actors on stage. The seats beyond the spotlight’s reach lay in deep shadow, a dark and cruel place where I could only watch their performance.
‘…No, this is fine.’
They were happy, their faces bright with genuine smiles. Everyone except me had found their happy ending. As the villain of this story, stepping back was my only role.
A deep emptiness gnawed at me. Emotions I still couldn’t fully grasp. Watching their brightness stirred something dark within—was it jealousy?
I stared at my reflection in the mirror. The person looking back seemed far removed from who I’d been when I first arrived in this world.
I’d played at being an ordinary student, hiding in the academy, but in truth, I was a murderer with blood-stained hands. Knights, professors, and even Sertia, the Empire’s strongest mage, had fallen by my hand.
[Why don’t you kill them?]
Another figure appeared in the mirror beside my reflection—similar to me, yet fundamentally different. Had I finally lost my grip on sanity? Now I saw hallucinations, likely another trick of the Demon King’s fragment.
I turned away, refusing to meet its gaze. Better to ignore it entirely.
[You want to kill them too, don’t you?]
[Remember how you smiled when you killed that woman?]
[Think carefully about what you truly want.]
[How long can you resist the urge to kill?]
My mind is crumbling.
Chapter 122 : Brutality.
I first faced it a few days ago, when massive flames and magical energy twisted together in combat.
I stood before Sertia, clutching a red sword, half my body scorched and my insides writhing with mana. Pain consumed me entirely.
Sertia was the first being in this world stronger than me. My sword couldn’t breach her barrier, and her attacks were ruthlessly fierce.
To achieve victory, I took the desperate step of swallowing a fragment of the Demon King. In that instant, the world around me froze, and I was pulled into the realm of unconsciousness.
[She’s not an opponent you can defeat]
A silver-haired figure embraced me from behind in that frozen world. I couldn’t turn or move or see her face, but I instinctively knew who she was. The Demon King Sertia had warned me about.
[She was the strongest even in that generation]
[In terms of raw power, she surpassed even the hero]
The Demon King’s voice was seductive as she pressed closer. I couldn’t shake her off. Her hands wrapped around my neck and gripped the hand holding my sword.
[I’ll lend you my strength. Kill that woman]
Red magical energy surged through me, tinting my hair crimson. My mind grew distant as the Demon King’s memories flooded in, twisting my reason. One moment of lost consciousness, and she would seize control of my body.
I grimaced and moved.
-Clang!!
Even the being who once ruled the Demon Realm was now just fragments. She couldn’t contain me. I was stronger than her diminished self.
Breaking free of her grip, I turned my red sword not on Sertia, but on the Demon King herself.
“Things won’t go according to your will.”
I tore away her magical energy, making my declaration. “Because I’m not your puppet.”
I wasn’t a monster. Not a doll. Not the Demon King’s avatar. I was myself.
Being lumped together with the worst villain in continental history felt wrong. I despised being equated with the Demon King, so I thrust my sword at her.
She stepped back, still wearing that casual smile.
[How long can you keep that up?]
I swung my sword, dispelling the illusion.
That was my resistance.
***
Suddenly, my insides twisted, and I collapsed. The world spun, my vision blurring. My throat burned like fire.
When I coughed, red blood sprayed across the ground. “Ugh!!”
After expelling what felt like liters of twisted blood, an overwhelming thirst seized me. My throat was so parched it felt ready to crack and split.
This was the price of denying my need for human blood for so long.
[Did you think consuming fragments would free you from drinking blood?]
Through the agony, I heard mocking laughter echo in my mind. The pain was so intense that death seemed preferable.
[Kill humans]
[It’s the only escape from this pain]
No.
I mustn’t kill.
“……”
This was the middle of the academy. Killing here would spiral beyond control—a point of no return.
Better to find the back alleys…
Go…
‘What should I do?’
In the end, wasn’t I just going to kill people where no one could see? Murder was murder, regardless of location.
‘Then why bother with the back alleys?’
‘Humans are everywhere here.’
‘…Should I just kill them all?’
The thought struck suddenly. Killing everyone here wouldn’t be difficult for me. Was there anyone who could stop me? No—not in an Empire where even Sertia had fallen.
One swing of my red sword could end every human life in the Empire. It would be so easy. I just needed to accept what I was: a monster who could never belong among humans. The pain would end.
Hadn’t I endured enough?
“It hurts…”
Was this the price of fighting my instincts? I resented those who couldn’t understand this agony. Despite constantly suppressing my nature, no one acknowledged my struggle. Even though I endured pain worse than death, in this novel’s world, I remained an extra beyond the dark stage.
The protagonists were already chosen. And they weren’t me.
I knew too well that no matter how much I endured, I would remain buried where no spotlight reached, suffering alone.
I wavered. If I claimed I didn’t hear the Demon King’s whispers, I’d be lying.
“Ah…”
After writhing in pain, I slowly stood. When my senses returned, I found myself the center of attention.
The surrounding students reached out with concerned expressions, but I refused their help. I couldn’t trust myself to make physical contact right now.
“Are you okay?! Can you make it alone?!”
Their worry showed there were still good people here. I felt ashamed for contemplating their deaths.
I nodded slightly to show I was fine, then staggered away. I needed to get as far from the academy as possible—at least my acquaintances shouldn’t see me like this.
***
The pain struck without warning. I’d endured so long without consuming humans, thinking I could last longer. The body’s true limits differed from what the mind believed possible.
The Demon King’s fragments weren’t enough. This body couldn’t survive without killing humans.
The world is cruel, and life is suffering.
Yet recently, it hadn’t been painful. It had almost been good. Since arriving in this world, I’ve experienced moments closest to happiness. Entangling with the story’s leads, I’d nearly felt like one of them.
“Cough!!”
But the world is cruel—perhaps crueler because of those moments. The instant I dared to dream, it dragged me back into the abyss. It forced me awake from momentary sweetness. When I reached for a ray of hope, it crushed what I sought more thoroughly than anything else.
Cruel.
The separation from those in the spotlight felt tragic.
And in the end, miserable.
As a murderer of humans, I couldn’t even receive cheap sympathy.
But it’s fine.
My emotions have grown faint.
I don’t feel sadness anymore.
Even when emotions rise, they cool quickly.
What remains is endless emptiness.
I walked aimlessly through the streets, feeling only void. No destination in mind.
Just walking.
Where no one would recognize me.
Far, far away.
“…This place is.”
I found myself in the back alleys. Had I unconsciously sought familiar ground?
It didn’t matter.
Nothing mattered except quenching this overwhelming thirst.
The scent of blood drifted through the alleys. Had criminals fought while I, their overseer, was away?
That didn’t matter either.
Already starving, the sweet smell made resistance almost impossible.
I quickened my pace through the changed atmosphere of the alleys. This was my domain—where people feared to tread due to rumors of a human-eating monster.
I walked without concern.
Because I was that monster.
Today, like other days, I prowled these alleys to hunt.
When I reached the source of the blood smell, I found a scene more grotesque than I imagined.
Human corpses lay scattered, and a monster was still killing a living victim. Red eyes and purple horns marked it as inhuman. Its face seemed familiar—someone from Seir’s memories, though I didn’t know the name.
“Demon King’s army.”
Why here? Why now?
“……”
I’d encountered the most unwelcome of visitors.
Chapter 123 : Demon King's Army.
Although I had been gathering information about the Demon King’s army recently, I didn’t want to encounter them in this situation.
I held onto my staggering body’s center and stood in front of him.
Why did a member of the Demon King’s army come all the way here?
An exchange of red gazes occurred.
“Are you the monster who killed Seir?”
The demon asked.
“……”
I nodded my head since I had no intention of denying it.
Should I read his memories using magical energy?
No, I don’t have the strength for that right now.
I just wanted to drink blood right away.
Let’s send him away quickly and have a meal.
If I endure any longer, the same thing as last year will repeat itself.
This time, I asked tremblingly because my mind wasn’t fully intact yet.
“…… W-What brings you here?”
“It’s truly a strange thing. To think that Seir was defeated by such a small wench.”
“Are you saying we should fight?”
I can send him to his friend’s side right away.
The strongest being on the continent was Sertia.
It’s just that she couldn’t fight because she was cursed, but I can say with certainty that she was the strongest.
Including all living beings, whether human or demon.
It was something I learned after clashing with her once.
But since I killed Sertia, actually, no matter who came now, it wasn’t very scary.
A Demon King’s army executive.
An alba, I think.
“Ah… I misspoke. I apologize.”
When I glared at him while slightly revealing magical energy, the demon apologized.
My constitution makes it easy to hide the magical energy in my body, so unless I show it first, he might not know.
Now that I’ve shown him that I’m stronger than him, I believe he won’t recklessly attack.
And,
“……”
I sent him a glance, meaning to answer the question I asked.
He slowly opened his mouth.
“If you were there too, you’ll remember what happened last time.”
“Releasing monsters into the academy?”
“Why did you help the humans back then? If only you hadn’t interfered, the Empire would have crumbled. No, if you had helped us instead, we could have even killed our greatest nemesis, Sertia.”
“……”
“Have you fallen into the delusion that you’re human after mingling with them? While killing the few members of the Demon King’s army? What makes you different from us?”
Perhaps the information that Sertia died hasn’t reached them yet.
Then there’s no need to tell them.
I decided to focus on the essence of the question.
Maybe deep inside, I wanted to mingle with the humans around me without even knowing it myself.
At least I didn’t deny that.
But I’ve never deluded myself into thinking I’m human.
Because I realize it before I can even delude myself.
The emptiness inside me that had been constant since that day had never been filled.
And what makes me different from them?
Hmm.
“……”
I don’t know about that.
It wasn’t a conclusion I could reach in my dizzy state of mind.
Just like demons, I kill people, have magical energy instead of mana in my body, and can’t feel human emotions.
There are so many things in common, so what’s different?
I don’t know.
I just remained silent because I didn’t know.
“In the end, you can’t answer either, can you? There’s no reason for us to be enemies. I didn’t come here to fight you. If you’re not stupid, I believe you can understand that much.”
“Don’t lie.”
“What?”
“You thought of killing me until I showed you my magical energy. Did I look that easy to you?”
No matter how out of my mind I am, I’m not dull enough to not sense that much bloodlust in this distance.
“Clearly state your purpose. I have no intention of prolonging this conversation.”
It’s impossible to lie in front of me.
I’ll cut him down immediately if I see any attempt to buy time with unnecessary words.
I had enough strength to do that, and above all, I was in a hurry right now.
My fangs itched, wanting to bite into something quickly.
I was hungry, and my throat was too dry.
I hoped he wouldn’t test my patience.
If it became too hard to endure, I might kill the demon in front of my eyes and eat the human he was holding.
“It would be best for you to understand who is superior and speak……”
He should have understood by now.
The demon hesitated for a moment and then spoke.
Since he knew lying wouldn’t work on me, what he said this time would be the truth.
“…… At first, I came to retrieve the Demon King’s fragments. I tried to take back what we had scattered in the academy. But the fragments were nowhere to be seen. As if someone had taken them out beforehand.”
The demon spoke while looking at me.
It was a gaze that seemed to suspect me.
I had no reason to deny it, so I nodded.
“You’re right, I took them.”
“I knew it. I came to receive the fragments from you. At first, I was thinking of killing you and taking them, but that became impossible.”
“……”
“If you have them, return them. They are necessary for the birth of a new King. If I can just receive those, I will leave.”
The birth of a new King.
Is the Demon King’s army’s goal to create a new Demon King with the fragments of the previous Demon King?
It felt like the pieces of information I knew fit together like a puzzle.
What he said just now was quite helpful.
But it seemed like there was no need for further conversation.
Judging from how he spoke, he wasn’t a high-ranking existence in the current Demon King’s army.
He probably didn’t have much information either.
Rather, I might know more than him.
So, I decided not to engage in conversation any further.
I told him bluntly.
“I can’t give you the fragments.”
And.
I waved my hand at the Demon King’s army member who had served his purpose.
“Sleep well.”
Even if he asked me to return the Demon King’s fragments, I couldn’t spit out what I had already eaten.
Above all, he was a demon who had already tried to kill me once.
I also didn’t like that he had invaded my territory, the back alleys.
So I immediately drew my red sword and killed him.
A considerable amount of blood flowed in the back alleys today.
***
Today’s meal was a bit long.
I ate the humans here that the Demon King’s army had killed.
The number was quite large.
I wondered why they were here and why they were killed.
Did something happen again while I was away?
It doesn’t matter.
Since this place isn’t within the patrol range of the knights, it’s easy for criminal groups to gather.
I ate them one by one.
‘…… Although their freshness had dropped a bit.’
Still, it felt good to fill my stomach after a long time.
My heart, which was always calm and quiet, only beat fast when I drank blood.
Having regained my usual condition, I thought while looking at the dead Demon King’s army member.
‘Is the Demon King’s army’s goal to give birth to a new Demon King?’
The current Demon King’s army has lost its leader and is considerably weakened.
They must have been preparing for quite a long time to create a new leader.
And,
‘In my memories, Iria was with the Demon King’s army.’
If my guess is correct, the Demon King’s army tried to make Iria the Demon King in the past.
Because she had the most suitable body for it.
Above all, in my memories, they were feeding Iria something presumed to be a fragment of the Demon King.
Somehow, I ended up in that body instead.
‘The demon I saw earlier didn’t recognize me.’
The demons who were there should have recognized me.
The fact that he didn’t know me meant he wasn’t in a very high position within the Demon King’s army.
He didn’t have much information even when I scanned his memories after regaining my senses.
It seemed like I would have to meet a few high-ranking individuals within the Demon King’s army to solve the mystery regarding Iria’s body.
The Demon King’s army.
“……”
In the end, are they the main culprits?
I recalled what the Demon King’s army member had said a little while ago.
If I encounter them again next time, will they be my enemies?
Or will they really be a group with no reason to be hostile, as he said?
I don’t know for now.
Today’s contemplation was deep as well.
***
I came to the academy as usual.
In a much healthier state than yesterday.
I wasn’t hungry, dizzy, or hallucinating.
Just because my physical condition had improved, the world I saw seemed different from yesterday.
It was a slightly complicated feeling.
It felt refreshing to be free from hunger, but it also felt like I was acknowledging that I really couldn’t survive without human blood.
It felt like I was realizing that I couldn’t escape the life of a back alley murderer after all.
So, I was walking in a slightly depressed mood.
As I passed through the corridor, I saw faces that had become familiar by now.
Ariel, Sera, and Clana.
I didn’t know because I went home early yesterday, but the three seemed to have become quite close while I was away.
My efforts so far weren’t entirely in vain, and the development in the original story was normalizing.
I approached them while watching that scene with my eyes.
It was to greet them as usual.
And,
“Gasp! T-The root of all evil!”
“Iria! What have you been teaching Clana all this time?!”
“It’s the root of all evil! She came to torment me again!”
“……”
I had forgotten that Clana still held a grudge against me.
Chapter 124 : Relationship Improvement.
Karma always comes back around.
The same was true for what Iria had done to Clana.
Usually, Ariel, Sera, and Iria were a group that went to the academy together.
With Clana joining that group, big and small problems arose.
Clana maintained a good relationship with Ariel and became close with Sera through their duel the other day. However, she still seemed to dislike Iria.
First impressions tend to last, after all.
Clana still frowned whenever she saw Iria.
“Wh-What are you staring at me for?”
In the awkward atmosphere, Clana blurted out those words when the two made eye contact.
Iria scratched her cheek as if dumbfounded.
It was Clana who had been glancing in Iria’s direction since earlier.
Iria was sensitive to gazes, so she had been watching from the beginning to the end.
She just turned her head because she felt a sharp gaze from the side, but Clana asked what she was staring at.
It seemed like she had truly gotten on Clana’s bad side.
“I wasn’t looking at anything. You’re the one who looked.”
“I-I wasn’t really looking either……”
Perhaps she was caught glancing out of curiosity.
Clana slightly blushed and turned her head away with a huff.
And,
Iria, who had been watching that scene from start to finish, sighed.
It wouldn’t be good to turn Clana into an enemy for the sake of their future life together, but it seemed like her grudge from that time was very deep.
Didn’t she apologize in her own way?
Iria recalled what she had said when she pulled Clana aside.
“Forget about what happened back then. Wouldn’t it be better for both of us to end it cleanly without any lingering feelings?”
“A-Are you threatening me?!”
Now that she thought about it, it wasn’t really an apology.
Rather than trying to threaten her, she just said what she was thinking.
“……”
It was due to Iria’s lack of eloquence.
What was meant to improve their relationship ended up causing a deep misunderstanding instead.
“Now, now, stop fighting and get along, you two. Why are you fighting when you have similar hair colors?”
“Ah, b-but that person did this to me first……”
“Do you want to keep doing this?”
“I’m sorry……”
Sera, unable to bear it any longer, stepped in to mediate, but it had little effect.
Rather, it only prolonged the awkwardness.
Iria thought this couldn’t go on like this.
And Clana thought the same.
It wasn’t just Iria who wanted to improve their relationship.
Clana, who was having difficulties with this kind of life, thought that some change was necessary.
The two socially inept individuals were moving to achieve the same goal.
***
Love your enemies.
It was a teaching that came from the church.
Clana recalled what had happened with Iria before.
From when Iria pretended to help her when she was in trouble and took her wallet to the days when she interfered with every little thing and extorted money from her.
It was definitely a painful time.
At first, Clana had even learned and imitated Iria’s behavior exactly.
But it wasn’t like there were only bad influences.
Still, it was true that she had learned quickly about the world.
It was good to be somewhat wary of kindness that approached without reason.
Clana was no longer a fool who knew nothing.
She had seen enough things after leaving the church.
Even Iria’s harassment… if she said it wasn’t helpful at all, that would be a lie.
So, Clana decided to forgive Iria.
Following the church’s teachings, she decided to give generous treatment to her enemy.
She was a merciful saint, after all.
This time, Clana called Iria out separately.
It was to propose reconciliation.
“What is it?”
When she arrived at the meeting place, Iria was already there.
Still, her expression was completely unreadable, as if it was hard to tell what she was thinking.
‘T-Today, I’ve come to reconcile with you!’
‘I don’t like her, but the Hero and Sera seem to trust her!’
‘Maybe she’s actually a good person, and I misunderstood her.’
Clana had once asked people around her how to reconcile with someone she had a bad relationship with.
And in response to that question, Clana’s guardian, the abess, said she should give a meaningful gift.
She said that if she apologized and gave a sincere gift, the other person would surely accept it.
Rather than apologizing, it was more like Clana was the one forgiving. Still, she thought it was a good method anyway.
So she prepared a gift for Iria.
She had a bit of trouble figuring out what to give her as a gift, but fortunately, there was something good.
Something that anyone would like, and it also had a high value.
“I-I’ll especially forgive you for what happened last time. Because I have a big heart. Take this.”
Clana handed Iria the holy water she had personally mixed.
It had a particularly high concentration.
It was made just last night, so a faint warmth remained.
And when Iria saw it.
“Ugh……”
She expressed that she really didn’t want to receive it.
It was clearly evident, as her facial expressions were usually subtle.
Iria stepped back with a deeply frowning face.
Iria was sensitive to holiness because she was a monster.
She had already avoided regular holy water, but a saint had made this directly, so its concentration was very pure.
Perhaps touching it would set her hand on fire.
“Do you not like the gift? If you don’t like holy water, I can personally bestow a miracle upon you. It’s my specialty.”
“……”
Iria’s face turned pale.
She stepped back with a frightened expression.
This time, Iria rummaged through her own pocket.
“…… Take this.”
“What?”
Iria took out her wallet from her pocket and handed it to Clana.
It was a moment when the dynamic of harassment was reversed.
From that day on, the way Iria looked at Clana changed.
While maintaining her usual blank expression, she subtly paid attention to Clana’s mood.
Holy water and holy power were forms of harassment to Iria.
Getting close to it made her body have a rejection reaction, so it was very unpleasant.
Iria thought that Clana was approaching her to take revenge.
Forgiveness my foot, that crazy saint had finally come to kill her.
So she gave her wallet and left.
Clana’s existence was like Iria’s natural enemy.
If this would appease her, she could give up her wallet.
However, Clana’s harassment towards Iria continued.
“You don’t seem to like holy water much, so I baked some cookies…… Ah! Would you like to try one now?”
“……”
Clana said that and handed Iria a cookie.
And,
Iria can’t eat human food.
If she does, her stomach twists, and she suffers from extreme pain.
She took out her wallet from her pocket and handed it to Clana once again.
“Why?!”
“Take it.”
Iria was receiving the consequences of her actions.
***
After finishing her academy life, which was more tiring than expected, Iria was on her way home.
Today, Iria was walking through the back alleys.
For no particular reason, just lost in memories.
It was a place that was half-ruined and reeked of blood, but she had a deep affection for it.
It was the beginning of her life in the Empire, and it would also be the end.
She planned to visit this place one more time before leaving the Empire and embarking on a long journey.
Iria was going to meet the Demon King’s army.
The truth she was seeking was there.
Of course, she didn’t know what would change even if she found out.
Perhaps the truth was so cruel that it would be better not to know.
Still, she was going to go.
Iria firmly believed that it would be related to the ending of this world.
Iria continues to walk through the back alleys.
It was a place where sticky black demonic energy clung.
The magical energy here was what Iria had scattered when she went on a rampage a year and several months ago.
The concentration was so high that it still hadn’t been purified.
She touched those things with her hand, lost in thought for a bit.
After all, it was the magical energy that had devoured her old friend.
When she closed her eyes and recalled the past, she could hear Riana’s voice screaming and calling her name.
Now, she couldn’t feel anything.
“……”
It was empty.
Extremely so.
The unique feeling of emptiness inside couldn’t be filled by mingling with people at the academy.
It only rose when she killed humans.
Emotions were only felt when she swallowed human blood.
So, sometimes, Iria visited the back alleys because she couldn’t bear that feeling of emptiness.
Even when she came here, nothing changed, but it was more comfortable than other places.
Before she knew it, she had arrived at the place where she had killed her friend while walking.
She placed a single flower there.
The one she had placed last time had been scattered by the rain.
Soon, she might be unable to come to the back alleys for which she had a deep affection.
Iria lay down on the ground there.
‘Should I just sleep here?’
Fortunately, it was a day when it didn’t rain.
Chapter 125 : The Hero Party.
After Sertia’s death was officially announced, Albert became the new head of the Academy.
Although Albert himself did not seem very pleased about it, there was no other suitable candidate.
Unlike Sertia, who pursued protection and peace, Albert was proactive. This was not his original personality but because he had lost his mentor long ago.
Immediately after taking the position of the head, Albert made a plan to finally destroy the Demon King’s army.
“Forming a new Hero Party.”
The three legendary superhumans who had beheaded the Demon King in the past.
Albert’s goal was to create that in this generation as well. To be exact, it was what Sertia had pursued before dying.
Albert recalled what Sertia had said in the past.
“I don’t think I was extraordinarily superior or talented compared to others. I also don’t think the next generation has less talent than me.”
“What do you mean by that?”
“The new Hero Party will also have the right people. Talents even greater than me.”
At that time, it seemed like nonsense.
Objectively, Sertia was superior to others. No, it was something that couldn’t be expressed simply as being exceptional.
Excluding the previous generation’s Heroes, she was the strongest human in history. Albert thought it was the result of combining her unmatched talent with countless experiences and efforts.
Therefore, not everyone can become like Sertia. He thought that humans more talented than her simply didn’t exist.
To be more honest, he might still think that way to some extent even now. The majesty of the mentor Albert had seen was at a level that couldn’t even be seen by looking up.
But still.
“I believe in them.”
Sertia said she believes in the talents of this generation.
If so, he who should inherit her will must not doubt those words.
If she believes, Albert will believe too.
Therefore, he fully supported the formation of a new Hero Party.
It was also his authority to ask Reina to be Sera’s mentor and to contact the Central Church to bring the Saint Clana to the Academy.
Albert was preparing to quickly nurture them and deploy them to the field.
And,
“Ariel.”
“Yes.”
Now that Albert thought the preparations were sufficient, he summoned Ariel to the principal’s office.
“Do you remember what I told you last time?”
“If you’re talking about the formation of the Hero Party and the field mission, I remember.”
“Then I think it’s about time to decide. You probably already know what I’m trying to say.”
“……”
“Select those who will accompany you on the journey with your discernment. We will surely destroy the remaining Demon King’s army and end the war this time.”
If the stars had bloomed, the gaze of the stars would have also manifested.
Then, in terms of discerning people, Ariel’s eye would be much more accurate than his own.
In fact, it seemed as if the people who would stand by his side were already decided.
First, Sera.
She looks ordinary, but her instantaneous offensive power is comparable to that of the Academy’s professors.
Above all, the boldness she showed on the battlefield, where she could have died, was an amazing talent that could be put into practice immediately.
She was a girl who could run out alone when everyone else was scared. Albert highly valued that aspect.
She could play her role properly even if sent to the frontlines immediately.
And Clana.
No explanation is needed.
She, the Saint, stood ahead of others from the starting line.
Even if she lacks experience, her divine power will shine when dealing with demons.
Clana showed strengths in defensive and support abilities but was also outstanding in offensive power against demons.
He didn’t say it separately, but Ariel would know, too. If he were to look for comrades within the Academy, there would only be those two.
But Ariel,
“No. I won’t select them.”
He directly denied Albert’s words.
Albert adjusted his glasses. His sharp eyes turned towards Ariel.
“The most important thing is one’s own will. It’s not something I can arbitrarily decide. I will accept as comrades those who stand by my side of their own will.”
“If no one volunteers……”
“Then I will stand on the battlefield alone. There shouldn’t be a Hero Party that forces someone.”
“Is that so?”
Traveling with the Hero may seem like a romance to some, but the reality is not so beautiful.
It is a blood-stained battlefield. Even if it’s the best educational institution on the continent, they are still students in the end. No one in their right mind would volunteer to go on a path to die.
Ariel knew that fact.
He knew it too well, so he was rather reluctant to take those around him to such a cruel place.
Because it was a road to hell.
He was born as a Hero, so he steps forward with a sense of mission and responsibility, but others are not like that. They were born as ordinary humans with no duty or obligation to save the world.
“…I will stand on the battlefield alone.”
Ariel was saying that this was a duty he had to bear.
Albert solemnly nodded to that.
“If that is your will.”
After that, a heavy silence lingered. Both Albert and Ariel did not speak.
“If you have nothing more to say, I will leave.”
Just before Ariel, who couldn’t stand the silence, was about to leave.
Albert held him for a moment.
“I have something to give you.”
A treasure found in Sertia’s room after she died.
Albert handed Ariel a sword imbued with a golden light. At first glance, it looked like no ordinary item.
Sertia, a traditional mage, wouldn’t have used it, so its original owner was probably the previous generation’s Hero, Elion.
“That’s……”
“Sertia told me to give that sword to you if she dies.”
It was quite old but would be usable. It was a sword with the Hero’s star.
Ariel held the sword with a complex expression. He felt like he had inherited the responsibility as the next-generation Hero.
***
Ariel, who had awakened the power of the stars, was no longer someone who should be at the Academy.
His strength was already above the current professors. The Academy had nothing more to teach him.
So, as the Hero, he decided to stand on the battlefield at a young age. The news spread quickly and reached the point where all the students at the Academy knew.
However, even after considerable time had passed, no one came forward to stand by his side first.
It was natural.
For most people, their life was more precious than the glory they could gain as part of the Hero Party. In the first place, there weren’t many who had the qualifications to stand by his side.
The Academy students are forced to prove their abilities with objective numbers even if they don’t want to.
In the name of grades, they inevitably find out what rank and grade they are in during their school year.
If someone ahead of you is scared, the fear spreads accordingly.
Having your will broken before even trying, it was such a cruel thing.
While Ariel was preparing to go to the battlefield alone, the people at the Academy knew what kind of person he was.
If no one comes, he will fulfill his responsibility alone, bear it alone rather than show it to those around him no matter what.
“……”
A day passed.
“I’m here.”
Sera came to him.
“I, I’m here too.”
A little later, Clana came too.
Sera came because she couldn’t let Ariel go alone. For her, who grew up in an orphanage without a family, Ariel was like family.
It was just that she was late to hear the news because she was in seclusion training, but even so, she came as soon as she heard.
Clana was late because she was pondering alone, but in fact, even if she didn’t belong to the Hero Party, she had to go to the battlefield someday.
Just as Ariel shouldered the duty as a Hero, Clana had something similar.
So, after much thought, she decided to go with him to the place she would eventually have to go anyway. Just as the head nun had said.
That’s how the three members were formed.
Ultimately, the new Hero Party was formed with the three members that many had expected, not by Ariel’s choosing but by giving them the right to choose.
And,
“May I join too?”
There was one more person who wanted to join the Hero Party.
Long, fluttering silver hair and red eyes.
“……”
It was Iria.
Chapter 126 : The Academy.
Sera volunteered for the Hero Party partly because of her loyalty to Ariel, but more than anything, she had nowhere to go after graduation.
She had never seriously thought about her future path. Of course, with her abilities, there would be many places she could go if she wanted, but it was questionable whether that would be the path she desired.
So she decided to follow Ariel. She thought that being by his side was where she belonged.
And the reason Clana joined the Hero Party was even simpler. She was the Saint. It was her fate to stand on the battlefield someday.
While others feared the Hero Party because it was a battlefield, Clana would have to go to an even harsher battlefield if she didn’t join it.
In fact, she could be said to have almost no choice.
And the reason Iria volunteered for the Hero Party.
“……”
There was a really plausible story behind it.
She heard the news that Ariel was forming a new Hero Party and would soon go to the battlefield.
To confront the remnants of the Demon King’s army and, this time, to uproot the roots of the war.
Ariel, who had awakened the power of the stars, had the strength and talent to do so.
Sera and Clana, who had similar talents, would also be with him, so they had more than enough potential to become the hope of humanity like the previous generation’s Hero Party.
And,
“The new headmaster is making the new Hero’s Party and will head to the battlefield soon.”
As much as all the students at the Academy heard the news, Iria also heard it.
Iria was also thinking of leaving the Empire soon. The ones who held her secret were the Demon King’s army. She would embark on a journey to confront them for the truth.
Iria and their destinations were the same. The timing of leaving was also similar.
“Could this also be some kind of fate?”
Traveling with them would be faster and more efficient than traveling alone.
So, her joining them was not out of personal desire. It was purely for efficiency, and she would betray them immediately if an opportunity to contact the Demon King’s army came.
“That’s why.”
Iria volunteered for the Hero Party.
It sounded like Albert’s heart was breaking from here.
***
To conclude, Iria was also welcomed into the Hero’s Party.
She already had a friendship with the three of them, and above all, she was strong. There was no one at the Academy who didn’t know Iria’s skills.
She had an incredible record of being undefeated in duels and was evaluated as being in the top two along with Ariel.
“If Iria helps us, it’ll be reassuring. I welcome you.”
“Actually, even if you said no, I was going to bring you anyway. Does it make sense for you to be left out when the three of us gathered like this?”
“I, I’m not really happy about it! Someone like you will definitely be useless…ouch!”
Sera smacked Clana’s head.
It probably didn’t hurt at all because of the divine power’s protective barrier, but for some reason, she screamed.
Anyway, with a grand welcome from the three of them, she was able to join the Hero Party. As such, it was not very difficult for the Demon King’s pawn to infiltrate the Hero Party.
Was it because they had been together until now? Actually, she didn’t want to be the Demon King’s pawn either. It would have been nice if she could have truly joined the party as a fellow human.
“Am I wishing for too much?”
What was natural for others was not for her, so it was a dream she had given up on long ago.
In the realm of the unconscious, it seemed like she could hear the Demon King whispering.
That no matter what, she could not mix with them due to her fate. That she had been a monster from birth.
That she could never return to being human again and would forever feel a sense of deprivation.
If she thought about it coldly, the Demon King’s words might be true. Due to the limitations of her race, it was impossible for Iria to completely assimilate among humans.
But still.
“……”
She wanted to follow them, even if she didn’t know how long it would last.
But she can resist the whispers for now.
***
There were two weeks remaining before the Hero Party embarked on their journey.
Until then, they had some free time. All four of them. And the way they spent that period also varied.
Ariel devoted himself to training as usual, and Sera also went to duel. Now that she was unsatisfied with the Academy students, she went with the professors.
Clana, as befitting a saint, was spreading miracles around. Originally, she tried to bestow them upon Iria, but at her request to please go and do it somewhere else, she complied.
Clana was also easily influenced by others, but her basic nature was not bad, so she did not do things others would dislike.
And,
Iria was.
“……”
She was pondering how to spend that time.
Unlike the others, Iria had nothing she liked and didn’t need training.
At first, she wandered aimlessly around the Academy’s streets. It wasn’t a walk with a set destination; she just headed anywhere, not having anything else to do
While wandering around like that, she encountered some people.
First, Rena. She appeared as if she had been waiting on the path Iria was passing by.
“Ah, Iria. I was just looking for you. I heard you’re leaving for a faraway place soon.”
“Yes.”
“In the end, you’re going too…”
Rena, whom she met after a long time, had a somewhat complicated expression.
She looked happy to see Iria but sad that she was leaving. She expressed disappointment that Iria was leaving her but also as if it couldn’t be helped because it was Iria.
But soon she smiled. Because she knew there was nothing she could do even if she was sad.
“Iria is an amazing person. I’m sure you’ll do well even after you go. As a member of the Hero Party, you’ll save many people’s lives from now on. Just like how you saved me back then.”
“……”
“I’m proud to have you as a friend. Iria, you’re a good person.”
Wouldn’t Iria be someone who saves many people?
Rena told Iria she could become a good person, but she was neither a good being nor a “person.”
I don’t know.
Perhaps because this might be their last meeting, Iria also conveyed her words to Rena.
“I’m sorry.”
It was a concise statement that seemed to contain various meanings.
These were also the words Iria wanted to convey to Rena.
Perhaps Rena’s tragedy started with Iria. Iria might have been the root cause of Rena’s trauma.
Iria.
“……”
Because she killed her friend.
Iria didn’t have enough humanity left in her to feel guilty about that, but still, they were words she wanted to convey.
“What are you sorry for? If it’s about leaving me alone, don’t worry about it. I hope we can see each other again later.”
“…Yes.”
The words were conveyed.
Iria passed by Rena and continued walking. The next person she met was Lucia.
Unlike Rena, who had directly sought out Iria, this was a chance encounter.
Lucia glanced at Iria and opened her mouth.
“You’re going, huh?”
“……”
“I’ll apologize for ignoring you last time. You’re a person stronger than me. You’re the strongest in the entire Academy across all grades. And well… it’s true that I survived thanks to you during the external practicum.”
“Did you eat something wrong?”
“Hey!! I finally thought about it and told you!”
Lucia shouted, then sighed and faced Iria again.
“Ahem, ahem. I didn’t eat something wrong. Think about it carefully. If you leave, who will become the top student of the 1st year?”
“Who would it be?”
“You’re deliberately making fun of me, aren’t you?”
“……”
“Of course, it will be me, the runner-up. Separate from the fact that I still dislike you, I’m in a good mood right now. I can afford to treat you kindly, at least for today.”
The reason Lucia disliked Iria was because she was the top student. There was no reason to hate someone who was leaving soon.
Anyway, it was true that she had received help from her during the last practical.
The moment the monsters rushed in, Iria sacrificed herself to send Rena and Lucia away first. In the end, she played a big role and helped Lucia earn points.
So Lucia faced Iria once again.
“It’s good that you’re leaving, but don’t die. I just wanted to say that, as my last words.”
Iria nodded and walked a bit further.
After wandering through all areas of the Academy like that, she met Wendy this time.
She met her, but she wasn’t particularly happy. At least Lucia had some cute affection, but Wendy didn’t have that either.
And it seemed to be the same for Wendy.
“What are you looking at? Do you have something to say to me?”
“……”
She responded to Iria with a cold expression, still looking ill-mannered. She was from the same high school as Rena, was that it? It would have been nice if she had resembled Rena even half as much.
“If you’re going to leave, go quickly. You don’t think I’ll kindly see you off or something, do you?”
“No, I didn’t expect that.”
“Then hurry up and go. Don’t annoy me like your friend.”
If there are people who warmly welcome someone who is leaving, there are also those who don’t.
Wendy was like that.
For Iria, the people at the Academy were clearly divided into those she liked and those she disliked.
In that regard, it couldn’t be helped. Rather, for Iria, she was treated better than she deserved.
Maybe that’s why.
“……”
Iria, who had left the scenery of the Academy, seemed to be in deep thought.
Although it wasn’t a long time, it was still a place with many memories in various ways.
This was the ridge behind the Academy.
Iria, who had reached the top of the mountain, looked up at the sky blankly.
Chapter 127 : Final Cleanup.
After roughly sorting out my connections at the Academy, I headed to the back alleys instead of home.
It was to gather blood before embarking on a long journey.
Once on the journey, opportunities to have meals would significantly reduce, so I had to eat while I could now.
I also packed several glass bottles to store blood. They were special magic-treated bottles that would preserve their quality for a long time.
They were expensive, but what did it matter? I was about to leave the Empire soon, so I had no use for money anyway. I still had a lot left from what I received from the slave trader.
Then, whose blood should I put in those bottles?
The Empire was where the knights patrolled frequently, so I didn’t lay hands on civilians unless it was unavoidable. Usually, the criminals residing in the back alleys often became targets.
“One person might not be enough today.”
The back alleys were not included in the knights’ patrol routes. The back alley space I had demolished was quite large in scale, so there would be many crime organizations that had not caught my attention.
Even I didn’t know every part of the back alleys.
I mainly operated in the old ruins of Dusty Lane, which was also the first place I stayed after entering the Empire.
And the total area of the back alleys was unexpectedly large.
It was because the territory I had demolished that day when I went on a rampage was not just Dusty Lane. A wider area centered around there was buried in ruins.
If there was a base for criminals, it would probably be there.
“Still, since I’ve caused damage to the Empire so far.”
Today, I decided to do something for them one last time while gathering some blood.
Before leaving, one last back alley cleanup.
***
In the back alleys of the Empire, there was a rumor of a human-eating monster.
That rumor had spread among the people. Most citizens seemed to not really believe it, saying it was just a rumor.
But was it really just a rumor?
To cut to the conclusion, the rumors about the back alley monster were true. Iria was the culprit.
How many people actually knew the truth about the back alley monster rumors?
At least those who used the back alleys as their main base would know. That’s what Iria thought.
“There’s no way they don’t know.”
Even if they didn’t like it, they shared the back alleys. They would have eyes to see and ears to hear.
There would definitely be those who had the misfortune of entering Iria’s range of activity and died.
So, some of them would have set up their base in another space to avoid Iria.
Finding the base in the back alleys was not difficult. Iria’s senses were superior to humans.
She moved in the direction where a foul smell and some sounds were coming from.
After walking for a while,
Iria encountered humans gathered in a secluded part of the back alley.
Usually, the humans who came to the back alleys were not civilians. Public order had always been poor in this place, and people’s visits had become even more infrequent after the rumors of a monster appearing.
So, those in front could all be considered criminals.
After making eye contact, she read their memories. She found they were a rather famous group of assassins in this area.
“Who are you?”
“Can’t be a civilian. Are you from the Empire?”
“Our location has been compromised. Just kill her.”
As soon as they saw Iria, the rough-looking men began to draw their weapons individually.
Seeing their appearance, Iria was briefly lost in old memories. The people in front of her overlapped with the groups that had harassed her and Riana when she first set foot in the Empire.
“Back then, all I could do was run away in fear.”
But,
“It will be different now.”
Just as they drew their weapons, Iria also took out a dagger from her bosom.
The time it took for her to clean up one section of the back alley was not very long.
The back alley smelled of blood today.
***
I had eaten enough and even collected plenty of extra blood.
The number of glass bottles I packed was about twenty.
The time I could endure without consuming blood was roughly a little over a week, so it was like packing almost half a year’s worth of food.
Seeing that I could last such a long period with these small bottles, I felt that the body of a monster was indeed more efficient than humans.
I could obtain a lot of energy from a small amount.
Anyway, even after completing all the preparations to leave, there were still three days left.
What were the other members doing? I remembered them each spending their own time.
Suddenly curious, I decided to visit them one by one, first to Sera.
“She said she was in personal training, right?”
Ultimately, Ariel and Clana were born differently from others from the beginning. Their starting lines were completely different.
Despite that, Sera, born as an ordinary human, became someone who could stand shoulder to shoulder with them.
“Just like Sertia was in the previous generation’s Hero Party.”
In terms of individual talent, Sera might be the most outstanding. After receiving personal training, she was said to have grasped how to handle her power.
I was also curious to see how much she had grown during that time. That was when I opened the door to the training hall.
-Whoosh!
What blew in through the small opening of the door was a bone-chilling cold and a heat intense enough to offset it.
***
The duel between Sera and Reina was fast and intense.
It wasn’t simply flames and frost undulating in the center. There were countless spells and tactics intertwined in the short magic equation.
This was the battle of the two strongest mages in the Empire.
If you attacked, you also had to defend. Read the trajectory of the opponent’s spells and move your own mana.
Intercept spells with spells or block them with a barrier of mana.
“Cry and despair.”
“Distort.”
Another big collision of spells.
And the ensuing defensive actions from each other.
Sera deflected the magic flying at each other with wind, and Reina erected an ice wall to block it.
After defending, they immediately stepped back and changed positions.
For Iria, who had lightly learned magic from Rena, it was a high-level battle that was impossible to even understand with her head.
The two pull it off as if it’s the most natural thing. Reina was an imperial general, so that was one thing, but Sera’s growth was dazzling.
She competed with the mage who had single-handedly subjugated the Demon King’s Seed during the Academy raid incident. Of course, what was being shown now wasn’t her full power, but it was still amazing even considering that.
The fight between the two no longer looked like personal training between a student and a professor.
“Haa……”
Reina, who had stepped back, gripped an ice sword and took a deep breath.
In the half-frozen training hall, Reina planted her foot on the ground so strongly that the ice floor cracked.
-Clang!
At the same time, Reina’s figure disappeared.
It was an application of physical enhancement using mana. Reina, who had briefly accelerated, immediately caught up to Sera.
The mid-range magic exchange was over, and now it was Reina’s test for Sera.
Most mages crumble when it turns into close combat. It was the moment when the magical common sense they had only learned in theory shattered.
That was the chronic weakness of all mages. The most difficult challenge faced by mages who had entered real battles.
How had Sera overcome that?
In a fleeting moment, Reina swung her sword. And in the gaze of a superhuman where the density of time was different, she observed Sera’s reaction.
To stop midway if she couldn’t react to this.
For Reina, who had been giving Sera failing evaluations, to provide the same evaluation as before.
But in that extremely short moment, Sera reacted to it.
It was because Sera was not a mage who had only accumulated theoretical knowledge. She had the most dueling experience among all the Academy students.
Sera, who had faced everyone from swordsmen and mages to magic swordsmen, reacted mechanically.
As if she knew where Reina would aim.
-Whoosh!
When Sera’s eyes turned towards Reina’s sword, fire ignited in her right hand.
And,
She threw it towards the incoming sword.
Sera’s fist wrapped in flames, and Reina’s sword collided in the middle.
A collision of a huge shockwave occurred.
Even though the flames and frost mixed to create a vast amount of steam, the two did not back down a single step from that spot.
Until the explosion completely dispersed and disappeared, the two did not move.
After some time, Reina erased the sword she was holding and retrieved the mana that had spread in the air.
“… You’re ready.”
It was the moment when Reina’s more than two-week personal training ended.
Sera was finally acknowledged just before embarking on the journey.
Chapter 128 : Senior and Junior.
Reina, the imperial general, was very strict with Sera.
No, to be honest, it would be difficult to even use the expression “strict.”
From the beginning, she had no intention of passing Sera. Originally, she had no plans to send her to the battlefield.
Because Sera was an ordinary person.
Ariel was born with the power of starlight, and Clana was born with the constitution of a Saint. It was not easy for Sera, born as just a human, to stand shoulder to shoulder with them.
It was close to impossible.
As time passed, that gap would only widen.
The Hero had the potential to further awaken the power of starlight, and Clana could purify demons with her divine power alone.
What could Sera do in between?
She was outstanding, but in the end, she was at the level of a student.
Reina thought she was not yet ready to go to the battlefield. Moreover, it was not an ordinary battlefield, but by the Hero’s side.
Not everyone could become like Sertia.
For an ordinary human to join the Hero Party and be active, they had to be someone with at least Sertia’s level of talent.
To test that, Reina blocked Sera’s way. As a trial and wall to hinder her, she checked how much Sera could do.
And,
“……”
Sera proved it.
Despite countless defeats, she did not give up, and the more duels continued, the faster she grew.
The movements she showed at the end were especially impressive, and they surprised Reina.
“Is it a new era?”
So she had to acknowledge it.
That Sera already had the qualifications.
That she had the right to move forward.
Perhaps this was the new era Sertia had spoken of before she died.
How many years ahead had she foreseen before her death?
‘I don’t know.’
Reina, who had finished her last lesson with Sera, quietly stepped aside.
***
After finishing the duel, Sera staggered as if out of strength. Iria caught her as she was about to fall to the floor.
“Ah, thanks. Actually, I’ve been reducing my sleep and dueling day and night for the past few weeks.”
“Are you okay?”
“I’m a bit tired, but it’s okay. Despite how I look, I don’t have any external injuries. Even though I dueled so much, not a single small wound appeared. Does that mean the difference in skill is that wide?”
“Hmm.”
Certainly, Reina seemed very proficient in dueling with students. She only showed an appropriate difference in strength and never harmed the student.
It could be said to be the ideal appearance of a professor.
“And this is a secret, but Reina’s main elemental attribute isn’t ice. But even so, her skill is amazing, isn’t it?”
She was one of the strongest Imperial Generals.
Considering that Freya, who was the first, cut off one of Iria’s arms, and Albert, who was the second, inflicted serious injuries on her, Reina would be slightly below that level.
From the beginning, she was not an opponent a student could win against. It was impressive enough that Sera had directly confronted her.
Perhaps she had also overcome a wall like Ariel.
Sera’s talent was enough for even Iria to take notice of. Wouldn’t she be comparable to Sertia later on?
Sera, whom I hadn’t seen in a while, looked quite tired, unlike her usual appearance.
Her mana was exhausted, and her breathing was ragged. It showed how much she had devoted herself to training without regard for her body.
With her mana depleted, Sera’s memories were visible even without using magic.
The emotions she felt and the many complicated thoughts.
“Did she think she was falling behind?”
Ariel was strong, and Clana was an irreplaceable asset.
But Sera thought she had nothing unlike those two, so she drove herself like crazy.
But,
“Does she not know?”
Iria had doubts while looking at Sera.
Did she really think she had nothing? Far from being able to stand beside them, she was the one who would rise the highest among those three.
Because she had the same thing as Sertia.
Sertia had overwhelmed Iria, even if only for a moment. If her condition had been normal, it would have been Iria who died.
If Sera’s future self was like Sertia, who was stronger than Iria, then she was the most terrifying opponent she would face in the future.
I pondered whether to tell Sera that fact, but in the end, I didn’t.
She’ll figure it out one day.
“Do you want to rest?”
“No, I feel a bit refreshed now. Shall we walk for a bit?”
Sera got up from her seat with Iria’s help.
I nodded.
***
There were about three days left before the newly formed Hero Party embarked on its journey for the first time in twenty years.
Now, it was truly just around the corner.
I had finished all her preparations to leave. However, still unsure how to spend the remaining three days, I decided to spend them with the other party members.
Right now, I am walking with Sera. Her red hair fluttered in the gentle mountain breeze.
Sera, taller than me, had a wider stride, so I fell slightly behind.
Iria was looking at Sera’s back as she walked ahead.
“Are you ready to leave? Did you say goodbye to your friends?”
In that situation, Sera turned towards me and asked.
I nodded.
“I did.”
“Did you finish everything before coming? To the point where you have no lingering attachments to this place?”
“……”
Lingering attachments.
I scratched my cheek and looked back at the path I had walked through the Academy.
The floor I had stepped on, and the walls inside the building had collapsed and been repaired.
Professors carrying thick books heading somewhere, students of that age having silly chats with smiling faces.
Various things entered her sight.
“Yes.”
I nodded again.
Somehow, I spent a rather long time in this place called the Academy, but nothing remained for me.
Lingering attachments.
I didn’t know about that. Maybe I had known and forgotten.
All I could do was nod hollowly.
Sera made an expression that seemed to be deep in thought.
“Hmm, I see. You’re really strong, Iria.”
“……?”
“I think I’ll have too many lingering attachments. Of course, it’s good to be with you all. It’s really good… but knowing I have to leave, I don’t think I can erase the feeling of regret.”
Unlike Iria, Sera is human.
A human who feels emotions and lingering attachments.
That’s why it was complicated. Sera was walking down the corridor with a more blank expression than before.
“Unlike you, I haven’t even said goodbye to my friends yet. Because I’ve been holed up in seclusion and only training for a while.”
“Did Sera have friends too?”
“Hey, are you making fun of me?”
That wasn’t really my intention.
Sera looked up at the sky, seeming to be momentarily lost in thought.
“Of course I have friends. I’m a second-year student at the Academy. I’ve known the people in class since then.”
“……”
“I was like that originally, but I’ve been thinking I’ve been too focused on training recently. This space of memories that I may never return to… I might be wasting my days a bit.”
Sera quite liked Academy life.
She thought it was a gift of this age that she would never experience again after graduation.
“Well, it’s not like I’m saying I want to stay here. If I had even the slightest thought of that, I wouldn’t have charged at Professor Reina like that.”
“So what do you want to say?”
“Since being here could be a precious time that will never come again, enjoy it while you’re here. I’m a second-year student, and I’m dying of regret, so I was just curious about what you, a first-year student, were thinking.”
Sera said that while patting my head.
“From now on, the places we must go will be a difficult and cruel path. I wondered if you had made a hasty decision because of your young age. Ahem, in short, it’s a senior’s concern.”
“But you’re only one year older than me.”
“Well… In terms of age, it may seem like that. But there are things you only see when you become someone’s senior.”
Sera, who had been patting Iria’s head for a while, lowered her gaze and met Iria’s eyes.
“Iria, if you have a cute junior later on, you’ll understand how I feel. Yes, definitely.”
“……”
“Don’t you still have places to go? There’s not much time left to stay in the Empire. I hope you spend the remaining time without regrets.”
With those words, Sera turned her back. Saying that she still had a mountain of things to do.
Left alone again, I walked down the Academy corridor, keeping Sera’s words in mind.
Wasting time.
It was something I had never thought about before.
After pondering what to do with the remaining time, I decided to find her other companions this time.
Chapter 129 : Last Day in the Empire.
A day passed after I met with Sera. Next, she decided to meet Ariel and Clana.
Unlike Sera who had been holed up in one place, the two were surprisingly together. The reason was that they had already finished their preparations to leave.
Ariel, who had entered seclusion like Sera, was acknowledged by the Sword Saint.
Clana had also said her goodbyes to the people at the church. The abbess, who was like a parent to Clana, even cried and told her not to go, but what’s decided can’t be helped.
In fact, Clana thought that as someone born a Saint, it was her fate to join the Hero Party and devote herself to humanity. In that sense, she may have been similar to Ariel.
“Ah, Iria, you’re here?”
Clana greeted me as I joined them. In a way, we were the two who had the most awkward relationship, but not so much now. I had apologized to her for what happened before, and Clana had forgiven me.
In hindsight, it was thanks to Iria that Clana was able to quickly adapt to the world outside the church, so it didn’t take long for their relationship to heal.
Anyway, they met again. Peculiarly, the place was a ridge behind the Academy. A place where the scenery of the empire could be seen at a glance, and where Sertia often visited when she was alive.
Iria asked the two, “What were you two doing?”
Honestly, it seemed like a place that didn’t quite suit the two of them.
The steep terrain was not suitable for sword training, and there wasn’t much to see for a walk either. Not a single blade of grass grew in the vicinity, let alone flowers, making it a place devoid of any sense of life.
Yet there they were, standing side by side.
At my question, Ariel thought for a moment, then spoke while looking down the cliff.
“I was looking at the scenery of the Empire. There’s nothing here, but the Empire is down below.”
Iria stood next to Ariel and looked down.
She could see all the landscapes of the Empire – the Academy where students were busily moving about, the central park of the empire, the back alleys behind the central fountain.
“Was this the empire Sertia wanted to protect?”
Indeed, it seemed like a place she would have loved. Of course, now there was a monster here who had almost destroyed that Empire.
As I stepped closer to the edge, Ariel put his hand in front of me.
“Be careful not to go any closer.”
“In case I fall?”
“That too, but this time you’re wrong.”
Ariel pointed to a single flower blooming at the edge of the cliff.
“This is a grave. A place to commemorate someone who dedicated their entire life to the Empire and protected it.”
“……”
I didn’t need to ask who that person was. I couldn’t not know. After all, I was the one who killed her.
“…Grave.”
‘So she was buried here in the end.’
I stepped back from Sertia’s grave. I felt I had no right to step on her grave. Even I, who had killed her, acknowledged that she was an amazing person.
However, that didn’t mean I felt guilty.
It wasn’t because I was a monster incapable of feeling emotions, but because Sertia was destined to die anyway.
A faint memory of the original story’s development brushed through my mind.
“……”
In the original story, Sertia met the most miserable end. The curse eventually spread throughout her body, making her unable to even kill herself, and Albert, who had to kill her, hesitated for a moment.
Sertia became a new catastrophe. Just like the previous generation’s Saint who was her friend and comrade.
She became the greatest wall blocking Ariel, who had bloomed his power, and they barely succeeded in subjugating her by mobilizing the entire imperial forces.
‘Wasn’t this better than that future?’
Rather than being recorded as the worst disaster in imperial history, at least being remembered as a hero who devoted herself and sacrificed for the Empire.
So, at least in this incident, I didn’t feel guilty.
In the end, it was something someone had to do.
I felt like I had to stab her heart with a sword that day for some reason.
A lonely wind blew on the cliff. My silver hair fluttered in the wind.
A heavy silence fell after Ariel spoke.
At that point, Clana closed her eyes and offered a prayer.
To bless this barren place where nothing remained. To revive a place that someone loved but was now almost dead.
“Oh light.”
In fact, this was the reason Clana came here from the beginning. The Saint, who could perform miracles of God, came here at Ariel’s request.
Of course, it wasn’t just because of Ariel’s request.
As Sertia’s attending physician, Clana also felt some responsibility.
Golden divine power emanating from Clana’s body slowly began to envelop the space.
Life took root in the dead land.
“……”
New sprouts bloomed.
The previous generation served as the base for the new generation to grow.
The memorial service for the former hero ended there.
***
Another day passed, and on the last day, I decided to talk with Ariel.
Ariel, perhaps still not calmed down, went up the mountain alone today. In the place where the Sword Saint had left, he was swinging his sword alone.
Come to think of it, this was also the place where I first met him.
I appeared quietly from the dark grass, like the monster of the back alleys.
“……”
When Ariel noticed Iria’s presence, he stopped swinging his sword.
A cleanly cut sword mark stretched along the path of his swung sword.
Had he already reached a level comparable to the Sword Saint with pure swordsmanship?
Ariel sat down on a nearby hill with his sword put away, and I came and sat next to him.
The air at dawn on the day before departure was not very warm.
The air that had become cool at some point cooled the sweat on the forehead, and the flowers that had bloomed in the summer were withering.
I sometimes distinguished the passage of time at the Academy by the temperature.
The sense of time felt by a monster was quite different from that of humans, so even though it was a place I had stayed for only a few months, it felt endlessly long.
Just a few months.
However, for a monster, it was time for the temperature of the wind brushing against the skin to change.
Looking back on the terribly heavy and cruel flow of time.
Counting the number of humans she had killed, measuring the sips of blood she had swallowed, bearing the weight of the sins she had committed.
Then was this a journey to settle those sins as well?
The truth about “Iria” was held by the Demon King’s army. Perhaps the root of the sins I had committed so far was there.
Wasn’t it?
The sins I had committed stemmed solely from the instincts she was born with as a creature, and it was the Demon King’s army that created Iria to have those instincts.
Then they were also at fault.
I had no intention of begging for forgiveness for the evil deeds I had committed.
In the end, it was I who had done it, and it were my hands that were stained with the smell of blood from killing humans.
But if I at least had the will to right those wrongs.
‘Wouldn’t it be right to receive judgment for the sins after executing all the accomplices?’
It was an inaccurate thought.
It wasn’t something I could consult with anyone about, and it was a conclusion I had reached after agonizing and deep thought alone.
But I decided to do so. At this point, there was no means for me to die alone, and in the end, as long as I was alive, I had to kill someone.
No words were exchanged between me and Ariel for a long time. Neither of us were particularly talkative, more used to listening than speaking directly.
But I did have something to ask.
“Are you ready to leave, Ariel?”
It was already dark, and the stars were shining overhead.
Ariel’s blue eyes turned to Iria.
“Ready to leave?”
“Clana said she had long accepted the fate of having to go to the battlefield, and Sera also said she had finished preparing to leave without any lingering attachments.”
“……”
“And I’m ready too.”
The only one who didn’t answer was Ariel.
Ariel.
The leader of the new Hero Party and the hero of this generation who had to wield the holy sword regardless of his own will.
The man bearing the heavy responsibility of leading the upcoming all-out war against the Demon King’s army to victory.
“We are ready, but are you ready to head to the battlefield, Ariel? This is a question from a party member to the leader.”
Ariel didn’t answer for quite a long time. He kept his mouth shut for a while, and I waited for his answer.
Waiting was something I was good at.
I faced the cold wind, looked up at the starry night sky, and waited for an answer.
How much time passed like that? Ariel stood up from his spot. Then he gently patted my head, who was shorter than him.
“I’ve been ready for a long time. I’m just doing what I have to do. Something only I can do.”
“……”
“Then, see you tomorrow morning. We’ll leave early in the morning.”
The hero left the mountain behind with those words.
It was a ridge where silence had descended.
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