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            Prologue: 100 Ways to Die


“…Kuhk.”


The platinum-haired girl let out a stifled groan.



  A sword was deeply embedded in her chest. Crimson blood surged up through the
  hole where her heart had been pierced.




  Her complexion was deathly pale. Her hands trembled uncontrollably. A
  yellowish liquid—vomit, or something like it—dripped from the corners of her
  mouth as she looked up at the one who had struck her down.




  The man stood unmoving, gripping the hilt of the sword with unwavering
  strength.



Their eyes met—hers, wide with pain and disbelief; his, unflinching.


“…Why… why would you do this…?”


“……”



  Still impaled on the sword, the girl staggered and reached out. Her small hand
  touched the one holding the weapon.



Her touch was icy cold.



  Yet, the man’s expression remained unchanged. He stood there silently,
  towering over her.



“Freud… why…?”


“…For the sake of the world.”


The man—Freud—spoke in a low voice.


For the sake of the world.


With just those few words, the girl gave up on continuing.


No—she had no choice but to give up.


Her body had already gone limp.


She was no longer alive.


“…Rest in peace, Your Majesty.”



  Only then did Freud withdraw his sword. He gazed down at the lifeless body of
  the girl who had once been his sovereign.



How much time passed, he couldn’t tell.



  The knight who had slain his liege with his own hand could no longer contain
  his emotions. His face twisted in anguish. Blood oozed from his bitten lower
  lip.



He tossed the sword aside and collapsed beside the corpse.



  Tears streamed down his face as he bowed his head before his fallen ruler.



“I’m sorry… I’m so sorry…”


Was it regret for abandoning his chivalric code?


Or guilt for failing to protect her?


Or perhaps… something else entirely…
 



 



[Achievement Unlocked – “100 Ways to Die”]
-- The End OF The Chapter --
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            Chapter 1: Founding Day - (1)


The camera slowly zoomed in on the knight’s back as he sobbed—


And then, the screen faded to black.


And then—


Ending - #100 /「Confidant 」
Cleared


“It’s finally over…!”


I threw my arms into the air with a triumphant yell.


I almost hurled my mouse across the room, but managed to hold back.


My stiff shoulders cracked loudly as I stretched.


Two long months—nearly 500 hours poured into this moment.


What I was playing was a character-raising simulation game called Empress Maker. Officially released in Korea as Raising the Empress.


A hot new indie game that dropped just two months ago.


Character-raising simulation.


Sure, the genre already had big names like Princess Maker, but still—


This game had carved out a cult following all its own.


The reason was simple.


The main character, the empress the player raises, could die in almost every imaginable way.


The core of the game is straightforward: Raise a young, inexperienced empress until she completes her coming-of-age ceremony and becomes a true ruler.


That’s it. But calling this a “raising sim” would be generous—It was more of a roguelike in disguise, hardcore to its very bones.


First off, there were 108 possible endings.


Of those, a staggering 100 were dead ends.


Assassinated by a cult.


Poisoned by a political rival.


Beheaded by rebels.


Burned at the stake after being accused of witchcraft.


Stabbed through the heart by a trusted confidant.


Dying slowly from a plague.


You name it.


And the developers?


They added custom CGs for every single one of those death endings. It was madness—pure, glorious madness.


But thanks to that twisted level of detail, the game spread like wildfire. Word of mouth made it a hit.


That’s how I found it, too.


I dove in, drawn by the challenge and the beautifully nostalgic pixel art. And for two months, I gave it everything—skipping meals, losing sleep. I was completely obsessed.


And now, finally, I’d seen the final ending—
 



 



The infamous 100th Dead End.


In that final twist, the loyal knight who had stood by the empress all along… betrayed her.


A betrayal worthy of Raising the Empress.


I looked back at the screen.


The ending scroll—one I’d seen hundreds of times—was rolling again.


I held the Enter key to skip it.


As always, the simple main menu appeared:


Start New.
Continue.
Memories.


Set against the backdrop of the Imperial Palace.


Then—


Ding!


A new notification popped up.


[Achievement Unlocked - “100 Ways to Die”]


“Oh.”


My heart leapt again as I read the message.


I had officially seen every ending in Raising the Empress.


It was the ultimate reward for sacrificing my entire vacation.


“World’s first… probably not,” I muttered.


The stat screen said only 0.001% of players had unlocked this achievement.


Even so, I had to be one of the first.


I couldn’t help feeling proud.


I quickly took a screenshot, ready to post it in the game forum where I’d written walkthroughs before.


But then—another notification popped up as I clicked “Confirm.”


Ding!


[100% Achievement Rate Reached]


[New Game Mode “Death March” Unlocked]


“Huh?”


A new game mode?


That was news to me.


But then again, it was a brand new indie title.


Info was scarce.


Everyone was just stumbling through on their own.


“Is it some kind of bonus mode?”


Still, “Death March”...


What a name.


As if the game wasn’t already hard enough.


How much worse could it get?


Well, it must be brutal if it’s locked behind 100% completion.


“….”


I sighed and adjusted my posture.


At this point, there was no turning back.


Just seeing those words had reawakened the gamer spirit within me.


The forum post could wait.


The real flex would be clearing this next challenge.
 



 



I clicked the shimmering “Start New Game” button on the menu.


The difficulty selection now had a new, ominously red button labeled “Death March.”


Without hesitation, I clicked it and began the game—


Unaware of just how much I would come to regret that decision.


[Notification - Welcome to the world of ‘Raising the Empress’.]


With that line, the prologue began anew.


And at the same time, a deep, irresistible sleep pulled me under.


****


CLUNK.


A sudden jolt rocked my body, snapping me awake.


Half-conscious, I blinked heavily—


Dim lights swaying above came into view.


“...Huh?”


This wasn’t my room.


A place I didn’t recognize.


My mind was foggy.


I had just been sitting at my desk, starting a new run in Death March mode.


Then… sleep had hit me out of nowhere.


Was I dreaming?


Maybe I was just sleep-deprived and hallucinating.


I had been playing for two straight months…


I yawned and reached up to rub my eyes— and froze as something cold and metallic touched my face.


The icy shock instantly sobered me up.


“What the f—?”


When I looked down at my hands, I saw a platinum gauntlet—the kind you’d only see in a fantasy game.


Lowering my gaze further, I saw polished plate armor, gleaming under the light, stretching from shoulder guards down to the chest.
It didn’t take long to realize this armor was on my body.


My thoughts couldn’t keep up with reality.


Had someone dressed me up as a joke?


Just as that absurd idea crossed my mind, someone smacked me hard on the back.


“Hey, Freud. Falling asleep like that? That’s not like you.”


“Wh-What?”


“What’s with that look? Like you’ve seen a ghost. Did you have a nightmare or something?”
 



 



Sitting beside me was a hulking man, clad in armor just as massive as mine.


He wore a pointed helmet, and through the visor, sharp blue eyes gleamed.


A Westerner?


Why is there a Westerner here?


And what’s with his armor? No—what’s with mine?


Questions bubbled up one after another.


I shook my head in disbelief.


But that wasn’t the only thing wrong.


He wasn’t speaking Korean. Or English.


In fact, I’d never heard the language before in my life—


And yet, I understood every word as if it were my mother tongue.


As I mulled over that bizarre fact, I remembered something else.


The name he called me.


He had definitely said “Freud”.


Freud Escoval.


One of the royal guards in Raising the Empress.


No way I could’ve forgotten.


He was also the bastard who stabs his own liege in the heart at the very end of the game.


“…No way.”


With trembling hands, I reached up to touch my face.


I could feel sharp, angular features—


Ash-grey hair slid between my fingers as it fell across my brow.


I traced my lips and found a long scar running between them.


Everything matched the in-game sprite of Freud—the one I’d seen rendered in pixel-perfect 128-bit art.


“This can’t be real.”


I murmured, dumbfounded.


If my hypothesis was right…


I turned urgently to the giant beside me.


“Hey. Who am I? Where is this?”


“…Huh?”


He paused, as if trying to decipher what I was really asking, then let out a disbelieving chuckle.


“You really did have a weird dream, huh, Freud? That’s a first.”


He slapped a massive hand onto my shoulder and continued.


“Your name is Freud Escoval.


One of the Six Royal Guardians of the Empire.
 



 



And as you can see, we’re currently deployed as security detail for the Founding Day ceremony.”


His hand moved from my shoulder to the back of my head, giving it a friendly thump.


“Got it now? Snap out of your dream and focus on the mission.”


He pulled his hand away and pointed beyond the carriage wall.


I followed the gesture to a nearby window.


Through the glass, I saw a massive square teeming with people.


And just like that, I understood.


This wasn’t Earth.


Everyone was dressed in garments you’d only see in high-fantasy films.


The towering buildings in the distance were built in an architectural style that couldn’t possibly belong to any modern city.


Only then did I notice that we were sitting inside a gently rocking carriage.


“…Shit.”


There was no denying it now.


I had somehow become Freud— a character from Raising the Empress.


And I recognized that scene outside the carriage window.


I’d seen it before— through a monitor.


This exact vista was the prologue sequence I’d poured my heart and soul into over the past two months.


In Raising the Empress, the story begins with the Founding Day Festival.


An empire that had lasted for nearly a thousand years.


To celebrate its founding, a week-long festival was held in the capital city each year.


The celebration was grand.


After centuries of peace and prosperity, the empire had grown complacent.


On the fifth day of the Founding Day Festival, the Emperor took the stage to address the citizens— accompanied by only a handful of knights, and with no real security measures in place.


And then—


In that very moment—


An enormous explosion tore through the plaza, plunging the area into chaos.


It was a terrorist attack, orchestrated by the cult of the Evil God.
 



 



Later, reports would describe it as a bomb powerful enough to reduce the central square of the capital to rubble.


In the aftermath, the Emperor and the entire royal bloodline perished.


The royal guard was annihilated.


The Empire stood at the edge of collapse— teetering, one gust away from falling.


The sole survivor was a girl far removed from the line of succession:


The Fourth Imperial Princess, Lincia Airen.


Still a child, she would be forced to ascend the throne.


And the story of Raising the Empress unfolds as she struggles to survive until her coming-of-age ceremony, two years later.


“Wait a second.”


Right then, a chilling realization hit me—something I’d completely overlooked until now.


Prologue?


Founding Day?


Cult of the Evil God?


Terrorist attack?


That’s… happening right now, isn’t it?


***


――――KWA-BOOOOM!!


The carriage exploded into the air, and everything turned upside down.
-- The End OF The Chapter --
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            Chapter 2: Founding Day - (2)



  The first thing I felt was a dizzying, weightless sensation—like my heart was
  about to stop.



Next came the thud—as if a hammer had slammed into my back.


And finally… a tidal wave of pain crashed over me like I’d never known.


The blast had been massive.



  The carriage spun nearly two full times before crashing into a vendor stall at
  the edge of the plaza.




  Somewhere in that chaos, I’d turned into a human pinball—slamming into the
  ceiling, then the seat, and finally crashing near the window frame.



“Ughhh…”


Stars danced before my eyes.



  There’s a saying that you can’t even scream when the pain is real—and it was
  dead accurate.



It felt like the air had been vacuumed out of my lungs.



  Even with my mouth open, all I could manage was the sound of air hissing out.




  I’d never been in a serious accident in my life, so this level of trauma was
  enough to make my mind go completely blank.



“Haa… Haaah…”


I don’t know how long I laid there.



  The pain slowly dulled, and finally, oxygen began to reach my brain again.




  I forced myself to breathe deeply, to steady my nerves, and tested if I could
  move.



Surprisingly, my body responded well.


I let out a breath of relief.


Wearing this heavy armor had actually saved my life.


My joints screamed in protest, but nothing seemed broken.



  To have survived an explosion like that without a major injury? That was a
  miracle.



If it had been the old me, I wouldn’t have stood a chance.



  But the knight I’d possessed—Freud—had a body that was nothing short of
  superhuman.



The thought alone made my head spin.


I mean… possessing a game character? Seriously?
 



 



What the hell even was this?



  If I had to guess, it was probably because I’d started the game in the new
  Death March mode.



I’d love to curse out the devs, but time was ticking even now.



  First things first—survive this terrorist attack, then figure out the rest
  later.



I rolled my eyes around to scan my surroundings.


The passenger who had been sitting next to me? Gone.


Thrown out the window, probably.


Not that it mattered.


Right now, getting out of this wreck was my top priority.


I tried to move—but—


“Damn it.”



  One side of the overturned carriage’s ceiling had collapsed inward, and my leg
  was caught underneath.



Thankfully, the greaves I wore kept it from being crushed.


But no matter how hard I pulled, I couldn’t get it free.



  I could try removing the armor, but in this tight space, even bending at the
  waist was impossible.



After a second’s thought, I reached for the sword strapped to my side.


Nearly a meter long, the blade looked like the work of a true master.



  I wedged the sheathed weapon between my leg and the broken plank above me.



Using it as a lever, I pushed with everything I had.


The wood cracked.


Another shove—and crack!—the ceiling split in two.


Yep. Tools are a man’s best friend.


I flattened myself on my stomach and crawled out the shattered window.



  The moment the sky came into view, a wave of scorching heat washed over my
  face.




  I staggered to my feet, dizzy like I’d just gotten off a rollercoaster, and
  what I saw next made my jaw fall open.




  In the game, this scene had been nothing more than a single pixelated
  cutscene.



But seeing it now with my own eyes?
 



 



No words came to mind… except one.


“Holy shit.”


The entire sky burned red.


Everything I could see was on fire.


The clashing of steel.


The sickening sound of flesh being torn apart.


A child’s scream.


The collapse of burning buildings.



  The emperor and his royal family—who had stood proudly on the ceremonial
  platform just moments ago—were now nothing but mangled hunks of meat.




  And amidst them, figures cloaked in black robes swung their blades in a
  frenzy, carrying out a massacre.



The surviving soldiers tried to fight back—but they were overwhelmed.


They died one by one.


Panic set in.


Some ran, only to be cut down as they fled.


The ones responsible…


They were cultists from a foreign faith—



  A wicked sect that offered up entire dimensions as sacrifices to their alien
  gods.



This terrorist attack?


It was their doing.


And these bastards weren’t just your run-of-the-mill fanatics.



  They were deranged psychopaths—cannibalistic zealots who fed on human flesh in
  live rituals.



At that realization, cold sweat trickled down my spine.


The adrenaline that had kept me going finally started to drain away.


My mind snapped back into focus.


Reality hit me like a truck.


I’d been an ordinary citizen.


And this…


This wasn’t a game.


It was more gruesome than any slasher movie.


It wasn’t until that moment that I fully accepted the reality I was in.


I’d entered a world gone mad.


This wasn’t some “isekai” fantasy or lucid dream.


Dreams don’t feel this real.


This was a world where death lurked at every turn.


Where the Grim Reaper could tap you on the shoulder at any second.


“…Fuck.”


I let out a low curse and started backing away.


I had to get out of here.
 



 



The man I’d possessed—Freud—was no ordinary knight.


He was high-ranking in the Imperial Guard.


To those cultists, I’d be a prime target.


I moved slowly, carefully, trying not to make a sound.


But there was one thing I didn’t account for.



  Every step I took, the greaves on my legs clanked clank, clank with metallic
  noise.




  And the gray breastplate I wore caught the firelight, flashing so brightly it
  hurt the eyes.



In short…


I was practically a walking beacon.


……


I felt their eyes on me.


“……”


Several cultists turned their heads, staring at me with twisted grins.


Seconds passed.


A silence that felt like an eternity.


And then—


Someone screamed.


“A knight! Kill him!”



  With that shout, the cultists drew their weapons and began to circle around
  me.



“…Haaah.”


My legs started to tremble.



  As someone living an ordinary life in the modern world, the only real combat
  experience I had was a few months of kendo back in middle school.




  Could someone like me really survive against people who made violence their
  profession?




  That thought had barely passed when a man stepped out from among the crowd.




  He had a twisted jaw and one glaring eye—the other hidden under a deeply
  pulled hood.



Even so, the one visible eye had a reptilian slit, like a snake’s pupil.


No doubt about it—he was their leader.


He looked at me and grinned, a wicked smile spreading across his face.


“What a cruel twist of fate, isn’t it… Guardian Knight Freud Escoval.”


In one hand, he held a viciously curved blade.


In the other… a severed head.


Before I could even react, he tossed it at my feet.


It rolled across the ground, limp and lifeless.


The moment I saw the face, I nearly collapsed in shock.
 



 




  It was the knight who had been sitting beside me in the carriage just moments
  ago, chatting casually as if nothing were wrong.



“Knight Oswald is dead. You’re the only knight left here now.”


With that, he began walking toward me slowly.


“Don’t take it personally. This too… is the will of the gods.”


The gleam of his curved blade flickered ominously in the firelight.


His smile twisted even more grotesquely.



  With that snake-like eye fixed on me, he strode across the war-torn plaza like
  something out of a horror film.



At my feet lay the severed head.


Knight Oswald, eyes wide in terror, had died frozen in fear.


“……”


And that was all it took—my instincts kicked in before reason could.


“AAAAAAAHHH!!”



  Without thinking, I turned and sprinted—straight into the nearest alley,
  without once looking back.



****


I burst out of the plaza and tore through the alleyways.


I’d already tossed the cumbersome sword.


The helmet too.


There hadn’t even been time to remove the breastplate or pauldrons.


That maniac had to be chasing me even now.



  Between the sound of my own clanging armor, I kept hearing it—ssssshk—the
  quiet, dragging rustle of a robe against stone.



I didn’t dare look back.


Because the moment I saw him chasing me… it would make it real.


And I couldn’t face that.


So I kept running, eyes forward, legs burning.


Tears and snot mixed on my face.


Cold sweat ran down my forehead like a faucet.


If anyone saw me now, I probably looked pathetic.


But I didn’t care.



  Those protagonists in webnovels or games? They overcome every obstacle with
  superhuman resilience.



Me? I wasn’t like that.


I wasn’t some badass lead.
 



 




  I was just an awkward, dropout gamer who missed his college re-enrollment
  window and lived as a loner.



I gasped for air—but my legs kept moving.


Farther. I had to get farther away.


But how far?


And even if I escaped—then what?


Live in this hellhole of a world forever?


My own thoughts started heckling me.


I had no answer.


No time to even think.


I just kept running, like a machine.


I don’t know how long I ran for.


The alleyways twisted and narrowed, winding into a maze.



  They’d never even been rendered in the game, yet they were fleshed out in
  terrifying detail.



At some point, the sound of pursuit faded.


Silence.


A stillness that settled like dust.


I swallowed and turned around.


“……”


Nothing.


Just an empty alley behind me.


I slowed my pace, letting out a shaky breath—when—


Thud!


“Urgh!”


I collided headfirst with someone coming around the corner.


The impact wasn’t too strong.


The person I’d hit barely reached my chest.


A small girl.


But it must’ve felt like a car crash to her.



  She’d slammed straight into my armored chest and got launched backward,
  tumbling to the ground.



She groaned in pain, body twisted awkwardly.


Then… she didn’t move.


She wasn’t… dead, was she?



  Even in my panic, I wasn’t heartless enough to just leave a defenseless child
  behind.




  I glanced back to make sure no one was chasing me, then slowly approached her.



She was wearing an elegant, expensive-looking dress.


A noble, most likely.



  But her navy blue chemise dress was torn in several places, and her bare feet
  were bleeding.




  Her platinum blonde hair was streaked with ash and soot—probably from the
  explosion.



“Hey… Are you okay?”


She was breathing heavily, her chest rising and falling.
 



 



I gently placed a hand on her shoulder and gave her a light shake.


When I finally turned her onto her back and saw her face…


My breath caught in my throat.


It wasn’t because she was the most beautiful girl I’d ever seen.


Nor was it just the shock and fear frozen in her wide, emerald eyes.


No. I recognized that face.


How could I not?



  I’d seen it more than anyone else during my hundreds of hours playing the
  game.



Platinum blonde hair.


Elegant features.


Those deep, mesmerizing green eyes.



  Even if I’d only ever seen her through pixelated graphics on a screen… I was
  sure.



This was Lincia Airen, the Fourth Imperial Princess.


The last surviving heir to the Empire.


And she was right in front of me.




▶ [Prologue – Founding Day]





Clear Condition: Lincia Airen survives



-- The End OF The Chapter --
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            Chapter 3: Founding Day - (3)


“Lincia… Airen.”


There was no mistaking it.



  The girl standing before me was the protagonist of Raising the Empress, Lincia
  Airen.




  Lincia’s eyes, which had initially held fear, gradually filled with
  unmistakable relief as she seemed to recognize me.



Her small lips parted slightly.


“Sir Escoval…?”


And then, a single tear fell.



  A clear droplet rolled down from her green eyes—then another, and another,
  until it became a flood.




  Of course she would cry. She had just been caught up in a terrorist attack.




  Even I was barely holding it together from the panic, so what about Lincia—who
  couldn’t have been older than fifteen?




  Faced with the sudden appearance of the game’s protagonist, I had no idea how
  to respond.



In the end, I could only stand there awkwardly, looking at her.


That’s when I heard a ding.



  It was a sound I had heard countless times while playing the game—familiar and
  unmistakable.





▶ [Prologue – Founding Day]





Clear Condition: Lincia Airen survives



“…This is…”



  Up until now, I’d been too overwhelmed to notice, but seeing that notification
  made it all clear.




  Raising the Empress consisted of eight chapters in total—from the prologue to
  the final act.



And right now, I was inside the prologue.



  The Founding Day Festival, during which the cult of the Evil God carries out a
  massive terror attack—a literal catastrophe.




  The Empress, the only one to survive this terrorist act, must then endure the
  rest of the eight chapters.




  In that journey, she faces nearly a hundred deadly encounters, yet in the end,
  she survives, comes of age, and ascends as the Empress.



But if she were to die during that process?


It would, without a doubt, lead directly to a dead end.



  In the game, her death isn’t simply expressed as “Game Over.” Not by the
  system, nor by the lore.

 



 




  According to the game’s setting, the Emperor of the Empire possesses the power
  to protect this dimension from outer-dimensional beings.




  That power is inherited only by direct descendants of the Imperial line—and
  only after their coming-of-age ceremony and ascension to the throne.



So if the Imperial line is severed, it spells the end of the world.



  That’s exactly why the cult of the Outer God carried out the attack—to end
  that bloodline.




  This was something revealed in every single dead-end ending where the Empress
  dies.




  Without an heir to inherit the Emperor’s power, interference from other
  dimensions begins. Monstrous beings and armies from beyond ravage the Empire.




  It was usually shown in a single illustration, but that ending scene—where the
  land burned all the way to the horizon—was one I had seen many times. It was
  burned into my memory.




  This world balanced on a knife’s edge—its survival entirely dependent on
  Lincia Airen living.




  And from my perspective—someone who had possessed a character in this
  godforsaken game—it meant that she absolutely could not die.




  And one of the most vital allies to achieving the survival ending was none
  other than the Imperial Guardian Knight—Freud.



Right. That’s the character I’ve possessed.


Freud was essentially the Empress’ personal bodyguard.



  He was a key figure in preventing the most common dead-end: assassination.




  If you wanted to see the good ending, Freud was absolutely essential—a
  steadfast support.



Without him, the Empress would always, always meet her end.


“Whew…”


I took a deep breath.


Clearing my thoughts, I looked at the girl before me.



  Platinum hair and green eyes—a beauty so refined it seemed a god had
  personally sculpted her.



At the same time, she was the central figure of this world.
 



 



If I abandoned Lincia and ran away now…


She would definitely die. That would be a direct route to a dead end.



  Even in the game’s prologue, the Empress survives only with the help of Freud
  or the other major characters, escaping to safety within the Imperial Palace.





▶ [Prologue – Founding Day]





Clear Condition: Lincia Airen survives





The translucent notification hovering in the air confirmed my thoughts.


I turned to her.


Lowering myself to one knee, I extended my hand.


“…Your Highness, now is the time to preserve yourself.”


As Freud, I must protect the Empress.


That is the first condition for this world to survive.


****


It didn’t take long for Lincia to stop crying.



  As expected of the protagonist, she brushed off her knees and accepted my
  support to stand.




  Her gaze was still shaky, and her legs wobbled beneath her, but her will
  looked unshaken.



“Sir Freud… My father…?”


I slowly shook my head in response.


“I see…”


“The cult targeted the Imperial family.”


“…”


“That’s all the more reason why Your Highness must survive.”


“…Yes…”


Her voice was barely a whisper.



  I had worried she might break at the news of her father’s death, but it seemed
  Lincia had already expected it, at least to some extent.



“We must go. There’s no time.”


Right now, escaping this place was our top priority.



  I had no idea when that snake-eyed bastard I’d shaken off earlier might catch
  up.



Just as I was about to tug Lincia along, she grabbed my pinky.


Turning my head, I saw her trembling eyes and quivering lips.



  It looked like she wanted to say something but couldn’t quite form the words.



There was no time to wait.


I gently placed my other hand over hers and spoke as calmly as I could.
 



 




  “If there’s something you wish to say, I’ll hear it later. For now, we must
  leave this place as quickly as possible. It may be dangerous, so please steel
  yourself.”



At that, Lincia reluctantly nodded.


Without another word, I led her through the winding alleys.



  The alleys of the capital were like a maze, but the towering spires of the
  Imperial Palace were visible even from within.



If we just kept heading in that direction, we’d reach the palace.


Once we got there, the Royal Guard would protect us.


The cult wouldn’t dare attack the inner palace.



  Even in the game, reaching the gates of the palace meant clearing the
  prologue.



As we hurried forward, a dark thought struck me like lightning.


What if we ran into enemies along the way?



  Cold sweat trickled down my back as the horrific scene in the square replayed
  in my mind.



Could I even win in a fight?


Damn it. I should never have thrown away my sword.



  The regret came crashing in. Tossing away my helmet and sword while fleeing
  had been beyond foolish.



Gritting my teeth, I pushed forward through the maze-like alleys.


We passed a few fleeing civilians along the way.



  Some, seeing my armor, tried to plead for help, but I ignored them and
  quickened my pace.



I didn’t have the luxury to save everyone.


Soon, the alley widened noticeably.


Just past that path—surely, the palace.


The thought alone quickened my steps.


And then—


“…Ah.”



  A silhouette leaned against the outer wall of the alley, staring directly at
  us.



A man with a curved blade drenched in blood—


A one-eyed man.


Talk about rotten luck.



  The snake-like, vertically slit pupils peeking out from beneath his robe
  turned toward me and Lincia.

 



 



“Freud Escoval. So that’s why you ran. Makes sense now.”



  He spoke with a tongue that slithered like a serpent. That voice still sent
  shivers down my spine.




  His gaze shifted to Lincia, and next to me, I heard her let out a frightened
  gasp.



“I never imagined… a surviving bloodline of the Emperor still existed.”


Whoosh.


The man spun his curved blade in one hand and began to walk toward us.


I glanced back down the path we came. Could we run?



  With Freud’s physical abilities, it wouldn’t be hard to escape on my own—like
  I had earlier.




  But Lincia was beside me. Running while protecting her would be another story.



That left only one option: fight.


But could I win against this guy, unarmed?


I didn’t know.


But if the Empress died, this world would fall.


Resigned, I stepped forward.


“Your Highness, please step back.”


“Sir Freud…”


“I’ll be fine.”



  Pushing Lincia’s worried gaze behind me, I stood between her and the enemy.



My words sounded brave, but my whole body was trembling.


My legs felt weak, my teeth chattered.


God, I wanted to go home.


“A fine stance. You’re a textbook knight.”


The man sneered, offering what could only be sarcasm.


He got into position, still wearing that twisted smirk.


And then, from a distance, he began to sprint—gradually picking up speed.


I had no sword. I could only assume a clumsy, makeshift stance.


“Hhk!”


In a blink, he was upon me—blade swinging.


Had I been in my original body, I never would’ve reacted in time.


But Freud’s superhuman senses were sharp.


My eyes locked onto the blade’s arc, and I twisted my torso to dodge.


Swish.


The curved blade narrowly grazed my armor as it missed its mark.
 



 




  Just as I breathed a sigh of relief, searing pain shot through my thigh,
  knocking me to the ground.



“Guhk!”



  The bastard had anticipated my dodge. His blade, already pulled back, was
  aimed for a follow-up strike.




  Even I could tell—despite my ignorance of swordsmanship—that he was skilled.



Blood gushed from the deep wound in my thigh. The pain blurred my vision.


But there was no time to recover.


The man kept coming—swinging his sword in a relentless flurry.


“Ghhhk…!”



  I rolled, dove, and scrambled to dodge with enhanced reflexes, but his strikes
  kept finding me.




  My armor saved me from fatal wounds, but some blows slipped through the
  joints—cutting deep.



Blood sprayed onto the alley walls again and again.


Each wound brought unspeakable pain, but I had no time to even cry out.


After his barrage, the man stepped back slightly.



  “How disappointing. The so-called best knight of the Imperial Guard—this is
  all you’ve got?”



Shrugging his shoulders, he laughed with clear contempt.


“Sir Oswald was far better in a duel.”


Of course.



  Oswald—the decapitated knight—had trained his entire life in swordsmanship.



Me? I was just a regular guy possessing a superhuman body. Barely that.


“Let’s wrap this up.”



  The man casually wiped the blood off his blade with the back of his knee, then
  lunged at me again.



“You son of a bitch…”


I wasn’t about to go down like this.


Better to go down fighting than to be picked apart like prey.


Besides, dodging and running had been driving me mad.



  Whether it was the blood loss or a rush of adrenaline, I wasn’t even that
  scared anymore.




  I locked eyes with the charging man and focused every ounce of my senses on
  him.

 



 



The world around me went silent.


His movements slowed—almost like I was watching them in slow motion.


I tightened my stance… and threw a punch straight at him.


A full-force strike using Gungon-style Combat Taekwondo.


BOOM.


To cut to the chase, I missed.


He must’ve sensed my killing intent and pulled back just in time.


But my punch didn’t stop.



  With a deafening shockwave, my fist smashed through the alley wall—completely
  demolishing it.



Bricks exploded everywhere.


A few struck my head, but I felt no pain.


Gulp.


Someone swallowed hard.


I didn’t know if it was me, that man, or Lincia.



  “…To unleash that kind of power without mana… I take back what I said. You are
  a Guardian Knight, through and through.”



The man clapped slowly as he backed away.


He looked calm on the outside, but the expression beneath his robe?


It looked a little rattled.


“……”


I stared blankly at my own hand.


A literal wrecking ball that had just punched through a wall.


“…What the hell?”


I’m… freaking strong?
-- The End OF The Chapter --
 

  [TL: Join Patreon to support the translation and to read up to 3
  chapters ahead of the release:
  https://www.patreon.com/c/DylanVittori

 

  Join our Discord server for regular updates and have fun with other community
  members:
  https://discord.com/invite/SqWtJpPtm9
  ]





            ---The End Of The Chapter---

                            
                    
                        https://www.readingpia.me/covers/1744305511_cover_.png

                        
                            
                                Join Patreon to support the translation and to read up to 10 chapters ahead of the release

                            

                            
                                    
                                    
                                 Join on Patreon
                        

                    

                
                                        
                
                            
                

                    

                            
                

                    
                            
                
                            
                

                    

                            
                

                    
                            
                

                    
                            
                
            



        

                    
            

                
                    
            

                

                    
            
                    
            

                
                    
            

                
                    
            

                
                    
            

                

                    
            

                

        
                    
                
                
                    
                    Join Our Discord

                    Be part of our amazing community!

                    Join Now
                

            


        

        
            
            




        


                                    
                    Comments

                    
                    

                

                    

        
            
        

        
            
            




        


        
            
            




        


        
                    
            

                
                    
            

                
                    
            

                
                
            Chapter 4: Founding Day - (4)


Shards flew everywhere.


One of the walls that formed the alley had completely collapsed.



  Watching the scene unfold, a one-eyed man in a hooded robe—Slane—couldn’t hide
  his shock.



He gulped unconsciously.


‘What did I just witness?’


With a single punch, he had shattered a wall.



  It was certainly impressive, but not unheard of. The continent’s so-called
  powerhouses had the ability to destroy buildings with their bare fists.
  Compared to them, the strike could even be seen as crude.



But punching through a wall wasn’t just about brute strength.



  It required controlling internal mana to explosively reinforce the body. In
  essence, it was closer to magic than martial arts.




  Modern martial arts were nothing more than supplementary techniques to magic.
  The same applied to knights. There were no knights who fought without mana
  anymore. Most of them enhanced their mana sensitivity through special drugs
  and applied it to swordsmanship.



It was the most efficient—and above all, the most powerful—method.


But the man before him?



  Slane had grasped it in a split second: that punch carried no trace of mana.




  Knight Freud Escoval had caused that level of destruction purely with physical
  strength. That kind of raw power was closer to that of a troll.




  “…To unleash that kind of power without mana… I take back what I said. You are
  a Guardian Knight, through and through.”



Slane decided to stall for time and pondered the man’s motives.


‘Why…?’



  In exchange for offering one of his eyes to an outer god, Slane had been
  granted the Eye of Insight—also called the Serpent’s Eye—in his remaining one.




  That was how he had never lost to a knight before. He could see the flow of
  mana and exploit the smallest weaknesses.




  No matter how convoluted a knight’s sword path, as long as it carried mana,
  his eye would see through it.

 



 




  He had even beheaded Oswald in just two strikes by targeting vital points.



But Freud Escoval, the Guardian Knight he was now facing, was different.


He revealed nothing.



  Even when he moved his body, swung his fists, or should have used mana to heal
  his wounds—there was nothing. Not even the most basic mana usage.



It was as if… he simply couldn’t use mana.


That baffled Slane.


He had already received intelligence on Freud from the cult.



  A knight said to wield the most honest swordsmanship among the royal guards.
  One of the most aggressive among the Guardian Knights.



But meeting Freud in person didn’t match that intel.



  The man had run away during their first encounter, and now fought barehanded
  without a sword.



To the battle-hardened Slane, this behavior was... baffling.


‘What if… he knows everything?’


What if he fled to protect the surviving princess?



  What if he wasn’t using mana because he had realized the power hidden within
  Slane’s eye?




  And if he avoided using a sword just to ensure not even a sliver of mana
  leaked out…



Then Slane had no chance of winning.


This man was one of the strongest Guardian Knights of the Royal Guard.


It was a stretch, even to Slane. He knew that.



  But while loyal to the cult, Slane also valued his own life above all else.



He only entered fights he could win.



  That was the rule he’d lived by ever since his days as a mercenary captain.




  He focused on the man before him: a knight with ashen-gray hair, glaring at
  him with a raised fist as if to kill him.



Slightly sharp features. A scar on his lip gave away his temperament.
 



 



Still, no mana cloaked his body.


So, what now?



  The cult’s orders were to slaughter every last member of the filthy royal
  bloodline.



Would it be alright to retreat here?



  As that thought crossed his mind, the knight in front of him moved. Slane
  tensed, raising his sword in a ready stance.



But Freud didn’t make a combat move.


Instead, he bent down—as if to pick something up.


Slane frowned.



  How careless—looking away in a life-or-death battle. He almost seemed relaxed.



Soon, Freud straightened up.


In his hand was—


A brick?


It must have come loose when the wall collapsed earlier.


What was he planning to do with that?


Slane narrowed his eye.


――Whoosh.


“What the hell?!”



  In the blink of an eye, the brick flew at him. He just barely dodged by
  twisting his head.



The gust of air brushing past his ear made him dizzy.


In a single instant, Slane understood the situation.


Freud had just thrown the brick.


The absurdity of it all made Slane boil with anger.


****


“Tch.”


So it missed, huh.


Maybe the bastard’s reflexes were too sharp.


But that’s fine.



  This place was littered with bricks—and no matter how many I threw, Freud’s
  body wouldn’t tire.



I had chosen the strategy of the ultra-coward.


There was no chance of winning in close combat.


That meant the answer was distance.



  Wasn’t the human race superior to other animals because of its ability to
  throw things?



I was simply using evolution’s perks to my advantage.



  I grabbed two bricks, one in each hand, and hurled them with everything I had.




  Fastballs that looked like they could break the sound barrier rocketed through
  the air.




  The bastard didn’t try to close the distance—he focused solely on dodging.

 



 




  Well, with this kind of power, it wasn’t even worth trying to deflect them.



“Coward! Where’s your knightly pride?!”


“Shut the hell up, you psycho terrorist freak.”


I threw another brick.


It shattered the tiles near his feet.


“You think charging at an unarmed guy with no sword is knightly pride?”



  After taking a few hits and throwing a punch back, I’d realized something very
  clearly.



I’m… kind of crazy strong.



  Even in the game, the prologue was over in a flash once Freud or another
  Guardian Knight helped out.



Lore-wise, Freed was one of the top five in the Royal Guard.


Point is—I didn’t need to be scared.


Crunch!


“Guhh…”


One brick struck him square in the left shoulder.


I cheered internally and grabbed another to reload.



  Disabling one arm was a huge advantage—even I knew how big a penalty that was
  for a swordsman.



“You son of a bitch――!”


The man threw off his bothersome robe.


Long white hair spilled out. His now-exposed face was twisted with rage.



  “I’ll kill you with my own hands. Then I’ll grind up your corpse and feed it
  to pigs!”



And then he charged at me, eyes wild.


His speed was comparable to a pro athlete’s sprint.


A chill ran down my spine—I hurriedly threw another brick.


He dodged low, almost sliding along the ground to avoid my barrage.



  Then, dragging his curved blade against the ground, he came at me from below,
  angling in.



“Die!”


But I didn’t dodge that strike.


In fact, this was exactly what I wanted.


Thud.


“Guhhhhh!”


The curved blade drove deep between my ribs.



  Blinding pain exploded through my body. My vision swam with stars—but it
  didn’t matter.

 



 



Because I had his right arm firmly in my grasp.


His left arm was already useless, smashed by the brick.


In other words—he was completely defenseless.



  He must not have expected me to take the attack head-on. His eyes, wide in
  shock, quickly filled with fear.



“Say it again. Who were you going to kill?”


I didn’t wait for an answer.



  I yanked his arm, breaking his stance, then seized his head with my other
  hand.




  Using every ounce of strength I had—and the weight of my thick armor—I slammed
  his skull into the wall.



Bang.


No, it didn’t even make a satisfying sound like that.


Instead—


――Splat.


His head burst like a watermelon.


Flesh, blood, and brain matter, dyed red, sprayed upward like champagne.


His body twitched violently, then slowly slid down the wall, unmoving.



  A yellow puddle spread beneath him and soaked my boots, forcing me to stumble
  back.



It wasn’t just horrifying—it was grotesque.


“……”


I killed someone.


What was surprising… was how little I felt about it.


When I saw the corpses in the plaza, I’d been shaken to my core.


But now… I felt nothing.


No, that’s not true.


Something deep inside me was bubbling up—exhilaration.


“…I must be losing it.”


I shook my head.



  Yeah. It had to be the blood loss. That was the most comforting explanation.




  Gritting my teeth, I grabbed the curved blade still embedded in my side and
  yanked it out.



Tears welled up and blurred my vision—but I could still manage.


“…Ahh… damn…”


I turned toward Lincia.



  Her face had gone ghost-white. She stared at me and the headless corpse, back
  and forth.



Her legs were trembling like those of a newborn calf.
 



 



Yeah… it must’ve been shocking.


But she couldn’t collapse here.


Lincia would have to face countless more trials.


She’d see dozens more corpses before this was over.


Lincia had to survive to the end and become Empress.


And I would make sure of it.


I walked over and took her hand, gently pulling her forward.


“It’s unsightly. You don’t need to pay it any mind.”


“Y-yes…”


Lincia swayed for a moment, but soon followed behind me.


“…Eugh…”



  When she stepped over the body, she closed her eyes tight and extended her leg
  in an exaggerated hop, like she was leaping over a vaulting box.




  It reminded me so much of my youngest sister, terrified of bugs, that I almost
  found it… cute.



“Sir Freud, your wound…”


I turned my head—she was staring at my side.


Blood was pouring from the deep gash like a fountain.


It hurt like hell. But not enough to stop me.


“I’m fine. For now.”


A man like Freud should be able to endure something like this.


…Probably.


“Let’s go. We’re almost at the palace.”



  Just as I turned to leave, a faint system message faded into view before my
  eyes.





Ending - #014 / “Serpent’s Eye Slane”





Evasion Successful


Survival Score +1






I stared blankly at the message window.


What the hell is this now?
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            Chapter 5: Foundation Day - (5)




Ending - #014 / “Serpent’s Eye Slane”





Evasion Successful


Survival Score +1






I turned around.


There lay a corpse with its head blown open.


I looked back at the notification floating in front of me.


No way… That guy was the Snake-Eyed Slane?


There are a hundred dead ends in raising the Empress.


And this was the fourteenth.



  It was one of those endings I’d barely brushed past, so I didn’t remember much
  in detail. But that name—Snake-Eyed Slane—was definitely familiar.




  If I recalled correctly, he was one of the cult’s assassins who targeted the
  Empress in Act 2.




  In the game, he didn’t even have a proper standing CG—something about “adult
  circumstances” or whatever.




  But the way he was described in-game matched exactly with what I saw in
  person. The name alone—Snake-Eyes—was impossible to forget.




  Come to think of it, if Slane was an assassin from the cult, it was weird he
  didn’t appear during the prologue, which was triggered by a cult-led terror
  attack.




  So the character who was originally supposed to debut in Act 2 just got
  himself killed in the prologue.



Guess I accidentally overcame the 14th ending.


Talk about catching a mouse while backing into it.


But then… what does this “Survival Score” mean?


It was something I’d never seen in the original game.



  That must mean it’s a new mechanic—one added only in this Death March mode.



“Survival score…”


I muttered quietly. Nothing happened.


“Status window.”


Still no response.


“Stats. Shop. Menu. Logout. Helpdesk. Cockpit. Womb-window.”


I threw out every buzzword I could think of. Nothing worked.



  They threw me into this brutal world without even a hint of system assistance?



The devs really don’t know the meaning of mercy. Bastards.



  As I silently swallowed my frustration, I suddenly heard a flustered voice
  ring in my ear.

 



 



“Um… Sir Freud…? What… are you doing?”


“Ah.”



  I’d been so focused on the notification that I’d completely forgotten Lincia
  was standing right next to me.



I turned my head toward her.


[ Status - (Locked) ]
Unlock Condition: Clear the Prologue


A phrase was floating above her head.


It felt like someone had hit me square in the skull.


Right. I’m just a side character.


This game’s playable character is Lincia, not me.



  It made perfect sense that she would have a status display while I didn’t.



Even in the game, the prologue had most systems locked off.



  I need to get into Act 1 as soon as possible if I want access to system
  functions—this survival score included.



“It’s nothing.”


Right now, the only priority is to clear the prologue.


****


I passed the alley and emerged onto a main street.


But even there, cult soldiers were everywhere.



  They were engaged in a skirmish with some imperial guards—but it was obvious
  who had the upper hand.



Headcount? About fifteen.


The one relief: unlike Slane, these guys were poorly equipped.


They looked like nothing more than foot soldiers.


“Haa…”



  I took a deep breath and pulled out a brick and the curved blade I’d taken
  from Slane.



The fear was gone.


Ever since I made that first kill, my mind had been unnaturally clear.


“Stick close to me as much as possible,” I said.


Lincia nodded stiffly, her face pale and tense.


“Alright. Let’s do this, Freud.”



  I slapped my pounding chest a couple of times and bit down hard on my lip.



Then I kicked off the ground and charged forward.


“What the hell?!”


“Draw weapons! It’s a knight!”


A few of them jumped in surprise and raised their weapons.
 



 



I hurled the brick in my left hand.


Crack.


With a sickening crunch and a scream, one of their skulls caved in.



  I plunged straight into the confused group, swinging the curved blade wide.



It wasn’t a skillful slash—it was crude and clumsy.


But the result? Devastating.


Slice.


Two cult goons in my path were split in half at the torso.


The sheer brute force of the swing shredded their flesh like a blender.


Blood burst into the air like a fountain.



  The rest of the soldiers scattered like panicked chicks looking for their
  mother.



“Shit! He’s a holy knight! Where the hell is Slane?!”


“Open your eyes, dumbass! That sword!”


What I held was the pale-blue curved blade I’d taken from Slane.


That was the spark.


Realizing their leader was dead was enough to crush their morale.


I cut down two of the retreating soldiers.


Blood splashed across my face.


My earlier wound throbbed like it was screaming, but I could still move.


“Haha…”


I didn’t know why, but I laughed.


Just hours ago, I was a modern-day civilian.



  Now I was laughing while stabbing a sword into the back of a fleeing enemy.



I didn’t have the mental room to question the absurdity of it.


Like a rabid dog, I chased after the next target.


By the time I stabbed another one in the back of the head—


Sssseeeaaak.


Thud.


A sound sliced through the air.


Then a heavy impact.


An arrow.


It took a moment to realize—


An arrow had lodged deep in my calf.


“Gaaaaaah!”


I staggered, agony flooding my entire body.


The arrow was buried so deep I couldn’t even see the tip.


I’d been careless.



  Just like I’d thrown a brick, there was no reason they wouldn’t use a bow.

 



 




  Far off in the distance, I spotted an archer with a deadly glint in his eyes.



“You son of a…”


The archer notched his next arrow.


It flew, sharp and fast.


I saw it.


I twisted my right arm outward—


Ting!


A sharp metallic clang.


My gauntlet had deflected the arrow.


My hand screamed with pain, but what mattered was that I blocked it.


I grabbed the arrow stuck in my leg.


Clenching my teeth, I yanked it out—along with a chunk of flesh.


I nearly screamed but held it back.


I glared at the archer.


“You’re dead.”


He fumbled, trying to notch another arrow.


I limped forward, step by step.


The archer finally got his next shot ready, pulling the string taut.


I focused all my senses into my eyes.


If I had Freud’s dynamic vision, I could dodge it.


Or at least, take the hit without dying.


But the archer didn’t aim at me.


He aimed at someone else—someone far more important.


“Ah.”


His target was Lincia, standing just a few steps behind me.


By the time I realized it, it was too late.


The bowstring stretched tight.


I heard the dull twang of the release.


I moved before I could think—


I leapt backward, pulling her into my arms and curling around her body.



  It was a position that screamed kill me please, leaving my back wide open.



Sssseeeaaak.


That eerie whistle rang in my ears—


And a venomous snake of an arrow flew straight toward us both.


“……”


Or rather… that’s what I thought was going to happen.


A moment of stillness.


There was no impact.


That’s when I realized—


The arrow had never been fired to begin with.


“Huh?”
 



 



I opened my tightly shut eyes.


Lincia was also blinking blankly, her emerald eyes wide.


I reached out to feel around her body, checking for any injuries.


Her face turned beet red, but I didn’t care.


Did the shot miss?


Or did he never fire it?


I quickly turned my head—


And saw something beyond belief.


Whooooosh.



  A massive vortex of radiant, multicolored wind was tearing down the center of
  the main road.




  The ground it passed over was carved up in layers, like it had been slashed by
  a wild beast.



“Shit… it’s magic. A damn mage!”


“Scatter! Get the hell out of the way!!”


The cultists panicked, utterly overwhelmed by the sudden catastrophe.


But their scrambling meant nothing.


They couldn’t resist what had come.


They were either hurled into the air or torn limb from limb.



  Even the archer who had drawn his bow against me was shredded into bloody
  chunks, his body twisted unnaturally.



I instinctively held my breath at the sheer brutality of the strike.


“What the hell is this now…”


But the mystery didn’t last long.



  At the heart of the rainbow-colored storm, standing tall like a tempest
  incarnate—



Was a knight with blazing red hair.


He held his sword vertically, its blade cutting a smooth, elegant line.



  And at the very tip, dancing lightly as if caught in a breeze, was the form of
  a tiny glowing girl—



A blue spirit.


That’s when it clicked.


I knew who he was.


“Lautrec.”


I said his name.


Lautrec, the Spirit Knight.



  Like Freud, the body I had possessed, he held the prestigious title of
  Guardian Knight—one of only six in the Royal Guard.



Even in the game, he played a significant role.


The winds raging down the avenue slowly subsided.
 



 



The only ones left standing were me, Lincia, and the red-haired knight.



  The cult soldiers had vanished, leaving behind only scattered bits of flesh.



Overwhelmed by the sheer destructive force, I steadied myself.



  The knight—Lautrec—sheathes his sword with practiced elegance and walks
  straight toward me.



As he came closer, I finally got a good look at his face.


Crimson hair, amber eyes—


A strikingly handsome man, the kind who’d leave anyone breathless.


Though he was smaller and had a slim build, he never seemed fragile.



  And perched on his shoulder was a tiny blue girl—likely a spirit—swinging her
  legs playfully.



“Freud, are you alright?”


Lautrec dropped to one knee as he spoke.


I nodded, still stunned.


After checking on me, his gaze shifted to Lincia standing behind me.


His eyebrows lifted in disbelief.


“You’re the one who saved her?”


“It’s a long story, but… yeah.”


“I see. That’s good… really good.”


Lautrec bowed respectfully to Lincia.



  She knew who he was too, it seemed—her expression stiffened, and she nodded
  back.



“Freud, where’s Oswald? Weren’t you with him?
”
“That guy… I mean, Oswald… he’s dead.”


“Ah…”


Lautrec’s face darkened.


He shook his head slowly.


“Same here. Siegvalt is dead, and Millia is critically injured.”



  The development matched the game exactly, and in a strange way, I felt
  relieved.



It felt wrong to be comforted by death and injury—


But ever since coming to this world, my mind had been disturbingly calm.


Maybe Freud’s personality was seeping into me.



  “With Lord Uriad still out on deployment… you and I are the only Guardian
  Knights left.”



Lautrec stood and dusted himself off.


“I’ll take over here. You get the Princess to the palace.”


“Got it.”


Lautrec once again drew his sword.
 



 



A mysterious glow seeped into the strange runes etched along the blade.



  The girl—surely his spirit—waved at me playfully, then leapt onto the blade.



Spirit Knight Lautrec.


His title wasn’t just for show.


“Freud.”



  Just as I turned with Lincia to head toward the palace gate, Lautrec’s clear,
  resonant voice called out to me.



I turned—and saw him grinning.



  “I’m seeing you in a new light. There’s no doubt—you’re a knight worthy of
  pride.”




  With those parting words, Lautrec sprinted down the road, sword slashing
  through the air.



At his signal, the blue spirit raised her tiny hands—



  And each swing of his blade unleashed a tidal wave of mana that ripped through
  the remaining enemies.



An overwhelming force.


Spirit Knight Lautrec,


One of the strongest Guardian Knights of the Royal Guard—Freud’s equal.


“…Your Highness, let’s go.”


I said, a bit reluctantly.


This world’s unfairness weighed on me again.



  No matter how hard I tried to stay calm, I couldn’t look at Lautrec without a
  deep sense of unease.



It wasn’t just because he was overwhelmingly powerful.



  It was because that perfect paragon of knighthood, that ever-proud protector—



Would one day fall into darkness.


He would become the man who tried to kill the Empress.


Corrupted by the collapse of the Spirit Realm,



  He would reappear in Act 5 as a major antagonist—Apostle of the Outer God,
  Lautrec.




  The scene where he greets the Empress with his head bowed inside the ruined
  Knights’ HQ— It’s chilling.



One of the most shocking twists in Raising the Empress.


Once again, I was reminded just how messed up this world really was.


“…Goddamn it.”


I swore under my breath.


Beside me, Lincia flinched.
 



 

-- The End OF The Chapter --
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            Chapter 6: Founding Day - (6)



  I continued walking down the path. There were no enemies in sight—thanks to
  Lautrec, who had cleared the way.




  I was nearing the imperial palace. Even though I was limping, I didn’t let my
  guard down.



“Sir Freud!”


And just like that, I collapsed.



  My legs had given out beneath me. I couldn’t feel anything from the waist
  down. I tried to push myself back up, but each time, I helplessly dragged
  myself across the ground.




  Lincia rushed over and supported me. She laid me down gently on a nearby pile
  of rubble and pulled off my greaves. The exposed calf had turned a deep, dark
  red. The spot where the arrow had struck was caked with clotted blood, like
  gory scraps of congealed jelly. It looked grotesque.



Seeing the state of my leg, Lincia frowned in distress.


“How were you even walking like this?”


“I guess I didn’t have time to notice.”


Her face twisted as if it were her own pain she was witnessing.



  But then she shook her head, grabbed the hem of her dress, and tore it with a
  loud rip. Her pale skin flashed for a moment, but she didn’t seem to care.
  Next, she undid the hairpin holding her platinum-blonde hair, letting it fall
  like silk down her back.




  She wrapped the torn cloth tightly around my knee and used the pin like a
  tourniquet, twisting it to pull the fabric taut. Dark blood oozed from the
  wound with a wet gurgle.



She spun the pin a few more times to secure it.


For a makeshift tourniquet, it worked surprisingly well.


“You’ve got good hands,” I said.



  “I got hurt a lot as a kid. The head maid taught me stuff like this.
  Apparently, I was quite the troublemaker.”

 



 



Lincia plopped down beside me with a little bounce.



  “Let’s rest here a bit. If you push any further like this, you might lose your
  leg for good.”



With that much insistence, I couldn’t argue.


A sudden break, unplanned.


I turned my gaze to Lincia, who was watching me carefully.


“I never would’ve guessed Her Highness the Princess was a troublemaker.”


Feeling awkward, I decided to break the silence.



  “Is it that strange? I broke a flower vase almost every day. Used to hide in
  wardrobes and scare the younger maids.”




  The smile that spread across her face was pure and childlike, fitting her age.




  Seeing it made me feel oddly warm inside. After spending nearly 500 hours
  playing the game, I’d developed a deep affection for her character.



“It’s the perfect age to be running wild.”


She gave a bitter smile.



  “Then one day—maybe when I was six—I ended up hurting my brother. Just a
  little. A piece of broken glass scratched his palm. That evening, Father
  dragged me away and beat me nearly to death. Said I’d injured the Crown
  Prince.”




  She pulled back her sleeve and showed me the inside of her arm—there was a
  red, scarred welt from a whip.




  “He locked me in the storage room and didn’t feed me for over a week. All I
  had was some bread the head maid sneaked in. After that, I stopped acting out.
  Father told me not to do anything—so I just stayed in my room, doing nothing.”



“...That bastard.”


“Excuse me?”


“Nothing.”


No matter the era, what kind of man beats his daughter like that?


From the perspective of modern-day South Korea, it was incomprehensible.



  “It’s strange, isn’t it? A royal who’s supposed to be a role model, being such
  a mess.”

 



 



“Not at all. If anything, it’s a relief.”


“…Thank you.”


A side of her I’d never seen before.



  In the game, Lincia was always timid and frightened. Given her circumstances,
  it made sense.




  But this world held sides of her that never appeared in the game. It was
  painfully realistic—so much so that it gave me a headache.



“What about you, Sir Freud? What were you like as a child?”


It was a natural question.


“…”


But I couldn’t answer.



  All I knew about Freud was that he was a silent knight—no dialogue, no
  backstory—loyal to the Empress until he suddenly betrayed her.




  Raising the Empress wasn’t a story-driven game. It was a simulation game.
  Individual character narratives weren’t fleshed out.



Even Lincia’s past, the main character, was never fully revealed.


“…Ah, I’m sorry. That was rude of me. I didn’t mean anything by it.”


As I stayed silent, Lincia fumbled nervously.


“It’s alright. It’s not something worth sharing anyway.”


I brushed it off and pushed myself upright.



  Thanks to Lincia’s emergency care, the feeling had returned to my leg. I could
  walk again.



“Let’s get moving.”


****


There wasn’t a single soldier guarding the gate to the imperial palace.



  I’d expected at least a sentry—but not even one stood there. It made it
  painfully clear just how dire the Empire’s situation had become.




  A few corpses were strewn beyond the gates—most of them belonging to the royal
  guard.




  As we walked further, we reached a massive garden. And there, all hell had
  broken loose.




  Several scorched carriages were parked at odd angles. Between them, nobles
  raised their voices in outrage while flustered officials wiped sweat from
  their brows as they tried to calm them down.

 



 




  Those caught in the explosion groaned in pain, and soldiers and priests were
  busy carrying them on stretchers or tending to their wounds.




  Everyone in the garden was in a frenzy, completely unprepared for the sudden
  terror attack.



“Freud!”



  While standing awkwardly beside Lincia, I heard someone call out and saw a
  familiar administrator wobbling toward me. He wore a lavish red coat and a hat
  puffed up like a loaf of bread. His distinctive seagull-shaped mustache made
  his round face even more comical.



“Freud! You’re alive! Where the hell have you been?!”



  The administrator didn’t even wait for an answer before launching into a
  frantic tirade.




  “The situation is a disaster! His Majesty is dead! The Crown Prince too!
  Ah—did I forget to mention the prince? Anyway, it’s chaos. Guess I’d better
  write my will. You should get ready to slit your belly too!”



He was incredibly pessimistic.


Or maybe just coldly rational.



  “The Royal Guard’s gone as well. According to Lautrec, half the Holy Knight
  are dead! I’m hearing the city watch is wiped out too!”



“There’s still hope.”


He snorted and jabbed a finger in my face.



  “Ha! Hope? What hope?! This was a terrorist attack! Probably the work of the
  evil church. The Empire is finished. Half the administration is dead. The
  Senate too. Worst of all—the royal bloodline is severed! There’s no one left
  to inherit the Emperor’s power! We’re all—”



I cut him off.


“Not all of us.”


“What?”


“Not everyone is dead.”


I stepped aside slowly.


And behind me stood Lincia.


“Ah…”



  The administrator, seeing her, raised his trembling hand to adjust his
  glasses.



His seagull mustache and triple chin quivered with emotion.
 



 



He quickly composed himself and spoke in a solemn tone.


“Freud, stay here. I’ll call an emergency meeting.”


“Yes, sir.”



  As I watched the administrator waddle off deeper into the palace, I let out a
  long sigh.



We had made it to the imperial palace—this was the end of the prologue.



  I glanced to my side. Lincia wore a dazed expression, as if she couldn’t tell
  whether she was dreaming or awake.



“Are you alright?”


“Y-Yes.”



  I knelt and examined her. Bruises covered her body, but nothing looked
  critically injured.




  Her face was smeared with soot, and now tears had cut clean lines through the
  dirt. She looked an absolute mess.




  I reached out and wiped beneath her eye with a finger—but my hand was also
  covered in blood, so all I did was make it worse.




  Seeing her face made even dirtier by my attempt to help, I let out a small
  chuckle. That seemed to break the tension.



Lincia suddenly dropped to her knees.


It was the tension finally unraveling.


“Haa…”



  With a hollow sigh, she looked up at the sky—gradually fading from darkness to
  a soft blue.



“Sir Freud, what’s going to happen to me now?”


She asked in a trembling voice.


Her entire family had been killed in a single day.



  And now, all the burden of survival—of leadership—had fallen on her alone. The
  Emperor, who once told her to do nothing, hadn’t kept that promise himself.




  Seeing the way her lower eyelid quivered, I could truly feel the weight she
  now carried.



Lincia would face unimaginable trials from here on.



  To take the throne at such a young age, without any regent, was to walk a path
  of thorns.

 



 



She would see countless deaths along the way.



  And I, who would accompany her on that journey through death, had no idea what
  awaited us either.



“…I don’t know.”


Still, I chose the words that might bring her some comfort.



  “But one thing is certain—whatever path Your Highness walks, I’ll be by your
  side.”



She didn’t reply.


She seemed lost in deep thought.


Ding.


Then I heard a familiar sound.


Prologue – Founding Day 




CLEAR


Survival Points +3







“…Ha… haha…”


I let out a weak laugh at the notification.


It was over. That sense of relief finally pulled the trigger.


It felt like the string tied to the top of my head had finally been cut.



  A nosebleed ran freely down my face. My limbs went numb, and I fell straight
  backward.



My vision swam. I had lost too much blood.


“Sir Freud!”



  As the world faded to black, the last thing I saw was Lincia, shouting as she
  rushed toward me in panic.
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            Chapter 7: Guardian Knight - (1)



  It wouldn’t be an exaggeration to say the Empire was facing the greatest
  crisis in its recorded history.




  The terrorist attack orchestrated by the cult of the Evil God had inflicted
  devastating damage. More than half of the Imperial Cabinet members were either
  killed or gravely injured, and both the City Guard and Royal Guard suffered
  catastrophic losses.




  In fact, two of the Empire’s most powerful assets—Guardian Knights—were killed
  in action. That alone spoke volumes.



But the most critical blow of all was this:



  With the exception of a single survivor, every member of the royal
  bloodline—known as the Royal Blood—had perished.




  The Airen Dynasty, which had endured for nearly a thousand years, now stood on
  the brink of collapse.




  If the Empire were to fall, the world itself would be handed over to the
  beings of the outer dimension.




  And so, protecting the last surviving royal bloodline became the top
  priority—not just for the Royal Guard or the Empire, but for the entire world.




  It was in that context that Lincia Airen, the sole remaining heir to the
  throne, was confined—under the pretense of protection—at the very top of the
  Imperial Tower.



From a broader perspective, it was a perfectly logical decision.


“...So please, Your Highness, try not to be so upset.”


“I’m not upset.”


“It’s just... anyone would think you were, from the look on your face.”


“I’m fine.”



  They had tried to persuade her with reason for days on end, yet Princess
  Lincia—the Empire’s final hope—could not hide the unease in her eyes.




  Standing on the balcony, she gazed down at the Imperial Palace with a troubled
  expression clouding her face.




  On days too cold to step outside, she would pace endlessly between the room’s
  corners, as if trying to wear down the carpet with sheer repetition.

 



 




  All Melina, the chief handmaid, could do was watch in helpless silence, her
  heart sinking deeper with every step.



‘Why is she like this...?’


It had already been four days since Lincia was brought to this place.



  The top floor of the tower had been furnished with luxurious care, filled with
  elegant furniture. Though the space was limited, it was more than sufficient
  for two people.




  Only food that had been magically inspected for poison was delivered, and even
  her beloved books were brought in.



Despite all their efforts, Lincia remained visibly distressed.



  At first, Melina had feared the trauma of the attack had damaged her mind.




  After all, losing one’s entire family and surviving alone—such a shock would
  be unbearable for a girl her age.




  But after speaking with her, Melina realized something: Lincia understood her
  situation more objectively than anyone.




  “Your Highness, the damage from the attack hasn’t been fully addressed.
  Another strike could happen at any time. Until it’s safe, staying here is
  what’s best for the Empire.”



“I know it’s dangerous. But staying here doesn’t solve anything.”



  “An emergency council has been convened. I’m sure you’ll be allowed to leave
  soon.”




  “An emergency council? If they’ve been meeting for four days straight, then
  they really ought to drop the word ‘emergency.’”



She simply couldn’t stand being here.


It was as if her soul were trying to escape the confines of the room.


Which could only mean one thing:


Lincia’s anxiety was tied to something—or someone—outside these walls.



  She already knew the fate of her family. She’d even been informed that she
  would soon become the Empress.

 



 



So what was causing her such visible distress?


“Could it be... you’re worried about Sir Freud?”


Melina asked hesitantly.



  Rumor had it that during the attack, Guardian Knight Freud Escoval had fought
  desperately to save Lincia.




  He was now gravely injured and undergoing intensive treatment alongside fellow
  Guardian Knight Millia within the palace.




  Given Lincia’s thoughtful nature, it made sense she’d be concerned about
  Freud.



“Ah, um... I don’t know...?”


At Melina’s words, Lincia visibly flinched. Her back trembled slightly.


That was all the confirmation she needed.


Bingo.


Suppressing a smile, Melina pressed on.



  “If you’re worried about the condition of Guardian Knight Freud Escoval, I
  could look into it for you.”



“...Hmm.”



  “Of course, a humble maid like myself has no right to pry into a Guardian
  Knight’s affairs.”



“...”



  “But if someone of a higher status were to order me... say, a certain
  Princess, then I’d have no choice but to obey.”




  Peeking at Lincia through lowered eyes, Melina caught the trembling of her
  irises and the way her lips wavered.



The sight reminded her of Lincia as a young child, and her heart warmed.



  Eventually, Lincia let her pride go, crouching down and covering her face.



“...That’s an order, Melina. Please... check on Sir Freud’s condition.”


“As you command.”


Melina answered with a soft smile.


****


“Mmm...”



  Would you believe the first thing I saw when I regained consciousness wasn’t a
  strange ceiling... but a strange status window?





CLEAR


Survival Points +3







Welcome to the World of Raising an Empress. Your task is to raise the Empress over the next two years until her Coming of Age Ceremony. 







Status feature unlocked.







In Death March Mode, you can use Survival Points to raise the Empress. Earn Survival Points by avoiding dead ends or progressing the story.





 Act I – The Council of Elders




D - 7





Apparently, system messages had kept stacking up while I was unconscious.



  I read through them one by one, then checked my body. I was practically
  mummified in bandages—unsurprising, considering I’d pushed myself to the brink
  of death.




  No idea how long I’d been out. My limbs creaked when I moved, which probably
  meant I’d been lying here for quite some time.

 



 



The good news? Act I hadn’t started yet.



  According to the notification window, I still had seven days before the story
  officially began.




  In other words, I was currently in a liminal space—the unknown period between
  the Prologue and Act I, never shown in the original game.



“Ugh…”


I lifted my body.



  A jolt of pain, sharp like a thousand needles stabbing me all at once, shot
  through every limb.



Sitting on the edge of the bed, I focused on breathing, in and out.



  I looked around, but the room was too dark to make out anything clearly. The
  only light came from the long, narrow skylight, where a faint glow slipped in
  through the crack.




  As my eyes gradually adjusted to the darkness, I heard a rustle beside
  me—then, like marbles rolling across polished stone, a soft, elegant voice.



“You’re awake.”


Startled, I turned in that direction.


A woman was sitting at the edge of the bed.



  She was stunning—golden hair that shimmered in the dim light and piercing blue
  eyes.




  She wore a simple green linen gown, but even its loose fit couldn’t hide the
  elegant curves of her figure.



“How’s your body? Are you alright?”


“...Well, more or less, I think.”



  I gave a vague reply while studying her face, trying to piece things together.



Who is she?



  She seemed to know me—or rather, she seemed to know Freud—but I had no clue
  who she was.



After a moment of silence, she stood up and approached.



  She wasn’t very tall. If anything, she was just a little taller than Lincia.




  She placed a hand gently on my wrist, then on my chest. After checking, she
  gave a small nod.

 



 



“You seem to be fine.”


She let out a quiet sigh, then looked straight at me.



  Her eyes were cold, her face drawn and tired, as if barely holding herself
  together.



“Uh, I mean… thanks, I guess. For checking on me.”


“I didn’t come out of concern. I’m a patient here too.”


She lifted one bare leg slightly.


Just like me, it was wrapped tightly in bandages.


“I heard the story. That you saved the Princess.”


The blonde woman sat down again as she said it.


“Quite the feat.”


“Ah, well… it just happened that way.”



  “No need to downplay it. At that time, I was uselessly crawling on the ground.
  As a fellow Guardian Knight, I can only feel ashamed.”



Her words triggered a sudden realization.


A fellow Guardian Knight.



  There was only one woman inRaising the Empress who ever referred to herself
  that way.



The Royal Guard’s lone female knight—Guardian Knight Millia.


She was a recurring character in the game.


A loyal protector who stayed by the Empress’s side until the very end.


She dies in Act IV, of course.



  The game described her as a sharp-tongued beauty, but reality had her beat—by
  far.




  “Still, I suppose it’s a relief. With you alive, we have at least a sliver of
  hope left.”



“Uh, yeah. Thanks.”


“I wasn’t complimenting you.”


Millia cut me off coldly and stood up.


“Anyway, it seems you’ll live. That’s enough.”


She turned around, limping slightly.



  “The Council of Elders will convene soon to discuss Her Highness. There are
  barely any knights left in the Guard, so the Council has ordered all remaining
  ones—including you and me—to be assigned to protect Her Highness.”



“Got it.”
 



 



“That’s all I came to say.”



  She spat out the words without warmth, and her hand reached for the doorknob.



“Hey, Millia.”


“……”


I called out to stop her.


There was something off about her tone—sharp, distant, almost hostile.



  The cold voice, the guarded eyes, the way she spoke like she was forced to—it
  all felt deliberate.




  I hadn’t been in society long, but I could still tell when someone didn’t like
  me.



And Millia definitely did not like me.


I wondered if I had done something wrong.


But then I noticed it—her hand, trembling as it gripped the doorknob.


That’s when I realized how wrong I’d been.


Millia turned her head toward me.


Her eyes burned—not with resentment, but unmistakable contempt.


“...Please, don’t say my name.”


With that, she limped away down the hall with determined steps.



  Like a passing storm, Millia left as suddenly as she came, but thanks to her,
  I’d finally gotten a bit of my senses back.



“What the hell was that about…”



  Then, I suddenly remembered what Lautrec had said to me during the attack.



‘You’ve proven yourself. Truly, you are a knight worthy of pride.’


He had said “proven yourself”.


Which meant—until then, he didn’t think I was.


“What the hell did this Freud guy even do before I woke up…”


I clutched my aching head.


Was this... one of those types of stories?


****


“...Sir Freud was flirting with a woman?”


Elsewhere, Lincia Airen glared fiercely after hearing Melina’s report.
-- The End OF The Chapter --
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            Chapter 8: The Royal Guard - (2)



  “I was in the infirmary, and I swear I saw him chatting sweetly with some
  blonde woman! I’m telling you, it’s true!”



“Uh, maybe... maybe she was just his attendant?”



  “Absolutely not. From the way she was dressed, it was clear her outfit had
  just one purpose—to come right off~”



“W-What do you mean, ‘come off’...?”



  Melina spoke rapidly, like a hawk who had just locked onto its prey. For
  Lincia, who had just turned fifteen, it was all a bit too much—a fresh and
  shocking revelation.



Sir Freud was flirting with a woman.


Honestly, it shouldn’t have mattered to her.


It really shouldn’t have... but…


“She was pretty.”


“That part doesn’t interest me.”


“Her chest was huge.”


“Still not interested.”


“She touched Sir Freud’s bare chest.”


“...I don’t care.”


Lincia responded while sharply turning her head away.



  She had read in her favorite books that men of Sir Freud’s age—especially
  those admired as knights—often had women around them. It was normal. Expected,
  even.




  So who Freud associated with wasn’t something Lincia had any right to be
  concerned about.



And yet… deep down, she couldn’t shake the feeling of betrayal.



  She had worried herself sick over his health for four days and nights, and now
  it seemed like he didn’t even care. Considering her age, it wasn’t
  unreasonable for her to feel like all her effort had been thrown away.




  “And, Your Highness, I found out something else by doing a bit of my own
  digging,”



Melina leaned in closer, lowering her voice to a conspiratorial whisper.


“Within the Royal Guard, Freud Escoval has a terrible reputation.”


“A terrible reputation? Sir Freud?”


Lincia frowned as she watched Melina nod furiously.



  “They say his personality is practically demonic. He beats junior guards to a
  pulp under the excuse of ‘training,’ flirts outrageously with the female
  attendants, and that’s just the tip of the iceberg. These stories have been
  circulating within the Guard, and multiple people have confirmed them.”

 



 



“Umm...”



  “And that’s not all! Every evening, he sneaks out of the palace, gets
  completely wasted, and causes chaos when he returns. Oh—and once, he even
  brought a woman back to the barracks and got caught!”



“Uhh...”


Lincia couldn’t keep up. She was flustered and overwhelmed.



  The Freud she had seen may have been a little eccentric and even harsh at
  times, but he still looked like a proper knight. Certainly not someone as
  awful as these rumors made him sound.



“B-But the Sir Freud I saw—”


“Even vipers know how to hide their fangs.”


A lump caught in Lincia’s throat as she swallowed hard.


Seeing her reaction, Melina beamed and drove the final nail in.



  “You know how royal guards all earn nicknames, right? Like ’Spirit Knight
  Lautrec’‘Great Oak Oswald’? Want to guess what Sir Freud’s is called?”



Melina leaned back slightly and whispered,


“They call him the Fighting Dog. Some even say Mad Dog.”


Lincia was left speechless.


****


“So, you’re telling me… they actually call me the Mad Dog?”


I asked, completely dumbfounded.


“Yes, sir!”



  The delicate-looking soldier in front of me looked like he might burst into
  tears, nodding his head furiously like a bobblehead on the verge of collapse.



“This is insane…”


I straightened my back and stared at the soldier.



  He looked completely lost, dragged in by a knight and interrogated out of
  nowhere. His brown hair trembled along with his wide, shaken eyes.



Not that I was any less bewildered.


“U-Um, I told you the truth, so… can I go now?”
 



 



“No.”


“……”



  I clutched my pounding head and let out a sigh heavy enough to crack the
  floor.



From what I’d managed to gather, Freud’s reputation was utter trash.



  To think the same Freud who appeared to be a loyal and honorable knight in the
  game turned out to be this much of a bastard.




  The place I was in now was the Royal Guard barracks inside the Imperial
  Palace.




  When I left the infirmary and tried to head to the imperial office, I was
  turned away because the ministers were supposedly in an emergency meeting. As
  for Lincia, she seemed to be isolated somewhere high up in a tower—completely
  out of reach.




  Outside the palace, the aftermath of the explosion was still being dealt with,
  making it impossible to go anywhere else.




  That left only the barracks, which were unusually quiet—probably due to the
  casualties from the previous terror attack.




  So here I was, having done nothing—unable to try out new features like the
  Status Window or Survival Points—just sitting in the training field. I ended
  up dragging in a soldier from the Royal Guard to question him about Freud out
  of sheer curiosity over how Millia had acted toward me.



And well, this was the result.


“So Millia had a good reason to despise me.”


According to this guy, Freud had even made advances toward Millia too.



  I asked how someone with such terrible behavior could’ve been entrusted with
  the role of Royal Guard.



The answer: favoritism from the Guard Captain and raw ability.



  And honestly? In the game, Freud was the most powerful among the Royal Guards
  in terms of stats.



All these sides of Freud that were never shown in the game…
 



 



Each revelation was such a shocking twist, I wanted to cover my eyes.


“To think I’m despised by my own comrades…”



  No wonder I’d felt all those burning stares the moment I stepped into the
  barracks.




  Not a single soldier had asked how I was doing. I’d guessed something was off,
  but I hadn’t expected it to be this bad.



 Act I – The Council of Elders




D - 7





At any rate, there was only a week of peace left.



  Once Act 1 began, threats would arrive in waves, and casualties would be
  unavoidable.




  For me to achieve the perfect ending I was aiming for, unity among the Royal
  Guard was non-negotiable.




  But with a reputation this utterly screwed… it was clear I’d be starting at a
  massive disadvantage.



Once I gathered my thoughts, I turned my gaze back to the soldier.



  He was still glancing around nervously, but when our eyes met, he flinched
  like a startled rabbit.



“Hey. You.”


“Yes, sir!”


“What’s your name?”


He looked like he was about to cry.


It felt familiar, somehow.


Where had I seen that face before?


“Kora, sir.”


Ah, right.



  That was the same expression rookies made during boot camp when they were
  about to get chewed out.



Of course, I didn’t intend to bully Kora or anything.


“Alright, Kora. I need a favor.”


“U-Uhh, okay?”


“It’s nothing huge.”


I looked over to one corner of the training yard.



  There was a rack stacked high with wooden swords—probably used for the Royal
  Guard’s daily practice.



I grabbed two of them, then tossed one to Kora’s feet.


“Pick it up.”


“Um… what’s this for…?”


“Pick. It. Up.”


Kora looked like he was about to cry again, his face twisting with dread.


Seriously, I’m not trying to bully the guy!
 



 



The reason I gave him the sword was simple: to practice swordsmanship.


There was no way I could fix my reputation overnight.



  And I couldn’t exactly go around saying, “I’m actually a soul from another
  world that possessed this body,” unless I wanted to be branded as heretical
  and burned at the stake.




  Meeting with Lincia was also impossible while she was still under isolation.



Which meant—for the next seven days—I needed to focus on what I could do.


One thing I realized during the fight with Slane was this:



  Compared to this body’s hardware, the software—me—was laughably
  underdeveloped.




  I wasn’t so naive as to think I could match the skills that Freud had spent
  decades honing.




  But I could at least learn the fundamentals. So that when I inevitably faced
  strong enemies again, I wouldn’t just fold.




  And someone like a Royal Guard soldier would surely know how to handle a sword
  better than I did.



As a sparring partner, Kora was more than good enough.


“I-I-I’m sorry, sir… Please, just let me go…”



  Watching Kora plead like a man begging for his life, I couldn’t even bring
  myself to speak.



Yeah…



  Clearing up this massive misunderstanding was going to take some serious time.



****


Half a day later.


“This is no joke, seriously…”



  I lay flat on my back on the training ground floor, groaning as I massaged my
  aching shoulder.




  Kora had finally, reluctantly agreed to spar. Once I kept pushing him, he went
  all in with desperate determination.



And I lost.


Brutally.



  Not enough to call it a total beatdown, but it was still a humbling defeat.




  Without any armor to absorb the impact, it was just two wooden swords
  clashing—pure skill against skill—and the difference between us was painfully
  clear.

 



 



Every swing of my sword was effortlessly blocked by Kora’s blade.



  Physically, I had the upper hand. This body, Freud’s, was stronger—no doubt
  about it.



But power without technique meant absolutely nothing.



  Every time I struck, he either deflected it or countered, finding openings I
  didn’t even know I’d left.



My entire body was covered in bruises.


At first, Kora had been terrified, stiff with nerves.



  But once he realized I didn’t even know the basics, his confidence surged—he
  even began initiating attacks.




  Though, to be fair, he still held back a little, probably afraid of the
  consequences.



Once our spar ended, it was like reality snapped back into focus for him.



  He bowed his head over and over, apologizing like he thought he’d just
  committed a crime.




  How much had Freud brutalized these soldiers for a complete stranger like Kora
  to act this way?




  Still, despite feeling sorry for him… I went ahead and scheduled another spar
  with him for tomorrow.



“I’ve got a long way to go…”



  If I was struggling this much against an ordinary soldier, I wouldn’t stand a
  chance against an assassin targeting Lincia.



Not even one exchange—I’d be beheaded instantly.


It was a grim situation from every angle.



  No matter how hard I trained, there was no way I could overcome all this in
  just a week.



I clenched my fist.



  I had already experienced firsthand how superhuman Freud’s physical abilities
  were during battle.



But strength alone—without technique—would never be enough to survive.


“There’s got to be something… anything…”


I clutched my head, racking my brain for an answer.


And then suddenly, Lautrec came to mind.



  The way he had torn through the cult’s underlings—his dazzling sword technique
  that fired off spiraling gales of multicolored light.

 



 



If there was any path forward for me… that would be it.


That bluish, glowing girl who perched on Lautrec shoulder—


His spirit companion.
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            Chapter 9: Guardian Knight - (3)


Millia Liantour was a diligent person.


Whatever she did, she was always the first to step forward. If she didn’t, she knew she’d be left behind.


Born without any exceptional talent into the long-standing and prestigious Liantour family, Millia was nothing remarkable compared to her brilliant relatives. No one had any expectations for her.


But in a strange way, that lack of expectation became Millia’s greatest motivation.


Since her family didn’t expect anything from her, she decided she would make herself into something through sheer will.


She swung her sword day and night, pouring herself into relentless training.


The title of Guardian Knight—she had seized it with blood, sweat, and grit. It would’ve been impossible without the bone-crushing effort she gave.


That effort didn’t stop once she became a Guardian Knight.


In terms of skill and experience, Millia was still lagging behind her peers. To stand shoulder to shoulder with them, she had no choice but to sleep less.


There probably wasn’t a single knight in the Royal Guard who slept less than she did. That’s how much of a grinder she was.


On mornings when Millia rose before dawn to head to the training grounds, it was normal for the place to be deserted, the chilly wind the only thing stirring.


“This is… strange.”


That’s how it should be.


But that man… what on earth was he doing out there at this hour?


Millia found herself staring at Freud, thinking.


Before sunrise, there he was—swinging a sword with a lone soldier in the drill yard.


They dueled all morning, and when it looked like he had finally gone back to his quarters, he returned to strike at the training dummies until nightfall.


He’d been repeating that same routine for three days straight.
 



 



Devotion to training was certainly a knight’s virtue.


And as someone who could be considered the poster child for hard work, Millia wasn’t about to dismiss it.


But there was something about the way Freud swung his sword that didn’t sit right.


There was no finesse, no conviction in his movements.


It looked no different from a clueless child flailing a toy around.


At first, she watched out of curiosity—trying to figure out what his game was.


Now, it had become part of her daily routine.


“Millia, there you are.”


“Sir Lautrec.”


Before she knew it, Lautrec had walked over and taken a seat beside her.


“You were watching Freud again?”


“Yes.”


“Why? Getting interested now? You always acted like you couldn’t stand him. Are you finally falling for the handsome guy?”


She glared at him. Lotrek quickly looked away, whistling innocently.


“It’s not that. I just wonder if it’s right for him to push his body like that, without even using mana. And he’s not even showing his real strength.”


“Well, of course you’d think that.”


The blue spirit perched on Lautrec’s shoulder kicked its legs back and forth.


When Millia met its eyes, the spirit turned its head away sharply.


After a moment, Lautrec spoke again.


“Looks like the Council’s decision is starting to come together.”


“What’s the result?”


“Just what we expected. Princess Lincia will be the next Empress. Of course, the coronation will only take place after her coming-of-age ceremony. Before that, they’ll need to formally gain the Senate’s approval. At the same time, the Empire will officially announce the former Emperor’s passing.”


“Which means…”


“Exactly. The vultures will descend from every corner. From now on, we can’t afford to have naïve thoughts. We’re surrounded by enemies.”
 



 



Lautrec let out a bitter smile.


The moment the crisis in the Imperial Family was made public, enemies would draw their swords.


For the religious cult that had tried to annihilate the royal bloodline, news of any survivor would spark new assaults.


They probably wouldn’t risk another full-scale war after what happened before, but still, it was now their job to protect the Empress-to-be from covert and cunning threats.


The Empire’s enemies weren’t limited to that cult.


Other nations long suppressed by the absolute power of the Emperor—and malevolent factions within and without—would rise to snatch their share from the chaos.


But the true enemies weren’t just outside.


From now on, they’d have to deal with the ones within, too.


Overwhelmed by the bleak future, Millia bit her lower lip hard.


“In that sense, Freud probably understands his role better than anyone.”


“Him?”


“Maybe it seems meaningless, but look at that soldier.”


The one dueling Freud—a slender, androgynous-looking soldier.


“Not long ago, that one was terrified of swordplay. But now they fight quite well, don’t they? They’re not even losing in strength to a knight.”


“That’s only because…”


“Because Freud is holding back?”


Lautrec beat her to the punch.


“If he didn’t, it wouldn’t even be a fight.”


“You’re saying this is… some kind of training? That Sir Freud is trying to raise the soldiers? That he’s thinking that far ahead?”


“Who knows? Freud is unpredictable. He might have other reasons. Maybe it’s just for his own amusement.”


Lautrec chuckled, and the spirit on his shoulder—Sylphy—sneered at Millia.


Sylphy was always rude to her.


But Millia couldn’t exactly scold her.
 



 



Her low affinity with spirits meant she could only see them—never hear or speak to them.


Keeping his eyes fixed on Freud, Lautrec continued.


“But one thing’s certain—Freud is doing something. In this situation.”


This situation—


The Emperor was dead.


The Royal Guard decimated.


Two Guardian Knights slain.


And the only one left… was a young Princess Lincia who hadn’t yet come of age.


Was there ever a more dire and desperate time in the Empire’s history?


There wouldn’t be another.


“That’s why you shouldn’t try so hard to keep your distance, Millia. Try to meet him halfway. He’s a capable knight, at the very least.”


Lautrec was right.


Freud’s skill was unmatched.


During the recent terror attack, he supposedly killed the assassin who had murdered Oswald—with his bare hands, no less.
No denying that.


“But…”


Even if her head understood, her heart didn’t.


Millia took a breath and spoke again.


“I still can’t accept him as a comrade.”


The memory was still fresh.


Her very first day as a Guardian Knight.


The day her hard work had finally been recognized.


Freud had called her over…


And with words too cruel to repeat, he trampled her efforts and pride.


The next moment, she had drawn her sword, and…


“I’m not saying to accept him. I’m saying to use him.”


“That’s…”


“Regardless, we need Freud’s strength. It’d be stranger not to work with him. That goes for me too.”


That old saying—even a child’s hand is worth borrowing—might’ve been made for times like this.


Though, in Freud’s case, he was no child.


Millia sighed, her eyes falling to the ground.


“I know… I really do. But what am I supposed to say to him now?”
 



 



Even in the infirmary, she’d left with a warning hanging in the air.


Things were already rocky between them, and that might’ve made it worse.


Looking back, it did feel unfair—to treat a knight who had given his all for the Empire that way.


A small twinge of regret began to grow in her chest.


“Then try this.”


Lautrec unfastened something from his belt and held it out to her.


It was a sword.


A familiar grey-steel blade with elegant silver patterns engraved into the sheath.


She recognized it.


It was Freud’s sword.


“I found it lying around. Probably lost it during the chaos. He can be such a mess sometimes.”


“And you’re giving this to me because…?”


“So you can use it to strike up a conversation.”


“A conversation…”


“I know you’re terrible at social stuff, so take this as a peace offering. Just—don’t go yelling at him again like last time.”


Millia opened her mouth but couldn’t find the words to argue.


Her awkward silence only proved Lautrec’s point.


With a small laugh, Lautrec set the sword down and stood.


“With Sir Uriad gone, the only real fighting force left in the Royal Guard is the three of us.”


“…”


“Millia, you’re a Guardian Knight too. You can’t afford to stay behind.”


“…Yes.”


Her eyes gleamed with quiet resolve.


****


Shak.


Kora’s sword came flying in, fast and sharp. I dodged it by slightly tilting my head.


Using that very momentum, Kora spun around and unleashed a second strike.


I raised my sword to intercept its path.


Clack.


The wooden swords collided with a rasping scrape of splintering wood.


After a brief contest of strength, I twisted my wrist slightly and deflected Kora’s blade.
 



 



His wooden sword slid down mine and dropped.


The thorn-like edge came dangerously close to my face.


I twisted my blade using the crossguard, knocking his sword aside, and closed the distance between us.


“Urgh…”


Kora quickly adjusted his stance and swung again, but I was a step ahead.


I reversed my grip and brought the blade up to his throat.


“…I lost.”


“And I won.”


Kora dropped his sword and raised both hands in surrender.


That made ten wins in a row.


No—if I counted yesterday, it was more like fifteen.


Today was day three of sparring with Kora, and by now, I was feeling confident.


I was certain I could fight him a hundred times and not lose once.


On the first day, I got the crap beaten out of me. But by the second day, I was already starting to win here and there. Now, on the third day, I was completely dominating him.


“As expected, once you get serious, I’m no match at all.”


It seemed like Kora had finally realized I wasn’t as terrible as the rumors made me out to be.


The tension in the way he treated me had noticeably eased.


I shrugged.


Of course, I hadn’t gotten “serious,” and I definitely hadn’t been going easy on him.


I just got better.


“Well done. You don’t have to come out tomorrow.”


“Ah, thank you!”


Then again, calling it “growth” might not be quite right.


The more time I spent crossing swords with Kora, the more vividly the experiences stored in this body resurfaced, as if awakened from a deep slumber.


It was something I could feel instinctively.


When facing an opponent, my body just knew—what movements were most efficient, where their weaknesses lay.
 



 



My body moved faster than my thoughts could keep up.


Just a few days ago, I’d been clueless about swordsmanship. Now, I could confidently declare I’d win every bout against a trained soldier.


But this overwhelming success wasn’t due to any talent of my own.


It was all thanks to Freud’s abilities.


It wasn’t so much growth as it was synchronization.


It was more accurate to say that my mind had synchronized with Freed’s body.


Of course, this wasn’t even the full extent of Freud’s potential.


I could already tell instinctively—Kora was no longer a worthy sparring partner.


To grow more, I’d need to face a stronger enemy.


That was why I let go of such a convenient punching bag.


“Well, take care then.”


“Yeah.”


As I watched Kora dragging his wobbly legs back toward the barracks, a loud, awkward cough rang out behind me.


Then came a woman’s voice.


“You’re very dill-hm—diligent in your training.”


I turned around to find Millia standing there, cheeks slightly flushed, a hand over her mouth.


…She bit her tongue, didn’t she.


Feeling secondhand embarrassment for her, I decided not to respond. I just stared at her.


She coughed again to recover.


“You were… instructing the soldier, right? That’s commendable.”


“…Instructing? This? How?”


I was just beating him senseless as a sparring partner.


In what world would this be called “instruction”?


“Hiding your true strength to match your opponent’s level… that humility is the mark of a true knight.”


What… is she even talking about?


“Did you eat something weird?”


“….”


Millia turned away for a moment, seeming to pull herself together.


Does she really hate Freud that much?


From what I’ve heard, I can’t blame her.
 



 



When she turned back toward me, her lips were pressed tightly together.


“Th-that.”


She awkwardly moved her stiff body and held something out to me.


A bundle, wrapped in fine red cloth.


A glint of silver peeked through—steel scabbard, elegant and polished.


I didn’t need to check to know what it was.


The sword I’d tossed aside during the Founding Day festival.


“That’s my sword. You found it?”


It was a rare and valuable blade.


I’d instantly regretted throwing it.


I’d been racking my brain trying to figure out how I’d recover it, so this was a huge relief.


Beaming, I took the sword from her and looked up.


Millia, her face locked in a rigid expression, forced her stiff lips to move.


“I… just happened to pick it up.”


What’s up with her today?
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            Chapter 10: Guardian Knight – (4)


“You picked it up? Seriously?”


This sword—this ridiculously expensive-looking sword? A masterpiece that was probably forged by the Empire’s top blacksmiths pouring their heart and soul into it? You’re telling me you just picked it up like a random coin on the street?


“...Y-Yes.”


Her voice was barely above a whisper, like she wanted to crawl into a mouse hole and disappear.


It seemed even Millia understood just how absurd her claim sounded. She lowered her head and fidgeted with her fingers, unable to meet my gaze.


“Well... sure. Let’s go with that.”


At my response, Millia flinched slightly.


Still. In the end, she brought it for my sake, didn’t she?


The fact that someone went out of their way to do something like this for someone like Freud of all people… it kind of made my chest tighten up a little.


“Thanks. That really takes a load off my mind.”


“Ahem. It’s nothing, really.”


I carefully wrapped the sword in its crimson cloth again and placed it by my side. Whether she found it or not didn’t matter—the important part was that I had a sword now. Without Millia, I would’ve been stuck using that ominous curved blade I took from Slane.


I glanced back at Millia. She jerked like a student caught cheating on a test when our eyes met.


Why is she just hanging around here like this? Does she have something else to say?


“Is something bothering you?”


Wait—I’m probably what’s bothering her. I gave a wry smile at the thought.


“N-No, not at all.”


“O-Okay…”


And then, awkward silence.


Eventually, it was Millia who surrendered first.


“Then, I’ll take my leave now.”


She took a few quick steps backward, gave me a small nod, and turned on her heel. With brisk steps, she started walking toward the royal guards’ quarters.
 



 



“Hey, Millia.”


I called out to stop her.


She stiffened up like a wooden doll and slowly turned her head back.


“I just wanted to ask you something.”


As I spoke first, a bit of color returned to Millia’s face. She looked almost hopeful—like she’d been waiting for me to start the conversation.


“Yes! Please, ask me anything!”


I hesitated for a moment before bringing it up.


“How does one learn spirit arts?”


Even if my body had dramatically strengthened due to the synchronization with Freud, it wasn’t like I had unlocked one hundred percent of his abilities. At best, I was now at the top of what you’d call “normal people,” but I wasn’t strong enough to stand among the real powerhouses.


I needed something—a trick to bridge that gap.


One of the options I’d considered was spirit arts. It didn’t require me to use my own mana, so I wouldn’t have to worry about mana control. Plus, it was incredibly powerful.


The only problem was whether I might end up corrupted like Lautrec someday. But that was a problem for future me.


“Hmm.”


But Millia tilted her head.


“Didn’t you say before, Sir Freud, that ‘Spirit arts are lowly and vulgar sorcery used only by third-rate mages who aren’t confident in their own mana’?”


“……”


“You said it right in front of Lord Lautrec.”


Goddamn it, Freud, you bastard.


I searched my brain for something—anything—to say, but Millia’s deadpan delivery left me completely speechless.


“More importantly, spirit arts require high elemental affinity. Since that’s something you’re born with, I don’t think either of us would be very suited for it, Sir Freud. If our affinity had been high to begin with, a spirit would’ve reached out to us first.”
 



 



“I see.”


From what she was saying, spirit arts might be off the table.


Of course, I’d considered a few other possibilities too. But they all assumed I could handle mana decently.


And as someone who’d been a modern-day human just a little while ago, using mana skillfully felt about as easy as writing my name with a tail I suddenly grew overnight.


Every evening, I’d been training by swinging at a scarecrow and trying to channel mana, but my progress was abysmal. I finally understood what “grasping at clouds” meant.


“Well, then another question. Where can I get spellstones?”


If there was one thing that seemed promising, it was spellstones.


In Raising the Empress, spellstones were incredibly handy items. Even if you didn’t know the first thing about mana, you could just throw one and use magic. And if the stone was high-grade, it could unleash magic comparable to grand spells.


The catch was that they were insanely expensive—and single-use. But they were always worth the investment.


Millia thought for a moment before replying.


“If it’s spellstones, I think there’s a craftsman who specializes in them in the capital.”


“Oh? Where exactly?”


“Well… I think their workshop was in the blast zone from the last terrorist attack.”


“……”


“If you’re talking about a high-level mage, they might be able to make spellstones, but unless they’re at least Tower Master level, it’d be difficult. And the cost would be astronomical. As for the royal court’s archmage, he’s been swamped reinforcing the palace’s magical security, so I doubt he has any time to spare.”
 



 



“…Haaah.”


Nothing ever goes smoothly, does it?


I sighed internally, grumbling in my mind, when Millia cautiously asked,


“Um… if I may ask, why are you asking about things like that?”


Millia asked with an unusually serious expression.


What could I say that would make her understand?


After a brief moment of thought, I replied.


“…I just figured… I should try something. For Her Highness’ safety, if nothing else.”


I gave a bitter smile.


What flashed through my mind was the scene during the founding day incident—how I had been so blinded by the enemy before me that I’d failed to protect Lincia.


If Lautrec hadn’t been there, she probably would’ve been skewered by arrows. Game over.


“I realized something that day. No matter how many enemies I cut down, there’s a limit. From now on, it’s not about cutting, it’s about protecting. That’s what being a Guardian Knight means.”


“Protecting is more important… A Guardian Knight…”


Millia echoed my words, her eyes suddenly lighting up, as if something had clicked deep inside.


It took her a moment before she spoke again.


“…I see now. I never truly understood the ideals you held, Sir Freud.”


“Huh?”


“Even during the founding day massacre, you protected Her Highness more like a true Guardian Knight than anyone else. But I… I assumed you had some ulterior motive.”


Millia brought a hand to her chest and bowed deeply at the waist.


“That was my mistake. My immaturity. I sincerely apologize.”


Startled, I stood up.


“Whoa, no—there’s no need to apologize like that.”


But Millia cut me off and raised her head.


“I’d like to ask a favor then.”


Her eyes blazed—like cold fire.


Why cold fire?


Because there was a chilling intensity behind them that made my skin crawl.
 



 



“Time has passed, and I’ve grown. I no longer think of myself as a rookie.”


She unsheathed her sword.


“Please, allow me to duel you again—for training.”


…Here we go again. I never said this was a training duel.


****


Millia Liantour stood at one end of the training grounds, taking a deep breath.


Air circulated through her lungs, and every muscle in her body tightened in anticipation.


Across from her stood a knight with ash-gray hair—Freud—looking thoroughly unmotivated.


Both of them held wooden swords.


They’d originally planned to use real blades, but Freud had adamantly refused.


Even when Millia insisted that realistic training was the foundation of real victory, he wouldn’t budge.


Millia didn’t really get it, but in the end, it didn’t matter.


Real sword or not—this was the moment she’d waited for: another chance to cross swords with Freud.


To her, this duel could be an act of revenge for that day, or a farewell to the weaker self she’d once been.


Either way, she welcomed it.


She spun the wooden sword, loosening her wrist.


“Hey, Millia?”


Freud started talking while strapping on some protective gear.


“Are you sure about this? Your leg’s still not fully healed.”


“I’m fine. I can still move.”


He was one to talk. Even while recovering from serious injuries, Freud continued his daily training.


Millia saw that and decided she needed to match that level of dedication.


“Do you remember?”


She brought up a memory, letting the words flow.


“Half a year ago, right here… I suffered a humiliating defeat at your hands.”


It was supposed to be a joyful day—her first day as a newly appointed Holy Knight.


Everyone congratulated her. She felt hopeful, full of determination.
 



 



Then Freud came to her quarters, dragged her outside, and challenged her to a duel out of nowhere.


He called it a “welcome ritual.”


She’d refused at first.


She couldn’t accept fighting like that—it wasn’t even proper training.


“And then you said this: ‘You don’t even have skill, and you got this title just because of your noble family’s name. What a disgrace of a knight.’”


“…Yeah. I was a real bastard. I’m sorry.”


“It’s fine.”


Hearing that, Millia had burst into flames of anger and took the fight head-on.


But she was utterly crushed.


Beaten black and blue.


She couldn’t even graze him—not a single strand of his hair.


And when it was over, Freud had sneered.


“See? I was right.”


She couldn’t argue.


She had thought too highly of herself. Thought she was more skilled than she was.


Freud had ripped away that illusion.


She realized then—she was just a frog in a well.


Despite both bearing the title of Guardian Knight, the gap between them was enormous.


She had to face her shortcomings.


Since that day, Millia had trained harder than anyone else to overcome that evaluation.


****


“That’s why I see this duel as a trial,” she said firmly.


She would overcome the enormous hurdle named Freud Escoval.


She would stand as his equal, shoulder to shoulder, and protect the Empire from its crises.


She would prove she was a true Guardian Knight.


Millia let out a sharp breath and lowered her body into a combat stance, wooden blade leveled forward.


She would go all out.


Anything less, and she knew she couldn’t win.


“Here I come.”


She announced her move—but Freud still hadn’t even raised his sword properly.
 



 



‘You’re seriously underestimating me.’


Millia’s expression twisted.


Fine. That just meant she needed to show him.


Without a doubt.


She tensed her calves.


A power duel would be suicide. Without Oswald around, Freud was the physically strongest of the Guardian Knights.


But a long duel was also out of the question.


In stamina, endurance—in everything—Millia was at a disadvantage.


Her leg wasn’t even fully healed.


The one thing going in her favor?


This was just training.


Neither of them would be using mana.


Considering Freud’s mana was in another league, that was a blessing.


So she’d finish this in a single exchange.


She would go all in—open with the strongest move she had.


That was her only shot.


She analyzed Freud’s stance.


He was wide open—completely off guard.


And that would be his downfall.


“Hmph.”


The moment the thought ended, Millia launched forward with a sharp stomp.


Before the wind could even react, she was already in front of Freud.


The one thing Millia had over him—


Speed.


Shff—


She swung her wooden sword.


The strike was straightforward, but the speed rivaled mana-enhanced attacks. The product of relentless training.


As Freud raised his sword to block, she suddenly pulled back.


Then lunged again—with explosive force, so fast her veins felt like they might burst.


Of course, she didn’t expect to deal real damage.


But by twisting her pattern, she could throw Freud’s defense into chaos.


She’d aim straight for the gap it created.


With that thought, Millia smiled.


CRACK.


A thunderous sound rang out as her wooden sword smacked Freud square in the forehead.


“GAAAH!”


He couldn’t even withstand the blow—his body was flung backward like a ragdoll, slamming into the far corner of the training ground.
 



 



Dust flew everywhere.


Millia remained frozen in the same stance, arm extended from the strike.


“…Huh?”


That… wasn’t supposed to happen.


She was definitely supposed to stop before hitting him…
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  Chapter 11: Guardian Knight – (5)



When he came to, the sight of a familiar ceiling entered his vision.


It was the ceiling of Freud’s room in the royal guards’ quarters.


“That was no joke…”


He clutched his throbbing head.


Anyone could see the massive bump on his forehead and wince.



  Well, getting hit by a wooden sword at a speed comparable to a fighter jet—



Surviving that was a miracle in itself.



  If not for Freud’s well-trained body, he would’ve been out of commission for
  at least twelve weeks.



Thank the heavens it was a wooden sword.


If they’d been using real blades, he would’ve starred in a slasher flick—


With his brain matter as the special effects.


The thought alone sent chills crawling down his spine.


“Why didn’t you dodge?”


The voice made him turn.



  Millia was seated quietly on a chair beside the bed, her hands folded politely
  in her lap.




  Seeing her so dejected reminded him of a child caught breaking a flower vase—



He nearly laughed.


Barely held it in.



  “I thought… of course Sir Freud would be able to dodge something like that.”



‘How the hell was I supposed to dodge that, you crazy girl?’


Even with Freud’s reflexes, it all happened in a blink.


A flash of movement—he barely raised his sword to block—


Then the blade disappeared from view.


And boom.


Something slammed into his forehead with crushing force.


He blacked out right after.


Which meant—


He didn’t even see the second attack coming.


‘Millia the Swift.’


That was her title.


In hindsight, it made perfect sense.



  Freud had been feeling pretty smug lately, battering Kora like a sandbag,
  thinking he was all that.



That arrogance just got its tail handed to it in today’s duel.


The gap between Millia and himself was massive.
 



 



“Did you… let me win on purpose?”


Not that she could’ve known what he was thinking.



  Millia asked with uncertainty, and when he didn’t answer, she bit her lower
  lip hard.



Her eyes were trembling.


“If… if that was out of pity, or sympathy…”


A thin trickle of blood escaped Millia’s lip.


Her hands, resting on her knees, began to shake.


Crap.


“No, it’s not like that.”


He started to speak, then hesitated.


Would she find it suspicious?


How do I explain this in a way she’ll understand?


How do I dress up this utter defeat into something more palatable?


If he spouted something dumb, it’d only make things worse.


Then—


“Millia, can you hear me out first?”


He reached from under the covers and placed his hand gently over hers.



  Startled, Millia tried to pull away, but Freud held her in place and spoke as
  calmly as possible.



“I didn’t let you win. I gave it my all.”


“But you clearly…”


“And I didn’t choose not to dodge. You were just too fast.”


“...I was?”


“Your strike was so good, I didn’t even have time to react, Millia.”


Her eyes widened.



  Millia blinked several times, then looked down at his rough hand still resting
  atop her small fist.




  Lifting her head again, her expression now uncertain and restless, she asked—



“Then… does that mean I beat Sir Freud?”


“Yeah, that’s right.”


Well, it was pretty much a complete win, to be honest.



  For a fleeting moment, doubt flickered across Millia’s eyes, but it was soon
  replaced by something else.



“Sir Freud.”


“Yeah?”


“Then I’ve… grown stronger than I was six months ago?”


Her voice trembled.


Her gaze wavered.



  Even her heartbeat seemed loud enough to be felt through their joined hands.

 



 



Freud nodded with absolute conviction.


“Yes. You’ve grown.”


“...Are you sure?”


“Hm?”



  “Then… I’m no longer a disgrace to the royal guard… no longer… that filthy
  woman?”



“...Uh.”


What the hell has she been hearing to have self-esteem this low?



  Flustered for a moment, Freud composed himself and looked into her clear eyes.




  “Whatever was said before—forget it. That’s all in the past now. Millia, you
  and I… we’re both fully-fledged Guardian Knights now. You’re the pride of the
  royal guard.”



Millia bowed her head.


Through her curtain of golden hair, her soft pink lips moved.


“I see…”


With that, she rose from her seat.


Her expression still unreadable.



  “I’m not sure I fully understand… but if that’s what you believe, Sir Freud…
  then alright.”



“Uh…”


“However—”


Millia interrupted him, placing a hand over her chest.


Her eyes now gleamed with a newfound light.


“I won’t accept today’s spar as my victory.”


“Huh?”



  “Today’s match was just a training exercise. We weren’t going all out—we
  didn’t use real swords or mana. If this had been a real fight, I would’ve
  tasted bitter defeat against a mana-clad Sir Freud.”



Nope. Absolutely not.


I can’t even use mana.


Freud kept that thought to himself.


“Thank you for the compliment. But I have no intention of stopping here.”


She extended one hand like a stage actress, speaking with dramatic flair.



  “I’ll push myself even harder. Until the day I defeat you, Sir Freud, I’ll
  keep moving forward!”



“……”


“Because that… is how I’ll prove my worth.”


The look on Millia’s face was that of a bold and fearless warrior.


“…Hah.”



  I found myself chuckling as I stared at her, caught in the fire of her
  impassioned declaration.

 



 



Yeah. That’s the kind of person you are.


“Alright. I’ll be looking forward to it.”


“Yes, sir!”


With that, Millia gave me a deep, respectful bow.


“So please take care of me from now on.”


“Let’s do our best.”


Then, with steady, confident strides—


She left the room without hesitation.


I watched her back as she disappeared through the door.


Once the door closed, silence settled in.


Only then did I let out a long sigh and sink into the bed.


“Whew. I somehow made it through.”


It wasn’t like Millia had been completely convinced—


I didn’t think she was that oblivious.


Still, I’d say the crisis had passed.


At the very least, my relationship with Millia had improved.



  To the point where I could now ask for her cooperation as a fellow knight.



Considering how she used to scowl just at hearing my name—


That alone was progress.



  Just then, a translucent system window popped up in the corner of my vision.



 Act I – The Council of Elders




D - 7





“It’s almost here, huh…”


The deadly march of the “Raising the Empress” scenario—


Its first tale was about to begin.



  In Act 1, Lincia would face the final trial to be recognized as empress—The
  convening of the Elder Council.



And within that council—dark forces lay in wait, plotting her death.


I was sure I wouldn’t be able to handle it all on my own.


But now, with the cooperation of an exceptional knight like Millia,


There was hope.


“Haaah…”


Just looking at the alert window made my anxiety bubble up.


“This is gonna be rough…”


Truly rough.


A mountain beyond mountains?


This was a mountain range with no end in sight.


But what could I do? I had to endure.
 



 



****


“Huuuuh…”


Outside the room, Millia took in a deep breath.



  She did it several times—her chest rising and falling as if trying to express
  itself.



Then—


“...Heh.”


Air slipped out from between her lips.



  Still standing by the door, Millia clamped a hand over her mouth, curling into
  herself as quietly as she could.



Her shoulders began to tremble—


What began as small ripples turned into a giant wave.



  Laughter, unable to be held in, slipped out through the cracks of her fingers.



“Heh… ehehuh…”


It was unmistakably laughter.


Her lips had already been twitching as she left the room—


Now they were soaring skyward.


Millia laughed like a child.


Like a goofy neighborhood fool.


Some might’ve called it immature. Silly, even.


But she had every reason to feel this way.


No—it wasn’t even that many. Just one.


Still, it was enough to fill her heart.


After all—


Wasn’t this the moment she’d been waiting for?


That cold and dismissive Freud…


Had finally acknowledged her.


She replayed his words in her head:



  “You and I are both full-fledged Guardian Knights now. You’re the pride of the
  royal guard.”



“That’s what he said… hehe.”


She tried to stay calm.


But the second she heard those words, she’d nearly jumped for joy.


It was only the dignity of a Guardian Knight that held her back.



  If she’d been alone, she probably would’ve bounced around the hallway like a
  rabbit.



Sure, it was still a grim time.



  There were plenty of crises ahead that gave her every reason not to celebrate.



But today—



  She’d finally shaken off the inferiority complex that had clung to her for
  half a year.



Just for today, maybe it was okay to be happy like a child.
 



 



There’s no joy quite like having your efforts finally recognized.


Millia, clinging to that convenient excuse, kept giggling like a kid.


“...You really are simple, Millia.”


Watching from down the hallway, a red-haired knight smiled awkwardly.



  On his shoulder sat a small, hand-span-sized girl with blue hair, who nodded
  with enthusiasm.



“Well, I guess things worked out, right, Sylphy?”


He’d handed Millia the sword to start a conversation—


Not expecting her to knock Freud out cold.


But judging by the current state of things, it all turned out fine.


In the end, results were what mattered.



  But the spirit Sylphy, perched on his shoulder, seemed to have a different
  opinion.



She bounced around furiously, clearly insisting otherwise.



  “Silphy, no need to be so harsh. They both gave it their all. They deserve
  some praise.”




  The red-haired knight, Lautrec, gently stroked Sylphy’s head and walked off.



And so, another day passed in the Imperial Royal Guard.
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            Chapter 12: Status - (1)


The week-long emergency meeting had finally come to an end.



  At the same time, the Empire was thrust into yet another period of upheaval.
  Despair enveloped the entire imperial palace, and a somber mood hung heavy
  over everyone.



There would be no more breaks.


The first chapter of Raising the Empress had finally begun.


“This is the outcome of the meeting.”



  The most critical decision to come out of the emergency assembly was this:




  By unanimous consent of the Cabinet, Lincia Hodier Airen, the sole heir to the
  imperial throne, was named the next Empress.




  News of the former Emperor’s passing spread rapidly throughout the Imperial
  Capital.




  While the people trembled in fear, a flicker of hope began to bloom in their
  hearts—hope placed in Princess Lincia.




  She was the last surviving bloodline of the imperial family, and the only
  beacon of light left in this world. It was only natural.




  It was an enormous burden to place on the shoulders of one young woman, but
  there was no other choice if they were to calm the unrest among the people.




  The rest of the decisions mostly involved patching up the massive holes left
  in the imperial administration, which had suffered catastrophic losses.




  Nearly half of the officials perished during the Founding Day massacre,
  rendering the Cabinet virtually inoperable. Vacant positions were filled, and
  surviving officials were forced to take on multiple roles to keep things
  running.




  To replenish the Royal Guard, which had lost a third of its forces, the
  capital garrison was deployed. A resolution to triple the number of guards
  stationed around the palace was also passed.




  Naturally, crime rates in areas outside the palace district would likely
  skyrocket as a result. But for an Empire with no better options, this was a
  necessary evil.

 



 



“And lastly—”



  The red-robed administrator who had been speaking raised an eyebrow and
  slammed the table.



“The Council of Elders has been convened.”


The Council of Elders.



  While the Empire was fundamentally an absolute monarchy, it had established
  the Council of Elders as a contingency plan in case of emergencies.




  The Council existed to act on behalf of the throne if the royal bloodline was
  severed and no one was left to claim it—a kind of regency, in essence.




  But calling it just an “insurance policy” would be a massive understatement.
  The Council wielded immense power.




  “Only with the Council of Elders’ approval can Princess Lincia ascend to the
  throne.”



They held the authority to determine the next Emperor.



  If the Council refused to recognize Lincia, she could never become Empress. It
  would be game over—literally.




  Logically, there shouldn’t be anyone opposing Lincia, the only legitimate heir
  to the throne.




  But if things were that simple, this wouldn’t even qualify as a storyline in
  Raising the Empress, would it?




  “While the Council is being convened, Princess Lincia will relocate from the
  Spire to the Grand Assembly Hall. That’ll begin an hour from now. You’ll
  escort Her Highness to the Assembly Hall. The distance isn’t far, but… we
  can’t rule out the possibility of an ambush.”



The administrator didn’t specify who they were.


And that only stirred more unease.


Gulp.


Someone swallowed hard.


With a grim expression, the administrator continued,



  “Which is why we’re taking every precaution. The area around the Assembly Hall
  will be sealed off, and Her Highness’s escort will be our top priority. Every
  remaining member of the Royal Guard will be deployed.”




  Behind round glasses, the administrator’s eyes scanned the faces gathered
  inside the temporary command post.

 



 



The Empire’s finest—



  The top three Guardian Knights of the Royal Guard, two elite battle mages led
  by the Royal Archmage himself.



These were the best of the best that the Empire’s palace could muster.


Among them was Freud Escoval—arms crossed, quietly listening.


Ah, right. That’s me.



  As soon as Act One began, I was summoned to the command post near the Assembly
  Hall under the pretext of being a Guardian Knight.




  And here I was, surrounded by such exceptional figures, listening to the same
  administrator from the prologue as he outlined the situation and our mission.



This was behind-the-scenes content I never saw in the game.


I had to stay sharp.


The administrator folded his fingers one by one as he briefed us.



  “First, Sir Lautrec Pendrin and the battle mages—you’ll lead the troops and
  secure the perimeter around the Assembly Hall. No one gets in without
  approval.”



“Understood.”



  Lautrec replied calmly, while the two battle mages stiffened with tension.




  “Next, Sir Millia Liantour and Rowan Cassier—you’ll ride ahead of the
  Princess’ carriage and be ready for any ambushes.”



Millia and the Royal Archmage Rowan gave a slight nod in response.


I stole a sideways glance at Rowan, who remained composed.



  Rowan Cassier—a Royal Archmage who made occasional appearances in Raising the
  Empress.




  He was the one responsible for setting up the magical barriers around the
  Assembly Hall and the palace.




  Since the game only ever featured his dialogue and not even a single
  illustration, I had always imagined him as an old man with a beard.

But to my surprise, he was younger than I expected.



  Aside from his slightly faded silver hair and the wrinkles near his eyes, he
  didn’t look much older than Freud.

 



 



“And finally, Freud Escoval.”


The administrator cleared his throat and turned toward me.


Now that I thought about it, I hadn’t been assigned a task yet.


Wait, was I just filler?


Please, anything but that.



  “Sir Freud, you’ll take on a special assignment—personally ordered by Princess
  Lincia herself.”




  The administrator hesitated, removed his glasses, and frowned with clear
  disapproval.



“You’re to stay right by Her Highness’ side and protect her.”


“….”


The stares I felt in that moment could’ve burned a hole in my back.


*****


 ▶ Act I – The Council of Elders




- Clear Conditions


Lincia Airen survives



Lincia Airen ascends the throne






  A quest window appeared before my eyes—an exact replica of the Raising the
  Empress game interface.



I stared at it blankly before shaking my head.



  With a gauntleted hand, I swiped the window away, watching it vanish into the
  distance. The strange tactile sensation left me irritated, and I grimaced.



“Ugh. No matter how many times I wear this, I just can’t get used to it.”


The armor weighed heavily on me.



  It had been nearly a week since I last wore it, and honestly, I barely even
  knew how to put it on. Kora had to help me into it.




  Still, once fully equipped and standing in front of the full-length mirror,
  the reflection of Freud was nothing short of impressive.




  A long scar trailing across his lips and faded irises gave off a cold aura—but
  sharp features, ash-gray hair that partially covered his brows, and a towering
  frame well over 190 cm with broad, sturdy shoulders…



Freud was the kind of man anyone would call strikingly handsome.



  After striking a few poses, I finally rested my hand on the hilt of my sword.



It felt so natural, as if it had always been there.


“Damn… I look incredible.”


Drunk on the moment.



  Back during the chaos of Founding Day, I’d been too overwhelmed to care how I
  appeared to others.

 



 



But now, I saw it clearly.


I finally understood why Slane had hesitated.


Yeah—no one in their right mind would dare mess with a knight like this.


This was narrative weight.


Thanks to Millia, I’d even recovered my lost sword.


Right now, I was the complete package.


The inside might still be trash, but the outside? A flawless knight.


“Um, Sir Freud? Her Highness will be out shortly.”


“Ah.”


A servant next to me bowed, sweating nervously.


Oh right—forgot there was a servant.


Feeling oddly embarrassed, I swept a hand through my hair.



  Turning away from the mirror, I rolled my tongue and loosened up my voice.



“Guess it’s time to get serious.”


Lincia had chosen me—that was exactly what I wanted.


From Act I onward, countless death flags would be aimed at her.



  Staying by her side as her personal guard meant I’d have more options for
  intervention.



“She’s coming down now.”



  As I mulled over my thoughts, the door leading to the tower stairs creaked
  open.




  The sound of measured footsteps echoed—heels tapping rhythmically against the
  stone.




  And then, accompanied by attendants on either side, a girl with brilliant
  platinum hair stepped forward.



Lincia.


Elegantly dressed.


She wore a white gothic-style dress matching her pale hair.



  It wasn’t extravagant—in fact, it bordered on plain—but her entire presence
  seemed to shimmer, like she was glowing.




  A slender, delicate frame, with graceful lines that looked like they’d shatter
  at a touch.



A face so breathtaking it could leave anyone speechless.


That fragile beauty gave her a strangely decadent allure.



  She was still a naïve young princess, but just from appearance alone, she
  already looked worthy of ruling a thousand-year empire.

 



 



As I stood there, dumbfounded, her jade-green eyes turned toward me.


“…Sir Freud.”


“It’s been a while. I hope you’ve been well.”



  I wasn’t exactly sure how to show proper etiquette, but I did my best to bow
  respectfully.



But Lincia just let out a short puff of air—


a half-sigh, half-snort.


“Are you feeling okay? You collapsed before.”


“As you can see, I’m perfectly fine. Just a bit fatigued at the time.”


“...I see. That’s a relief.”


And that was it.


Without another word, Lincia briskly walked past me.


“Let’s go.”


“Ah—yes, ma’am.”


...A bit cold, isn’t she?


She wasn’t like this during Founding Day.


It left me a little puzzled, but there wasn’t much I could do.


As I followed after her, I caught sight of a middle-aged maid passing by.



  She turned slightly toward me, narrowed her eyes, and gave a slight shrug.



If my guess was right, that woman must be Melina, the head maid.


Which means…


“Aren’t you coming?”


“Ah—coming now.”


I shook off my thoughts and followed Lincia.


Right now, my top priority was escorting her safely to the Assembly Hall.



  The click of her heels echoed through the corridor, followed by the clink of
  my greaves.




  Staring at Lincia’s graceful figure from behind, I felt the corners of my
  mouth creeping upward.



“Haha.”


A smile broke across my lips.


Not because I was glad to see Lincia again.


Not because her beauty had me speechless.



  But because I was about to say the second-most satisfying line in my entire
  life.



I couldn’t contain the excitement.


Taking a deep breath, I whispered softly—


“Status window.”


God. I really said it.
-- The End OF The Chapter --
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            Chapter 13: Status – (2)


The moment I finished speaking, a pleasant ding echoed in my ears.




Notice – You have activated the Status feature.







Notice – In Raising the Empress, there are six total stats. Stats can be improved through certain choices or learning experiences…





Blah, blah, blah.



  It was the same notification I’d seen hundreds of times while playing. I
  lazily waved my hand to skip it, and finally, a long, gray stat sheet rose
  before me.



 Lincia Hodier Airen




[Achievement Level: 1 / Empress of Twilight]


[Leadership 5] [Combat 5] [Intellect 5]



[Willpower 5] [Charm 5] [Luck 5]


[Stress 6/10]


[Traits List]


[Remaining Survival Points: 4]






“Ohhh.”


I let out a small sound of admiration.


At last, I had brought up the status window of Raising the Empress.



  Its system was similar to that of any standard RPG. Six distinct stats
  existed, and you could raise them as you progressed through the game.




  The options available to you in various situations would expand or shrink
  depending on these stat values. Honestly, it operated more like a dating sim
  than a traditional RPG.




  The Achievement Level shown beneath the name would increase with story
  progress. Since Raising the Empress was structured in eight acts, reaching
  level 8 meant you’d hit the ending.




  The title next to it would also change accordingly, though that was mostly
  cosmetic.




  Right now, having just entered Act 1, all of Lincia’s stats were at 5. These
  were the base values—essentially a blank slate.



That’s when I noticed something strange and frowned.


“Why is her stress like this?”



  The Stress stat, which should’ve started at the default, had increased by one.




  Sure, considering Lincia’s circumstances, her stress might’ve reasonably gone
  up. But at this specific point in time, there shouldn’t be anything stressful
  happening. It was the same in the original game.



Which meant—



  Yeah. Hard to believe this had nothing to do with me, the unexpected variable.



“…This is gonna be tricky.”



  It was frustrating precisely because I didn’t know the cause. It meant stress
  could increase at any time, without warning.




  I followed behind Lincia as she headed toward the carriage, my eyes still
  fixed on that increased number.

 



 



Stress was Raising the Empress’s defining feature.



  Whenever Lincia was shocked or faced hardship, her Stress value would rise.
  Once the ten-bar stress gauge filled up, it would reset back to the default
  value of 5—but at the cost of gaining a negative trait.




  These traits would negatively affect Lincia’s personality and behavior. And
  the number of negative traits directly influenced the type of ending you could
  reach.




  Even if Lincia survived all the way to the end, failing to manage her traits
  and stress properly could still lead you to the worst ending—the Tyrant
  Ending.




  So basically, from my supporting role, I had to resolve every crisis Lincia
  encountered and manage her mental health on top of that.



I nearly cursed out loud, but swallowed it back.


You’d be hard-pressed to find a game this hardcore.



  After taking a moment to compose myself, my eyes drifted to a line of text at
  the bottom—something not visible in the original game.





Remaining Survival Points: 4






  These were survival points, earned by avoiding dead ends or successfully
  advancing the story. I’d need to learn how to use them too.





Notice – In Death March Mode, you can use Survival Points to train the Empress. Survival Points are earned by avoiding dead ends or progressing the story.





That was the system’s explanation.


I casually moved my finger toward the survival points.


The moment I did, the six gray stat numbers lit up with color.



  I tapped one of the glowing stats, and with a satisfying “ping,” its value
  increased by one—up to 6.



 Cost: 2 Survival Points




Y / N





My eyes widened.


“No way… Is this a trainer?”


It was. A stat trainer.


Right. Maybe I won’t die so easily after all.


****



  When I boarded the carriage with Lincia, the coachman waved his arm, and the
  horses began to trot slowly toward the Grand Assembly Hall.

 



 




  Lincia sat across from me, gazing blankly out the window, her expression
  unreadable. Beside her, the head maid watched my every movement like a hawk.



Even so, I kept my focus on the status window.




Remaining Survival Points: 4






  From the quick test earlier, I knew I could use these points to enhance the
  Empress’s base six stats.



The cost to increase one stat was 2 points.



  Being able to manipulate stats that normally couldn’t be changed was basically
  a cheat.




  Of course, spending those points wasn’t without risk. To earn more, I’d have
  to actively avoid dead ends, and that meant diving into some seriously
  dangerous scenarios.



I debated for a moment whether I should save them or use them now.


The answer came quickly.


‘I’m using them.’



  I had no idea when a game over might hit. If there were tools to help, I’d be
  a fool not to use them.



I already knew which stat to boost.



  If there was one thing I’d learned after pouring over 500 hours into Raising
  the Empress, it was this: out of all six stats, Willpower was the most
  critical.




  Leadership? Combat? Intellect? Charm? Luck? They were nice, sure—but not
  essential.




  At least not in Act 1. Most choices or events early on didn’t require those.



But Willpower? It was the MVP from the prologue to the finale.


It was extremely effective at managing stress.


 Cost: 2 Survival Points




Y / N





Without hesitation, I increased Lincia’s Willpower by 1.



  I glanced at her. She was still staring indifferently out the window, unaware
  of the change that had just occurred.



Well… makes sense. One point wouldn’t be noticeable.


But if I pushed it a little more, maybe the results would be different.



  I opened the status window again, aiming to raise Willpower a second time.

 



 





[Cost: 4 Survival Points] [Required Achievement Level: 2]





Not enough Survival Points.


Achievement Level too low.


“Bastards.”


Of course. They wouldn’t let you cheat that easily.



  So each time you upgrade, the cost goes up. And now there’s an achievement
  level requirement too.



Meaning: in Act 1, the most you could increase a stat was once.



  Well, I suppose it’d be ridiculous if I dumped all my points into Intellect
  and suddenly turned her into a genius who could rival Rowan, the top court
  mage. That’d break the game.





Notice – There are limitations on which stats can be raised using Survival Points.





Gee, thanks for the late notice.


I let out a heavy sigh.


Grudgingly, I used my remaining 2 points to increase Luck by 1.


It wasn’t a particularly important stat, but hey—better than nothing.


With that done, I leaned back against the seat.



  We were scheduled to arrive at the Assembly Hall within the hour. Though I was
  technically here to escort Lincia, I didn’t have to pay much attention.




  No attacks or surprises would happen on the way there. If the game was
  accurate, the path would remain peaceful.



The real problem started inside the Assembly Hall.


And more than anything else…


I cast a sidelong glance at the head maid seated beside Lincia.


She noticed my gaze and quickly turned her head away.


Cold attitude—but I didn’t catch any hidden malice.


Still, for now, she was my number one suspect.


Dead End: Head Maid Melina.



  I even remembered the exact ending. Was it number 12? Something like that.



It was unforgettable.



  Midway through Act 1. The maid, who had been sweet and caring since the
  beginning, offered Lincia a cup of tea, just like always. Without a second
  thought, Lincia accepted.



And then she collapsed, coughing up blood—dead.


The cause? Poison.



  And not just from anyone, but from the head maid who had cared for her like a
  mother.

 



 




  It was one of the earliest and most brutal Raising the Empress
  endings—shocking players left and right.



There wasn’t even an explanation. That made it worse.


“Why do you keep staring at me?”


“It’s nothing.”


I looked away from Melina.


Nothing seemed off right now.


But someday, Melina would try to kill Lincia. That much was certain.


And that was just one of countless Dead Ends waiting for us.


I needed to stay sharp.


Clenching my jaw, I braced myself inwardly.


****


Lincia Airen was currently in quite the sour mood.



  She was being dragged to the Assembly Hall like a chess piece—no, more like an
  object being carted around. Naturally, she was displeased at being treated
  this way.




  Not that she couldn’t understand it. Lincia could very well be the last
  Empress. From the Empire’s perspective, she was someone they’d want to protect
  at all costs.



But that wasn’t what truly bothered her.



  At a more fundamental level, she felt an overwhelming sense of betrayal toward
  the knight before her—Freud.



‘He looked so upright… and turned out to be a total scoundrel?’



  Whether or not Freud realized what she was thinking, he just stared blankly
  ahead, eyes fixed on a single spot.




  Frustrated, Lincia shook her head and turned her gaze to the golden palace
  scenery passing by outside the carriage window.



’…They say Sir Freed’s nickname is ‘Mad Dog’?’



  Ever since that day when Melina told her about Freud’s reputation, Lincia had
  been shuddering in disbelief. From that point on, she began receiving constant
  reports—well, gossip—from Melina about him.




  ‘Apparently, he took some soldiers under the pretense of training and just
  beat the crap out of them.’

 



 



It was more rumor than intelligence.



  But for Lincia, stuck high in the tower, it wasn’t like she had any way to
  verify the truth. So all she could do was accept it at face value.




  And yet, even with those rumors, she had chosen Freud to be her personal
  guard. Reputation aside, he was the only one she felt she could truly trust.




  No matter what people said, hadn’t Freud risked his life to save her during
  the Foundation Day attack?




  She was genuinely grateful for that. She’d even planned to thank him properly.




  ’Rumor has it he seduced Sir Milia, one of the other royal guards, and spent
  the night with her. You know what ‘spending the night’ means, right?’



…She was going to thank him.


‘A-Ah… I-I know! It’s… it’s that thing, right?’


‘Yes, that. That~ thing.’



  She could still picture Melina’s sly grin as she teased her, leaving her
  flustered beyond belief.



Now Lincia sat trembling, her fists clenched tightly.


Spending the night—that thing.


She remembered sneaking into her father’s study when she was younger…


She hadn’t seen the act itself with her own eyes.


But the illustrations had explained everything in graphic detail.



  So explicit, so indecent… she wanted to cover her eyes just thinking about it.



And Sir Freud…


He had done that…


“You shameless brute!!”


Unable to bear imagining it any further, Lincia cried out loud.


And immediately regretted it.


“Ah…”



  Everyone—Melina, the coachman, the guards marching beside the carriage, and
  even Freud—turned toward her with confused expressions.



Lincia wished she could crawl into a hole and disappear.


“Is something the matter, Your Highness?”



  And in the middle of all that, Freud—this scoundrel—had the audacity to ask
  her with genuine concern, completely unfazed.

 



 



“N-No, it’s nothing…”


He was clearly a bad person, and yet…



  There was something undeniably knightly about him—especially in that shining
  armor, standing tall.



More than that, the gentle tone in his voice when asking how she was…



  Lincia couldn’t bring herself to answer. Instead, she lowered her head, cheeks
  flushed red, trying desperately to hide her face.



“……”



  Watching her, Melina wore a face like she had just lost everything in the
  world.

-- The End OF The Chapter --
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            Chapter 14: Status – (3)


I checked on Lincia’s condition.



  She stood perfectly still, her gaze fixed at her toes, not a single movement
  in sight.



“Are you feeling unwell, Your Highness?”


Her flushed face suggested she might have a fever.



  In the actual Raising the Empress game, Lincia sometimes fell ill due to
  random chance. Ignoring her condition would always lead to a dead-end, leaving
  the player clutching their head in frustration.



But her status screen showed no abnormal conditions.


Strange.



  I leaned forward and pressed the back of my hand against her forehead. It was
  a little warm, but nothing alarming.



Lincia’s eyes widened in shock, practically trembling with emotion.


“You don’t seem to have a fever.”


“Ah… Aah…”


“What do you think you’re doing?!”


Melina suddenly slapped my hand away from Lincia’s forehead.


It didn’t hurt much, but it definitely soured my mood.


With her forehead creased in fury, Melina scolded me sharply.



  “How dare you lay a hand on Her Highness’s sacred body! Even as her knight,
  you should know your place!”



“…My apologies.”


I acted without thinking, treating her like a little sister.



  But come to think of it, Lincia was destined to be the Empress of the Empire.
  No matter how close I was as her guard, I shouldn’t have touched her so
  carelessly.



Melina was glaring at me like she was ready to commit murder.


Looking at her expression, a question crept into my mind.



  Someone who treasures Lincia this much—what could possibly cause her to betray
  her?



What happened between them?


“No, it’s fine, Melina.”


It was Lincia who calmed the situation first.



  She tidied her messy bangs, then lifted her head. Though her face was still
  red, she had regained her composure.



“I’m fine now. I think I was just a bit nervous.”
 



 



“I see.”



  Soon, Lincia would be standing before the Council of Elders to prove her
  worth.



It was only natural for her to be tense ahead of such a pivotal moment.


“Thank you… for your concern.”


She gave a soft smile as she spoke.



  It was a beautiful, composed smile—so much so that I couldn’t help but smile
  myself.



Of course, Melina still looked like she’d bitten into a lemon.


Man, I’m seriously hated.


The life of a so-called scoundrel isn’t easy.


****



  Like in the game, no unexpected ambushes occurred on our way to the Grand
  Assembly Hall.




  Though it normally took only twenty minutes on foot, the carriage took nearly
  an hour, winding around multiple paths before arriving at the destination.



“We’ve arrived.”



  As the driver spoke and opened the side door, a massive structure came into
  view.



It looked somewhat like a baseball stadium—no, more like the Pentagon.



  In any case, it was massive. I’d expected as much, but it still overwhelmed
  me.




  This was the setting of Act 1 in Raising the Empress—the Grand Assembly Hall.



As we disembarked, I saw Millia and Rowan waiting to escort us.


The moment Lincia hopped out of the carriage, all eyes fell on her.


“Ah… Aah.”


Rowan suddenly let out a moan.



  Then, dragging his robe behind him, he rushed over, planted a kiss on her
  hand, and bowed repeatedly.



“Ohhhhh!”


“…Excuse me?”


Lincia, startled, instinctively flinched. But Rowan didn’t stop.



  “Princess Lincia, you’ve returned safely…! Ah, the Empire’s legacy still lives
  on! This is truly a miracle from the heavens!”



“Um… who are you?”



  “Ah! Forgive my delay in introductions. I am Rowan Cassiere, Royal Court
  Magician. I served the Emperor for nearly twenty years. We may have met a few
  times when you were young, though I don’t expect you to remember.”

 



 



“…I’m sorry.”



  “Not at all, Your Highness! There’s no need to apologize. It’s only natural.
  But to see you bloom into such a graceful young lady… I, Rowan, am truly
  moved.”



Was he always like this?


It was unexpected.


Then again, he didn’t have a single line in the game.


After Act 1, he practically turned into a ghost. You never saw him again.



  “The tragedy on Foundation Day… I deeply regret it. I failed to protect my
  liege. If you must hate me, I understand. Please, strike me if it will bring
  you peace.”



“…I don’t hate you.”


“No, no. You’re being too kind. Please, feel free to hate me.”


“I… really don’t…”



  Lincia glanced at me with a desperate please save me look, but I casually
  turned my eyes away.



I had a feeling things would get messier if I stepped in.



  Eventually, after several awkward minutes, Lincia managed to escape Rowan’s
  grasp.



Her dazed, wobbly steps reminded me of a drenched kitten.


“Good work.”


“…That was exhausting.”



  With a long sigh, Lincia stepped up beside me. Millia, who had been standing
  nearby, gave a formal salute.



“I’m relieved to see you unharmed, Your Highness.”


“And you are…?”


“Millia Liantour, your royal guard.”


“….”


Silence fell.



  Millia bowed her head and waited for Lincia to respond, but the princess kept
  her lips tightly sealed, her gaze fixed on the back of Millia’s head.



“Millia Liantour.”


“Yes, Your Highness.”



  Lincia repeated the name softly. Millia carefully observed her reaction, but
  nothing changed.



Not a single word followed.


In the end, Millia, still bent at the waist, awkwardly stepped back.
 



 



“Why is Her Highness acting like that? Did I offend her somehow?”


“No idea.”


Millia looked like she was on the verge of tears, but I just shrugged.


Seriously—I had no clue either.


Maybe it was the emotional whiplash from dealing with Rowan?



  One moment, she was sharp; the next, she was warm. Then she’d suddenly raise
  her voice, only to turn ice-cold again.



Today, Lincia’s mood swings were wild.


****



  A bit later, we were guided into the hall by a belatedly arrived
  administrator.




  The outer corridor was narrow—barely enough space for two adult men to stretch
  their arms. We had no choice but to walk single file, and I ended up in the
  rear.




  “Now that I think about it, this must be Princess Lincia’s first time visiting
  the Assembly Hall.”



“Yes.”



  “It’s not often the Elder Council convenes. This is the first time in thirty
  years. For reference, the last meeting was to defeat the most notorious
  necromancer in history. That necromancer—”



“Amazing.”


“…Ah. Yes, it was, wasn’t it.”



  Trying to lighten the mood, the administrator kept talking, but Lincia’s
  responses were lukewarm—no, more like razor-sharp.




  Sweat beaded on the poor man’s brow. He was probably panicking inside,
  wondering if he’d said something inappropriate.



I didn’t know what had gotten into her either. Was this… puberty?



  With the protagonist silent, only the sound of our footsteps echoed down the
  long corridor.



As we walked, I couldn’t help but reflect on the game again.


‘The real nonsense starts now.’


My first memories of Raising the Empress came flooding back.


Including the first ending I ever saw.



  A dead-end so absurd, it sent every first-time player’s brain flying to
  Andromeda.



If I was remembering right… it would happen right about here.
 



 



The corridor gradually widened until we entered a circular chamber.



  In front of us stood a massive door, as tall as a three-story building. At the
  top, a stone gargoyle spread its wings wide, frozen in a mid-roar.



Yep. This was definitely the Empire. Everything was over-the-top.


“Ooooh.”


Even Millia and the attendants couldn’t hide their awe at the sight.



  I was no different—but I quickly snapped out of it and took a few steps back.



Clunk.


Rumble…


With a heavy groan, the gate slowly began to open.


The twin doors parted gradually, light spilling through the widening gap.



  The brightness that poured in was intense—probably because of the stark
  contrast between the dark corridor and the chamber beyond.



Everything was washed out in white.


Which meant no one could clearly see what was happening around them.


“…Hoo.”


And in that blinding moment, I waited—for just the right timing.


I forced my eyes wide open, scanning the blindingly bright chamber.



  The royal guards had dropped their vigilance, completely entranced by the
  overwhelming sight of the colossal gates slowly parting as if to welcome
  giants.



Cra-crack—!



  With the gates halfway open, a sharp, metallic screech echoed through the
  hall, as if something had snapped in two.



It was almost time.


I moved.


With swift, deliberate steps, I made my way straight toward Lincia.


“Out of the way.”


I shoved aside a bothersome attendant and flung a soldier behind me.


“What the hell?!”


“Sir Freud! What in the world are you doing?!”


Cries of protest rang out as more guards rushed toward me.



  But I ignored them and pressed forward, unwavering in my direction—toward
  Lincia.



The guards trying to restrain me were quickly thrown to the ground.


My walk turned into a sprint.
 



 



At last, I reached Lincia.


“...Sir Freud?”


She looked at me, confused and taken aback.


“Pardon me for a moment.”


“Huh?”


Lincia let out a startled squeak.


And then—from above—came the sound of something snapping.


Crack!


There was no time to hesitate.


I grabbed her by the shoulders and yanked her into my arms.


Then I leapt back.


“You dare lay your hands upon Her Highness?! This is outrageous!”


The administrator shouted, his face flushed crimson.


But a moment later—


BOOOOOM!



  A terrifying gust of air howled as a massive object crashed into the spot
  where Lincia had just stood.



It was the gargoyle statue perched atop the gates.



  Its wings, once spread wide in a majestic pose, now became tools of
  destruction as gravity pulled it down with devastating force. The impact was
  bone-rattling, the sound gruesome as the gargoyle shattered on impact.



Whoooosh…



  Dust and debris swept through the room, blanketing everything in a blinding
  haze.



A scream echoed somewhere in the chaos.


Then, Rowan’s gravelly voice boomed through the chamber.


“Damn it! Everyone, get down!”



  Before his words had even finished, a gentle hum resonated through the air,
  and a translucent blue dome formed around us.




  With the dust cleared by the barrier, we could finally make out our
  surroundings again.




  Rowan stood with his arm extended toward the ceiling, having conjured a
  wide-area protection spell.



Millia had lowered her stance and was halfway through drawing her sword.



  The attendants were crouched down, trembling and shielding themselves as best
  they could, while the guards I had knocked down remained frozen, stunned
  speechless.



“Are you all right?”


“……”



  Lincia, still in my arms, stared blankly at the shattered remains of the
  gargoyle with a pale face, drained of color.



“Hey, Freud! Is Her Highness unharmed?!”
 



 



The administrator was the first to run over.


Moments later, Melina followed in a panic, checking Lincia’s condition.



  Thankfully, because I had moved fast enough, she was physically unharmed. Even
  the flying debris had been shielded by my body. But the psychological shock
  must have been severe—she hadn’t even blinked yet.



“Her Highness is in danger! Get her inside, now!”


“What… What the hell was that?!”



  The attendants finally understood what was happening and scrambled into
  motion.




  As murmurs grew louder, servants from deeper inside the Assembly Hall came
  running out.




  No one had expected the intact gargoyle to suddenly fall like that. They all
  wore the same dumbfounded expression.



I knelt down and picked up a shard from one of the gargoyle’s wings.



  With the stone fragment in hand, I turned my gaze toward the partially opened
  gate.



More precisely—toward the presence behind it. Watching us.


“Quite the enthusiastic welcome.”


The mastermind of the Elder Council—


Edwin Faylid.


The final boss of Act 1.


There was no doubt this was his doing.


 Ending - #22 / “Calculated Coincidence”




Outcome: Avoided


Survival Points: +1
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  Chapter 15: The Elder Council - (1)



The gargoyle that had stood guard for centuries suddenly fell.



  And standing in its place—was the woman destined to become the Empire’s next
  Empress.



An event so improbable it was almost absurd.


Naturally, chaos broke out.



  The Grand Assembly Hall was temporarily shut down, and the Royal Guard scoured
  every inch of the building to protect the key figures present.




  Attendants whispered amongst themselves, calling it an ominous sign—or even a
  curse from the Cult.



After all, it was too perfect to be dismissed as mere coincidence.


“The Elder Council has been postponed.”



  Two hours after the commotion, the steward finally spoke, his expression grim.




  His hands were clasped behind his back, but his trembling triple chin betrayed
  his unease with every word he uttered.




  “Of course, the session hasn’t been entirely canceled. We plan to reconvene
  tomorrow morning.”



“That’s understandable.”


Too many resources had already been spent to halt the Elder Council now.



  This assembly, convened after decades, was to determine the next
  emperor—cancellation was not an option.




  “For now, according to Lautrec, there were no signs of intrusion from outside.
  Rowan is currently analyzing the fallen statue. We’ll soon know whether this
  was a coincidence… or a calculated inevitability.”




  It was the testimony of a knight with overwhelming spirit-based tracking
  ability and a mage who personally constructed the Grand Assembly Hall’s
  protective barrier. It had to be the truth.




  Most importantly, Act I involved no outside enemies—no cults, no foreign
  agents.



Only internal strife and palace conspiracies.


That was the true main plotline.


“How is Her Highness doing?”


“I don’t know. No one’s been allowed inside.”


The steward gestured with his chin toward a room behind him.


It was being guarded like a fortress.



  The chamber prepared inside the Assembly Hall for Lincia. Reinforced with
  layers of magical defense and physical alarms, it was virtually
  impregnable—even for the most elite assassins.

 



 



…At least, that’s what Rowan had said. So it should be fine.


“She must be deeply shaken.”


“As expected.”



  She had narrowly escaped death. Had I not intervened in time, she’d have been
  flattened like a dried fish.




  For someone like Lincia, still so inexperienced, it must’ve been a massive
  shock.




  Honestly, if I didn’t have prior knowledge from the game, I probably would’ve
  panicked too.



I had to check on her. Make sure she wasn’t too stressed.


I slowly approached the door and knocked.


No response.


I knocked again and spoke.


“It’s Freud.”


There was a moment of silence.


“……Come in.”


Then a quiet voice slipped through the crack in the door.


I turned the unlocked knob and stepped into the room.



  Inside were Lincia and Melina. Lincia was staring blankly at a spot on the
  ceiling, clearly spaced out, while Melina fidgeted anxiously by her side.



“Your Highness.”


“……Sir Freud.”


Our eyes met. A spark of life flickered in her previously unfocused gaze.


“It seems someone out there wants me dead.”


She tried to sound detached, but her voice clearly trembled with fear.


Someone was trying to kill her.



  Of course, Lincia had likely considered the possibility. But knowing something
  and facing it in reality were two entirely different things.



“N-no! This was just a coincidence! That’s all!”


“Right. A coincidence… carefully orchestrated to look like an accident.”


“Your Highness!”


Melina desperately tried to calm her, but it was no use.


She glanced at me and whispered urgently,


“Say something—anything! Reassure her!”



  I shrugged, then knelt on one knee before Lincia, aligning my gaze with hers
  as she sat.

 



 




  I chose my words carefully. I didn’t want to lie, but I also didn’t want to be
  cruel.



“……Someone is targeting Your Highness’s life.”


“What are you saying?!”


Melina cried out in protest.


But Lincia slowly turned her eyes away, her voice flat and dry.


“That much is clear.”


“This won’t be the last attempt.”


“I’m sure.”


“But there’s no need to worry.”


I placed a hand on my chest.


“I will protect you. No matter what.”



  The knowledge I gained from playing the game—if I used it well, I could shield
  Lincia from harm.



I wasn’t just any player.



  I was the supreme pervert who had collected every single bad ending in Raising
  the Empress.



Maybe she felt my resolve.


Lincia slowly closed her eyes.


When she opened them again, her usual gleam had returned.



  “More than a hundred comforting words from others… Sir Freud, your one
  sentence is what finally makes me feel safe.”



She smiled softly.


“I wonder why. You feel like someone with great power.”


“That’s too much praise, Your Highness.”


Truly, it was.


 Lincia Hodier Airen




[Achievement Level: 1 / Empress of Twilight]


[Leadership 5] [Combat 5] [Intellect 5]



[Willpower 5] [Charm 5] [Luck 6]


[Stress 6/10]


[Traits List]


[Remaining Survival Points: 4]






I let out a breath of relief as I checked her status.


Her stress hadn’t risen.



  Maybe it was because I raised her Willpower stat. Or maybe I helped, or maybe…
  she was just always this composed.




  Looks like I wasn’t the only one who grew stronger after the tragedy of
  Founding Day.




  That was good. Normally, this part of the game was where her stress level
  spiked.



I gave Lincia a respectful bow and left the room.



  I’d barely walked a few steps past the door when I heard a sharp voice behind
  me.



“What the hell do you think you’re doing?!”



  I turned around to find Melina, glaring fiercely with her brows furrowed deep.

 



 




  “Her Highness is fragile right now. You should be comforting her—not piling on
  more fear!”



“I couldn’t lie to her.”



  What was the point of offering false hope, when the truth would come crashing
  down anyway?



More importantly, Lincia already knew the reality of her situation.


But Melina wasn’t satisfied. She stomped her foot in frustration.


“So what is your real goal, huh?”


“Goal?”



  “Are you trying to win Her Highness’s favor? Playing the role of the perfect
  knight?”



Her voice was deadly serious.


She wasn’t just lashing out in anger—she truly meant it.



  I didn’t respond right away, and Melina must’ve thought she had me cornered.
  She pressed on.




  “I’ve heard plenty about you. Freud Escoval, the Mad Dog! You’re after her
  body, or money, or glory—right?”



“……”



  “Don’t think I can’t see through you. Do you know how many lowlifes like you
  approach my mistress every year? Our family has served House Airen for over a
  century. I myself have served the imperial family for over thirty years. I’ve
  seen your kind more times than I can count.”



“No, I—”


“You’re all the same.”


Crack.


It sounded like someone was grinding their teeth.



  “I know exactly what your intentions are. But for now, since Her Highness
  trusts you—and you did save her life—I’m letting it go.”



“……”



  “She’s already under immense emotional pressure. So please, don’t say anything
  that might make it worse.”



Her final words were half a plea.



  “I’ve served Lady Lincia since she was a newborn. That’s why I know her better
  than anyone. She’s still just a girl. She never even got to enjoy the
  privileges most people my age grew up with.”

 



 



Melina sank to the floor.



  “Why does the world insist on placing its fate on someone like her? That
  burden belongs to someone stronger. If I’m being honest… right now, I just
  want to take Her Highness and run away—past the borders, far from all of
  this.”



Watching her made my chest feel tight.


It was hard to meet her gaze.


Every word she spat was filled with unfiltered sincerity.


“You’re mistaken.”


“Liar!”


Which made it even harder to understand.


Why, then, was she one of the main culprits in the bad ending?


Why did she end up poisoning the Empress’s tea?


“I should go.”


I stood up abruptly.


Any more conversation, and I felt like I’d lose all sense of truth.


Besides, nothing I said would’ve convinced her.


She called after me, but I ignored it and kept walking.


****



  As I wandered the hallways of the Grand Assembly Hall, my thoughts swirled.



“This doesn’t make sense.”



  Even after playing Raising the Empress hundreds of times, I never noticed
  anything off.




  But now that I was actually inside this world, I couldn’t ignore the
  discrepancies anymore.




  The people I’d met—main characters of the game—were nothing like their in-game
  counterparts.



The composed knight Freud was a belligerent brute.


The scheming villainess Melina was a fiercely loyal handmaiden.


And Lincia… she wasn’t just some naive child.


Every little difference was throwing me off.


“Ugh, this is driving me insane.”


I groaned and clutched my head.



  I was supposed to use my game knowledge to survive—but instead, I was getting
  buried in it.



At this point, I couldn’t even brag about being reincarnated into a game.


Not that it’s something worth bragging about anyway.
 



 




  After a long moment, I noticed Rowan and Millia approaching from down the
  corridor.



Their faces were grim.



  Rowan was the first to speak. He reached into his coat and pulled out a small
  case.



“We found this embedded in the broken part of the statue.”


A gem, darkened and stone-like.



  I instantly recognized it. It looked exactly like one of the item icons from
  Raising the Empress.



“A Spellstone.”



  “Exactly. Someone used this to rapidly corrode the statue. It activates when
  exposed to strong light—specifically, when the door opens. It was meant to
  fall at that exact moment.”




  With a serious expression, Rowan held the Spellstone under a nearby
  candelabrum.



Wuuuuuum.


The stone glowed a sinister red.


Millia frowned at the eerie glow.


“Is there any way to trace who used it?”


She asked, and I shook my head.



  It’s a magical item designed for sabotage—shouldn’t it at least leave a trail?



Rowan lowered his head in shame.


“We tried… but failed. It’s protected by a powerful anti-tracking spell.”


Useless.



  All those fancy security measures? If this was an inside job, they were
  worthless. And we couldn’t even trace the culprit?



No wonder Rowan doesn’t show up after Act 1.



  “The caster must be an exceptionally skilled mage. Likely more powerful than
  me. And I’m sure… they’re still inside this hall.”



That did narrow it down.


There weren’t many high-level mages in the Elder Council.


In fact, only one person fit the bill.


Edwin Faylid.


Chairman of the Elder Council.


An Elder Elf who’s helped uphold the Empire for over two centuries.


And the boss of Act 1.



  No doubt he was the one who brought down that statue. The Spellstone confirmed
  it.

 



 




  But knowing who the villain was didn’t mean I could just storm in and arrest
  him.




  Accuse the Elder Council’s Chairman without hard evidence? I’d be jailed for
  treason.




  And I didn’t stand a chance against Edwin’s power—or that of his followers.



No, I had to play the long game.



  His first assassination attempt had failed. From here on, he’d likely prolong
  the Council sessions and try again.




  My job was to protect Lincia, wait for Edwin to slip up, and expose his plot
  to the world.



That was the proper route.


Even in the game, the story unfolded this way.


No need to act rashly.


I looked over at Rowan.



  He wasn’t the most reliable ally, but in terms of magical skill, I had no
  better option right now.




  “Rowan. The culprit probably planted more of these Spellstones around the
  hall. Can you find them?”



“Hmm…”


He hesitated, but didn’t say no.


It would be difficult—but doable.


“Millia.”


I turned to her.



  The moment I looked her way, she stood up straight like a cadet awaiting
  orders.



Kind of looked like I was some old-school boot-camp sergeant.


Oh well.


I walked up to Millia and gently took her arm.


“Care to join me for a stroll? Let’s get some fresh air.”


“Wh-what?!”


Millia yelped, eyes wide as saucers.


What? What’s with that reaction?



  She darted her gaze around nervously, then lowered her head and glanced up at
  me with a strangely bashful expression.



“U-um… why?”


“What do you mean, ‘why’?”


We’re going to look for evidence, obviously.
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            Chapter 16: The Elder Council – (2)


The council chamber was circular in design, surrounded on the outer edges by private guest quarters.


In other words, the building also served as a lodging facility. Given that matters serious enough to convene the Council of Elders often required meetings that lasted several days, the structure had been built with that in mind.


But now, the once-imposing corridors were utterly silent—spotless, as if even dust dared not settle there.


Since the recent upheaval, the Council had been temporarily shut down. The only signs of life were the occasional palace guards patrolling the halls.


In the game, these events weren’t fully illuminated, but in this first arc, Lincia experiences multiple ambushes disguised as accidents.


The statue incident was only one example. No doubt they’ve hidden more traps.


With that in mind, I brought Millia with me to thoroughly search the chamber. I had left it in Rowan’s hands originally, but I couldn’t bring myself to trust him entirely.


“Nothing... as expected.”


That was the conclusion of our search.


We spent hours scouring the place like we were hunting mice, but nothing suspicious turned up. Not behind the candelabras, not under the rugs. Not a single spellstone or even a pebble. No suspicious individuals either.


Kora, who was on patrol duty, scurried off the moment we bumped into her—but let’s ignore that for now.


Even Milia, with her keen instincts, found nothing. That likely meant the place was actually safe.


Then again, the enemy probably had no reason to make a move just yet. Most likely, they’d act right before the meeting began, when everyone let their guard down. Maybe they planned to hide a spellstone in Lincia’s path.


Which meant I’d have to come back early tomorrow morning and do another sweep.
 



 



“How troublesome.”


But I couldn’t leave Lincia’s side either. Not with things as they were.


“Milia, I need a favor.”


That’s why I decided to use Milia.


There probably wasn’t a single knight stronger than her here right now.


Milia flinched when I called her name, then gave a small nod.


“What is it?”


“There’s someone we need to keep an eye on. You could say they’re the mastermind behind all this.”


Milia’s expression shifted instantly at my words.


I motioned for her to lean closer and whispered in her ear.


“Edwin Faylid. Could you keep watch on him?”


“W-What?! The Chief Speaker?!”


“Hey, hey! Keep your voice down!”


“Hnnf!”


I quickly clamped a hand over her mouth.


What if someone overheard that?


If Edwin caught wind that I was tailing him, he’d cover his tracks and everything would fall apart. That’s why I had to stop Milia’s outburst, but… the situation ended up looking… weird.


Like I was attacking her or something.


Unfortunately, I wasn’t the only one who thought so.


Milia’s eyes shimmered with tears.


And when I looked around, I saw Kora in the distance, staring at me wide-eyed in horror.


I really didn’t want to get caught up in some ridiculous rumor, so I gently pulled Milia down the corridor, toward a more private hallway.


“Just stay quiet for a second.”


A dead-end hallway. The man who had just covered her mouth standing in front of her.


Maybe that’s why her glittering turquoise eyes darted around, unsure of where to focus.


“Someone might hear us. Let’s keep our voices down. Nod if you understand.”


Nod. Nod.


“What I’m about to tell you—don’t tell anyone. Not even the princess. Not even Lautrec. Got it?”
 



 



Nod. Nod.


“The one targeting the princess is Edwin Faylid. He’s behind all this.”


Shake. Shake.


“If you don’t believe me, that’s fine. But I’m serious. You’ve never seen me lie, have you?”


Nod. Nod. Ah, maybe she has…


“Okay, well… even if I have before, this time I’m not. This is serious. I don’t have the luxury to joke around right now.”


Milia must’ve realized I wasn’t playing around—she swallowed nervously.


Only then did I remove my hand.


Milia whispered, her voice barely audible.


“But… why? Why do you suspect the Chief Speaker? He’s been loyal to the Empire for over two hundred years.”


“Hm.”


“And didn’t he recently present rare treasures to His Majesty? He’s clearly loyal!”


“It’s hard to explain. Let’s just call it… a hunch.”


Honestly, it’s difficult to put into words.


Suddenly telling her to spy on the Chief Speaker would probably sound absurd. And I didn’t really know how to explain it without sounding crazy.


As I was wracking my brain for a plausible excuse, Milia suddenly asked:


“So this… this is a secret mission, right?”


“Huh?”


“A mission that no one else can know about. Just between you and me, Sir Freed?”


...The way she phrased that made it sound weird.


Still, her expression was so sincere that I couldn’t bring myself to deny it.


I gave a small nod.


“Yeah. A secret mission.”


“Then… it’s an important one?”


“Of course it is.”


Lincia’s life was at stake. Of course it was important.


“Then… why are you entrusting this important mission to me?”


I looked at Milia.


Serious eyes. Lips tightly pressed together, waiting for my answer.
 



 



She looked like a kid at Halloween, standing at the door with a bucket in hand.


Was I supposed to give her candy?


I almost laughed, but held it in.


Instead, I gave her the answer she clearly wanted to hear.


“Because you’re the only one I trust. Knight Millia Liantour.”


“Hngh…”


“You’re the only one who can do this. Lautrec is busy guarding the perimeter, and Rowan… well, I don’t trust him. I can’t give this to a random soldier either. That’d be even worse.”


Milia slowly nodded.


“So… I’m the only hope left, huh?”


“That’s right. You’re my last card.”


Not really my last, but close enough.


Milia relaxed at my words.


Her previously stiff expression melted, like a forgotten popsicle on a summer day.


And when she spoke again, her face was the very picture of resolve.


“I’ll do my best. I won’t let you down.”


“That’s the spirit.”


…Come to think of it.


She’s kind of… simple.


No, not kind of. Very. Almost overly so.


But in a weird way, that made her even more trustworthy.


A naïve genius.


That might be the most accurate way to describe Millia.


***


The next morning, the council chamber reopened.


The Council of Elders had reconvened.


Standing at the entrance, I watched Lincia trying her best to look composed.


“Nervous, Your Highness?”


“W-What? No! Not at all!”


She swayed slightly, trying to appear calm, but the way her legs dangled and shook beneath her seat betrayed her.


In just a few minutes, she’d be standing in the center of the chamber, surrounded by figures who were, without exaggeration, the very pillars of the Empire.


It’d be weirder not to be nervous.


“Inside, the Chief Speaker and other high-ranking nobles are already seated.”
 



 



The official, tapping his gull-shaped mustache, added,


“But there’s no need for you to worry, Your Highness. It’s a mere formality. With no other contenders to the throne, there won’t be much debate.”


Yes. That’s how it should go.


But I knew what was about to unfold, so I stayed quiet.


Lincia seemed somewhat reassured by the official’s words and hopped off her chair.


“All right. Let’s go.”


She slowly pushed the chamber doors open.


I followed close behind.


Once we emerged from the long tunnel, it felt like stepping into a snowy world.


That was the impression the chamber gave—with its pure white decor. I had seen it in-game, but the real thing was far more impressive.


Whoever designed this place must’ve had a serious obsession with the color white. From the chairs to the grand chandelier hanging overhead, everything was pristine and pale.


...Hopefully, that thing doesn’t fall on us.


“Please take your seats.”


I sat directly behind Lincia.


From there, I surveyed the chamber’s occupants.


Most were elderly, though a few younger figures were mixed in.


What they all had in common was their extravagant attire and glittering jewels.


If they were attending the Council of Elders, they had to be major players.


And seated at the highest position among them—only the most influential figures in the Empire were allowed there.


At the center, holding a gavel with stately authority, one man looked down at Lincia.


Chief Speaker Edwin Faylid.


“Now that Her Highness has arrived, let us begin the meeting.”


At that moment, Edwin raised the gavel and brought it down with a sharp swing.


Bang. Bang.


With Lincia’s entrance, the chamber stirred. The rumors had finally taken form—proof, now standing before them in the flesh. It was only natural for them to be shocked. After all, the princess everyone believed to be dead was very much alive.
 



 



Though there was some commotion, the meeting itself proceeded without issue.


The proceedings, cloaked in ceremony and pomp, were undeniably dull. Yet the air was heavy with seriousness, so I kept my expression locked in place.


The actual content of the meeting barely registered. The speeches were buried in archaic language and ornate flourishes, making it hard to grasp even the core of what was being said.


So instead, I kept my eyes fixed on Edwin.


He hadn’t spoken a single word since the meeting began. He simply stared at Lincia, expressionless.


Then, his eyes met mine.


Eyes honed and weathered by centuries. That sharp gleam in his gaze—undeniably the eyes of a sage. There was no other way someone could survive the tempests of hundreds of years without becoming something like that.


“……”


A faint smile tugged at his lips.


And right at that moment, a young man stood up abruptly and raised his voice.


“The Empire is in need of change. A transformation of its very foundation.”


So it begins.


I shifted my attention back to the proceedings.


The man continued to speak, his voice gaining strength.


“The royal family has no future! We must embrace a new path! One where this very council rules the Empire with wisdom and clarity!”


He launched into a passionate speech.


The core of his proposal was simple: A republic.


To put it plainly, a government where sovereignty belongs to the people.


And the way to achieve it? Elevate the Council of Elders to the Empire’s supreme governing body. Dissolve the dying bloodline of the royal family and transfer all authority to the council.
 



 



In flattering terms, it was a revolution. In blunt terms, treason.


“Ridiculous! What nonsense is this?!”


Naturally, many leapt to their feet. Overturning the entire system? A claim too outrageous to accept. To call for a revolution in times like these was practically a death sentence.


In any other era, saying something like that would have gotten him dragged straight to the Imperial Court of Justice. His assets confiscated, and eventually, his head taken.


But that was if only one man had spoken.


“I agree.”


With that, another raised their hand.


And another.


And another.


Like a stone dropped into a still pond, the ripples began to spread—distorting everything they touched.


In an instant, the chamber spiraled into chaos.


Those who had initially responded with calm rebuttals were now shouting, and soon, hurling insults. The opposition responded in kind, throwing aside any pretense of decorum.


It didn’t matter how flimsy the logic was—once the volume rose, the matter became serious. The chaos wasn’t an accident. It was a trap, dragging the meeting into a mire for one clear reason:


To buy time.


“Disgusting.”


I turned my gaze to Edwin, who was watching the disorder with a glint of amusement.


He was smiling at Lincia. Like a man who had just found a new form of entertainment.


Alarmed by that look, I quickly turned to Lincia.


She seemed frozen—utterly overwhelmed by the battlefield unraveling before her eyes.


I couldn’t see her expression, but the tension in her shoulders, the stillness in her form—it all screamed despair.


This… was bad.
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            Chapter 17: The Elder Council - (3)


Lincia glanced around.


The meeting was growing more heated by the minute. Voices were raised, icy stares clashed, and each participant began expressing their own opinions, spurred on by a single shout.


“A dynasty that has lasted a thousand years! And now you’re saying we should scrap the Airen Dynasty and build something new? At a time like this? What utter nonsense!”


A bearded old man dressed in ornate robes spat with fury as he shouted. If Lincia remembered correctly, he had once taught imperial statecraft to both her father and older brother.


He had always been strict and rigid in his thinking, and he often scolded them. Perhaps that was why she remembered being afraid of him since childhood.


“Precisely because of the current crisis, it’s more reason to push forward with change. It seems, sir, that you are still shackled by outdated ideals.”


The man who countered him was relatively young. He was the Council Chairman of Elvendel, one of the empire’s six great cities—renowned for his pragmatic leadership. Lincia had heard whispers that he had recently joined the Elder Council with overwhelming support.


“What was that?! Are you out of your mind?!”


“I believe everyone here knows who’s truly being absurd and who’s raising their voice in this sacred chamber—everyone, except perhaps you.”


“How dare you, you arrogant brat! Who was foolish enough to let someone like you onto the council?!”


“Please reflect on that yourself—a relic of a bygone era.”


Their argument quickly escalated, with factions forming on either side. As nearly dozens of people began shouting differing opinions all at once, the council chamber descended into chaos.


This wasn’t what the official had described at all. The meeting was far more intense than anyone had anticipated.
 



 



“...Why?”


Lincia murmured blankly.


It hit her with sudden clarity.


Not a single person here was looking at her.


What was the purpose of convening the Elder Council? Was it not to decide the future of the crumbling empire—to formally name her as the next empress?


Yet Lincia, who should have been at the center of it all, was standing alone.


She wasn’t a participant. She was a symbol—nothing more than the statue placed in the center of the hall.


A castaway on a remote island. A commodity placed on a display shelf. People observed her, set a price, haggled, and discussed her like a product.


She might as well have been a fish laid bare on the chopping block.


It felt as if she’d been stripped bare and thrown into the street with not a thread of clothing on.


There was a crushing loneliness.


Even though she was surrounded by people, Lincia felt utterly alone.


Gulp.


She swallowed hard. Her mouth was parched. She tried to move her tongue, but it wouldn’t budge.


“Hhh...”


She forced her lips open.


“E-Excuse me...!”


But—


“……”


The moment she did, cold, indifferent eyes swept over her—and she froze, words dying in her throat.


None of those gazes held even the faintest shred of kindness.


Even the old man who’d shouted for the preservation of the Airen Dynasty looked at her as if she were a decorative statue in a garden.


Her body trembled. She hadn’t even felt this way during the National Founding Day, when she’d walked through dangers to reach the ceremony. Not even when a stone monument had nearly crushed her.


But now, in this very moment, Lincia realized something chilling.


She was nothing more than a coin without an owner—everyone wanted to claim that coin for themselves.
 



 



There was no one in this room who would speak out for her—truly for her sake.


Those sharp eyes... they scanned her greedily from head to toe.


This wasn’t a council meeting.


It was a battlefield.


And Lincia stood unarmed.


Overwhelmed by fatigue, isolation, and the sensation of being pushed to the very edge—


She shut her eyes tightly.


And then—


“Your Highness, please steady yourself.”


A hand touched her back.


Rough hands—but they carried unmistakable warmth.


The low voice that followed held concern.


Even without opening her eyes, Lincia knew who it was.


“...Sir Freud.”


“They won’t try to understand. Please don’t say anything more. Staying silent is the best course for now.”


“...Alright.”


Only then did Lincia understand.


The reason she hadn’t lost her composure amidst the danger—


It was simple.


Because he was here. Because Freud would handle everything.


That realization filled her with an almost eerie calm. Like warming oneself by a fireplace in the heart of winter, the tension drained from her body.


“Are you feeling better now?”


As her trembling ceased, Freud pulled his hand away.


And oddly, Lincia felt a tinge of disappointment at the loss of that warmth.


“Thanks to you.”


She opened her eyes and turned around.


A knight clad in ash-grey. His armor and hair were nearly colorless, but his eyes shone with brilliant silver.


When their eyes met, he gave her a small smile. His lips twisted awkwardly—clearly not used to smiling—but that awkwardness only made it feel more genuine.


“I’m alright now.”


She turned back to face the council.


Those hostile gazes still bore down on her.


But she was no longer afraid.


Knock. Knock.


At that moment, Edwin, seated at the head of the chamber, tapped his gavel.
 



 



All eyes shifted toward him.


“This discussion is getting out of hand. I believe a short recess is in order.”


With a sly grin, Edwin glanced toward Lincia.


It was a chilling expression.


“More importantly, it seems Princess Lincia is quite exhausted. Let’s adjourn today’s meeting here.”


With that, the tumultuous session was suspended.


****


After the meeting ended, Lincia’s guards, led by the administrative officer, escorted her back to her chambers. Thankfully, no outsiders were allowed in, for safety.


Lincia sat silently by the window while her handmaidens, including Melina, hovered nearby in uncertainty.


“To think they’d be this defiant...”


“It must be someone’s scheme.”


The Elder Council, which had seemed so likely to proceed without issue, had hit an unexpected wall.


Even the once-confident official was nervously adjusting his glasses and wiping sweat from his brow.


He likely hadn’t expected talk of dismantling the dynasty or overhauling the imperial system to gain so much support.


Given the history of the Empire, such ideas were absurd—impossible to realize.


And yet, these discussions were exactly what Edwin had intended.


“Whoever it is, their goal is to stall for time—introducing ludicrous proposals just to cloud the meeting’s true purpose.”


I finally spoke.


“That man likely intends to harm Her Highness in the confusion.”


“That’s outrageous!”


The official snapped.


But to my surprise, Rowan nodded.


“There’s logic in that. But what would his motive be?”


“That...”


The ambition of Edwin Faylid.


He was a man with vast aspirations.


His ultimate goal was to raise the status of the elves—who had been oppressed for centuries since the founding of the Empire—and establish a new, elf-centered regime.


He likely hadn’t planned such a treacherous move from the start.
 



 



But with the death of the powerful late Emperor, and the sudden convening of the Elder Council—opportunities had aligned.


Still, I couldn’t reveal everything.


For now, I had to trust Millia and follow the original timeline.


“I can’t say for sure. But what I do know is this—someone is targeting Her Highness. Everyone saw the Spellstone.”


“Tch.”


“Tomorrow’s meeting will probably yield similar results. We need to protect Her Highness as discreetly as possible while searching for clues to uncover the culprit.”


The official sighed and crossed his arms.


“You’re saying the traitor is inside the council.”


“Yes.”


“Freud. You’re surprisingly calculating. I hadn’t expected that.”


“Ah... well...”


“But couldn’t the traitor be among us as well? How can we be sure it’s not you?”


“……”


I glanced toward the official, gauging his intentions.


Was I out of line for speaking up like that?


Or… am I just being paranoid?


An awkward silence hung in the air. Just as the administrative officer seemed ready to speak again—


“Everyone.”


A soft, clear voice cut through the tension.


Lincia was sitting on the window ledge, looking toward us.


“Please… just leave. All of you.”


Her face was pale.


Never before had she worn such a severe expression.


It was clear—Lincia was deeply displeased.


“...As you command.”


No matter how high their rank, no one could defy a princess’s order.


The administrative officer quickly bowed and left. Following his lead, the attendants, including Rowan and the palace guards, trickled out one by one.
“Melina, you too. Please leave.”


“Huh? M-Me? But…”


“I’m sorry. But right now… I don’t even want to see you, Head Maid.”


“...Understood.”


Melina was clearly flustered by the blunt dismissal, but she couldn’t defy Lincia’s will. Shoulders hunched, she quietly slipped out.
 



 



She probably needed time alone. Today’s meeting must’ve been incredibly traumatic.


I also turned to leave, intending to follow Melina out of the room—


But then a voice stopped me.


“Sir Freud, please stay.”


When I turned back, Lincia wore a pleading expression.


“...May I ask why?”


“I just… want to be with you tonight. Is that… not okay?”


...Excuse me?


****


And just like that, we were alone in the room.


I cautiously lifted my gaze.


Lincia leaned against the window frame, staring up at the moon.


Bathed in soft silver light, her silvery hair shimmered like a dream.


But with neither of us speaking, only an uncertain silence stretched between us.


Five minutes passed.


She said nothing. And I wasn’t exactly the social type to start a conversation either.


Finally, Lincia broke the silence.


“The moon’s bright tonight.”


“Yes… it is.”


At last, Lincia turned her eyes from the moon and looked at me.


Sensing the moment, I spoke the words I’d been holding in.


“If I’m the only one who stayed behind, people will get the wrong idea.”


“I don’t care.”


“Wouldn’t someone like Melina be a better person to have by your side right now?”


“Did the Head Maid seem shocked?”


“Yes. Quite a bit.”


I still remembered her expression from earlier—when Lincia told her to leave, but asked me to stay.


It looked as though her whole world had collapsed.


“I heard the Head Maid said something harsh to you.”


“...You could say that.”


It was a misunderstanding, but I was still a knight.
There was a limit to what kind of insults I could accept.


I knew it came from a place of concern for Lincia—but still.
 



 



“Let me apologize on her behalf. She’s looked after me since I was a child… so she’s still overly protective. And more importantly, she comes from a powerful noble house. It’s only natural for her to be cautious.”


“I understand.”


“But still… if she heard what I’m about to say, she’d probably faint.”


I tilted my head, not grasping her meaning.


Instead of answering, Lincia turned her eyes toward the direction of the council chamber.


Then, she quietly began to speak.


“Among those who called for my dethronement today… there was one elder who used to be so kind to me when I was little.”


“...I see.”


“He glared at me with bloodshot eyes… it was shocking.”


I could only imagine.


It must’ve felt like betrayal.


“More than that though… I realized something tonight.”


“...?”


“I’m… completely powerless.”


Even with the grand title of ‘Princess,’ the royal court was a brutal battlefield.


And without a strong sponsor, surviving was nearly impossible.


It was no wonder she felt helpless.


“So I’ve been thinking. About what I should do.”


“I see.”


“Sir Freud, what do you think I should do?”


Of course, I hoped she would become the Empress.


No—she had to become the Empress.


But I didn’t want to pressure her.


How should I answer?


As I hesitated, I opened my mouth—


“You don’t have to say anything.”


Lincia chuckled softly and stepped down from the window.


“You were trying to answer for my sake, weren’t you? You always think so carefully.”


“...”


She clapped her hands, a playful smile tugging at her lips.


Then, she said—


“I still want to become Empress.”


Her voice was resolute.


“After all, you’ve saved my life more than once, haven’t you? I can’t just throw that away. Besides, if I don’t become Empress… I know death is the only other path.”
 



 



She raised her head.


Her face was flushed, her posture tall and firm.
Despite her small frame, she looked larger than life.


Everyone said she was immature. That she wasn’t ready.


But they were all wrong.


That wasn’t the face of a foolish girl.


That was the face of a true ruler. Regal. Powerful.


Lincia placed her hand gently on my shoulder.


“That’s why… I want to make a proposal.”


“A proposal?”


Bathed in moonlight, her radiant smile looked like something out of a painting.


“Please… become my Guardian Knight.”


My eyes widened in shock.
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  Chapter 18: The Elder Council – (4)



“Please become my Guardian Knight.”


That’s what Lincia said.



  Her tone was more serious than ever before—it wasn’t just words. She meant it.



“The Guardian Knight?”


“What else could I possibly mean?”


Guardian Knight.



  In the Empire, when a young emperor ascended the throne, a high-ranking
  noble—someone not of royal blood—was appointed as regent. That position was
  called the Guardian Knight.



A regent.



  One who ruled in the emperor’s stead, both in title and in power. The Guardian
  Knight held authority second only to the throne.




  But as the emperor’s position solidified and the empire’s strength grew, the
  Guardian Knight’s influence gradually diminished.




  In the end, it lost its original regency role and came to signify a close
  aide—a protector who stood directly beside the emperor.



In terms of modern parallels? More like a chief of staff.



  Still, even with diminished power, the title of Guardian Knight carried
  immense prestige.




  Nominal or not, it was the highest rank one could attain within the imperial
  family without being of royal blood.



How do I know all this?


Of course—because it was in the game.



  In Raising the Empress, you could appoint a knight or noble as the Guardian
  Knight.




  Doing so would give you a partial bonus from their stats, and in many cases,
  prevent one of the dreaded bad endings.




  Usually, people picked someone like Uriad the hexagon-stat Guardian Knight who
  appears in Act 2. Someone well-balanced, competent in every category.



By comparison, Freud was never a popular choice for Guardian Knight.



  His stats were too skewed toward brute strength. And more importantly, picking
  him could trigger a catastrophic ending.



“……”


As that memory resurfaced, I couldn’t bring myself to answer.


Lincia looked at me silently and asked again,
 



 



“What do you think?”


Guardian Knight.


It was the highest post imaginable.



  If I accepted her offer, I’d essentially be ascending to a position of
  unchecked power.




  I’d outrank both the Royal Advisor and Archmage Rowan. I’d be nearly equal to
  the Chief Councilor himself.




  With such a title, I’d stand beside the Empress, able to act immediately in
  moments of danger.




  I’d have the authority to do what I previously couldn’t. No more excuses. No
  more holding back.



It was a golden opportunity.


And yet, I hesitated.


Sensing my doubt, Lincia gently stroked the epaulet on my shoulder.



  “Of course, not right now. After we successfully finish the Elder Council
  session… once I ascend as Empress, then you, Sir Freud, will become my
  Guardian Knight .”



“But… everyone will object.”



  Appointing a lowborn knight like Freud to such a prestigious position would
  stir serious unrest.



Melina would be even more suspicious of me than before.


“There’s already plenty of opposition,” she said.


“You saw today’s meeting.”


“……Mmm.”


“And once I become Empress, it won’t matter anymore, right?”


If only it were that simple.


But Lincia was sincere. She truly wanted me to take the position.


“I saw a lot of betrayal today,” she continued.



  “Elders who were once kind to me when I was young, officials who swore eternal
  loyalty to the crown… they all turned their backs on me.”



“……”


“Will you turn your back on me too, Sir Freud?”


“That’s…”


Of course not.



  Lincia must become Empress. She must survive until her coronation. The fate of
  the world depends on it.




  “But someone like me… someone like this… how could I ever deserve that seat?”



“Who else, then? If not you, then who? It has to be you, Sir Freud.”
 



 



“But…”


“Are you going to keep saying that?”


Lincia pouted.


She seemed genuinely upset by my continued hesitation.


“I’m serious right now.”


“……”



  “This is the first time in my life I’ve ever asked a man to stay by my side.”




  Her voice was teasing, but her face turned crimson the moment she finished.



Embarrassed, she covered her mouth and coughed awkwardly.


She looked so much like a child in that moment.


“A-anyway… that’s what I wanted to say.”


“…I’m sorry.”


In the end, I apologized.


I never imagined Lincia would come to trust me this much.


Guardian Knight…? That’s practically a political explosion.



  If the Royal Advisor hears this, he’ll probably clutch his neck and faint. And
  Melina? She might poison me in Lincia’s place, just out of spite.



There’d be rumors. Ugly ones.


But none of that was the real reason for my hesitation.


The real reason…


Was the ending I saw just before waking up in this world.


The 100th Dead Ending in Raising the Empress.


- “The Close Aide.”


It was still vivid in my mind.


Freud’s blade piercing Lincia’s heart.


The Empress’s stunned expression.


Her lifeless body cradled in the arms of the weeping black knight.



  In that ending, Freud betrayed Lincia just before her coronation—and stabbed
  her through the chest.



No one knew why.



  The game didn’t provide much explanation for each ending. To most players, it
  just came off as a sudden and shocking betrayal from a stoic knight.



And one of the key requirements to trigger that ending?


Appointing Freud as Guardian Knight .



  Of course, I’m not Freud Escoval. I’m just a guy from modern-day Earth in his
  body.



I’m not some mad dog knight. I’m not the villain who kills Lincia.
 



 



But still… I couldn’t shake the unease.


“Sir Freud.”


Lincia’s quiet voice broke through my thoughts.


I looked up and met her gaze.



  Her eyes held a flicker of fear. She was trying hard to hide it, but I could
  tell—she was under immense pressure.



“…I’ll do it.”


I had no choice but to accept.


I’m not the Freud.



  And for the sake of seeing this world through to its true ending, I would
  never betray her.



That’s the only thought that helped me hold it together.


Swallowing the unease clawing at my chest, I nodded.


“……Thank you.”


Lincia let out a breath, and the tension drained from her shoulders.


She took a step back, a soft smile forming on her lips.


“Sir Freud. No… Freud.”


She placed her hands behind her back and leaned forward slightly.


“Make me Empress.”


I bowed my head in silence, offering my answer without words.


****


It was a restless, unsettled feeling.


I left the council chamber and sank into the grass nearby.



  Tilting my head back, I looked up at the sky. Just like Lincia had said, the
  moon shone especially bright tonight.



“Guardian Knight, huh...”


All things considered, it was a good outcome.


The offer had come out of nowhere, but I couldn’t say it ended poorly.



  At the very least, I could now stay closer to Lincia. And more importantly,
  I’d earned her trust—



Which meant I could prevent future dead ends more easily.


“…Is this really okay, though?”


The unease still lingered.


Who was Freud Escoval really?


Why did he eventually betray the Empress?


Was I doomed to follow in his footsteps without even realizing it?


It wasn’t that I wasn’t curious. I was.



  But there had been no time to think. Chaos after chaos had unfolded with no
  room to breathe.

 



 



Once Act 1 was over, I needed to visit Freud’s estate.



  If I combed through every corner, maybe I’d find some kind of clue about him.



 ▶ Act I – The Elder Council 




Clear Conditions


Lincia Airen must survive



Lincia Airen must ascend to the throne






First things first: I had to deal with the immediate danger.


Clearing the Elder Council arc came before anything else.


The rest could wait.


I stood up from the ground.


“Hm?”


And that’s when I noticed it.


Everything around me had gone unusually dark.



  Just a moment ago, the path to the council chamber had been clearly visible.



Now, I couldn’t see a thing.


I glanced at the sky.



  The moon, which had shone so brightly just seconds earlier, had vanished
  without a trace.




  It wasn’t hidden behind clouds—it was simply gone, as if it had never been
  there in the first place.



Even the lamps scattered around the garden had all gone out.


There was no source of light.


A dense darkness had fallen over the estate like a drawn curtain.


This wasn’t normal.


The shock rooted me in place, unable to move.


And then, I heard it.


A faint rustling—


The sound of fabric dragging across grass.


“Who’s there?”


I snapped around, blade drawn.


Standing in the direction I faced was a woman.



  She had long, black hair that covered one eye and wore a dress so deeply cut
  that it exposed the whiteness of her chest.



Upon seeing me, she smiled.



  Her lips curled slightly as she spoke, her voice soft and seductive, almost
  like a hiss:



“Freud Escoval.”


Her words slithered like a serpent.


And the moment I heard that voice, my blood ran cold.



  From her appearance, her clothing, to the intoxicating aura she exuded—
  everything about her screamed danger.

 



 



Sirens blared in my mind.



  Lautrec should’ve locked down the entire premises. No outsiders were supposed
  to get in.



So how had she managed to appear right in front of me?


I was rattled—but strangely enough, Freud’s instincts remained calm.



  “It’s been a while. Last time we met was on the Day of Rest, wasn’t it? A
  month ago, maybe?”



She spoke like she knew me.


Or rather, like she knew Freud.


“……”


I said nothing.


A careless word could lead to a deadly misunderstanding.


First, I needed to assess the situation.



  “I’d prefer if you lowered your sword,” she said sweetly. “We’re not enemies…
  yet. Or are you already planning to bare your fangs?”



I didn’t lower my blade.


Instead, I tightened my stance, ready to strike at any moment.


She sighed and raised both hands in mock surrender.



  “I’m not here to punish you,” she said. “I just came to deliver a final
  warning.”




  When I remained silent, she frowned in visible irritation and tilted her head.




  “Have you forgotten the pact, Escoval? I could’ve sworn you agreed to it.”



“Pact?”



  The word slipped out before I could stop it. I had no idea what she was
  talking about.



Her tongue flicked like a snake’s.



  “I heard you saved the princess. And that you killed Slane, too. I won’t fault
  you for that—he brought it on himself.”



Slane of the Serpent Eyes.


The moment I heard his name, it clicked.


She was with the cult.


Maybe even one of its leaders.


One of the major villains of Raising the Empress.



  “I also heard you’ve saved her life multiple times since then. No use hiding
  it. We have eyes and ears on our side too, you know.”

 



 



She reached into her dress and pulled out a small object.


I instinctively braced for an attack, but it wasn’t a weapon—.


It was an accessory.


A necklace, dangling from a golden chain.


“Ghh—”


The moment I saw it, my chest began pounding wildly.


For no reason I could explain.


But it wasn’t me feeling this way.



  It was Freud’s lingering soul inside me that reacted—his echo, his memory.



She gently stroked the necklace and murmured,



  “The pact is absolute. You can’t defy it. If you don’t act first, you’ll be
  considered our enemy.”



Her voice remained calm, unaffected.


And then, without even trying, I felt it—


the overwhelming mana flowing through her body.



  “A vow to sever the imperial bloodline. That’s what we swore. And you… agreed
  to it.”



“What?”



  “We’ll be making our move soon,” she said, her voice low and deliberate. “It’s
  in everyone’s best interest if you finish your part before then.”



Her hand clenched the necklace tightly as she delivered her final line.



  “Freud Escoval. My loyal hound. You’re only one step away. Kill the last
  remaining princess—Lincia Airen. Complete the pact.”



“……”


“You can’t refuse. You are Escoval.”


I had no words. No response.


Freud.


Were you really… one of them?
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  Chapter 19: The Elder Council - (5)



The next morning, Lincia looked at me with a worried expression.


“Freud? You don’t look well.”


“…I’m fine.”


I forced myself to smile as reassuringly as possible.


But Lincia, hands on her hips, shot back sharply.


“You’re overworking yourself, aren’t you? Overexertion is bad for you.”


“I’m really fine.”


“I’m not fine with it.”



  Truthfully, this body never really got tired. Even if I pulled all-nighters or
  pushed it past its limits, Freud’s physique was practically superhuman.




  However, Lincia seemed to interpret my stiff expression differently. As a
  result, she spent the entire morning fussing over me—smoothing my bangs,
  handing me water, and so on.



“Hold on. I’ll bring you something to drink.”


While Lincia stepped away, I finally let out a small breath.


I was in the waiting room in front of the council chamber.



  Today’s meeting would begin soon, though there was still a little time left.



“Haaah.”


Sitting in a chair, I sank into thought once again.



  Last night, the woman from the Cult had disappeared into the darkness after
  leaving me with one final command—to fulfill the covenant.




  Ever since hearing that shocking revelation, my mind had been spinning,
  probably making me look even more unwell.




  I had somewhat suspected it already, but to think Freud was truly a hidden
  villain.




  And not just that—he was in direct contact with high-ranking members of the
  Cult.



-’Kill Lincia.’


That was the mission the Cult had entrusted to Freud.


As proof, the woman had mentioned the ‘covenant.’



  When I saw the necklace, Freud’s body had reacted instinctively. My heart had
  thundered in my chest. Cold sweat had poured down my back.



I knew immediately.


The covenant was not something I could defy.


“Damn it.”



  I glanced at Lincia, who was pouring water into a teacup with her back turned.

 



 



Kill Lincia? Me?


I shook my head. There was no way.


And yet, my rational mind understood all too well.



  Even in the original game, Freud ultimately followed through on the covenant.



‘That woman said... if we don’t act, they will.’



  She had made it clear: if I failed to carry out the deed, they would take
  matters into their own hands.



When exactly that would happen, I didn’t know.


Could I really protect Lincia?



  The intruder who had slipped through Lautrec’s guards and Rowan’s barrier
  without a trace was no ordinary threat.



If it had been the original Freud, maybe.


But the current me? I stood no chance.



  I had asked Rowan and Lautrec at dawn whether any intruders had been detected,
  and they said no.




  If even they couldn’t sense anything, it spoke volumes about the enemy’s
  skill.




  More than anything, if what that woman said was true, it meant that even
  inside this very council chamber, there were Cult operatives lurking.



A headache began to pound in my skull.



  The secretary, Millia, Melina, Rowan, and other council members—I scanned them
  all carefully.



There could be a spy among them.


Which meant…



  If they judged that I refused to fulfill the covenant, they could strike at
  Lincia at any time.



“This is the worst.”


I buried my head in my hands and sighed heavily.


As always, this world was thoroughly, completely screwed.


****


The second day of the council meeting ended in much the same way.


Continuously derailing the conversation proved to be an effective tactic.



  The meeting spiraled into chaos without pause, culminating in a shouting match
  that brought the session to a messy close.



Watching the whole thing unfold, I couldn’t help but sigh.
 



 




  Frankly, even a grade school classroom debate would have been more dignified.



“Hoo...”



  Leaving the chamber without achieving anything, I found Lincia looking utterly
  exhausted too.



She heaved a heavy sigh and suddenly grabbed my hand.



  Ever since she had asked me to become a Guardian Knight, she had been acting
  far more casual with me.



I really wished she’d be a little more aware of the people around us.


Just look at Melina, glaring at me like she wanted to murder me.


“Sir Freud.”


As we walked down the corridor side by side, Rowan approached us.



  He called me quietly and showed me two Spellstones he produced from inside his
  robe.



“These are—!”


“I searched during the meeting. No mistake.”


Honestly, I hadn’t expected much, but this was an unexpected harvest.


Good job, Rowan. You’re more useful than I thought.


Ending - #10 / “Deception”




Evaded


Survival Points +1






“Oh.”


I even gained a survival point.


Given the situation, every survival point was like a precious treasure.


Rowan wore a meaningful expression.


“You think this is the end?”


“I doubt it. They won’t give up that easily.”


Edwin Faylid would persistently target Lincia throughout Act 1.



  However, every assassination attempt using the Spellstones would fail in ways
  just like this.



Growing desperate, Edwin would eventually try to kill Lincia himself.


That failure would lead to his downfall.


But that was still a few days away.


For now, all they could do was continue plotting behind the scenes.



  At my words, Rowan sagged his shoulders, looking as if the future weighed
  heavily on him.



“Anyway, I’ll continue the search.”


“I’m counting on you.”


As I nodded and started to walk away, Rowan stopped me again.


“Sir Freud, may I ask something?”


When I turned back, he spoke with an unusually serious tone.
 



 



“What does Her Highness mean to you?”


“Hm?”


“I’ve heard... rumors about you. Unintentionally, of course.”


I could roughly guess what kind of rumors he meant.



  “But the Sir Freud I see now is an honorable knight in every sense of the
  word.”



“……”



  “So I wonder... What does Her Highness mean to you, that you would become such
  a righteous knight?”



It was only natural for him to be curious.


Why would a known scoundrel so passionately protect Lincia?


What did the princess mean to me, for me to act this way?


Truth be told, it wasn’t about meaning or anything sentimental.


I had possessed this body from another world.


Of course, that wasn’t something I could explain.


Instead, I just shrugged.


“It’s... complicated, if I had to put it into words.”


Lincia Airen.



  The protagonist of Raising the Empress — and the ill-fated Empress who dies
  more than a hundred times.



I must have been incredibly attached to this character.



  Otherwise, why would I have spent over 500 hours playing a janky
  fifteen-dollar indie game?



All because of Lincia’s story — I had fallen for it completely.



  Despite losing everything, despite facing overwhelming adversity, she never
  gave up.




  She endured and fought her way forward, eventually ushering in a new era of
  peace for the Empire—a true Empress of the Dawn.



Maybe it was her dignified, commanding presence that had drawn me to her.


And so, once I found myself inside this world, I had only one goal:


To lead Lincia to her perfect happy ending.


Of course, securing my own safety was also part of the reason.


“Well, let’s just say... there are a lot of reasons.”


In the end, I could only leave it vague like that.
 



 



But judging from Rowan’s face, he seemed to get the general idea.


He gazed off into the distance and said quietly:



  “There will be many dangers ahead. Sir Freud will surely face harm... perhaps
  even threats to your life. Are you still willing to go through with this?”



“It doesn’t matter.”


If the Empress died, this world was doomed anyway.



  I didn’t even want to imagine what would happen if I abandoned Lincia just to
  save my own skin.




  Surely, this wouldn’t turn into some ‘Game Over—return to checkpoint’
  situation… right?



“…Hmph.”


Rowan stayed silent for a moment, then muttered softly:


“Truly, Sir Freud... you’re impossible to understand.”


Honestly?


I agreed with him.


****


That afternoon was completely free.



  Since the meeting had ended before noon, the whole rest of the day was left
  open.



I was idly staring out the window when Lincia suddenly tugged at my arm.


“The weather’s so nice! Want to go for a walk to clear your head?”


“It’s dangerous.”


“You’ll protect me, won’t you, Freud?”


There was a playful glint in her voice.



  And realistically speaking, after finding the Spellstones and dodging a major
  dead-end event, today was relatively safe.



Even if something did happen, I didn’t doubt I could protect her.



  Of course, it was always better to be cautious… but with her insisting like
  that—



“Come on! Let’s go already!”


There was no refusing her once she got stubborn like this.


Reluctantly, I followed her outside.



  “Wow! It’s my first time seeing this place during the day. They maintain it so
  well! What do you think, Freud? Isn’t it pretty?”



“It’s nice.”


We strolled through the gardens together.



  Last time I had been here, it was night, so I hadn’t realized how beautiful it
  truly was.

 



 




  Under the bright daylight, the blooming flowers and endless blue sky made it
  feel like a slice of paradise.




  Lincia, clearly savoring her newfound freedom, hummed a cheerful tune as she
  walked across the grass.




  I trailed behind her by a few steps, watching as she happily bounded ahead.



“So—”


All of a sudden, Lincia spun around to face me.


“What’s bothering you? I’ll listen.”


“You mean me?”


“Who else is here besides you and me?”


Lincia stepped closer and looked up at me.



  The height difference was significant—she had to tilt her head way back just
  to meet my gaze.




  “Tell me. Just like you helped me, I have a duty to help with your troubles
  too.”



“Is that why you dragged me out here?”


“Of course! I wouldn’t have come all the way here for no reason.”


Lincia beamed brightly.


“So? What’s bothering you?”


“Well…”


I opened my mouth to answer—but found myself stuck.


How was I supposed to say it?


“I’m supposed to kill you,” was definitely not an option.


Yeah... that would be bad.


“There’s something... I cannot disobey. And yet, I want to defy it.”


In the end, that’s how I chose to put it.


Lincia tilted her head, clearly puzzled by my words.


“What does that mean?”


“I’m not sure myself.”


“What kind of answer is that? That’s so weird.”


“I agree.”


“Are you teasing me right now?”


“Not at all.”


Lincia puffed out her cheeks in a tiny sulk.



  With her face flushed from the sunlight and her cheeks adorably puffed out
  like that, she looked even more vibrant.



Seeing her like this, I felt the tension in my heart melt away.
 



 




  Lincia had that kind of mysterious power—one that could soften even the
  hardest resolve.



I let out a long, slow breath and relaxed my expression.


“…Hm?”


And then—I saw it.


Something glinting sharply in the corner of my eye.


More precisely, something shooting up from beyond the council building.


At first glance, it almost looked like a bird.


But it was too thin, too sharp.


“Ah.”



  The object reached its peak—and then began to fall, headfirst, like a viper
  poised to strike.




  Hanging in midair for a brief second, it slowly turned its head toward us.



Only then did I realize.


It wasn’t a bird.


It was a blade.


“Get down!”


In the blink of an eye, I grabbed Lincia’s shoulder.


But the blade came hurtling toward her with terrifying speed.


There wasn’t enough time to shield her completely.


“Tch—!”


I didn’t hesitate.


Without thinking, I threw my arm around Lincia to shield her.


A sharp, slicing sound tore through the air—


Slaaash!


The sickening sound of steel sinking into flesh.


And then—a searing, burning pain exploded through my arm.


Blood bloomed across the grass like crimson flowers.


“Haa… Haaah…”


Gritting my teeth, I forced myself to breathe through the pain.


The blade had pierced straight through my hand.


The only silver lining?



  The attack hadn’t been powerful enough to punch through the thick gauntlet
  entirely.




  The blade had stabbed through the back of my hand, but hadn’t reached Lincia.



Blood trickled down between my fingers.


“Freud!”


A moment of stunned silence—and then Lincia screamed.


Her voice sent the council into chaos.


Guards on patrol immediately rushed toward us.



  Clutching my bleeding hand, I glared up at the rooftop from where the attack
  had come.




  Thanks to Freud’s enhanced eyesight, I could make out a figure peering down at
  us.

 



 



A hooded figure.



  Half their body was hidden, making it impossible to tell if it was a man or a
  woman.



The backlight obscured their face.


But one thing was clear:


They were grinning at me.


No way that was Edwin.


That guy would never attempt such a blatant ambush.



  And just as proof, no system notification appeared saying I had dodged a Dead
  Ending.



In fact, in the original game, there had never been an event like this.



  There was no scenario where a sudden rooftop assassination attempt happened.



This was a new twist—a ripple effect caused by my existence.


“The Cult…”


I muttered under my breath.


This had the Cult’s fingerprints all over it.


The woman from last night had warned me—


If I refused to act, they would step in themselves.


“Still... starting this soon? Seriously?”


Not even a full day had passed.


What the hell did they expect me to do?
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            Chapter 20: The Elder Council – (6)


“What? There was an attack?”


“Yes, sir.”


The middle-aged elf sitting at the table—Edwin Faylid—lifted his pale eyebrows upon hearing the report.


Suha shrank slightly under Edwin’s sharp gaze.


“What kind of attack was it?”


“It was a rooftop sniper attack using magically enhanced blades. A clear assassination attempt.”


“And the result?”


“The princess is unharmed. It seems the royal guard threw himself in the way to shield her.”


“Hmmm...”


Edwin let out a low groan as he tried to calm his trembling hands. He was visibly shaken.


He slowly took off his glasses and leaned back in his chair.


The faint glow of a flickering mana lamp bathed the office in soft light.


Seated at the round desk, Edwin, the Chair of the Council, waved a hand.


“The council session is suspended for now.”


“But sir—”


“No. It’s suspended. Continuing is pointless.”


“...Understood.”


Suha bowed deeply and exited the office.


Left alone in the room, Edwin covered his forehead with one hand.


“So, someone’s finally decided to interfere.”


All the attacks Edwin had orchestrated until now were quiet, discreet—leaving no trace.


That was how the council had been able to push forward under his authority, despite occasional instability.


But this attempt had occurred in broad daylight. Too many witnesses.


Edwin hadn’t ordered it.


Now the fact that someone was targeting Lincia Airen would become public knowledge.


Suspicion and certainty are two very different things.


Naturally, the Elder Council couldn’t proceed as usual.


“How absurd.”


Edwin gritted his teeth and clenched the pen in his hand.


He had worked tirelessly to embed his people in the council, carefully buying time and waiting for the right opportunity.


There were times when he’d nearly succeeded.


If all else failed, he was even prepared to risk stepping in himself.
 



 



The princess was like a rat trapped in a jar.


It was all within reach.


And now, some fool had just tossed ash onto the finished dish.


Who was the uninvited guest?


He began to think through the possibilities slowly.


The administrators? No.


The royal guard? No motive.


Duke Crater wasn’t present.


The mongrel from the undercity wouldn’t make a move.


The Cult? He’d negotiated with them personally.


No one came to mind.


He had accounted for every variable in his plan.


In the end, Edwin could not reach a conclusion.


Overcome with emotion, he slammed his fist on the desk.


“Just who the hell was it?!”


“You looking for me?”


A woman’s voice suddenly rang out across the office.


Startled, Edwin whipped his head around.


A woman dressed in black was sitting on the opposite chair, waving cheerfully at him.


“Y-You!”


“Shhh.”


She placed a finger over her lips, but Edwin was already scrambling from his chair, pressing himself against the wall.


He felt his teeth chatter.


He had lived for centuries—yet here he was, trembling in fear before this slender woman.


“...Arwen, the Apostle.”


Arwen, the Apostle of Corruption.


One of the five Apostles of the Cult—and the most dangerous of them all.


And now she was right in front of him.


“How the hell did you get in here?”


“I walked through the door, obviously.”


Arwen pointed behind her.


The floor was soaked in blood.


Slumped against the wall was a corpse—its head missing—slowly sliding downward.


The corpse belonged to Suha, who had just delivered the report moments ago and left the room.


“He kept blocking the way, so I lost my temper.”


“...”


“I did kill him… but he wasn’t someone you were particularly fond of, was he?”
 



 



Edwin took a deep breath, forcing himself to regain composure.


Arwen was undeniably dangerous—but as long as their interests aligned, she wouldn’t harm him. That was the logic he clung to.


“There were layers of protection wards around the council hall. How did you get past them?”


“You really think I wouldn’t have a single person planted inside? There’s always a way.”


So there was a mole.


Edwin realized his oversight. But showing hesitation now would be the mark of an amateur. He remained calm as he asked:


“Why? I thought our business with you people was already concluded.”


“Oh? I didn’t get that memo,” Arwen replied with a shrug.


Edwin furrowed his brow.


“Why not? I was to kill the princess and establish a new empire. And you were to coexist with us in return.”


“Yeah, that’s what we said.”


Before the birth of the new empire, Edwin had made the calculated decision to cooperate with the cult, or what they called church—the most unpredictable external threat.


Without that, his grand vision was impossible to realize.


He reached out to them and struck a temporary pact.


He would eliminate the last imperial princess, and in return, the church would acknowledge and support the new empire’s legitimacy.


That was the deal.


Then why was the Apostle of Corruption standing in his office… after killing his subordinate?


“If you understand that, then get out. I will kill the princess, as promised.”


The daytime attack—it had to be the church’s doing.


“Your lot’s reckless stunt ruined my entire plan.”


“Why? Isn’t it good if she dies?”


“There’s no justification. The princess must die in what appears to be an accident—not an assassination.”


Only that would justify the new empire’s rise.
 



 



The Elder Council would take the reins in the wake of the tragic loss, honor her legacy, and choose a new ruler.


That ruler would be none other than Edwin Faylid himself—an elf emperor, finally ushering in a reign for his own kind.
Of course, there would be backlash.


If the princess were assassinated, the blame would fall squarely on Edwin. That’s why the cover of an accident was essential.
Suppressing public outrage was the only way to move forward smoothly.


“...Hmm. I still don’t really get it,” Arwen said with a tilt of her head.


“But I guess it doesn’t matter.”


She slowly rose from the chair.


A creeping aura of corruption began to descend over her shoulders.


Watching her every move, Edwin shouted in alarm.


“W-What are you doing?!”


“What does it look like? I’m here to kill you.”


“But we had an agreement!”


“And? Those things are just… annoying.”


“Ugh!”


Edwin groaned in frustration.


He knew the church could be unruly—but this? This was madness.


A catastrophic miscalculation.


Survival now took precedence.


Edwin moved a hand behind his back and began channeling mana.


He hastily formed a weak protective barrier. It was crude and unstable—utterly lacking in strength compared to the pressure radiating from her.


Whether she noticed or didn’t care, Arwen continued speaking nonchalantly.


“Things have changed. I had a dog I planted in this little empire of yours. And it looks like that dog’s starting to rebel.”


“...What?”


“He’s surprisingly competent. Too valuable to kill, but he does need some discipline. So I’m clearing away anything that might interfere with the lesson plan.”


Arwen took a step forward.


Edwin stumbled back.


But his back met the cold, hard wall.
 



 



“Don’t come any closer!”


His words had no effect.


Before he realized it, Arwen was already right in front of him.


“Well, sorry. Don’t hold a grudge.”


“...This is a violation of our pact.”


“That was a pact with the church.”


She pressed a hand to his chest.


“We Apostles only overlap in our goals. We’re not exactly friends, you know.”


“Ghh...!”


Edwin ducked low and threw the barrier at her.


He didn’t expect to kill her—but if he could push her back with a shockwave and break through the wall, he might still escape and call for help.


Clang.


His desperate strike shattered like glass.


It was blocked—easily, casually—by a mere flick of her wrist.


And then… something emerged.


A grotesque monster had crawled out from Arwen’s shadow, massive and hulking.


It reached out and seized Edwin’s spell with one massive claw.


Crack.


A single squeeze and the barrier disintegrated, like paper under a boot.


“Eat.”


Her face twisted in disgust—just the fact that he dared to resist seemed to offend her.


The creature turned toward Edwin.


Its enormous jaw opened wide… and devoured him whole.


“AAAAAHHH!”


His final scream was torn from him—only to vanish the moment the beast’s mouth closed shut.


All that remained in the room was the sickening chew, chew of grinding jaws.


Arwen took a seat on the desk where Edwin once sat and rested her chin in her hand, looking thoroughly bored.


“Besides,” she muttered, “I’ve always hated pointy-eared bastards.”


***


The monster took its time finishing the meal.


After all, it had devoured an elven elder who had lived for centuries. It would take a while to digest all that power.


“Chew thoroughly, Sepia.”


Arwen gently patted the creature’s head, and Sepia growled with affection, nuzzling her hand.
 



 



“Ugh. Must be because he was old—he tastes like mildew.”


She tapped her fingers against the desk in irritation, clearly displeased.


After a few more minutes, she slouched back into the chair, legs swinging lazily.


Her eyes drifted to the clock on the wall.


Dawn had already broken.


Right on time.


As if summoned, a small lark fluttered toward her.


A familiar—one of the magical messengers frequently used by mages to communicate.


It perched on the edge of the desk and chirped—its song quickly transforming into a low, human voice.


[Are you prepared?]


“Mhm.”


[What of Edwin?]


Arwen glanced at Sepia, who was still busy chewing.


“He’s… in digestion.”


[Haaah. I see. This will be quite the scandal if the other Apostles find out.]


“None of your business, is it?”


[Well, no…]


The lark tilted its head left and right before continuing.


[Everything is ready on my end. Once you create a diversion, I’ll begin my part.]


“Are you sure about Escoval defecting?”


Arwen’s thoughts briefly drifted to that night—to Freud.


The mood had been… odd.


He hadn’t submitted a routine report. He had killed Slane.


And he didn’t tremble at the sight of her anymore. That alone was strange.


She’d considered it nothing more than a rebellious streak from a disobedient pet.


But the spy embedded in the imperial palace had confidently assured her otherwise.


Freud Escoval had rejected the covenant.


He had chosen to side fully with the princess.


And that meant Arwen wasn’t about to sit back and let it slide.


[I tested the waters. It’s confirmed.]


“Hmm. If you say so, I’ll trust it. And our message—was it delivered loud and clear?”
 



 



[I’d say severing a hand made for quite the warning. Though… I didn’t expect him to block the blade with his bare hand.]


“Ha! Typical brute. That’s so Escoval.”


Arwen stood up from her seat.


It was time to get things moving.


“By the way, how do you plan to isolate the princess?”


[Already handled. I used her personal head maid.]


“The head maid? That woman’s served the imperial family her whole life. She gave in that easily?”


[There are always ways in negotiations. Just so happened she has two young daughters.]


“...Now that’s nasty.”


Arwen smirked faintly.


“But I like it.”


The lark bowed its head politely in response.


[And what will you do about Freud Escoval?]


“Hm?”


[The Church doesn’t let traitors live. That’s our way, isn’t it?]


Arwen’s expression darkened.


“I’m not killing him. Escoval is mine.”


Out of all the beasts she raised, Freud was one of her favorites.


There was something exhilarating about taming a dog that looked like it might bite your hand off at any second.


It was one of her rare hobbies.


“Alright then. Let’s get started.”


With a flick, she dismissed the familiar and stepped out of the office.


The hallways were quiet—thanks to the suspended council session.


She wondered for a moment how to cause the most noise.


‘Should I trigger an explosion? Or maybe grab someone and rip them apart?’


While she was pondering her options—


Shrrk.


The distinct sound of a sword being drawn cut through the silence.


“Who are you?”


“…Oh?”


Before she realized it, a female knight with long golden hair had stepped into her path.


The knight crouched low, sword aimed squarely at Arwen, ready to strike at a moment’s notice.
 



 



One look at her stance told Arwen all she needed to know—this woman was no amateur.


She’d reached a high level of mastery.


Perfect warm-up.


“Perfect timing. You’ll do.”


“I’ll ask again. Identify yourself.”


Arwen tilted her head slightly.


“Hmm… Assassin?”


The word had barely left her lips when the golden-haired knight lunged.
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  Chapter 21: The Elder Council - (7)





System Alert – The Empress’s stress level has increased!







Current Stress Level: 7 (+1) / 10







Warning – If the stress level rises further, the Empress may gain a random negative trait. This could affect the story’s ending.





“Phew…”


I let out a long sigh, clutching my aching right hand.



  The system window hovering before my eyes informed me that Lincia’s stress had
  spiked.



My gaze naturally drifted toward her.



  Slumped deep in her chair, Lincia stared blankly at the floor, her eyes
  unfocused. She looked completely drained, like she might collapse at any
  moment.



She’d been like this ever since the incident in the garden.


And honestly? Who could blame her?



  She nearly died on a walk she suggested. Even if there were no ill intentions
  behind it, the guilt must be eating her alive.




  No matter how much I told her it wasn’t her fault, she remained sunk in
  self-blame.



“In any case, the council meeting has been suspended…”


I glanced at the blade resting on the table.


The very one that pierced through my hand not long ago.


Barely the size of a palm—more like a short dagger than a proper weapon.


Yet an eerie blue light shimmered along its edge.


A glow I recognized from Founding Day.


It was the same curved blade Slane had carried.



  According to Rowan, it had undergone special mana processing—an enchantment
  technique used exclusively by the Evil Church.




  So, all the suspicions surrounding the Church’s involvement had proven true,
  and the Elder Council had erupted into chaos.



The meeting was now indefinitely suspended.



  To protect Lincia from further danger, she’d been all but confined to her
  chambers.



And I stayed at her side constantly.


I was the only one acting as her guard in the room—


At Lincia’s own request.


“This is turning into a real mess.”


I sat alone, fingers tangled in my hair.


The Church’s interference…


That wasn’t part of the first arc.



  In the game’s original storyline, you’d fend off a covert ambush led by the
  main villain, Edwin Faylid, and then confront him head-on to clear the stage.
  A straightforward progression.

 



 



But after today’s events, everything was spiraling out of control.


Why are they targeting Lincia?


The answer came to me soon enough.


“...It’s because of me.”


I had gotten too involved—too close to her.


To them, it probably looked like betrayal.



  They planted a spy… and I turned into her most loyal knight? Must’ve been
  quite the shock.




  Honestly, yeah. Compared to the game, I’d gotten far too involved with Lincia.



This story had already derailed from the original path.


It was like a runaway truck with no brakes.


Everything I thought I knew from the game? Completely useless now.


And to top it off, the stress meter had gone up.


Great. Now I really wanna cry.


“Freud.”


“Yes?”


I was just about to rip my hair out when Lincia suddenly spoke.


She looked like she was on the verge of tears.


“…I’m sorry.”


“There’s no need to apologize.”


“I got carried away and ended up getting you hurt…”


“It’s fine. I failed to anticipate it—that’s on me.”


I tried my best to comfort her, but it didn’t seem to help.


“I really am pathetic… And I still dared to dream of becoming Empress.”


“This wasn’t your fault, Your Highness.”


“But it definitely wasn’t your fault either, Freud.”


“…Mm.”


Lincia smiled faintly at my reply.


But that forced smile only made her look more pained.


“You seem really tired.”



  I stepped closer and gently pulled the heated blanket up to her shoulders.




  She clutched it wordlessly and lay halfway into bed, but her eyes still
  flickered with unease.



“I think some sleep would do you good.”
 



 



“Freud.”


“Yes?”


“…You’re not going anywhere, right?”


Like a child seeking comfort.


I let out a small sigh and softened my expression.


“I’m not going anywhere.”


“Really?”


“Yes. I swear it.”


“…Thank goodness.”


Lincia slowly closed her eyes. She stopped moving altogether.


Soon, soft breaths filled the silence—steady and light.


Only then did I allow myself to breathe again.


She must’ve been utterly exhausted.



  The dark circles beneath her eyes told the story—she’d clearly been pushing
  herself too hard.




  I gently brushed her messy bangs aside. My fingers slipped through the
  strands, and a faint warmth seeped into my skin. For some reason, it felt
  strangely intimate.



Returning to my seat, I flexed my injured hand.


A sharp, needle-like pain stabbed through it each time.



  Still, I could fight. Thank the heavens it was my non-dominant hand—the one
  that doesn’t hold the sword.



“Pull yourself together, dammit.”


I slapped both cheeks lightly and forced my eyes wide open.


I stayed beside Lincia, alert.


Who knew when the next danger might strike?


There was no room for sleep in a situation like this.


And the Elder Council? Suspended indefinitely.


How was I supposed to clear Act 1 now?


I spent a while trying to come up with an answer.


None came.


-Knock knock.


A sudden knock at the door snapped me out of my thoughts.


I reached for the hilt of my sword and cautiously approached.


“Who’s there?”


I asked quietly, and a hoarse voice answered back.


“It’s Melina.”


…Her voice sounded different than usual.


Why did I feel uneasy?


****


“Why are you here so late?”


“I just… couldn’t sleep. How’s Her Highness doing?”


“She’s resting now. It seems the incident shook her up quite a bit.”
 



 



“I see.”


Melina nodded faintly.


After briefly peeking into the room, she stepped back.


She looked even worse than Lincia.



  Her complexion was pale as death, like she’d just heard something traumatic.



Even her words trembled with fear. She was clearly not in a normal state.


“…Sir Freud.”


After a moment of silence, Melina finally spoke.


Her lips were dry and cracked.


“I heard you were injured… protecting Her Highness.”


“Oh. It’s nothing serious.”


The wound that pierced through my palm had been manageable.



  Rowan patched me up with a bit of magic, and the pain subsided fairly quickly.



Melina’s gaze lingered on my hand.


“I must’ve misunderstood you… I’m sorry.”


“It’s alright. I understand.”


Her suspicion hadn’t particularly bothered me.


At least it had come from a place of genuine concern for Lincia.


That was clear enough.



  Which is exactly why it was so hard to believe she’d end up playing a major
  role in the Dead End route.




  Melina opened her mouth again but faltered, her breath visibly fogging up in
  the cold dawn air.



Then, desperately:


“Can you… truly protect Her Highness to the very end?”


“…What do you mean?”


“Promise me.”


Suddenly, she reached out and grabbed my wrist—tight.


Her hand was ice-cold.


“Just… say you’ll promise. That’s all I need right now.”


“…Hah.”


That voice was unmistakably pleading.


A far cry from the cold words she’d thrown at me just yesterday.


The shift was chilling.


“Will you protect her—no matter the cost? Even… if it means your life?”


“…”



  “Can you swear it? That you’ll protect Princess Lincia—no, Lincia, the
  person?”



I didn’t answer.


Seeing that, Melina looked even more devastated.


“Did something happen?”
 



 



“…I can’t say.”


She shook her head.



  “Swear it. You’re a knight. Please… just give me something to believe in.”



Her face was so desperate, I couldn’t speak.



  Given everything Lincia had been through, it was understandable for someone
  close to her to feel this shaken.



Still… this wasn’t normal.


Whatever her reasons, I needed to calm her down first.


I gently placed my hand over hers. Her eyes widened.


“Her Highness Lincia will, without a doubt, become a great Empress.”


I drew on the memory of the game.



  “There will be hardships. Countless challenges. But she will overcome them.
  She’ll grow stronger. She’ll rise to the throne and usher in an age of peace.
  She will rule for the people and light the empire with her radiance. She will…
  bring forth a new dawn.”



The True End. The Empress of Dawn.


That’s the ending I want.


“I don’t know if I’ll be there at the end.



  But this much I can promise—Princess Lincia will be the light that pierces
  through the darkness.”



“…”


“And I’ll make sure she becomes that light.”


Melina listened quietly, then lowered her head.


“…Alright.”


She looked resigned… but the color slowly returned to her cheeks.


“I feel… a little better now.”


“…So, what exactly happened?”


“I’m sorry.”


She looked up, forcing a smile that looked all too fragile.


“Please… take care of Her Highness.”


“…Huh?”


With that, she turned her back to me.


Ding!


Ending - #12 / “Head Maid Melina”




Outcome: Avoided


Survival Score: +1






“…What the hell was that?”


I murmured blankly.



  And just like that, Melina vanished down the hallway—fleeing into the dark.



That was the last I ever saw of her.




            ---The End Of The Chapter---
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  Chapter 22: Veil of Corruption – (1)



“The Head Maid… is missing?”


“Yes, Your Highness.”



  Lincia asked with a pale face, and the administrator lowered his head deeply.




  The news of Melina’s disappearance arrived at dawn the next day. She had
  vanished without a trace, as if she had evaporated from her quarters. The
  royal guards scoured the palace thoroughly the moment it was reported, but in
  the end, they couldn’t find her.




  Later, attendants came forward claiming to have seen Melina stumbling down the
  corridor near the central hall the night before.



‘So that’s why she seemed strange yesterday…’


I regretted not calling out to her then.



  “Why aren’t we launching a full search? Isn’t that the first thing we should
  do?”



“There’s something Your Highness needs to see first.”



  Lincia urged him with clear urgency in her voice, but the administrator
  responded with practiced calm.




  At his gesture, a servant stepped forward, holding a carefully wrapped piece
  of cloth.




  Inside was a shallow bowl of pale gray powder—and several ominous black
  spellstones.



“We discovered these in Melina’s room.”


“What… is this?”



  “It’s powdered root from the Tarvia tree, which only grows in the far northern
  forests. A deadly, delayed-action poison. Even a single spoonful can kill a
  wyvern in agony. It’s strictly banned under imperial law. Possession alone is
  a serious crime.”



“...Poison? Then what is something like that doing in Melina’s room?”


“I believe these spellstones may explain.”



  The black spellstones shimmered with a sinister light, as though on the verge
  of detonating.




  “According to Rowan’s analysis, the magic stored inside these stones spreads a
  corrosive mist. That too is forbidden magic. And this particular spell…”



The administrator hesitated. His lips parted, then closed again.


“Why? What is it? Tell me now.”
 



 




  Lincia pressed, and the administrator finally spoke, biting his lip as though
  the words themselves tasted bitter.




  “…This is the same magic the cult used during the Foundation Day massacre.”



“…What?”


“It’s hard to believe, I understand. But the evidence is too clear.”


He adjusted his glasses, steadying himself.



  “It appears Melina was in contact with the cult—and that she may be the one
  who targeted Your Highness.”



Thud—Lincia’s arms dropped helplessly to her sides.



  She opened her mouth but no sound came out at first. When she finally did
  speak, the words floated weakly in the air, vanishing like mist into the cold
  morning breeze.



“No… That can’t be true.”


“…”



  “Melina has served the imperial family faithfully for decades! She cared for
  me since I was a baby! There’s no way… No way she would…”



Lincia couldn’t continue. Her voice crumbled.


She couldn’t bring herself to say the word betrayal.



  Her eyes drifted, searching for something—someone—to ground her. Eventually,
  they landed on me.



“Freud?”


“...Yes.”



  “This has to be a mistake, right? Something doesn’t add up. It doesn’t make
  sense…”



But the administrator answered in my place.



  “Your Highness, I understand how confusing this is, but you must stay calm.
  The facts are—”



“I wasn’t asking you!”



  Lincia snapped, clenching her eyes shut and shouting. Her voice cracked with
  raw emotion.



“...My apologies.”


The administrator shrank back under her glare, lowering his head.


“Freud? Say something—anything.”


“...I…”


I fell silent.



  The poison found in Melina’s room—she must have planned to put it in Lincia’s
  tea to assassinate her. That’s how it went in the original storyline.




  But in this timeline, Melina’s dead-end route had already been avoided. My
  status screen confirmed that.

 



 




  If I had to guess, it must have been because of the conversation we had
  yesterday. But I couldn’t understand why she changed her course of action. In
  the first place, what motive would Melina have to poison Lincia? If the cult
  ordered her to do it, why did she hesitate? And how did she even get involved
  with them?




  Everything felt like a tangled knot of variables. I couldn’t come to a
  conclusion yet.



“Freud…”


When I said nothing, Lincia stumbled back a step.


She collapsed into a chair and buried her face in her hands.


“This doesn’t make any sense…”


Her legs trembled, the anxiety plain on her face.


I wanted to comfort her, to give her some reassurance—but I had no words.



  With no one else daring to speak—including the administrator and the
  attendants—the silence only grew heavier. Suddenly, Lincia stomped her foot
  and covered her face with her arm.



Then came a soft, choked sob.




Notification – The Empress’s Stress Level Has Increased! 







Current Stress Level: [ 8 (+1) / 10 ]





As the system alert hovered before my eyes, I bit down on my lip.


****


It was well over half an hour before Lincia finally stopped crying.



  She tried to hide her tear-swollen eyes. Her makeup had run, leaving dark
  streaks down her cheeks.



“Freud,” she said at last, voice barely above a whisper.


“Please… find Melina.”


“Yes, Your Highness.”


Hearing my reply, Lincia’s shoulders sagged in exhaustion.


“…I’m going to rest. Just for a little while.”


She rose unsteadily to her feet and walked slowly toward her room.


No one dared stop her.


Her hand reached for the doorknob—


Rumble.


The floor trembled slightly.



  Then the tremors began to grow. The vase on the nearby table shook violently.



“…Huh?”


One of the nearby attendants tilted their head in confusion.



  Suddenly, the shaking intensified. Chairs scraped and tumbled to the ground.

 



 



“W-What’s going on?!”



  The administrator spun around, looking in every direction. No one had any
  answers. They could only exchange bewildered glances.




  The low rumbling crescendoed into a thunderous explosion that rocked the
  entire hall.



BOOOOM.



  The grand chamber shuddered. The vase flew into the air, and the attendants
  were thrown to the floor.




  I rushed over just in time to catch Lincia, who had lost her balance at the
  threshold.



“Wh-What is this…?”


The administrator, now missing his glasses, fumbled blindly in panic.


Shit.


What the hell is happening now?


The question was answered a moment later.


A royal guard burst through the doors, breathless and wide-eyed.


“We have a situation!”


He struggled to catch his breath, then shouted in desperation:


“It’s a cult attack!”


“What?!”


The room fell silent in shock.



  The administrator ran up and grabbed the soldier by the collar, shaking him
  furiously.



“What are you talking about?! How could the cult possibly get in here?!”



  “I—I don’t know! But there was a massive explosion near the conference hall!
  The knight-commander, Millia Liantour, is engaged in battle alone!”



“What?!”


At the mention of Millia’s name, even the administrator went speechless.



  As if to confirm the truth, another deafening explosion rocked the palace. The
  floor beneath us trembled like it might give way.



In my arms, Lincia’s face had gone completely pale.



  “Damn it! Mobilize the troops! What are you all doing?! Gather every unit
  outside the chamber!”



The administrator roared, his voice echoing through the hall.


But the soldier, face drained of color, could only mutter in terror.


“Th-The thing is…”


His gaze turned silently to the window.


We all followed his line of sight—and what we saw defied belief.
 



 



A translucent, violet veil was slowly descending outside.



  It formed a dome over the entire grand hall, its ghastly glow radiating a
  clear message: nothing would be allowed in—or out.



“...A barrier?”


Someone whispered the word with a shrill voice.


“This is impossible…”


Click.



  I clicked my tongue and stood. At the same moment, I drew my sword. A silver
  gleam flashed as the blade slid from its sheath.



I knew this barrier.


A dome conjured by borrowed power—an outerworld incantation.



  In the game, it had been used by the corrupted Lautrec in Act 5 to isolate the
  knight headquarters.



It was one of the more cinematic moments, so I remembered it vividly.


Which meant whoever was behind this was a powerful enemy.


If my guess was right, it was likely the woman I saw two nights ago.


The aura she gave off had been overwhelming.


“Millia’s in danger.”


I said that and kicked the door open.



  Her death was originally supposed to occur during Act 4. But with all the
  divergence from the game’s storyline, I couldn’t be sure she was safe now.



My body moved on impulse.


“No!”


But then—


A small hand grabbed my sleeve.


I turned. It was Lincia.


Her lips were trembling. She slowly shook her head, her teeth clenched.


“You promised…”


“……”


Her tear-stained eyes shimmered with emotion, pleading.


I didn’t answer.


Instead, I opened her status screen.




Remaining Survival Points: 3 





Without hesitation, I invested the remaining points into Combat Ability.



  It wouldn’t bring about a drastic change. But even a single point could expand
  my range of choices. Especially when it came to combat power—something
  notoriously difficult to raise early in the game—it could make a huge
  difference in moments like this.



It was something, at least, to give me peace of mind.
 



 




  Besides, around Lincia were capable figures: soldiers, the administrator,
  Rowan—all strong in their own right. This room itself was protected by layers
  of magic. Even in an emergency, she wouldn’t be defenseless.



“…Forgive me. But I have to go.”


“Freud!”


“I’ll be fine.”


I smiled gently.


“If danger comes—don’t hesitate. Fight back.”


Lincia’s smudged face twisted with emotion.


Leaving her behind, I ran out.


Each step felt heavier than the last—even to me.




            ---The End Of The Chapter---
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            Chapter 23: Veil of Corruption - (2)


The western hallway of the grand assembly hall—


It was a scene of utter devastation.


“Groooke!”


“Eek! Spare me!”


A monster in front, a dead-end wall behind.


A nobleman with impressively curled mustaches stumbled backward trying to flee the creature and fell. The slime-like beast bent its body back dramatically, raising a fist to strike.


“Ahhh!”


The nobleman squeezed his eyes shut and curled into a ball.


That’s when Kora stepped in, swinging her sword horizontally in front of him.


Splurt.


A fine line split across the creature’s body before it crumbled with a sickening squelch.


Its liquified corpse seeped into the ground and vanished like spilled water.


“Phew…”


Kora lowered her sword and let out a breath.


Behind her, the nobleman trembled like a child, his whole body curled up.


A yellow stream between his legs made the sight more revolting than pitiful, but she kept her expression neutral.


“You’re safe now.”


“H-Hiiik?”


The nobleman peeked open one eye, saw Kora, and flinched again.


But then recognition dawned—he realized she was part of the royal guard. Relief flooded his face.


“...Hmm?”


That expression quickly shifted into something more complicated.


He’d realized she wasn’t a knight, but merely a foot soldier.


Sigh.


Kora turned around with a weary sigh.


Was this the third time already?


Every person she saved reacted the same. It was impossible to feel any satisfaction. She had saved their lives, yet they showed not a shred of gratitude.


Of course, she didn’t do it for thanks. She was simply doing her duty as a guard.


Still… it stung.


“Everyone else has already evacuated to the central hall. Please go now.”


“R-Right. Y-Yes…”


The nobleman clumsily got to his feet and scurried off, clutching his urine-soaked pants.


Kora licked her dry lips as she watched him go.
 



 



“I should’ve just taken my seniors’ advice and become a farmer.”


After the Founding Day Massacre, most gave up their swords without hesitation.


Honestly, anyone would’ve run after witnessing that.


But Kora stayed. She had nowhere else to go, no money to her name, and too many mouths to feed. As a useless extra in society, she hadn’t had a choice.


Looking back, though, it was starting to feel like a big mistake.


She never imagined things would go south again.
And of course—it was another Evil Church attack.


They said she just had to patrol the conference hall, so she thought this assignment would be easy.


But her hopes were dashed when a veil suddenly blanketed the hall, and liquid-like monsters began sprouting from the walls and floor.


Fortunately, mundane weapons without mana seemed to work, so even a mere soldier like Kora could handle them.


“I should really thank that knight…”


To her own surprise, she felt grateful toward the knight who had beaten her to a pulp during training.


If not for that experience, she’d probably be dead by now.


And honestly? She wasn’t even that scared.


Compared to that knight, these monsters were dozens of times slower.


Kora raised her sword again. Break time was over.


Another creature was crawling up in the distance—and it was eyeing a nobleman who had frozen in terror just ahead.


“Hyaah!”


Kora sprinted toward it and drove her sword into its back.


With a gross squelch, the blade sank in deep. She twisted the hilt, hoping to spill its guts—


But something blocked her. It felt like hitting solid stone.


“Huh?”


It was tougher than expected.


The sword wouldn’t budge, like it was caught on something.
 



 



Now that she looked closely, this monster was bigger and more grotesque than the others she’d fought.


“Grruk? Grrr?”


The creature growled as it turned its massive head to see the lowly human who had stabbed it.


“Aha… Haha…”


Whoosh.


A nervous laugh escaped her lips, and she dodged its swinging fist by diving to the floor.


She had no choice but to let go of her sword.


“Ghhhkk…”


A blast of wind slammed into her head like a whip.


She heard the sound of her helmet crumpling.


The sheer force was dizzying.


The wall struck by the monster’s fist crumbled like a pickaxe smashing into ore.


Still crouched low, Kora whimpered.


“I really should’ve become a farmer…!”


But the monster had no sympathy.


It raised its massive fist to crush her unguarded back.


Ah… This is it.


Kora instinctively knew death was coming.


But then—


A silver flash sliced through the air, right above her head.


Shhhk.


Slide…


And that was the end of it.


The monster froze mid-motion, never realizing the change that had taken place—then collapsed backward.


Thud.


It didn’t move again.


It was dead.


“…Hic.”


Seeing it, Kora felt tears spring to her eyes.


Still hunched over awkwardly with her hands over her head, she offered a silent prayer of thanks to the gods.


‘I’m alive.’


“Hey, hey, you alright?”


A familiar voice called out from behind.


Kora barely lifted her head.


A knight with ashen-gray hair was smiling sheepishly down at her.


It was Freud—the infamous bastard, the delinquent knight. But right now, she had never been more glad to see him.


“You’re Kora, right? You’re not hurt?”


“F-For now, no…”


She took Freud’s outstretched hand and got up, swaying unsteadily for a while.
 



 



“You’ve been fighting alone here?”


“Y-Yes.”


“Impressive.”


A sly compliment. Kora didn’t feel flattered in the slightest.


“What about Millia?”


With still-trembling fingers, Kora pointed down the hallway.


Freud looked that way and nodded.


“Thanks. You should evacuate too. I’ve rescued everyone on this side.”


“Uh, um… what about you, sir?”


“I’ve got to help Millia, of course.”


As Freud shrugged, Kora pouted.


Of course. Must be nice being strong.


“W-Wait!”


Suddenly, the nobleman who’d been cowering on the ground during Kora’s whole struggle raised his head and shouted.


He’d been silent like a mouse before, but now that the danger had passed, he wore a smug smile that was almost enraging.


“S-Sir Knight! Wouldn’t it be wiser to stay by our council members and protect them?”


“…Huh?”


“Y-You’re a knight! A Royal Guard Knight should be protecting the Elder Council! You’re not seriously going to leave me with that foot soldier, are you? You saw how she struggled against that monster!”


Looking closer, he was the Chairman of the Elvendel Assembly.


From what Kora had heard, he’d been one of the loudest voices pushing to abolish the Airen monarchy.


And now he wanted help from the Imperial Royal Guard?


She bit her tongue to hold back the urge to say something sarcastic.


Instead, the knight beside her didn’t bother restraining himself.


“What the hell are you babbling about, you piece of trash?”


Smack!


The chairman’s face snapped sideways.


Freud had slapped him across the face.


“Eek?!”


Kora gasped in shock, but Freud didn’t stop.


Without hesitation, he stomped the man’s head with his armored boot.


Kora had only imagined crushing that pompous nose into the dirt—watching Freud actually do it left her stunned.
 



 



Sure, he was a Guardian Knight, but still—he was stomping on the chairman of one of the empire’s six great cities.


Didn’t he fear the consequences?


“Don’t you have any self-awareness? Who the hell taught you how to talk?”


Squelch squelch.


The chairman’s face was mashed into the carpet. He couldn’t even answer.


“When someone shows you kindness, just shut up and take it.”


Typical Freud.


Finally, he stepped off.


The chairman didn’t even squeak. He just sat there dumbfounded, clutching his swollen cheek.


A stream of blood ran from his nose.


“What, you got a problem?”


“H-Hiiieeek!”


When Freud raised his hand again, the man scrambled off like a terrified child, shrieking and bolting down the hallway.


Kora watched his pathetic retreat with a dry laugh.


“Ha… We’re so screwed.”


Yep, a salary cut was definitely coming.


The knight chuckled and said to Kora:


“This is why I hate people in power.”


Says the guy who is technically in power.


Though Kora didn’t say that out loud.


Freud sheathed his sword and let out a long breath, loosening his stance.


“You probably already know, but things are looking really bad.”


“Yes, sir.”


“So all the more reason—don’t die. If you’re ever in a situation like this, just run. Your life’s worth more than saving some pompous noble.”


He picked up Kora’s fallen sword and handed it back.


The monster’s slime clung stickily to her hands as she took it with both.


It was gross, but she didn’t show it.


Instead, she bowed politely.


“Thank you.”


“Nah, no need to thank me. If anything, I should be the one thanking you.”


He gave her shoulder a light pat.


“Anyway, keep it up.”


With that, Freud raised his fist and lightly tapped her chest.
 



 



“…Hm?”


Then, he frowned.


“…Ah.”


Kora felt a cold sweat drip down her spine.


Freud glanced from her chest to his hand… then back to her.


“Don’t tell me you’re…”


“THANK YOU! I’LL BE GOING NOW!”


Kora took off in a flash before he could say another word, clutching her sticky sword close to her chest.
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            Chapter 24: Veil of Corruption - (3)


Fwoosh—!


The beast lunged forward, its razor-sharp claws raised high. Each step it took sent tremors through the floor of the council hall, leaving deep craters in its wake.


And then—the attack came flying in. Millia threw herself aside with all her strength, barely avoiding it.


Where she had just been standing, a crater the size of a meteor impact had formed.


Even though her entire body was shielded in mana, a chill ran down her spine.


Had that hit directly, her limbs would’ve been torn apart. That’s how devastating the blow was.


But Millia wasn’t one to just keep running.


The beast’s massive size came with sluggish movements. There was a long pause between its attacks—and that gap was exactly what she had to exploit.


Just like now.


“Hup!”


Millia swiftly slashed with her mana-infused sword, aiming straight for the creature’s wrist.


Slash!


The blade, glowing faintly with a bluish hue, tore into the monster’s flesh, carving out a sizable chunk.


“Grruuurrrrkk!”


The monster shrieked in pain and twisted its body reflexively to counterattack, but Millia dodged with a mere tilt of her upper body.


A heavy gust swept past her face.


Even in that brief moment, her sharp eyes picked out another opening.


Using the centrifugal force from her dodge, she twisted her sword once more and landed a deep cut across the beast’s arm.


Schlurk.


“GRRRAAAARRK!”


She quickly stepped back, creating distance between her and the screeching creature.


“Phew...”


Millia caught her breath. Sweat trickled down her cheek, pooling at the tip of her chin.


It had already been dozens of minutes playing this deadly game of tag.


‘At least everyone else seems to have evacuated safely...’


She glanced at the monster before her, then shifted her gaze to the woman standing behind it—watching her with a curious, unreadable expression.
 



 



The woman in the black dress had hair that covered half her face, making it impossible to read her expression.


But the faint twitch of her lips through the strands gave her away.


She was smiling.


‘The composure of the strong, huh?’


Millia clicked her tongue.


When she’d charged in to strike down the woman who had introduced herself as an assassin, the massive beast had suddenly burst out of her shadow.


At the same time, smaller monsters had sprung up all around the council hall, attacking the attendees.


A violet barrier then enveloped the entire chamber—cutting off all external aid.


It was a clever tactic, even for an enemy.


Now, no reinforcements could arrive—not even Lautrec or the battle mages.


Until someone from outside could break through the barrier, only the forces trapped inside could fight back.


“Hh—!”


Millia let out a breath, heavy and sharp.


The black, squirming creature before her had a head so tall it brushed the second-floor ceiling.


Its strength was just as monstrous as its size.


It was also ridiculously durable.


She had landed dozens of attacks by now, and yet, not a single one had caused any serious damage.


The beast stood perfectly still, glaring at her, waiting for an opening.


Too powerful to be a mere familiar, and too wicked to be a spirit—it was something entirely unnatural.


And the woman who commanded it… she was no ordinary threat either.


Not only had she summoned the massive creature and a swarm of lesser ones, she had erected the powerful barrier as well.


Each one of her spells rivaled a grand magic.


She was using incantations Millia had never even heard of—mysterious, arcane rituals that defied all her understanding.
 



 



Despite coming from a prestigious magical lineage, Millia was stunned.


She steadied her grip on her sword, focusing.


Even one direct hit from that beast would mean death.


But when it came to speed—Millia had the upper hand.


The creature was strong, but it was also slow.


Her leg injury hadn’t fully healed, but by reading the motion of its shoulder and waist muscles, she could still dodge effectively.


As long as her stamina held out, she’d keep the creature busy—until Lautrec arrived with reinforcements.


Freud was likely tied up guarding the princess, so help wouldn’t come from him anytime soon.


Millia braced herself and waited for the next strike.


But instead of attacking, the woman who had been standing in the distance began to walk forward and spoke.


“You’re stronger than I expected, huh?”


Clap, clap.


She approached with a bright smile, clapping her hands.


The hulking creature joined in, grinning, and started clapping too.


Each time its enormous palms slapped together, a thunderous boom echoed through the hall.


“Impressive! You’re the first knight who’s lasted this long against Sepia. Honestly, I’m surprised.”


“…What are you scheming?”


Millia kept her body low and stayed on guard.


So the monster’s name is Sepia, she inferred.


“Just giving you a compliment.”


As Millia continued analyzing the situation, the woman tilted her head playfully.


“So, what’s your name?”


“Millia Liantour.”


“Hmm. The Liantur family? Aren’t they a famous magical house? Didn’t expect to find such an outstanding knight from there. I guess times really are changing.”


Millia narrowed her eyes.


The woman knew her family name.


Not exactly suspicious—but enough to raise her guard.


Then the woman placed a hand over her pale chest and lifted the hem of her dress slightly in an elegant gesture.
 



 



“Millia Liantour. A pleasure to meet you properly. I’m Arwen. You could call me… an Apostle.”


“Arwen…”


Millia repeated the name under her breath.


An Apostle of a veiled cult—chosen and blessed by an outer deity in exchange for eternal loyalty.


They were said to wield unspeakable power.


So she was one of them. That would explain this entire disaster.


As Millia mulled it over, Arwen grinned. Her gaze sparkled like a mischievous child who had found a new toy.


“I thought the Empire was rotting from within, but it’s still holding on, huh? Never thought I’d run into a knight like you. Aside from Escoval and the old man, you fight better than anyone I’ve met.”


It was meant as a compliment.


Millia tried to brush it off, but one familiar name snagged sharply in her mind—Escoval.


“Escoval? How do you know Sir Freud?”


“Oh? So you know Escoval too? I guess that makes sense for a knight.”


“Answer the question.”


There was no doubt.


She had clearly said Escoval, and that name could only refer to her fellow knight—Freud Escoval.


Arwen replied in a playful tone.


“Of course I know him. He’s my loyal servant.”


“What nonsense.”


No point in entertaining it further.


Millia kicked off the ground and lunged forward, sword drawn.


Her blade crackled with mana, the dazzling arc of light slicing through the air as she launched her strike.


It was a blow meant to end it—but once again, the monstrous body of Sepia moved between them, blocking the attack.


Her sword bounced off its flesh, utterly useless.


“Still don’t believe me? Ask Escoval yourself, then.”


Rather than answering, Millia delivered a second strike—
 



 



And it too was blocked.


“Tch…”


“Judging by that reaction, you trust Escoval quite a bit, huh?”


Arwen smirked with a teasing glint in her eye.


“Is it because he’s handsome? Ah, that’d explain why he’s always got flies buzzing around. Makes me jealous.”


Her voice trailed off into the air, light and mocking.


But her smile slowly faded, and her expression turned cold.


“Anyway, I think we’ve stirred up enough trouble for now. And I’m in a bad mood... so let’s wrap this up.”


Arwen made a simple gesture.


At her command, Sepia, who had been defending until now, suddenly surged forward—this time attacking in earnest.


The sheer force was dizzying.


But Millia had confidence in her evasion.


She wrapped mana around her ankles and leapt—


—Fwoosh!


“Urgh…!”


Suddenly, a piercing headache exploded in her skull.


It felt like her head was about to shatter. Her body stumbled, losing balance.


Forcing her gaze upward, she saw Arwen, arm extended, chanting something under her breath.


The faster her lips moved, the worse the pain grew.


In that instant—Millia’s vision flipped.


It was a direct hit.


Sepia’s massive attack struck her full on.


A strange floating sensation overtook her—just before an indescribable shockwave erupted through her body.


Millia crashed through the wall of the central council chamber and slammed into the inner hallway, her body tumbling across the floor.


“Ghhk—!”


Blood spilled from her lips.


Her bones screamed. Her trembling hand gripped the ground in pain.


“…A curse, is it? Cough.”


“Why so surprised?” Arwen called out casually.


“You didn’t really think I became an Apostle just because I could control a sluggish monster, did you?”


Arwen perched atop Sepia’s shoulder and waved her hand with a flourish.
 



 



“I can do this, too.”


As if answering her gesture, black mist began to seep in from down the corridor.


It slithered and snaked its way into Sepia.


The creature absorbed the mist—and began to swell.


Its body grew massive, its head now reaching the skylight-shaped ceiling above.


Only then did Millia understand.


That’s the real body.


Until now, the beast had been broken into fragments and scattered throughout the chamber.


That’s why she could fight it alone.


But now that it had fully reformed into its true form—


Millia knew…


She couldn’t beat it.


“Oh! You’re still conscious?” Arwen giggled mockingly.


Yet Millia forced herself to her feet, using the floor as support.


Her sword, though battered and frayed, was still intact—still usable.


She had no chance of winning.


But her legs could still move.


That was enough.


Millia could still fight.


“A model knight. I’ll admit—I’m a little impressed.”


“…Shut up.”


With her blade held level, Millia glared directly at Arwen.


“Filthy whore.”


“…What?”


Arwen blinked in surprise.


Rather than answer, Millia spat blood-tinged phlegm at her feet.


It was the kind of crude act the upright and disciplined Millia would never normally commit—


But a strange rush of exhilaration had taken hold of her mind.


All that remained now was raw defiance, boiling over and seizing control.


“How’s that power you got from spreading your dirty hole for an Outer God?”


“…You little—do you want to die?”


“Maybe?”


As she spoke, Millia squinted one eye and stuck out her tongue just slightly.


Clumsy—but deliberate.


A clear, undeniable provocation.


Arwen’s eyelids twitched with rage.


“Fine. Have it your way. Sepia!”


She shouted, voice cracking with fury.


Sepia raised both hands high above its head.
 



 



The motion caused the ceiling of the chamber to shatter completely—


And through the gap, the violet barrier above was clearly visible, casting its eerie glow across the sky.


With that ominous sky as its backdrop, Sepia’s massive fist came crashing down—slow, but unstoppable.


Millia raised her sword one last time, pouring every bit of strength she had into it—


“…Huh?”


Her vision flipped again.


But this time, there was no impact.


Rrrrrumble…


To her side, she saw the crater where Sepia’s fist had landed.


So—why wasn’t she crushed?


At first, she thought she’d left her body.


That maybe she had died, and her spirit was now drifting in the void.


But then—


Millia felt it.


A cold, firm sensation around her thighs and waist.


“…”


She looked up—


And saw a man with sharply defined features gazing down at her.


His eyes glowed like a pale winter moon.


His hair shimmered like silver dust stirred into gray ink.


It was Freud.


“Sir Freud…”


“Are you alright?”


His voice was quiet, low—


But unmistakably full of concern.


Just hearing it made Millia swallow hard, her throat dry.


And somehow, the first words that left her lips were—


“…Hello?”


“You don’t seem very hello to me.”


Freud responded, the corner of his mouth twitching in concern.


“Haha. I guess not.”


For the first time in what felt like forever—


Millia felt her heart settle, just a little.
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