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            Prologue
 
Abel Hardenberg.
 
The male lead of the romance fantasy novel ‘The Villainess Turns Back Time Again Today’—and also the character who plays the role of the mastermind behind the scenes.
 
He’s one of the only four dukes in the Arie Empire, a monster who has reached the pinnacle of archmage power. The kind of psychopath who regards human life as no more significant than dust.
 
An ultimate villain among villains, who kills thousands of people without a hint of hesitation for the sake of his own plans. A piece of human trash who toys with people's lives by flipping a coin.
 
Sure, male leads in romance fantasy novels are often like that, but Abel stands out as one of the worst, with a personality that you can count on one hand.
 
How bad is it? The comments section of the first chapter was flooded with posts like, “Isn’t this male lead way too much of a garbage character?”
 
Why am I bringing up all this now?
 
Isn't it obvious?
 
Because, as a regular reader who casually enjoys romance fantasies, I've reincarnated as Abel Hardenberg. Yes, the male lead who is the villainous mastermind in this bleak romance fantasy.
 
...Yes, I’m doomed.
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            Chapter 1
 
<The Villainess Turns Back Time Again Today>
 
Commonly known as <The Villainess Rewinds Time>.
 
When I first saw this novel, I thought it was just another typical romance fantasy.
 
A female protagonist from the modern world gets reincarnated as a villainess and tries to change the people around her to avoid the bad ending that’s coming for her—one of those overused villainess tropes.
 
However, there were two things that set this novel apart from the usual romance fantasy villainess stories.
 
First, the protagonist knows almost nothing about the original story.
 
At best, she knows from her friend who read the novel that the villainess she’s become was executed and a few other details about the setting.
 
Second, the protagonist has a cheat-like ability: infinite regression.
 
She can create random save points, and if she desires or dies, she returns to that moment.
 
At first glance, it might seem like one of those overpowered protagonists who just mess around, but...
 
‘It’s a bleak novel.’
 
Even before she was reincarnated into the story, she was already branded as a villainess, and she does everything she can to survive. Along the way, death or torture becomes a routine for her.
 
Thinking back now, I wonder what grudge the author had to make the protagonist suffer so much.
 
-Knock, knock.
 
As I was lost in my thoughts, a knock came from the door of my office.
 
"Come in."
 
The door slowly opened, revealing an old man in a butler's uniform.
 
White hair and a face full of wrinkles. He may look frail on the outside, but his eyes were as sharp as ever.
 
The butler’s name was Allen. He had served the House of Hardenberg since I was a child.
 
"What is it?"
 
"Well..."
 
"Whatever it is, you may speak freely."
 



 

 
At my words, Allen hesitated for a moment before slowly opening his mouth.
 
"The young lady of Count Este is here to see you."
 
"...Is that so?"
 
So, it’s already that part of the original story.
 
No, it’s been almost 20 years since I was reincarnated as the male lead of this novel, so I suppose it’s not so soon after all. As I got lost in thought again, Allen spoke up.
 
"What would you like to do?"
 
"Once I’ve finished my work, tell her she may come in."
 
"Understood, Duke Hardenberg."
 
Allen bowed his head, then left and closed the door behind him. I stared at his retreating figure before turning my gaze to the documents piled up on my desk.
 
‘There’s so much.’
 
Back in the day, it took me forever to finish even one document.
 
At that time, I was no more than a seven-year-old child, but my father used that as an excuse to lock me in a room without food for two days, just to teach me a lesson.
 
Thinking about it now, it’s a memory that still disgusts me. How could a man abuse his own child like that, even if my mother had died giving birth to me?
 
And it didn’t stop there. Under the guise of training, he’d beat me to within an inch of my life.
 
That feeling of impending death... I still can’t forget it.
 
‘Sigh…’
 
Without the memories of my past life, I probably would’ve gone insane by now. After all, the original Duke Hardenberg was practically a yandere with a broken mind.
 
To be honest, I’m not entirely sure I haven’t lost my mind myself. Most lunatics don’t realize they’re crazy, after all.
 



 

 
‘Is it just pointless worrying?’
 
Maybe I’m feeling unnecessarily sentimental because we’re getting closer to that part of the original story.
 
I pushed aside my stray thoughts and focused on finishing the documents in front of me. It wasn’t until I had dealt with all of them that I finally leaned back in my chair.
 
The backrest felt a little stiff, and I quickly stopped leaning. The chair I used in my previous life was more comfortable than this.
 
No matter how luxurious this chair is, it doesn’t meet my standards. As I was thinking that, I sensed someone at the door of my office.
 
-Knock, knock.
 
Right on cue, I heard the knock and couldn’t help but chuckle. Did they really calculate the exact time I’d finish my work? What an extraordinary butler.
 
"You may come in."
 
Allen opened the door and stepped inside.
 
“Have you finished your work, sir?”
 
“Yes. What about the young lady from Count Este’s family?”
 
“She is waiting in the reception room.”
 
“Tell her to come in.”
 
“Understood.”
 
With a respectful bow, Allen left the office.
 
‘So, it’s that part of the story now.’
 
This is the point in the novel where the protagonist, after experiencing countless bleak events, desperately visits the Duke of Hardenberg—the character known as the mastermind behind everything.
 
In the original story, Duke Hardenberg, intrigued by the fact that the infamous villainess of high society has come to his estate, agrees to meet her in private.
 
The protagonist, using the knowledge she gained from her many regressions and leveraging her family’s peculiarities, catches his interest and eventually secures a contract marriage with him.
 
A classic romance fantasy trope: the contract marriage.
 
From that point, the protagonist starts gaining her footing, and the novel’s satisfying and romantic developments begin to unfold.
 



 

 
But, of course, that didn’t last long. Soon enough, the story returned to its darker, more torturous themes, much to the readers’ frustration.
 
The sudden shift in tone had readers flooding the comments with complaints, but the author pressed on, dragging the story back into its grim plotlines.
 
‘...Relentless.’
 
Despite being a dark, depressing story, the author’s writing was surprisingly good, which is probably why I stuck it out until the end. Looking back now, enduring all the tragedy to reach the conclusion was probably the best decision I ever made.
 
Otherwise, I might have ended up suffering the same fate as the original Abel Hardenberg.
 
-Knock, knock.
 
“The young lady of Count Este is here to see you.”
 
‘...So it begins in earnest now.’
 
With that thought, I gave my command.
 
“Let her in.”
 
***
 
‘...How many times has it been now?’
 
I can hardly remember anymore. No matter how many times I’ve regressed and tried different approaches, my fate hasn’t changed.
 
Even if I grow close to the protagonist, I always end up being crushed in some way by either her followers or the crown prince.
 
And when I tried to approach other male leads from the original story, all I received were disdainful glares.
 
The noble society was far more unforgiving than I had anticipated. A villainess who had been cast out of high society was never truly given another chance to stand on her own.
 
Even if that villainess happened to be the daughter of a count.
 
After countless regressions, all I had left was the ability to protect myself through magic.
 
Assassination attempts, poisonings, and even kidnappings had become routine. My increasing magical abilities were merely a result of trying to fend off such dangers.
 



 

 
No matter how often I could return to a previous save point, if that point was saved at an inconvenient time, it could mean the end.
 
“The young lady of Count Este, the duke has asked that you wait until he finishes his work.”
 
“I understand.”
 
Under normal circumstances, such treatment would be considered rude even between nobles. But I was only the daughter of a mere count, while he was a duke.
 
Besides, I hadn’t even announced my visit ahead of time, so I had no grounds to demand better treatment.
 
‘Still, it’s quite luxurious.’
 
As expected of a ducal estate.
 
The silver chandelier, the elaborate wallpaper, and the plush chair—likely enhanced with magic—were impressive.
 
Of course, the chair was still less comfortable than any modern chair, but for me, it was more than enough.
 
My eyes wandered to the portraits of the heads of House Hardenberg hanging on the walls. One portrait, all the way to the right, caught my attention.
 
Ash-gray hair, gray eyes, a scar on his face, and luxurious clothing.
 
No mistake about it.
 
It was Abel Hardenberg, the character who masterminded the downfall of the protagonist, the only one who had ever successfully cornered her in the original story.
 
‘...And now, I’m here to make a deal with him.’
 
It felt like sticking my foot into a tiger’s mouth. No matter how much I had the ability to regress and held information he needed, he wasn’t someone I could take lightly.
 
As I swallowed hard, feeling the tension mount, the old butler spoke to me.
 
“Please follow me. The Duke will finish his work shortly.”
 
I took a deep breath and slowly stood up. The butler walked at my pace, guiding me toward the Duke’s office.
 



 

 
The opulent hallway stretched out before me, but I could hardly take in its splendor.
 
All I could think about was whether he might be the only key to changing my bad ending. The thought made my nerves even worse.
 
How long had we been walking? The butler finally stopped in front of an elegant wooden door and raised his hand, knocking softly.
 
-Knock, knock.
 
“The young lady of Count Este is here.”
 
Silence greeted us from the other side of the door.
 
Had he left the office just to mock me? Considering I was the villainess, it wouldn’t be out of the question for him to toy with me like this.
 
As I was about to be overwhelmed by these ominous thoughts, a voice from the office cut through the silence.
 
“Let her in.”
 
The door opened, and I slowly walked toward the office.
 
What came into view was a room filled with elegant wooden furniture, at the center of which sat a single man behind a large desk.
 
Ash-gray hair, cold gray eyes, and a sharp gaze that looked like it could cut. His aura was icy, and his face—so beautiful that it seemed almost unreal—made me freeze for a moment.
 
I stood there, dumbfounded, staring at him. He was far more handsome in person than the portrait had portrayed.
 
"...What are you doing?"
 
Abel’s irritated tone snapped me out of my daze, and I hurriedly apologized.
 
“I-I’m sorry for being rude. It’s an honor to meet you for the first time, Duke Hardenberg.”
 
“Well, it’s fine. I didn’t say it to scold you. Don’t worry about it.”
 
“Thank you for your kindness.”
 
“So, what’s your business?”
 
‘Now it begins.’
 
From this moment forward, I had to do everything in my power to win him over. If it took hundreds of regressions, I was ready for it.
 



 

– – – The End of The Chapter – – –
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            Chapter 2
 
Silky, beautiful black hair and intense red eyes, as if rubies had been embedded in them. Her features were sharp, yet still striking enough to be considered a beauty.
 
‘…I’m speechless.’
 
Is it because I’m in a romance fantasy novel? How could a woman possess such an appearance? Not that I’m in a position to talk.
 
Of course, beauty wasn’t her only feature. The dark circles under her eyes and her half-dead, lifeless gaze like a frozen fish gave off her signature air of decadence.
 
You could tell how much she had suffered just by looking at her. Though, I had no reason to concern myself with that right now.
 
While I was thinking that, she still hadn’t said a word.
 
What’s this? What on earth could she be thinking, standing in front of a Duke without even greeting him? I began to feel a little irritated and finally spoke.
 
“…What are you doing?”
 
“I-I’m sorry for being rude. It’s an honor to meet you for the first time, Duke Hardenberg.”
 
As she bowed respectfully, the irritation in me subsided a little.
 
Come to think of it, was I really upset because I hadn’t received a greeting from the young lady of a Count’s household?
 
It seems that living in this world has made me accustomed to the class system. Feeling a bit bitter, I sighed and spoke.
 
“Well, it’s fine. I didn’t say it to scold you. Don’t worry about it.”
 
“Thank you for your kindness.”
 
“So, what’s your business?”
 
At the same time, her crimson eyes narrowed. Adele Este took a moment to catch her breath before looking at me.
 
‘…Has she regressed?’
 
It was exactly as described in the novel. The slight pain she felt as her pupils contracted.
 



 

 
I couldn’t know how many times she had regressed, but judging by the weariness on her face, it wasn’t a small number.
 
“I’ve come to propose a deal.”
 
“…A deal, you say.”
 
I tapped my fingers on the chair as I slowly continued.
 
“Does Miss Adele understand the nature of a deal?”
 
“…Yes, I do.”
 
She couldn’t possibly not know. From her perspective, this isn’t the first time she’s hearing these words from me.
 
“What is it?”
 
“It is an exchange of things of equal value.”
 
Exactly the words I was about to say. It’s fascinating to experience her regression ability firsthand.
 
“We seem to be of the same mind.”
 
After a brief pause, I continued.
 
“So, what is it that the young lady of the Este family desires?”
 
“A marriage contract for one year.”
 
“Hm?”
 
It was exactly how the original plot unfolded.
 
Originally, she would use information related to the imperial family to win over Duke Hardenberg to her side. However, to me, who has read the original story, that information is practically useless.
 
Adele likely knows this after experiencing countless regressions as well.
 
“I see. Do you wish to re-enter high society?”
 
“That’s correct.”
 
According to the original story, Adele is currently in no position to attend any social gatherings. Unlike typical romance fantasy novels, this grimdark story’s high society is one where you cannot attend without an invitation.
 
It was a novel with a lot of unnecessary realism.
 
“So, what is it that Miss Adele wishes to trade in return?”
 
“The Este family’s trading company.”
 
She took a deep breath before continuing.
 
“To be precise, the exclusive rights to the Este family’s trading company.”
 
…Correct.
 
The decisive reason why Duke Hardenberg agreed to a marriage contract with the young lady of the Este family in the original story was because of the Este family’s trading company.
 



 

 
The Este trading company controls nearly half of the empire’s market. Of course, if that were all, the original Abel wouldn’t have gone so far as to endure a marriage contract just to secure the monopoly.
 
After all, even from an outsider’s perspective, he was a Duke on par with the imperial family. 
 
The reason Abel accepted the marriage contract with her was simple.
 
‘Because Count Este is an arms dealer.’
 
Only the imperial family and Count Este know this information. The fact that the Este family’s trading company deals in military supplies.
 
Even the Adele in front of me doesn’t know, which shows just how critical a secret it is.
 
The original Abel knew this, which is why he accepted the contract marriage with her.
 
Of course, even in my current position, where I despise the imperial family, it’s valuable enough to be worth the trouble.
 
“Interesting. A child who doesn’t even know they hold a jewel in their hands.”
 
“…What do you mean by that?”
 
“Don’t worry about it.”
 
I called out to Allen, who was waiting outside.
 
“Allen.”
 
“Yes, Your Grace.”
 
“Bring it.”
 
I spoke to him as he stepped through the door.
 
Allen quickly realized what I was referring to and pulled out a piece of paper from the air, using a simple spatial magic technique to retrieve it.
 
It was the contract.
 
After rising from my seat, I sat on the sofa across from Adele.
 
Allen placed the contract on the wooden table between the sofas, turning it so she could read it.
 
“…Impressive.”
 
“Well, it’s just a little trick.”
 
“Is that so.”
 
Adele closed her eyes briefly, seemingly tired, then began reading through the contract carefully.
 



 

 
“For your reference, there’s a geas on that contract. If you break the terms, there will be consequences.”
 
“Thorough, I see.”
 
“I’ll take that as a compliment.”
 
With that, Adele focused entirely on reading the contract. Feeling a bit bored, I found myself gazing at her face.
 
If decadence could be expressed in a face, it would look like hers. One thing I’ve realized since entering this romance fantasy world is that there are far too many beautiful people here.
 
What’s funny is that anyone with unrealistically beautiful features always plays an important role in the original story. Not just me, but Adele, and even the original male lead.
 
Every time I face someone with such beauty, I can’t help but feel out of place. That’s probably why her beautiful face doesn’t stir anything in me—it’s that sense of disconnect.
 
Lost in thought, I didn’t notice when Adele spoke to me.
 
“Can the terms of the contract be amended?”
 
“Of course. But it would require mutual agreement.”
 
“…I see.”
 
After that, Adele returned to reading the contract. It seems she didn’t find anything she needed to change.
 
Of course, she wouldn’t.
 
The contract I prepared contains the exact same terms as the one Abel and Adele agreed upon in the original story.
 
Come to think of it, our names are quite similar. Just one different initial. Was that something the author did on purpose?
 
“I’ll proceed as is.”
 
“Very well. Then imbue your mana into the contract.”
 
“Understood.”
 
Soon, a red mist rose from Adele’s hand, seeping into the contract. I, too, summoned my mana and infused it into the document.
 
The contract trembled slightly from the mana clash before settling down. A sign that the contract had been sealed.
 



 

 
“Now that I think of it, I haven’t seen Count Este in quite some time.”
 
“Is that so.”
 
“Could you deliver a message for me?”
 
“Yes.”
 
“Tell him not to act recklessly.”
 
“…Understood.” 
 
Adele let out a quiet sigh, lowering her head slightly.
 
“The engagement ceremony will be in a month. So, starting tomorrow, come to the Duke’s estate.”
 
“What?” 
 
Was my statement too sudden for her?
 
“If you’re going to be the Duke’s wife, you’ll need proper training, won’t you?”
 
“What do you mean…”
 
“I’m talking about bridal lessons.”
 
At my words, Adele looked at me, flustered. Her pure expression, which didn’t suit her otherwise sharp features, almost made me laugh. But I managed to hold it back.
 
Of course, that wasn’t the only reason I said it. My real intention in bringing her to the Duke’s estate was to hold her as leverage against Count Este.
 
Count Este, who cherishes his daughter deeply, wouldn’t dare give information about me to the imperial family with her as a hostage.
 
“Well then, off you go. I need to rest now.”
 
“…Understood.”
 
She quickly composed her expression and followed Allen’s guidance out of the office.
 
‘This is going according to the original plot.’
 
By securing a marriage contract, I’ve obtained Count Este as a key piece in this game. Plus, Adele Este is the perfect key for achieving my goals.
 
And what I must focus on is my objective.
 
My purpose is to destroy the imperial family, the root of all the grimdark developments to come. The original Abel didn’t have enough information about the imperial family and had no choice but to suffer, but I am different.
 
‘Though it won’t be easy, even with all of that in mind…’
 



 

 
What choice do I have? If I don’t want to suffer, I’ll have to try.
 
***
 
‘He is a dangerous man.’
 
He really is dangerous.
 
When my friend explained the original story to me, they said Abel was quite the mastermind behind the scenes. Now that I’ve dealt with him firsthand, I couldn’t agree more.
 
‘The problem isn’t that I’m regressing.’
 
I was prepared for the fact that I’d be regressing. In fact, I’ve been kicked out by him several times already.
 
At least my save point is right before talking with the Duke. If not, I might have gone mad by now.
 
Originally, I was planning to form a marriage contract by offering him information about the imperial family, which he wants to destroy. But he showed no interest in that information at all.
 
After five regressions, I came to the conclusion that he already knew everything I was going to tell him. It’s likely that one of my previous actions caused a butterfly effect, leading Abel to acquire that information.
 
Of course, if that were the only issue, I wouldn’t be so wary.
 
‘That man… he already knew what I intended to offer in exchange for the marriage contract…’
 
He even predicted the cards I was planning to play. The contract had every detail laid out. He had researched everything about me, a mere villainess, to that extent.
 
Considering he had already prepared the contract, it’s clear he was testing me—whether I would offer the deal exactly as written.
 
If I hadn’t, he would have discarded me without hesitation. He’s done so before, after all.
 
‘…I think I’ve gotten myself involved with the wrong person.’
 
I closed my eyes tightly and leaned against the wall of the carriage. The rumbling vibrations reached me, but they didn’t bother me as they usually would.
 



 

 
Because there was something far more concerning on my mind.
– – – The End of The Chapter – – –
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            Chapter 3
 
Before the sun had even risen, in the dim light of dawn.
 
-Whoosh.
 
I swung the wooden sword at the center of the training ground. The sword moved as I willed, slicing through the air with a sharp sound.
 
This was my daily swordsmanship training—never missed a day, always at dawn. Of course, there were times when I was so busy I couldn't even leave the office, let alone train.
 
"Phew..." 
 
A white breath escaped my lips. My whole body felt like it was being hit by a wave of muscle pain. I stopped swinging the wooden sword and placed it on the ground.
 
-Creak.
 
With a somewhat noisy hinge sound, Allen entered the training ground.
 
"What’s going on?"
 
"Lady Este from the Este Count's family is arriving this morning."
 
"She’s quicker than I expected."
 
I thought Count Este would try to keep her longer. Seeing that she’s arriving after just three days, it seems he realized there was no point in holding her back.
 
"Understood. I’ll go after I finish bathing."
 
"As you wish."
 
Allen bowed his head to me and left the training ground.
 
‘Is this where the original story starts in earnest?’
 
I put on the clothes I had left aside and placed the wooden sword on the stand. As I was getting ready to leave, the door to the training ground opened again.
 
A group of sturdy men wearing leather armor appeared.
 
They were knights from the Hardenberg family's Black Raven Knights, the household’s private order. They were chatting among themselves as they entered, but as soon as they saw me, they bowed respectfully.
 
"Good morning, Duke!"
 
"Yeah."
 
It seems they’re here for their morning training. Since I usually train at dawn, we rarely run into each other, but today we did.
 



 

 
“Well then, take care.”
 
"Yes, sir!"
 
I nodded slightly at their spirited reply and left the training ground.
 
Everything is fine, but their voices are too loud. I appreciate their loyalty, but their shouts are so loud it makes my ears ring.
 
‘...But it’d be awkward to tell them to tone it down.’
 
I walked for a while, until I saw a door with maids dressed in uniform standing beside it. Among them, I spotted Laura, my personal maid.
 
"Good morning, Duke."
 
"Yeah. Is the water ready?"
 
"It’s all heated up."
 
"Good."
 
I handed my clothes to Laura. Seven maids stood inside the room, ready to assist with my bath.
 
When I first reincarnated into this world, I thought I’d never get used to having maids assist me in bathing, but now it’s become quite normal. They aren’t naked, so as long as I endure a little embarrassment, the bath is done in no time.
 
After finishing the bath, I dressed in the clothes Laura handed me and made my way to the reception room.
 
The cold, barren corridor greeted me.
 
The hallway of the previous Duke's mansion had been lavishly decorated with expensive paintings and sculptures, displaying a life of luxury.
 
But once I became Duke, the once-grand hallway turned into an empty, desolate passage.
 
Every time I passed by those paintings or sculptures, I was reminded of the previous Duke—my father—and I couldn’t bear to see them. So, I sold them all. That’s how much I despised him.
 
Of course, that led to ridiculous rumors circulating for a time. Bold fools whispered that the Duke’s family was running out of funds.
 
‘Even now, I can’t understand what gave them the nerve...’
 
It must have been because I was young then. They thought I was easy to push around. On top of that, suspicion surrounding the former Duke’s death by poisoning had shaken my position.
 



 

 
Naturally, they paid dearly for it later.
 
While lost in thought, I soon found myself in front of the reception room door. Allen stood there, watching as if he’d been waiting for me.
 
“Have they arrived?”
 
“No, but they should be here soon.”
 
“Alright. I’ll wait inside. Call me when Lady Adele arrives.”
 
“As you wish.”
 
Allen opened the door, and I stepped inside. I sat down on the sofa in the reception room. I’ve never liked waiting, but she is, after all, going to be my fiancée.
 
Waiting for her is the least I could do.
 
***
 
The House of Hardenberg.
 
A noble family established long ago by a branch of the imperial family. 
 
Because of this, they wield influence comparable to the imperial family itself. Their private knight order, the Black Raven Knights, is nearly as powerful as the emperor’s Golden Lion Knights.
 
In short, the Hardenberg family is the true power behind the Arie Empire. And I am to become the fiancée of the head of that house.
 
"Sigh..."
 
At my sigh, Lily, the maid sitting across from me, spoke up.
 
"Don’t worry too much, my lady. The Duke of Hardenberg won’t treat you poorly."
 
"True enough."
 
On the surface, we're engaged, so he’ll likely take some care of me. The problem is whether this deal I made with him will really help me avoid my bad ending.
 
‘...But it’s not like I had any other choice.’
 
"Still, cheer up! I’m sure you’ll get along with the Duke of Hardenberg just fine, Lady Adele!"
 
"Do you think so? I’m glad to hear that."
 
I looked at the maid in front of me with a bittersweet smile. Her atmosphere and face reminded me of a cute puppy—energetic and with affectionate, sparkling eyes.
 



 

 
This was Lily, the personal maid Count Este had assigned to me. Along with my father, she was one of the few people who truly looked after me now that I had become the villainess, Adele Este, from the novel.
 
‘...Back when I first grew close to Lily, I thought everything would turn out well.’
 
At that time, I was naive enough to think that, just like in the villainess stories I read in my previous life, I could change my reputation as a villainess if I just tried hard enough.
 
But all my efforts earned me were more than ten assassination attempts and five poisoning attempts.
 
‘What a joke.’
 
It’s laughable to think that being a villainess could be something you fix with effort alone. Despite all my struggles, I couldn’t even set foot in high society anymore.
 
"We’ve arrived!"
 
At the coachman’s announcement, I stopped resting my chin in my hand and looked out the window. What I saw was a mansion so large that it made even most museums seem small in comparison. As expected of the Duke’s house.
 
It was incomparable to the house I had lived in.
 
As I pondered this, Lily opened the door, and a man came into view. Ashen hair and gray eyes, with a scar on his face.
 
"...Huh?"
 
Abel Hardenberg.
 
He smiled slightly and extended his hand to me. If I wasn’t mistaken, he intended to escort me.
 
But why?
 
"What are you doing?"
 
And he spoke formally to me. This was the same man who had once spoken to me so condescendingly.
 
Caught off guard, I hesitated but eventually placed my hand in his. His hand was rough, covered in calluses—a hand shaped by years of training.
 



 

 
"H-Huwaa..." 
 
I heard Lily’s voice beside me. When I turned to look, her face was bright red, clearly misunderstanding the situation between Abel and me, but there was nothing I could say to her.
 
"Shall we?"
 
Abel smiled faintly as he escorted me into the mansion. What on earth was he thinking, being so kind all of a sudden?
 
I couldn’t help but feel uneasy as I looked at his face. Every time I had encountered such kindness in the past, it never ended well for me.
 
"Is something the matter?"
 
"It’s just that..."
 
Had he noticed my discomfort? He wiped the smile from his face and spoke to me.
 
"We can discuss the details once we’re in the reception room."
 
I nodded at his words. In the distance, I could see the maids whispering to one another, their gazes fixed on us. Their faces seemed strangely cheerful.
 
-Buzz...
 
‘...What is this feeling?’
 
I tried using magic to listen in on the conversation, but it failed.
 
"You can’t use magic inside the Duke’s mansion, so be careful," Abel warned.
 
"I-I see..."
 
Well, of course. This is the Duke’s residence, after all. It makes sense that there’d be measures in place to prevent magic. As I thought this, we arrived in front of the reception room.
 
The old butler, Allen, noticed us and opened the door. Once inside, we sat down across from each other with a table between us.
 
"Lily."
 
"Yes!"
 
"Could you step out for a moment?"
 
"Of course!"
 
Lily shot me a glance, her face brimming with happiness, and discreetly gave me a thumbs-up when Abel wasn’t looking.
 
‘...So innocent.’
 
If she knew the true nature of my relationship with Abel, she wouldn’t be acting like that. I smiled bitterly and then looked at Abel.
 



 

 
"Allen."
 
"Yes, my lord."
 
"Leave us."
 
"As you wish."
 
Without another word, Allen left the room. I glanced around for a moment and then turned to Abel.
 
"What is this about?"
 
"Hmm?"
 
"You’re not the type to be this kind."
 
At my words, Abel gave me an amused look.
 
"Oh? Are you already letting your guard down because we’re engaged?"
 
For a moment, I held my breath.
 
Now that I think about it, wasn’t Abel considered one of the more eccentric characters in the original novel? I must have let the fact that we were engaged cloud my judgment and spoke too carelessly.
 
Should I rewind time? But I still hadn’t figured out where the save point was...
 
"Tch..."
 
Suddenly, I heard him laugh and lifted my head to look at him.
 
"Haha. I was just kidding. It’s only natural to have questions when you’re engaged."
 
"Thank goodness..."
 
"So, you were asking why I’m being so kind, weren’t you?"
 
"Yes."
 
"There’s no grand reason. It’s just common courtesy between fiancés."
 
...Is that so?
 
I suppose escorting one’s fiancée is considered basic manners. It’s just that, coming from Abel—the man known as the dark mastermind—it feels different.
 
"Besides, I can’t stand the prying eyes from outside."
 
"Outside, you say..."
 
"No matter how high a duke stands, rumors spread."
 
He looked directly at me as he continued speaking.
 
"And I hate rumors more than anything. Does that answer your question?"
 
"...Yes."
– – – The End of The Chapter – – –
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            Chapter 4
 
After three days, Adele's face looked less exhausted than the first time I saw her. Back then, she appeared as if she was about to collapse, but now she only looked mildly fatigued.
 
‘That means she must have regressed a lot at that time.’
 
Each regression comes with a certain amount of pain, so her exhaustion would have been much worse. But that doesn’t mean I feel sorry for her. After all, it's her burden to bear.
 
‘…I must be losing it too.’
 
Every time something like this happens, I realize just how much I've changed.
 
To think I was once just a regular college student who volunteered in my spare time—now, look at me.
 
All I can do is sigh.
 
"Do you have any more questions?"
 
"…No. Nothing in particular."
 
"Then let's discuss the contract."
 
-Snap!
 
With a snap of my fingers, a piece of paper materialized from thin air and landed on the table. Adele picked it up and began reading through the contents.
 
“The contract is bound by a Geass, so breaking it will result in a penalty.”
 
For reference, the penalty is a reduction in lifespan. It's a very severe penalty, so each of these contracts is worth about as much as a decent-sized carriage.
 
Even nobles don't buy these contracts lightly. They may be wealthy, but their wealth isn’t unlimited.
 
Of course, as a duke, this isn't such an expensive item for me.
 
“First. I will become Adele's fiancé for one year and provide her with as much support as possible.
 
Second. In return, House Hardenberg will gain exclusive rights to Count Este's trade for one year.
 
Third. If necessary, the contract can be extended or canceled through mutual agreement. However, both parties must be of sound mind during the agreement.”
 
I finished reciting the contract’s terms and looked at her.
 



 

 
“This is the contract we agreed upon back then. Do you have any revisions?”
 
“No, I do not.”
 
“Good. Then you may take the contract.”
 
“Why…?”
 
“For mutual trust.”
 
For my purposes, I need Adele’s ability to regress. And to secure that, I must first build trust. If handing her the contract is enough to gain her trust, it’s a small price to pay.
 
“…Thank you for the consideration.”
 
She replied with a bewildered expression, tucking the contract into her coat.
 
“Oh, there’s something I forgot to mention.”
 
At my words, Adele tilted her head slightly.
 
“Come in, Evan.”
 
-Thud.
 
The door opened, and a burly man stepped inside. Black hair, black eyes, and an honest expression. At a glance, he could be mistaken for a bear, given his large frame.
 
This man, Evan, was the vice-commander of the Black Raven Knights and used to be my bodyguard before I became a duke. Despite being a commoner, he rose to the position of vice-commander, making him a role model for other common-born knights.
 
“Uh…”
 
Adele looked puzzled by his sudden appearance.
 
“You called for me, Duke!”
 
His booming voice echoed, and I briefly closed my eyes. Come to think of it, this guy was the loudest one this morning.
 
“...Lower your voice.”
 
“Yes, sir…”
 
Evan answered in a lower tone, though I knew it wouldn’t last long. His voice would get loud again soon enough.
 
I’d half given up by now, but if I didn’t point it out, he’d get even louder, so I had to say something.
 
‘He’s talented and has a good personality—why does he have to be so loud?’
 
Adele looked at me, then turned to Evan before asking me.
 



 

 
“…Who is he?”
 
“He’ll be your bodyguard from now on.”
 
“Nice to meet ya, ma’am!”
 
“…Address her as ‘Miss’.”
 
“Yes! Nice to meet you, Miss!”
 
“…I see.”
 
Evan's unimpressive appearance seemed to drain the strength from her voice, making it clear she was less than confident. To be fair, given what she'd seen so far, it wasn’t unreasonable for her to have doubts.
 
“There’s no need to worry. He may not look it, but he’s the vice-commander of the Black Raven Knights.”
 
“...Vice-commander?”
 
She repeated the title as if she couldn’t believe it, and I had to suppress a smile. A quick glance at Evan showed his face was hurt by her disbelief.
 
“Yes.”
 
“...Thank you for your excessive generosity.”
 
“Don’t mention it. After all, my fiancée’s safety is important to me as well.”
 
“Evan… I look forward to working with you.”
 
“Yes, ma'am! I’ll do my best!”
 
Evan’s overly enthusiastic response made Adele look a bit overwhelmed. She turned to me, as if seeking relief from the sudden pressure.
 
“Do you have any other questions?”
 
“...No, none.”
 
“Then I’ll be on my way. By the way, you can ask Alan about your bridal lessons.”
 
“Understood.”
 
With that, I left the reception room and made my way toward the office. I could only imagine how many documents would be waiting for me today…
 
Just the thought gave me a headache, but as long as I held the title of Duke, there was no avoiding it.
 
***
 
Who knows how much time has passed?
 
I finally finished checking over the duchy’s budget and reviewing the detailed plans for our business ventures. At least for now, it seemed like the workload wouldn’t pile up again soon.
 
As I was considering that, a certain thought crossed my mind.
 



 

 
‘...Ah, right. Count Este’s trading company.’
 
The headache returned as I sighed and leaned back in my chair. Holding exclusive rights to the Este Count’s goods meant I’d have a monopoly on whatever they sold.
 
Of course, monopolizing things too much could backfire on me, so I’d need to exercise restraint. But that’s not what I was after.
 
What I was really after were the military supplies the Este Count handled.
 
Given his connection with the imperial army’s supply chain, I knew he would do his best to hide that fact. And I wouldn’t make it a priority to uncover it either.
 
The problem lay elsewhere.
 
-Clang!
 
I turned my head to see three assassins dressed in black masks. Were they hired by an assassin guild? From what I could tell, their skills didn’t seem particularly impressive.
 
“Damn, it’s a failure!”
 
They immediately made a break for the window.
 
“You won’t get away that easily.”
 
-Snap!
 
With a snap of my fingers, the assassins froze in place.
 
This was space magic, a technique passed down through the Hardenberg family. These fools must not have known I could wield space magic when they decided to attack.
 
‘This could be a warning…’
 
It was possible that merely establishing ties with Count Este had caught the imperial family’s attention. Still, I couldn’t help but wonder what my knights were doing while these people snuck into my office.
 
-Bang!
 
The door flew open, and a man dressed in a celestial armor rushed in. Lean and composed, he knelt before me.
 
“My deepest apologies, Duke.”
 
This was Ilho.
 
He was the leader of the Crow, an assassination unit secretly created by the Hardenberg family, and one of my most trusted subordinates.
 



 

 
Of course, in the original story, the Crow never existed.
 
It was a group I assembled by gathering orphans who were known for their remarkable combat abilities. Whether it was dirty work or clean, they were the ones who handled it all for me.
 
Thanks to their existence, the influence of the Hardenberg family had grown far greater than in the original story.
 
“So, how did they manage to get all the way into my office?”
 
“I have no excuse, sir.”
 
“I’m asking for the reason, Ilho.”
 
“There were more of them than anticipated.”
 
“And Lady Adele?”
 
“She’s safe, thanks to Sir Evan.”
 
“Well, that’s some relief.”
 
-Bang!
 
I lowered my hand, and the assassins who had been standing rigidly were slammed into the ground.
 
“Ugh…”
 
They groaned in pain, desperately trying to crawl away. Normally, I would’ve killed them to end their suffering, but…
 
‘There’s no need to show mercy to those who seek my life.’
 
“Ilho.”
 
“Yes, sir.”
 
“Take them and extract whatever information you can.”
 
“I will carry out your orders.”
 
-Snap.
 
With another snap of my fingers, the assassins foamed at the mouth and passed out. At Ilho’s signal, other members of the Crow appeared, dragging them away.
 
“Oh, one more thing.”
 
“What is it?”
 
“Begin investigating the Imperial Nest.”
 
“…It’s time, then?”
 
“Yes. It will take a long time, but it has to begin now.”
 
“I will follow your command.”
 
With a respectful bow, Ilho disappeared into thin air. Watching him leave, I sighed and turned my gaze to the world map hanging on the wall.
 
The map resembled the one from my previous life in many ways. The key difference was that about 70% of the world’s territories were marked as part of the Arie Empire.
 



 

 
And if there was one person responsible for conquering 70% of the world, it could only be one individual.
 
‘The Emperor.’
 
In the original, or rather, in Adele’s perception of the original story, the Emperor was portrayed as a laid-back old man.
 
He was the comic relief, constantly interfering with the Crown Prince’s attempts to confess to the female lead.
 
But the Emperor’s true nature was far from that of a doting grandfather.
 
He was the final boss and the ultimate mastermind of <The Villainess Rewinds Time’.
 
Even with all my knowledge of the original plot, I couldn’t be certain how effective it would be against him. After all, even in the story, no one succeeded in killing him.
 
‘…This is something I’ve been preparing for a long time.’
 
Hoping that my plan would succeed, I closed my eyes.
– – – The End of The Chapter – – –
 
[TL: You can support the translation and read 3 chapters ahead of the release here on Patreon: https://www.patreon.com/OracleTls 
Join Our Discord for regular updates and have fun with other community members: https://discord.com/invite/SqWtJpPtm9 ]




            ---The End Of The Chapter---

                            
                    
                        https://www.readingpia.me/covers/1728153688_cover_.png

                        
                            
                                You can support the translation and read 5 chapters ahead of the release here on Patreon

                            

                            
                                    
                                    
                                 Join on Patreon
                        

                    

                
                                        
                
                            
                

                    

                            
                
                            
                
                            
                
            



        

                    
            
                    
            

                
                    
            

                
                    
            

                

                    
            

                
        
                    
                
                
                    
                    Join Our Discord

                    Be part of our amazing community!

                    Join Now
                

            


        

        
            
            




        


                                    
                    Comments

                    
                    

                

                    

        
            
        

        
            
            




        


        
            
            




        


        
                    
            

                

                    
            

                
                    
            

                
                    
            

                
                    
            

                
                    
            

                
                    
            

                
                    
            

                
                
            Chapter 5
 
It was a lazy afternoon.
 
The garden was filled with lush green trees and flowers of various colors in bloom.
 
At the center of that garden, Adele and I sat across from each other, facing one another at a tea table.
 
It was Adele who had suggested this tea time, yet she simply sipped the tea served by her maid in silence.
 
I waited for a long time, expecting Adele to speak first, but when I could no longer hold back, I broke the silence.
 
“Why did you call for me?”
 
“Do I need a reason to summon my fiancé?”
 
“Hmm... I suppose not.”
 
Her tone was slightly sharp—perhaps because of yesterday’s ambush.
 
Indeed, yesterday’s attack was far more threatening than the ones before. Assassins had the audacity to break into my office.
 
Maybe that’s why she’s more comfortable around me now. After all, in a way, I’m the reason she was put in such danger.
 
With that thought, I took a sip of my tea. Adele glanced at me and slowly opened her mouth to speak.
 
“Your Grace, Duke Hardenberg.”
 
“Hm? What is it?”
 
“I have a question regarding our contract.”
 
“A question?”
 
“Who knows about the contract between us?”
 
“Only Evan, Allen, and myself. Just the three of us.”
 
“Are you sure?”
 
“Does it matter?”
 
“Of course it does.”
 
“If it’s uncertain, then I’ll simply make it certain.”
 
“...Pardon?”
 
“Is that enough of an answer?”
 
At my words, implying I wouldn’t hesitate to silence anyone if necessary, Adele’s face stiffened for a moment.
 
Perhaps she couldn’t comprehend my way of thinking.
 
Well, it’s no wonder. To someone like her, who still holds onto a modern person’s mindset, my views must seem completely foreign.
 
There’s a gap between us—me, who wouldn’t hesitate to kill if needed, and her, who harbors a deep aversion to taking lives.
 



 

 
I grimaced slightly, finding the tea bitter for some reason.
 
Noticing this, she quickly relaxed her hardened expression and shifted the conversation.
 
“…I see. In that case, let’s clarify the details.”
 
“The details?”
 
“Like the reason we became engaged in the first place. Surely, Your Grace knows about my notorious reputation, doesn’t he?”
 
“Of course. I know it well.”
 
“...”
 
Adele Este.
 
Originally, she was the beloved daughter of the Este Duke’s family, but after the family was demoted to a count’s household, she became the daughter of Count Este.
 
When the reason for the sudden fall of the duke’s house to a count’s was not revealed, rumors spread that it was due to her actions that the Este family lost their title.
 
‘As if that could ever be true.’
 
Only a fool would take such rumors seriously.
 
A ducal house, and not just any, but the Este family, famous for their vast merchant empire, reduced to a count’s title all because of one young lady? Ridiculous.
 
In fact, the rumor had the sequence of events all wrong.
 
Adele didn’t commit any evil deeds before the demotion; her misdeeds began after the family was demoted.
 
‘Of course, that’s not the most important part.’
 
The important thing is that Adele’s infamy is substantial—so much so that such rumors could even exist.
 
After becoming a countess and breaking off her engagement with the Crown Prince, Adele came to believe that the reason for the broken engagement was the heroine of the original story, who had grown close to the Crown Prince. Thus, she harassed her, repeatedly crossing lines she shouldn’t have.
 



 

 
Though her misdeeds stemmed from a slight misunderstanding, the acts she committed went far beyond what was acceptable. That’s how Adele earned her infamous reputation.
 
Of course, the Adele I speak of is the one before she possessed her.
 
“So, you need a reason that makes sense for all of this?”
 
“Yes. Otherwise, it would bring great harm to House Hardenberg.”
 
Her words caused me to frown slightly.
 
Did she really think that just being engaged to her would damage the Hardenberg family? Did she think so little of House Hardenberg?
 
I frowned and opened my mouth to speak.
 
“That’s a distasteful thing to say.”
 
“...What?”
 
“Why do you think being engaged to you would bring harm to House Hardenberg?”
 
“But… didn’t you say you care about public opinion?”
 
It seems she remembered what I had said before. Given the traits of someone who has regressed to the past, it’s no surprise she’s sensitive to even small bits of information.
 
But Adele had misunderstood my words.
 
“It seems you’ve gotten something wrong.”
 
I continued, correcting her misunderstanding.
 
“I care about public opinion, yes, but I do not let myself be bound by it.”
 
When I first became the duke, I had indeed been bothered by baseless rumors, which is why I began to pay attention to them.
 
But that doesn’t mean I let myself be constrained by them.
 
Whatever the case in the past, now I am the head of House Hardenberg, one of the only four ducal houses in the Arie Empire.
 
In other words, the time when I could be swayed by rumors is long gone.
 
“Still, shouldn’t we at least establish the reason for our engagement?”
 
“That we should.”
 
“You’re right. That does make sense. At the very least, setting up some kind of story should help prevent strange rumors from spreading.”
 



 

 
I wouldn’t let myself get caught up in rumors, but there’s no reason to allow unnecessary ones to circulate either.
 
The problem is, I don’t have any ideas at the moment. Perhaps it’s better to leave this to her. With that thought, I looked at Adele and spoke.
 
“How about we go with whatever story you come up with, Miss Adele?”
 
“...Really?”
 
“Yes. I don’t say things I don’t mean.”
 
As I watched Adele fall into thought, I brought my tea to my lips. The faint scent of roses accompanied by a slight bitterness filled my mouth. I suppose tea just doesn’t suit me.
 
“How about this, then?”
 
“What is it?”
 
“The Duke meets me by chance while on a trip and falls in love with me at first sight.”
 
“Hmm... quite the charming romance.”
 
At my indifferent response, Adele tilted her head slightly, looking a bit puzzled. Did she expect me to be flustered by that?
 
Come to think of it, if she sees me as a character from a romantic novel, it’s not surprising she’d think that way. After all, it’s a cliché in romance novels for the male lead to be thrown off by bold statements like that.
 
But for me, who has been hearing countless love stories from my personal maid Laura since childhood, it’s far too predictable. Even if the subject of the story happens to be me.
 
“And how about this one?”
 
Perhaps my calm reaction sparked her competitive spirit, as she started throwing more scenarios at me, likely in an attempt to catch me off guard. But honestly, I wasn’t fazed.
 
If stories like these unsettled me, I would have replaced Laura with another maid a long time ago.
 



 

 
“What about this—”
 
I interrupted her before she could pitch another idea.
 
“Enough. Let’s leave it at that.”
 
“Pardon?”
 
“We’ll go with your first story. It may be a bit cliché, but it’s likely the most believable one.”
 
“In that case...”
 
“Yes. We met by chance while traveling and fell in love at first sight. That should suffice to make us acceptable in high society, don’t you think?”
 
“...That should do.”
 
Seeing the slightly frustrated look on her face made me smile. I suppose, being in the middle part of the original story’s timeline, this pure side of her still remains.
 
In the latter half of the original story, Adele becomes a truly ruthless woman, cold and without a shred of mercy. She was destined to turn into a psychopath, caring only about Abel.
 
That’s why, whenever she shows these innocent sides, I feel a sense of relief. It reassures me that I am indeed changing the future of this world.
 
“Then we should also settle how we address each other, don’t you think?”
 
“How we address each other?”
 
“Yes. You can’t keep calling me ‘Miss Adele’ forever, can you? If we’re supposedly in love at first sight, people will find it odd.”
 
“You’re right. So, how would you like to be addressed?”
 
“Please, just call me Adele.”
 
A small chuckle escaped me at her confident tone. Did she really think I’d be flustered? It seemed she still hadn’t given up on catching me off guard by making me call her by her name.
 
Should I admire her persistence or call it foolish dedication to a pointless endeavor?
 
“Adele.”
 
“...Yes?”
 
The moment I called her name without hesitation, she stared at me, dumbfounded. Did she really not expect me to say it so casually?
 



 

 
I’m not some innocent child who gets flustered just by saying someone’s name. It seemed I needed to turn the tables and make her feel the pressure so she’d give up on this unnecessary persistence.
 
“Come to think of it, it seems unfair that I’m the only one calling you ‘Adele.’”
 
“What...?”
 
I continued, watching her face grow more flustered.
 
“So, wouldn’t it be only fair if you called me Abel as well? My beloved Adele.”
 
At that, Adele fell silent for a moment. She clearly hadn’t anticipated being on the receiving end of her own game.
 
This was the perfect opportunity to push her a little further.
 
“I’ve already called you Adele. Could it be that you’re unable to call me Abel?”
 
She closed her eyes briefly, then slowly started to speak.
 
“A... A...”
 
“I can’t hear you.”
 
She opened her eyes and looked at me like I was being unfair. But what could she do? She started this.
 
“...Abel.”
 
“Your voice is too quiet, don’t you think?”
 
“Ugh…”
 
After hesitating for a moment, Adele finally raised her voice.
 
“Abel!”
 
Almost shouting my name, she immediately bowed her head in embarrassment.
 
Now that I think about it, it’s probably been ten years since someone last called me by my name.
 
“Good. Keep calling me that from now on.”
 
I smiled at her, feeling quite satisfied, and watched as her face turned a faint shade of pink.
 
She lifted her head, but instead of speaking further, she just sipped her tea in silence, clearly flustered. It seems that turning the tables on her was the right choice after all.
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            Chapter 6: Engagement (4)
 
“Ugh...”
 
At dawn, as the sun began to rise.
 
Adele buried her face in the pillow and started punching the bed. How did she end up like this?
 
It must be because of that man.
 
During their tea time, Adele had wanted to fluster Abel somehow. She was curious about how his always composed expression would change if he were caught off guard, so she wanted to get back at him in any way possible.
 
But instead, she was the one who got flustered.
 
‘How on earth can he say such cringeworthy things?!’
 
Moreover, the other party was herself, notorious as a villainess. How could he say such things to someone like her?
 
“So, wouldn’t it be only fair if you called me Abel as well? My beloved Adele.”
 
Feeling as if his voice from that moment echoed in her ears, Adele sighed and sat up. How could he say something that sounded straight out of a romance novel?
 
‘...Oh right. This is a world inside a romance fantasy.’
 
Then perhaps it’s not so strange. Such cringeworthy lines must be common in romance novels. So let’s calm down now.
 
No matter what, if she keeps getting flustered over things like this, the name of a regressor would cry. As she thought that and recalled the past, an unpleasant feeling began to rise.
 
The pain of slowly dying from poison, the pain of instant death when her heart was pierced, the pain of dying while being strangled.
 
“Haa...”
 
Only then did Adele regain her composure, sigh, and check the mana within her body. The number of shield spells she could deploy in emergencies was about five times. That should be enough.
 
Besides, she had Evan, the bodyguard knight assigned by Abel, so it might even be overkill. The martial skills Evan had shown back then were quite impressive.
 



 

 
As she was thinking this, a knocking sound came from beyond the door.
 
-Knock, knock.
 
“Come in.”
 
Thinking it was unusual for Lily to come so early, Adele said so, and upon seeing the person who entered, she was momentarily stunned.
 
Ash-gray hair and gray eyes.
 
The man standing at the door was undoubtedly Abel Hardenberg—the very culprit who had kept her from sleeping properly last night.
 
“Did you sleep well last night?”
 
“..Your Grace.”
 
At her words, he frowned and asked her.
 
“Hmm? My dear Adele, why do you address me like that?”
 
‘Ah, right...’
 
At his words, Adele recalled what she had said yesterday—that since they had fallen in love at first sight, they should call each other by name. What on earth had she been thinking when she said that?
 
“Abel... nim.”
 
“The honorific is unnecessary. Say it again.”
 
“..Abel.”
 
“Hmm... Well, that’ll do for now. You’ll get used to it gradually.”
 
Abel said that and, looking at her, continued.
 
“It’s about time for breakfast. I’ve woken up the maid, so get ready and come.”
 
“Alright.”
 
“Oh, and no matter how hot it is, at least button up properly. It’s quite displeasing to let others see that besides me.”
 
At his words, Adele immediately noticed that her buttons were undone near her waist and hastily covered herself with both hands. Seeing this, Abel chuckled softly and said,
 
“Well, I’ll be going now.”
 
-Click.
 
As she watched his retreating back after he closed the door, she quickly started buttoning up her clothes. Feeling her face flush, Adele sighed.
 
What an unpredictable man.
 
At first, she had been tense, thinking he was someone called a mastermind. But the side of Abel that he showed to her was nothing but irritatingly mischievous.
 



 

 
She didn’t like how he always left her flustered while he remained calm and composed.
 
“Ugh...”
 
‘How did I end up with a man like that?’
 
The word “self-inflicted” popped into her mind, and Adele irritably buried her face in the pillow.
 
***
 
‘...That was close.’
 
I almost lost my composure.
 
I had gone to wake Adele as part of playing the role of her loving fiancé, only to find her in her nightgown, completely unguarded.
 
Fortunately, it seems my poker face, honed since childhood, didn’t crack. Judging by the way Adele looked so frustrated when I left.
 
‘This is bad for my heart...’
 
Sighing, I sat down at the dining table. Soon, maids and butlers arrived with trays, setting up breakfast.
 
Once the table was fully set, I spotted Adele approaching from a distance. Wearing a fresh dress, she sat across from me at the table.
 
“Did you sleep well last night?”
 
“...Thanks to you. No assassination attempts, so I slept well.”
 
“I thought you might have stayed up all night after what happened yesterday, but I guess that was an unnecessary concern.”
 
“Ugh...”
 
At my words, Adele’s hand, holding her fork, trembled slightly, as if she was caught off guard.
 
Surely she didn’t actually stay up all night because of that, did she?
 
No way. It’s hard to believe she couldn’t sleep just because we called each other by name.
 
Thankfully, she refuted my thoughts with a firm expression.
 
“...Of course not. How about you, Abel?”
 
“Me? Ah, no need to worry. I always sleep well.”
 
“That’s a relief...”
 
With that, we focused on eating. Since it was morning, the table wasn’t burdened with heavy dishes—just soup, bread, and some bacon.
 



 

 
It had been a while since I dined without maids or butlers around. Normally, I had to pay extra attention to etiquette with them around, which was exhausting.
 
If I slipped even a little, they’d point it out, and I could never eat in peace. Etiquette was the only thing Allen was particularly strict about, even though he was lenient with everything else.
 
But now, with just Adele and me, there was no need to be overly mindful of every little rule. After all, she was a modern person, so she probably didn’t care much for such strict formalities.
 
Feeling a sense of satisfaction from a rare peaceful meal, I smiled.
 
“Abel?”
 
“Hm?”
 
“Can I ask why you’re smiling?”
 
“I was smiling because I’m pleased to have breakfast with just the two of us. Is there a problem?”
 
“...I see.”
 
Adele lowered her head and started mumbling something to herself. Was there something strange about what I said?
 
Surely I can say something like that to my fiancée, right? After all, it was true.
 
“How’s your bridal training going these days?”
 
“...Please just call it a class.”
 
“Hm? Are you embarrassed?”
 
“Of course not. But isn’t it strange to call it bridal training when it’s just the two of us?”
 
Well, we’re not exactly alone... but I didn’t feel the need to point that out. So I responded,
 
“There’s nothing strange about it. It’s a fact that you’re taking bridal training, isn’t it?”
 
“...Ha. Fine. The bridal training is going well.”
 
Adele nodded as if in defeat, then responded to my question.
 
“I’ve heard you’ve been receiving quite high praise.”
 
“Somehow… yes.”
 
“It seems you’re more serious about your bridal training than I thought.”
 



 

 
“It’s not really like that...”
 
“There’s no need to be embarrassed. If we’re in love at first sight, you should be capable of such things, don’t you think?”
 
“You’re certainly right.”
 
With that, the conversation ceased, and we both focused on finishing our breakfast. Time passed quietly.
 
After finishing her meal, Adele spoke to me.
 
“Thank you for the meal.”
 
“How do you find the meals at the duchy?”
 
“They’re satisfying.”
 
“That’s a relief. I was wondering what I’d do if the food didn’t suit your taste.”
 
“Thank you for always being so considerate.”
 
“Of course. It’s only proper for a fiancé to care for his fiancée, wouldn’t you agree?”
 
Smiling slightly, I said this, and Adele sighed before nodding.
 
“Is that so? Whoever ends up as your wife in the future is going to have quite a hard time.”
 
“It could be you.”
 
“We’ll see about that.”
 
“Hm, that’s a shame.”
 
To be honest, I’m even considering marriage as a means to keep Adele by my side. Her existence is crucial to my plans.
 
Her ability to infinitely regress is an incredibly powerful skill. Even with the drawback of random save points, I wouldn’t be surprised if she could single-handedly bring down an entire kingdom.
 
‘…Using marriage as a tool.’
 
It’s the kind of thing that would have made my past self foam at the mouth. Back then, I had some romantic ideals about marriage. Of course, it’s not like I’ve completely lost those ideals now, but…
 
After meeting numerous women, I gave up on the idea of marriage based on love. Our values and personalities just didn’t align.
 
“I’ll be going now.”
 
“Alright. Take care, Adele.”
 
“I will… Abel.”
 



 

 
Adele said this and left. Alone now, I rested my chin on my hand, deep in thought. I closed my eyes to review my plans.
 
The trust between Adele and me hasn’t been fully established yet. It’s unreasonable to expect that after less than a week of living together.
 
That’s a problem time will solve.
 
As for the imperial family, there’s no movement yet. They must be aware that I’m moving in secret. The fact that they aren’t acting means my actions are within their expected range.
 
For now, everything is going according to plan.
– – – The End of The Chapter – – –
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            Chapter 7: Engagement (5)
 
The Social Scene,
 
It refers to gatherings where the upper class, such as royals and nobles, come together to interact. In the real world, the social scene often feels like an exclusive community for the elite.
 
Though it varies slightly by country, for women, the social scene is much like a marriage market. The typical path involves making a debut in society and then meeting men of similar rank to eventually marry.
 
However, in romance fantasy, commonly known as RF the social scene differs greatly from reality. Due to the heavy female-centric nature of RF, the social scene rarely adheres to historical accuracy as it would in the real world.
 
Who would read a romance fantasy where the social scene is depicted as merely a marriage market in a story led by a female protagonist? As a result, the social scene in these RFs carries far more significance than in reality.
 
It’s the most important social platform in the nation, where politics and even policy discussions can be overheard. This is the social scene in a romance fantasy.
 
-Sip.
 
If you’re wondering why I’m talking about such a boring topic, it’s because I’m currently participating in that very social scene.
 
Adele was running a little late, still getting ready, so I entered the banquet hall first.
 
‘...It still feels uncomfortable.’
 
In truth, calling it a “social scene” is a stretch; it’s more like a gathering of beasts, biting at each other with masks on or admiring their own trappings.
 
Even after eight years of attending these events, the unique atmosphere of the upper class in this setting still makes me feel uneasy.
 
Thinking that, I leaned against the balcony railing and gazed up at the night sky. Stars glittered, each shining brightly, creating a beautiful scene.
 



 

 
“You’re here again tonight, aren’t you?”
 
I turned at the sound of the voice behind me. There was a woman in a pure white dress, with golden hair. Her eyes gleamed like gold, and her skin was as pale as porcelain, her long eyelashes completing the picture.
 
“...I greet the Empire’s little star.”
 
“Hm... I told you before, of all people, you don’t need to say that to me.”
 
“As a loyal subject of the Empire, I’m just offering the proper greeting.”
 
At my words, she responded in a tone of mild amusement.
 
“How amusing. Someone who dislikes the imperial family more than anyone else is greeting me, a princess, like this.”
 
“...Why have you come to find me?”
 
“Do I need a reason to see you?”
 
“Don’t you?”
 
The princess gave a small laugh and replied.
 
“You’re right. I don’t have much to say to that.”
 
Aria von Schufenheim.
 
She is the only princess of the Arie Empire and one of the few people in this social scene I can tolerate. Most importantly, she’s the only member of the imperial family helping me in my efforts to bring down the empire.
 
“What were you thinking when you got engaged to her?”
 
“Are you referring to Lady Este?”
 
“Yes. I assume you had your reasons, but... Surely, you didn’t get engaged just to target the Este Trading Company, did you?”
 
“Of course not.”
 
She looked at me, tilting her head slightly in confusion.
 
“I doubt you’d announce an engagement simply out of love...”
 
“I need her.”
 
“You need Adele? Adele von Este, the notorious villainess?”
 
Aria stared at me in disbelief. It’s only natural for her to react that way, given how little she knows about Adele.
 



 

 
Outwardly, she’s only known as a notorious piece of trash. But to me, she holds a different meaning.
 
“Yes. She’s the key to the core of my plan.”
 
At my words, Aria shook her head, clearly unable to understand, and spoke.
 
“Every time I meet you, I’m reminded how impossible it is to grasp your thoughts.”
 
“I’ll take that as a compliment.”
 
With a sigh of exhaustion, she spoke in a tone tinged with sarcasm.
 
“Let me ask you one thing.”
 
“What is it?”
 
“Has everything been going according to your plan so far?”
 
“For now, yes.”
 
“...Alright. Then, I need to tell you something. I won’t be able to provide information about the imperial family for a while.”
 
“...That means...”
 
There was only one reason why the princess would be unable to provide information. It could only mean that the imperial family was on the move to eliminate someone.
 
As if reading my thoughts, she nodded and said,
 
“Yes. The imperial family has officially started to act. They’re moving to capture the Crow.”
 
“...Thank you for the information.”
 
“It’s nothing. It’s only natural for people with the same goal to cooperate.”
 
“Is that so.”
 
“I’ll take my leave now.”
 
“Yes, farewell.”
 
Once the princess disappeared from view, I rested my chin on my hand and fell into thought.
 
Today was the day Adele Este and I would announce our engagement. The fact that the imperial family had started to act at this exact moment... Could it be a warning directed at me?
 
I have no intention of summoning the Crow again. The Crow was always meant to be bait in the first place. While I was lost in thought, a familiar-looking carriage approached the front entrance.
 
‘...It seems she’s arrived.’
 



 

 
Adele must have arrived.
 
I adjusted the white gloves on my hands and left the banquet hall, setting down the wine glass I had been holding on a table with no owner.
 
I felt a few gazes on me, but they quickly dissipated. They all knew I disliked these kinds of banquets, so no one dared to approach me first.
 
I walked toward the carriage that had just arrived at the entrance.
 
As soon as the door opened, I extended my right hand.
 
“Shall we, Adele?”
 
“Yes.”
 
Adele, already accustomed to my gestures, naturally took my right hand.
 
Stepping down from the carriage with her hand in mine, Adele took a deep breath, clearly nervous. It was only natural for her to feel that way. After all, this banquet could very well be her last chance.
 
Even though she can return infinitely through regressions, the fact that the save points are random must make it hard to relax. If a save point is created after a failure, there might be no turning back.
 
“Are you nervous?”
 
“...Yes.”
 
Normally, she would have boldly claimed she wasn’t nervous at all. But it seemed she was genuinely anxious this time.
 
I couldn’t help but chuckle at the sight of her trembling, wondering if this really was the same Adele who was supposed to become the bloodless, tearless psychopath of the original story.
 
“Hold out your hand.”
 
With stiff movements, Adele extended her hand. I took a small candy out of my pocket and placed it in her palm.
 
“What’s this?”
 
“It’s peppermint candy.”
 
The white candy with red stripes was a type of magical peppermint candy. Adele unwrapped the candy and popped it into her mouth.
 
“How does it taste?”
 
“...It’s calming me down. How on earth...”
 



 

 
She looked at me curiously and said in amazement. After all, the candy is similar to a calming pill in this world. Of course, since it’s enhanced with magic, it’s quite expensive, but not to the point where it’s burdensome for me to buy.
 
“It’s meant to have that effect.”
 
“...Thank you.”
 
“I’m glad it helped.”
 
With that, I escorted Adele inside the banquet hall. The hall, which had been full of lively conversation, fell silent as soon as we made our entrance, as if cold water had been splashed over it.
 
The silence stretched for a moment, and soon the room buzzed with whispers. Judging by their expressions, they weren’t saying anything pleasant.
 
They were probably gossiping about Adele. While I thought this, a man began approaching us.
 
Golden hair that seemed to shine and golden eyes. A face so handsome that there was little else to say. His thick, golden eyebrows were furrowed, showing clear dissatisfaction.
 
“Lady Este.”
 
The Crown Prince, Leo von Schufenheim, was heading toward Adele. Adele and I both bowed our heads slightly in greeting.
 
“We greet the Empire’s little star.”
 
“How did an uninvited lady manage to show up here?”
 
Ignoring our greeting, he spoke, and a slight crack appeared in my poker face. Even as the Crown Prince, being this rude in front of me, a Duke, wasn’t wise.
 
If the Emperor were here, he might have clicked his tongue at this scene. While I thought that, Adele responded to him in a calm tone.
 
“It seems you’re mistaken. I’m here today as Abel’s fiancée.”
 
Even so, she couldn’t hide the slight tremble in her voice. Was she still afraid?
 
Well, it made sense. In the original story, most of the reasons she died early on were because of the Crown Prince. It’s only natural she’d feel that way.
 



 

 
“Is that true?” he asked, turning to me. I responded with a slight smile.
 
“It is true.”
 
Perhaps my smile irritated him. Leo’s face twisted with anger as he looked at Adele and threw out another remark.
 
“I suppose you’ve forgotten your disgrace from back then. Now that your engagement to me is broken, you’ve latched onto a Duke.”
 
“Who knows,” she answered through clenched teeth, but he pressed on, his words coming out quickly as if to push her further.
 
“So, why did you return to society through the Duke of Hardenberg? You didn’t come back just to harass Estelle again, did you?”
 
‘...What a spectacle.’
 
Estelle von Louis.
 
She’s the protagonist of the original story as perceived by Adele and the woman the Crown Prince fell for. It’s said he was captivated by her pure character and beauty... but frankly, such things are of no concern to me.
 
What’s important here is that the Crown Prince dared to mention Estelle von Louis by name in this formal setting, and openly insulted Adele, who is now the Duke’s fiancée.
 
If he had even an ounce of common sense, he’d know that this was not something to say in public.
 
But that’s the problem with the male leads in RFs. They say whatever they want without thinking about the consequences.
 
Just as he moved to approach Adele, I raised my hand to stop him.
 
“That’s enough, Your Highness.”
 
“What did you say?”
 
“There are eyes on us. I would advise against acting recklessly.”
 
At my words, Leo finally seemed to notice the stares from the crowd around us. He made a strange sound—“Tch”—before addressing Adele.
 



 

 
“...Remember this. This isn’t over.”
 
With that, he disappeared from our sight. Once Leo was fully gone, I sighed and muttered under my breath.
 
“What a fool.”
 
“...Excuse me?”
 
“It’s nothing,” I replied calmly, as if nothing had happened. After all, she was the only one who heard it, so it didn’t matter.
– – – The End of The Chapter – – –
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            Chapter 8: Engagement (6)
 
I can feel eyes on me from every direction, as though they could pierce through my body. Most of them were filled with negative emotions.
 
Jealousy, disgust, anger—those were the dominant feelings. Having experienced countless lifetimes and seen these stares many times before, I could easily understand their meaning.
 
But one thing felt out of place: despite harboring such negative emotions, no one dared to approach us.
 
Even though I, a villainess, had suddenly become the duke’s fiancée, it was strange that people weren’t flocking around.
 
“Abel.”
 
“Hm? Is something the matter?”
 
I hesitated for a moment, thrown off by his polite tone, something he rarely used. 
 
When I looked up, Abel was gazing at me with a smile on his lips. His smile appeared kind, and the way he led me with such precision was filled with elegance. 
 
Was he acting like this to manage the eyes on us?
 
But even taking that into account, his actions were far too natural.
 
As expected, a duke really is different from the rest.
 
“Why aren’t people coming over to us?”
 
I whispered, and after a brief pause, he lowered his head in thought, then answered quietly.
 
“They know I’m not fond of social gatherings.”
 
His tone felt oddly significant, sparking my curiosity, but I doubted he’d explain further if I asked. So I dropped the question and turned toward the person whose gaze had been bothering me since earlier.
 
Unlike the others who held negative emotions, this gaze seemed to carry only a hint of curiosity.
 
‘...That person.’
 
Turning my head, I saw a woman staring at me. Even from a distance, her long golden hair and shining golden eyes were unmistakable.
 
‘Princess Aria...’
 
In the original story, she was more like a cameo, appearing without much significance. A character who always gave off a mysterious, shadowy vibe, with no clear intentions.
 
My friend had once explained that all the clues about her in the story turned out to be red herrings. In other words, she was a peculiar character whose true identity was never fully revealed.
 



 

 
‘...Now that I think about it, she really does resemble Abel.’
 
Even setting aside the shadowy aspect, the way she looked at me felt very similar to the way Abel did.
 
‘Come to think of it, weren’t they together?’
 
I was too nervous to notice it before, but now I recalled seeing Abel and Aria standing together on the balcony.
 
What kind of relationship do those two have?
 
My head was getting crowded with thoughts as the music playing in the background suddenly stopped. The orchestra was taking a short break before starting the next song, signaling that it was time for the ball’s next dance.
 
‘...Wait a second.’
 
Before I could finish my thought, Abel smiled and extended his hand.
 
“May I have this dance?”
 
“...Of course, let’s.”
 
At the very least, we needed to look like we were smitten with each other in front of everyone. Even if it was just for show, dancing would be better than doing nothing.
 
I stepped as I had been taught by the dance instructor. But just as I was about to take his hand and move, I twisted my ankle slightly. Luckily, Abel noticed and pulled me gently, preventing me from spraining it.
 
“Careful, Adele.”
 
“...Thank you.”
 
As expected of a male lead in a romance fantasy.
 
Not only his manners but even his dancing skills were impressive. It made me wonder if Abel had any shortcomings at all.
 
“...Even I have my flaws.”
 
“...Pardon?”
 
“Isn’t that what you were thinking?”
 
He really is a shadowy character, isn’t he?
 
To think he’d read my thoughts so easily. Feeling a chill, I shuddered, and he sighed softly.
 
“It’s all written on your face. You should learn to control your expressions.”
 



 

 
“...Thank you for the advice.”
 
I thought I’d mastered a poker face, but... I guess it’s true, shadowy characters are on a whole different level.
 
***
 
‘This is infuriating…’
 
It’s one thing to see me as just another male lead in a romance novel, but that look in her eyes, as if she’s observing a different species, really gets under my skin.
 
Even though I’ve lived in this world for over 20 years, I’m originally from the same modern world as her. I didn’t expect her to look at me with such disdain. Annoyed, I started leading the dance a little faster.
 
Adele, who wasn’t as skilled at dancing compared to me, was so focused on keeping up with my steps that she lowered her head and concentrated solely on her feet.
 
Whenever she missed a step, I adjusted mine to smoothly continue the dance. I had been strictly trained by Allen, so something like this wasn’t difficult for me.
 
The music, which had resumed, was now heading toward its climax. Adele was so busy keeping up with me that she hadn’t even looked up to meet my eyes.
 
As the end of the song approached, I slowed down the pace of my steps. With a bit of room to breathe, Adele finally lifted her head and looked at me.
 
She whispered softly, her voice filled with frustration, just loud enough for me to hear.
 
"Is this because of that?"
 
"Well, who told you to look at me with those eyes?"
 
"Those eyes?"
 
"The ones where you seem like you’re looking at another species."
 
She fell silent at my words, as if she had nothing to say in return. She must have realized she had indeed looked at me like that.
 



 

 
"...I’m sorry. I didn’t think you’d be upset."
 
"There’s no need to apologize."
 
"Huh?"
 
I whispered close to her ear and, in a playful act of revenge, subtly tripped her. Adele, naturally falling backward, was caught by my hand at her waist while my other hand held onto her thigh.
 
It was a high-difficulty move, one of the more advanced dance endings in the guidebook. Not to mention, it was also the kind of pose that would leave the female partner feeling the most embarrassed.
 
“Huh?”
 
“I’ll accept your apology with this.”
 
I said with a light smile, and Adele stared at me in a daze. Then, as she regained her senses, her face quickly turned bright red like a ripe persimmon.
 
Seeing her blushing and squirming in embarrassment was surprisingly endearing, more than I had anticipated. Who would’ve thought she’d be this flustered over a simple dance pose?
 
Come to think of it, since she’s possessed this character, this might be the first time she’s ever properly danced with a man. With Adele von Este’s reputation as a villainess, no one would have dared to ask her for a dance.
 
So, I guess it makes sense that she’d react like this. I remember reacting similarly when I first started, after all.
 
After staying in my arms for a moment, she quickly pushed herself away and whispered in a small voice.
 
“…I’ll be careful from now on. That’s enough, right?”
 
“I’m glad you understood my point.”
 
At my response, Adele turned her head slightly, fanning herself with her hand. Though I doubt that would bring the redness of her face down anytime soon...
 
While I was thinking that, the orchestra finished its piece.
 
As the music ended, some people began leaving while others swapped partners. However, the young noblemen who had been more than willing to ask other noblewomen to dance hurriedly averted their gazes whenever they locked eyes with Adele. It seemed they were still not accustomed to high society.
 



 

 
Blatantly avoiding eye contact like that must have been a severe breach of etiquette.
 
“It seems Adele isn’t very popular with the young gentlemen.”
 
“...Be quiet.”
 
I whispered playfully, but Adele replied irritably and began heading toward the exit of the ballroom.
 
“Are you heading back to the duke’s mansion?”
 
“Yes. The engagement has already been announced, hasn’t it?”
 
“That’s true.”
 
I wasn’t exactly sure how engagements worked in the real world, but at least here, there wasn’t any formal engagement ceremony. 
 
Since an engagement isn’t as binding as a marriage, it can be broken off easily depending on the circumstances of each party, so engagement ceremonies were rare. Only in cases where the two families had a long history of interaction would they hold a formal engagement ceremony.
 
Despite that, Adele and I had decided to hold an engagement ceremony. It was necessary for appearances, to make it seem as though we had fallen for each other at first sight. 
 
A duke and the daughter of a count holding an engagement ceremony, something not usually done, all to show that we had fallen in love at first sight. 
 
The romance-obsessed young noblewomen would gossip amongst themselves, spreading rumors that the story of us falling in love at first sight was true. 
 
If that happened, Adele’s villainess image might soften a bit. Then again, it could also worsen out of jealousy.
 
As I thought about this, Adele spoke up.
 
“Then I’ll be leaving first, Abel.”
 
“No, I’ll go with you.”
 
At my words, Adele gave me a questioning look.
 
“Didn’t you have other business to attend to?”
 
“Not particularly.”
 
Adele gestured with her eyes toward a corner of the ballroom. Standing there was Princess Aria, her long golden hair flowing, looking directly at me.
 
When our eyes met, Aria gave a mischievous smile and waved slightly.
 
‘...Here we go again.’
 
I glared at her, irritated by how carefree she looked. In response, Aria quickly looked away and pretended not to notice. She should really learn when to joke and when not to. It’s not like she wants our relationship to be exposed, so what is she even doing? 
 
Officially, Aria and I only had a business-like relationship, so her teasing was dangerous. 
 
While I was lost in thought, Adele, with a suspicious expression, asked again.
 
“What kind of relationship do you have with Princess Aria?”
 
I sighed and answered.
 
“We only know each other’s faces.”
 
Of course, I couldn’t tell her the truth.
 



 

 
Aria and I were working together to bring down the royal family. It wasn’t something I could share with Adele because I didn’t trust her enough. 
 
Sure, I understood Adele’s personality well enough from the original story. I knew she was the type to keep her mouth shut and not spread others’ secrets. But trusting her with something as serious as my collaboration with Aria, which was tied to treason against the royal family, was another matter entirely.
 
As I was lost in thought, Adele asked again in a doubtful tone.
 
“...Really?”
 
“Of course.”
 
“...Alright. Let’s head back to the duke’s mansion.”
 
Adele frowned as if something was bothering her, then turned and walked toward the carriage. Her maid, Lily, who had been standing nearby watching nervously, quickly followed behind her.
 
...What exactly went wrong? After spending the past five years with no involvement with women, I really couldn’t figure it out.
– – – The End of The Chapter – – –
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            Chapter 9: Attack (1)
 
The carriage was silent, where not a single word was exchanged.
 
Adele sat across from me, resting her chin in her hand, staring out the window. The only one fidgeting was her maid, Lily, seated beside her.
 
Trying to talk to her in this situation wouldn’t get me a proper response. Is it because Adele is creating this kind of atmosphere?
 
Could it be that she found out I was lying?
 
Even if that were the case, I can’t quite figure out how she might have discovered it.
 
‘...What a headache.’
 
With a sigh, I turned my head to look out the window, feeling a slight twinge in my head. The view outside showed a round moon rising in the night sky, partially obscured by dark clouds.
 
It was a scene straight out of an old historical drama. Perhaps Adele was entranced by the view outside for that reason. As I thought about it, a slight drowsiness crept up on me, likely from the wine I drank earlier.
 
Did I drink more than I realized? I can’t believe this body is such an alcohol lightweight. Just three glasses of wine, and I’m already feeling tipsy.
 
In my past life, I could down three bottles of soju without flinching. I even vividly remember the time I foolishly tried to tackle four bottles during my freshman year of college and ended up throwing up everywhere.
 
As that nostalgic feeling hit me, the wave of sleepiness followed, and just as I was about to close my eyes, I heard Adele’s breathing.
 
“Hoo...”
 
A painful sigh echoed from her, snapping me out of my drowsiness as I quickly dispelled it with mana. Adele’s pupils had contracted slightly and were trembling.
 
It was clear.
 
She had just regressed.
 
‘She regressed... without any sign?’
 



 

 
I had almost fallen asleep, confirming that there was no presence around us. I was confident I would notice the slightest movement near me and wake up immediately.
 
‘...A skilled one, perhaps.’
 
I forcefully roused the mana circle within my body.
 
-Vwoom…
 
The cool sensation filled my body, making it feel as if it hummed with energy.
 
“What’s going on, Adele?”
 
“...We’re surrounded.”
 
Her answer was almost instinctual, and for a brief moment, she looked at me with eyes that seemed to say, “Oops.” Did she think I wouldn’t believe her? If I were the original Abel, I probably wouldn’t have trusted her words.
 
But I am Abel now.
 
“...How many?”
 
“Do you believe me?”
 
“No. I’m just preparing for the worst.”
 
Adele looked at me, a little disappointed, but soon opened her mouth.
 
“There are six. They’re at the level of Sword Experts.”
 
Sword Experts.
 
One step below Sword Masters, and only 1% of knights reach that level.
 
If they’re that skilled, it’s no wonder my future self failed to handle them properly. I suspect they’re connected to the royal family...
 
‘...No, the royal family wouldn’t act this overtly.’
 
Then, the only possibility left is...
 
‘...That fool of a man.’
 
I clicked my tongue and stood up.
 
-Bang!
 
The roof of the carriage was ripped right off. At the same time, six men, cloaked in black, appeared. They were members of the Crown Prince’s personal guard, knights who followed only the Crown Prince’s orders.
 
They were mid-level knights of the Golden Lion Knights.
 
‘The carriage... is done for.’
 
The coachman was nowhere to be seen, only a blood-soaked driver’s seat remained.
 
Of all times, they chose to attack while Evan wasn’t here. No, it’s more likely they timed their attack precisely because they knew he was absent.
 



 

 
Moreover, they wouldn’t have attacked knowing I, a duke, was inside the carriage... meaning they probably assumed I wasn’t here. Did they think a duke would ride in such a low-grade carriage? Were they naive or just rational in their thinking?
 
As I mulled over these thoughts, I turned to Lily.
 
“Your name is Lily, right?”
 
“Y-yes! Yes!”
 
“Have you ever worked as a coachman?”
 
“I-I have... My father was a coachman...”
 
Lily answered with a trembling voice.
 
Of course, I knew this from the original story. Her father being a coachman was common knowledge. But telling her to drive the carriage out of the blue might make Adele suspicious, so I chose my words carefully.
 
“Then, you should leave first.”
 
“But... what about you, Your Grace...?”
 
“No, Abel! They’re too strong!”
 
How badly must my future self have lost to these men for Adele to react this way? I think it’s best to refrain from drinking at future banquets.
 
“Trust me, Adele.”
 
I smiled lightly at her, and though she hesitated for a moment, she eventually nodded. Perhaps she was preparing to regress again if something went wrong.
 
But, of course, nothing would go wrong. I won’t let it.
 
“...Okay. Be careful, Abel. Let’s go, Lily.”
 
“Yes, ma’am!”
 
Lily took the reins and grabbed the whip next to her, urging the horse forward. It seemed they only killed the coachman, likely intending to seize the horses later.
 
Maybe these knights followed a ‘no-kill’ policy. Though, being knights of the royal family, that was highly unlikely.
 
There was only one possible explanation left.
 
They were confident they could capture me quickly and catch up afterward. It seems that now, with the original Abel hiding his identity as an Archmage, even these mere insects think they can act out.
 



 

 
“I guess they think I’m easy prey.”
 
Even the thought of Adele witnessing me struggling against these pathetic knights filled me with displeasure.
 
-Thump.
 
My heart pounded as mana surged into my hands.
 
“Do they think they can subdue me and still have time to chase her down? Such arrogance.”
 
If I were the original Abel, maybe I would have lost. He had a tendency to look down on knights, believing that a mere flick of his hand could bring them down since he was an Archmage.
 
But I am different.
 
“I’ll crush that arrogance.”
 
A white aura began to gather in the air. The knights, weapons in hand, charged at me.
 
“Spell deployment.”
 
White magic circles began forming in the air. The aura gathered around them, quickly taking the shape of a massive hammer. Upon seeing this, the knights hesitated, their movements changing.
 
“Strike.”
 
With my incantation, the giant hammer swung.
 
This is my personal modification of spatial magic.
 
By using spatial magic to form a weapon and wielding it like a blunt object, it’s a highly effective method against knights who excel in close combat.
 
-Boom!
 
“Ugh!”
 
One knight, unable to dodge in time, was struck directly and sent flying into the distance. Even if he didn’t die, he’d surely be critically injured.
 
No matter how extraordinary a Sword Expert is, their physical endurance isn’t much different from that of a regular knight. The only difference is the strength of the aura they wield.
 
Even after one of their comrades was knocked away, the remaining knights did not break formation. Were they determined to fight to the death?
 
“Spell deployment.”
 



 

 
The white aura gathered again, forming an even larger hammer than before. The knights who were charging toward me came to an abrupt halt.
 
“You won’t dodge this one.”
 
Using space as a weapon is fundamentally different from wielding a conventional one.
 
Any weapon, no matter how sharp or fast, takes time to swing. Even a Sword Master can’t escape that law. But spatial magic works differently.
 
If I wished, I could strike before the knights even realized what was happening. The earlier strike was a warning, with its force deliberately controlled.
 
But if they ignore my warning, there’s only one course of action left.
 
“Strike.”
 
Punishment.
 
-Crash!
 
The hammer smashed down, driving the knights into the ground. They managed to use their aura to defend themselves in that brief moment.
 
Even a ruined Sword Expert is still a Sword Expert, I suppose.
 
Still, they won’t be able to move for a while. I used about half of the mana I had left in my body, so the blow should’ve been powerful enough.
 
As much as I wanted to kill them, that would complicate matters too much.
 
These knights are likely acting on the Crown Prince’s private orders, meaning they’ll try to cover up this whole affair. They’ll claim their injuries were caused by an accident during their mission, so it’s better to leave them be.
 
“...What a bother.”
 
The exhaustion I’d been holding back hit me all at once, likely because I hadn’t used this much mana in a long time. Not to mention, the fatigue from staying up two nights straight preparing for the engagement party was catching up to me. The drowsiness was overwhelming.
 
‘...Time to head back.’
 
I began drafting a magic circle, circulating the remaining mana in my body. This was the most basic form of spatial magic—teleportation.
 



 

 
-Vwoom...
 
A hum resonated in the air as a white magic circle appeared above me. With the remaining half of my mana drained, the scenery around me changed in an instant.
 
What I saw was a white bed.
 
‘...Wasn’t my bed black?’
 
Come to think of it, I had set the coordinates to Adele’s room to ensure her safety. I must’ve been so exhausted that I made a mistake with the teleportation coordinates.
 
‘...Forget it. Let’s just sleep.’
 
Unable to fight off the overwhelming drowsiness, I collapsed onto the bed. Before my thoughts could even finish, consciousness slipped away.
 
***
 
As soon as I arrived at the Duke’s residence, I went straight to find the head butler.
 
If there was anyone who could mobilize the knights for Abel, it would be him. Since I wasn’t officially engaged to him yet, I didn’t have the authority to command the knights myself.
 
I was about to move when Lily rushed over to where the maids were gathered and shouted.
 
“Where’s Sir Allen? Where is Sir Allen?”
 
The maids seemed startled by her outburst and stood frozen, staring at her in confusion. Finally, one of the more composed maids answered.
 
“Sir Allen should be in the study.”
 
“Thank you.”
 
Lily nodded at me, and I nodded back before running toward the study.
 
Time was of the essence.
 
Six Sword Experts.
 
Before the regression, I had been kidnapped by those six. And that, too, before Abel even woke up.
 
Even when he did wake up, he was completely overpowered by them, unable to put up any resistance.
 
The thought of what could have happened if I hadn’t regressed still gave me chills.
 



 

 
I burst through the door of the study, and there was Allen, going through paperwork. Without a second thought, I shouted.
 
“Allen! Abel is in danger!”
 
“…Are you talking about the Duke?”
 
He tilted his head slightly, as if he had misheard me, but then, as though understanding something, he spoke.
 
“I see. It seems you don’t know yet.”
 
“...What do you mean...?”
 
“Lady Este.”
 
Allen’s face turned serious as he continued.
 
“The Duke is an Archmage. Am Archmage with power rivaling that of a Sword Master.”
 
“...An Archmage?”
 
I had heard of it before.
 
A title given to mages who had reached the pinnacle of their abilities.
 
Was Abel truly an Archmage?
 
But... if that’s true, then how did he get overpowered by knights who were only at the level of Sword Experts?
 
‘...Could it be?’
 
Was it because of me?
– – – The End of The Chapter – – –
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            Chapter 10: Attack (2)
 
Sigh...
 
I feel strangely unsettled.
 
Abel Hardenberg.
 
He’s truly an enigma in so many ways.
 
Just a moment ago, when I was captured by those kidnappers, he didn’t resist. Was it because he was worried I might get hurt? Or was it some ploy to win my favor?
 
It couldn’t be the latter—he has no reason to do that.
 
‘...Was he genuinely concerned about me?’
 
But that’s ridiculous.
 
Abel, the very man labeled as the villain in the original story, wouldn’t possibly be worried about me. But then again, I can’t think of any other reason, and it’s driving me crazy.
 
‘...Let’s just wait for him to come back.’
 
Of course, even if he does return, I can’t just ask him about it. Asking a version of Abel who doesn’t have the same memories would only earn me a sharp rebuke.
 
With that thought, I opened my bedroom door—and froze.
 
There, lying on the bed, was a man.
 
His ash-gray hair and the scar running across his face. Dressed in elaborate clothing, the man was deeply asleep, using a pillow as a headrest.
 
‘...Abel?’
 
Why is he here?
 
My already overworked brain started whirring again. Then I remembered—Abel is an Archmage. Did he use teleportation magic to come back?
 
‘Must be nice.’
 
It took me over a year just to learn basic shield magic, and here he is, an Archmage, using teleportation like it’s nothing.
 
I sighed and sat down on the edge of the bed.
 
Abel, oblivious to my thoughts, slept on. Contrary to the sharp impression he gave when his eyes were open, his sleeping face was nothing short of angelic.
 
With looks like his, if he were in the modern world, he’d probably become a top idol without breaking a sweat. Even though he’s a villain, I guess he’s still a male lead in a romance fantasy after all.
 



 

 
‘If only he were as kind as he looks.’
 
He’s always teasing people, never understanding how unsettled he makes others. And what’s more infuriating is how sharp his instincts are when it comes to the most bizarre things.
 
Feeling a bit of spite, I poked his face with my finger. He furrowed his brow slightly before turning his head to the side.
 
‘...I guess I’ve grown more comfortable around him.’
 
Comfortable enough to pull off small pranks like this. Above all, in the month I’ve spent with him, I haven’t experienced the torment I used to.
 
Originally, I was marked with the label of a villainess, hated by everyone, and constantly under threat of losing my life. Most people around me rejected and mistreated me without hesitation simply because I was a villainess.
 
But the people in the Hardenberg household were different.
 
Not just the maids, but even Abel himself treated me as ‘me’, not as the villainess, Adele. It’s a stark contrast to the count Este’s household, where the servants never hid their disdain for me.
 
Now, this place feels like a refuge for me.
 
‘...I must’ve been exhausted.’
 
It seems I’ve grown weary of facing baseless malice and constant threats to my life. To the point where even the residence of Abel Hardenberg, the villain of the original story, feels like a sanctuary.
 
“Mmm...”
 
A sudden sound made me turn to look at Abel. His face twisted slightly as he murmured something in his sleep.
 
‘Is he having a nightmare?’
 
I couldn’t make out what he was saying, but it didn’t seem like he was dreaming of anything pleasant.
 



 

 
Is he cold? I wondered. Acting on that thought, I fetched a blanket from the closet and draped it over him.
 
Only then did his tense expression finally relax.
 
‘...But where am I supposed to sleep?’
 
Normally, I would have just slept in this room. But having Abel sleeping so peacefully next to me is hard to ignore. Yet, going to sleep in another room is out of the question.
 
Officially, we are supposed to be an affectionate, engaged couple. It wouldn’t make sense for an enamored fiancée to leave her sleeping fiancé in her own room and go sleep elsewhere...
 
‘...That would cause its own set of problems.’
 
I’m stuck in a dilemma.
 
Sleeping here is uncomfortable because Abel is right next to me, but sleeping elsewhere might cause the servants to question the authenticity of the “happy couple” image we’ve established.
 
According to Abel, the only ones aware of the contract are Allen and Evan.
 
Sigh ‘I’ll just have to endure it...’
 
Resigned, I slipped under the covers and laid down next to him. His sleeping face was so close, softly breathing in and out.
 
‘...He’s bigger than I thought.’
 
Although we’ve spoken plenty of times, this is the closest I’ve ever been to him. No, wait, we were this close earlier at the ball, weren’t we?
 
I must have been too distracted by the dance to notice, but Abel’s physique is larger than I’d imagined. His broad shoulders and sharp jawline made it clear just how big he really is.
 
‘...It’s like something out of a romance fantasy novel.’
 
His looks are so perfect that they almost feel out of place.
 
Because of that, I don’t find myself particularly drawn to his appearance. Even when I first entered Adele’s body, I didn’t react strongly to the Crown Prince’s looks, whom Adele had once adored. It’s that same sense of detachment.
 



 

 
If I had to describe it, it’s like looking at a flawless doll. Sure, people might say a doll is beautiful, but rarely do they develop feelings for one, right?
 
It’s exactly that kind of feeling.
 
‘Spoiled much, aren’t I?’
 
I probably won’t even get to date, let alone marry, in this world. My standards for an ordinary man have become too high, and the handsome ones leave me feeling a sense of detachment from their looks.
 
‘...Let’s just go to sleep.’
 
Feeling a bit pitiful, I closed my eyes and drifted off into the softness of the bed.
 
***
 
Ha…
 
Is it because I slept without a blanket?
 
I dreamt of memories from my childhood.
 
The memory of my biological father, Duke Ein von Hardenberg, abusing me was still vivid, like it had just happened.
 
While I can curse at those memories and brush them off now, back then, it was truly unbearable. Maybe because I was still a child.
 
Being that sensitive at such a young age, enduring such abuse caused me a lot of stress. If I hadn’t had memories from my past life, those moments would’ve scarred me with lifelong trauma.
 
That’s how cruel he had been to me.
 
As I thought about it, I opened my eyes and was momentarily startled by the unfamiliar ceiling above me. Normally, I should be greeted by a white ceiling. Why on earth was it pink?
 
I turned my head—and there she was.
 
Adele, with her long, wavy black hair and sharp eyes.
 



 

 
It was unmistakably her. But why was she lying next to me in her sleepwear? I shot up in a panic and tried to recall last night’s events.
 
‘...Am I an idiot?’
 
No matter how tired I was, how could I have fallen asleep in my fiancée’s bed?
 
Thankfully, I didn’t seem to have done anything foolish.
 
I had already shaken off my buzz before going to sleep, so I wasn’t drunk enough to have caused any incidents. And I don’t have any bad sleeping habits, so I shouldn’t have bothered her.
 
“Mmm...”
 
At the sound beside me, I turned my head—and our eyes met.
 
“…Abel?”
 
Adele, looking half-asleep, blinked at me and slowly sat up. She glanced down at her disheveled negligee before giving me a blank stare.
 
Why does she still look so stunning even in a situation like this? The sight of her tousled black hair and slightly askew negligee exuded a strangely decadent allure.
 
‘Not good for my heart…’
 
While I was thinking that, Adele’s face scrunched up slightly.
 
“…No way.”
 
She hurriedly pulled the blanket up to cover her negligee. At first glance, she seemed genuinely startled, but I could see through her.
 
Her facial muscles were clearly betraying her, showing how delighted she was to finally have something to tease me about.
 
Smack!
 
“Ah! Ow!”
 
I flicked her forehead, and she let out a weird yelp before glaring at me with an indignant look. Rubbing her forehead with her right hand, she whimpered in pain.
 
“Ugh…”
 
“It’s not a good habit to tease your fiancé like that, Adele.”
 
“Tsk. Fine, I get it.”
 
Adele let out a disappointed sigh and buttoned her negligee. As she started to tidy up the bed, a mischievous grin suddenly crossed her face.
 



 

 
“By the way, Abel. Why did you come to my room last night? Could it be… no way?”
 
She was now looking at me slyly, completely forgetting about her forehead. She even hummed a bit, her voice full of mock suspicion.
 
‘Ha…’
 
Knowing her personality, there was only one way to deal with this.
 
“Of course, I came to see my lovely fiancée.”
 
“…Huh?”
 
Seeing her dumbfounded expression, I pressed on.
 
“I was so eager to see you that I accidentally fell asleep while holding my breath in anticipation.”
 
As ridiculous as my words sounded, her face immediately started to flush. With her cheeks now turning the color of a ripe persimmon, I leaned in closer, my face nearing hers.
 
“This time, I fell asleep first, but… next time, you can look forward to it, Adele.”
 
As I finished speaking with a slight smile, she quickly lowered her head, her face burning red.
 
“I get it, I get it! Stop it already… I give up…”
 
Hearing her surrender, I chuckled and moved my face away from hers.
 
Looks like my years of experience living in a romance fantasy world finally paid off. Victory is mine.
– – – The End of The Chapter – – –
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            Chapter 11: The Auction House (1)
 
The Emperor's Eye.
 
One of the core elements featured in ‘The Villainess Turns Back Time Again Today’.
 
The Emperor's Eye is the name given to artificial beings created by the emperor to monitor the nobility. Typically, these Eyes become servants or maids in noble households, reporting directly to the emperor on the nobles' activities.
 
For those nobles deemed at high risk of rebellion, the Eye takes a darker approach—killing a family member and taking their place.
 
When an Eye, pretending to be family, discovers that the noble is plotting treason, it reports the information back to the imperial court.
 
This is the function of the Emperor’s Eye.
 
Although it’s a measure to prevent rebellion, it's undeniably ruthless. A testament to the imperial family's intense vigilance against betrayal.
 
"Allen, how are you feeling?"
 
“No serious issues.”
 
Of course, even I, the most influential noble in the Arie Empire, have an Emperor's Eye assigned to me. Allen, the butler who has long served the Hardenberg family, is that Eye.
 
Or rather, he was the Emperor’s Eye.
 
“Sit down. I need to adjust it.”
 
“Understood.”
 
Allen obediently took a seat in the office chair. I gathered mana within myself, feeling a refreshing surge fill my body, and noticed the peculiar mark on the back of his neck.
 
A reversed emblem of the imperial crest, etched as an inscription.
 
In the original story, Abel failed to notice this mark and was betrayed by Allen. The reason I can see it now is that my mastery of magic surpasses Abel’s.
 
‘...Has the corruption worsened?’
 
This inscription, carved into Allen’s neck and creeping into his mind, is precisely why the Emperor’s Eyes are incapable of defying the imperial commands. The magic forces obedience by etching commands directly onto the body.
 



 

 
Most of the Emperor's Eyes thus live with little free will, bound to follow the empire’s orders.
 
However, I am using Allen’s inscription to my advantage, turning him into a double agent.
 
With the right spells, I can suppress the inscription’s effects and even use it to gather intelligence from the imperial side. For me, Allen is a vital asset.
 
His inscription is a direct channel through which I can access imperial information.
 
Allen, too, takes joy in being free from decades of mindless obedience, pledging his loyalty to me without question.
 
It’s a mutually beneficial relationship, one might say.
 
-Vwoom...
 
I began to focus on the inscription, suppressing its effects with mana while channeling the information within it. Fragmented words coalesced into clear terms in my mind.
 
Imperial family... movement... truth.
 
-Crackle!
 
A blue spark flickered from the inscription, and I promptly withdrew the magic. Suppressing it any further would risk detection from the imperial side.
 
“The adjustment is done. This seems to be the limit for obtaining information.”
 
“Thank you.”
 
“You may go.”
 
“Understood. Oh, and regarding the imperial auction house, what are your plans?”
 
“I intend to visit this afternoon. Inform Adele of this.”
 
“Understood.”
 
Allen answered and then left the office.
 
‘...So the imperial family has finally started to move.’
 
The information from the princess was accurate. The imperial family, which normally wouldn’t lift a finger over trivial matters, was now beginning to stir. There’s no concrete evidence to come after me yet, but I can’t let my guard down. The imperial family can be as relentless as they are cautious.  
 
And if the imperial family is moving, then that means ‘they’ must be as well.
 
The Emperor’s Sword.
 
In the original story, they were the villains.
 
The Emperor’s Sword, stronger than the Emperor’s Eye, has an even more powerful inscription carved onto their bodies, serving as executors who eliminate anyone attempting rebellion.  
 
That is the role of the Emperor's Sword.
 
‘From now on, things will get critical.’
 
The story hasn't deviated much from its original course. Except for that foolish crown prince ordering an attack on Adele.
 
I can only hope that this, too, will go as I’ve planned.
 
***
 
"Adele! Adele!"
 
Right in front of me, Lily looked at me with curious eyes.
 



 

 
“When you left with the Duke this morning, why was your face so red?”
 
“Ugh…”
 
I buried my face in the blankets at her innocent question.
 
I could never tell Lily. I absolutely couldn’t say that I had tried to tease Abel but ended up getting flustered myself. 
 
I thought I’d built up immunity to cringey lines after hearing the crown prince’s ridiculous lines countless times, but apparently, I hadn’t. 
 
For some reason, Abel’s words to me felt much more embarrassing than when any other man said them.  
 
I still don’t understand why.
 
“Wait… could it be... already?!”
 
“No!”
 
I instinctively denied it in a loud voice at Lily’s shocked assumption. It’s just a contract marriage, but there’s no way I could tell her that.
 
It’s not that I mind telling her everything else; it’s just that Lily, who can’t tell a lie to save her life, might let the contract slip out, and I don’t want to risk that.
 
“Then, what is it?”
 
“Well... we just slept together, that’s all.”
 
“Isn’t that the same thing?”
 
“No, Lily. I mean it literally.”
 
“Eh? The Duke is too much. How could he not lay a finger on such a beautiful lady like you, Adele!”
 
The blush I had just managed to calm down returned with a vengeance at her words.
 
Lily can’t lie. That means she always speaks her genuine thoughts. I saved her from being ostracized by the other maids, which is why she adores me so much.
 
But even so, her sincerity can sometimes be embarrassing.
 
“Enough…”
 
“But I’m serious.”
 
“That’s what makes it harder to hear…”
 
“Hmm… I understand. Oh, by the way, aren’t you hungry? I brought some snacks from Miss Laura. Would you like some?”
 
Lily handed me a tray of snacks from the bedside drawer. It held an assortment of colorful macarons, which she placed on the tea table nearby.
 
She also put a cup of hot chocolate on the tea table, smiling brightly at me.
 
“Let’s eat together!”
 
“Thank you.”
 
I chuckled, feeling as if I were looking at a big golden retriever, and sat in the chair beside the tea table, popping a macaron into my mouth.
 



 

 
“...It’s delicious.”
 
“Hehe, right? Actually, I made the macarons with Miss Laura’s help.”
 
“That’s impressive. It’s the best I’ve ever tasted.”
 
“Thank you for the compliment…”
 
When Lily smiled happily, I couldn’t resist patting her head. She closed her eyes contentedly, enjoying the gesture.
 
She truly is one of the few comforts in my life. Spending time with Lily calms me, and since arriving in this world, she’s been a large part of what’s kept me going.
 
Of course, these days, Abel also...
 
‘Of course, I came to see my lovely fiancée.’
 
...Or maybe not. How could I find comfort in a fiancé who only teases me?
 
As I pondered this, Lily finished her hot chocolate and sat back comfortably, a bit of brown liquid still lingering at the corner of her mouth.
 
“What are you doing, being so sloppy?”
 
I wiped her mouth with a handkerchief, and she looked at me with surprise before saying,
 
“Thank you... Oh, and please give me the handkerchief. I’ll wash it before the day is over!”
 
“Would you really?”
 
“Of course!”
– – – The End of The Chapter – – –
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            Chapter 12: The Auction House (2)
 
The carriage was filled with a heavy silence.
 
The only sound breaking the stillness was the scratch of a pen.
 
Resting my chin on my hand by the window, I rolled my eyes to glance at him. Abel was busy, reviewing documents and checking something off. 
 
Who does paperwork in a carriage, anyway? With the usual jostling, it would be impossible—but Abel was clearly no ordinary person.
 
The carriage was under some kind of magical enchantment; there was no hint of shaking. Perhaps Abel himself had arranged for the enchantment.
 
“What is it, Adele?”
 
I flinched as Abel looked up from his documents, his gaze fixed on me.
 
“No… I was just wondering what the Imperial Auction House would be like.”
 
“Don’t get your hopes up. From what I’ve heard, it’s mostly for buying magical catalysts and slaves.”
 
‘…Slaves.’
 
Now that I thought about it, slavery was legal in the Arie Empire.
 
A bitter smile crept onto my face. Coming from a modern world, the idea of slavery was an alien concept to me.
 
“So, why are you going to the auction house, Abel?”
 
“I heard there’s a rather useful catalyst up for auction. With you here as well… I thought it might be worth a visit.”
 
“I see.”
 
With those words, the carriage fell silent once again. Next to me, Lily, who seemed tired, leaned back in her seat and dozed off.
 
I had no idea how much time had passed.
 
“We’ve arrived!”
 
At the coachman’s voice, I shook Lily awake. She blinked sleepily at me, then shook her head to clear the drowsiness.
 
“We’re here already?”
 
“Yes. Get ready to go.”
 
“Understood!”
 
Lily straightened her clothes and looked at mine. Abel conjured a storage space in mid-air to place his documents and spoke to me.
 
“Finish up and come out. I’ll be waiting outside.”
 
“Yes.”
 
Once he closed the door, Lily began to adjust my clothes. After tidying every little detail, she let out a satisfied breath.
 



 

 
“Hm. Perfect!”
 
“Thank you, Lily.”
 
“It’s my duty!”
 
With a cheerful smile, she stepped out of the carriage. As Lily exited, Abel offered his hand to me. I took it and carefully climbed down.
 
“Here are your masks. They’re enchanted with perception-distorting magic, so there’s no need to worry.”
 
Abel pulled two rabbit masks from the air and handed one to Lily and one to me. He then produced a wolf mask from his coat and placed it over his face.
 
Strangely, his appearance was now obscured, as if his face were shrouded in mist.
 
‘…Fascinating.’
 
As a mere third-rate mage, perception-distortion magic was beyond my abilities. I paused, mask in hand.
 
“…Abel?”
 
“Hm?”
 
“Why is my mask a rabbit mask?”
 
“Doesn’t it suit you?”
 
“I’m not sure.”
 
He gave a mischievous smile and stepped closer. Although he was wearing a mask, it felt as if I could see his face right in front of me, and I instinctively leaned back.
 
Perhaps it was because of what happened last night—or maybe it was the humiliation from this morning—but I felt uneasy facing him up close.
 
Seeing my reaction, Abel spoke.
 
“Your timid look fits a rabbit perfectly, especially when faced with a wolf.”
 
“…When did I act timid?”
 
“Of course, it was not fear but embarrassment… But isn’t it the same in the end?”
 
“Ugh… Let’s just go.”
 
I quickly suggested, unsure of what else he might say if I stayed. Abel chuckled softly at my reaction.
 
“Let’s.”
 
Once Lily and I put on our masks, Abel took the lead. As we left the gathering of carriages, we found ourselves before a massive building, easily over ten floors tall.
 



 

 
‘…Magic?’
 
In a medieval world like this, constructing a building of this height without magic would be impossible. As I mused over this, Abel opened the building’s doors and entered.
 
The interior was surprisingly clean.
 
The marble floors were spotless, and the plain white walls seemed well-maintained. It made sense; the Imperial Auction House would certainly require upkeep.
 
“By the way, from now on, do not address each other by name. Anonymity is standard at the Imperial Auction House.”
 
“Understood.”
 
Lily nodded beside me as we followed Abel down the corridor. After a short walk, we reached a large wooden door.
 
A knight clad in armor stood guard in front of it.
 
“Please present your pass.”
 
Abel retrieved a pass from his coat and handed it to the knight. The knight examined it briefly, then returned it along with a small numbered plaque.
 
“Enjoy the auction.”
 
As the knight opened the door, Abel, Lily, and I stepped inside. The layout was similar to a modern movie theater, except the seats were paired with ample space between each set.
 
“Wow…”
 
Lily couldn’t contain her amazement at the vastness of the auction hall. Abel surveyed the surroundings, then moved toward an empty seat.
 
“Sit here. The maid can sit in the chair beside us.”
 
“Chair? Where’s the chair…?”
 
Lily looked around in confusion, and Abel gestured to a chair that had appeared, seemingly out of nowhere, between us. He must have conjured it with magic. But why would he go to the trouble?
 
Sensing my puzzled look, he explained.
 
“It’s because she is someone you personally cherish. Any objections?”
 
“No… Just… Thank you.”
 
“You’re welcome.”
 
Abel responded indifferently and turned his gaze toward the stage where the auction was about to begin.
 
‘…Unpredictable.’
 
He was a man who could be unexpectedly considerate at strange times.
 



 

 
‘…Well, I suppose it’s fine.’
 
For now, I should focus on the auction.
 
Abel said I could buy anything I wanted if I found something appealing. But honestly, would the Imperial Auction House even have anything I wanted? As I pondered this, a man took the stage.
 
He was wearing a jester mask.
 
“Alright, everyone, please take your seats. The auction will begin shortly.”
 
The man spoke through amplification magic, glancing around at the seated audience before continuing.
 
“Very well. Let’s begin the auction.”
 
With his words, several men carried something onto the stage.
 
“Our first item is a deep-sea monster scale. This scale is the only intact piece from a monster that lived 400 meters below sea level. It has been verified by the Mage Tower as a magical catalyst, so keep that in mind.”
 
When the cloth covering the item was pulled back, a bronze-colored scale was revealed. Rare monster materials like this were often sold as magical catalysts, I’d heard.
 
As soon as the item was revealed, about six people raised their number plates.
 
“The starting price is 10 gold.”
 
Since 1 gold is roughly worth 1 million won… That means bidding starts at around 10 million won. Quite an expensive item.
 
“Twelve gold!”
 
“We have twelve gold.”
 
“Fifteen gold.”
 
“Fifteen gold, any higher?”
 
“Twenty gold!”
 
With intense bidding continuing, the price of the deep-sea scale was already approaching 100 gold.
 
“One hundred and two gold. Any further bids?”
 
What could make that item worth such a high price? As if reading my thoughts, Abel leaned over and answered my unspoken question.
 
“Most magical catalysts are around that price. For a mage, catalysts are essential to advancing their abilities.”
 
“…I see.”
 
So that’s why my magic skills haven’t been improving quickly. If only I’d known that before… I sighed, feeling like I’d been struggling in vain.
 



 

 
Meanwhile, the deep-sea scale was sold for 120 gold, and the next item was brought in.
 
“Our second item is an ancient gauntlet.”
 
When the black cloth was lifted, a dark, tarnished gauntlet was revealed. It looked quite old, with some crumbling areas, but overall, it was in remarkably good condition.
 
“The starting price is 50 gold.”
 
“Fifty-five gold!”
 
“We have fifty-five gold.”
 
“Sixty-five gold.”
 
“Sixty-five gold, any higher?”
 
“Eighty gold!”
 
“Eighty gold.”
 
“Two hundred gold.”
 
I was momentarily stunned when Abel raised his number plate. Was he really planning to spend 200 gold—about two billion won—on that gauntlet? I knew, of course, that this amount was like pocket change for a duke’s household.
 
But still, did that gauntlet truly have such value?
 
Despite my questioning look, he offered no explanation.
 
“Any further bids?”
 
Others who had been raising their number plates hesitated at the steep 200-gold bid. Only one person among them raised their plate.
 
“Two hundred and ten gold!”
 
“Two hundred and ten. Any higher?”
 
“Three hundred gold.”
 
“…Ugh.”
 
The challenger quickly lowered his number plate.
 
‘I don’t get it.’
 
Why would anyone spend three billion won on that item? I couldn’t comprehend it. Abel must have his reasons. The auctioneer seemed slightly flustered as he announced in a hesitant voice.
 
“Three hundred gold… Any higher?”
 
After counting five seconds, the auctioneer nodded.
 
“The ancient gauntlet is sold for three hundred gold.”
– – – The End of The Chapter – – –
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            Chapter 13: The Auction House (3)
 
Ancient Gauntlets.
 
In the original story, these were the equipment used by Luke, one of the Emperor’s swordsmen.
 
When mana is infused into them, they release shockwaves proportional to the amount of mana infused—a weapon with incredible power. Of course, there’s a minor risk as the user must bear the aftershock of each blast.
 
Luke tormented the protagonist in numerous ways using these gauntlets in the original story. The reason I’m willing to pay extra to acquire them is to prevent that from happening here.
 
‘Might as well give them to Evan, too,’ I thought casually as the auction continued. Before I knew it, all items like magical catalysts and artwork had been sold, leaving only one item on the list.
 
‘A slave, huh.’
 
In the Empire of Arie, where slavery is legal, slaves are treated much like livestock. Sure, some masters may treat them as humans if they wish, but such cases are rare.
 
I turned my head slightly and saw Adele’s face twisted in mild disgust. I figured she’d react this way toward slavery. Coming from the modern world, her reaction was natural.
 
It’s my indifference that’s strange, really.
 
“Next up, we have this slave,” announced the auctioneer.
 
A slave with a metal chain around her neck was dragged onto the stage. It was a woman draped in tattered clothing, with jet-black hair and lifeless, black eyes.
 
I guessed she’d been sold here after failing to pay her debts. While I was thinking this, the auctioneer began explaining the slave in a loud voice.
 
“She is a descendant of the princess from the Priletcha Kingdom, which was destroyed long ago by the Empire. She has inherited the regenerative trait passed down in the Priletcha royal family.
 
Not only is she durable, but she also maintains a prime condition at all times—a highly valuable slave. The minimum bid starts at 50 gold.”
 



 

 
As the auctioneer went on, Adele’s expression became more and more sour. Her face looked like she was about to overturn the entire auction hall, but she took a deep breath and held herself back.
 
‘So, she’s… unbreakable.’
 
A little thought reveals the implications behind the auctioneer’s words. After all, there are different types of slaves.
 
-Sigh.
 
Adele closed her eyes as if she were feeling faint.
 
“60 gold!”
 
“80 gold!”
 
“160 gold!”
 
The auction hall echoed with the cries of greedy bidders. Were they drawn to her royal bloodline, or was it her regenerative ability that lured them in?
 
It was something I couldn’t understand.
 
Nor did I care to.
 
“The first item has been sold for 400 gold!”
 
How absurd.
 
They couldn’t bid over 300 gold for a pair of gauntlets, yet they splurged 400 gold on a valuable slave. The auction hall was still brimming with an inexplicable fervor as they moved on to the next slave.
 
Most of the slaves brought onto the stage had rare traits or were beautiful women.
 
And most of them were sold at quite a high price. The lowest winning bid was 300 gold, which says it all.
 
“Now, here comes the highlight item of the day!”
 
As soon as the auctioneer’s excited voice rang out, cheers erupted from all sides. The auctioneer chuckled at the reaction and continued his introduction.
 
“This slave is Princess Arna of the Britannia Kingdom, defeated by the Arie Empire last year. Her worth is beyond words. The minimum bid is set at 400 gold.”
 
Faced with this shocking sight, Adele closed her eyes tightly and whispered to me.
 



 

 
“Is it always like this here?”
 
“It seems you forgot that this is my first time here.”
 
“Oh… right.”
 
She sighed, leaning back into her chair, and began taking deep breaths again. Meanwhile, the bid for gold was quickly climbing past 700.
 
Just as the heated bidding continued, the lights illuminating the auction stage suddenly went out. An uneasy silence began to settle over the room.
 
“P-please, bear with us for a moment. There seems to be some issue…”
 
Bang!
 
Before the auctioneer could finish his anxious announcement, a loud crash echoed from above. People started murmuring, seemingly confident in the strength of the protective barrier surrounding the Imperial Auction House.
 
‘…It’s almost time.’
 
BOOM!
 
This time, the sound was far louder, shaking the crowd and causing genuine unease to spread among them. Simultaneously, an ominous creak sounded from the ceiling.
 
Crack…
 
Crash!
 
As the ceiling caved in, a man clad in black armor emerged. He scanned his surroundings briefly before striking the ground with his sword.
 
KA-BOOM!
 
An aura-infused slash carved deep cracks into the floor, causing it to tremble. At last, panic took over, and people scattered, screaming and scrambling to escape. The man, unfazed, began cutting them down mercilessly.
 
Splat!
 
“...What the…”
 
Blood spurted out in front of me, painting the ceiling crimson. The auction house descended into chaos, an unexpected massacre unfolding before my eyes.
 
I clenched my fists, stirring the mana within me as I fixed my gaze on him.
 
Whoosh!
 
Slice.
 
I knew the man wearing that black helmet. In the original story, he made his debut this exact way, attempting to kill Adele.
 
His name was Luke von Schpenheim.
 
Once the second prince, now one of the Emperor’s swords. He was also destined to acquire those ancient gauntlets I’d spoken of.
 



 

 
***
 
“...What the…”
 
People screamed and pounded on the doors, but for some reason, the doors wouldn’t budge, and the man in the black helmet continued slaughtering them without hesitation.
 
Why…?
 
Lily, who’d been seated beside me, stood there in shock, staring blankly. I shook my head, snapped out of my stupor, and got to my feet.
 
At that moment, his eyes—cold and void beneath the helmet—met mine. The emptiness in those eyes, combined with his sheer bloodlust, sent chills down my spine.
 
I’d never seen eyes so unsettling.
 
Without pause, he charged at me, swinging his sword. Before I could react, or even cast a shield spell, he was already upon me.
 
Slash.
 
“…What…?”
 
At that moment, Lily threw herself in front of me, taking the man’s sword strike in my place. Without a single word, she died in my arms, holding me close.
 
Her face, with eyes closed, looked strangely peaceful. Was that just my imagination?
 
Tick-tock, tick-tock.
 
The sound of a clock echoed in my ears. It was the familiar hallucination I heard whenever my desire to go back in time reached its peak.
 
‘…Again.’
 
I turned back time. I had to, somehow, prevent Lily’s death.
 
“Ugh…”
 
A stabbing pain surged through my body, making me grimace. Then, the sound of a loud crash from somewhere nearby.
 
Bang!
 
That sound.
 
It was the noise of that man attempting to break into the Imperial Auction House. I quickly got up and sprinted toward the auction hall’s doors. I ignored the stares of the others as I ran.
 
Click-click.
 
The doors were locked. Why are they still locked at this moment? Before I could find an answer, another loud noise reached me.
 
BOOM!
 
The crowd began murmuring again at the sound.
 



 

 
Crack…
 
As the barrier shattered, screams filled the hall.
 
Crash!
 
The ceiling gave way, and the man dropped down once again. He raised his sword high.
 
Whoosh!
 
He began rampaging through the crowd, swinging his sword without any clear purpose, killing indiscriminately.
 
Eventually, his eyes met mine. With an aura-infused slash, he aimed directly at me. And once again, Lily intervened, taking the hit meant for me and dying in my place.
 
‘…Again.’
 
Time rewound.
 
The save point was just before the man breached the auction hall, as before.
 
“Hah…”
 
The familiar, excruciating pain spread through my body. The more I repeated this, the worse the pain became. And as the pain grew, so did the difficulty of the situation. This agony dulled my thoughts each time I returned.
 
I had to end this as soon as possible.
 
‘I have to save Lily.’
 
I couldn’t let her die in my place again. I had to think of a way. Why couldn’t Abel, an Archmage, prevent Lily’s death?
 
Despite the searing pain clouding my mind, I forced myself to think it through.
 
After a long moment, I pieced together a possible answer.
 
Abel had tried to protect me from the man’s attack. He hadn’t anticipated that Lily would step in to block the attack meant for me.
 
Bang!
 
The man in black armor dropped from the ceiling with a deafening crash, slaughtering people just as before. His eyes, now wild, finally found mine.
 
Shiver.
 
With a bone-chilling intent to kill, he charged at me. At the same time, Lily started moving towards me. If my deduction was correct, there was only one way out of this.
 
Whoosh!
 
I grabbed Lily’s arm and pulled her back, shielding her with my own body as I stepped forward. I steeled myself against the killing intent that pricked at my skin and fixed my gaze on the man’s blade.
 



 

 
CLANG!
– – – The End of The Chapter – – –
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            Chapter 14: The Auction House (4)
 
Kaang!
 
That was close.
 
If Adele hadn’t pushed Lily aside and stepped forward, even a slight delay in deploying the barrier could have cost her life. But despite my clear intent to use magic to protect Adele from Luke, she still returned.
 
Why did she take such a risk and move forward so recklessly?
 
The answer came to me in a flash.
 
‘Did Lily die?’
 
It seems that, in the previous timeline, Lily must have shielded Adele and died for some reason.
 
Did she not trust me to protect her? A sense of irritation welled up in me, and I frowned slightly as I prepared to cast my magic.
 
Wooong...
 
“Stand back.”
 
At my command, Adele took Lily’s hand and stepped back. Luke, unperturbed, strengthened his grip on his sword and attempted to slice through the barrier.
 
His eyes were completely vacant.
 
‘Is he under the mark’s influence?’
 
If that’s the case, then the emperor must have orchestrated this massacre as well. Glancing around, I noticed that most of the dead were people who had, at some point, been involved in secret dealings with me.
 
Was he trying to eliminate rebels in this manner?
 
I had expected the royal family to take extreme measures, but I hadn’t anticipated anything to this extent.
 
Even in the original story, Luke never unleashed such a massacre.
 
“Grrr...”
 
The amount of aura pressing against the barrier increased steadily, causing fractures to appear. Despite using a technique based on spatial magic, he was attempting to shatter it with sheer force.
 
Is this the strength of the emperor’s sword, even in this corrupted state?
 
In terms of aura alone, he surpasses a swordmaster. But, having lost his rationality, he’s merely swinging his power around mindlessly.
 
‘I can subdue him.’
 



 

 
“Gather, commence.”
 
White energy began to gather in the air, and white magic circles formed in front of me. Sensing a threat, Luke charged at me.
 
Was he planning to take me down before I could cast the spell?
 
But that was a mistake.
 
“Strike.”
 
The primary reason I favor this spell is its remarkably fast casting speed. In a mage’s battle, casting speed is of utmost importance.
 
A white spear materialized in the air and flew forward. Luke dodged to the side, but the spear’s trajectory curved mid-air.
 
Thud!
 
The spear pierced precisely between his armor plates and lodged itself deep into the wall.
 
“Ugh!”
 
Dragged by the spear, Luke slammed into the wall, groaning in agony.
 
Simultaneously, the power of the mark engraved on his hand began to intensify.
 
“Haa...”
 
“Adele.”
 
“Yes?”
 
“Go ahead and leave. I’ll keep the door open.”
 
“Understood.”
 
Adele took Lily’s hand and left the auction hall. Once I confirmed they were gone, I pulled a glass vial from the air.
 
Crash!
 
I dropped the vial onto the ground, shattering it and releasing a white smoke that began to spread in all directions.
 
The white smoke was the scent of oblivion, an extract from the memory whales that dwell in the Forest of Mist.
 
Anyone who inhales this smoke will lose memories ranging from at least an hour up to an entire day.
 
In other words, it’s the perfect tool for cleanup.
 
“Evan.”
 
At my call, Evan appeared from the air. It was a spell I’d developed personally—spatial magic that allowed me to summon others to my side.
 
“You called?”
 
“Why is it that things always go wrong when you’re not around?”
 
He sighed as he glanced around, answering, “Ha... I wonder the same.”
 
Scratching his head in frustration, Evan said, “Then, I’ll go to madam first.”
 



 

 
“Call her ‘miss.’”
 
“Oh, right. I’ll go to the miss.”
 
With that, Evan dashed towards the auction hall’s doors. Trouble only seems to strike when he’s not here.
 
It could just be a coincidence… but who knows?
 
For now, I’ll have to keep a close eye on the inner workings of the duke’s estate. There may be an extra eye of the emperor hidden somewhere. Just as I was considering this, a voice echoed from the wall.
 
“Grr...”
 
I saw a glowing, red mark seared into his neck. The intricacy of the mark was leagues beyond the one on Allen’s neck, visible between the gaps in his armor.
 
“…It wasn’t enough to stop him.”
 
Murmuring to myself, I raised my hand.
 
There’s no way to suppress the mark on his neck. Unlike Allen’s, this one was the emperor’s own specialty. My only option was to subdue him with everything I had.
 
Wooong...
 
“Gather, commence.”
 
White energy gathered in the air, quickly forming into three spears.
 
“Strike.”
 
Pang!
 
The spears flew through the air with a sound that sliced through the silence. Luke, surrounding his sword with aura, launched a powerful slash to counter them. The clash of his slash and the spears canceled each other out, but he used the opening to charge toward me.
 
“I was prepared for this.”
 
Snap!
 
With a flick of my fingers, the white energy formed chains, binding Luke’s body. Though the chains started to break almost immediately, it didn’t matter.
 
“Gather, commence.”
 
I had bought myself enough time.
 
Countless white pathways formed around him, and a dizzying array of white magic circles appeared before my eyes.
 
This was a spell I’d created specifically for facing a swordmaster.
 



 

 
Wooong...
 
As mana drained rapidly, a brilliant white spear began to take shape, radiating a level of power far beyond the weapons I’d created before. Gripping its shaft, I aimed the spear’s point directly at him.
 
“Strike.”
 
With a short incantation, I hurled the spear with all my strength.
 
Thud.
 
The spear pierced through Luke’s shoulder plate and disappeared into one of the pathways.
 
“Gah!”
 
Even with the spear piercing his opposite shoulder, Luke charged at me unfazed.
 
The chains I had prepared in advance reappeared, coiling tightly around his limbs. Though they weren’t particularly durable, using them this way was enough to keep him restrained.
 
Thud!
 
“Gah…”
 
The spear moved between portals, piercing through Luke’s body repeatedly. By twisting space to create a kind of portal loop, I could theoretically attack him endlessly by hurling the spear into these gateways.
 
Though it’s a rough technique, it’s highly effective in wearing down an opponent’s stamina—even if that opponent is a swordmaster.
 
…If Luke hadn’t lost his mind, this wouldn’t have been possible.
 
Clang!
 
Luke deflected the spear with his sword, glaring at me with labored breaths. The mark between his helmet and armor was gradually weakening.
 
Wooong…
 
When I released the spell, he stood before me in a battered state, his eyes blazing. A vivid red aura began to emanate from his body.
 
…Even in this state, he’s still a swordmaster.
 
“Gather, commence.”
 
Four white swords appeared around me.
 
Simultaneously, his wounds and injuries began to heal under the influence of his aura—a feat only achievable by someone of his caliber.
 
“Strike.”
 
“Grr…”
 
Luke unleashed a powerful aura slash that sent the swords flying before charging at me once more. In the blink of an eye, his blade was right in front of my face.
 



 

 
Wooong.
 
At that moment, the surroundings shifted. I now stood behind him, facing his exposed back. One of the swords I had previously set aside aimed directly at him.
 
“Strike.”
 
With a short incantation, the sword drove straight into his back.
 
“Ugh!”
 
Luke coughed up blood, dropping to his knees. Losing his sanity seemed to have dulled his ability to sense even basic traps. Grabbing the blade with his left hand, he applied pressure.
 
Crack…
 
The white sword fractured and shattered, the wound in his back beginning to heal immediately under the red aura.
 
A brutish method…
 
But undeniably effective.
 
“Grr…”
 
Luke glared at me, attempting to rise to his feet. Or rather, he tried to.
 
“Urgh?!”
 
Barely managing to support himself with his sword, he staggered before collapsing. It seemed he had been relying on the aura’s regenerative power.
 
No matter how fast his aura regenerates, it can’t replenish the blood he’s already lost. Though he won’t die, given the strength of a swordmaster, he’ll be unable to move his body any further.
 
I let out a sigh and drew back the mana I’d expended.
 
Good thing he lost his sanity; if he hadn’t… who knows how this would’ve turned out.
 
Normally, the Emperor’s Sword wouldn’t go down so easily.
 
Especially not someone like Luke, who is rated as having the highest potential among the Emperor’s Swords. But with his mind clouded and his aura control diminished, he was bound to fall like this.
 
“Sleep well.”
 
With a snap of my fingers, Luke began to sink into the ground. Letting out pained groans as if something heavy pressed down on him, he eventually fell still.
 



 

 
“Phew… not easy.”
 
This encounter drained a substantial amount of my mana.
 
In a world where the concept of mana potions doesn’t exist, assessing remaining mana levels this way is an essential skill. It baffles me why HP potions exist here, yet there’s no equivalent for mana.
 
It’s not as though they’re trying to persecute mages.
 
“I need to handle the cleanup…”
 
The auctioneer was already dead, apparently struck directly by debris when Luke crashed down from the ceiling. It’s a grotesque sight, but one I’m familiar with, so it doesn’t turn my stomach.
 
Though I can’t deny it leaves me feeling filthy.
 
“Fire.”
 
With the incantation, flames bloomed in my hand.
 
I set the flames at the edge of the auction hall. Though small now, they would quickly grow, given the wooden ceiling.
 
The reason for setting the place ablaze was simple. I wanted the people who inhaled the scent of oblivion to believe that the smoke from the fire caused their memory loss. There are cases where similar substances are used in actual arson. Soon, the Empire’s news will likely report that some group, not me, set fire here to massacre the nobles.
 
Whoosh.
 
Of course, there’s a chance some might burn to death in the process…
 
But that doesn’t concern me. I’ve never once considered them to be the same kind of human as myself.
 
Using magic, I lifted Luke’s body into the air and calmly exited the auction hall.
– – – The End of The Chapter – – –
 
[TL: You can support the translation and read 3 chapters ahead  of the release here on Patreon: https://www.patreon.com/OracleTls
 
Join Our Discord for regular updates and have fun with other community members: https://discord.com/invite/SqWtJpPtm9 ]




            ---The End Of The Chapter---

                            
                    
                        https://www.readingpia.me/covers/1728153688_cover_.png

                        
                            
                                You can support the translation and read 5 chapters ahead of the release here on Patreon

                            

                            
                                    
                                    
                                 Join on Patreon
                        

                    

                
                                        
                

                    

                            
                

                    
                            
                

                    

                            
                

                    
                            
                

                    
            



        

                    
            

                
                    
            

                
                    
            
                    
            

                
                    
            

                
        
                    
                
                
                    
                    Join Our Discord

                    Be part of our amazing community!

                    Join Now
                

            


        

        
            
            




        


                                    
                    Comments

                    
                    

                

                    

        
            
        

        
            
            




        


        
            
            




        


        
                    
            
                    
            

                

                    
            
                    
            
                    
            

                

                
            Chapter 15: The Auction House (5)
 
Clack, clack.
 
Inside the worn-out carriage, where the sound of hooves echoed.
 
A man slowly opened his eyes, as if coming to his senses. Awaiting him was another man with ashen-gray hair, seated and absorbed in a stack of papers.
 
The man with gray hair turned his head as he sensed the other’s movements.
 
“Awake?”
 
The first man froze at the question. He quickly realized that his body was bound, and he lifted his head.
 
He began to study the man before him in detail.
 
Gray eyes and ashen hair. Scars on his face and clothes only a noble would wear. His features were so perfect one might believe he was a gift from the gods. It didn’t take long for him to recognize the man’s identity.
 
Abel Hardenberg.
 
Head of the Hardenberg family and one of the four dukes of the Empire, Abel was the most influential among them. Known as the Iron-Blooded Duke, he was a dangerous figure, so much so that even the Imperial Family kept a watchful eye on him.
 
“You are…”
 
“Don’t tell me you don’t know who I am.”
 
At Abel’s words, the man slowly nodded.
 
“Why am I… in a place like this?”
 
“If you think you can play dumb, I suggest you give up, Emperor’s Sword.”
 
“…How…?”
 
The man looked at him, shocked. The identity of the Emperor’s Sword was a highly classified secret of the Imperial Family. This role, which dealt not only with noble traitors but also carried out all manner of dirty deeds under the Emperor’s command, was known as the Emperor’s Sword. How on earth did Abel know about this?
 
Seeing his bewildered expression, Abel let out a sigh and spoke.
 
“Luke von Schufenheim.”
 
At the mention of his name, the man—Luke—jerked, and then strained against the chains that bound him.
 



 

 
The more he struggled, the tighter the chains became. They seemed to be enchanted, even suppressing the aura emanating from his body.
 
Abel continued, watching him.
 
“Luke von Asrich’s son, the second prince. After becoming a Swordmaster, you were publicly declared dead to become the Emperor’s Sword.”
 
Abel recited this information with a nonchalant expression, almost as if mocking Luke’s resistance.
 
“The Emperor branded you and turned you into the Imperial Family’s dog, using your family as collateral.”
 
“You…!”
 
Luke spat out in rage, glaring at him. Abel, seemingly unaffected by the intense gaze, responded in a calm voice.
 
“Did I say something wrong?”
 
“Grr…”
 
Unable to break free from the chains, Luke suppressed the anger boiling from within. Abel, watching him, chuckled and spoke up.
 
“I’ll give you one chance.”
 
“…What?”
 
Luke scowled at Abel’s offer and questioned him.
 
“How long will you continue being the Imperial Family’s dog?”
 
“So… are you telling me to abandon my family?”
 
“That wouldn’t be a bad idea.”
 
Abel’s response, delivered without the slightest hesitation, made Luke laugh bitterly.
 
Who could so casually suggest abandoning family? The title of Iron-Blooded Duke certainly wasn’t just for show.
 
“What absurd nonsense…”
 
“It’s best to listen until the end, Second Prince.”
 
Extending a hand towards him, Abel asked,
 
“How far has the mark’s erosion progressed?”
 
“How do you…?”
 
“You think I’d know about the Emperor’s Sword and not something as basic as that? Answer me.”
 
“...About halfway.”
 
“You’ve held out well up to this point.”
 
Abel spoke in a tone of admiration.
 
The mark of the Emperor’s Sword was powerful enough that an ordinary mind couldn’t endure it for even a month.
 



 

 
To withstand the mark’s erosion for years—it would be impossible without an unbreakable spirit.
 
“Luke von Schufenheim.”
 
“…What?”
 
“I plan to overturn the Imperial Family.”
 
“…What?”
 
Luke frowned, taken aback by Abel’s sudden declaration. To openly say such a thing to the Emperor’s Sword himself—what was he thinking?
 
“Compared to starting a rebellion, rescuing a noblewoman from the Imperial Family shouldn’t be too difficult.”
 
“…Are you serious?”
 
“If you refuse to cooperate, your life ends here. And we both know what would happen to your mother after that.”
 
There wasn’t a hint of deception in Abel’s voice.
 
“…Tsk.”
 
“Choose. Will you work with me to bring down the Imperial Family, or will you die here for nothing?”
 
It wasn’t much of a choice.
 
The options Abel offered were nothing short of coercion. Luke gritted his teeth and glared at him.
 
“…So this was your plan all along.”
 
“Who knows? That’s for you to decide.”
 
“…Fine. I accept your proposal.”
 
“Good. Now there won’t be any need for bloodshed here.”
 
With that, Abel produced a document from thin air. It was a contract, seemingly prepared in advance. He held it up, allowing Luke to read the contents.
 
Luke skimmed the contract with his eyes, and the further down he read, the more his hands began to tremble.
 
“Isn’t it reasonable enough?”
 
“…You… you had everything planned from the start.”
 
Luke looked at Abel, his expression one of horror. Abel merely smirked and answered his unspoken question.
 
“It depends on how you look at it.”
 
Luke fell silent, deep in thought.
 
The Imperial Family would never release his mother. They would keep her as a hostage and use him as the Emperor’s Sword for the rest of his life.
 



 

 
In that case, aiding Abel’s rebellion seemed a better option. A slight chance of freedom was better than a life of servitude to the Empire.
 
“…Fine. I’ll take a chance with you.”
 
“A wise choice.”
 
Luke’s mana flowed into the contract, followed by Abel’s. The contract quivered momentarily from the mana’s energy before calming down.
 
The agreement was sealed. Abel skimmed the document briefly before addressing Luke.
 
“Now, return to the Imperial Family to avoid suspicion. Show this emblem to the information guild on any day you choose each month to exchange intel.”
 
Thud.
 
An emblem fell from the air. It was a rusty brown medallion shaped like a lock.
 
“The chains are released. Go on.”
 
“…What?”
 
Before Luke could fully comprehend Abel’s sudden words, he opened the carriage door. The carriage began to slow.
 
Realizing the chains binding him had indeed loosened, Luke stood up.
 
“…You’d better honor the contract.”
 
“Of course. That’s why we signed it, isn’t it?”
 
Luke sighed and stepped out of the carriage. In front of him was a rest stop filled with other carriages. Had Abel brought him here for a swift return to the Imperial Palace?
 
Turning back, he saw the worn-out carriage already fading into the distance.
 
***
 
Pillars adorned in gold and chandeliers. Ceilings carved with unique patterns, an opulent golden carpet stretching across the floor. In front of the wall stood a statue of a man, and before the statue, a grand throne.
 
On that throne sat a man with golden hair.
 
He rested his chin on the armrest, gazing down with an air of authority and arrogance, creating an atmosphere that seemed untouchable by anyone.
 
His name was Yude von Schufenheim.
 
The 16th Emperor of the Arie Empire, also known as the Emperor of Conquest.
 



 

 
“So… this matter was only half a success, is that right?”
 
At the Emperor’s words, Luke swallowed and bowed his head.
 
“It was my failing, Your Majesty.”
 
“Is that so…”
 
With an unreadable smile, he reached out toward Luke. In that instant, the mark on Luke’s neck began to burn. The searing pain forced a groan from him.
 
“Urgh…”
 
“There is always a price for deceit.”
 
The Emperor murmured, then gave a command to Luke.
 
“Sever the ring finger of your left hand.”
 
Luke’s body moved beyond his control. His hand drew his sword, and without hesitation, he swung it down toward his left ring finger.
 
Slash.
 
“Gah…”
 
Blood gushed from the severed finger, and the Emperor watched with a satisfied smile.
 
“Withdraw.”
 
“…Yes.”
 
Luke bowed and exited the audience chamber. Watching his retreating form, the head attendant turned to the Emperor.
 
“Your Majesty, may I ask something?”
 
“Speak.”
 
“Why did you not pursue the truth further?”
 
“Hmm… who knows.”
 
The Emperor let out a small laugh and replied.
 
“Doesn’t a little rebellion from a mere rat intrigue you, even just a bit?”
 
A twisted smile crept onto his face as he spoke.
– – – The End of The Chapter – – –
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            Chapter 16: The Engagement Ceremony (1)
 
The day of the engagement ceremony.
 
From the early hours of the morning, I was awake, sitting as Lily and Laura applied my makeup. It was much earlier than I usually woke up, and it was hard to stifle my yawns.
 
“Which earrings would suit her best?”
 
“Go with the red ones. Oh, and did you prepare the necklaces?”
 
“Yes, they’re right here!”
 
Dressed in a white gown, I sat quietly while Lily and Laura buzzed around me, chatting and moving busily.
 
Was all this necessary just for a simple engagement ceremony? Or was it because the groom-to-be was ‘that’ Abel?
 
Who was Abel, after all?
 
The duke with the moniker “Ironblood.”
 
With his cold demeanor and strikingly handsome features, he was so popular that rumors claimed any noblewoman would inevitably fall for him at least once.
 
It was true—his looks were extraordinary. If a god ever sculpted a statue dedicated solely to beauty, it would look like him.
 
But cold demeanor?
 
‘…That doesn’t sound right.’
 
The man who constantly teased and mocked me was described as cold? Sure, he might have given off that impression when I first met him, but now? Not so much.
 
As I mulled over these thoughts, Lily addressed me.
 
“Miss Adele, which of these two necklaces do you prefer?”
 
Caught off guard, I glanced at the necklaces they held out. On the left was a ruby necklace—a vivid crimson gemstone that seemed like it might suit me based on its color… but the stone was enormous.
 
The necklace on the right had a smaller ruby and a simple design.
 
“Hmm… I think the one on the right would be better.”
 
Lily’s expression dimmed slightly at my response. Noticing this, Laura chuckled softly and whispered to me.
 
“Just so you know, the one on the left is Lily’s choice, and the one on the right is mine.”
 



 

 
“…Is that so?”
 
“No need to worry about Lily. I’ll handle her,” Laura assured me with a smile.
 
“…Alright.”
 
Laura took Lily’s hand and whispered something into her ear. Whatever she said transformed Lily’s despondence into a determined resolve.
 
‘…What did she say to her?’
 
“Shall we wrap things up now?”
 
“Yes!”
 
At Laura’s prompting, Lily began picking out brooches and finishing the last touches of my outfit.
 
‘…I’m exhausted.’
 
Suppressing another yawn, I held back the wave of fatigue washing over me.
 
“Miss Adele, it’s done!”
 
At Lily’s cheerful announcement, I turned my head toward the mirror.
 
‘…Wow.’
 
In the mirror sat a stunning woman. Her porcelain skin and ruby-like eyes shone brightly. The ruby accessories contrasted beautifully with her white dress, completing the look.
 
My usually sharp eyes were softened with a gentle gaze, and the dark circles under my eyes had completely vanished. The impression was no longer that of a villainess but of a pure and graceful woman.
 
“As expected of Miss Adele! The makeup looks amazing!”
 
“Are you satisfied, Miss Adele?”
 
“…Yes, I’m quite satisfied.”
 
“That’s a relief.”
 
Laura, with a relieved expression, spoke.
 
“Then shall we head to Lord Abel?”
 
Lily, looking excited, opened the door with enthusiasm. Although I was feeling a bit tired, it seemed necessary to see him at least once before the engagement ceremony.
 
With that thought in mind, I followed her.
 
After walking down the somewhat extravagant hallway, Lily stopped in front of his office and knocked on the door.
 
Knock, knock.
 
“Come in,” Abel’s voice rang from inside.
 
Without hesitation, Lily opened the door. Abel, engrossed in the documents before him, spoke without looking up.
 



 

 
“What brings you here?”
 
“I’ve brought Miss Adele to see you!”
 
At those words, he finally lifted his gaze, his eyes landing on me.
 
Abel stared at me, seemingly frozen, as though he’d forgotten he was holding a document in his hand.
 
His reaction felt… different from usual. But I couldn’t quite put my finger on what was different. Maybe I was just too tired for my thoughts to function properly.
 
“And? What’s your impression of how I look?”
 
“…Better than I expected,” he replied, his tone reserved.
 
The unusually sparse praise made me tilt my head in confusion. After all the effort of dressing up in a gown and accessorizing, such a lukewarm reaction was a bit disheartening.
 
I had thought I looked decent, but it seemed it didn’t meet his standards. A tinge of disappointment crept in, and I swallowed the sigh that rose to my throat.
 
I wasn’t sure why I even felt this way. He and I were only engaged by contract—nothing more. Was I upset because I’d hoped for at least a little flattery, even if it was insincere?
 
I suppressed the emotion and forced myself to respond calmly.
 
“Then I’ll be going ahead.”
 
“…Alright. You go first. I’ll join shortly.”
 
As Lily and I left the office, she hummed cheerfully, almost skipping down the hall. Curious, I turned to her.
 
“Why are you so happy?”
 
“It’s because the Duke seems to like how you look, Miss Adele!”
 
“…I don’t think so.”
 
Normally, Abel would heap flowery, almost cringe-worthy compliments on me. The absence of such embellishments today made me wonder if he disliked how I looked that much.
 
Lily shook her head vehemently.
 
“No way! The Duke clearly liked it, I’m sure!”
 



 

 
“Alright… if you say so.”
 
Accepting her optimism was easier than dwelling on my doubts. With that, Lily grabbed my hand and led the way forward. The ceremony was approaching.
 
I felt a hint of nervousness creep in. How far could I change my bad ending with this engagement? With the save point set for this morning, there was no going back now.
 
‘I just have to hope it works out this time.’
 
***
 
The grand hall, adorned with white marble and lined with red carpets, was buzzing with activity. Silver candelabras hung from the walls, and the ballroom was decorated far more lavishly than usual. The hum of conversations among the many nobles filled the air.
 
The reason for this bustling crowd was a single event: the engagement ceremony.
 
The engagement of Duke Abel von Hardenberg and Countess Adele von Este was the hottest gossip in the Arie Empire. From tales of their fateful first meeting during a trip to whispers of an engagement ceremony that didn’t even need to happen, the rumors were endless.
 
The noblewomen endlessly gossiped, passing the story along until the guest list for their engagement ceremony easily exceeded a hundred.
 
Of course, most of these guests were regional nobles who were unaware of Adele’s past misdeeds.
 
“Truly… I can’t begin to understand how this came to be.”
 
Among those well aware of Adele’s misdeeds, Miss Luna of the Count Aite family found the current situation deeply unpleasant. She couldn’t fathom what kind of charm that wicked woman possessed to make the Ironblood Duke want to marry her.
 
Beside Luna, Estelle von Louis merely scratched her cheek, a faint smile on her face.
 
While Estelle was a direct victim of Adele’s so-called “wicked deeds,” she knew that most of them were the result of misunderstandings. Because of this, she didn’t harbor as much hatred toward Adele as others might.
 



 

 
There had been times Estelle wanted to clear up those misunderstandings, but Adele always managed to disappear before she could. So, she decided to use this engagement ceremony as an opportunity to finally set things straight.
 
“Ugh… what on earth does he see in a woman like her?”
 
“Luna.”
 
Luna froze at Estelle’s cold voice. Turning her head, she was met with Estelle’s sharp smile.
 
“Mind your words.”
 
“…Understood.”
 
Luna, looking slightly intimidated, nodded ever so slightly. Estelle sighed in relief.
 
Miss Luna of the Aite family had her good points, but her mouth was far too loose, and her temper was too quick.
 
If Estelle didn’t keep her in check, Luna might end up causing some kind of trouble. Fortunately, Luna seemed to realize the gravity of her careless words and lowered her head in silence.
 
“There are so many people here…”
 
The noblewoman sitting next to Luna commented, prompting Estelle to nod in agreement. The ballroom was vast, yet even so, it felt almost crowded due to the sheer number of attendees.
 
How much time had passed? The start of the engagement ceremony was drawing near.
 
“The Duke of Abel von Hardenberg and Miss Adele von Este are entering!”
 
The soldier at the grand entrance shouted as he opened the doors. A man and a woman entered arm in arm, their appearance immediately drawing the attention of everyone in the room.
 
Standing on the left was Duke Abel, his striking features living up to the rumors. Though a scar marred his face, it was insignificant in comparison to his otherwise flawless looks.
 
On the right stood Adele. It was hard to believe she was the same so-called “villainess.” Her slightly softened gaze and ruby-red eyes gave off a completely different impression than before.
 



 

 
As Estelle observed the pair, she heard a faint, sharp sound beside her—click, click. It was Luna, nervously biting her nails.
 
Estelle considered stopping her but ultimately decided to let it go. Surely Luna wouldn’t dare cause trouble in a setting like this.
 
With all eyes in the ballroom fixed on the couple, the engagement ceremony began.
– – – The End of The Chapter – – –
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            Chapter 17: The Engagement Ceremony (2)
 
An engagement ceremony wasn’t anything extraordinary. At best, it was just another type of banquet centered around the main characters. A nearly ceremonial ritual followed by a simple exchange of rings.
 
“Please exchange rings with one another,” the man, who appeared to be a clergyman, said.
 
I glanced at Adele. She looked like a cyborg, her face stiff with nerves. I wanted to grab her by the cheeks and shake some sense into her, but I held back. Instead, I gently pulled her hand toward me.
 
‘Cold.’
 
Her hand, pale to the point of being almost white, was icy.
 
Well, considering this engagement banquet was filled to the brim with nobles from across the land, it would have been stranger if she wasn’t nervous.
 
I slowly slid the ring onto the fourth finger of her left hand. Her trembling hand made her look like someone with a nervous condition, and I barely managed to suppress a chuckle. Then, I moved closer to Adele.
 
Taking her right hand gently, I intertwined my fingers with hers. A faint squeal sounded from somewhere far away—likely from the young ladies who seemed overly invested in the concept of romance.
 
“What are you doing—?”
 
“Shh.”
 
I gave her a mischievous grin, and she let out an awkward laugh, the tension on her face easing slightly.
 
“It’s your turn, Adele.”
 
“…I understand.”
 
Her hand trembled slightly, but she successfully slid the ring onto the fourth finger of my left hand. I couldn’t help but think, Why is she so nervous over something as simple as exchanging rings?
 
But then again, it wasn’t entirely unreasonable.
 
With that, the clergyman continued, “May the blessings of the gods shine upon your future.”
 
As his words ended, a holy light descended from above. I barely managed to keep my face from contorting at the sensation of divine energy seeping into me.
 



 

 
The so-called blessing of the gods bore an uncomfortable resemblance to the emperor’s power.
 
“Congratulations once again on your engagement,” the clergyman said.
 
With the ceremony concluded, the customary ball began. As expected, Adele and I stood at the center of it all, holding hands and gazing at one another.
 
Perhaps due to the countless gazes fixed on us, she still moved stiffly, like a malfunctioning automaton.
 
She still hasn’t come to her senses, huh? It seemed she needed a stronger remedy at this point. Smiling at her, I caught her puzzled expression.
 
“May I have this dance, Adele?”
 
With that, I knelt on one knee and lightly kissed the back of her hand. For a moment, she froze, and then her face turned as red as a ripe tomato.
 
“Wh-what are you—?”
 
Taking her hands again, I guided her into the dance. Unlike the last time, when I had half-dragged her, I matched my steps to hers, moving in tandem.
 
For a moment, a mix of exasperation and disbelief flickered across her face. It was hard not to laugh at her expression.
 
“There’s no need to be nervous. You’re Abel’s fiancée, after all,” I whispered softly in her ear.
 
She hesitated for a moment before giving a small nod, finally aligning her steps with mine.
 
To my surprise, her dancing had improved significantly since last time. The clumsy missteps that had embarrassed her before were gone.
 
Alan had mentioned she’d been practicing to make up for that mortifying incident, and it seemed her efforts had paid off.
 
“You’ve improved a lot,” I said.
 
“Well, someone is an exceptional dancer. As your fiancée, I have to keep up, don’t I?”
 



 

 
“Well done.”
 
My brief compliment brought a faint blush to her cheeks. At this rate, I might start calling her the “Blushing Young Lady.” The thought made me chuckle quietly.
 
“You’ve got a cute side too, Adele. Who knew you’d be this weak to compliments?”
 
“…Be quiet. Focus on the dance.”
 
The music reached its crescendo. The musicians played tirelessly, their instruments weaving an enchanting atmosphere. At the center of it all, Adele and I performed a waltz, capturing the attention of everyone present.
 
I wasn’t particularly fond of being the center of attention, but if we were to turn rumors into reality, it was necessary.
 
Look at those young ladies now, hiding their giggles behind their fans. Their imaginations seemed endless, their faces alight with excitement.
 
How long has it been?
 
Eventually, the ball reached its conclusion, and the banquet began. This marked the start of a tedious cycle of congratulations and “gifts” from nobles—bribes, essentially.
 
In such grand gatherings, not bringing a gift was considered a greater offense than offering one under the guise of a bribe.
 
Smiling mechanically, I repeated the same phrases over and over. Thank you for coming, much appreciated, I’ll treasure your gift. This was precisely why I hated banquets, balls, and engagement ceremonies.
 
‘Exhausting.’
 
Even in my previous life, I was an introvert who felt out of place at gatherings like MTs. Now, despite being reborn with a handsome face and powerful magic, it seems my core nature hasn’t changed.
 
As I let my idle thoughts drift, a familiar face came into view.
 
Her mysterious silver hair and luminous golden eyes—there was no mistaking her. She was Estelle von Louis, the only daughter of the Marquis of Louis and the protagonist of the original novel The Villainess Turns Back Time Again.
 



 

Standing beside her was another noblewoman… a face I didn’t recognize.
 
But for some reason, an ominous feeling crept up on me.
 
“It’s been a while. I am Estelle von Louis,” she greeted.
 
“…Luna von Aite,” the other noblewoman added.
 
Both ladies curtsied gracefully, holding the edges of their dresses. I felt Adele’s hand tremble slightly in mine.
 
If memory served me right, in the original story, Adele had a rough time when she tried to associate too closely with Estelle.
 
Feeling a little sorry for her, I clasped her trembling hand more firmly.
 
“It has been a while. I am Adele von Este,” she said, bowing her head slightly, her voice steadier now, thanks to the reassurance of my touch.
 
“Congratulations on your engagement, Lady Este,” Estelle said warmly.
 
“Thank you,” Adele replied politely.
 
Luna, however, frowned faintly, her grip on her wine glass tightening. Surely, she wouldn’t be foolish enough to act on her thoughts—not with me, a duke of the empire, standing right here.
 
Or so I hoped. But no, the wine was flung our way.
 
Adele, engrossed in a light conversation with Estelle, didn’t even notice the noblewoman’s expression or her movements.
 
‘And this is exactly why I dislike romance fantasy tropes.’
 
I raised my arm to shield Adele just in time. The wine never reached her face, instead splashing across my pristine white uniform, staining it red.
 
Adele’s eyes widened in shock at the sudden turn of events.
 
The music continued, but the chatter ceased. A suffocating silence fell over the room. Lady Aite’s face turned as pale as a ghost.
 
Whatever her intentions, this wasn’t an incident I could simply overlook.
 
“Lady Aite,” I said, my tone calm but cold.
 



 

 
“Hic!” she gasped, hiccupping in fear.
 
Even Estelle seemed startled by her companion’s reckless behavior, her lips slightly parted. Knowing the original story, Estelle wasn’t really the villain type, so I doubted she had orchestrated this.
 
“You know what you must do,” I said.
 
“I-I sincerely apologize!” Lady Aite stammered, bowing deeply. Sweat beaded her forehead, and she trembled visibly.
 
Beside me, Adele bit her lip, clearly unsure of how to respond. If she were the “villainess” everyone assumed her to be, she’d have already intimidated Lady Aite without hesitation—verbally or physically. But this was Adele, the protagonist of the story.
 
“…I forgive you. But don’t let this happen again.” Adele said finally, her voice calm but firm.
 
Estelle’s eyes widened slightly, as if taken aback by Adele’s unexpected response. She seemed on the verge of saying something but quickly shut her mouth.
 
Most of the provincial nobles present didn’t seem too surprised, likely because they hadn’t expected Adele to act like a stereotypical villainess in the first place.
 
“Th-thank you! Thank you, Lady Este!” Lady Aite cried, bowing again before hastily retreating.
 
As I watched her scurry away, I couldn’t help but think, The major plot beats really are inevitable, aren’t they?
 
In the original story, it wasn’t Lady Aite but another noblewoman who committed this act. I didn’t remember her name, but it certainly wasn’t the one who had just fled.
 
Events will happen as they are meant to, no matter how much the details change.
 
“Are you alright?” I asked Adele.
 
“…Yes,” she replied softly.
 
No, she wasn’t.
 
She wasn’t yet accustomed to facing people’s malice so directly. Perhaps that was a good thing. In the original story, Adele, worn down by endless hostility, became chillingly cold and disturbingly ruthless.
 



 

 
At least this Adele still retains her warmth.
– – – The End of The Chapter – – –
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            Chapter 18: The Engagement Ceremony (3)
 
At some point, I began to feel as if pieces of myself were being chipped away. The endlessly repeating regressions and the inexplicable malice directed toward me gnawed at my sanity.
 
It wasn’t until I gave up counting the number of regressions that I finally became numb to the malice.
 
Or so I thought.
 
“...Haa.”
 
I was wrong.
 
I thought I’d learned to laugh off the malice, pretending it didn’t affect me. But just now, I realized it had all been an act—a façade. Perhaps it was the tranquility granted by Duke Hardenberg that had dulled my senses.
 
I turned my head to see him resting with his eyes closed. His face, still unrealistically handsome, drew my gaze. The single scar that marred his otherwise perfect visage only served to add character, making Abel’s appearance even more striking.
 
And yet, it felt alien. As if this world itself was proof that I didn’t belong, leaving a slight pang in my chest. That sense of disconnection I’d felt so vividly during countless rounds of torture and death swept over me once again.
 
‘...Get a grip, Adele.’
 
Just because things were progressing smoothly with the duke didn’t mean I could let my guard down. Misfortune had always struck when I dared to hope things might go well.
 
There was no guarantee this time would be any different.
 
“You look deep in thought.”
 
“Pardon? Oh...”
 
Abel had opened his eyes at some point and was now watching me breathe deeply. His words weren’t wrong—how could I not be lost in thought? After all, this engagement was nothing more than the first step in my survival plan.
 
I couldn’t guess what he was thinking, but his perspective was likely worlds apart from mine. In the end, Abel was still one of the elite in this world—a man of the highest echelon.
 



 

 
“I…”
 
“Are you concerned about that young lady’s fate?”
 
The young lady… He must mean Luna, the woman who had tried to douse me with wine.
 
I had no reason to care about someone like her when my own survival was at stake. And yet, hearing the word “fate” made it impossible not to think about it.
 
“She’ll likely face social ruin, just as you did in the past.”
 
“...What?”
 
“No matter how infamous you are, that was the engagement ceremony of the Duke of Hardenberg. Most of the nobles present seemed unaware of your alleged misdeeds.”
 
“You’re saying...”
 
“She may even be cast out from her family. Count Aite’s house isn’t known for its leniency.”
 
Abel finished his words with a sardonic smile that sent a chill down my spine. The sinister grin perfectly suited his moniker as the ‘Iron blood Duke.’ Seeing him speak so casually about someone else’s ruin was unsettling.
 
Or perhaps, the mask he’d shown me as my fiancé had been the true deception all along. A duke of the empire could not afford to be soft.
 
He might have witnessed far worse than even I, a regressor, had endured.
 
“Isn’t it convenient?”
 
“Pardon? What do you mean...”
 
“Normally, I would have had to handle it myself, but Count Aite’s family is another matter entirely.”
 
Count Aite’s house had long-standing ties with the Duke of Hardenberg. Political marriages between the two families were not uncommon. In fact, Luna, who had introduced herself earlier, might have been Abel’s fiancée under different circumstances.
 
Of course, those ties had ended by the time Abel became duke. I’d heard rumors of it from Lily, but I hadn’t expected them to be true.
 



 

 
“So that’s why...”
 
Could that be why she threw wine at me? Because she believed this place should have been hers? When I glanced at Abel, he nodded as if confirming my thoughts.
 
“Isn’t it ridiculous? The ties with Count Aite’s house were severed ages ago.”
 
He chuckled softly as he spoke.
 
“Still, thanks to her, our contract marriage will proceed more smoothly. So, it worked out in the end.”
 
His demeanor felt unfamiliar. As a regressor who had endured countless trials, I thought I’d grown accustomed to everything. But no amount of time prepared me for the way nobles treated people like tools or pawns.
 
I’d always known our ways of thinking were different. But it wasn’t until now that I truly understood how vast the gulf was between me, a modern soul, and Abel, a man firmly rooted in this medieval world.
 
“Is that so.”
 
With that, silence settled over the carriage. I closed my eyes, allowing the exhaustion of the day to wash over me.
 
It had been a long, tiring night.
 
****
 
Under the midnight sky, where the moon hung high, I found myself gazing out the window. The faint silver light spilled through the glass, illuminating the space around me. The stars glimmered in unfamiliar constellations, shining in places different from those I once knew.
 
Under the glow of stars that emitted a stark, almost blindingly white light, my gaze was drawn without realizing it.
 
This world holds a peculiar superstition: every person has their own constellation in the night sky, one star among countless others representing their fate.
 
Of course, having read the original story, I knew this was no mere superstition. But for most people, it remained a simple myth.
 



 

 
“Constellations, huh...”
 
Among the myriad stars, some shone with exceptional brilliance. I was well aware that these represented the destinies of individuals—and that when someone died, their star would flicker out.
 
If that’s the case, what did my constellation, blinking endlessly like a broken streetlight, symbolize? Was it trying to warn me that I was on the verge of death?
 
“What are your thoughts, Count Aite?”
 
“I… I’m not sure,” came his trembling response.
 
His darting eyes betrayed his lack of interest in my talk of constellations. It was as if I could hear the wheels in his mind turning, scrambling for a way out. The sight amused me, and a quiet chuckle escaped my lips.
 
“Of course, you wouldn’t know. You’re a man who can’t even keep his own daughter in check.”
 
“My apologies.”
 
Count Aite dropped to his knees with startling ease. Even among nobles, it was rare to see someone of his rank kneel so readily before another. After all, while dukes and counts differ in status, basic decorum between nobles is usually maintained.
 
But this man had once conspired with my father to orchestrate my assassination. His obsequiousness now was likely driven by guilt—or fear. Perhaps his naive daughter, Luna, believed her father cherished her, but she’d simply misjudged her opponent.
 
She picked the wrong target.
 
Unfortunately for her, Count Aite was still a noble. He’d never risk his own life to shield his child. Moreover, the fact that he still had his head on his shoulders was entirely thanks to my mercy.
 
As if sensing my thoughts, I heard him swallow audibly.
 
“Your life, or your daughter’s reputation. It’s a simple calculation, is it not?”
 
“Yes, my lord.”
 



 

 
His hands shook visibly, the tremor so pronounced I could feel it from where I stood. Yet, even as I openly threatened him, Count Aite didn’t dare speak a word of protest. He merely squeezed his eyes shut, resigned.
 
To him, this must feel like torture—realizing too late that poor parenting could cost not just his child’s reputation, but his own life.
 
“You may leave.”
 
“Yes, my lord.”
 
With that, the count hurriedly bowed and exited the room, closing the door behind him. The moment his retreating figure disappeared, a shadow stepped out from beside the door. The figure, clad in black, sheathed a dagger and knelt before me.
 
“Shall I take care of him?”
 
“No. It seems he has no ties to the Imperial dogs.”
 
This man was sharp when it came to politics, his instincts as quick as ever. If I had found evidence of dealings with the Imperial Court, I would have silenced him on the spot. Then again, considering the explosive collar around his neck, that decision wouldn’t have been difficult.
 
Still, in a world where even the most basic survival skills eluded many, Count Aite was a useful pawn. Besides, he possessed knowledge about the Imperial Court’s true nature, which made him less likely to betray me.
 
“The Imperial nests?”
 
“I’ve identified five in the provinces. We’ve destroyed three, but it seems the remaining two had fled before we arrived.”
 
“And in the capital?”
 
“...We couldn’t locate them. It seems some form of cognitive distortion is at play.”
 
Of course. Even managing to dismantle three nests was impressive. The Imperial Court’s grasp on the provinces was clearly weaker than I’d anticipated.
 
Then again, considering the Arie Empire’s vast territory—spanning 70% of the world—it wasn’t surprising. If anything, the fact that two nests had escaped was remarkable in itself.
 



 

 
‘The Emperor…’
 
The cards I had in my hand were Adele, the Raven, and the Black Raven Knights.
 
Against the Emperor, it seemed insufficient. But with Adele’s regression ability, it might just be enough.
 
For that to happen, I needed to build a solid foundation of trust with her.
– – – The End of The Chapter – – –
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            Chapter 19: The Hunting Festival (1)
 
A sprawling garden filled with the mingling fragrances of red and white roses stretched endlessly, so vast it was hard to see where it ended. Resting my body on a bench under the warm sunlight, I let out a contented sigh.
 
As much as I hate to admit it, this was leagues better than the small garden at Count Este’s estate. That place was barely maintained, with only old Hans, perpetually drunk and sprawled around, calling himself a gardener.
 
“Beautiful, isn’t it?”
 
“Oh, you are…”
 
A woman stood before me, her brown hair and dark eyes giving her an unassuming appearance at first glance. But the calluses on her hands and the rugged scars spoke volumes—she was no ordinary person.
 
If I had to describe her, she had the air of a tenacious mother figure.
 
Laura. If my memory served me right, she was the head maid of the Hardenberg household. Wasn’t she the one Lily always followed around, calling her a mentor? Judging by how Lily’s grooming skills had improved since arriving here, it seemed Laura was fulfilling that role quite well.
 
“I’m Laura Espelt. You can just call me Laura,” she said with a cheerful smile.
 
“Oh… Laura. It’s been a while.”
 
I hadn’t seen her since she briefly helped me get ready for the engagement ceremony. Honestly, I’d almost forgotten about her. After all, Lily had been handling most of the maid duties, so there was hardly a reason for me to interact with Laura. 
 
Besides, back during the engagement preparations, I’d been too busy to hold a proper conversation with anyone.
 
“It seems you’ve taken a liking to the garden,” she remarked.
 
“Yes, the roses are truly beautiful,” I replied.
 
“This garden used to be under the care of the former duchess,” Laura explained.
 
The former duchess… Abel’s mother, I supposed.
 
I tried to picture her, but no image came to mind. Could I even imagine Abel calling anyone ‘Mother’? For that matter, had he ever had a maternal figure in his life?
 



 

 
Perhaps it was because of the ruthless demeanor I’d witnessed during our first meeting, or maybe the cold, calculating image he presented as a nobleman.
 
“The duchess passed away before the young master turned four. It’s a pity,” Laura said with a deep sigh, her expression clouded with sorrow. 
 
For a moment, I tensed, wondering if she could somehow read the impolite thoughts I’d just entertained. Of course, such magic didn’t exist in this world… or so I reassured myself.
 
“Did you know? This garden originally only had white roses,” she added.
 
“And those red roses?”
 
“They were planted by the young master—no, the duke himself.”
 
The roses seemed so cramped and intertwined, growing chaotically, which made sense now. But why plant red roses in a white rose garden? Was it a strange quirk of his? Or was I simply biased, seeing him through the lens of the villain I’d labeled him as?
 
“The duchess loved the color red. Even as she cared for this white rose garden, she always longed for red roses,” Laura said softly.
 
Given the size of this garden, the former duchess likely hadn’t planted everything herself. This must have been a legacy passed down through generations. Could it be that Abel planted the red roses out of respect for his mother? The thought surprised me—it seemed so unlike the man I’d come to know.
 
“Please don’t hate the duke too much,” Laura said suddenly.
 
“…What?”
 
I turned my head sharply to find Laura’s face tinged with sadness. The resolute aura she’d carried when we first met had long since softened.
 
“He may seem cold, but he’s just clumsy in his own way,” she added.
 
It caught me off guard.
 
He’d always appeared indifferent to his retainers, but perhaps that wasn’t the case. 
 
Now that I thought about it, not one servant I’d encountered in this mansion had spoken ill of Abel. If anything, they had only good things to say—though Evan’s endless praise of the duke could be a bit much.
 



 

 
“Have I meddled too much?” Laura asked hesitantly.
 
“…No, it’s fine,” I replied.
 
The truth was, I still didn’t understand.
 
Abel Hardenberg.
 
Who was he, really? Before meeting him, he had been nothing more than a sinister villain in my eyes. During our first encounter, he had been ruthless, driven solely by logic and gain. Then, during our contract marriage, he’d shown a playful side.
 
Which of these was his mask? Which was his true self?
 
‘I really don’t know.’
 
For the first time, I found myself genuinely curious about the man called Abel Hardenberg.
 
***
 
Noble Etiquette, Pride, and Manners…
 
The days of what they called "bridal lessons"—but were essentially noble education—showed no signs of ending. I had thought learning a bit of dancing would suffice as a fiancée, but instead, I was being taught everything under the sun.
 
Embroidery was just the beginning. Add middle-school level math by modern standards, and an endless array of protocols required for a duchess. The only saving grace was that I had some prior experience with sewing from my previous life.
 
‘…This is exhausting.’
 
I knew I was lacking as a noble, but this rigorous education made me realize just how uncouth I’d been. Of course, it wasn’t as if I’d been so offensive as to warrant assassination attempts, but… I had caused unnecessary trouble more than once.
 
“You look like you're struggling.”
 
“Du—uh, Abel.”
 
I turned my head to see Abel with a faint smirk on his face. Something about that expression was so irritating that I let out a sigh.
 
“You still can’t seem to get used to it. When will you call me by name properly?”
 



 

 
“...Did you come here just to tease me?”


“Of course,” he replied without hesitation.
 
I sighed again. He’d been absent for days, and now that he finally showed up, this was all he had to say?
 
“Is it really okay for a duke to be this idle?”
 
Mocking him a little, I raised a brow. Abel chuckled before replying.
 
“I left things to Allen this time, so it’s fine.”
 
Allen? Ah, the elderly butler with white hair. If Allen was handling things, there was no need to worry. From what I’d heard, he’d served the Hardenberg family for nearly fifty years. At that point, wasn’t he practically the true power behind the scenes?
 
It was rare for a butler—or any servant, really—to work for a single household for such a long time.
 
“I heard noble etiquette has been giving you trouble,” Abel remarked.
 
“Well… yes,” I admitted reluctantly.
 
A few months ago—or perhaps a year, if I counted my regression—I had lived as Adele von Este. Yet, I’d never paid much attention to etiquette. Back then, I’d been too busy trying to survive to bother learning such things.
 
Now, as the duchess-to-be, I was learning the ins and outs of noble manners, but… perhaps because of my twenty-odd years of modern memories, many of the rules felt nonsensical. Memorizing them was an uphill battle.
 
“If you’d like, I could help,” Abel offered.
 
“…Why?”
 
The words came out curtly, almost unintentionally. Yet, Abel merely chuckled, responding in a tone that was surprisingly kind.
 
“Because I’d rather not see Lady Adele embarrass herself.”
 
“Ugh… it’s not that bad!”
 
“Oh? Would you like me to list out the etiquette you skipped during the engagement ceremony? I wouldn’t mind recalling them one by one.”
 



 

 
“Ugh… that’s…”
 
He had a point. After the ceremony, I’d endured a two-hour lecture from Allen delivered in his usual gentle but firm tone. Even Lily, who usually defended me at all costs, had turned her back on me during that ordeal.
 
“Well, there’s no rush. You won’t be making many public appearances for now.”
 
“But isn’t the hunting festival coming up?” I asked, puzzled.
 
Abel shook his head. “The festival has been postponed by a month. The snow on the Eternal Snow Mountain hasn’t melted yet.”
 
The hunting festival.
 
It was a kind of celebration held on the treacherous Eternal Snow Mountain, located north of the Imperial capital of Irie. Known for its rugged terrain and dangerous monsters, it was a perilous region.
 
The festival’s origins traced back over a thousand years to the Empire’s first emperor, Yuk von Schufenheim, who had conquered the mountain’s monsters and reached its summit.
 
For young nobles, it was both a chance to prove their strength and an opportunity to present a hunting prize to the lady they admired. Ladies, in turn, used the gifts to assess their own value.
 
The person who brought back the most or most valuable catch earned the title of “King,” while the lady who received the most prestigious gift was titled “Queen.” It was an opportunity to make a name for oneself. Naturally, due to the dangers, many royal knights participated, which kept casualties relatively low—usually no more than one or two deaths annually.
 
“Looking forward to the hunting festival, Adele?” Abel teased.
 
“What?”
 
“Curious about what prize I’ll bring back?” he said with an infuriatingly smug grin.
 
I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t curious, but his confidence annoyed me.
 



 

 
“Not really,” I replied curtly.
 
“I’ll make sure to bring back something beyond your expectations,” he said.
 
That somehow felt ominous. Was he planning to claim both the King and Queen titles simultaneously? Even if it was to keep up the appearance of our contract marriage, that seemed excessive…

 …Surely not, right?
– – – The End of The Chapter – – –
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            Chapter 20: The Hunting Festival (2)
 
A month passed by in the blink of an eye.
 
During that time, attending noble etiquette lessons disguised as bridal training every single day without fail had certainly changed me.
 
I could feel it in my posture, my movements. From basic table manners to the proper stance to maintain during conversations—it all made a difference.
 
“Please be mindful of your steps. With those strides, you might twist your ankle.”
 
...Of course, it seems I still have a long way to go. But at least now, I can walk comfortably in heels of this height, which is quite the progress, if I say so myself. After inspecting my posture several times, Allen finally smiled, seemingly satisfied.
 
“You’ve improved a lot. I can hardly recall how you were when we first met.”
 
“Ahaha. Thank you.”
 
When he says “our first meeting,” does he mean the time I first proposed a contract marriage to Abel? That makes sense. Back then, I didn’t have the luxury to worry about noble etiquette or anything of the sort. No wonder he remembers it that way.
 
“This should... suffice.”
 
“That’s unexpected. I never thought even Allen would acknowledge you.”
 
Abel, who had emerged from his office at some point, said this with a hint of surprise on his face. Apparently, he hadn’t expected me to earn Allen’s approval within just a month.
 
Well, if nothing else, I do pick things up quickly.
 
“Hmph.”
 
Clearing my throat and folding my arms slightly, I saw Abel smirk.
 
“You can feel proud all you want, but shouldn’t you start getting ready to leave?”
 
“Oh, right.”
 
I had completely forgotten, perhaps because I was so excited. Today was the day of the hunting festival.
 
Even though the eternal snowfields were close to the Hardenberg estate, if we didn’t start preparing now, we might end up running late.
 



 

 
“Lady Adele!”
 
From a distance, Lily alled out to me in a loud voice, rushing over. After tripping while running last time and getting scolded by Laura , she was now making a conscious effort to walk briskly instead.
 
“It’s time to get ready!”
 
“I understand, Lily.”
 
Following behind Lily, I suddenly felt a gaze on me and turned my head. Abel stood there with a meaningful smile, gesturing toward himself. His expression carried a hint of mischief, which immediately filled me with unease.
 
It was the kind of foreboding I always felt before something significant happened. Despite my slight frown, he continued to look at me with that same inexplicable smile.
 
‘...Why do I feel uneasy?’
 
I hoped it was just because I suspected Abel might cause some trouble. Even so, it wouldn’t hurt to be prepared. Better safe than sorry, after all.
 
With that thought, I turned back and followed Lily once more.
 
****
 
“Hoo…”
 
As expected from a place called the Snowy Mountains, the name fits perfectly. Even though I’m bundled up in layers, my teeth chatter involuntarily.
 
Despite being inside the carriage, my breath turns into white puffs, making me acutely aware of how cold it really is.
 
Abel, who was sitting across from me, glanced over and snapped his fingers.
 
“You seem quite cold.”
 
“Very much so. How are you dressed like that, Abel?”
 
He was dressed not much differently from his usual uniform. While it certainly exuded discipline and formality, it wasn’t the kind of attire suitable for these snowy mountains.
 
Even I, who usually never worried about him, found myself concerned that he might catch a cold.
 
“Magic.”
 
Ah, right.
 
Must be nice to be born with innate magical talents.
 



 

 
Hearing that made me feel silly for worrying. For someone like me, who gets exhausted after casting even minor spells like tracking or shield magic a couple of times due to mana depletion, I couldn’t help but feel envious to the point of jealousy.
 
“Still cold?”
 
“Of course... Huh?”
 
Come to think of it, I didn’t feel cold anymore. In fact, I felt somewhat warm. Puzzled by what was happening, I looked up to see Abel wearing his mask-like smile.
 
Did he use magic for me?
 
I hadn’t intended to ask him, but now that he had so readily done this, it felt a bit unfamiliar.
 
Well, from Abel’s perspective, it would be troublesome if his fiancée caught a cold during the event.
 
Still, the fact remains that he helped me…
 
“...Thank you.”
 
“Hmm? I can’t hear you.”
 
This guy, pretending not to hear me again. One look at his mischievous expression, and I knew immediately. Not that I’m stingy with gratitude, so raising my voice to say it again wasn’t hard.
 
“Thank you, Abel.”
 
“You’re welcome.”
 
With that reply, Abel immediately fixed his gaze back on his documents, as if he’d lost interest. It irked me a bit, but I sighed and turned my head away.
 
Truly, he was someone who got on my nerves in many ways.
 
Beyond the carriage window stretched mountain ranges blanketed in white snow. Even to my eyes, having been somewhat of a hiking enthusiast before possessing this body, the size of these snowy mountains was immense. I couldn’t help but think they might be taller than Mount Sorak.
 
‘To think we could reach such heights with just a carriage.’
 
The magic engineering of this medieval world was truly fascinating.
 
Even with the existence of magic, being able to ascend to such dizzying heights in a carriage was remarkable. I even had the random thought that being a coachman might be an extreme profession.
 



 

 
Clatter, clatter.
 
Of course, even with all that impressive magic engineering, they couldn’t seem to do anything about the bumpy ride; I still wasn’t used to it.
 
Honestly, Abel being able to comfortably read documents amid all this jostling was stranger.
 
If I asked him, he’d probably say it’s thanks to magic again.
 
Lost in thought, I suddenly realized the clattering had stopped, accompanied by the neighing of horses.
 
“We’ve arrived,” said Abel as he set aside his documents and stood up.
 
After stepping out of the carriage first, he extended his hand to escort me as I descended.
 
Stepping outside, I was greeted by a snowy plain that seemed covered in white. In the center, perhaps due to some kind of barrier, there was a barren flatland where the snow had melted.
 
Young ladies and gentlemen in various outfits, nobles, and even members of the imperial family were visible. Among them were faces so familiar that I felt a shudder.
 
‘The Crown Prince, the Tower Master, the Imperial Knight Commander, and even a Duke...’
 
The place was filled with people whose names alone would leave anyone speechless.
 
It’s like every type of male lead from a romance fantasy novel is gathered here. Even though the hunting festival is one of the empire’s most significant events, it’s rare for such high-ranking individuals to all appear at once.
 
Is the reason perhaps because of her, the protagonist?
 
Turning my head, I saw Estelle not far away. Her silver hair shimmered in the sunlight, and her golden eyes added an air of mystery. Her beauty was such that anyone would immediately think she was a true beauty among beauties.
 



 

 
Estelle von Louis.
 
The original protagonist who captivates all sorts of charming male leads—a femme fatale. No matter how much of a romance fantasy this world is, seeing so many men flock to her feels almost unrealistic.
 
No matter how realistic things might be, witnessing such over-the-top scenarios makes me feel a sense of alienation, reminding me that this world is, after all, inside a romance fantasy novel.
 
‘Ah, we made eye contact.’
 
She looked slightly surprised, her eyes widening momentarily, then she gave a small smile and waved. I was startled as well, but I tried to appear calm and awkwardly waved back.
 
Seeing her react so genuinely makes me feel awkward for no reason…
 
‘She was actually quite a good person.’
 
From what I heard, Adele before I possessed this body had caused her all sorts of trouble. Yet, she sincerely offered her congratulations and even gave me an invitation when leaving the engagement ceremony, saying she wanted to talk more with me.
 
I began to recall the rumors of the misdeeds Adele had committed against Estelle.
 
Pretending to stumble and spilling wine on her dress, subtly mocking the past of the Lewis Count family, who were formerly barons, and even subtly leading ostracism against her at parties she hosted.
 
‘Was Adele really half out of her mind?’
 
The more I thought about it, the less I understood why Estelle showed me kindness.
 
If she invited me even after experiencing all that, could she be a living saint? To have endured such breaches of noble etiquette and even insulting actions, yet still give me an invitation…
 
It seemed more reasonable to think she had some hidden agenda.
 
“You seem deep in thought.”
 



 

 
I finally noticed Abel, who had extended his hand. Had I been so lost in thought that I didn’t realize he was waiting to take my hand?
 
“Ah, sorry.”
 
“No need to apologize. But it’s hard to stress over problems that can’t be solved right now.”
 
His tone was much gentler than usual. Perhaps it was because there were other people around.
 
Even if he was subtly hinting, he was right. There’s no point in overthinking Estelle’s intentions when I can’t figure them out now. It would be better to focus on what’s in front of me.
 
I took deep breaths to untangle my complicated thoughts. Doing so made me feel a bit calmer.
 
“Thanks for the advice.”
 
“You’re welcome.”
 
Abel replied with a slight smile.
 
His smile, unusually insincere, gave me slight goosebumps, but I tried not to show it.
 
Honestly, his usual playful smirk was much more pleasant to see.
– – – The End of The Chapter – – –
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            Chapter 21: The Hunting Festival (3)
 
‘Quite the crowd has gathered.’
 
It wasn’t surprising to see the Crown Prince, who would follow Estelle around like a puppy at any banquet she attended. But even the Master of the Magic Tower—whose face was rarely seen—and the Captain of the Imperial Knights, practically treated as a strategic weapon, were here.
 
Anyone might think an invasion force from another kingdom had marched into the empire. The fact that their sole purpose for being here was to gain the favor of one noblewoman was somewhat amusing, to say the least.
 
‘The Hunting Festival, huh…’
 
If it were the original Abel, he wouldn’t have even glanced at such an event. In fact, in the original work, the hunting festival was merely mentioned in passing and glossed over. Yet, Abel had deliberately decided to participate because of an artifact the Emperor himself had offered as a prize.
 
‘The Price of the Scales.’
 
An artifact capable of achieving anything of equal value in exchange for a sacrifice—an utterly broken artifact. If my memory of the original is correct, the Master of the Magic Tower had won both the titles of King and Queen of the Hunt alongside Estelle, thus claiming the artifact.
 
Later, it was revealed that the Master of the Magic Tower was one of the Emperor’s swords, making “The Price of the Scales” an almost fraudulent item in its usefulness.
 
The gentle yet aloof demeanor he showed Estelle vanished completely as he mechanically executed traitors. That chilling portrayal of the Tower Master in the original story was nothing short of terrifying.
 
I didn’t count how many times Adele died during that part of the story, but it must have been in the triple digits. It was likely the final showdown with the Tower Master that led to Adele’s mental breakdown in the latter half of the novel.
 



 

 
Her transformation into a killing machine, willing to throw away her life without hesitation for the sole purpose of eliminating her opponent, was…
 
Truly grotesque.
 
‘But... is there something wrong?’
 
I noticed Adele next to me, her eyes darting around anxiously. She kept sighing and nervously biting her lip, as though something was troubling her. Following her gaze, I saw Estelle.
 
Ah, of course. She must be concerned about the original novel’s heroine. Well, to her, this world was just a romance fantasy novel, so it made sense that she’d be preoccupied with the protagonist.
 
I reached out slightly to ease her tension, but she didn’t even notice.
 
“You seem deep in thought,” I said.
 
Startled by my voice, Adele quickly turned her head.
 
“Ah, I’m sorry..”
 
“There’s nothing to apologize for.”
 
It was understandable for her to feel uneasy. In the story’s early stages, Adele had tried to befriend Estelle, only to face all sorts of humiliation. Her wariness was not without reason.
 
“But worrying over an unsolvable problem right now will only exhaust you,” I added.
 
She nodded at my words, placing a hand on her chest and taking deep breaths. After a few repetitions, her trembling hands and anxious gaze seemed to calm down.
 
“Thank you for the advice.”
 
“It’s nothing,” I replied with a smile.
 
I turned my attention back to the crowd, where several knights were moving with purpose. From afar, a golden carriage approached, its opulent decorations commanding the crowd’s attention.
 
“The imperial carriage?”
 
Its presence was overwhelming.
 
Having reached the level of Archmage, I could sense the powerful mana radiating from the carriage’s occupant. It was almost suffocating. Unlike me, the others seemed oblivious, merely murmuring among themselves. Even Adele didn’t seem to notice, tilting her head curiously.
 



 

 
The carriage stopped, and a golden-haired man slowly stepped out. Unlike the Crown Prince’s faint, laughable presence, this man exuded an aura so intense it could only be described as domineering.
 
Covered in scars visible even through his uniform, with a long sword wound running across his left eye, his presence alone was intimidating. His composed gaze and the suppressed killing intent he carried were enough to silence the crowd.
 
“The Emperor...”
 
Recognizing the man, the nobles hurriedly bowed. Following their lead, I inclined my head slightly. Adele, startled for a moment, quickly followed proper noble etiquette and greeted the Emperor.
 
“We greet the Sun of the Empire.”
 
Everyone, without exception, bowed deeply. Emperor Yude von Schufenheim stood before them, a serene smile on his face, and spoke in a calm voice.
 
“At such a joyous occasion, there’s no need for such formality. I’ve only come to enjoy myself.”
 
‘You say that as if it weren’t true. If anyone had dared to keep their head raised, you would have drawn your sword and struck them down.’
 
The Emperor’s sharp, quietly honed bloodlust was proof enough of that.
 
Ascending the prepared platform, the Emperor struck the ground with his staff, commanding silence before beginning his speech.
 
“The Hunting Festival was originally established to commemorate the first Emperor, Yuk von Schufenheim, who eradicated all monsters from the snowy mountains. Over the past thousand years, countless stars of the empire have proven their worth through this festival.”
 
He smiled warmly, as if benevolent.
 
“This year, for a few special guests who have graced us with their presence, I have prepared a most excellent gift,” he announced.
 
At his signal, an attendant emerged, carrying an iron box. Though rough in appearance, the powerful mana emanating from within hinted at the extraordinary nature of its contents.
 



 

 
“An artifact passed down through the imperial family—one of them will be awarded to the King and Queen of this year’s Hunting Festival.”
 
The crowd erupted into chatter. While the Hunting Festival was a cherished tradition, it was unprecedented for the Emperor to involve himself so deeply, let alone offer an artifact of such value.
 
“Is that... The Price of the Scales?”
 
To claim it, I would need to defeat the Master of the Magic Tower. For the original Abel, this might have been a daunting challenge, but for me, it’s entirely within reach.
 
The only issue is that I would need to reveal the strength I’ve kept hidden until now.
 
‘Then again, the imperial family already knows my capabilities to some extent.’
 
If my hand is as good as exposed, it might be better to lay it out openly. Defeating the Tower Master and claiming the title of King would send a clear message about my strength.
 
“Then, do your best,” the Emperor said as he took his seat on the prepared throne.
 
Bwoo-woo!
 
The horn signaled the start of the festival. Some participants scrambled in surprise, while others bolted straight into the snowy mountains without hesitation.
 
“...Abel. Are you sure about this?” Adele asked hesitantly, concern evident in her voice. Facing the vast snowy mountains, it was only natural to feel apprehension.
 
After all, even seasoned knights rarely lasted more than three days in those treacherous conditions.
 
“Of course,” I replied confidently.
 
To someone like me, such concerns were irrelevant. Adele had no idea how meaningless it was to worry about someone at the level of an Archmage. Then again, she had never seen my full strength.
 



 

 
As I thought about it, she reached into her coat and pulled something out—a handkerchief embroidered with a bold eagle. The quality of the embroidery was impressive, enough to make me momentarily admire her unexpected talent.
 
“Did you make this yourself, Adele?” I asked.
 
“...Yes. I made it while thinking of you,” she replied shyly, half-hiding her face, clearly embarrassed.
 
Her flustered expression amused me, and I couldn’t help but chuckle. Well, even if it’s all an act, playing the role of a loving partner requires some effort.
 
Kneeling on one knee, I gently took her hand and kissed it. Her face turned beet red, and she froze in surprise. I struggled to hold back my laughter at her reaction and spoke softly.
 
“I will return safely, so please, put your worries to rest, Adele.”
 
As expected, the noblewomen around us erupted in cheers. It was almost like background music at this point—wherever I went, similar reactions followed.
 
Not that I minded, as it left no room for doubt about my and Adele’s supposed love.
 
“...Alright. Please, be careful,” she said, covering her face entirely with her hands.
 
Feeling mischievous, I leaned closer and whispered in her ear.
 
“You’re as red as a carrot. If this keeps up, you might just explode.”
 
“You...!”
 
Too flustered to form a coherent reply, Adele glared at me as I laughed and strode into the snowy mountains.
– – – The End of The Chapter – – –
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            Chapter 22: The Hunting Festival (4)
 
The sharp, metallic scent of blood hung in the air—a stench that had once felt unbearable, one I thought I would never get used to. Now, it had become an everyday companion, assaulting my senses without pause.
 
Turning my head, I spotted a man covered head to toe in blood, desperately trying to flee. The moment our eyes met, he dropped to his knees.
 
“P-please spare m—”
 
Before he could finish his plea, my sword cleaved through his throat.
 
His severed vocal cords left him gurgling incomprehensibly, unable to form another word. It wasn’t a pleasant sight, not by any stretch, but I didn’t feel any revulsion either. After all, the days of vomiting at such things had long passed, considering how much blood already stained my hands.
 
The man fell, his eyes rolling back into his head. Around him, nearly a dozen others—men and women alike—lay in crumpled heaps, their throats similarly slashed. Each of them bore the same sinister tattoos on their necks.
 
It was obvious. These were the Emperor’s Eyes, created to replace the nobles killed at the last auction.
 
‘I had my suspicions, but this confirms it. Not even the nobles are exempt from this.’
 
The main reason I participated in the Hunting Festival, aside from the reward promised, was to identify who had been turned into the Emperor’s Eyes and gather intelligence from their markings.
 
“W-why are you doing this to us?”
 
A trembling nobleman clutched his defensive sword, backing away with unsteady steps. Wasn’t he the young heir of Count Griff’s family?
 
As I took a step forward, the man stumbled back two, only to trip over a rock and fall flat on his back.
 
‘How pitiful.’
 
The Emperor’s Eyes don’t know their true nature. Their bodies, memories, personalities—even their thought patterns—are perfect imitations, so they remain unaware that they’ve been replaced.
 



 

 
The markings on their necks can only be seen by someone at the level of a grand mage or higher, making their ignorance even more absolute.
 
Unwitting spies who exist everywhere, unaware of their own role. That’s why they’re called the Emperor’s Eyes.
 
“P-please spa—”
 
Before he could finish, my sword pierced his throat. The unpleasant sound of gurgling echoed briefly before he collapsed. I yanked my sword out and tossed it carelessly into my subspace storage.
 
Though drenched in blood, I wasn’t concerned. Magic would clean it easily, and as long as the bodies were disposed of, no one would know if the blood belonged to humans or monsters.
 
“...What the hell did you just do?”
 
I turned toward the voice, familiar golden hair and piercing golden eyes meeting my gaze. It was the Crown Prince, Leo von Schufenheim. Despite venturing into the depths of the forest where most wouldn’t dare go, he stood before me.
 
I had even triggered a landslide earlier as a warning, yet here he was, oblivious as ever. All this trouble just to track Adele and protect Estelle.
 
Is this romantic? Or just plain foolish?
 
‘And no escort, either.’
 
Was this boldness or stupidity? Did he truly think he could take me on alone just because he barely scraped into the ranks of swordmasters? Such simplistic thinking was exactly why he ended up as a mere pawn in the original story.
 
“I asked you a question. What the hell are you doing?”
 
“What I’m doing? As you can see.”
 
The Crown Prince, clearly enraged by the carnage, gritted his teeth and glared at me. Golden energy began to rise around him—his aura.
 



 

 
Even so, for someone barely holding onto the title of swordmaster, his aura’s quality was mediocre. Without consistent training, aura remains stagnant. His reliance on his royal bloodline had only gotten him so far, leaving him half-baked at best.
 
“I’ll kill you!”
 
He lost his composure, drawing his sword and charging at me. I couldn’t help but let out a dry chuckle.
 
The Emperor’s Eyes can revive no matter how they die. Officially, any Eye whose identity is discovered is disposed of, but if he knew that, he wouldn’t be this angry.
 
‘It’s ironic that a princess without a claim to the throne knows more about the Empire than he does.’
 
How amusing.
 
With a snap of my fingers, a glowing white magic circle materialized in the air, forming a shield before me.
 
Clang!
 
The Crown Prince’s golden aura-infused blade clashed against the magic shield, failing to cut through. His “perfect strike” had been stopped cold, and the surprise in his eyes was palpable.
 
Did he really think I’d just stand there and take such an obvious attack? His lack of combat experience was glaringly evident, far more so than the level of his aura or skills.
 
“Begin computation.”
 
From All Directions, the sight of countless magic circles materializing in the air caused the Crown Prince’s, Leo von Schufenheim, eyes to tremble violently.
 
Yet, he didn’t retreat or ready a defensive stance. Clearly, his ability to assess the situation and react swiftly was severely lacking.
 
‘Well, what else could you expect from a wastrel?’
 
Before he met Estelle, his days were spent soaked in alcohol and giggling with women. Despite his unmatched strength as a swordmaster, he used it to terrorize others without hesitation—a disgrace through and through. That was Leo von Schufenheim.
 



 

 
A man with no brains but excessive power, he had become a universal punching bag in the story. His actions had earned him relentless scorn from readers—so much so that in the original novel’s comment sections, he was second only to the author in receiving criticism.
 
“Fire.”
 
White projectiles shot out from the magic circles.
 
Leo swung his aura-infused sword desperately to block them, but the bullets pierced through his aura effortlessly. No matter how much aura he had, its poor quality meant it couldn’t even properly fend off a single bullet.
 
“Ugh!”
 
The sound of armor crumpling echoed as Leo was flung backward. He crashed into a snow-covered tree, wheezing heavily.
 
Half-buried in snow that fell from the branches and spitting blood, Leo presented a pathetic sight.
 
Strangely, the image brought me an odd sense of satisfaction. Perhaps it was because I had once been among the readers who had gleefully joined the chorus of insults against him.
 
“You… bastard…”
 
“The Golden Lion Knights.”
 
At my words, Leo froze.
 
The attack that had targeted Adele and me during the banquet—anyone familiar with imperial swordsmanship would have quickly recognized who was behind it.
 
The Golden Lion Knights.
 
A knightly order formed to protect members of the imperial family, they were essentially the emperor’s ultimate weapon, wielded only by the emperor and the heirs to the throne.
 
But what would happen if it became public knowledge that these knights had attacked a duke and his fiancée, two of the empire’s most significant figures?
 
The answer was obvious.
 
Leo’s actions were tantamount to declaring hostility against the nobility. It would be a miracle if rebellion didn’t break out. As if he realized the implications, his complexion turned deathly pale.
 



 

 
“You didn’t think I’d figure it out, did you?”
 
“H-how…”
 
“Imagine how heartbroken His Majesty would be if he learned of this.”
 
Not that the emperor, with his deranged temperament, would feel anything of the sort.
 
“What… do you want?”
 
At least he understood the gravity of his situation. But his arrogance remained, as evident in the way he kept his head held high even now. Typical of an imperial prince who had never needed to consider others’ opinions.
 
Thud!
 
“Urgh!”
 
A kick to his armor sent him crashing into another tree. Leo groaned in pain, his golden eyes trembling with fear.
 
“Still can’t grasp the situation, can you?”
 
It was clear who held the advantage.
 
I was in the upper hand. He was at lower.
 
“Your life is in my hands.”
 
Would the emperor shield Leo after learning of his recklessness? Unlikely. This was the man who didn’t hesitate to cut down his own sibling. Compassion wasn’t in his nature.
 
Instead, he’d sever ties with Leo to protect his position. To the emperor, his children were nothing more than tools of governance. Leo, of all people, should have understood this better than anyone.
 
“…What do you want?”
 
Though his tone was still defiant, this was probably the best he could manage. Pressing him further would serve no purpose. It was better to get straight to the point.
 
“The Emperor’s Sword, Luke von Schufenheim.”
 
“…How do you know about that?”
 
His reaction to the title confirmed that he wasn’t completely ignorant of imperial affairs. He even knew that the Second Prince, Luke von Schufenheim, had become the Emperor’s Sword.
 
Considering that Leo’s ascension to crown prince occurred after Luke’s official death, it would’ve been stranger if he didn’t know. Despite not being the firstborn, Luke had once been the strongest contender for the throne, overshadowing Leo in every way.
 



 

 
“The mother of that man, Luka von Asrich. Where is she?”
– – – The End of The Chapter – – –
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            Chapter 23: The Hunting Festival (5)
 
“It’s been a while, Adele.”
 
I froze for a moment as Estelle approached me with a bright smile. Since possessing Adele’s body, this was the first time someone had come so close without hesitation, to the point where it put me on guard.
 
Suppressing those feelings, I responded awkwardly.
 
“It’s been a month, Estelle.”
 
“You seem to be getting along well with the Duke.”
 
“...Pardon?”
 
What was she suddenly talking about?
 
As I looked at her with that thought in mind, Estelle smiled enigmatically and continued.
 
“He’s famous for being cold, you know. Duke Hardenberg.”
 
‘Is that so?’
 
The way Abel had acted after our contract marriage didn’t quite align with that reputation. His playful demeanor seemed genuine, far from cold or harsh. Of course, one could dismiss it as my imagination.
 
“But the fact that he’s warm only to his fiancée has surprised many people.”
 
“Abel does have that side to him.”
 
Warmth, huh.
 
Well, from an outsider’s perspective, it might seem that way. The Duke, who never used formal speech with anyone else, spoke politely only to his fiancée. He even stepped back into the social circles he so despised, just for her.
 
To those unaware of our contract marriage, Abel probably seemed like a devoted man madly in love with his fiancée.
 
“You call the Duke by his name, don’t you?”
 
Estelle looked at me with curious eyes.
 
‘Ah, has it become a habit?’
 
At this point, it had become second nature. Every time I addressed him as “Your Grace,” he would correct me, saying, “Call me Abel.” Over time, I had simply grown used to it.
 
But calling him by his name? Wasn’t it normal for an engaged couple to address each other by name? Abel himself had insisted I call him that, so her question only puzzled me further.
 



 

 
“What do you mean…?”
 
Estelle tilted her head slightly at my confused tone before realizing something and opening her mouth.
 
“Oh, you don’t know?”
 
She added matter-of-factly, “The Duke doesn’t like being called by his name.”
 
Her words made me pause. If he disliked it, why had he insisted I call him Abel? Why didn’t he correct me like he did everyone else?
 
Sensing my curiosity, Estelle elaborated.
 
“I don’t know the reason, but it’s well-known in the social circles.”
 
‘Never address the Iron-blooded Duke by his name.’
 
“But why…”
 
She chuckled softly at my question and replied,
 
“Isn’t that something Adele would know best? His eyes practically drip honey when he looks at you.”
 
If only that were the case, it would’ve been easier to figure out. I might be dense, but I wasn’t so oblivious that I couldn’t see through the façade of a contract fiancée.
 
No matter how stunning Adele’s appearance was, it wasn’t enough to captivate Abel like that.
 
“By the way, since we’ve run into each other like this, why don’t we be friends?”
 
Estelle smiled brightly and extended her hand. It was an offer so warm it felt almost burdensome, but rejecting it felt equally uncomfortable under the gaze of those around us. Reluctantly, I extended my hand, and she immediately clasped it.
 
After a brief handshake, an awkward silence lingered.
 
“Sure… Let’s do that.”
 
“Haha! You don’t need to feel so pressured. After all, we’re the same age.”
 
We even debuted in the same social season.
 
As she added that, I couldn’t bring myself to admit I had no recollection of that time. Perhaps Estelle had received some help from Adele back then, I speculated.
 



 

 
‘That seems plausible.’
 
If true, it would explain her seemingly unconditional goodwill toward me.
 
“What are your hobbies, Adele?”
 
“Um… Sewing, I suppose.”
 
Without the internet or smartphones in this world, there wasn’t much else to do. After possessing Adele, I was essentially forced into a dopamine detox, and sewing was the only pastime that remained.
 
It was one of the few hobbies my late mother had taught me, and as I worked on it, it helped wash away the usual stress and anxiety.
 
“That’s amazing! I find it so difficult.”
 
As she spoke, Estelle pulled out a handkerchief from her pocket. Judging by the crude embroidery, her words weren’t a lie. Was it supposed to be a green worm? Or a snake?
 
“It’s a dragon.”
 
“...You’ve done a wonderful job.”
 
“Haha… It’s not very good, is it?”
 
Estelle scratched her head and laughed awkwardly.
 
Her demeanor was surprisingly different from the flawless image she had in the original story. Now that I thought about it, wasn’t it mentioned in the original novel’s hunting festival episode that Estelle was the only woman who didn’t hand out her handkerchief to the men?
 
My friend, who had told me about the original story, was particularly annoyed about that episode. At the time, I had assumed the author intentionally left Estelle out to avoid creating unnecessary romantic tension in the reverse harem. Who would’ve thought there was more to it?
 
“Sewing is a bit tricky, isn’t it?”
 
“Yes... Threading the needle is the hardest part.”
 
“There’s a simple trick for that—just moisten the thread with your lips.”
 
As we continued chatting about sewing, I felt someone approaching. Turning my head, I saw a man in armor walking toward us. He had black hair and eyes, with a lion emblem on his shoulder plate and the imperial crest on his chest.
 



 

 
It was Karl, the only male lead in the original story who was a knight. He served as the commander of the Blue Lion Knights, the imperial knight order.
 
“Lady Estelle, do you have a moment?”
 
“Yes, of course.”
 
“I have a favor to ask.”
 
“Ah, just a moment.”
 
She stood up slowly and gave me a light wave.
 
“See you next time, Adele.”
 
“Yes, see you next time, Estelle.”
 
I waved back awkwardly as she smiled and followed Karl.
 
I still couldn’t understand why Estelle was so kind to me. Perhaps Adele, the original owner of this body, had done her a favor in the past. But whatever it was, I had no way of knowing now.
 
“Phew...”
 
‘This isn’t easy.’
 
As I was lost in thought, I felt the ground tremble beneath me. Thinking it was just my imagination, I glanced around, only to notice others murmuring uneasily.
 
Although this was the hunting festival grounds, the place was essentially a monster’s lair. Hearing the footsteps of passing monsters wasn’t unusual, considering the barrier here didn’t kill monsters but merely disguised the area from their view.
 
Boom!
 
The tremor intensified, shaking the earth with a force far greater than before. Anxiety and fear painted people’s faces as the knights drew their weapons.
 
“My lady, stay close.”
 
Evan, my escort knight, drew his sword as he shielded me. Though his chatter was often his weakness, his skills were impeccable. Even so, an ominous feeling lingered.
 
Crash!
 
Emerging beyond the mountain ridge was a massive monster. Its horns were as large as two grown men, and its body rivaled the size of a fortress wall. The sheer sight of it left everyone frozen in fear.
 



 

 
Roooarrr!
 
‘It pierced through the barrier?’
 
The monster’s roar sent people into a panic, while the knights stood firm, their auras flaring as they faced the beast.
 
Reaching into my pocket, I pulled out a few hidden scrolls. I was glad I’d brought some just in case.
 
The monster glared at the imperial knights but quickly lost interest, turning its attention toward me. Its gaze locked onto mine, and then—
 
‘Wait… what?’
 
Rumble…
 
Before I could fully grasp what was happening, the monster charged at me. Evan exhaled calmly and blocked its advance with a gauntlet coated in blue aura.
 
“Ugh!”
 
Using one arm, Evan held off the monster’s enormous strength and swung his sword with the other. The blue aura imbued in his blade cut into the monster’s tough hide, spilling its blood.
 
However, the beast didn’t falter.
 
“Huff!”
 
Evan took a deep breath and began pushing the monster back with sheer force. Watching him fend off the massive creature with his aura-coated gauntlets was awe-inspiring, but the strain on his face was evident. Without hesitation, I activated a scroll.
 
Shhhk.
 
A blue magic circle appeared mid-air and dissolved into Evan, granting him a buff.
 
“Thank you, my lady!”
 
Empowered, Evan roared as he struck the monster’s leg.
 
Thud!
 
The monster collapsed onto one knee but quickly began rising again.
 
“This thing just won’t go down, will it?!”
 
Evan gritted his teeth as he summoned his aura once more. However, the monster’s eyes weren’t focused on him—they were locked on me.
 
‘Why is it targeting me so relentlessly?’
 
Roooarrr!
 
I hastily grabbed several scrolls and activated them. The monster charged straight at me, ignoring Evan’s strikes.
 



 

 
Clang!
 
Even with three layers of shield magic, the monster’s horns pierced through two of them effortlessly. The final shield barely held, and I stumbled backward, only to realize—
 
‘Wait… what?’
 
In that horrifying moment, I finally understood—I was standing at the edge of a cliff.
 
The ground beneath my feet vanished as my vision flipped.
 
‘Ah, falling to my death is going to hurt, isn’t it?’
 
The thought of my bones shattering and my organs being pierced by rocks made me grimace. I shut my eyes tightly, bracing for the inevitable pain.
 
But it never came.
 
Opening my eyes cautiously, I saw Abel’s face, calm yet cold.
 
“Adele, are you alright?”
– – – The End of The Chapter – – –
 
[TL: You can support the translation and read 3 chapters ahead  of the release here on Patreon: https://www.patreon.com/OracleTls
 
Join Our Discord for regular updates and have fun with other community members: https://discord.com/invite/SqWtJpPtm9 ]




            ---The End Of The Chapter---

                            
                    
                        https://www.readingpia.me/covers/1728153688_cover_.png

                        
                            
                                You can support the translation and read 5 chapters ahead of the release here on Patreon

                            

                            
                                    
                                    
                                 Join on Patreon
                        

                    

                
                                        
                

                    
                            
                

                    

                            
                

                    
                            
                

                    
            



        

                    
            

                
                    
            

                
                    
            

                
                    
            

                
        
                    
                
                
                    
                    Join Our Discord

                    Be part of our amazing community!

                    Join Now
                

            


        

        
            
            




        


                                    
                    Comments

                    
                    

                

                    

        
            
        

        
            
            




        


        
            
            




        


        
                    
            

                
                    
            
                    
            
                    
            

                
                
            Chapter 24: The Hunting Festival (6)
 
The face was utterly devoid of emotion, so still that not even the faintest tremor could be seen. I flinched at this unfamiliar expression of his but quickly realized that Abel had saved me from falling off the cliff.
 
Relief washed over me at the thought that I didn’t have to endure the agony of death this time. My body weakened slightly with the release of tension, and a wave of gratitude toward Abel, who had saved me, filled my heart.
 
With a trembling voice, I forced myself to thank him.
 
“...Thank you.”
 
The hands holding onto him shook uncontrollably. When he asked if I was okay, I couldn’t even manage a lie to say I was fine. I might have grown accustomed to the idea of dying, but the pain of death was something I could never get used to.
 
Especially that sensation right before dying—when something seemed to drain out of me, leaving my body cold bit by bit…
 
It was, truly, indescribably painful.
 
“You’re welcome.”
 
Abel answered without his usual hint of a smile, descending slowly to the ground. All eyes were fixed on us—me and Abel.
 
Most of those gazes were filled with surprise, but a few carried a tinge of envy. Even in such a dire situation, people could feel jealousy; should I find that impressive?
 
KRRROOOAAAR!
 
A monster’s bellow tore through the air, sending shocks through my body. When I turned my head and locked eyes with the creature, I felt as though my body froze. I gasped involuntarily. Abel pulled me into a tighter embrace, as if telling me to calm down.
 
The warmth of his body against mine helped ease my trembling. Slowly, he placed me down onto the snow, then turned his gaze toward the monster.
 



 

 
The monster, clearly irritated by the interruption to its hunt, glared at Abel while letting out eerie growls.
 
KRRROOOAAR!
 
The beast charged with all its might. In the blink of an eye, it closed the distance, stopping less than a hand’s breadth away. Yet Abel’s expression didn’t change at all.
 
Before I could even shout, a deafening boom reverberated, and clouds of dirt erupted everywhere.
 
KWAANG!
 
The massive impact sent the monster’s body flying through the air. The sudden turn of events left my mind struggling to keep up. Abel, casually brushing dirt off his wrist, emerged from the dust cloud, walking leisurely.
 
“You’re in my way.”
 
A faint hum echoed.
 
As he spoke quietly, it was as if the mana in the air resonated with him, vibrating in response.
 
The monster, which had been flung into a nearby mountain range, quickly lifted its head as if unbothered by the blow. Its terrifying appearance sent people scattering in every direction.
 
The chaos that followed was nothing short of hellish. Some tripped over their own feet; others trampled over fallen bodies without hesitation. A few even deliberately tripped others to use them as bait.
 
In the midst of this pandemonium, royal knights charged at the monster, their blades glowing with golden aura.
 
Abel, who had been silently observing, raised his hand.
 
“Don’t think it’ll end easily.”
 
Countless magic circles appeared in the air. The sheer quantity of mana forming those circles was incomparable to the few shield spells I could muster.
 
If my mana was like water in a rough clay jug, his was an endless ocean—vast and overwhelming.
 
Even the knights paused, stunned by the display.
 
“Deploy calculation arrays.”
 
The magical phenomenon unfolding was as if a grand palace were being constructed mid-air. Despite the enormous mana consumption of each magic circle, Abel’s face remained impassive.
 



 

 
Even the Emperor, watching from a distance, looked on with intrigued eyes.
 
“Strike.”
 
At his soft command, brilliant white spears shot out from the magic circles. Dozens, then hundreds of spears flew past the knights, embedding deeply into the monster’s body.
 
KRAAAAH!
 
The beast, pierced through and through, let out a deranged roar, driven mad by the pain. Yet Abel showed no emotion, continuing his relentless assault.
 
The swarm of spears turned the monster into something resembling a pincushion. The playful expression Abel usually wore was nowhere to be found; his impassive face was strikingly unfamiliar.
 
‘Is he angry…?’
 
By the time the earth-shaking noise had echoed dozens of times, the monster could no longer rise. It lay there, a pitiful, blood-soaked mess, barely clinging to life. Even so, Abel’s attacks showed no signs of stopping.
 
KROO…
 
Just before the beast took its final breath, Abel ceased his assault. With a snap of his fingers, a wet, gruesome sound followed as the monster’s body exploded, scattering blood and flesh in all directions.
 
People stood frozen, stunned, staring at Abel and the remains of the monster.
 
“...Abel?”
 
When I called his name, he turned to me. In a soft voice, he asked,
 
“Are you hurt anywhere?”
 
“No. I’m not hurt.”
 
“That’s a relief.”
 
He smiled faintly as he spoke, but the cold fury in his expression belied that smile. It was something only someone as attuned to others’ emotions as I could notice.
 
“Evan.”
 
“My apologies, Your Grace.”
 
Evan knelt, his usual dialect absent as he bowed deeply. Despite the sight of his submission, Abel let out a sigh, his anger seemingly unappeased. Slowly, he began to speak.
 
“I don’t intend to blame you. This was beyond your expectations as well, wasn’t it?”
 



 

 
His tone was cold enough to make blood run dry. Evan lowered his head further, unable to meet his gaze. Though he opened his mouth to defend himself, the sight of him shaking his head at me made him close it again.
 
“We’ll discuss what to do... later.”
 
Abel cast a fleeting glance toward the Emperor before turning to me.
 
“For now, I must step away, Adel.”
 
“...Understood.”
 
“This time, guard her properly, Evan.”
 
At those words, Evan immediately rose and bowed deeply. Abel, his voice laced with quiet warning, continued.
 
“If this happens again, I might end up disappointed.”
 
“I’ll keep that in mind.”
 
With that final response, Abel vanished without looking back.
 
The monster’s corpse, lying in the middle of the crowd, was the only proof that he had been there moments ago. Once Abel disappeared, the people, who had been too scared to breathe, began to murmur.
 
“Why would he do that for someone like her?”
 
“Surely, she wouldn’t dare cause a scene at my gathering, would she?”
 
“I don’t understand. Why would the Duke care so much for her?”
 
Some whispered their jealousy and resentment over Abel saving me. It was amusing how they would hurriedly turn their heads and pretend not to speak whenever our eyes met.
 
Their cowardly attempts to let me overhear their snide remarks without directly confronting me were all too familiar now. After all, isn’t that typical of noble ladies? By this point, I had long stopped expecting anything else from them.
 
“Who knew the Duke of Hardenberg was so powerful...”
 
“Isn’t he beyond the level of most knights?”
 
“Please, be reasonable. At his level, he’s closer to a knight commander!”
 



 

 
Snippets of conversations assessing Abel’s strength floated around. That people compared him to knight commanders showed just how impressive his display of power had been.
 
Indeed, thinking about the overwhelming force he had just demonstrated, I couldn’t help but marvel. Even I, who knew Abel was an Archmage, was stunned.
 
For all the jealousy I had felt over his immense magical talent, seeing it firsthand like this…
 
It was nothing short of awe-inspiring.
 
“Adel, are you alright?”
 
Lost in thought, I flinched as Estelle extended a hand toward me. Her overly friendly demeanor made me instinctively wary, but at least she wasn’t like those women gossiping behind my back while pretending I didn’t exist.
 
Forcing a small smile, I replied to her concern.
 
“Thank you for asking. I’m fine.”
 
Taking her hand, I stood up slowly. Though my words were a lie, I saw no need to admit how shaken I truly was.
 
After all, while I wasn’t from the Middle Ages, I wasn’t naive enough to bare my soul to someone I didn’t trust.
 
****
 
Perhaps I had gotten too carried away.
 
I had planned to showcase my power at the hunting festival, but this might have been excessive. Reflecting on it, there was no need to get so worked up.
 
Adel is a regressor who can turn back time without restrictions. Even if she were to die, she could avoid that situation by looping back.
 
Given Evan’s strength as her escort, it wasn’t as though she’d fall into an endless loop of dying to the monster and losing her sanity.
 
And yet, why had I reacted so strongly?
 
I didn’t know. Not yet.
– – – The End of The Chapter – – –
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            Chapter 25: Hunting Festival (7)
 
“Isn’t it about time you come out?”
 
Turning my head, I stared at a tree unusually weighed down with snow. After a moment of silence, a man emerged from behind it.
 
His platinum hair, now turned white, and crimson eyes seemed eroded by the Emperor’s mark. He was Luke von Schufenheim, once the second prince and now the Emperor’s Sword, with whom I had formed a contract at the auction house.
 
“How is the erosion level?”
 
“55%. I’m barely managing to suppress interference with my memory.”
 
Fifty-five percent. It had progressed 5% in such a short time? Still, the fact that he had endured to this extent was impressive.
 
Suppressing erosion with magic was an option, but it was a last resort.
 
Unlike the Emperor’s Eye mark, the Emperor’s Sword mark was carved directly by the Emperor himself. If I interfered, my existence would immediately be exposed.
 
“As per the contract, Baron Levga has been dealt with. The things he was involved in were nothing short of grotesque.”
 
Luke spoke with a bitter laugh. For someone who had lived as the second prince, the acts of that man must have seemed repulsively vile.
 
Baron Levga.
 
Outwardly, he appeared to be a nouveau riche who had purchased a noble title with sudden wealth, but the truth was different.
 
He managed the empire’s slave market, was entangled in noble corruption, and could be described as the kingpin of the underworld.
 
That’s why I decided to strike him in one fell swoop—not out of some naive desire to eradicate crime, but to obtain his transaction ledger.
 
With that ledger, I could effectively hold the leash of nearly every noble. Most auctions under Baron Levga’s control were illegal, and nobles, protective of their reputations, would place high value on such a document.
 



 

 
“The ledger?”
 
“It’s with the information guild.”
 
Luke answered, then, as if suspicious, asked again.
 
“You could’ve dealt with Baron Levga yourself. Why involve me?”
 
“I simply don’t want to attract the Emperor’s attention.”
 
The reason Baron Levga could thrive in the underworld was, of course, the Emperor’s tacit approval. The imperial family’s reach extended further than people realized, and the Emperor’s Sword was always near.
 
Even in the original work, there were mentions of him. Right after Adel was enslaved under the pretense of treason against the imperial family, she fell into Baron Levga’s hands.
 
Baron Levga functioned as the imperial family’s undertaker, so to speak.
 
Naturally, it didn’t last long before he was beheaded by Luke, the secondary male lead.
 
My decision to ask Luke to assassinate Baron Levga stemmed primarily from that reason. To ensure the storyline unfolded as in the original, I needed events to proceed according to my design.
 
“As you instructed, I’ve dealt with all the necessary targets.”
 
Luke’s sharp gaze fixed on me. Was he expecting a fitting reward? Well, our relationship was purely transactional.
 
“I’ve located Luka von Asrich.”
 
“...What? Is that true?”
 
Luke’s reaction was immediate and intense, as if he might pounce. I frowned slightly.
 
“She’s in the innermost part of the Tower of Confinement.”
 
The Tower of Confinement.
 
An underwater prison housing only the empire’s most heinous criminals. Its depths held condemned individuals awaiting death, from fallen royals of overthrown kingdoms to rebel leaders who sought to overthrow the Emperor.
 
Realizing that his innocent mother was imprisoned there, Luke clenched his teeth in rage.
 
“Damn it.”
 
“Only the Emperor can access the Tower of Confinement. You know what that implies, don’t you?”
 



 

 
“...So, you expected me to secretly locate my mother from the start.”
 
The Emperor alone determined the fate of the prisoners. Royals were sold into slavery and auctioned at imperial events, while rebel leaders were executed on the spot.
 
The tower wasn’t so much a prison as the Emperor’s personal playground.
 
“It feels like being a puppet on a string.”
 
“Because you are.”
 
Crackle.
 
The mark on Luke’s neck glowed red. Recognizing it as the Emperor’s summons, Luke clicked his tongue.
 
“I’ll leave now. If you have more requests, leave them with the information guild.”
 
“Luke von Schufenheim.”
 
When I addressed him by his full name, he turned with a displeased expression. Perhaps it was natural—no one but the Emperor had ever called him by his full name.
 
“Don’t overstep. The Emperor is not someone to be underestimated.”
 
Crackle.
 
Luke seemed ready to retort, but the pain from the mark made him grimace. Likely a gag function embedded in the Emperor’s mark.
 
Was he about to reveal a secret about the Emperor? It seemed Luke knew some of the imperial family’s darker truths.
 
“...More than anyone, I know that. He’s the enemy of my parents.”
 
With those parting words, Luke departed swiftly.
 
‘I’d better focus on finishing the Hunting Festival first.’
 
I already had plans in mind, and I couldn’t wait to see Adel’s reaction when it all came together.
 
****
 
The next day of the Hunting Festival.
 
Participants began returning with their quarry, ranging from rabbit-sized creatures with horns to deer as large as carriages—and even a lion that seemed to have devoured several people.
 
Some were bloodied from their hunts, while others whistled nonchalantly as they strolled in.
 



 

 
The festival was a chance for men to present their game to the ladies they admired, proving their worth. Noblewomen, in turn, gauged their own value through the size and rarity of the gifts, smiling in satisfaction.
 
Adele sat quietly inside the carriage amidst the lively chaos outside.
 
“What kind of prey do you think the Duke will bring back?”
 
Lily asked excitedly, her voice filled with anticipation as she looked at me.
 
“Well, as long as it’s nothing too conspicuous, that would be fine.”
 
To be honest, the way he fought off that monster earlier had already drawn plenty of attention. I didn’t want any more eyes on me. Introverts don’t particularly enjoy being the center of attention.
 
“Oh, but I think the Duke has different ideas,” Lily teased.
 
‘And that’s exactly why I’m worried.’
 
I swallowed the words before they escaped my lips. I was already thankful enough that he had saved me from that monster. If he brought anything more, it would only feel burdensome.
 
“...Evan, are you all right?”
 
“Ah, I’m perfectly fine, My Lady,” Evan replied with his usual cheerful grin.
 
Though a bit of a scatterbrain, Evan was undoubtedly strong as a knight. I’d seen him single-handedly fend off a fortress-sized monster, after all.
 
“It’s been a long time since I’ve seen the Duke this angry. Haha, it’s enough to make my knees shake.”
 
“Has it happened before?”
 
“Well, it was quite some time ago…”
 
Evan hesitated for a moment, as if debating whether to say more, then sighed and continued.
 
“There was a time when one of the children the Duke took in was hurt. That’s when I saw him like this.”
 
“...I see.”
 
Took in children, huh? The more I learned about Abel, the more facets of his character revealed themselves.
 



 

 
I couldn’t help but feel a bit confused. Was the title of the Iron-Blooded Duke, or his role as the shadowy antagonist in the original work, even accurate?
 
After all, I’d only heard a few settings and plot points from a friend—I hadn’t actually read the original novel myself.
 
“Well, I was one of those children. Even now, I still remember it clearly.”
 
“Come to think of it, Evan, you don’t seem to have an accent.”
 
“Oh, that’s because it only slips out when I’m nervous or trying to pump myself up.”
 
Evan scratched his cheek sheepishly as he explained.
 
“Ah, I see…”
 
The conversation dwindled into an awkward silence, broken only by the noise of a commotion outside.
 
When I opened the window, I saw a man floating in midair, effortlessly holding a massive creature resembling an elephant with one hand.
 
With his silver hair, crimson eyes, and sharp gaze that seemed to cut like a blade, it was none other than Rev, one of the male leads and the Lord of the Magic Tower. Though he didn’t have a family name due to his commoner origins, he was considered one of the top contenders in terms of sheer power.
 
While I was still mulling over my thoughts, Rev approached Estelle and gently placed his prey beside her.
 
“As promised, I brought the largest one for you, My Lady.”
 
“Thank you, Rev.”
 
“It’s nothing. A promise is a promise.”
 
“Haha, talking about promises without including me?”
 
The Crown Prince appeared, dragging an equally massive monster. A competitive tension seemed to spark between the two as Estelle scratched her cheek and smiled awkwardly.
 
Watching from a distance, Lily clapped her hands in pure admiration.
 



 

 
“Wow… The Magic Tower Lord and the Crown Prince really are on another level.”
 
“It seems so,” I replied casually.
 
As the Hunting Festival approached its climax, I stepped out of the carriage. Evan offered his hand to help me down. My eyes wandered toward the ongoing standoff between the Crown Prince and the Magic Tower Lord over their monstrous prey.
 
“Jealous, are we?”
 
“Eek?!”
 
A sudden voice whispered in my ear, sending shivers down my spine. I turned around immediately to see Abel standing there with a mischievous grin, his earlier serious demeanor completely gone.
 
“...If you’re here, you should at least announce yourself.”
 
“Hmph. I tapped your shoulder several times, but you didn’t notice.”
 
“Did you?”
 
Did he? There’s no way I wouldn’t have noticed something like that. Abel paused in thought for a moment before smirking and snapping his fingers.
 
A large, glowing magic circle appeared in the air, and a monster dropped to the ground with a thud.
 
It had the body of a lion, the head and wings of an eagle—a griffon.
 
As I inspected it, I felt my hands start to tremble.
 
“This… Don’t tell me this is a griffon.”
 
“You seemed to want one, so I caught it for you myself.”
 
For a moment, I couldn’t comprehend what he was saying. Then I recalled the handkerchief I’d given him, embroidered with a fierce eagle.
 
I’d chosen the design simply because I thought it looked cool. Watching me laugh in disbelief, Abel added in a teasing tone:
 
“So, is it not more than you expected?”
 
He wasn’t wrong.
 
In every sense of the word, it was beyond expectations.
– – – The End of The Chapter – – –
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            Chapter 26: The Invitation (1)
 
“Thank you all for attending until the end of the Hunting Festival.”
 
At the Emperor’s words, spoken from the podium, people responded in various ways. Some showed no interest, looking away as if bored, while others listened intently, eager to imprint every gesture of his into their memories.
 
Unbothered or unaware of their reactions, the Emperor continued his speech slowly.
 
“I’m glad the gifts prepared for this Hunting Festival found their worth. I hope you all enjoyed it.”
 
Beside the Emperor stood piles of defeated monsters. Each pile bore a sign with the name of the hunter who brought it down and the name of the lady who received it.
 
The Emperor cast a sidelong glance at the heaps of prey.
 
“This time, there were particularly rare offerings among the monsters,” he remarked.
 
He then approached three massive piles with signs indicating their hunters. These piles were on a completely different level compared to the others. Even the Emperor couldn’t hide his amazement as he let out a low exclamation.
 
From a griffon to a Ganesh-like creature and a white lion, the stacks contained disaster-class monsters, each as large as a house. The towering piles stretched so high that one had to crane their neck to see the top. Among the crowd, soft murmurs of astonishment could be heard.
 
“I wanted to judge the best among them, but it was nearly impossible to decide between these three,” the Emperor said.
 
The signs bore the names of Rev, Leo von Schufenheim, and Abel von Hardenberg. The crowd buzzed particularly around Abel’s name, whispering amongst themselves.
 
It was no surprise; the Duke, who had never revealed his strength before, had finally shown his prowess during the festival.
 
“However, the sight of Duke Hardenberg taking down a disaster-class monster for his lady left a deep impression on me.”
 



 

 
The Emperor gestured toward a nearly obliterated monster that lay beside Abel’s pile. The colossal creature, once boasting massive horns and a fortress-like size, now had only its lower half intact, sprawled out pathetically.
 
“This too, in a way, is a tribute offered for his lady.”
 
The Emperor paused briefly before announcing, “Thus, the stars of this Hunting Festival are Abel von Hardenberg and Adele von Este.”
 
Even as the announcement echoed, there was no applause or cheering. Considering Adele’s notorious reputation, it wasn’t surprising.
 
Clap. Clap. Clap.
 
Just as I was trying to accept the silence, a single pair of hands broke through the quiet. Turning my head, I saw Estelle, smiling brightly as she clapped. Soon, those around her followed suit, and what started as a small sound swelled into thunderous applause that filled the air.
 
Amidst the ovation, Abel gently took my hand, his faint smile steadying my trembling heart.
 
Taking a deep breath, I followed Abel up to the podium. The Emperor approached us with his characteristic warm smile.
 
“Here is the promised gift.”
 
A box held by an attendant radiated an unusual trace of mana. Was this the artifact passed down through the Imperial lineage? Abel bowed as he received the box, and I mirrored his bow, showing proper etiquette.
 
“You’ve done well. I watched your efforts closely.”
 
“Your words are an honor,” Abel replied.
 
“Hahaha! I’m glad to hear that,” the Emperor laughed heartily, though his words were mere formalities. With that laughter, Abel and I descended from the podium.
 
Even though I’d been granted the title of “Queen,” it all felt surreal, as if I were in a dream.
 
After all, I had faced countless forms of death in my previous attempts. Never had I imagined something like this could happen.
 



 

 
“I truly didn’t expect this to happen,” I murmured.
 
“You’ll be quite busy from now on. The title of ‘Queen’ is a key that opens the doors to the social world,” Abel replied.
 
The Queen of the Hunting Festival.
 
Just the title alone was enough to erase my notorious past, or so Abel claimed. I found it hard to believe. I had struggled so hard to escape that infamy, and yet a single title had turned it all around. It left me feeling somewhat hollow.
 
But one question lingered in my mind.
 
Why had Abel participated in the Hunting Festival?
 
From what I’d heard, Abel had never once joined the festival before. Estelle had casually mentioned it in passing, and I hadn’t paid much attention. So why did he participate this time?
 
“Could it be… the reason you joined the festival was…?”
 
“Of course, it was for the contract,” he answered plainly.
 
“I… see.”
 
Abel von Hardenberg will serve as Adel von Este’s fiancé for a year, providing assistance whenever possible.
 
Ah, right. That was the agreement. A faint sense of melancholy crept over me, an odd mix of disappointment and wistfulness.
 
I found myself confused by these emotions. Why was I feeling this way over a simple contractual relationship? What had I expected, to be this letdown?
 
Did I wish he was doing all of this purely for me?
 
That didn’t seem right. I had never felt any romantic fluttering toward him. To me, he had always seemed like a beautiful doll, something to admire from afar. And yet, why did this subtle feeling persist?
 
Perhaps reading my expression, Abel smirked and asked, “What’s wrong? Disappointed?”
 
“Pardon? Why would I be?” I replied, startled.
 



 

 
Disappointed, huh?
 
There was no reason for me to be disappointed. If anything, I should be grateful to him, not feeling like this. I quickly denied his suggestion, but he responded with a mysterious smile.
 
“Hmm… If you say so.”
 
With that, the conversation ended, and we traveled in silence back to the duchy. The quiet was a little awkward after such a long time, but I didn’t let it show. Whatever the case, Abel had fulfilled his role as a fiancé perfectly.
 
****
 
Just as Abel predicted, the past few days had been overwhelmingly busy for me.
 
Sorting through the endless stream of invitations, deciding which to decline and which to accept—it sounded simple but was far from it. The complex web of political alliances between noble houses made it impossible to make those decisions lightly.
 
If not for Allen, who offered guidance by my side, I would have been clueless and likely caused all kinds of trouble. His advice, honed from years of experience as a skilled butler, helped even someone as politically naive as me navigate these complicated relationships.
 
I picked up another letter, marveling at its elegant design and luxurious paper. But before I could admire it further, the sender’s name caught my eye.
 
“...Estelle?”
 
Now that I thought about it, Estelle had mentioned sending me an invitation. This must be it. I carefully read the contents of the letter.
 
—--
 
To the esteemed Miss Adel,
 
How have you been? Congratulations on taking the Queen’s seat at the Hunting Festival. I’m writing to formally extend the invitation I mentioned earlier. Apologies for the delay; I’ve been quite busy. I hope you can forgive me for sending this so late.
 
Please, grace my tea party with your presence. It’s a casual affair, so there’s no need to feel burdened—come as you are and enjoy yourself.
 



 

 
Yours sincerely,
Estelle von Louis
 
___
 
The letter was simple and to the point, free of the elaborate embellishments and dazzling words that filled most other invitations I’d received. What could Estelle’s intention be in sending this?
 
“...I still can’t figure her out.”
 
Though I was suspicious, I had no reason—or even grounds—to decline her invitation. Refusing an invitation from Estelle, who held such influence in the social world, could have consequences I didn’t even want to imagine.
 
On the other hand, attending might provide valuable information. As someone deeply entrenched in social circles, Estelle could likely shed light on public opinion about Abel, his past, and the children he’d taken in—details Evan had once mentioned.
 
“Allen, would it be alright for me to accept this invitation?”
 
“Miss Adele,” Allen said in a low, admonishing tone, his voice almost fatherly.
 
I immediately realized my mistake.
 
“It’s good to consider my advice, but ultimately, you must make decisions yourself, Miss,” he reminded me gently.
 
“...Understood.”
 
How many times had I been corrected like this? Even though I knew better, breaking this habit was difficult. Memories of suffering and dying because of my infamous reputation weighed heavily on my mind, making it hard to make decisions freely.
 
“Oh, by the way, there’s another invitation—from Princess Aria,” Allen added.
 
Sure enough, the golden imperial seal stamped on the invitation confirmed his words. The intricate design, a hallmark of the imperial family, left no doubt about its authenticity.
 
Aria von Schufenheim.
 
The empire’s only princess and the only royal who had renounced her claim to the throne. She was renowned even in social circles for never speaking to anyone, earning her the nickname “The Unbending Flower.”
 



 

 
“...Why would someone like her send me an invitation?”
– – – The End of The Chapter – – –
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            Chapter 27: The Invitation (2)
 
The day of the princess’ invitation.
 
Since there was still some time before Estelle’s tea party, I decided to accept the princess’s invitation. Of course, even if the dates overlapped, rejecting her invitation wouldn’t have been an option. Thankfully, the dates didn’t coincide.
 
“The princess is said to be truly beautiful… I wanted to see her in person too...”
 
Lily let out a light sigh, as if disappointed. I also wanted to bring her along, but it wasn’t possible.
 
“It’s an unofficial invitation, you know. It can’t be helped.”
 
It wasn’t a formal banquet or anything of the sort—it was a truly personal invitation. Considering that she even provided a disguised carriage to avoid being the subject of rumors, it must have been something important.
 
But was there any reason for the princess to send me such a significant invitation? The only thing I could think of was that she seemed to have some connection with Abel.
 
After all, when I returned to the banquet for the first time, she had a private conversation with Abel. Though I noticed it, I didn’t bring it up. Besides, Abel didn’t seem too fond of her anyway.
 
“...Done! It’s finished!”
 
Lily exclaimed confidently, as if satisfied with her work, and proudly held up a mirror. Reflected in the mirror was the image of an elegant noblewoman.
 
Even without makeup, her beauty was already beyond human, but now, with the addition of makeup, she looked utterly breathtaking. I already knew Lily’s skills were exceptional, but seeing the results every time never failed to amaze me.
 
“I look beautiful. Thank you, Lily.”
 
“Hehe, not at all. I merely brought out our Lady Adele’s natural beauty.”
 
She scratched her head shyly in response to my thanks.
 



 

 
“Oh no, we’re running late. The carriage has already arrived.”
 
Lily said, leading me toward the carriage. Perhaps because it was late at night, the street where the carriage waited was eerily quiet.
 
I couldn’t fathom why the princess had chosen this hour to invite me, but…
 
I would have to find out.
 
With that thought, I climbed into the carriage.
 
***
[Arie’s POV]
 
“Your Highness, Lady Este has arrived.”
 
The maid announced with a bow.
 
“Hmm, really? I suppose I should prepare.”
 
I tilted my head slightly, looking mildly uncomfortable, and the sight brought a faint smile to her lips.
 
Even at a glance, her expression was full of dissatisfaction; I didn’t need to read her thoughts to know what she was thinking.
 
-‘Why would she invite someone like her…’
 
As always, her thoughts flowed directly into my ears. This ability, granted to me as a member of the royal family, was more of a curse than a blessing.
 
Whether I wanted to or not, I could hear the thoughts of those around me. Far from being a gift, it felt more like a curse. It was this very ability that had made me an outsider in high society, despite my lofty status as a princess.
 
The stark contrast between their polite faces and the venomous thoughts behind them had become unbearable. People who wore human faces but clawed and bit like beasts in their hearts were now a source of revulsion to me.
 
This was why I had cut off nearly all social interactions. Since doing so, ridiculous rumors about me being an “unyielding flower” or some such nonsense had begun to circulate.
 
The words coming from the mouths of such two-faced individuals were as vile as could be. That’s why I found people who acted as they thought far easier to deal with—like the woman standing before me now.
 



 

 
“Don’t worry. Everything will be fine.”
 
“Oh… I’m sorry. I must have failed to control my expression again.”
 
The maid hurriedly bowed, looking apologetic. I shook my head.
 
Though I wasn’t particularly fond of royal maids, I wasn’t the type to punish someone over such trivial matters.
 
“It’s fine. You may leave now.”
 
Among all the maids who had served me, she was the only one who hadn’t spoken her thoughts aloud.
 
Because of this, I appreciated how she always tried to stay within her bounds and maintain propriety.
 
-‘Should I start practicing my expressions or something…’
 
Watching the maid leave the room while deep in thought, stumbling over her own ideas, brought a smile to my face. No matter how much she worked on her expressions, it wouldn’t stop me from hearing her thoughts.
 
So, she’s that Abel’s fiancée, huh?
 
Abel, one of the rare few whose thoughts I couldn’t read, and a duke scheming rebellion against the royal family. The rumors about his fiancée being a villainess who only committed evil deeds didn’t concern me in the slightest.
 
How much value could there possibly be in the rumors spread by the beasts of high society? Even the absurd gossip about me was too numerous to count on both hands.
 
What intrigued me more was why Abel considered her the key to his plans.
 
“I will see soon enough.”
 
I sipped the coffee in my hand and perched by the window, taking in the scenery outside. The garden was dull as ever, with rows of pristine white flowers arranged like an army in rigid formation.
 
Moments later, the door opened, and the maid stepped inside. She froze, wide-eyed, as she took in my unchanged attire.
 



 

 
“Your Highness, you need to change out of your nightwear!”
 
“It doesn’t matter. Just bring in the lady and leave.”
 
“But—”
 
“Irina von Sartre.”
 
The sound of her full name caused her to freeze in place. With a subtle nod of my head, Irina hastily bowed and left the room, only to return moments later, nervously guiding in the guest.
 
The woman who entered had black hair and eyes as red as rubies, with a beauty that could rival my own. Her sharp features left a strong impression.
 
So, this was Adele von Este.
 
“Your Highness, I have brought Lady Este.”
 
“Well done. You may leave.”
 
“...Yes, Your Highness.”
 
Irina bowed at a perfect right angle and exited the room, leaving Adele standing there, seemingly confused and uncertain about what was going on.
 
As I watched her, I noticed something unusual.
 
“I can’t hear her thoughts?”
 
Interesting. So there’s a reason Abel chose her. She must be one of the rare, exceptional types of humans.
 
“I greet the little star of the empire.”
 
Adele spoke with forced calmness, trying to hide her unease. Her quick thinking might not have been perfect, but her composure wasn’t bad. Still, standing there like that, she was likely to get blisters on her feet.
 
“Would you like to sit on the bed? You look uncomfortable.”
 
“Oh, no. I couldn’t possibly trouble Your Highness like that...”
 
“It’s no trouble. I’ve already inconvenienced you first.”
 
I gestured toward my negligée as I spoke, and she reluctantly moved to sit. Adele perched on the bed in the corner of the massive room, glancing around as if curious about her surroundings.
 
“The room is quite large, isn’t it?”
 



 

 
“Yes, it certainly is…”
 
The room was almost as spacious as a small banquet hall. It was one of the many perks of royalty—rooms that matched our high status. I didn’t particularly like it, but there wasn’t much I could do.
 
“So, how’s married life in a contract marriage?”
 
“It’s not bad, bu—pardon?”
 
Adele, who had instinctively started to respond, looked at me with wide eyes, taken aback by my question. Her slightly flustered expression made me chuckle.
 
“So, it is a contract marriage?”
 
I had only been probing, but to my surprise, she gave an easy answer. Realizing her mistake, Adele broke out into a nervous sweat.
 
“Well, that’s…”
 
“Ahaha. Don’t worry, I’m just teasing. Abel already told me.”
 
Of course, it wasn’t a joke. This was more of a test—a way to see if she could truly become the key to Abel’s plans, as he claimed.
 
“I see.”
 
“Why do you think I called you here?”
 
“I’m not sure.”
 
She shook her head, her response cautious and guarded. The air, which had felt slightly lighter moments ago, grew tense again.
 
“You don’t know much about Abel, do you?”
 
“No. I’ve already learned plenty from him personally.”
 
So, she wouldn’t let me push further. Not a perfect answer, but not a failure either. This was just a side test, after all. What I truly wanted to test was something else entirely.
 
“Hmm… What do you think of Abel?”
 
“Do I really have to answer that?”
 
“Oh my, do you dislike me that much?”
 
Even as I joked, Adele’s wariness didn’t waver.
 
“In that case, shall I tell you something about Abel?”
 
At those words, her hand brushed lightly against her arm, an involuntary reaction. Though she tried to hide it, it was clear my question had unsettled her.
 



 

 
As I suspected, Abel hadn’t told her anything important.
 
“Abel intends to bring down the royal family.”
 
“…What? What do you mean by that?”
 
Adele’s wide-eyed expression betrayed her disbelief, as though she couldn’t trust her ears. If she had only seen Abel’s public activities, she would never have imagined such a thing. Abel’s preparations for rebellion were meticulous and quiet.
 
“It’s true. I’m on his side as well.”
 
Perhaps due to the sudden revelation, Adele furrowed her brows, her face a mix of confusion and skepticism.
 
Her reaction wasn’t important. What mattered was her answer to my next question.
 
“Let me ask you one thing.
 
Are you truly on Abel’s side?”
– – – The End of The Chapter – – –
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            Chapter 28: The Invitation (3)
 
Adele’s mind was in turmoil.
 
What did she mean by bringing down the imperial family? And why would the imperial princess cooperate in such an act of treason?
 
The thought that Abel might have devised such a plan had never even crossed her mind, making her head throb all the more.
 
Adele closed her eyes gently for a moment.
 
For now, she decided to focus on the princess’ question.
 
‘Are you truly on Abel’s side?’
 
The intent behind the question was straightforward: Could she collaborate in rebellion against the imperial family?
 
She could say “yes” to avoid conflict, but the princess didn’t seem like someone who would be satisfied with empty words.
 
More importantly, this meeting was shrouded in secrecy—a clandestine encounter held late at night, with a disguised carriage provided to ensure privacy.
 
The effort taken to arrange this meeting must have been for this very question.
 
‘Lies won’t work here.’
 
Her intuition as someone who had returned to the past was screaming at her.
 
A lie spoken here could very well lead to her death. She hadn’t imagined that this place, which she had approached lightly, would turn out to be such a tiger’s den.
 
It seemed her mental state had become far too lax recently, given that she hadn’t died and regressed for some time.
 
“My patience isn’t very deep, you know,” said the princess with a sly smile. But behind that smile lurked a chilling coldness.
 
Now wasn’t the time to get lost in thought or regret. She had to answer the question sincerely.
 
‘What is my truth?’
 
Did she trust Abel enough to stand by his side?
 
She didn’t know much about him.
 
A ruthless, calculating man who used others as tools to achieve his goals. Yet also a mischievous man who teased her whenever he could.
 



 

 
He was the one who had saved her when she was about to die, and who had scolded her afterward. Even though their engagement was only a contractual arrangement, he had fulfilled his role and helped her when she needed him.
 
There must be a reason why such a man sought to bring down the imperial family. If she could fully understand that reason, she would willingly cooperate with Abel.
 
It wasn’t unconditional trust—it couldn’t be, and it shouldn’t be.
 
But for now, that felt like enough.
 
“It depends on the reason,” she said.
 
“...Reason?”
 
The princess tilted her head slightly, her curiosity piqued. Adele, steadying her trembling hands, continued,
 
“Yes. If I can understand why he wants to bring down the imperial family…”
 
She nodded resolutely as if sealing her determination.
 
“Then, I’ll side with Abel.”
 
The princess stared intently at Adele’s face. Her penetrating gaze made Adele feel uncomfortable, as though her innermost thoughts were being laid bare. Yet she didn’t avert her eyes.
 
At this, the princess chuckled softly.
 
“It’s not a perfect score, but… you pass.”
 
“Pass? What do you mean by that?”
 
“If you had lied…”
 
The air suddenly grew cold. A sinister aura manifested around the princess, as though her very intent had taken form. Black, blade-like projections swirled around her, reflecting her chilling will.
 
It was a power closer to a curse than magic.
 
If she had lied, would her throat have been pierced by those blades?
 
Adele shuddered at the thought and instinctively rubbed her arms.
 
“Well, it’s fortunate you didn’t lie,” the princess said nonchalantly.
 
“A lie, you say?”
 
“Yes, I detest lies more than anything,” the princess replied.
 



 

 
With a wave of her hand, the dark blades dissipated.
 
Adele exhaled a sigh of relief, realizing her intuition had been correct.
 
The princess propped her head on one arm and gazed at her.
 
“Are you curious why Abel seeks to bring down the imperial family?”
 
“Yes. My decision to cooperate depends on that reason.”
 
Despite her trembling voice, Adele spoke with resolve. The princess looked at her with intrigue. Even in this precarious situation, Adele was determined to assert her stance. She was, in many ways, a bold individual.
 
“Good. Then there’s no need to worry,” the princess said, her tone lighter.
 
At least she was now confident that Adele wouldn’t refuse to cooperate. After all, once Adele saw the atrocities and blood-soaked history of the imperial family, she’d realize there were countless reasons why it needed to fall.
 
“What do you mean by that?” Adele asked, her tone puzzled.
 
“Who knows,” the princess replied with an enigmatic smile.
 
“I won’t tell you. I might lie to lure you in, after all.”
 
This blatant warning not to trust her left Adele confused. Why was the princess being so frank about this? Whatever her reasons, the princess continued leisurely,
 
“Discover the truth about the imperial family for yourself. Consider it your next test.”
 
“...Understood,” Adele replied, standing up.
 
“You’re leaving already?”
 
The princess sounded slightly disappointed.
 
“Yes. As you said, I need to find out for myself.”
 
“How unfortunate. I was hoping we could talk a bit longer for the first time in a while.”
 
The princess murmured to herself before a thought struck her.
 
“Well then, don’t you want to know more about Abel?”
 
“Not particularly,” Adele replied, shaking her head.
 
At that, the princess grinned mischievously.
 
“For example, his preferences in underwear or something like that…”
 



 

 
“It was a pleasure talking to you.”
 
Thud!
 
“Oh my, she’s gone already.”
 
As the door slammed shut and she stormed off, the princess chuckled softly. It was just a playful remark, but she hadn’t expected Adele to get flustered so easily. Unlike Abel, Adele had an innocence that made teasing her quite enjoyable.
 
‘She seems to have feelings for him.’
 
Otherwise, she wouldn’t have reacted so strongly. Whether Abel reciprocated those feelings, however, was another matter entirely. It was hard to imagine someone like Abel falling in love.
 
‘…Things are getting interesting.’
 
****
 
Under the soft glow of moonlight, the rose garden exuded a mystical atmosphere, with its delicate mix of white and crimson hues.
 
At the center of the garden, Adele sat at a table, leaning back against her chair. The cold air swirled around her, but her fur coat kept her warm. It was her usual solitary tea time.
 
“Haa…”
 
She tried to calm her chaotic thoughts with a warm sip of tea. Opening her eyes slightly, she noticed Lily fidgeting nervously beside her.
 
Come to think of it, Lily was there, wasn’t she? Adele had been so deep in thought that she barely remembered her presence.
 
“Um, Lady Adele… Is something bothering you?”
 
“What is it, Lily?”
 
After some hesitation, Lily spoke cautiously.
 
“If there’s something on your mind… Even if I can’t help, I’ll stay by your side. You can take a moment to breathe.”
 
“…Thank you.”
 
Adele gave her a weak smile and patted Lily’s head. The silky texture of her hair was almost as soothing as her own. It felt like some of her tangled thoughts unraveled in that small gesture.
 
As Adele found a bit of peace, she sensed someone approaching from the garden’s entrance.
 



 

 
‘…Abel?’
 
“I-I’ll take my leave now,” Lily stammered, retreating quickly. But before she left, she leaned in to whisper, “Have a lovely time,” and then hurried off.
 
After bowing politely to Abel, she disappeared from the garden.
 
“You seem to have a good relationship with your servant,” Abel remarked.
 
“Yes, she looks after me quite a bit.”
 
“…I see.”
 
He looked slightly weary as he sank into the chair across from her. Crossing his arms, he closed his eyes, seemingly ready to doze off. Then, breaking the silence, Abel spoke.
 
“You seem to have a lot on your mind.”
 
“Yes, I’ve been thinking about a lot of things.”
 
‘Thanks to you.’
 
Rebellion against the imperial family, the secrets of the empire, Abel’s reasons for plotting treason—endless thoughts bobbed like buoys in her head, making her feel dizzy. Yet Abel, oblivious or indifferent, kept his eyes closed.
 
She wanted to ask him directly, but she restrained herself.
 
Even though she wasn’t well-versed in the ways of the medieval world, she knew how dangerous it was to carelessly bring up rebellion against the imperial family.
 
More importantly, Abel hadn’t explicitly shared his intentions with her.
 
It was clear he didn’t trust her completely yet. And until he was the one to open up, she decided not to broach the subject herself.
 
“If you ever need to talk, just let me kno—”
 
Before he could finish his sentence, Abel drifted off to sleep. Adele blinked, caught off guard. Leaning back against the chair, his face was tense even in slumber. It was only then that she noticed the dark circles under his eyes.
 
‘…He looks exhausted.’
 
No wonder. He’d been overworked for the past few days, buried under a pile of documents. It seemed the fatigue had finally caught up with him. Falling asleep the moment he sat down showed just how tired he was.
 



 

 
And yet, despite his exhaustion, he had come to the garden in the middle of the night to comfort her.
 
He was a man who extended kindness in the most confusing ways.
 
Sighing softly, she slipped off her coat and draped it over him. It was warm, almost like a fur coat, and should keep him from feeling the chill of the night.
 
The tension in his furrowed brow eased slightly.
 
‘Now you’re a bit more presentable.’
 
In many ways, Abel was someone who tugged at her heartstrings, someone she just couldn’t leave alone.
– – – The End of The Chapter – – –
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            Chapter 29: Information Guild (1)
 
The sunlight streaming down on my face made my eyes open naturally. At the same time, a headache swept over me, drawing out a groan.
 
It was only natural—I’d stayed up all night working on paperwork.
 
“Haa…”
 
Since my success at the hunting festival, all sorts of miscellaneous paperwork had piled up.
 
From trivial merchant product recommendations to invitations for engagement ceremonies, the variety was endless.
 
Even though I prioritized and processed them one by one as quickly as possible, the mountain of documents seemed insurmountable.
 
“Where… am I?”
 
The rose garden.
 
I hadn’t been here in years, overwhelmed by my busy schedule.
 
Why had I fallen asleep in a place like this?
 
To shake off my drowsiness, I circulated mana through my entire body. The lingering fatigue receded slightly, and fragments of my memory began to return.
 
Turning my head, I noticed a note pinned to the table.
 
“Don’t overwork yourself—sleep is important.
P.S. You don’t need to return the coat.”
 
A coat?
 
Only then did I realize a fur coat was draped over me.
 
Come to think of it, I had come to the garden last night to hear out Adele.
 
She’d seemed particularly troubled lately, and I’d been concerned.
 
Yet, I ended up falling asleep right there, burdened by her kind gesture.
 
“Get a grip…”
 
Focusing entirely on work and documents had taken its toll.
 
I’d insisted on handling it myself since delegating to Allen felt inappropriate, but overdoing it had worn down both my body and mind.
 
Ultimately, it was my fault for failing to manage my condition. She was right—sleep was important.
 
At least the coat had kept me warm through the night, so I wasn’t as exhausted anymore.
 
‘I should thank her later.’
 



 

 
If it weren’t for her covering me, I might have caught a cold.
 
Even though I was an Archmage and sword expert, pushing my limits affected my body much like any ordinary person.
 
Pushing that thought aside, I got up. Passing through the garden, I returned to the mansion.
 
The familiar desolate atmosphere of the lobby greeted me.
 
It had been stripped of all luxury, every valuable item sold off. Indulging in extravagance now would only feel absurd.
 
“Did you wake up, sir?”
 
“...Yes, it seems I overslept a little, Allen.”
 
“That’s fine. I’m just relieved you seem well-rested.”
 
Allen chuckled softly, his tone like that of a kind grandfather.
 
I couldn’t help but smile. After all, he had cared for me like family all this time.
 
Without him or Laura, I might have gone mad in this house long ago.
 
As I reflected on this, Allen seemed to recall something and spoke.
 
“By the way, it seems there’s news from the guild.”
 
“News?”
 
“Yes. They claim to have found a clue regarding the inheritance.”
 
The inheritance…
 
Could it be that? I thought it would take longer, but it seemed they’d found it sooner than expected.
 
“Understood. I’ll head there immediately.”
 
“What about breakfast?”
 
“Sorry, I’m a bit busy…”
 
“Miss Adele is waiting for you.”
 
I paused mid-step at Allen’s words. Could she have skipped breakfast just to wait for me to wake up?
 
While the information about the inheritance was crucial, ignoring her felt wrong.
 
“Ha… Didn’t you tell her to go ahead and eat?”
 
“Of course.”
 
Allen smiled as he said so, making me let out another sigh.
 
“...Fine. I’ll eat before leaving.”
 
Allen, as if waiting for this, escorted me to the dining hall.
 
As I entered, a familiar figure came into view—jet-black hair and ruby-like red eyes.
 



 

 
My fiancée and the protagonist of this world, Adele.
 
“Did you sleep well?”
 
“Yes, thanks to the coat you covered me with.”
 
“That’s a relief.”
 
Her voice was filled with genuine concern, making me feel slightly awkward.
 
‘Is she worried about me?’
 
It was easy to respond to hostility with hostility, but receiving such sincere kindness left me feeling uneasy.
 
Especially since our relationship had started as nothing more than a contractual marriage.
 
At some point, however, we’d begun to care for each other.
 
If I had to pinpoint a turning point, it was likely the hunting festival…
 
But even now, I couldn’t quite figure it out.
 
Lost in thought, I noticed the breakfast tray being served. Sausages, fried eggs, and bacon—though simple, it was a generous portion for breakfast.
 
Adele, delicately holding her fork and knife, ate with perfect etiquette.
 
Recalling how she used to eat with no care for manners, I marveled at how much she had improved.
 
“...Is there something on my face?”
 
“No, I was just pleased to see you’ve mastered proper dining etiquette.”
 
“Is that so? I’m glad.”
 
With that, she resumed her meal.
 
I couldn’t help but wonder how someone so small could eat endlessly.
 
As someone who had always been a light eater, both in this life and the last, I found her appetite fascinating.
 
“Adele, you eat so heartily.”
 
“...Allen said that’s not exactly a compliment,” she replied, pouting slightly and glaring at me.
 
Her hamster-like expression made me chuckle.
 
“I meant it as a compliment, so don’t worry.”
 
“You barely eat, though, Abel. Isn’t that a problem?”
 
“I’ve always been a light eater, so there’s no need to worry about me.”
 



 

 
As the casual conversation continued for a while, breakfast was nearing its end when Allen approached me.
 
“Excuse me.”
 
“What is it?”
 
“They say the Crown Prince has arrived at the Information Guild.”
 
I had asked them to notify me whenever the Crown Prince visited the guild. To think he would show up just when I had a reason to visit the guild.
 
It seemed my luck was good this morning.
 
“Something urgent has come up. I’ll head out first.”
 
“Understood. Please take care.”
 
“You as well, Adele.”
 
With those words, I immediately cast teleportation magic.
 
There was no need for complicated calculations.
 
The most convenient feature of my spatial magic was that I could teleport without restriction to any location I had visited before.
 
When I turned my head, a shabby wooden building came into view.
 
‘It hasn’t changed a bit.’
 
The sign hanging from the building’s pillar was cracked and on the verge of breaking. Cobwebs under the roof gave off an eerie vibe.
 
To anyone else, it looked like an abandoned ruin. But that made it the perfect location for the Information Guild.
 
From my subspace, I took out a mask and put it on.
 
It wasn’t just any mask but one enchanted with an exceptionally strong perception-blocking spell.
 
Acquiring it had cost me a fortune, but its value was undeniable.
 
Knock knock knock knock.
 
I knocked four times, and a man’s voice came from beyond the door.
 
“The hawk crossing the moon—”
 
“Can even cross the sun.”
 
The passphrase, which changed regularly, was always annoying to memorize.
 
A seemingly random combination of words, yet they somehow formed a plausible sentence.
 
“Come in.”
 
With those words, the door opened. Unlike the eerie exterior, the interior was warm and inviting.
 



 

 
A cozy fireplace heated the room, with people drinking around it. Others were gambling for entertainment, adding to the lively atmosphere.
 
The Information Guild wasn’t just a place that dealt in all sorts of information from across the empire.
 
It also served as a brokerage that connected clients to mercenaries who could fulfill their requests.
 
Because of this, the place was often filled with mercenaries lingering around.
 
Unlike most guilds, however, this one was unique in that only those with significant accomplishments could enter.
 
Lost in thought, I realized a man was guiding me somewhere.
 
“It’s been a while, Cain.”
 
“Yes, it has. Is that scar still the same?”
 
Cain—
 
It had been a long time since I heard that name.
 
It was an identity and name I had created to navigate the underworld.
 
Ever since I established the Ravens and began gathering information independently, I hadn’t been called by that name.
 
“Yeah, it seems even potions can’t do anything about it.”
 
The man scratched at the scar running across his right eye as he spoke.
 
I didn’t know his name, but I’d worked with him a few times, so we shared some familiarity.
 
“How’s the new recruit?”
 
At my question about Luke, the man paused to think before nodding as if he understood who I was referring to.
 
“Ah, that sharp fellow? He’s rigid, but his work is flawless.”
 
“Seems he’s doing well.”
 
“Yes. It’s no surprise, considering you recommended him. His skills are top-notch.”
 
Well, of course.
 
That’s what it means to be the Emperor’s Sword.
– – – The End of The Chapter – – –
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            Chapter 30: Information Guild (2)
 
A door made of walnut wood, its design exuding an antique charm, immediately caught the eye. At a glance, it was evident that this door was anything but ordinary.
 
As I lightly touched it, I could feel layers upon layers of security and defensive magic imbued into it.
 
Not just the door, but even the surrounding walls were thoroughly reinforced with magic, almost to an excessive degree.
 
Still as cautious as ever, this one.
 
While I mused over this, the man beside me knocked on the door a few times. From within came a clatter of noise.
 
No doubt they hadn’t prepared and were now scrambling to tidy up.
 
“The master is waiting for you,” he said, stepping aside. I walked past him and knocked twice on the door.
 
The hinges creaked as the door opened with ease.
 
“…Long time no see, Cain” came a voice.
 
In the dusty room’s center stood a leather sofa and a marble table, surrounded by furniture weathered by what seemed to be centuries of use.
 
Perched on the sofa was a girl, holding a small wooden cube, nodding in my direction.
 
Her platinum-blonde hair shimmered under the light, and her blue eyes resembled the depths of the ocean. The only unusual feature was her pointed ears, not something you’d expect to see on a human.
 
They were the hallmark of a race often referred to as elves in fantasy worlds.
 
“I didn’t expect you to disappear for years without showing your face. I was a bit hurt,” she said with a smirk.
 
“Spare me the false sentiments, Louie.”
 
Louie, a being who had lived for over a millennium and one of the rare elves of this world, had once appeared in the original story as a villain assisting the emperor.
 



 

 
Although “villain” might be a stretch—she was more of a neutral party, driven solely by the need to survive, which had led her to side with the emperor.
 
In fact, in the original story, she had even accepted Adele’s deal.
 
“You’re as cold as ever. But that’s what I like about you,” Louie said with a chuckle, tossing the wooden cube onto the table.
 
Leaning back on the sofa, she grabbed a long smoking pipe and lit it with a flame spell.
 
The pungent scent of tobacco filled the air as blue smoke curled upward. I frowned at the intense smell, but she paid no mind, continuing to puff away.
 
Well, I supposed a being who had lived for over a thousand years wouldn’t bother worrying about other people’s reactions.
 
“You hate small talk, so let’s get straight to the point,” she began.
 
“Fine.”
 
“You’re looking for the Archmage’s Legacy, right?”
 
The Archmage.
 
A monster who had singlehandedly decimated half the imperial army and stood as an equal to the emperor.
 
A transcendent being who surpassed the limits of humanity through the pinnacle of magic. Once the king of a kingdom that had been obliterated by the Arie Empire.
 
In the original story, both Abel and Adele were able to seal the emperor thanks to the Archmage’s Legacy.
 
The problem was that the exact location of the Legacy was never mentioned in the original.
 
“I can’t count how many years I’ve wasted searching for that thing. Even my kin didn’t know much, which made it even harder,” Louie muttered, clicking her tongue and slamming her pipe onto the table.
 
She exhaled a puff of blue smoke before continuing, her tone sharp.
 
“I’ve found its location.”
 
“Where is it?”
 



 

 
“The capital of the Prilecha Kingdom, Arc. You know the place, don’t you?”
 
I did.
 
It was now part of my territory. Having participated in the war against the Prilecha Kingdom, it was a place I couldn’t possibly forget.
 
I nodded slightly, and Louie inhaled the blue smoke again before resuming.
 
“The Legacy is in the mountains surrounding Arc.”
 
“That’s far.”
 
“Yes, it is,” she agreed.
 
Arc, a city at the edge of the Arie Empire, had been the last stronghold of the Prilecha Kingdom, even relocating their capital there during their final resistance.
 
Though now, even the royal palace had been reduced to ashes.
 
“Cain, I have something to tell you,” Louie said suddenly.
 
“…What is it?”
 
Unlike her usual laid-back demeanor, lounging on the sofa while smoking, she now wore a surprisingly serious expression.
 
It was hard to believe this was the same Louie who usually handled everything lazily and half-heartedly.
 
“I’m stepping out of this.”
 
“…Why?”
 
At my question, Louie let out a bitter laugh. After a long moment, she sighed and answered.
 
“Cain—no, Duke Hardenberg” she said.
 
I had suspected she knew, but hearing it out loud felt different.
 
Given that I had gone so far as to request information from the guild, it was naive to think I could conceal my identity.
 
“You’re planning to overthrow the imperial family, aren’t you?”
 
“You’re well-informed.”
 
“If I weren’t, I wouldn’t still be alive,” she replied, tapping her neck.
 
Her neck bore countless scars and marks, a testament to the harsh life she had lived. It was a habit of hers to scratch her neck when irritated.
 
“Unfortunately, my life motto is to live long and quietly,” Louie said, swirling the smoke in front of her with her pipe.
 



 

 
She opened a subspace and rummaged through it before tossing something my way.
 
“Here, take it.”
 
“What is this?”
 
It was a cylindrical music box with an ornate, antique design on its side handle.
 
I touched it, wondering if it was a special artifact, but it was just an ordinary trinket, devoid of any mana.
 
“It’s a one-time-use item that lets you summon the help of a spirit.”
 
A spirit.
 
A race that had vanished from this world long ago. Even in the original story, spirits were barely mentioned, their existence treated as passing lore.
 
If I remember correctly, only elves could summon them, albeit with restrictions.
 
And there were so few elves left in this world that you could count them on your fingers.
 
“Let’s not meet again, Cain.”
 
“Are you going to side with the emperor?”
 
“Think what you will,” Louie said, biting her pipe roughly, signaling she had no intention of continuing the conversation.
 
Realizing I wouldn’t get anything more from her, I gave up.
 
“Thanks for everything, Louie,” I said as I left.
 
Just before I stepped out the door, I heard her murmur faintly.
 
“…Don’t mention it.”
 
****
 
The scent of aged paper and wood filled the air.
 
The shelves were spotless, as though a compulsive cleaner had taken charge. The books were arranged meticulously by size, their precision almost unsettling.
 
Even the white marble floor gleamed without a speck of dust.
 
I had heard the Imperial Library was well-kept, but I hadn’t expected it to this extent.
 
As someone who prided himself on cleanliness, even I found it overwhelming.
 
‘History, history… where’s the history section?’
 
The bookshelves, sorted into categories much like a modern library, made finding what I needed relatively easy.
 
[Imperial History, Volume 14]
 



 

 
[Empire at a Glance: The Unification Wars]
 
[How the Empire Thrived]
 
The titles seemed oddly familiar, almost modern in their phrasing.
 
Even with my limited knowledge of medieval times, I doubted people back then titled their books this way.
 
It was yet another reminder that this world adhered more to romance-fantasy tropes than historical accuracy.
 
‘Focus, focus.’
 
Grabbing a history book centered on the imperial family, I soon found myself surrounded by a pile of books tall enough to obscure my vision.
 
The weight was considerable, and I struggled a bit, but I managed to place them on the desk.
 
As the books landed with a thud, dust billowed up, making me cough.
 
‘So much dust… how long have these gone unread?’
 
Apparently, the cleaning staff didn’t bother with the books themselves.
 
‘It’s a lot… really a lot.’
 
I didn’t expect to uncover all the imperial secrets just by reading these books, but I hoped to find some clues.
 
After all, this world, at its core, was still a romance-fantasy setting, so there were bound to be narrative inconsistencies to exploit.
 
‘Cross-referencing might work.’
 
Though tedious, I was no stranger to this kind of work. Never did I imagine my past as a college student would come in handy like this.
 
Time passed as I buried myself in the books.
 
“Damn…”
 
Nothing.
 
There were no contradictions, no mismatched details, no leads at all.
 
After speed-reading through hundreds of pages, my motivation was rapidly draining.
 
Suppressing a sigh, I stretched, realizing how dark the library had grown.
 
‘If I return too late, Lily will worry.’
 
As that thought crossed my mind, the candles began to flicker. A cold breeze swept through the windows, snuffing out the flames.
 
My instincts as a regressor screamed that something was wrong.
 
‘What is this?’
 



 

 
An ominous feeling crept up on me, prompting me to activate a shield spell.
 
Even if it was breached, I needed to figure out what was happening to prepare for a potential regression.
 
‘What’s the problem here?’
 
The flickering candles? The breeze from the window?
 
As I racked my brain, a thought suddenly struck me.
 
Since when did this library have candles?
 
Squelch.
 
“Huh?!”
 
A blade pierced my chest, and all I could see was its gleaming edge.
 
The sharp, gut-wrenching pain left me gasping, unable to even think of a question.
 
The ticking of a clock echoed faintly in my ears as my consciousness faded.
– – – The End of The Chapter – – –
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            Chapter 31: The Library (1)
 
“Ugh...”
 
The faint ticking of a clock echoed in my ears before fading away.
 
A groan slipped from my lips without my consent. My breathing turned ragged, and cold sweat dripped down my forehead, hitting the ground below.
 
The sensation of dying—no matter how many times I experienced it—was impossible to get used to. Getting used to something like this would be even stranger, wouldn’t it? It would mean losing the natural human fear of death.
 
Taking deep breaths, I barely managed to calm my rapidly pounding heart.
 
“Hah... Hah...”
 
I hadn’t let my guard down.
 
Even though I had deployed a shield spell and maintained vigilance, I died in an instant. I could accept that failing to detect any presence was due to my lack of skill. But even so, the shield spell I had cast hadn’t been broken. I couldn’t begin to grasp what had actually happened.
 
When I lifted my head, the brilliant sight of a library filled my vision.
 
‘Before entering the library...’
 
If I backed out now, it seemed I could avoid that death. Honestly, I wanted to turn around and run without looking back. Fleeing in the face of death is a natural human instinct, after all.
 
‘...I have to go in.’
 
I must.
 
The death I had just experienced was undoubtedly unnatural. For the young lady of a count’s family to die at the hands of an assassin in the imperial library? Even I, the person involved, would have dismissed such a story as baseless nonsense if I had heard it as a rumor.
 
‘There must be a clue.’
 
The assassin must be tied to Abel’s rebellion, the secret the imperial family is hiding.
 
To uncover why he chose betrayal, I had to investigate.
 
Creak.
 



 

 
The massive wooden door moved with the sound of its old hinges. With a bit more effort, I pushed it open, and the same scenery as before unfolded before my eyes.
 
The interior was steeped in the scent of old paper. Countless bookshelves stood arranged in a peculiar formation, like an army in perfect formation.
 
At first, I thought nothing of it, but now I couldn’t help but wonder—was this structure designed for the assassin’s concealment?
 
It might sound like a groundless idea, but still.
 
“History, the history section...”
 
The keyword was history.
 
Wasn’t it because I had been reading a book about the imperial family that the assassin killed me? If not, there was no way an assassin would dare to wreak havoc in an imperial area in broad daylight.
 
‘Seven o’clock direction.’
 
A response came immediately.
 
I clenched my trembling hands, biting my lips. Feigning the appearance of an innocent young girl, I walked toward the bookshelves labeled “History.”
 
The sensation of a presence following me sent chills down my spine, but I suppressed my reaction. As soon as I reached the bookshelf marked “History,” a chilling bloodlust brushed against my back.
 
Whoosh.
 
Black hair scattered in the air. If I had been even a little slower, that would’ve been my shoulder. Before my thoughts could spiral, I extended my right hand.
 
“Shield.”
 
With a short incantation, a three-layered shield materialized. The assassin, caught off guard by the sudden spell, was thrown back. Yet, without showing any hint of surprise, the assassin threw the dagger in his hand.
 
‘...Could it be?’
 
A terrible premonition struck, and I hastily turned my head. Feeling the trickle of blood running down my cheek, I gritted my teeth. My worst fears were confirmed.
 
That dagger—it ignored the shield spell.
 



 

 
To think it would bypass my shield so effortlessly. It was only now that I understood how I had died earlier despite having a shield in place.
 
“Damn it.”
 
Before I could finish processing my thoughts, the shield shattered with a single punch from the assassin.
 
I hadn’t expected it to hold out for long, but I hadn’t thought it would break as easily as glass.
 
Squelch.
 
Before I knew it, the blade had pierced my abdomen.
 
Through his mask, I locked eyes with his emotionless gaze. Crimson eyes devoid of any emotion, consumed only by the intent to kill.
 
They were so hollow it made me question whether he was human.
 
‘I’ve seen eyes like this before.’
 
The faint ticking of a clock resounded in my ears.
 
As heat spread from the blade lodged in my organs, my consciousness faded again.
 
Tick-tock. Tick-tock.
 
The now-familiar sound of the clock accompanied the inversion of my vision. This time, I was lucky enough to die almost instantly, so the pain wasn’t too unbearable.
 
But with this death, I couldn’t bring myself to step forward toward the library again.
 
Usually, I returned to an ambiguous moment before escaping danger, but this regression was different. It saved me right before entering the library, as if giving me the option to quit at any time.
 
Most people might have given up and walked away, but unfortunately, I had a rebellious streak.
 
Crack.
 
‘Let’s keep going until it works.’
 
At the history section bookshelf, and as expected, the flying dagger. This time, I rolled to the side to dodge it and extended my right hand again.
 
“Ice Spear.”
 
With a small incantation, ice formed into a spear and shot forward. The assassin simply ducked to avoid it.
 



 

 
But as he moved to clench his fist at me, he stumbled and fell.
 
The improved version of my Ice Spear wasn’t meant for offense. It was a spell modified to immobilize opponents.
 
‘There’s no one else around.’
 
After pulling the dagger from the bookshelf, I charged at the assassin as he tried to get back on his feet.
 
In a proper fight, he might have had the upper hand, but in a desperate scramble like this, I was confident.
 
Buzz.
 
The dagger in my hand vibrated. Before I could even question it, the blade slipped out of my grip.
 
Somehow, the dagger ended up in the assassin’s hand. Without hesitation, he hurled it at me.
 
Before I could react, the tip of the blade was already in front of my face.
 
Squelch.
 
With the sensation of something piercing through my skull, my vision flipped once more.
 
The familiar ticking of the clock filled my ears, and the grand library came into view again.
 
“Hah!”
 
I gasped for air.
 
The nauseating sensation of flesh tearing and consciousness fading overwhelmed me more than I had expected. If I had eaten lunch, I probably would have thrown up right then and there.
 
“Hah... Hah...”
 
Even after repeating deep breaths, my racing heartbeat refused to calm.
 
I had died many times, but this was the first time my head had been shattered.
 
‘Pull yourself together...’
 
Refusing to collapse in pain or fall to my knees was an act of sheer stubbornness. If my body gave out now, I felt as though my resolve would crumble as well.
 
Such was the terror of death.
 
I raised my head and looked toward the library.
 
Clenching my trembling hands tightly, I stepped inside, feeling as though I were offering my hand into the jaws of a beast.
 



 

 
Though I had faced assassins before, this was the first time I encountered someone so singularly obsessed with killing.
 
‘Five o’clock direction.’
 
Heightened senses from my recent death pinpointed the assassin’s location. With my hearing on high alert, I crept between the bookshelves.
 
The assassin followed me, approaching slowly.
 
Had his stealth been so poor from the start? How could I have failed to notice his presence earlier? It made me question whether he even intended to hide.
 
Whoosh.
 
The dagger embedded itself into a bookshelf. Red eyes locked onto me, and his movements, seamlessly designed for killing, unfolded with terrifying naturalness.
 
I didn’t blink. I etched every detail into my vision.
 
Strengthening my wrist, I threw a punch.
 
“Shield.”
 
This time, I focused the shield spell on my fist alone. With the reduced area of effect, I could layer more shields over the same spot.
 
Using this principle, I unleashed a shield-enhanced punch that sent the assassin flying.
 
Thud!
 
The sensation of ribs breaking reached me through the shield. It was an idea I had devised after noticing how he had briefly recoiled during my first regression.
 
“Grahh...”
 
The assassin let out an inhuman growl but quickly got back on his feet as if nothing had happened. Of course, I wasn’t planning to sit idly by.
 
“Ice Spear.”
 
The ice spear flew toward his ankle, wrapping around it. Losing his balance, the assassin wobbled.
 
After catching my breath briefly, I pulled the dagger from the bookshelf and charged at him.
 
The blade vibrated violently in my grip, but I refused to let it go this time. Gripping the dagger tightly with both hands, I closed the distance between us.
 
“It’s over.”
 
Putting all my strength into my grip, I thrust the dagger forward.
 



 

 
The assassin, whose ribs were likely shattered, swung his right arm in retaliation. Ducking beneath the attack, I pushed forward.
 
Squelch.
 
The grotesque sensation of piercing flesh and tearing through organs traveled up my hands.
 
So this is what it feels like to take a life.
 
Though I had killed before, this was the first time I consciously chose to do so while in full possession of my faculties.
 
Not that I was entirely sure I was sane right now.
 
The assassin’s body trembled before finally collapsing. Kneeling and utterly powerless, he slumped to the floor.
 
Without realizing it, I dropped the dagger.
 
Even though the situation had been resolved, my hands continued to shake uncontrollably.
 
Whether it was the sensation of losing life or taking it, I would never get used to it.
 
“Hah... Hah...”
 
Thinking it was over, my legs gave out beneath me.
 
Buzz.
 
The dagger vibrated again.
 
Crimson eyes locked onto me once more.
 
Before I could react, the assassin, like a puppet with its strings cut, let out a creaking sound and rose to his feet again.
 
I turned my head. A woman with golden hair and familiar golden eyes smiled as she looked at me.
 
It was Princess Aria von Schufenheim.
 
“You’ve done well.”
 
With those words, my consciousness faded.
– – – The End of The Chapter – – –
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            Chapter 32: The Library (2)
 
Experiencing death over and over again leads to unsettling thoughts at times.
 
What if this is my final regression? What if this death turns out to be my true death?
 
Such thoughts, though groundless, filled me with unease every time I turned back time.
 
My ability to infinitely regress doesn’t come with any apparent cost. I can turn back time as much as I want and return to any moment before my death.
 
Still, I couldn’t help but think that this ability might vanish someday, like a candle that anyone cruel enough could snuff out at any moment.
 
Perhaps I was simply afraid of death itself. Each time I died, it felt as though something within me was being chipped away.
 
“Haaah…”
 
Gasping for air, I bolted upright. My breath came in ragged gasps as I squeezed my eyes shut and forced myself to breathe deeply, trying to calm my racing heart.
 
When I finally looked up, I saw the princess staring at me.
 
Her white dress was half-soaked in crimson, and her cheek bore a splatter of blood. She smiled faintly as she wiped her bloodied hands.
 
There was something almost eerie about her appearance.
 
“Are you alright?”
 
“Yes…”
 
The princess extended her hand. Covered in blood, her hand was unsettling, yet I took it and stood up slowly. My legs trembled, but I managed to take a step forward with her support.
 
“Here.”
 
The princess handed me a roughly crafted sword. Its blade, jagged like thorns or teeth, bore magical engravings on the hilt. It was the weapon the assassin—my killer—had wielded.
 
“Why are you giving me this?”
 
“Hm? Lady Adele earned it herself, didn’t she?”
 
The princess spoke as though it were the most natural thing in the world. Her demeanor made me shudder, and I instinctively turned my head away. Yet, she firmly held onto my hand, placing the sword in my grip.
 



 

 
Her cold touch startled me, and the contrast of her serene smile as she handed me the weapon was deeply unsettling.
 
“How does it feel to take one step closer to the truth?”
 
“…Is this the truth?”
 
“Yes, though it’s only a fragment.”
 
The Emperor’s Hand.
 
According to the princess, these assassins were puppets of the imperial family—servants and mass-produced killing machines used to eliminate rebels.
 
The idea was hard to grasp. These beings existed in this world, serving the imperial family’s will.
 
But I couldn’t deny it, having seen them with my own eyes.
 
My expression must have given away my confusion because the princess spoke again.
 
“I understand. I’ve felt the same way before.”
 
“How did you come to know about this?”
 
“Hm…”
 
She fell silent, her gaze distant in thought. Her eyes flickered toward my trembling hands, and she sighed softly before speaking again.
 
“I have a special ability.”
 
The ability to read people’s minds.
 
Her golden eyes glimmered faintly—not metaphorically, but literally. A golden light radiated from her irises.
 
“My mind, too?”
 
“Ahaha. Unfortunately, I can’t read Lady Adele’s mind.”
 
Her sincerity sent a chill down my spine. Could such an ability truly exist?
 
Thinking back, a friend once commented that the princess was underutilized in the original story. Perhaps her mind-reading ability explained that oversight.
 
Yet, if she couldn’t read my mind, as she claimed, she showed no reaction to my thoughts.
 
“Oh, were you testing me just now?”
 
Her words made my skin crawl. Was she lying about being unable to read my mind? But the princess shook her head.
 
“I told you, I can’t read Lady Adele’s mind.”
 



 

 
“Then how did you know?”
 
“Your face is incredibly honest right now.”
 
At that, I lowered my gaze slightly. My trembling hands still gave away my unease. I bit my lip, trying to steady myself.
 
The dizziness clouding my head began to clear.
 
“You’re looking better now.”
 
“…What exactly is ‘The Emperor’s Hand’?”
 
Rather than answering, the princess stood from her chair and approached the corpse slumped against a bloodied bookshelf.
 
Gripping the dead man’s neck with one hand, she lifted him effortlessly. Her overwhelming strength startled me, though I didn’t let it show.
 
“These are the weakest of the puppets.”
 
Weak?
 
These beings broke through shields with ease and killed indiscriminately.
 
The princess strangled the corpse effortlessly, and with a sickening crunch, it fell limp to the floor. As it landed, the body began dissolving into golden particles, vanishing from head to toe.
 
“They’re like pawns in chess—perhaps even less than that.”
 
“The imperial family… what on earth…”
 
“Curious?”
 
She brushed off the blood on her hands as she asked.
 
I shook my head in denial. Even if I were to nod, it didn’t seem like she’d willingly share more.
 
‘The princess isn’t on my side.’
 
With my senses returning, I could assess the situation more clearly. The princess had no intention of cooperating with me. If she had, she would have helped before I nearly died to the Emperor’s Hand.
 
Only after I had completely neutralized the assassin did she lend her aid.
 
This was likely some kind of test—to see if I was truly capable of defying the imperial family.
 
I had no intention of asking for help from someone who treated me like a test subject.
 



 

 
“How strange. Most would have nodded by now.”
 
“…May I leave?”
 
“Of course. You’ve done well today.”
 
The princess nodded readily. I tried to stand, using a desk for support, but my legs gave out, and I sank back to the ground. My body, drained of tension, was utterly exhausted.
 
“Irina.”
 
“Yes.”
 
From behind a bookshelf emerged Irina, the maid I’d seen before. This time, her skirt was adorned with an arsenal of weapons, and her demeanor was far colder.
 
“Escort Lady Adele.”
 
“As you command.”
 
Her red eyes bore a resemblance to those of the Emperor’s Hand. Was she also one of the imperial puppets?
 
‘I don’t know.’
 
My head swam with questions. For now, I focused on following her lead.
 
As Irina supported me, the princess’s quiet voice echoed behind us.
 
“I look forward to your next performance.”
 
It was the last thing I wanted to hear.
 
****
 
I collapsed onto the bed, my entire body aching with fatigue.
 
The memory of dying—particularly the sensation of a blade piercing my head—refused to leave me.
 
Knock, knock.
 
“Come in, Lily.”
 
At my words, Lily opened the door cautiously. Her worried expression deepened as she approached me.
 
“Lady Adele… you’ve been pushing yourself too hard lately.”
 
“I’m fine.”
 
“No, you’re not.”
 
Her firm tone left me speechless. Usually clumsy and naïve, Lily only showed this resolute side during moments like this.
 
“Lady Adele, you’ve been overdoing it.”
 
She wasn’t wrong. I had spent countless nights scouring books in the duke’s library and even ventured into the imperial library, where I died three times.
 
In hindsight, Lily was absolutely right.
 
“…You’re right.”
 
Consumed by the idea of opposing the empire and uncovering the truth, I had let fear drive me to recklessness.
 



 

 
“Lady Adele.”
 
Lily sat beside me, her cool hand brushing against my fevered forehead.
 
“Walking quickly doesn’t mean you’ll reach your destination faster.”
 
For some reason, her cold touch brought me a strange sense of peace.
 
“I came to trust you, Lady Adele, because you approached me slowly.”
 
She was right. At the beginning of my time in this body, I’d desperately tried to gain allies through rushed actions, to no avail. It was only by taking my time that Lily became my ally.
 
“Don’t be in such a hurry.”
 
Lily’s gentle smile reassured me, and I nodded slightly. She was right—rushing wouldn’t unveil the secrets of the imperial family any faster.
 
“…Thank you, Lily.”
 
“Hehe, it’s nothing.”
 
When I patted her head, she beamed brightly, and I couldn’t help but smile back.
 
“By the way, the duke left you a gift.”
 
“A gift?”
 
Lily pointed to something on the vanity—a glass diffuser and a note.
 
It read: I prepared a diffuser to help you sleep since you seem exhausted lately. Take care of yourself before worrying about others.
 
Though hastily scribbled, the concern behind the message was evident. I chuckled softly. The diffuser seemed to have some magical enhancements, making it a rare and thoughtful gift.
 
‘I’ll have to thank him later.’
 
Despite his aloof demeanor, it appeared he had a surprisingly considerate side.
– – – The End of The Chapter – – –
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            Chapter 33: The Library (3)
 
In a silent library, moonlight wandered aimlessly, filtering through the window.
 
Under the soft glow, the space was littered with corpses and bloodstained bookshelves, the floor scattered with pools of congealed blood.
 
All of it coalesced into an unsettlingly grotesque scene.
 
At the center of it all, a blonde woman sat atop a corpse.
 
She was Aria von Schufenheim, the princess of the empire and the architect of this carnage.
 
In stark contrast to the horrific surroundings, her demeanor was calm, as if lost in thought.
 
As a faint presence drifted in from beyond the library’s entrance, Aria turned her head.
 
Creak.
 
The old door groaned as it swung open, and a man clad in black armor approached with a metallic clink.
 
He exuded a menacing aura, yet Aria’s expression remained nonchalant.
 
Though the man wore a helmet, Aria vaguely recalled the face behind it.
 
Among those clad in black armor, only one carried himself with such a gait.
 
“It’s been a while, Sister.”
 
“Yes, it has been. Brother.”
 
Luke von Schufenheim.
 
Since his official death was declared, she had only glimpsed him at grand occasions, such as the hunting festival.
 
Even then, the helmet made him nearly unrecognizable.
 
Aria chuckled softly and wiped her blood-stained hands. Her calm face contrasted sharply with Luke’s complicated expression.
 
As she cleaned her fingers with a handkerchief pulled from her chest, she asked,
 
“What brings you here? I doubt it’s just for a visit.”
 
“It’s an order from His Majesty, the Emperor.”
 
“His Majesty, His Majesty…”
 
She repeated the title a few times, then let out a hollow laugh. Even upon reflection, it seemed ill-fitting for that man—especially for Luke, who had lost everything to him, to use it.
 
“How is your mother doing?”
 
“…She is well.”
 



 

 
A brief silence was followed by his subdued reply, accompanied by an unspoken sentiment.
 
‘Why do you ask when you already know?’
 
His thoughts trickled into her mind. Had he anticipated her mind-reading? He was far more skilled than in the past when he was still a fledgling Swordmaster.
 
Well, it had been nearly a decade. A boy could grow into a man in that time.
 
“Is that so? If you say so, then I’ll believe it.”
 
Her detached words elicited a faint grimace from Luke, even through his helmet.
 
Aria urged him on as he stood stiffly beside her.
 
“What are you waiting for? Let’s get moving.”
 
“…Understood.”
 
With a resigned sigh, he led the way, the sound of his armor echoing as they walked.
 
What could one possibly say to a long-estranged half-sibling? Aria pondered potential conversation topics but quickly gave up.
 
She couldn’t discuss imperial matters due to her bindings.
 
The boy who once clung to her so fondly had grown into a man who was now nearly a stranger. A faint sigh escaped her lips, tinged with bittersweetness.
 
“We’ve arrived.”
 
Before them stood the Emperor’s office, not far from the royal library.
 
Their journey had been quick, though they were delayed slightly by the traps designed for assassins.
 
“Thanks for the escort.”
 
Passing Luke, who stepped aside, Aria grabbed the doorknob. Without bothering to knock, she pushed the door open abruptly.
 
Luke was visibly flustered, and she couldn’t help but smile. Despite everything, some things about him hadn’t changed.
 
“…Come in.”
 
The room was adorned with golden decorations as far as the eye could see. One could likely purchase a kingdom with the gold here alone.
 
As Aria approached the man holding a golden goblet, her thoughts wandered.
 



 

 
The emperor of the Arie Empire and the man famously called the Conqueror. He was also her biological father: Yude von Schufenheim.
 
“You’ve been quite lively, haven’t you?”
 
“Yes, well.”
 
The Emperor regarded her silently, an invisible pressure emanating from his presence. It felt as though simply standing before him drained her strength.
 
His golden eyes locked onto hers.
 
“After all, they’re just insignificant playthings, aren’t they?”
 
“That’s true.”
 
“And wasn’t it I who said you could do as you pleased with your toys?”
 
“Yes, you did.”
 
A chill ran down her spine.
 
“Child.”
 
His voice was kind, but his gaze was devoid of emotion.
 
Their eyes met, and an overwhelming bloodlust began to crush Aria.
 
Her breath hitched as the suffocating force pressed down on her.
 
“Wasn’t that game of yours a little too much?”
 
“Ha… ha. I don’t… think so.”
 
She still couldn’t read his mind. Unlike others like Abel or Adele, who seemed impervious to her abilities, Yude’s presence rendered her power ineffective.
 
“Your tongue remains as sharp as ever.”
 
A golden magic circle flared in the air.
 
Before she could react, the weight of his power forced her to her knees. Watching her struggle, Luke’s expression hardened behind his helmet.
 
“Interesting games you’ve been playing… indeed.”
 
The Emperor toyed with the goblet in his hand as he continued to speak.
 
“You mustn’t cross the line.”
 
The line.
 
His methods were always the same—anything was permissible so long as one didn’t cross the line. But the moment that line was breached, consequences were inevitable.
 
This was how the emperor treated the imperial puppets.
 
“Aria von Schufenheim.”
 
At the sound of her name, her heart began to constrict.
 
It felt as if blades were slicing through her entire body, and she couldn’t help but gag.
 



 

 
The curse passed down through the imperial bloodline—the leash the emperor held over her.
 
Unlike the seal engraved on Luke, this was innate, part of her very being.
 
It meant her body had never truly been her own since birth.
 
Snap.
 
With a flick of the emperor’s fingers, the pain disappeared.
 
Such was the nature of the leash—no matter what she did, she could never escape his grasp.
 
“A troublemaker deserves punishment.”
 
“Is it my fingers again? Last time, it was my left ring finger, wasn’t it?”
 
Aria smiled slyly as she spoke, prompting the emperor to chuckle faintly.
 
“No, this time it’s a little different.”
 
He gestured toward Luke.
 
Luke’s expression twisted with reluctance as he hesitated, but he eventually approached the emperor.
 
The emperor reached out to Luke, his fingers brushing the young man’s arm.
 
“Pierce Aria’s left eye.”
 
“What are you—”
 
Before Luke could finish, his body rebelled against him. The seal flared, burning fiercely, compelling him to obey.
 
Clenching his teeth, Luke struggled to restrain himself, yet the emperor merely observed in silence.
 
“Urgh…”
 
Sching!
 
Despite his resistance, Luke’s arm betrayed him, drawing the blade from its sheath. Though trembling, the sword was unwaveringly pointed at Aria.
 
Watching this, Aria couldn’t help but laugh.
 
Rather than waiting passively, she approached Luke herself. Grasping his right hand tightly, she aimed the blade at her left eye.
 
Startled by her sudden action, Luke cried out,
 
“Sister!”
 
“It’s fine. Do it.”
 
“But—”
 
“Just do it.”
 
With those words, the blade pierced her eye.
 
A searing pain rippled through her, though it was hardly unbearable. She had grown accustomed to such torment, thanks to the curse.
 



 

 
Oddly, Luke seemed more pained than she was. His pale face trembled as his hand quivered.
 
Even after being abandoned by her, he remained as kind-hearted as ever—a thought that made her sigh inwardly.
 
“Are you satisfied now?”
 
“Amusing,” the emperor remarked, a genuine smile crossing his lips.
 
The blazing light of Luke’s seal began to dim, and as it faded, the emperor raised his hand.
 
Vwoom.
 
A golden magic circle unfurled across Aria’s injured eye.
 
“It will return in a month.”
 
The blood streaming down her cheek ceased, and the pain vanished shortly after.
 
Glancing at her reflection in the glass cabinet nearby, she noticed her left eye had been restored without a single scar. Yet the sight in that eye remained cloaked in darkness.
 
Perhaps the emperor’s words meant her vision would recover in a month.
 
Aria casually wiped the blood trailing down her jaw with her hand.
 
“I’ll be more careful next time.”
 
“See that you do.”
 
Bang!
 
With that, she slammed the office door behind her as she left.
 
The emperor chuckled softly, watching her retreating figure.
 
“Rebellious children are so difficult to handle.”
 
“…Is that so?”
 
Luke, still wearing his helmet, clenched his lips as he glared at the emperor. Whether he noticed or not, the emperor sipped calmly from his goblet.
 
“You may leave now.”
 
“Yes.”
 
The moment the emperor spoke, Luke stormed out without hesitation. Watching him leave, the emperor set the goblet down on the table.
 
White steam rose from the still-warm cup.
 
Turning his gaze, he looked beyond the window at the blackened night sky.
 
No stars shone in the utter darkness.
 
The last starlight he had seen had long since faded.
 
A memory of the first-night sky he had ever seen came to mind—those blindingly brilliant stars no longer existed.
 



 

 
Now, all that remained was the tarnished self he had become and the endless void.
 
“Fate is beginning to shatter,” he muttered, closing his eyes as he drifted to sleep.
– – – The End of The Chapter – – –
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            Chapter 34: Library (4)
 
Morning breakfast.
 
It wasn’t a particularly special way to start the day, but it was one of the rare moments I got to spend with Adele. For that reason, I deliberately slowed down my eating during breakfast.
 
I glanced at Adele, seated across the table for conversation. Unlike usual, her slow and listless eating caught my attention.
 
The Adele I knew would normally devour at least two plates by now, but this morning, she had been chewing on a single piece of bacon for ages. Anyone could tell she looked exhausted.
 
The slight tremble of her fork only reinforced my thoughts.
 
“Adele, did something happen?”
 
“Ah... I stayed up all night,” she replied, scratching her cheek awkwardly.
 
However, I could quickly tell it was a lie. The faint trembling of the muscles near her eyes and her slightly reddened, tense pupils gave her away.
 
It wasn’t hard to deduce why she was in such a state.
 
‘Did she regress?’
 
Questions swirled in my mind about where and why she might have regressed. From what I knew, none of the places she had visited recently were particularly dangerous.
 
While I was lost in thought, Adele gently placed her fork on the table, seemingly losing her appetite. Even Allen, who rarely showed surprise, widened his eyes at her unusual behavior.
 
Perhaps noticing his expression, Adele let out a sheepish laugh.
 
“Sorry. I don’t have much of an appetite today.”
 
“...I see. Rest well.”
 
“Okay.”
 
She nodded slightly at my words and left the room. Watching her retreating figure, a deep concern settled on Allen’s face.
 
Even I, who didn’t spend much time with Adele, was worried about her condition. How much more so for Allen, who saw her every day?
 
She might very well become the duchy’s future lady, so it was only natural for him to be concerned. I had even gifted her a diffuser to help her relax, but it seemed that alone wasn’t enough to improve her state.
 



 

 
What could have happened to leave her in such a condition?
 
“I hope it’s nothing serious...” Allen muttered in a worried tone. I felt the same but chose not to voice it.
 
Instead, it was more reassuring to find out for myself.
 
“Ilho.”
 
Black mist rose into the air. Tiny particles gathered together, forming a small raven-shaped statue. This was Ilho, the leader of the ravens and an unmatched master of intelligence.
 
The statue was a communication artifact created to relay information, no matter where he was.
 
“Where did the young lady go last night?”
 
— To the Imperial Library.
 
The library. The Imperial Library, no less.
 
That alone didn’t explain why Adele had regressed.
 
Given Adele’s nature, she would only use her regression ability in the face of death or something equally dire. She hated using it frivolously, and I knew this from testing her ability multiple times.
 
That could only mean one thing: Adele had died in the library.
 
Killing the young lady of a count’s family quietly while she read in the heart of the palace? Only a reckless fool would attempt such a thing.
 
— The Emperor’s Hand targeted her.
 
I froze at the response.
 
“A misstep.”
 
I had thought the library was safe when she asked to go alone. I regretted not insisting on assigning Evan to her, even at the risk of her protest.
 
At least now I knew why Adele had regressed.
 
The real question was why the Emperor’s Hand had targeted her.
 
Why would they go out of their way to kill Adele, using such a weak pawn from their arsenal?
 



 

 
— And the princess saved her.
 
“The princess?”
 
That name was unexpected. Had the princess ever met Adele before? To my recollection, they had never crossed paths.
 
Then I remembered an incident when Adele had slipped out quietly late at night.
 
That memory, coupled with the news that the princess had saved her from the Emperor’s Hand, led me to a conclusion:
 
‘She must have met the princess that night.’
 
It felt almost like a wild guess.
 
But my instincts, honed over years, told me it was the truth.
 
Of course, I didn’t need to agonize over this in my head. I could confirm it directly.
 
“Stay here for now.”
 
“Yes, take care.”
 
Leaving Allen behind, I awakened the mana within me. A soft hum filled the air as a brilliant white magic circle materialized.
 
Teleportation.
 
If the coordinates were calculated correctly, it could take me anywhere—even to the heart of the Imperial Palace.
 
The magic circle vibrated faintly before wrapping around my entire body. The sound of rushing wind filled my ears, and my vision flipped in an instant.
 
Thunk.
 
I felt a sharp pain in my head as I hit the ground.
 
Despite my calculations, errors were inevitable when teleporting to the palace.
 
In the first place, the Imperial Palace was enchanted to seal off magic.
 
While it couldn’t completely neutralize my spells as an Archmage, it still interfered with coordinate calculations, which was unavoidable.
 
As I rubbed my forehead with a soft tsk, I heard a muffled chuckle behind me.
 
“Pfft... heh...”
 
I turned to see the princess, covering her mouth as she struggled to hold back her laughter. I gave her a pointed look, but it did little to suppress her amusement.
 
“Pfft... hehehe...”
 



 

 
“...Please stop laughing.”
 
“But isn’t it too much to ask me not to laugh at that?”
 
The once-dreaded Iron-Blooded Duke, reduced to smacking his head on the floor and grimacing in pain. She claimed it was simply too absurd a sight not to laugh at.
 
Of course, from my perspective, there was nothing remotely funny about it.
 
“Alright, alright, I’ll stop,” she said, finally clearing her throat when my glare persisted.
 
“More importantly, what happened to your eye?”
 
I had noticed it earlier but hadn’t been able to ask because of her laughter. At my question, the princess touched the eyepatch covering her left eye.
 
It had been months since I last saw her at the banquet. What could have happened during that time?
 
“Oh, this?” she said, sounding indifferent.
 
“It’s the emperor’s doing.”
 
With that, she removed the eyepatch.
 
Beneath it, there wasn’t a scar or even a trace of injury. But when she opened her eye, I saw a dull, clouded golden iris.
 
The sight made me frown involuntarily.
 
“Twisted taste, isn’t it?”
 
“What happened?”
 
“I crossed the line and ended up like this.”
 
The princess spoke with a nonchalance as if it no longer bothered her.
 
This wasn’t the first time. When she lost her ring finger previously, she had treated it with the same apathy. It seemed as though she found maintaining her physical body to be more of a nuisance than anything else.
 
The reason for that, no doubt, was the curse placed upon her.
 
She said no more on the matter and silently replaced the eyepatch. As the silence stretched between us, she finally broke it, seemingly restless.
 
“So, why are you here?”
 
She looked at me with a questioning gaze.
 
“Adele von Este.”
 
At the mention of the name, her lips pressed into a thin line. She, too, likely had some inkling as to why I brought it up.
 



 

 
This was the moment to press further.
 
“You know, don’t you?”
 
“Haha. I didn’t think I’d get caught within a single night.”
 
She chuckled awkwardly, a faint hint of resignation in her tone.
 
“Next time, I suppose I’ll refrain from trying to deceive the duke.”
 
The moment she admitted it, the chain of events in my mind began to align.
 
The reason Adele had snuck out late at night, why she had stayed up in the duchy’s library, and ultimately, why she had gone to the Imperial Library.
 
And why she had been attacked there by the Emperor’s Hand.
 
It was clear now. Adele must have learned of my rebellion plans from the princess.
 
“You told her. About our plans.”
 
At my words, the princess dropped her playful demeanor and looked at me intently. The carefree air around her evaporated.
 
“Your intuition is too sharp for your own good,” she said with a sigh.
 
Her lack of denial only confirmed my suspicions.
 
“Why did you tell her?”
 
“Adele is the key to our plan, isn’t she?”
 
When I nodded, she continued.
 
“Wouldn’t it be stranger if she remained unaware of it?”
 
She wasn’t wrong. As the central figure in the plan, Adele would eventually need to understand her role. However…
 
“There was no need to tell her this early.”
 
My retort made her pause. She tilted her head slightly, as though my words puzzled her. After some thought, she spoke again.
 
“Are you worried Adele might betray you?”
 
“There’s no guarantee she won’t.”
 
“How suspicious of you,” she said with an exasperated sigh.
 
After a moment of thought, she added,
 



 

 
“During the hunting festival, didn’t you save Adele from that catastrophic monster?”
 
“I did.”
 
“Isn’t that enough?
 
What exactly are you so afraid of?”
– – – The End of The Chapter – – –
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            Chapter 35: Tea Party (1)
 
‘What exactly are you so afraid of?’
 
That question felt like a blow to the back of my head.
 
It was true that I saved Adele from a calamity-class monster during the hunting festival. But I dismissed it, relying on the baseless belief that even without me, she would have overcome the situation alone through her infinite regressions.
 
What I failed to realize was that Adele feared death itself. Upon reflecting on the princess’ question, I finally understood the real issue.
 
Adele didn’t distrust me.
 
‘Was it me who lacked trust?’
 
I claimed to want a trusting relationship with her, but I was the one who couldn’t trust her.
 
I could come up with excuses—she could ruin my plans anytime because of her ability to reset time, or she was a larger variable than even the Emperor, forcing me to distrust her.
 
But those were meaningless words. Expecting someone to trust you while you don’t trust them is clearly my fault.
 
Perhaps that’s why, when she first heard of the rebellion from the princess, she didn’t come to me directly. My distrust of her might have been the reason.
 
“You’ve realized it, haven’t you?”
 
The princess smirked.
 
“Ha… It was such a simple thing.”
 
“Simple as it may seem, realizing it is not easy.”
 
“Thank you for the advice.”
 
At my words of gratitude, the princess’ eyes widened slightly in surprise. I frowned at her expression, as if she hadn’t expected it.
 
“What’s with that face?”
 
“Oh, nothing… It’s just…”
 
She hesitated before continuing.
 
“I never thought I’d see the day the Duke would thank me.”
 
Her tone seemed genuine rather than sarcastic, which annoyed me a little.
 
I wanted to retort but decided it would be a waste of time and closed my mouth.
 



 

 
The princess cleared her throat and asked, “So, what will you do now?”
 
“I’ll address it directly.”
 
Satisfied with my answer, the princess nodded.
 
She was undeniably more skilled in human relationships than I was. Having read people’s minds since childhood, it’s no wonder she picked up on my distrust of Adele.
 
At times like this, I wonder if it’s a lie that she can’t read my thoughts. Surely, if she could, she would have reacted immediately to what I just thought.
 
“Good luck.”
 
With a slight nod, I activated a teleportation spell. Blinding white light filled the room, and my vision flipped.
 
The dazzling room from earlier was gone, replaced by the barren halls of the Duke’s residence.
 
Allen, unfazed by my sudden appearance, spoke.
 
“You’ve returned quickly.”
 
“Where is Adele?”
 
Before Allen could respond, Adele opened the door and stepped out. Perhaps she heard her name. She looked up at me with a curious expression.
 
“Is something the matter?”
 
I paused for a moment at her appearance. She was more dressed up than usual, her face adorned with makeup, and she wore an elegant, ornate dress. I was momentarily taken aback by her beauty but tried not to let it show.
 
“Do you have time today?”
 
“Not right now… but later, I might.”
 
Adele lifted her dress slightly as she replied.
 
Now that I think about it, she had mentioned accepting Estelle’s invitation before. It seemed today was the tea party Estelle was hosting.
 
“Let’s talk after you return. It’s something important about the contract.”
 
After a brief hesitation, Adele nodded.
 
“Alright.”
 
“Oh, your necklace is a bit askew.”
 
As I spoke, I approached her. She flinched at the sudden closeness but didn’t push me away, as if trusting me to handle it.
 



 

 
Her reaction made me realize just how much her attitude toward me had changed. In the beginning, she had been wary and prickly, retreating at every interaction. But now, she trusted me enough not to withdraw.
 
While pretending to adjust her ruby necklace, I subtly cast a few spells I had prepared earlier. The gem glowed faintly red as the enchantments activated, unnoticed by her.
 
“It’s done.”
 
“Thank you. It’s my first tea party, so I’m a bit frazzled.”
 
“It’s nothing. Take care.”
 
“Will do.”
 
Adele smiled as she responded. That smile brought back the princess’ earlier question, echoing in my mind alongside the realization: it was me who had failed to trust her from the start.
 
‘I’ve changed so much.’
 
In my previous life, I wasn’t this cautious. Times like this make me marvel at how much I’ve changed. At the same time, I couldn’t help but notice Adele’s purity in contrast.
 
‘Was I ever like that?’
 
Now, having changed so thoroughly, I couldn’t say for certain.
 
****
[Adele’s POV]
 
“Ha…”
 
I was utterly exhausted.
 
It wasn’t just physical fatigue; the mental strain was overwhelming. Even the three deaths I experienced yesterday had been draining enough.
 
But this so-called social gathering, a masquerade of veiled insults, was pushing me to my limits.
 
As someone who had lived in modern society, I could never adapt to such an environment. Subtle jabs disguised as polite conversation were the least of my problems.
 
Seeing a woman who had once spat on me when I collapsed now flip-flopping and fawning over me was…
 
My head didn’t just hurt—it was pounding.
 
“Ugh… damn it.”
 
Clearly, I lacked the talent for navigating social circles. Some young ladies seemed to thrive on subtly tearing others down, drawing energy from it.
 



 

 
But I couldn’t. I had detested gossip in my previous life, so it was even harder for me to endure.
 
“The Duchess has quite a sharp tongue, I see.”
 
Startled, I whipped around to see a man in a deep navy uniform. If I remembered correctly, only the Tower Master was permitted to wear that attire.
 
His silver hair glinted in the sunlight, and his crimson eyes, reminiscent of blood, caught my attention. His face was familiar, but I couldn’t immediately recall his name.
 
“Greetings to the Tower Master.”
 
“There’s no need for such formalities.”
 
Scratching his cheek awkwardly, he dismissed my polite greeting. His casual demeanor and lack of noble etiquette made it easy to deduce his identity.
 
The Tower Master, Rev.
 
If I remember right, he was one of the male leads in the original story who had feelings for Estelle. In my previous life, a friend of mine had been obsessed with Rev, out of the three male leads.
 
If she were here, she’d probably be squealing and tugging at my arm, yelling about how he was her type—handsome and insufferable.
 
“So, what brings you here?”
 
Men weren’t allowed at tea parties.
 
Tea parties were defined as gatherings exclusively for young noblewomen to bond. Yet here he was.
 
Misunderstanding my question, Rev replied nonchalantly, “I was curious about the person everyone’s been talking about.”
 
“I see.”
 
Judging by his casual attitude, he likely didn’t even know that men were prohibited from attending tea parties.
 
Given his commoner background, it wasn’t entirely surprising.
 
“By the way…”
 
Rev’s gaze swept over me before he approached slowly, his interest piqued. He leaned in and inspected my necklace closely, making me feel uncomfortable.
 



 

 
I raised my fan to block his view.
 
Unbothered by my reaction, he continued to scrutinize the necklace.
 
“Interesting. The Duke seems to care about you quite a bit.”
 
“What do you mean by that?”
 
“Defensive magic, detection magic, teleportation magic…”
 
With a snap of his fingers, the necklace glowed red and began to float. Panicking, I grabbed the necklace before it could rise too high.
 
“And even a curse dispel magic? Isn’t that a bit overprotective?”
 
With another snap, the necklace dropped back down.
 
Fuming, I glared at him. No matter how skilled he was, tampering with someone else’s belongings without permission was crossing the line.
 
Noticing my expression, Rev waved his hands apologetically.
 
“Ah, sorry. It was just so fascinating. I didn’t mean to be rude.”
 
“I’m glad you realized that.”
 
He let out an awkward laugh but quickly averted his gaze when our eyes met. After a moment of silence, he sighed and pulled a few gold coins out of thin air.
 
“Would this suffice?”
 
I nearly slapped my forehead in disbelief but restrained myself. For someone as powerful as the Tower Master, his ignorance of noble customs was astounding.
 
If I had been an ordinary noble, his actions could easily have been interpreted as an insult. Fortunately for him, I was an outlier, so I simply found the situation absurd.
 
“I don’t need gold coins. I’ll accept your apology, though.”
 
“But—”
 
“Rev.”
 
A sharp, frosty voice interrupted him from behind me. It was colder than the dead of winter.
 
Turning around, I saw Estelle, arms crossed, glaring at Rev.
 
“What exactly are you doing here?”
 
Before I could say anything, she grabbed his arm and began dragging him away. Caught off guard, Rev didn’t even have time to protest.
 



 

 
‘…He’s completely whipped.’
 
Well, he was in the wrong this time.
 
Not only had he come to a tea party—a space meant exclusively for noblewomen—but he also addressed me informally and tried to compensate for his rudeness with gold coins.
 
The more I thought about it, the more justified Estelle’s actions seemed.
 
‘So this is what they mean by “instant justice.”’
 
For some reason, I felt an odd sense of satisfaction.
– – – The End of The Chapter – – –
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            Chapter 36: Tea Party (2)
 
How long had it been since Estelle dragged Rev away?
 
Standing around waiting felt awkward, so I decided to sit on a nearby bench. A cool breeze passed through the trees, brushing against my face.
 
My bangs fluttered, momentarily obstructing part of my vision. Somehow, the peace calmed my heart, and I closed my eyes for a moment.
 
Over time, the sound of the wind grew softer. When I opened my eyes again, a necklace with a red gemstone caught my attention.
 
‘Didn’t he say this was enchanted?’
 
If what the Tower Master said was true, this necklace was enchanted with not only defensive magic but also detection, teleportation, and even curse magic.
 
I lightly touched it, but I couldn’t sense any mana, which meant the enchantment was incredibly intricate.
 
‘Abel…’
 
Abel had briefly touched my necklace earlier this morning. At the time, I thought he was merely straightening it, but it seems that was just an excuse to cast some magic on it.
 
‘Was he really that worried about me?’
 
I could understand the defensive and teleportation spells, but curse magic? As much as I didn’t want to admit it, the Tower Master was probably right—this was overprotective.
 
But then again, considering my past behavior…
 
‘I guess he had every reason to worry.’
 
At the auction, I recklessly took on a knight’s mysterious attack just to protect Lily. During the hunting festival, I was nearly crushed to death after being pushed back by a monster, even with a shield.
 
Abel didn’t know this, but at the Imperial Library, I nearly died three times. Looking back, I finally realized how reckless I had been.
 
From a third person’s perspective, it must have seemed like I didn’t care whether I lived or died.
 



 

 
“Haa...”
 
It was no wonder Abel was worried. Acting as if I had multiple lives to spare, I must have made him anxious without meaning to. A pang of guilt hit me.
 
‘Let’s try to be more careful from now on.’
 
Click-clack, click-clack.
 
The familiar sound of high heels approached. Turning my head, I saw Estelle standing there with an awkward smile. Rev was nowhere to be seen—she must have sent him off.
 
Well, keeping the Tower Master around at a tea party wouldn’t do much good. From Estelle’s perspective, she’d want to avoid any unnecessary gossip as well.
 
“I’m sorry. Did Rev trouble you?” Estelle asked, bowing deeply.
 
I waved my hand dismissively. I wasn’t the type to hold grudges over such things, and it wasn’t her fault anyway. If anyone was to blame, it was Rev for barging in uninvited.
 
“No, it’s fine. Really.”
 
“That’s a relief...”
 
Even so, Estelle still seemed embarrassed, standing there with her head bowed. The sight made me feel awkward, so I patted the empty space on the bench beside me.
 
“It must be uncomfortable standing there. Why don’t you sit down?”
 
“If you don’t mind, then gladly.”
 
Nodding, she gently took a seat beside me.
 
Silence followed, but Estelle didn’t seem to mind. She sat quietly, lost in thought. The awkward atmosphere began to suffocate me, but just as I was about to speak, she broke the silence first.
 
“What do you think of Rev, Miss Adele?”
 
“What do I think... I don’t know him well enough yet.”
 
To be honest, I didn’t have a favorable impression of him.
 
But I wasn’t the type to badmouth others behind their backs, so I kept that thought to myself. Whether she noticed my hesitation or not, Estelle nodded and fell back into contemplation.
 



 

 
“I see.”
 
Her enigmatic smile puzzled me. Did she think I was interested in Rev? If so, I wanted to clear up the misunderstanding immediately.
 
But since she didn’t press further, it didn’t seem like that was her intent.
 
So why did she ask in the first place? I couldn’t figure out her reason no matter how much I thought about it.
 
Before I could dwell on it any longer, Estelle asked another question.
 
“What about the Crown Prince?”
 
The Crown Prince—original Adele’s love interest.
 
And to me, nothing more than a piece of trash who toyed with my life.
 
‘How did the original story go again?’
 
Adele von Este, daughter of Count Este and the Crown Prince’s fiancée. She became jealous when the Crown Prince fell for Estelle, leading her to commit numerous misdeeds and earn the title of villainess.
 
As a result, the Este family was demoted to a Countship, and Adele was exiled from society, her reputation ruined. She ultimately made a tragic choice, and instead of pitying her, the Crown Prince mocked her in front of Estelle, calling her a fool who clung to love.
 
A friend who loved the original story told me that this was the moment they began to hate the Crown Prince, the only male lead they couldn’t stand.
 
‘How did Adele ever fall for someone like him?’
 
I’d never know the answer. No matter how many times I called out to the original Adele after my transmigration, there was no response.
 
Although I now inhabited her body, I had no interest in the Crown Prince whatsoever. Things only changed when I tried to get closer to Estelle.
 
“I... don’t feel much about him anymore.”
 



 

 
There was a time when I resented the Crown Prince.
 
When I tried to approach Estelle, he schemed to drive me to my death over and over again. I even hated him as I writhed in the agony of those deaths.
 
But during the first banquet I attended with Abel, I saw the Crown Prince’s childish antics and realized something.
 
Why did I ever waste my energy hating someone so pathetic?
 
The turning point was something Abel had said.
 
‘He’s just a fool.’
 
He was right. Objectively speaking, the Crown Prince was a fool. His sword may have been intimidating, but his clumsy swings were no better than a child’s.
 
Thanks to Abel, I could finally see it clearly. Without him, I might have kept fearing and resenting the Crown Prince.
 
All that for a mere tantrum-throwing child.
 
“I’m glad to hear that. I was a little worried.”
 
“Worried?”
 
Estelle fiddled with her wrist for a moment before slowly opening her mouth in response to my question.
 
“I’ve come to know what the Crown Prince did to you.”
 
She sighed, a faint bitterness in her expression, her amber eyes meeting mine. In those eyes, I saw a mixture of worry and guilt.
 
“His actions were truly cruel.”
 
Cruel.
 
She wasn’t wrong.
 
There were countless assassination attempts, frequent poisonings, and even attempts to erase me using bands of mercenaries.
 
Of course, most of it became undone as I repeated regressions. But that didn’t mean the scars I bore vanished.
 
“I never imagined his idea of ‘protecting me’ would involve that.”
 
...So he’d told Estelle that.
 
What an absurd thing to say. Was it because he didn’t want to be hated by the person he loved?
 



 

 
“I’ll apologize on his behalf.”
 
Only now did I understand why Estelle had been so kind to me. Though unintentional, someone had been put in mortal danger because of her existence.
 
The wariness I had held toward her began to ease.
 
“No, there’s no need for that.”
 
This was a matter between me and the Crown Prince. It wasn’t something she could—or should—apologize for.
 
“An apology doesn’t mean anything unless it comes from the person responsible.”
 
“…You’re right. I wasn’t thinking clearly.”
 
Her amber eyes widened momentarily at my words, but she quickly nodded in agreement.
 
“It’s all right. None of this is your fault, Estelle.”
 
I shook my head, reassuring her, but she simply smiled faintly without saying more. Was she feeling guilty on my behalf?
 
The person who should be feeling guilty was the Crown Prince, not her.
 
The silence returned. Estelle seemed lost in thought, quietly mulling something over.
 
To shift the atmosphere, I decided to ask a question first.
 
“Um... what do you think of His Majesty the Emperor?”
 
“His Majesty...?”
 
Her expression tensed slightly, and for a moment, I flinched.
 
Who would’ve thought my attempt to change the topic would land on a minefield?
 
Just as I was about to redirect the conversation, Estelle looked at me again.
 
There was something strange in her amber eyes.
 
It wasn’t quite anger—it was too calm for that.
 
It wasn’t hatred—it was too serene.
 
Nor was it sorrow—it was too quiet.
 
Her expression was laced with an ambiguous emotion that I couldn’t quite place.
 
Before I could gather the courage to ask, she spoke first.
 
“Do you know where His Majesty is originally from?”
 
“I’m not sure,” I replied honestly.
 
“The capital of the Kingdom of Prilecha, Arc.”
 



 

 
The name sounded familiar. I was sure I’d heard it in a history lesson.
 
“That kingdom... could it be...”
 
“Yes, it was destroyed long ago by the Arie Empire.”
 
The fragmented memory returned. I recalled hearing during one of Allen’s empire history lessons that the Kingdom of Prilecha was once the most powerful kingdom outside the Arie Empire.
 
If I remembered correctly, the Kingdom of Prilecha fell in the Imperial Year 1014, twelve years after the current emperor’s coronation in Imperial Year 1002.
 
Suddenly, something felt off.
 
The current emperor’s birthplace was the Kingdom of Prilecha. But the kingdom was destroyed by the Arie Empire twelve years after he ascended the throne.
 
“Did you figure it out?” Estelle asked, her smile faint but unmistakable.
 
A chill ran down my spine at her expression.
 
“…What are you saying?”
 
The emperor destroyed his own homeland with his own hands? For what reason?
 
No—how did someone born in the Kingdom of Prilecha even become the emperor of the Arie Empire in the first place?
 
“Surely not...”
 
“Shh.”
 
“…Estelle?”
 
“Did that help you figure out anything?” she asked, her smile deepening as she spoke.
– – – The End of The Chapter – – –
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            Chapter 37: The Contract (1)
 
My mind was a mess.
 
It was good that I finally understood why Estelle had shown me a favor that wasn’t really a favor. The problem was figuring out how she had interpreted the intent behind my question.
 
There was no way she possessed the kind of ability to read minds, like a princess from a fairy tale.
 
‘Haa…’
 
Pressing my throbbing temples, I exhaled deeply.
 
The situation was far more complicated than it had been in the early days of possessing Adele’s body. Back then, all I needed to worry about was preserving my life. But now…
 
It felt like I was being swept up in a massive current—one too strong to resist or escape from.
 
“We’ve arrived.”
 
Lost in my thoughts, I was pulled back to reality by the coachman’s voice. Shaking my head to clear my mind, I opened the carriage door.
 
An all-too-familiar face greeted me. Gray hair, silver eyes, and scars around his eyes.
 
“…Abel?”
 
I was momentarily taken aback by his casual gesture to help me out of the carriage, but I soon reached out and took his hand as though it were the most natural thing in the world.
 
Though I was accustomed to being escorted by Abel, I still struggled to make sense of the situation.
 
As I descended from the carriage with his help, the familiar scent of roses greeted me, clearing my mind ever so slightly.
 
It was like the comforting feeling of returning home after a long day at work and breathing in the scent of familiarity.
 
‘How curious.’
 
I had only been staying here for a few months, yet it already felt this way. I’d never experienced such a sensation at the Count Este’s residence—my supposed home.
 
Perhaps it was because that house wasn’t truly mine. It had been Adele’s before I possessed her, after all.
 



 

 
“Are you alright?” Abel asked, his voice tinged with concern.
 
“Yes, I’m fine.”
 
“Good to hear,” he replied curtly, before taking the lead.
 
I followed closely behind, my eyes wandering to the scenery of the garden. My gaze eventually settled on Abel’s back.
 
He walked at a pace that was neither too fast nor too slow. His stride seemed resolute, yet there was an inexplicable heaviness in the way his shoulders moved.
 
Was it because I had grown fond of him in ways I hadn’t realized?
 
“How was the tea party?”
 
“Nothing special,” I replied.
 
“Sounds like it didn’t go well,” he said, drawing an astute conclusion that left me momentarily speechless.
 
He was right—the party hadn’t been enjoyable. I still struggled to adapt to the mask-wearing games of high society. But how had Abel noticed?
 
Perhaps my confusion was evident on my face, as Abel chuckled and said, “I’ve never seen you smile after describing something as ‘nothing special.’”
 
“Well… you’re not wrong,” I admitted.
 
Describing things as “nothing special” had become a habit—something I said to avoid worrying my parents or close friends. What surprised me was that Abel had picked up on it.
 
“This will do,” he said suddenly, stopping in the middle of a garden path.
 
Stretching out his hand into the air, he summoned a massive surge of mana that burst forth like a tidal wave.
 
“What—”
 
Before I could finish my sentence, a white magic circle unfurled on the ground, as though it had been stamped into existence.
 
There was no time to marvel at the sight before my vision was swallowed by darkness.
 
Vrrrm…
 
A faint vibration rippled through the air, and the garden scenery vanished.
 



 

 
“This is…”
 
“My subspace. What we’re about to discuss cannot leave this place,” Abel said.
 
His subspace—a realm separate from the outside world. I turned my head, scanning the surroundings. Darkness enveloped us in every direction, leaving nothing visible except Abel and me.
 
Though I wasn’t well-versed in magic, I could sense how extraordinary this spell was.
 
“Are you feeling dizzy?”
 
“No? Not really.”
 
“That’s good. You don’t seem particularly sensitive to mana.”
 
Sensitive? He wasn’t wrong. If I were more attuned to mana, the immense flow he had just released might have left me nauseous.
 
“Here are the marks of our contract.”
 
Vrrrm…
 
At his words, two sheets of paper fluttered to the ground.
 
Contract marks? Was he referring to a contract document? If it was about our contract marriage, I already had the paperwork in my desk drawer at the Este residence.
 
I picked up one of the papers and unfolded it, only to find a blank, white sheet staring back at me. This was different from the densely packed contract I had seen when we first met.
 
Raising my head, I saw Abel holding the other sheet. Before I could ask, he began to speak.
 
“I told you this was about an important matter regarding the contract.”
 
He had mentioned that this morning. But I had assumed it was something straightforward, like an extension or revision of the existing terms. Clearly, I was mistaken.
 
“Rebellion against the imperial family.”
 
At the words Abel spoke so casually, I flinched in shock. He smirked at my reaction and continued, “Why are you so startled? I suppose it’s my fault for not warning you in advance.”
 
“Wait… does that mean…”
 
Fragments of the contract’s terms floated through my mind. I had read and re-read them so many times that I practically knew them by heart.
 



 

 
Abel von Hardenberg shall serve as Adele von Este’s fiancé for one year and provide her with assistance as necessary.
 
In return, the Este merchant guild’s exclusive rights shall be granted to the Hardenberg family for one year.
 
If needed, the contract may be extended or terminated upon mutual agreement, provided both parties are of sound mind.
 
“Is this… the ‘if needed’ clause you’re referring to?”
 
Abel smiled slyly.
 
My head couldn’t keep up. The Abel I knew—calculating, meticulous, the same Abel who had written the contract before even meeting me—was now casually admitting to violating its terms.
 
The very man who had risen to power in the original story through his thorough and shadowy nature was now discussing rebellion as if it were a minor detail.
 
“Why… why are you telling me this so easily?”
 
“You seem very shocked,” he observed with amusement.
 
“Of course I’m shocked!”
 
Without realizing it, I raised my voice, then quickly covered my mouth. Abel, unfazed by my reaction, continued speaking in his usual indifferent tone.
 
“The rules are simple.”
 
A pure white flame ignited in the center of the paper. Soon, the word contract appeared in bold black letters, floating on the surface. Abel snapped his fingers, and the flame began to dance across the sheet.
 
‘An artifact… is it?’
 
Did such artifacts exist in the Duke’s household? Then again, considering how ancient his family was, it wouldn’t be surprising if they had something like this.
 
The flame, which had been blazing brightly, soon subsided. The original contract terms I had seen when we first met appeared on the paper. They were identical to what I remembered—word for word.
 



 

 
“Each party is allowed three opportunities to add, modify, or remove clauses.”
 
As soon as Abel finished speaking, the number 3 appeared in the corner of the paper.
 
‘So that’s the number of changes we’re allowed?’
 
Looking up, I saw him carefully examining the document.
 
“What do you think? This seems fair enough, doesn’t it?”
 
“Yes, it does.”
 
He was right. It was a fair and reasonable system. Even if one party added an unfair clause, the other had the option to modify or remove it. Similarly, neither of us could impose overly unreasonable demands on the other.
 
Abel must have designed these rules with such balance in mind—a deliberate attempt to renegotiate the contract as equals.
 
“Let’s begin.”
 
Vrrrm…
 
A faint vibration emanated from the paper. Abel spoke first.
 
“I will add a clause: Adele von Este shall cooperate with Abel von Hardenberg in rebellion when necessary.”
 
The white flame moved across the paper, writing out the exact words he had spoken. Just like that, a fourth clause was added to the contract.
 
“Now it’s your turn, Adele.”
 
“I…”
 
Cooperate in rebellion, he said. Even with the condition of “when necessary,” the clause essentially obligated me to assist in rebellion when the need arose.
 
Considering the rules of the contract, this was more of a proposal than a definitive clause. Since I also had the right to modify, remove, or add clauses, his suggestion wasn’t entirely unfair. That must have been what he meant by calling it fair.
 
“I’ll add a clause. The term ‘when necessary’ in the above clause shall mean an agreement reached by both parties.”
 
The number 3 in the corner of my paper changed to 2. At the same time, the fifth clause was added to both my and Abel’s documents, accompanied by the white flame.
 



 

 
Abel, observing the process silently, spoke again.
 
“I will modify the fifth clause: mutual agreement shall only be valid when both parties are in a sound state of mind.”
 
“That’s…”
 
For a moment, I realized my oversight. I had completely forgotten about the existence of mental manipulation magic in this world.
 
“You’re still inexperienced. When drafting contracts, always account for mental magic.”
 
“You’re right.”
 
I nodded slightly, acknowledging his advice. Failing to consider mental magic had been my mistake.
 
Still, the fact that he used up one of his opportunities to fix that clause for me…
 
‘Does that mean he trusts me?’
 
Abel now had only one opportunity left, while I had two. In this situation, if I proposed two unreasonable clauses, he wouldn’t have the chance to block both. Yet he willingly spent one of his chances.
 
That realization left me feeling… strangely conflicted.
– – – The End of The Chapter – – –
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            Chapter 38: The Contract (2)
 
The contract continued.
 
Now, I only had two chances left.
 
I had no intention of altering the existing clauses. While they had been written unilaterally by Abel von Hardenberg, they weren’t unreasonable.
 
What remained was adding new clauses to the contract.
 
“I’ll add a clause. Abel von Hardenberg will provide Adele von Este with as much information about the Imperial Family as possible.”
 
As soon as I spoke, the number decreased to 1. A white flame etched the clause I had suggested as the sixth clause.
 
Abel, who had been silently observing, lowered the paper he was holding slightly.
 
“I’ll delete the sixth clause.”
 
Before his words had even fully registered, the letters burned white and disappeared. Startled by his sudden decision, I looked at him.
 
When I met his gaze, questioning and confused, he slowly shook his head.
 
“Any secret about the Imperial Family becomes distorted the moment it is spoken.”
 
“What… does that mean?”
 
What was he talking about? I tilted my head in confusion and stared at him.
 
“It means exactly what it sounds like. For example…”
 
Abel paused briefly before continuing.
 
“□■□□□■■■■”
 
The incomprehensible sounds that flowed from his mouth made me freeze. The strange language rang in my ears, leaving my head in disarray.
 
Startled by the chilling sensation that seemed to pierce my brain, I instinctively covered my ears with both hands. Abel, watching me, stopped speaking.
 
The buzzing sound lingered, still tormenting me.
 
“What on earth…?”
 
“It’s less distorted because we’re in subspace.”
 
“This is less distorted?”
 
If that was the case, what would it sound like in reality? The sounds I had just heard were already deeply unpleasant.
 
Was this what he meant when he said secrets about the Imperial Family couldn’t be spoken? It seemed no one could understand it anyway, and it only caused discomfort.
 



 

 
But that led to another contradiction.
 
“How is the princess able to speak of secrets then?”
 
I distinctly remembered her explaining the Emperor’s hand to me in the library. If Abel’s words were true, shouldn’t the princess also be unable to speak of such secrets?
 
At my question, Abel shook his head again.
 
“The royal family is an exception. Otherwise, even the Emperor would be bound.”
 
An exception?
 
Then, Estelle talking about the Emperor to me made sense.
 
‘…Wait, could it be?’
 
I recalled the last conversation I had with her.
 
“Do you happen to know where His Majesty the Emperor is from?”
 
“The capital of the Kingdom of Priletcha, Arc.”
 
“That’s correct. It’s been a long time since it was destroyed by the Arie Empire.”
 
“Does that give you a little hint?”
 
Come to think of it, she never directly mentioned any suspicions about the Imperial Family. She only hinted at it by talking about the Emperor’s homeland.
 
The fact that the Emperor had destroyed his own homeland was something I deduced through knowledge of imperial history.
 
When Estelle said “a little hint,” perhaps that’s what she meant.
 
Now, with my questions answered, everything started to fall into place.
 
“One chance remains,” Abel said, pulling me from my thoughts.
 
I shook my head to clear my mind. The information about the Imperial Family could be organized later. What mattered now was completing the contract with him.
 
I had one last chance to alter the clauses.
 
As I pondered what clause to add, an idea came to me.
 
It might seem a bit underhanded, but as long as I didn’t cross the line, it should be fine.
 
“I’ll add a clause. Abel von Hardenberg must fulfill Adele von Este’s requests up to three times.”
 



 

 
“Oh?”
 
Abel crossed his arms and looked at me with interest. Feeling uneasy under his gaze, I avoided his eyes, and he chuckled softly.
 
“Surprisingly greedy, aren’t you?”
 
“Is that okay?”
 
“Well, it’s not impossible,” he replied.
 
Relieved by his response, I sighed quietly.
 
It was like asking a genie to grant more wishes—a request to increase the number of wishes.
 
I had been worried he might dislike it, but it seemed my concern was unnecessary.
 
The white flame began to inscribe the sixth clause onto the paper. At the same time, the number dropped to 0 and then completely disappeared.
 
Abel skimmed through the contract and then spoke.
 
“The terms of the contract are as follows:
 
First, Abel von Hardenberg will act as Adele von Este’s fiancé for one year and support her as much as possible.
 
Second, in return, the Hardenberg family will gain exclusive rights to the Este family’s trade guild for one year.
 
Third, the contract can be extended or canceled as needed, with mutual agreement. At such times, both parties must be of sound mind.
 
Fourth, Adele von Este will assist Abel von Hardenberg in rebellion if necessary.
 
Fifth, the term “if necessary” refers to instances where mutual agreement is reached while both parties are of sound mind.
 
Sixth, Abel von Hardenberg will fulfill Adele von Este’s requests up to three times.
 
“Is that satisfactory?”
 
“Yes.”
 
Having three opportunities to receive Abel’s help was more than enough.
 
The reason I limited it to three was that I didn’t want to provoke his ire. After all, I had only said “three times” on a whim.
 
“The contract is ready.”
 
The paper in his hand fluttered as it flew into the air. The two papers intertwined in the center and merged into one.
 



 

 
Eventually, a small golden chest appeared before us.
 
“This is…”
 
The sight of the chest, radiating a sacred aura, made me swallow involuntarily.
 
Abel approached the chest slowly and drew a dagger from within his coat.
 
Swish.
 
Without a moment’s hesitation, he sliced his finger. Abel’s expression didn’t flinch as blood dripped steadily from the wound, flowing onto the golden chest.
 
The droplets soaked into the chest, which began to glow with a white light.
 
“Are you alright with this?” he asked.
 
“Yes,” I replied. Seeing blood was nothing new for me, and it wasn’t particularly frightening.
 
As I stepped closer to the chest, Abel handed me the dagger.
 
Taking it from him, I mimicked his actions and cut my finger. A sharp sting accompanied the flow of blood down my hand.
 
If it were me from before my brush with death, I might have screamed, but now, I felt only numb acceptance.
 
I held my hand over the chest, letting the droplets fall. The blood soaked into the chest, which then began to emit a crimson glow.
 
Wooong…
 
A faint vibrating sound echoed as the chest started to dissolve into particles of light.
 
“The contract is complete,” Abel said.
 
The glowing particles gathered on the back of my right hand, forming a pure white pattern. A searing pain, as though my skin was being branded, made me wince involuntarily.
 
In a few moments, the pattern was fully formed and began to shine brightly.
 
“This is...”
 
A white sigil made up of three distinct strokes.
 
“The symbol of the contract is an artifact passed down through the Hardenberg family for generations,” Abel explained.
 
It was an artifact of absolute power in enforcing contracts. As long as the conditions were met, it could compel the contractor to perform any act.
 



 

 
“The conditions are simple.”
 
Both parties must perceive the contract as fair.
 
Neither party must betray the other’s trust during the process of the contract.
 
On the surface, it seemed simple enough, but they weren’t easy conditions to fulfill. Without mutual trust, forming a contract was impossible to begin with.
 
“Then this sigil means...” I asked.
 
“It grants you the right to make requests of me,” Abel replied. “As long as it doesn’t concern life or death, you can ask for anything.”
 
That made sense. The artifact sought fairness, so it wouldn’t allow commands involving life and death.
 
Not that I had any intention of making such demands in the first place.
 
Wooong…
 
Cracks of white light appeared in the black space, which then shattered into fragments.
 
The familiar scenery of the garden returned to view.
 
I looked down at the sigil on the back of my hand, then turned to Abel. With this, I now had three requests I could make of him.
 
“You have three chances.”
 
“Yes.”
 
“How you use them is up to you.”
 
Three chances.
 
A sudden thought crossed my mind.
 
What would happen if I used one of the chances and then went back in time?
 
Would the granted request be undone, and the sigil reset? Or would it remain as is?
 
I had no intention of testing it. If the sigil didn’t reset, it would be a waste of one of my opportunities.
 
Besides, the contract’s symbol was essentially an artifact belonging to the Hardenberg family. There was no telling if time manipulation would even affect it.
 
“By the way, is there a reason you specifically chose three chances?” Abel asked suddenly.
 



 

 
I froze at his question. His head tilted slightly, his curiosity genuine. I hesitated for a moment, unsure if I should answer.
 
“Well…”
 
Did I really need to say it?
 
If I did, he’d definitely tease me. If I didn’t, he’d find another way to mock me.
 
“Because I thought you might dislike it if I asked for more,” I finally admitted.
 
“…I see.”
 
Abel seemed momentarily taken aback by my answer.
 
When I glanced at him, his lips were faintly curved into a smile. I frowned and glared at him, only for his smile to grow wider.
 
“How thoughtful of you. Who knew our dear Adele had such a soft side?”
 
“...Shut up.”
 
This was exactly why I didn’t want to say it.
 
Whether he understood my thoughts or not, Abel only laughed quietly.
 
His reaction, far subtler than his usual teasing, was somehow even more infuriating.
 
“…I’ll be leaving now,” I said curtly.
 
“Very well. Let’s meet again soon.”
 
Before he could finish his sentence, I turned on my heel and strode off.
 
Really, he was an insufferable man in every way.
– – – The End of The Chapter – – –
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            Chapter 39: The Train (1)


Arc.


Once a port city and the final capital of the Kingdom of Priletcha, it is now part of the Duchy of Hardenberg and serves as the trading hub of the Arie Empire.


While it’s called a trade hub, it could just as easily be described as a melting pot of misfits and troublemakers.


Pickpockets and robbers are common, but they’re just the beginning. The city teems with slave traders, human traffickers, and individuals dealing in the worst kinds of business. In the story, it’s also the place where Adele was kidnapped and sold into slavery.


And yet…


“You want to come with me?”


“Yes.”


Adele’s confident gaze met mine, and my head began to ache. The fact that she was kidnapped in the original story is something only I know, but still... Why does she insist on going to a city that’s practically a haven for crime?


When I asked her directly, she gave me an unexpectedly simple answer.


“Because it’s the Emperor’s hometown.”


“Ha...”


Her reasoning wasn’t necessarily flawed. She couldn’t hear imperial secrets from someone else, so she wanted to see for herself. Fair enough.


The problem, however, was the inherent danger of Arc itself.


Before the Kingdom of Priletcha fell, it burned Arc to the ground in an attempt to deal a final blow to the Arie Empire. The destruction left the city in ruins, turning it into a shadow of its former self—a seedy underbelly of crime.


Although the Emperor ordered the city rebuilt, it wasn’t possible to restore the humanity of those who lived there.


‘Does she not know about Arc’s infamy?’


When I looked back at Adele, her bright, curious eyes told me she was oblivious. She didn’t seem to have the faintest idea about the city’s reputation.
 



 



“Is it not possible to go?”


“Arc is crawling with crime of every kind,” I explained.


“Ah...”


She nodded, appearing to understand, but then shook her head and retorted.


“But I have Evan with me, don’t I?”


Evan.


A knight at the peak of Sword Expert, just shy of Swordmaster. With his level of aura alone, there were few who could rival him. He could probably even overpower the Crown Prince, a Swordmaster himself.


The fact that he couldn’t protect Adel during the Hunting Festival wasn’t entirely his fault—it was more due to the imperial family’s meddling with monsters.


With Evan by her side, there was some reassurance, true.


‘However...’


Her complacent attitude was the real issue. I had thought she’d improved recently, but it seems old habits die hard.


She’d thrown herself in harm’s way multiple times: blocking Luke’s attack to protect Lily, almost falling to her death at the Hunting Festival... Despite experiencing countless life-threatening moments, she hadn’t changed.


Though she disliked her regression ability, ironically, no one relied on it more than she did.


“Fine.”


This time, I decided to let her be. If things got truly dangerous, she could always call me through the sigil. That was why I accepted her offer for those “three chances” she suggested—to prepare for the possibility of her getting trapped in an endless loop.


“Really?”


Adele’s face lit up instantly. Had she assumed I’d refuse? She looked more excited than a child stumbling upon a lucky coin.


“Yes, really.”


“Yay!”


“Ahem.”


She was so ecstatic she didn’t even notice the glare from Allen.


“Get ready.”


“What?”


Adele tilted her head, surprised. Did she not expect us to leave immediately?
 



 



“We’re going to Arc right now.”


“Already?”


Her voice carried a hint of complaint, but I shook my head.


“I don’t have time after the next few days.”


I had worked tirelessly to clear my schedule, leaving just enough time to make this trip possible. Allen would handle the remaining administrative tasks, so I had no major worries. My focus now was on making the most of these few days.


“What should I prepare, then?”


“Light clothes, a change of outfit, and...”


I opened my subspace and reached inside. After rummaging through countless trinkets, I finally found what I was looking for.


“This.”


“What’s this?”


A necklace inlaid with a pristine white gem—a relic I had picked up at an imperial auction by chance.


“It’s an artifact, useful for disguises.”


The artifact would instantly reverse the user’s hair and eye color. Of course, it didn’t include the more critical effects of a proper disguise, such as perception hindrance, which made it somewhat useless and relegated it to a forgotten corner of my subspace.


“All I have to do is wear it?”


“That’s right.”


Adele cautiously fastened the necklace around her neck. When nothing happened immediately, she tilted her head in confusion.


The artifact hung around her neck vibrated briefly before it began absorbing her mana.


Wuuuung…


Her black hair, which had been tied back, started turning a silvery shade, while her ruby-red eyes transformed into a sapphire blue. I froze for a moment, taken aback by her drastically changed appearance.


Her beauty, though shocking in a different way, was undeniable.


“Um… did something change?”


Adele looked perplexed, as though she couldn’t see any noticeable differences. However, from my perspective, the change was significant.


Her sharp, villainous aura had mellowed into a serene, almost saint-like atmosphere, thanks to her now-blue eyes.
 



 



I had thought this artifact’s abilities were rather lackluster, but I hadn’t expected it to alter someone’s appearance this dramatically. Spending 300 gold on it was suddenly worth it.


“Allen.”


“Yes, sir.”


“Bring a mirror.”


“Understood.”


Allen bowed his head and exited the room. Adele watched him leave, a question mark practically floating over her head.


“Did I really change?”


“You’ve changed a lot.”


If her previous vibe was that of a sharp-tongued villainess, she now looked like a saint with something to hide.


Adele crossed her arms, pouting at my comment. “What kind of comparison is that?”


“It’s exactly what I said. You’ll understand when you see it for yourself in the mirror.”


“I’ve brought it.”


Allen returned, carefully setting down the full-length mirror. Adele hurriedly approached it, letting out a soft gasp when she saw her reflection.


Her reaction was understandable. The woman staring back at her in the mirror was a completely different person. Her lips, slightly parted in surprise, didn’t seem like they’d close anytime soon.


“Wow...”


Adele let out several soft exclamations as she turned from side to side, marveling at her reflection.


“It’s just as you said.”


She nodded slightly, as though my earlier comparison now made sense to her.


“You really do look like you went from a villainess to a shady saint!”


“What? What are you saying?”


Allen’s voice rose slightly, clearly flustered by my remark. He turned to me, his gaze filled with his usual sternness, which made me avert my eyes instinctively.


“Your Grace.”


“...What is it?”


“There are things one should never say to a lady.”


“Understood.”


I nodded at Allen’s advice, and he said no more. He probably knew there wasn’t much point in lecturing me further.
 



 



When I glanced at Adele again, I caught her sticking her tongue out, making sure we couldn’t see her.


I suppose I should be more careful with my words next time—especially around this tattletale.


****


Clack clack.


The train’s rhythmic noise filled my ears as the scenery outside the window zipped by faster than I’d expected. The speed wasn’t much different from the subways I’d ridden in my past life.


This, too, must be the power of magical engineering. I had marveled at it before, like when carriages scaled the steep mountain paths during the Hunting Festival.


The development of this world felt strangely asymmetrical—some aspects rivaled modern technology, while others lagged behind the Middle Ages.


‘What a peculiar world.’


Shaking off my idle thoughts, I turned to see Lily sitting beside me, drooling onto my shoulder as she leaned against me.


I couldn’t help but chuckle softly at the sight. Considering how long we’d been sitting, it made sense she was exhausted.


Across from me sat Abel, quietly engrossed in a book.


‘He seems at ease.’


The peaceful atmosphere of the train, combined with Abel’s composed demeanor, created a strangely satisfying scene.


Perhaps it felt odd because I’d never seen him so relaxed before. Yet, it was oddly reassuring.


I turned back to the window.


In the faint reflection on the glass, I saw the image of a woman with silvery hair and ocean-blue eyes. The unfamiliar appearance was one I’d have to grow accustomed to while in Arc.


‘The ocean, huh...’


In my past life, I hadn’t even managed to visit the sea. I was too busy juggling part-time jobs and studying. I had even turned down invitations from friends to go with them.
 



 



Looking back, what was so important about those part-time jobs that I refused their offers? I could’ve found another job, and studying could’ve waited.


A small pang of regret stirred within me.


‘Maybe I should ask Abel to visit the ocean with me.’


The thought crossed my mind briefly, but I shook my head. It didn’t seem like something he’d agree to.


Still, if we did end up going together…


It might actually be fun.
– – – The End of The Chapter – – –
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            Chapter 40: The Train (2)


‘How boring.’


Grabbing a random book to pass the time had been a mistake. Out of all the books available, I had to pick one about religion and theology.


The title ‘God Is Gone’ made it seem like some kind of fantasy novel, but that wasn’t the case at all.


It was nothing but theoretical discussions and fundamental principles about religion. As someone who was practically an atheist, this book had nothing of interest for me.


I closed the book and set it down on the table.


Lifting my head slightly, I saw Adele and Lily leaning against each other, fast asleep. They must have been exhausted.


Watching them, I realized I wasn’t as bored as I had thought.


‘It’s been a while since things felt this peaceful.’


A drowsy feeling crept up on me as I watched them.


Of course, this brief moment of peace didn’t last long.


Vwoooom…


‘A flag, huh.’


A bad omen appeared in my pre-cast detection magic.


It wasn’t surprising. There was no way the Empire’s eyes wouldn’t reach this far.


Still, the fact that my prediction was spot-on was a little absurd.


Vwoooom…


I roused the mana flowing within me.


A refreshing sensation washed over my body as my senses expanded. I was using mana as an extension of my perception.


Soon, an image of the train formed in my mind—


The strong wind rushing past, the leaves drifting down, the mana engine burning brightly.


A flood of information rushed into my brain. I filtered out most of it and focused solely on the train tracks.


The disturbance detected by my spell was on the tracks.


‘That’s…’


A man stood there.


A massive figure with his arms crossed, silently staring at the train.


A name from the original story surfaced in my mind.
 



 



‘No way… is it him?’


I cast teleportation and appeared atop the train.


My vision shifted, revealing a red-haired man. His face, arms, legs—even the corners of his eyes—were covered in rough scars.


He measured the distance between himself and the train with his fingers before taking a deep breath.


“Hooop.”


With a short exhale, he extended his hand toward the train.


His fist sliced through the air, advancing slowly.


The ridiculousness of the act made me chuckle involuntarily.


BOOM!


His punch pierced the front of the train.


With a deafening roar, he was pushed back along the tracks, thick veins bulging on his forehead.


His feet dug deep into the ground, leaving rough marks on the railway.


Screeeech…


The gears driving the train’s wheels screeched in protest. Sparks flew as metal ground against metal, producing an unpleasant noise.


The train’s speed was visibly slowing.


Strength alone, without using aura, was stopping an entire train.


I had my doubts, but now there was no mistaking it.


Screeeeech!


The agonizing shriek made me frown.


The train, already slowing, came to a complete stop with a final, exhausted hiss.


“Haah… still got it.”


The man pulled his fist from the train’s center and rotated his wrist.


Then, as if simply stretching after a workout, he rolled his shoulders and loosened up his body.


Catching his breath, he scanned his surroundings before locking eyes with me.


“Oh?”


Fwoosh.


I heard the sound of wind whipping past my ears.


BOOM!


A fist halted just inches from my face.


The force of his leap made the train shake slightly. My slightly disheveled hair was tossed around violently.


“Hah. Impressive. You actually blocked that.”


“Who are you?”


“Haha, who else would I be? I’m the bandit leader, of course.”
 



 



A bandit leader, huh.


I couldn’t hold back my scoff.


What kind of bandit stops a train with his bare hands?


I’d never heard of a bandit who could throw a punch faster than I could react.


If the world were truly filled with bandit leaders like this, the Empire would have been conquered by bandits long ago.


“The Emperor’s Blade, Katra.”


His pupils trembled slightly at my words.


Did he really think he could fool me?


I didn’t let the brief hesitation go to waste.


Boom!


A hammer-shaped spatial spell sent him flying.


Catching him off guard, the impact slammed him onto the tracks.


Dust erupted into the air, momentarily concealing him from view.


“Hah… just like the rumors say. Duke Hardenberg.”


‘So he’s already showing his true colors.’


The red-haired man emerged from the dust cloud, stepping forward at a leisurely pace.


Katra.


A warrior from a barbarian tribe that had been annihilated by the Empire.


Through sheer combat prowess alone, he became the Emperor’s Blade—an absolute monster.


Even in the original story, he was strong enough to fight Abel on equal footing.


But more than his brute strength, the real problem was something else.


He was a battle junkie.


“I hate people who just run their mouths.”


He cracked his knuckles, locking eyes with me.


Then, crimson aura flared around his body.


So up until now, he hadn’t even used aura? He stopped a train using nothing but raw physical strength?


His power was on an entirely different level from anything I had encountered before.


“What a coincidence. I don’t like pointless chatter either.”


“Then let’s fight.”


A crimson gleam flashed in his eyes.


Before I could even react, his fist was right in front of me.
 



 



But just before impact—within mere inches—it stopped.


Physically speaking, Katra was superior to me.


But my primary weapon wasn’t my body.


It was magic.


His unrefined fists could never break through it.


BOOM!


A flurry of punches came flying at me—pure physical force, reinforced only by aura.


Yet, each and every strike was nullified right before my eyes.


“What the hell is this trick?”


Katra’s face twisted in frustration.


His attacks were powerful enough to make the veins in his arms bulge, yet none of them could reach me.


“It’s just ordinary magic.”


A spell that controlled the very fabric of space.


It was a level that Abel, in the original story, had never managed to reach.


I didn’t even need to move my hands—just my will alone was enough to dominate space itself. And by doing so, I could nullify any form of energy within it.


In other words, I was Katra’s perfect counter.


“Hah. This is getting interesting.”


He scoffed and took a step back.


“I didn’t want to resort to underhanded methods, but…”


The moment Katra snapped his fingers, black-masked men materialized from the shadows.


They hadn’t just been hiding. If that were the case, I would have noticed them earlier.


This was something else—something closer to teleportation.


‘Artifacts, maybe?’


No, there was no time to analyze.


If I hesitated, Adele would be in danger.


The masked figures shattered the train windows and stormed inside.


The Emperor’s Hand.


The moment that name flashed in my mind, I teleported.


The scene inside the train shifted into view.


Screams stabbed into my eardrums. The windows were already drenched in blood.


Anyone who resisted, even slightly, had been executed in an instant.
 



 



It was an absolute massacre.


“Lily, stay behind.”


Adele had already deployed a shield, calmly fending off the assassins. Though, from the looks of it, she was barely holding on.


BOOM!


I reached out, and one of the assassins was launched into the ceiling.


With a sickening pop, his head burst like a watermelon, scattering unrecognizable fragments everywhere.


I used magic to wipe the blood splattered on Adele’s shield.


She turned toward me, eyes wide in shock, before hastily grabbing my hand.


“Abel! What is going on?!”


Her voice, uncharacteristically high, betrayed her panic.


“We’re under attack. And the one behind it is obvious.”


As I answered, I extended my right hand toward an enemy lunging at me with a sword.


An invisible hammer slammed into him, sending him crashing against the seats before he was flung straight out of the train.


“...How did you know?”


“Who knows?” I shrugged.


Saying I didn’t know would be a lie.


But there was no need to explain right now.


Besides, it was classified imperial information—I couldn’t reveal it even if I wanted to.


“More importantly, are you okay?”


“Yes, I’m fine. But…”


Adele hesitated, glancing to the side.


Urk…


There, Lily was crouched, clutching her mouth as she dry-heaved.


Adele patted Lily’s shoulder, trying to comfort her.


“Lily’s not handling this well, so…”


She trailed off, suddenly sensing something behind her.


BOOM!


The train door flew off its hinges, slamming straight into the assassin who had been creeping up on her.


With a sickening crunch, the door and the assassin both embedded themselves into the ceiling.


I turned my head—


Standing there was Evan, his sword wreathed in a blue aura.


“My apologies, Duke. I’m a little late.”


Blood dripped down his forehead as he caught his breath.
 



 



Though he was covered in red, most of it didn’t seem to be his own.


A quick mana scan confirmed that his condition wasn’t too bad.


“Evan, protect her—”


Before I could finish my sentence, my instincts screamed a warning.


A blinding white magic circle flared in my vision.


An overwhelming force surged from beyond the spell.


If I had reacted even a second later, both Lily and Adele’s heads would have been separated from their bodies.


The chilling realization sent shivers down my spine.


“Hah. You actually blocked that?”


“What… is this…?”


Adele, having witnessed the attack up close, collapsed onto the floor, her legs giving out.


Katra, however, remained unfazed.


He simply locked eyes with me, unbothered.


“Well then, let’s start round two, Duke.”


Scarlet aura erupted from his body, flaring like wildfire.
 – – The End of The Chapter – – 
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            Chapter 41: The Train (3)


“Evan, take Adele and run.”


“Understood.”


At my command, Evan immediately nodded and took Adele and Lily with him.


A brutal impact echoed as a fist and magic circle clashed.


Boom!


With a thunderous sound, one of the magic circles shattered.


Was he destroying magic itself using just aura and sheer force? It was an unrefined method, but undeniably effective.


“Haaaaaa!”


With a powerful battle cry, Katra smashed another magic circle with his fist.


A relentless barrage followed, his next strike aimed straight at my chest.


Yet—


It stopped just a hand’s width away from landing.


His expression twisted again at the sight.


“Again with this nonsense.”


“Calculation Deployment.”


Dozens of white magic circles unfolded in the air.


Katra, watching them, took a slow breath in. Then, crimson aura began to swirl around his entire body.


“Strike.”


“Haaaaa!”


Countless spears shot toward him.


With a short, sharp exhale, crimson afterimages filled my vision.


The next moment, the spears were all shattered.


Standing in the middle of the destruction, Katra exhaled a white breath and spoke.


“Is that all you’ve got?”


Just covering himself in aura gave him this level of reaction speed?


He wiped the blood from the corner of his mouth and gave a crooked grin.


This magic wasn’t meant to deal damage, but it had been a while since I’d seen someone endure it so effortlessly.


“Coordinate Designation.”


The true purpose of my deployed spears was to pinpoint his exact location.


They were merely a setup for my next move.


Beyond the shattered ceiling, an enormous white hammer appeared.


Seeing it, Katra grinned wickedly and looked at me.


“Hah. You really are something else, Duke.”


“Chain Strike.”


The hammer fell.


A colossal blow, carrying the weight of gravity itself, came crashing down on him.
 



 



BOOM!


With a deafening roar, the entire train car was wrecked.


The floor had already shattered, and debris from the gears that connected the wheels to the power source flew in all directions.


A cloud of dust rose, obscuring my vision.


“Cough…”


I clicked my tongue at the sight of Katra, who had caught the hammer head-on with both arms.


I already knew the Emperor’s Sword was strong.


But facing him directly like this—it was a bit overwhelming.


“Tch, you got me. Duke, you bastard.”


“Let’s take this elsewhere.”


If we continued fighting here, the entire train might explode.


Fortunately, this car wasn’t directly connected to the power source, so it wouldn’t blow up immediately.


As for the remaining small fry on the train, Evan would handle them.


For now, it was best to change locations.


“What?”


Ignoring Katra’s confused response, I approached him.


He was barely managing to hold up the hammer pressing down on him.


I reached toward him—


And in an instant, white magic circles began forming around him.


A thick vein bulged on his forehead as he realized what was happening.


“You… You damn—”


Before he could finish his sentence—


He vanished.


He was probably teleported to the Everlasting Snow Mountain Peak, a location I had predesignated.


Honestly, I didn’t care if I left him there.


I was already getting tired of dealing with him.


But knowing that battle-maniac, he’d never forget this.


Katra, the sword even the Emperor couldn’t fully control.


Which also meant—


If used correctly, he could become a tool for rebellion.


It might be troublesome now, but dealing with him here and now was the better choice in the long run.


****


A snowstorm raged so fiercely that it obscured all vision—a treacherous mountain teeming with monsters of an unknown kind.
 



 



And in the heart of it, a lone man clenched his teeth in frustration.


Snow piled up everywhere except for the space surrounding him, where a crimson aura flared.


“Hah. This is unbelievable.”


Katra muttered irritably.


But words alone weren’t enough to vent his frustration. He threw a punch at a nearby tree—


Crack!


The massive tree snapped like a brittle twig before crashing lifelessly to the ground.


The sight only seemed to stoke his rage further, and he followed up by kicking the remaining stump.


“I finally got fired up, and this damn—”


It had been a long time since he had faced someone of that caliber.


The Second Prince was just an inexperienced sapling—not even worth the trouble of beating.


The Master of the Magic Tower had refused to fight him altogether, so he wasn’t even worth mentioning.


And that so-called Chief Attendant who never left the Emperor’s side? The man never revealed his true strength, making him even less worth his time.


For far too long, he had been parched for a real opponent—someone who could quench his thirst for battle.


And then, finally, Duke Hardenberg appeared.


Fighting him felt just like the time he had faced the Emperor.


The overwhelming sensation of standing before an immovable wall.


The raw exhilaration of struggling against something greater than himself.


And the bitter taste of defeat.


The first man to ever defeat him—the Emperor.


Now, standing against someone of a similar level made his heart race.


But then—


“Haah…”


Katra had always thirsted for battle against the strong.


And yet, before he could even savor it, he had been thrown to this desolate place.


“Next time I see you, I’ll kill you.”


“Kill who?”
 



 



A sudden voice snapped him out of his thoughts.


Katra whipped his head around—


Gray hair. Sharp silver eyes.


If his vision wasn’t failing him, then this was without a doubt—


Duke Hardenberg.


“Hah. Hahaha. So, you didn’t run away after all?”


“Why the hell would I run from the likes of you?”


That arrogant tone.


A deliberate provocation, but Katra didn’t mind it one bit.


After all, everyone else had always run from him.


Even the Emperor—his only exception—found it bothersome to fight him directly.


“Fine, then. Let’s have a proper match. Just the two of us.”


The snowstorm blurred their surroundings.


It wasn’t an ideal battleground.


But Katra didn’t care.


Compared to the battlefields he had fought on before, this snow-covered mountain was nothing more than a soft playground.


If anything, it was the perfect place to set his fighting spirit ablaze.


Whoosh—


Crimson aura began melting the swirling snow.


At the same time, brilliant white magic circles flickered into existence beyond the storm.


BOOM!


Fist met magic once again.


But this time—


It was on an entirely different level.


Katra couldn’t help but grin.


So that earlier display on the train wasn’t even his full strength?


‘This is thrilling.’


That feeling of standing before an insurmountable wall.


That crushing, unbreakable presence.


The exhilarating sensation of being alive.


How long had he searched for this?


Even when he killed the chieftain of the barbarians—even when he slew their so-called strongest grand chieftain—he had never felt this.


Some called him a madman.


And they weren’t wrong.


For this very sensation, this primal battle instinct—he had even slain his own father.


“Hahahahaha!”


A booming laugh erupted from him.


Even though he was being pushed back, he couldn’t stop laughing.
 



 



It didn’t matter if his fists failed to break through.


As long as he could experience this—the raw, visceral thrill of risking his life in battle—he was satisfied.


“This is the end.”


Just like before, but even bigger—


A massive war hammer appeared.


Its sheer size alone could flatten an entire mountain.


And yet, instead of despair, all Katra felt was burning anticipation.


BOOM!


With a sickening crunch,


His arm snapped.


A grotesque, sharp crack rang out, but he didn’t react.


He had no time for pain.


No time for anything except fighting.


“Heh… Hehahaha…”


His vision turned slightly red.


Was it excitement?


No—perhaps it was just the blood seeping into his eyes.


It had been a long time since he had been driven into such a corner.


“Haaaaaa.”


Crimson aura surged, regenerating the broken bone. His muscles repeatedly expanded and contracted, releasing wisps of white steam.


With his aura-clad arms, Katra slowly lifted the hammer—one arm holding it up, while the other clenched into a tight fist.


Boom.


His fist struck the center of the hammer, and a crack formed along its massive surface.


He didn’t stop there.


Blow after blow, he relentlessly struck—until finally, the hammer shattered.


“Let’s keep going.”


Just as he was about to take a step forward—


A sharp pain flared at the back of his neck.


That familiar sensation made Katra scowl.


“Tch. Just when I was starting to enjoy myself…”


The Emperor’s Summoning Command.


As if warning him not to resist, the pain intensified.


Was that bastard really trying to interrupt his fight with this pathetic excuse for pain?


Crunch.


“…What?”


Without hesitation, Katra dug his fingers into the flesh at the back of his neck—


And tore the mark right off.
 



 



A dull ache followed, but it was far less painful than the engraving’s relentless burning.


Watching the reckless, brute-force act, Abel unconsciously furrowed his brows.


The wound closed almost instantly as the crimson aura restored his flesh—leaving no trace of the mark behind.


Of course, this was only temporary.


The mark would return. It always did.


But at the very least—


Until that happened, he could keep fighting.


“You crazy bastard.”


“I’ll take that as a compliment, Duke.”


His fist flew forward—


Shattering magic circles as he charged in.


Yet Abel showed no sign of panic.


Instead, he simply launched another barrage of spears.


With explosive speed, Katra crushed the spears and lunged forward.


Even if his arm was severed, his aura restored it instantly.


Yet whenever he tried to land a decisive blow, Abel’s absolute control over the battlefield blocked him.


It had turned into a battle of attrition—


And Katra was loving every second of it.


Then—


Zzt.


The engraving reappeared on the back of his neck.


And this time, the pain was beyond comparison.


His knees buckled.


“Damn… that Emperor bastard…”


Cursing under his breath, Katra staggered backward.


At the same time, golden magic circles began forming around him.


The energy felt eerily similar to when the Emperor’s Hand had appeared earlier.


“Guess we’ll have to settle this next time, Duke.”


And with that—


Katra vanished.


“Yeah, no thanks.”


Abel let out a tired sigh.


That bastard was exhausting to deal with.


– – The En﻿d of The Chapter – –
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            Chapter 42: The Train (4)


It was hell.


Blood splattered in every direction. Pools of red were scattered across the ground.


The sight of bodies collapsing helplessly under a single strike burned into my eyes. I tried to turn my head away, to ignore it—but the afterimage clung to my vision.


The masked figures in black rampaged through the carnage.


They were nothing more than machines of slaughter, built solely for the purpose of killing. And so, they moved to take even one more life.


Shhk.


“Move!”


Evan shouted, his voice unusually loud.


His sword, pulsing with blue aura, sliced through the enemies with ease. Their heads parted from their bodies like tofu, the sight alone enough to churn my stomach.


“Ugh…”


Lily ad long since fainted.


Even for someone who had witnessed and survived dozens of deaths, this was unbearable. It was only natural that she lost consciousness.


With Lily hoisted onto my back, I barely managed to follow behind Evan. He cut through the enemy with sharp battle cries, severing their legs to clear a path forward.


“I’ll carve a way through! Stay close!”


With a rough shout, a blue sword slash flew forward. I shut my eyes tightly at the sight of bodies being cleaved in half.


Then, gripping Lily’s arms tightly, I sprinted like mad.


I had thought I’d already abandoned modern notions of morality—but this? This was beyond me.


No, even people from the Middle Ages would probably vomit at this sight. Even Evan, for all his resilience, was dry-heaving from the stench of death.


No one could ever grow accustomed to such a scene.


“You’re in my way!”


Evan gritted his teeth and swung his sword. With each step forward, a sickening squelch echoed beneath my feet.


I had stepped on something.


For a brief moment, an unfamiliar sensation crawled up my leg. But I refused to look down. If I saw what I had stepped on, I might collapse right then and there.
 



 



If ever there was a moment to use the phrase ‘a sea of corpses and rivers of blood’—this was it.


“Ha…”


It was revolting.


That single thought consumed my mind.


The further we moved through the train cars, the worse the scenes became.


My nose had long gone numb. Whether it was from the sheer intensity of the stench or from my body’s own defense mechanism, I couldn’t tell.


Squelch.


Each time Evan swung his sword, blood sprayed in every direction. He wiped a crimson streak from his cheek with the back of his hand.


Then, without hesitation, he cut down an enemy lunging at me from behind.


“Damn it!”


Our pace slowed drastically.


It was as if a portal had opened—more of The Emperor’s Hands poured in endlessly.


By now, they had abandoned precision or technique. They were simply charging in waves, using sheer numbers to overwhelm us.


Even Evan, skilled as he was, was forced to step back slightly.


“Stay right behind me, My Lady.”


“…Alright.”


A blue flame surged.


Evan’s black eyes gleamed with an eerie blue light.


With a sharp exhale, his figure disappeared from sight.


Shadows flickered, and in the next instant, flames erupted across the enemies’ bodies.


Nearly ten of them collapsed in a blink.


Evan steadied his breath, gripping his sword tightly.


“There’s no end to them…”


Watching the horde swarm like mindless zombies, he let out a frustrated sigh.


“My Lady, go ahead.”


“Evan, but—”


“The Duke will arrive soon.”


He said it with a smile—one filled with unwavering faith in Abel.


At his words, I nodded and turned away.
 



 



With a loud whoosh, flames roared behind me, followed by Evan’s battle cry.


The exit… the exit…


We were close to the emergency exit.


Just as I reached it with Lily on my back, a dark silhouette emerged ahead.


One of The Emperor’s Hands —hiding among the corpses.


“…Ah.”


A dagger flew straight toward my face.


The chilling sensation of death seized my entire body. Instinctively, I squeezed my eyes shut.


But the pain never came.


When I cautiously opened my eyes, I saw the dagger—frozen in midair.


“You insignificant pests…”


Abel stood before me.


At that moment, my legs gave out, and I collapsed to the ground.


The fear, the anxiety—it all melted away, leaving only a long, shaky sigh of relief.


“Are you alright?”


He reached out a hand.


I shook my head and grasped it.


“No. I’m not.”


“I figured.”


With a soft chuckle, Abel pulled me to my feet. Then, he turned his gaze away, raising his right hand as he murmured a short incantation.


“Calculation Expansion.”


A brilliant white magic circle spread outward from him, expanding across the entire train.


Light flared.


“Annihilate.”


Dozens of spears shot forward.


In an instant, the enemies surrounding Evan in the next car collapsed, their throats skewered by flying spears.


A single gesture. That was all it took for Abel to resolve the chaotic situation.


It was yet another reminder of just how terrifying his strength truly was.


When I turned my head, I saw his face—slightly weary.


“Abel, are you alright?”


“I’m fine.”


Abel landed lightly on the floor as he answered. He looked a bit exhausted, but seeing no visible injuries, I felt a small sense of relief.


“My Lady, are you unharmed?”
 



 



Evan, drenched in blood, approached me. The sheer brutality of his appearance made me flinch involuntarily.


A man of his size, covered in gore, was intimidating in more ways than one.


With a snap of Abel’s fingers, the blood staining Evan vanished instantly.


“Yes, I’m fine.”


“That’s a relief.”


Clearly exhausted, Evan leaned against a nearby seat, letting out a slow breath.


It was no wonder—he had cut down nearly hundreds of enemies in such a short span of time.


“Hah… What a mess.”


Abel muttered as he took in our surroundings. Then, he stepped toward the shattered train window, peering outside.


After observing the scenery for a moment, he let out a deep sigh.


“We’re still far from our destination.”


“How much farther?”


“About halfway.”


Halfway.


Of all the places for an ambush to happen, it had to be in the middle of our journey.


If it had happened at the start, we could’ve turned back.


As I stood there, arms crossed in contemplation, a thought suddenly struck me.


“Abel, can’t you just teleport us there using spatial magic?”


At my question, Abel shook his head.


“It’s not that simple.”


Spatial magic was originally designed for personal teleportation. Transporting others made it dangerously unstable.


A slight miscalculation, and we could end up stranded on some unknown island.


“But that man…”


I trailed off, recalling a certain red-haired individual.


Abel answered matter-of-factly.


“There’s no need to be cautious with enemies.”


I nodded at his words.


“…You’re right.”


Now that the situation had calmed, I finally took in my surroundings.


Bloodstains splattered across the shattered windows. Corpses piled across the floor.


My mind grew hazy at the sight.


I was the one who had insisted on accompanying Abel to Arc.


If I hadn’t, he would have simply teleported there.
 



 



If he had teleported, The Emperor’s Hands wouldn’t have attacked this train.


And these passengers… they wouldn’t have died so horrifically.


Once the thought took root, it spread, tormenting me.


‘If only I hadn’t spoken up first…’


Would they still be alive?


Surely, none of them had wanted to meet such a terrible end.


Maybe…


The negative thoughts spiraled endlessly.


I knew there was no point in dwelling on them.


But I couldn’t stop.


One undeniable fact remained—if not for me, this wouldn’t have happened.


“Adele.”


At the sound of my name, I looked up.


Abel was gripping my wrist, his expression slightly tense.


A frown creased his brow.


It wasn’t until I followed his gaze that I realized—


I had been biting my thumbnail.


“…Ah.”


“Get a hold of yourself.”


“…I’m sorry.”


So, this habit still hadn’t changed.


Even in my previous life, whenever I got overwhelmed with negative thoughts, I would bite my nails.


It was the only way to ease my anxiety.


Even after all this time, I still couldn’t break the habit.


Abel let out a quiet sigh.


“This isn’t your fault, Adele.”


“…What?”


Had I misheard?


I lifted my head and looked at him again, but his expression remained as indifferent as ever.


“This happened, but it wasn’t your doing.”


He gestured toward the corpses as he spoke.


I hadn’t expected those words.


In this situation, I never thought he would be the one to offer comfort.


But whether he realized it or not, he continued speaking in his usual calm tone.


“You’re still too soft-hearted.”


Soft-hearted.


That was something I had never been called in this world.


Here, I was infamous as a villainess—cursed and scorned wherever I went.
 



 



No, wait.


There was one other time I had heard those words.


During our contract negotiations, when Abel first spoke them to me.


Was he right? Was I truly soft-hearted?


‘I don’t know.’


As a child, I had often been told that.


But after growing up, not once had I heard those words again.


I had assumed that meant I had changed—that I had become an adult.


But was that really the case?


The more I thought about it, the more my head throbbed.


Noticing my distress, Abel stepped closer.


“The one to blame isn’t you—it’s the Emperor.”


“…Is that so?”


When I murmured my doubt, he answered firmly.


“Yes.”


Then, gently, he placed a hand on my head.


“If you keep tormenting yourself over things beyond your control, you’ll destroy yourself first.”


His face remained unreadable, yet his words carried a quiet warmth.


The unexpected gentleness made my chest tighten.


“…Okay.”


I lowered my head, unsure how to respond.


“Rest for a while.”


Abel slowly withdrew his hand.


Then, without another word, he turned away.


On any other day, I might have thought his back looked cold and distant.


But for some reason…


Today, it felt warm.
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            Chapter 43: The Town (1)


In the Port City, Arc, there was a clear sky without a single cloud in sight.


Yet, in stark contrast, thick fog coiled between the buildings.


The sight was so strange that people had even given it a nickname—“The God’s Nose Bridge.” That alone was enough to show how unnatural the scenery was.


Now, I could somewhat understand why Abel had warned me to be careful.


“Miss, watch out!”


Suddenly, Evan grabbed my arm and yanked me back.


The next moment, the thundering sound of hooves filled my ears, and a carriage raced past, barely missing me.


A chill ran down my spine. I had nearly been run over.


Was it because of the thick fog that I hadn’t seen it coming? Or were the carriage drivers in this city just that reckless?


Probably both.


“Thank you, Evan.”


“You don’t need to thank me, Miss.”


Evan scratched the back of his head awkwardly at my gratitude.


Next to him, Lily looked tense. She had her arms crossed, cautiously scanning our surroundings.


“Lily? What’s wrong?”


“It’s just… I have a bad feeling.”


Now that she mentioned it, I couldn’t shake off the uneasy atmosphere either.


Was it the ever-present fog? Or Abel’s words about how Arc was a breeding ground for crime?


“…Maybe I’m just overthinking it.”


Lily laughed awkwardly, trying to dismiss her own words.


I had a feeling she was hiding something, but I chose not to press further. If she wasn’t willing to open up first, I didn’t want to pry.


We continued walking for a while until Evan suddenly spoke.


“This way.”


He led us into a narrow alley.


It wasn’t so tight that we had to squeeze through, but it definitely wasn’t wide enough for two carriages to pass side by side.
 



 



The fog here was noticeably thicker, making the place feel even more unwelcoming.


I hesitated for a moment before cautiously following Evan inside.


Lily, on the other hand, looked even more uneasy. Her body trembled slightly, and even her eyelashes quivered.


I couldn’t just stand by and watch anymore.


“…Lily.”


I reached for her hand.


It was ice cold.


She flinched at my touch but didn’t pull away.


“It’s alright.”


After a moment, the trembling lessened, and warmth slowly returned to her hand.


“…Thank you, My Lady.”


“I’m just glad you’re feeling better. Let’s go.”


“Yes.”


As we ventured deeper into the alley, the surroundings grew worse.


Was this the infamous backstreet I had only heard about?


Filthy children with ragged clothes peeked at us from the shadows.


A few even glared at us from beneath their tattered blankets—though they bolted the moment Evan’s sharp gaze met theirs.


It wasn’t hard to guess what they had been planning.


If Evan weren’t here, I would have already been pickpocketed.


A foul stench filled the air. The reek of filth and decay was even more unbearable than I had imagined.


I glanced sideways and saw Lily wrinkling her nose in discomfort.


Then, Evan suddenly stopped.


Lily, who had been walking absentmindedly, bumped right into his back. Startled, she quickly stepped aside and clung closer to me.


“Evan? What is it?”


“Wait.”


Without answering further, Evan reached into his coat.


Shing!


A sharp, metallic ring echoed through the alley as a gleaming blade caught the dim light.


Before I could even react to Evan’s sudden movement, voices erupted from the shadows.


“Tch, they noticed! Run!”


“Damn it! Which idiot gave us away?!”


“How bold.”
 



 



A blue aura surged along Evan’s blade.


Without so much as a battle cry, he swung his sword.


Slash!


In an instant, a streak of blue light cut through the alley.


A second later, agonized screams erupted from the darkness.


Blood sprayed into the fog, painting the scene crimson.


I barely had time to process what had happened—Evan had incapacitated most of them in just three strikes.


Of course, I always found myself getting caught up in absurd situations, but this just proved that Evan was incredibly skilled—even if not quite on Abel’s level.


Still, was it really necessary to use aura against mere back-alley thugs?


‘No, that’s not it.’


I glanced beyond the mist.


At least ten more figures lurked in the shadows.


And if I could spot that many from a distance, the real number was probably much higher.


Evan’s attack hadn’t been just to subdue them—it was a warning.


And judging by how most of the hidden figures were now retreating, the warning had worked.


‘So this is what Abel meant when he called Arc a den of criminals.’


For the first time, I truly understood his words.


The thick fog concealed countless criminals, moving in a disturbingly organized manner.


If I had come here alone…


A shiver ran down my spine.


“Let’s move, Miss.”


I nodded and followed Evan.


Lily, having witnessed his overwhelming strength, seemed far less afraid now.


She wasn’t trembling anymore—but she also wasn’t talking like usual.


Did she have some bad memories about places like this?


I briefly considered asking but decided against it.


Prying into others’ pasts rarely led to anything good.


We walked for a while until a rundown inn came into view.


A wooden building with no signboard—just an eerie, desolate atmosphere.
 



 



Dim lights flickered through its windows, casting an ominous glow.


Evan approached the entrance.


‘This must be the place.’


The Information Guild Abel Spoke Of


The building was so rundown that it made me wonder if it was even operational.


While I was lost in thought, Evan stepped forward and knocked on the door.


Knock, knock, knock, knock.


Exactly four knocks.


Not long after, a low voice came from the other side.


“The hawk that crosses the moon...”


“Can even cross the sun.”


As Evan completed the passphrase, silence stretched between us.


Just as doubt began creeping in—Did he get it wrong?—the door creaked open.


“You may enter.”


A man wearing a black mask greeted us and motioned us inside.


We stepped in, immediately enveloped by an unexpectedly warm atmosphere.


The masked man gave a small bow before speaking in a rough voice.


“Welcome to the Arc branch of the Information Guild.”


He paused briefly, then walked behind a bar counter.


Judging by the layout, this place resembled a tavern.


Yet, not a single person occupied the room.


Was it because it was still daytime?


As I pondered the emptiness, the masked man returned, carrying something in his hand.


“What is this?” I asked.


“Write down the information you seek.”


A small notepad and a pen.


I carefully picked up the pen and began writing on the notepad.


At first, nothing appeared. No ink.


I pressed down slightly, retracing my words a few times—until a faint glow of mana began to seep from the pen.


That’s when I realized.


‘Invisible ink.’


A writing method using mana.


Only those with a keen sensitivity to mana would be able to read what was written on this paper.


A security measure befitting an Information Guild.
 



 



The Emperor’s homeland. Its exact location.


I wrote my request and handed the note over.


The masked man glanced at the paper—then suddenly froze.


“...Follow me.”


His eyes, barely visible beneath the mask, flickered with an unreadable emotion.


A strange chill ran down my spine.


I hesitated, but in the end, I followed.


Lily and Evan moved to follow me, but the masked man raised a hand, stopping them.


“You two will wait here.”


“I’m afraid that’s not an option.”


Evan’s hand moved to his sword hilt, his voice firm.


The masked man leaned in, whispering something into Evan’s ear.


Evan’s expression shifted subtly.


His brows furrowed in displeasure as he glared at the man—but after a heavy sigh, he withdrew his hand.


“Fine. But make sure you make the right decision.”


At his warning, the masked man gave a small nod before turning back to me.


“Shall we?”


“...Alright.”


What did he say to Evan to convince him?


Evan wasn’t as stubborn as Abel, but he wasn’t the type to back down easily either.


Curiosity stirred, but I chose not to ask.


It wasn’t just that I disliked talking to this man—I also trusted Evan’s judgment.


So, I simply followed.


We walked down a long, dimly lit hallway.


Strange magic circles were etched into the walls and floor.


Being nearly clueless about magic, I had no way of knowing what kind of spells they contained.


After what felt like ages, we reached a door.


A walnut-wood door.


It didn’t look ordinary.


I reached out with mana—only to sense an overwhelming number of enchantments layered upon it.


Reflection spells, fire spells, electric spells, wind spells…


Even teleportation magic?


Why would they put so many spells on a single door?
 



 



As my head spun with questions, the masked man stepped forward and knocked four times.


Knock, knock, knock, knock.


“We have an esteemed guest.”


A girl’s voice answered from beyond the door.


“Let them in.”


Before her words had even fully settled, the door swung open on its own.


The masked man gave a slight nod.


“The master is expecting you.”


I stepped inside.


The air changed in an instant.


Literally.


It felt as if I had crossed into a completely different space.


Was this the purpose of the teleportation magic on the door?


As I was lost in thought, a voice called out.


“Are you just going to stand there?”


I hesitated briefly before cautiously stepping forward.


Between aged, antique furniture, I saw a girl.


Platinum blonde hair.


Eyes as deep as the ocean.


And pointed ears—like an elf.


...An elf?


But did such a race even exist in this world?
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            Chapter 44: The Town (2)


“Hi.”


“Hello.”


I awkwardly responded with formal speech to the girl’s greeting. Despite her youthful appearance, there was a certain air of experience about her.


She gave a half-hearted nod at my response, then placed the long-stemmed pipe she had been holding onto the table.


After scanning me for a moment, she spoke again.


“So, you’re Cain’s person, huh?”


“Huh?”


Cain.


Hearing an unfamiliar name from her mouth caught me off guard.


For a moment, I wondered if I had come to the wrong place and asked her again.


She tilted her head slightly before letting out a sigh, as if realizing something.


“Ah, you don’t know that name, do you?”


She lazily tapped the end of her pipe as if the conversation itself was tedious.


“I’m talking about Duke Hardenberg. He’s a regular here.”


So Abel had another name—Cain. Well, it made sense. Someone operating in the underworld couldn’t exactly go around using their real name.


Still, I couldn’t remember if this setting had been in the original novel. Then again, I had never read the original, so I couldn’t be sure.


A friend wouldn’t bother sharing details like this, after all.


‘Of all names, Cain…’


Abel and Cain.


Even I, who knew little about the Bible, had heard of them before.


The first murderer—Cain.


And the first human to be murdered—Abel.


Did Abel deliberately choose such a name because of the author’s intent?


Since I had never read the original, I had no way of knowing.


“What’s wrong? Something bothering you?”


I shook my head at the girl’s questioning gaze. Finding me dull, she simply put her pipe back in her mouth.


“Anyway, this is interesting. That guy, getting involved with a woman? If the gossipers got wind of this, they’d be spreading it everywhere.”
 



 



“Um, can I ask you for some information?”


“Oh? You’re the type who doesn’t like small talk either?”


I nodded slightly, and she let out a deep sigh before lighting her pipe with flame magic.


A pungent tobacco scent spread from the pipe’s tip.


The acrid smoke stung my nose, making me cough involuntarily.


But just as quickly, the smell vanished, leaving behind a surprisingly fresh, almost cooling scent.


She tapped her pipe over the ashtray before speaking again.


“Ah, right. We haven’t been properly introduced, have we?”


Despite saying that, she continued to puff on her pipe without a care.


Her shamelessness might even surpass Abel’s.


I knew it was rude of me to think that.


But since she had been impolite first, I figured it didn’t really matter.


“Louis. Just call me Louis.”


“I’m Adele. Nice to meet you.”


“Yeah, yeah.”


Her expression showed clear boredom. From the way she spoke and carried herself, she seemed to have lived a long life.


Well, elves were known to be a long-lived race.


Still, I hadn’t expected to meet one in this world.


Perhaps noticing my lingering gaze, Louis smirked and asked,


“What? Never seen an elf before?”


“Huh? Ah, no, I haven’t.”


“Figures. We’re on the brink of extinction.”


“Ah…”


She said it so matter-of-factly that I wasn’t sure how to react.


Seeing my awkward expression, she let out a short chuckle.


“Don’t look so serious. It’s just the way nature works.”


She casually placed the pipe back in her mouth, exhaling another cloud of white smoke.


The scent, which should have been unpleasant, wasn’t too overpowering.


No, if anything, it had a refreshing quality to it.
 



 



“Strong, isn’t it? Smoking’s just a habit for me.”


“Not really. It actually smells kind of… fresh?”


“Fresh?”


Louis’s eyes sharpened in an instant.


Just a moment ago, they had been hazy and indifferent, but now they gleamed with interest.


Her sudden shift in demeanor caught me off guard.


She climbed onto the table and locked eyes with me.


Before I could even react to her abrupt actions, she spoke.


“Hoo…”


Then, she tilted her head, examining me closely.


Unlike before, her gaze was meticulous and searching.


“Uh…”


Louis ignored my hesitation, crossing her arms as she seemed to contemplate something.


Then, with a faint smile, she muttered,


“You’re a half-blood, aren’t you?”


“Half-blood…?”


I had never heard that term before.


But Louis’s confident gaze made it hard to dismiss.


Half-blood of what, exactly?


Was she suggesting that Adele had non-human ancestry?


“You’re part elf.”


“What do you mean?”


She didn’t answer my question. Instead, she simply stared into my eyes.


At this point, it was clear—she was someone who did things entirely on her own terms.


Whether or not she knew what I was thinking, Louis just continued to scrutinize me.


“Eyes like rubies…”


Her words made me instinctively touch my necklace.


If my artifact was working properly, my eyes should have appeared blue.


Noticing my reaction, Louis smirked.


“Artifacts like that don’t work on elves.”


We see the essence of things. Elves’ eyes do.


She added that remark before collapsing back onto the sofa, this time chain-smoking without restraint.


“It’s not a strong trace, though. Maybe ten generations back, an elf was in your bloodline.”


“Me?”


I unconsciously touched my ears.


I only felt the familiar shape of human ears.


Seeing this, Louis shook her head slightly.
 



 



“Only pure-blood elves have pointed ears. Half-elves have normal ones.”


“Ah…”


Pureblood.


Did that mean the woman in front of me was a pureblood elf?


The realization that I was standing before someone of an entirely different race felt strangely surreal.


“Still, this is quite a surprise. Who would have thought Cain’s woman was part elf?”


“Can you even call it a mixed blood?”


If my only elven ancestor was ten generations back, calling me a half-blood felt like a stretch.


But Louis shook her head as if dismissing my doubts.


“Elven blood runs thick.”


She gestured toward my face.


“Even your looks make sense now.”


I had often thought my appearance seemed almost inhumanly beautiful when looking in the mirror.


Was this because of my elven heritage?


“Well, it’s not that important, so let’s move on.”


Saying that, Louis tapped the end of her pipe again.


“Normally, I would’ve just sent you away. Cain probably wanted that too.”


“...Excuse me?”


Normally?


Did she mean she had intended to turn me away empty-handed?


“I’ve stopped dealing in information about the emperor. Cain must have known that too.”


She let out a deep sigh before continuing.


“But well, running into a descendant of my kind in a place like this… I suppose that’s worth marking the occasion.”


“Are you saying…?”


“Yeah, here.”


With that, Louis reached into a spatial pocket, rummaging around inside.


For a while, her hand shifted through empty space before she finally pulled something out and tossed it toward me.


Before I could even process her sudden action, my reflexes kicked in, and I caught it.


I opened my palm to reveal a silver compass.


“It’s a compass that points to the place you’re looking for.”
 



 



A thin wisp of white smoke curled from the end of her pipe.


“The rest… is up to you.”


“Ah, thank you.”


As I bowed my head in gratitude, Louis frowned in distaste and waved her hand dismissively.


“Don’t bother with thanks. This was an exchange. We both got what we wanted.”


With that, she placed her pipe down on the table.


Resting her chin on one hand, she studied me for a moment before speaking again.


“Oh, and one more thing.”


“Yes?”


“Don’t overuse regression.”


At her words, a shiver ran down my spine.


When I met her eyes, they were serious—too serious.


I didn’t ask how she knew.


Someone who had lived as long as she had would likely have no trouble seeing through my abilities.


“But—”


“Listen to me carefully. This is a warning from one kin to another.”


Her expression was filled with a deep, indescribable sorrow.


A gaze so heavy that it left me speechless.


“There is no such thing as power without a price.”


“...I understand.”


With that final exchange, I stepped outside.


My hands trembled slightly.


I never expected my ability to regress to be exposed so easily.


And even more shocking was the fact that she had seen through it—despite the fact that I had never once used it in front of her.


****


Inside the Inn


The tense silence between Lily, dressed in a maid’s uniform, and Evan, clad in armor, stretched on.


Unlike her, Evan seemed completely unfazed, resting quietly as if accustomed to such an atmosphere.


But Lily, unable to bear the silence any longer, was the first to break it.


“Evan, how did you meet the duke?”


At her question, Evan, who had been resting with his eyes closed, opened them.
 



 



Then, he calmly answered.


“We met at an orphanage in the backstreets.”


“An orphanage?”


“Yes. My birth parents sold me off.”


Hearing that, Lily awkwardly averted her gaze.


She had meant to lighten the mood, but instead, the conversation had taken a heavy turn.


Noticing this, Evan chuckled softly before continuing.


“It’s a common story, isn’t it? I don’t mind. If not for that, I wouldn’t have met the duke, so I have no regrets.”


“...I see.”


“What about you, Lily?”


At his question, Lily folded her arms, seeming to hesitate before eventually answering.


“My story is similar. My so-called parents abandoned me and ran away.”


Her voice carried a bitter edge as she gave a faint smile.


“And then Miss Adele picked me up. Called me a ‘raw gemstone buried among the rocks.’”


“Sounds familiar.”


“Yeah… Though she’s changed a lot.”


Lily suddenly recalled the Adele of the past.


Violent, tormented, always on the edge—like someone being chased by something.


Even now, as she watched Adele, who had lost her memories after the accident, flashes of that time still came to mind.


Especially the moment when Adele abandoned her once again, casting her back into the slums.


That memory was her deepest wound.


That was why Lily feared the backstreets.


That was why she had trembled with unease ever since they arrived here.
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            Chapter 45: The Town (3)


At the hesitant tone of Lily, Evan also fell silent.


‘She’s changed quite a bit.’


Was she talking about those nasty rumors surrounding Adele?


But the Adele he had seen with his own eyes was not someone capable of such things. On the contrary, she was kinder and more compassionate than anyone else.


“She seems like a good person, despite the rumors,” Evan said.


At his words, Lily gave a small nod.


“She’s much better now. But there was a time when she was exactly as the rumors said.”


Her fingertips started to tremble slightly.


Seeing that, Evan, who had been about to say something more, closed his mouth again.


After all, he was just a knight assigned to guard Adele. Lily probably knew more about her than he ever would.


There were likely things he wasn’t aware of.


He could only guess.


“…To be honest, I’m still uneasy. It feels like Lady Adele could change back at any moment…”


Adele had lost her memory due to a carriage accident.


Not just the memories of her past misdeeds as a villainess, but most of her childhood memories as well.


When her pure and kind nature returned, Lily had felt relieved. At the same time, she was a little sad that their childhood memories together had vanished.


The Adele who had lost her memories was the one who had reached out to her first. That was how Lily found herself able to trust her again.


She was that kind. That gentle.


But if someday Adele were to regain all her memories…


How would she look at Lily then?


That thought worried her.


“Miss Lily.”


At Evan’s call, Lily slowly lifted her head.


The usual carefree expression was gone, replaced by a serious gaze.


With his arms crossed, Evan asked her,
 



 



“Do you trust Lady Adele?”


“…I do. But…”


Before Lily could finish her sentence, Evan shook his head.


“Then isn’t that enough?”


‘Enough?’


She tilted her head slightly, confused by his words.


Seeing that, Evan placed a hand on his chest.


Then, as if making a vow, he spoke slowly.


“I trust the Duke. And I also trust myself, whom he has placed his faith in.”


“Ah…”


“Isn’t that enough?”


Belief in oneself.


At Evan’s firm words, Lily found herself looking down.


Back when Adele was known only for her cruelty, Lily had once given her advice—


That behaving like that would never earn anyone’s trust.


But in return, Lily had been thrown away in the back alleys.


If not for Count Este rescuing her, she wouldn’t have been able to return to the mansion. The trauma from that event remained fresh.


A memory that the current Adele did not know.


But…


The Adele who lost her memories had reached out to her first, even though she had no knowledge of what had happened.


Carefully, patiently.


Even when Lily had panic attacks due to her trauma, Adele endured and approached her with understanding.


Yet, Lily had failed to fully believe in her.


‘How foolish of me.’


Even if Adele regains her memories, the moments they’ve shared won’t disappear.


The warmth she had shown, the kindness in her gaze—those things wouldn’t just vanish because of one regained memory.


Yet she had let herself be consumed by fear just because they were back in the alleys again.


How foolish.


“…You’re right. I wasn’t thinking clearly.”


“If my words helped, then that’s good.”


Evan smiled. Seeing that, Lily awkwardly smiled back.


A short silence passed, but it no longer felt suffocating.
 



 



How much time had passed?


The sound of steady footsteps echoed.


With them, Adele emerged.


Her slightly tired expression made both Lily and Evan pause.


“I got the information.”


Saying that, Adele pulled a compass from her coat.


Lily quietly observed her face and stepped closer.


“Did something happen?”


“Hm? Ah, no, nothing you need to worry about. I’m fine.”


But she didn’t look fine.


Her face was clouded with thoughts, but she didn’t elaborate.


Perhaps it was something that could be discussed another time.


“This artifact…”


Evan held the compass and carefully channeled mana into it.


A soft hum filled the air as the compass emitted a faint glow.


“Do you understand how it works?”


“It activates when mana is infused. It’s an old technique, but…”


The needle pointed toward the inn’s entrance.


All they had to do was follow its direction to reach their destination.


However, the mana consumption was considerable, making this type of artifact a rare relic.


“There’s enough mana stored already.”


“Then we just need to follow it.”


At Adele’s words, Evan nodded.


“Yes. Miss Lily, can you guide us?”


Taking the compass from him, Lily nodded.


Watching the two interact so naturally, Adele raised an eyebrow.


“You’ve grown close to Evan?”


“Ah, well… somewhat.”


When she turned her head, she saw Evan smiling as he nodded.


Adele chuckled and reached out to ruffle Lily’s hair.


“Well done, my Lily.”


“Hehe.”


For the first time, Lily laughed without a trace of anxiety.


She could finally trust Adele.


And herself.


“Let’s head out, then.”


At Adele’s command, Lily and Evan both nodded.


Leading the way, Evan exited the inn first.


As Adele turned slightly, she caught sight of a man bowing deeply.
 



 



She returned the gesture before stepping out of the information guild.


*****


A thick fog blanketed the forest.


The mist was so dense that even a single step ahead was barely visible. Lily clung to my arm like a cicada, her grip tight and unwavering.


Come to think of it, Lily had always been a bit of a scaredy-cat.


“I didn’t expect the fog to be this thick,” Evan muttered, his voice low with unease. He waved a hand through the mist and sighed.


He was right.


The fog in Arcusually allowed for visibility up to about a hundred meters. But here, in this suffocating haze, even three steps apart made it impossible to see one another clearly.


“Lily, stay close.”


“Yes, Lady Adele.”


Lily didn’t take her eyes off the compass, her gaze fixed on the needle.


Only when it shifted direction did she quietly raise a finger to indicate the new path.


We followed the compass, step by step, through the dense forest.


After walking for a while, a small shadow emerged between the thick trees.


Evan instinctively reached for the hilt of his sword.


As we drew closer, the figure became clear—a young girl in a red cloak.


She held a basket in one hand and a wooden tong in the other.


The girl seemed to notice us as well, her expression filled with curiosity.


Just as I was about to take a step forward, Evan lifted a hand to stop me.


“Excuse me, who—”


Before the girl could finish speaking, a burst of blue aura sliced through the air.


The girl’s body split clean in half—only for her form to dissolve into the fog, vanishing in an instant.


A chilling, eerie laughter echoed through the mist.


“This is…”


“It’s a Mist Phantom Bloom. They deceive people with illusions before devouring them whole.”
 



 



A shiver ran down my spine as I instinctively rubbed my arms.


If Evan hadn’t stopped me, I would have spoken to her without hesitation.


Thinking back, something had felt off. There was no way a young girl would be wandering alone in the depths of a forest this dense with fog.


“We need to be careful.”


With that resolution in mind, I followed Evan’s lead once more.


Not long after, a man’s silhouette emerged from the fog.


As we approached, the figure became clearer—a gaunt-looking young man with deep dark circles under his eyes.


His hollow face carried an eerie, unsettling aura.


“…Are you outsiders?”


He lowered the crossbow in his hands and looked at us.


Seeing this, Evan let go of his sword hilt.


“Yes. Is there a place where we can stay for the night?”


“Lodging…?”


The young man seemed to ponder for a moment before nodding.


“There’s a village nearby. As long as you have enough money, you may stay.”


At his words, Evan also nodded.


The young man gestured for us to follow him before turning away without another word.


He walked ahead without looking back.


A strange feeling crept over me, and I whispered to Evan,


“Is it really safe to follow him?”


Evan replied in a low voice,


“He doesn’t seem hostile. We should remain cautious, but I think we can follow him for now.”


“…Alright.”


Trusting Evan’s judgment, I followed after the young man.


His footsteps were firm, unhesitant, as though he knew exactly where he was going.


Almost instinctively.


“What brings you to a forest like this?” he asked suddenly.


“We got lost… by accident.”


I feigned nonchalance, but he scrutinized us with sharp eyes.
 



 



After a long pause, he finally turned his head forward again and spoke in a detached tone.


“This area is dangerous. Even I cannot guarantee your safety.”


“That won’t be necessary—I can protect us.”


“A knight, are you?”


The young man glanced at Evan’s armor before letting out a faint chuckle.


It wasn’t a laugh of amusement, but one of disbelief—perhaps even mockery.


Without another word, he continued walking ahead.


‘What a strange man.’


His movements followed the exact same direction as Lily’s compass.


Could the village he spoke of be the very place we were looking for—the Emperor’s hometown?


‘…I have a bad feeling about this.’


I could only hope it was just my imagination.
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            Chapter 46: The Town (4)


“We’ve arrived.”


At the young man’s words, I cautiously looked around. Thick fog hung heavily in the air, and beyond it, only a few wooden buildings were faintly visible.


The gloomy atmosphere sent an unsettling feeling through me. This was not a place I wanted to step into if I could help it. Of course, the young man’s face only added to the eerie mood.


‘What about the compass?’


I asked with my eyes, and Lily carefully pulled out the compass.


The needle was still pointing somewhere deeper into the village.


‘So we haven’t reached it yet.’


According to Evan, the compass would start spinning wildly once we arrived at the designated location. If that were true, then the emperor’s hometown must be even further in.


Just the thought of it gave me a headache.


“Where can we stay for the night?”


At Evan’s question, the young man gestured for us to follow. The way he did it was unnerving, but at this point, turning back wasn’t an option.


“Just follow me.”


With one hand on his sword’s scabbard, Evan cautiously trailed behind him. Despite his obvious wariness, the young man showed no particular reaction—just an indifferent gaze.


To be that calm while leading a knight gripping his weapon… Was it boldness? Or was he just that strange?


“This is the place.”


When the young man finally stopped, what stood before us was an abandoned house. Scorch marks here and there suggested it had once been in a fire.


It looked like it could collapse at the slightest touch.


The interior was somewhat tidy, suggesting someone had maintained it, but that was the best that could be said.


I barely held back a sigh. Lily’s expression crumpled in clear disapproval, and even Evan frowned at the state of the place.
 



 



Turning to look at the young man, I found his expression just as indifferent as before.


“There’s nowhere else. Unless you’d rather go knocking on other doors and ask for a place to stay.”


He scratched his head as he spoke.


No matter how scarce the options were, who in their right mind would stay in such a creepy abandoned house?


And the fact that he actually intended to charge for this dump… It was laughable.


Seeing Lily’s expression, the young man seemed to realize we weren’t interested. He clicked his tongue and turned away.


“Well, if you don’t like it, that’s your choice. If you change your mind, come to my house.”


He had already started walking away when he suddenly paused and turned back.


“Oh, right. My house has a yellow roof. Don’t mix it up with the others.”


With that, he disappeared into the fog.


Watching his retreating figure, Evan clicked his tongue in annoyance. Lily had a similar look on her face.


“There’s something off about this place. Stay close to me.”


I nodded at his warning and moved a little closer. Lily also gave a firm nod, acknowledging his words.


She glanced at the compass again before pointing in a direction.


“So, this isn’t the place after all.”


Muttering under his breath, Evan took the lead, following where Lily pointed.


Unlike usual, he was on high alert, his voice lower and more serious than before.


As we walked through the village, where even the path ahead was barely visible, the thick forest gradually came back into view.


Beyond the trees, the fog obscured everything. That made it even harder to take a step forward.


Evan stopped in his tracks and turned around.
 



 



“You must be getting tired. Do you want to keep going?”


Now that he mentioned it, we had been walking for quite some time.


Lily was slightly out of breath, and I wasn’t in much better condition myself.


We had taken a few short breaks along the way, but it wasn’t enough to recover fully.


Even though that house was practically a ruin, it was still better than collapsing in the middle of the forest.


“It would be safer to rest in that house than out here.”


Evan seemed to share the same thought.


But Lily frowned, clearly uneasy.


“That man… and this whole village…”


She hesitated before letting out a deep sigh.


“Wouldn’t the village actually be more dangerous?”


“…That’s a fair point.”


She wasn’t wrong. The young man’s demeanor was strange, and Evan had also sensed something odd earlier.


Not to mention, I had noticed something while walking through the village—the abandoned house was located almost exactly in the center of it.


That couldn’t be a coincidence.


It had to mean something.


Seeing my expression, Evan seemed to come to the same conclusion and nodded.


“Alright. Let’s keep going.”


There was still some time before nightfall.


If it really came down to it, we could always return later.


Evan drew his sword and lightly slashed a tree.


As we moved forward, he continued marking trees along the way.


Was he making a trail so we wouldn’t get lost?


That was actually a smart move. If we needed to, we could follow these marks back to the village.


How long had we been walking, following the compass’s direction?


Before we knew it, we arrived at an open plain.


A patch of vibrant green grass, oddly out of place in the midst of the dense forest.
 



 



It was suspicious, but the compass still pointed beyond the plains.


“Are you alright?”


“…We have to go.”


That was my only answer to Evan’s question. Lily nodded vigorously in agreement.


“Stay cautious.”


With those words, he pressed forward once more.


Lily and I followed behind, watching as Evan cut through the grass with his sword. His grip on the hilt was firm, his steps slow and deliberate. Lily also scanned her surroundings carefully as she walked.


‘…A cabin?’


A small wooden cabin came into view. Unlike the houses in the village, it wasn’t very large.


A faint light flickered beyond the window, and thin smoke curled up from the chimney.


Unlike that eerie abandoned house, this place seemed warm and cozy.


Evan silently approached the door. After returning his sword to its scabbard, he cautiously knocked.


Knock, knock.


There was no response.


The sky was growing darker, yet the dim light inside the cabin remained. That alone raised questions.


Frowning slightly, Evan knocked again.


“Is anyone there?”


Knock, knock.


This time, there was movement from within.


Moments later, the door swung open, revealing an old woman.


Her wary eyes darted around, scanning the surroundings before she motioned for us to step inside.


The moment we entered, she shut and locked the door behind us.


Her hurried actions only deepened my curiosity.


“You must be outsiders.”


“Yes.”


Leaning on her cane, the old woman let out a deep sigh before sinking into a chair.


“Sit wherever you like. I’d offer you something, but I don’t have much.”


“No, we’re just grateful you let us in.”


It was certainly better than staying in that abandoned house.


With that thought, I took a seat on a wooden chair.
 



 



The old woman studied us for a moment before speaking in a calm voice.


“What brings outsiders all the way here?”


At her question, Lily hesitated and glanced at me nervously.


The compass in her hand was spinning wildly now, as if its job was done.


That meant this house was the emperor’s hometown.


When I turned back to the old woman, her sharp gaze was fixed on me.


‘She won’t fall for lies.’


She had hesitated before answering Evan’s knock.


She had locked the door the moment we stepped inside.


Someone that cautious wouldn’t be easily deceived.


If anything, lying might make things worse.


With that thought in mind, I slowly opened my mouth.


“The emperor’s hometown.”


At my words, the old woman’s expression stiffened slightly.


“We came to this village looking for it.”


Lily gasped and clamped a hand over her mouth. Evan, too, looked startled, his lips parting slightly in shock.


The old woman observed us carefully before placing her cane on the table.


After a moment of silence, she let out a soft chuckle.


“You’re quite the honest one.”


“L-Lady Adele!”


Lily had crept behind me, whispering urgently into my ear. Evan stared at me, his expression torn between disbelief and frustration.


His trembling gaze alone spoke volumes about his emotions.


“It’s fine, it’s fine,” the old woman reassured us with a warm smile.


“If you were really imperial spies, you wouldn’t be acting like this.”


Her words made Lily hesitate before she reluctantly took a seat beside me.


Evan let out a long sigh before finally speaking.


“Lady Adele, please consult with us before making such decisions in the future.”


“I’m sorry. I’ll be more careful next time.”


Hearing my apology, he nodded and moved closer.
 



 



“So, why are you searching for the emperor’s hometown?”


“We want to know the imperial family’s deepest secret.”


At my words, the old woman exhaled sharply.


“That’s quite the bold statement.”


She chuckled, shaking her head as if reminiscing about her younger days.


After a brief pause, she finally spoke.


“I was the one who raised that child when he was young. So yes, you could say this is his hometown.”


That child…


She must be referring to the emperor.


So we really had come to the right place.


“But there’s not much I can tell you. I was never part of the royal family.”


I stiffened.


Only those of royal blood could reveal the imperial family’s secrets.


Even after coming all this way, the same restriction was blocking our path.


It was frustrating.


Noticing my expression, the old woman shook her head before speaking again.


“There is… one thing I can tell you.”


“What is it?”


She hesitated for a moment before finally parting her lips.


At the same time, a thin stream of blood trickled from her eyes.


A different kind of restriction?


Despite the blood running down her cheek, she showed no intention of stopping.


“That child… is not the emperor.”
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            Chapter 47: The Town (5)


That child is not the Emperor?


It was difficult to understand what that meant.


The compass that Louie had given me clearly indicated that this was the Emperor’s hometown.


Everything suggested that the Emperor had been born and raised here.


And yet, that child is not the Emperor?


What could that possibly mean?


The old woman pulled a cloth from her sleeve and wiped the blood trickling down her cheek. Even as the cloth became soaked in red, the bleeding did not stop.


I reached out and cast a healing spell.


A red magic circle formed around the old woman, and soon, the blood flowing from her eyes stopped.


She looked at me with a hint of surprise before breaking into a soft smile.


“Thank you, dear. When you get old, the tears just won’t stop...”


There was no way those vivid streaks of blood were mere tears.


But I couldn’t bring myself to ask further.


I had no idea what kind of consequences the old woman might face if I pried too deep.


So I had to carefully choose my words.


Seeing my expression, the old woman muttered, “Oh dear,” as if she had just remembered something. Then, slowly, she spoke.


“Now that I think about it, I do have something left at home.”


With difficulty, she rose to her feet and grabbed the cane resting on the table.


Seeing this, Lily hurried to her side.


Blocking her path, Lily offered her an awkward smile.


“Um, if you tell me where it is, I can get it for you.”


“Hmm? No need for that. A host should serve their guests personally.”


“But I’m a maid, so it’s fine!”


At that, the old woman firmly shook her head.


“Nonsense. Before being a maid, you are a guest in my home.”
 



 



Her unwavering refusal left Lily with no choice but to step aside.


The old woman leaned on her cane as she slowly made her way toward the cupboard.


She looked unsteady, making not just me but even Lily visibly worried.


Reaching what appeared to be the kitchen, she opened a drawer. After rummaging through it, she pulled out a single tea leaf.


“This is a rare thing I got from the East. It’s quite old now, but...”


“Wait.”


Before she could finish her sentence, Evan reached for his sword.


His sharp eyes darted around rapidly before stopping on a single point.


His pupils dilated slightly. Then, with a long sigh, he muttered,


“We’re under attack.”


Srrng!


With a clear ringing sound, he drew his sword.


Startled, Lily moved closer to me.


I could feel the tremor in her grip on my arm.


In contrast, the old woman’s expression remained calm—almost as if she had been expecting this moment.


There was even a hint of sorrow on her face.


“Tch. They won’t even give me time to serve my guests.”


“Do you know who they are?”


“If you’ve come this far, young ones, you should already know.”


The Emperor’s Hand.


The words burned into my mind resurfaced instantly.


Unconsciously, I clenched my fists.


Memories of the ones who had died in the library at their hands flashed before my eyes.


My body trembled slightly, but I forced myself to take deep breaths to steady myself.


Lily, however, trembled even more violently.


Seeing her shake with fear, I gently patted her head.


“Miss Adele?”


“Don’t worry. Evan and I will handle this.”


“Miss, stay as close to me as possible. You too, Grandmother.”


I nodded and stepped closer to Evan.
 



 



The old woman hesitated for a moment before sighing and moving behind him as well.


Crash!


At least five windows shattered simultaneously.


Beyond them, a swarm of glowing red eyes stared at us like a pack of starving beasts.


A murderous intent radiated from their gaze.


I swallowed hard.


Had they spent their entire lives as mere weapons of slaughter?


Just meeting their eyes made my legs weak.


Whoosh!


Evan raised his sword in front of me and murmured in a resolute voice,


“I won’t let them through.”


A brilliant blue aura ignited around him.


His eyes gleamed sharply before a fierce slash flew forward.


The blade, infused with aura, sliced through their necks effortlessly.


Blood gushed like a fountain, spraying in all directions.


Headless bodies collapsed onto their knees.


“Ugh.”


A sharp gasp echoed as Evan’s sword flashed once more.


With a single swing, five more fell.


Yet, the enemies showed no hesitation.


Their eerie persistence made them seem almost inhuman.


“...Where do you think you’re going?”


I concentrated magic into my fist, using the same shield spell I had used in the library.


I struck one of them, sending him flying.


He crashed into the wall, coughing up blood, but soon stood up again.


His zombie-like resilience made Lily shriek and hide behind me.


Grrrk…


The attackers let out guttural, beast-like growls and lunged.


Evan swung his sword with a composed expression.


Even as blood splattered across his face, he didn’t blink.


Something about that sight felt... off.


‘What is it?’


A gut feeling rang alarm bells in my mind.


I didn’t know exactly what it was warning me about—only that it signaled death.


I turned my head urgently, searching for the source of my unease.


“Miss Adele?”


I ignored Lily’s questioning voice as I scanned the room.
 



 



Something was wrong.


I couldn’t explain it, but I was sure of it.


‘Why aren’t they coming in from the back?’


The house was a mere wooden cabin, made of logs hastily stacked together.


For the Emperor’s Hand, breaking through such a weak barrier should be effortless.


So why weren’t they doing it?


Just as that thought crossed my mind, a magic circle began forming on the floor.


The moment I noticed it, I opened my mouth to shout—


But before I could utter a word, my body was violently shoved aside.


“Huh?”


Squelch.


The sound of a blade tearing through flesh.


But there was no pain.


Not even the sensation of being cut.


I tumbled across the floor several times.


‘What the—’


I lifted my head.


A crimson blade had pierced through the old woman’s shoulder.


Her lips trembled as she bit down in pain, her breaths coming in ragged gasps.


“Kyahhh!”


Lily’s sharp scream tore through the room.


Evan whipped his head around at the sound, immediately grasping the situation. Without hesitation, his sword slashed through the air.


Blood spurted from the attacker’s back as he collapsed on the spot.


Seeing this, I pressed my hands against the floor and pushed myself up, quickly stumbling toward the old woman.


“Khak… cough...”


It was bad.


Blood soaked the area around the blade buried in her shoulder, staining her clothes a deep red.


The blood that trickled down her arm pooled onto the ground, forming a small puddle beneath her.


The sight made my head spin for a moment.


When I lifted my gaze, I saw the old woman’s eyes slowly losing focus.


‘…Ah.’


I was used to my own death.


No matter how many times I died, I could always turn back time.
 



 



Even if I died without realizing it, my ability would automatically rewind the past.


But the death of others was different.


Especially the death of someone who had chosen to sacrifice themselves for me.


A memory flashed through my mind.


The first time Lily had died.


She had taken the assassin’s blade in my place, the one sent by the Crown Prince.


She had bitten down on the assassin’s leg with everything she had, desperately buying time for me to escape.


That image—her bloodied form—overlapped with the old woman before me.


The same resigned expression.


The same face, accepting death as inevitable.


‘I won’t let her die.’


The moment that thought formed, I fumbled inside my cloak, hastily pulling out a healing magic scroll.


It was expensive, but that didn’t matter.


A human life was worth far more.


Without hesitation, I grasped the scroll with both hands, ready to tear it open.


But my fingers were trembling too much, slipping against the paper.


‘Get a grip, Adele!’


What the hell was I doing, wasting time?


Clenching my teeth, I bit down on the paper and ripped it apart.


A crimson magic circle formed in midair as the mana within the scroll drained away.


The bleeding began to slow.


It was a third-tier healing spell—powerful enough to save someone even on the brink of death.


But despite the spell, the old woman’s condition was only worsening.


Although the bleeding had lessened, it wasn’t stopping completely.


Uung…


I cast a coagulation spell over and over, but the blood refused to clot.


The old woman, despite her ragged breathing, chuckled softly.


“Heh... such a kind girl... That child was like this too, back then...”
 



 



“Shut up! You’re losing too much blood!”


“Hah… Even the sharp tongue is the same…”


Despite the pain, she let out a hoarse laugh.


I bit my lip hard and cast the spell again.


“Young lady… May I… ask you… for one thing?”


Her voice trembled.


She was coughing up blood, barely able to speak.


I couldn’t even form a reply.


“P-please… save that child…”


Her words trailed off midway.


‘Ah.’


I couldn’t save her.


I knew that. My mind understood it.


But I couldn’t stop casting the spell.


My hands were shaking.


My mana, which had been plentiful, was almost depleted.


“Stop… Stop it!”


Lily cried out and hugged me tightly from behind.


Her warmth seeped into me.


And at last, my eyes focused.


The old woman lay still.


Her eyes were closed, her face serene, as if she were merely asleep.


“…Again.”


Tick. Tock.


The familiar ticking of a clock echoed in my ears.


I heard Louie’s voice, reminding me that every rewind came with a price.


I ignored it.


If I didn’t use my power now, I knew I would regret it forever.


Time rewound.
 – – The End of The Chapter – – 
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            Chapter 48: The Town (6)


Time rewinds.


The ticking of the clock gradually fades from my ears. A piercing pain shoots through my chest as I open my eyes.


It wasn’t as agonizing as dying, but it was still a pain I could never grow used to. Gasping for breath, I slowly lifted my head.


‘First, I need to assess the situation.’


The first priority was determining when I had returned to.


I saw Evan, his sword cloaked in aura, cutting down the Emperor’s Hands.


Behind him, Lily stood beside the old woman, trembling slightly. Further back, a golden magic circle was being redrawn.


I clicked my tongue without realizing it.


‘Of all times…’


The rewind was much shorter than I had expected. If I had returned to a point before the battle had started, I would’ve had more time to prepare.


Countless thoughts crowded my mind, but I shook my head to clear them.


There was no time to complain.


“Huuh…”


I took deep breaths and quickly scanned my surroundings.


A shadow entered my vision.


Someone appeared out of thin air. It was similar to Abel’s teleportation.


If I hadn’t been paying close attention, I wouldn’t have even noticed. That must have been why my past self almost got killed before the rewind.


Maybe it was just my imagination, but it felt like their tactics were becoming increasingly precise.


Whoosh.


The sound of the wind.


A figure, clad in a black mask, lunged at me.


I deployed shield magic over my fist. A red magic circle wrapped around my arm, forming multiple layers of protection in an instant.


It was the same method I had used in the library against them. They hadn’t learned.


Thud!


“Kkrrk?!”


The attacker let out a strangled sound as they crashed into the wall. Their body trembled violently as they tried to get up.
 



 



But before they could, a streak of blue aura sliced through the air, severing their neck.


Evan’s urgent voice followed.


“Lady, are you alright?!”


“Yes, I’m fine.”


It felt almost anticlimactic, stopping the attack so easily.


Evan stepped in front of me, reinfusing his sword with aura. More golden magic circles began forming on the ground.


He clicked his tongue and took a deep breath.


More enemies infiltrated using teleportation-like techniques. Yet his sword did not miss a single one.


One by one, then another.


The battle was nothing short of a massacre.


The number of Emperor’s Hands had already dwindled significantly. Even if they were mass-produced weapons, their numbers weren’t infinite.


Thud.


When the last of them fell, Evan leaned on his sword, breathing heavily. He didn’t say a word, but it was clear—he was exhausted.


It was only natural. He had fought them all alone.


Letting out a long sigh, he muttered,


“To think they would come all the way here…”


I agreed.


Even I hadn’t expected them to attack such a secluded village.


Wiping the blood from his sword, Evan sheathed it.


Clap. Clap. Clap.


A sudden applause echoed through the silence.


Evan frowned at the inappropriate sound.


The clapping grew louder, closer.


Through the doorway, a man stepped in.


He entered the cabin with slow, deliberate steps, still clapping.


Pale skin, deep dark circles, an eerie presence, golden eyes.


It was the young man who had guided us here.


‘…Were his eyes always golden?’


The thought struck me. The first time I saw him, he had black hair and blue eyes.


Before I could dwell on it, the young man spoke first.


“Impressive. I didn’t think you’d fend off that attack.”
 



 



He walked toward us, his every step sending a chill down my spine.


Gone was the indifferent face from earlier. Instead, there was an overwhelming pressure exuding from him.


Even Evan swallowed hard and tightened his grip on his sword.


The man smirked.


“And what do you plan to do with that lump of iron?”


“Shut up.”


Blue aura flared to life.


Though dimmer than before, its intensity had not faded.


The raging flames of his aura looked like they could tear through anything.


But the man simply stared at Evan, expressionless.


Clang!


The sound of metal striking metal.


It was a bizarre sight.


Not only did he stop Evan’s sword with a single hand, but he didn’t even bleed.


A golden magic circle on his palm blocked the blade with ease.


Still, Evan didn’t waver and immediately launched another attack.


Clang!


Screech…!


The clash of sword and magic circle filled the air with a harsh metallic ring.


With nothing but a magic circle the size of a palm, the man blocked all of Evan’s strikes.


“Strong. But too soft.”


He clenched his right fist.


Evan gritted his teeth and swung again.


His blue aura slashed toward the man—but before it could reach, a magic circle materialized, stopping it effortlessly.


“Let me show you.”


Whoosh.


The sound of wind brushing past my ear.


A gust swept against my cheek.


And in that moment, the man vanished.


He reappeared behind Evan, throwing a punch.


Evan barely turned in time, raising his sword to block—


But the man’s fist shattered the blade.


Boom!


It was a deafening crash.


Evan was sent flying into the wall.


Lily and I froze in place.


I had never seen Evan so utterly overpowered.


He wasn’t as strong as Abel, but he was still one of the finest knights.
 



 



Yet, this man took him down in one hit.


“Was I being too soft?”


“Cough…”


Evan forced himself up, gripping his broken sword.


His legs shook, but he refused to fall.


The man watched, then smiled as if amused.


“How loyal.”


“Stay… away from the Lady!”


A blue slash shot forward.


It was blocked. Easily.


Still, Evan did not stop attacking.


The man clicked his tongue and strode forward.


Wooong…


With a single wave of his hand, dozens of golden magic circles materialized around him.


A massive surge of mana gathered at his fingertips.


‘This is…’


Chills ran down my spine.


Mana of this magnitude—comparable to Abel’s.


To control this much mana with just a gesture…


Boom!


“Gah…!”


Evan didn’t even have time to scream before the attack hit.


He collapsed.


Watching him fall for the first time, a sinking despair clawed at my chest.


“I won’t… let you…”


With a weak clatter, Evan reached for the man’s leg.


“You have remarkable willpower,” the man mused.


“But that’s all.”


With a single kick, Evan was sent flying again.


The man turned away, as if he had lost interest. Then, he looked at me.


‘He’s strong.’


Blocking all of Evan’s attacks with a single magic circle. Controlling enormous mana with a flick of his wrist.


Overpowering Evan as if he were a mere child.


My arms trembled.


I stepped in front of Lily and glared at him.


Familiar golden eyes. Strength comparable to Abel’s.


There was no mistaking his identity.


“The Emperor...”


A low chuckle came in response.


“Quick-witted, aren’t you?”


The Emperor smirked and stepped toward me.


Gone was the benevolent ruler from the hunting festival.
 



 



Before me stood a ruthless predator.


If I let my guard down for even a moment, I would lose my head.


My lips felt dry.


“First, I should deal with that old hag.”


“...What?”


The Emperor extended his hand.


Something in the old woman’s throat began to burn a deep crimson.


Her face turned deathly pale before she collapsed to the floor. Cold sweat dripped down her wrinkled face as she coughed up blood.


“Kuhk… Cough”


Struggling for breath, the old woman convulsed—then fell completely still.


I turned my head, only to meet the Emperor’s indifferent gaze.


“...Why would you kill the person who raised you?”


“Hmm? Are you asking me?”


I nodded.


The Emperor smirked.


“Bold of you. Well, I suppose there’s no harm in answering.”


He stroked his chin for a moment before continuing.


“It’s simple. She was interfering with my plans.”


He killed her—just because she was an inconvenience.


Suddenly, I recalled something Princess Aria had once told me.


‘Abel intends to bring down the Imperial Family.’


‘It’s true. I’m on Abel’s side, too.’


When she first confided in me about Abel’s rebellion, my first thought had been: Why?


Why would a princess—a member of the royal family—side with a traitor?


But now, standing face-to-face with the Emperor, I could begin to understand.


He had just killed the woman who raised him without hesitation, simply because she was in his way.


Did any other reason matter?


“I see.”


Anger seeped through the cracks of my fear.


A burning sensation spread through my chest as I inhaled deeply, trying to suppress it.


The Emperor merely watched me, unfazed, as if he assumed I was frozen in terror.


‘If that’s what he thinks… he’s sorely mistaken.’
 



 



Shhk.


“...Huh?”


A blade, hidden at my wrist, shot forward.


The sharp edge buried itself deep into the Emperor’s abdomen.


It was the same dagger the Emperor’s Hands had used in the library.


An artifact capable of ignoring magic and piercing through anything. The very same blade that Princess Aria had secretly passed to me.


As I looked up, I saw it.


For the first time—


The Emperor’s face twisted in shock.


“You let your guard down, Emperor.”
 – – The End of The Chapter – – 
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            Chapter 49: The Town (7)


“Ghh…!”


A groan of pain escaped the Emperor’s mouth.


Adele clenched her teeth and gripped the sword tightly. From the Emperor’s abdomen, hot blood began to seep out.


The sickening sensation of flesh being torn and organs being pierced traveled up from her fingertips.


The feeling of taking a life was still as repulsive as ever.


Even so, she drove the blade in deeper with all her might. If she hesitated for even a moment, she would be the one to lose her life.


That singular thought consumed Adele as she put every ounce of strength into her arm.


“Keuk, Ghahaha!”


The Emperor burst into laughter.


Even if this was just a borrowed body, he hadn’t expected to be caught off guard like this.


A normal person would have been enraged, but he found it nothing but amusing.


It had been a long time since he’d taken a hit—so long that it almost felt refreshing.


The laughter, once started, showed no signs of stopping.


From Adele’s blue eyes, pure murderous intent radiated. The sight only seemed to delight the Emperor further as he locked eyes with her, a grin stretching across his face.


“How entertaining. This Saintess is quite the bold one.”


‘Saintess?’


Before she could even process his words, his fist shot toward her.


She barely managed to raise one arm in defense, but—


Crack.


With that sickening sound, Adele was flung across the room, slamming into the wall.


Boom!


“Gah…!”


For a moment, she felt like all the air had been knocked out of her lungs. A wave of nausea hit her as she struggled to get back on her feet.


The Emperor watched her and chuckled softly.


“Hah. It’s been centuries since someone’s managed to land a blow on me.”
 



 



With a firm grip, he yanked the embedded sword from his abdomen without hesitation.


Blood gushed out in a crimson fountain—but he only smiled, unfazed.


Wooong…


As Adele reached out, the sword responded, flying toward her hand.


Seeing this, the Emperor’s smirk widened.


“Oh? You handle it better than I expected.”


“You lunatic…”


She muttered under her breath, watching him slowly approach—completely unbothered by his bleeding wound.


This sword carried a curse: any injury it inflicted could not be healed.


That old woman had been unable to stop her bleeding after being stabbed by it for the same reason.


And yet, here he was, moving as if it didn’t even matter.


“I appreciate the compliment.”


Ignoring her insult, the Emperor had already closed the distance between them.


Without hesitation, Adele hurled the sword straight at him.


Thud.


He caught it effortlessly with one hand.


Blood dripped between his clenched fingers, but he remained unfazed.


The Emperor let the blade fall to the ground and slowly pressed his foot against it.


“All your little tricks amount to nothing in the end. How do you plan to defeat me with that frail body of yours?”


“Shut up.”


She knew.


The moment her last-ditch attempt had failed, her chances of victory had vanished.


A part of her wanted to rewind time immediately—but she forced herself to wait.


Saintess. Centuries.


Even just those two words were crucial hints. She had to keep him talking, had to extract more information.


“What do you mean by ‘Saintess’?”


“…Is that your final question before you die?”


But the Emperor only smirked, having already seen through her intent.


Then, without warning, his hand shot out—grasping Adele by the throat.


A choking sensation.


Her vision blurred.


“Kh…kk…”


“No! Miss Adele!”


Hearing her strangled gasps, Lily rushed forward, desperately grabbing at the Emperor’s arm.
 



 



That brief moment of reprieve allowed Adele to regain a sliver of focus.


She grabbed onto his wrist with both hands, attempting to twist it away, but her arms lacked the strength.


The Emperor paid no attention to Lily tugging at him.


His sole focus was tightening his grip around Adele’s throat.


“Kggh…!”


A cold wave of terror surged through her.


Even if she died, she would return. That thought had always reassured her.


But as she met his golden eyes—something felt wrong.


‘Why… Why can’t I hear the ticking?’


The ticking sound.


Every time she returned, she heard it in her ears. Even just before her death, the sound always rang.


She had never truly focused on it before—only barely registering it through the agony.


But now… it was completely silent.


Why?


Even that question began to fade as the pain of dying took over.


Her body trembled from the overwhelming sensation.


‘Am I… actually going to die?’


Primal fear clawed at her.


Her mind was shutting down.


Her dimming vision sent her into full-blown panic.


She struggled with all her might, but it was useless.


Still, she clung to a desperate hope—that perhaps the ticking would return in her final moment.


‘I don’t… want to die.’


Her breath was running out.


The Emperor’s golden eyes gleamed as he smirked.


Even fear itself was fading.


‘Ah… Abel…’


Why was his name coming to mind now?


Of all times, why was she thinking of that detestable man?


Perhaps, more than she realized…


Just before her thoughts completely ceased—


From Adele’s right hand, a brilliant white light burst forth. A single stroke of the marking engraved on the back of her hand shone with an almost blinding intensity.
 



 



Before the Emperor could even react, a white magic circle wrapped around his right arm.


A massive surge of mana gathered around her. The overwhelming energy manifested beside Adele.


And in the next moment—


His arm was severed in two.


Schlk—


A sharp, chilling sound rang out as the Emperor staggered backward, his cleanly cut arm falling to the ground.


Blood gushed from the exposed wound, but before he could even process the pain, a figure appeared in his blurred vision.


“Ghh… Ugh…”


On the floor, Adele gasped for air, her breaths coming in ragged, desperate gulps.


Her lungs burned, starved of oxygen.


Slowly, she lifted her head.


A man stood before her.


Clad in a pristine uniform, with silver-gray hair and piercing silver eyes that gleamed like a blade—


It was Abel, the head of House Hardenberg and her fiancé.


He gently lifted Adele into his arms before turning his gaze toward the fallen Emperor.


“Tsk… So you had such a last-ditch trick up your sleeve…”


“Shut up.”


A white magic circle bloomed in the air.


Mana, vast as an ocean, surged around Abel, flooding the space with an overwhelming force.


Feeling the ominous energy, the Emperor grinned as he pushed himself upright.


“Sequential deployment.”


At Abel’s murmured command, dozens of spears materialized in the air.


“Strike.”


With a flick of his fingers, the spears shot forward.


The Emperor extended his remaining left hand, conjuring a golden magic circle in midair. The barrier blocked the incoming spears one by one.


“Khh…”


But the defense barely lasted.


Cracks spiderwebbed across the golden barrier, the relentless barrage proving too much.


Finally—


Shatter.


The Emperor’s barrier crumbled under the sheer force of the assault.


Clicking his tongue, he immediately raised his hand again, summoning dozens of new magic circles.
 



 



“I don’t have time to waste playing with a mere puppet.”


As Abel muttered under his breath—


All the magic circles surrounding the Emperor shattered at once.


A technique that neutralized magic itself by overpowering it with an immense difference in mana capacity.


In his current state—nothing more than a possessed shell—the Emperor had no way of resisting.


“…Hah. What an interesting day.”


The Emperor let out a quiet chuckle—just before a spear pierced straight through his throat.


He made no sound. No scream.


Even as death claimed him, he smirked.


Seeing that infuriatingly composed expression, Abel clicked his tongue in annoyance.


Thud.


The Emperor’s possessed body crumpled to its knees before collapsing completely.


His lifeless form lay limp, golden eyes dimming like a candle snuffed out.


This was what made dealing with the Emperor so troublesome.


If necessary, he could possess another body—eyes, hands, or even an entirely new vessel—whenever he wished.


“Abel…”


“Are you alright?”


“Yes…”


Her answer, clearly unconvincing, made him sigh.


Red handprints marred her neck. Her left arm hung limply—already broken. Dark shadows lined her eyes, evidence of exhaustion.


She was utterly drained, yet still pretending to be fine.


Tsk.


Without a word, Abel carefully set her down, propping her against the wall.


Then, he reached into his coat.


A small glass bottle—filled with a deep red liquid.


Popping off the cap, he gently tilted it toward Adele’s lips.


The moment the potion touched her tongue, she grimaced.


“Ugh…”


“Swallow it. It won’t work if you don’t.”


Even as she tried to turn her head away in disgust, Abel paid her no mind.


He continued to pour the potion into her mouth.


When she attempted to spit it out, his stern expression made her reconsider.
 



 



Defeated, she swallowed.


“…Haa, haah…”


The effects were immediate.


The searing pain in her arm faded. Her ragged breathing steadied.


Watching her, Abel finally spoke again.


“If I had been even a second later, what would have happened?”


At his words, Adele fell silent.


She had been reckless, thinking she could extract information from the Emperor.


Her ability to rewind time—something she had always relied on—hadn’t activated.


If she hadn’t thought of his name in that final moment…


She would have died. For real.


That realization sent a shiver down her spine.


“…I’m sorry.”


“This is the part where you say ‘thank you.’”


“…Thank you.”


Her voice, hoarse and quiet, barely reached him.


Abel sighed again.


Without another word, he slipped off his uniform coat and draped it over her shoulders.


Then, he stood.


“Rest for a while.”


He wanted to lecture her.


But for now—letting her recover took priority.
 – – The End of The Chapter – – 
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            Chapter 50: Spirit (1)


A few strands of green hair stood out against her black locks, like stray gray hairs. Her light green eyes evoked the image of a lush forest.


Dressed in a light leather armor, the woman pushed the door open and stepped inside.


It was Arin.


Commander of the Black Raven Order and the only Spirit Knight in existence. She was one of the children taken in alongside Evan when we were young.


In the original story, she had appeared as Louis’s personal knight. Using my knowledge of the original plot, I had recruited her first.


And now, she had single-handedly eliminated three Imperial Nests before finally returning to the Ducal House.


Arin knelt on one knee, her gaze lifting toward me.


“It’s been a while, Duke.”


“Yes, it has.”


Her tone was still stiff.


There was a time when I had tried to correct it because I found it unpleasant to hear. But in the end, I gave up. Her personality was one that strictly separated business from personal matters, and I had realized that changing it was impossible.


Pushing aside unnecessary thoughts, I waited for her to speak.


“I will report my findings.”


Rising to her feet, she began her briefing.


“A total of thirteen Imperial Nests were discovered in the Hardenberg territory. Of those, twelve have been successfully purged.”


“That many, huh.”


Imperial Nests.


Mid-level intelligence hubs that managed the Emperor’s eyes and hands, collecting information.


Each region typically had two or three, and they maintained connections with the nobility to some extent.


In modern terms, they were equivalent to intelligence agencies—so secretive that even the Empire kept their very existence under wraps.


Even someone of my rank, a duke, had only learned of their existence after reaching this position. That alone showed how deeply concealed they were.
 



 



Yet, there had been thirteen of them hiding in my territory?


Even considering the vast expanse of the Hardenberg lands, that was an absurd number.


I barely held back a sigh and gave a nod.


Arin continued her report.


“I’ve found clues regarding one of their new projects.”


“And what would that be?”


A new project.


Given the nature of an intelligence agency, it was unlikely to be anything good.


“The project is named ‘Sacrificial Lamb.’ The details remain unclear, but it appears to be related to the Hardenberg family.”


“I see…”


So they were finally making a move.


It made sense. Honestly, it was surprising they hadn’t acted sooner.


With all the groundwork they had laid, it was shocking that they were only just now beginning a project.


‘I can’t take this lightly, though.’


I wouldn’t let my guard down.


The Imperial Family was the opponent. They would undoubtedly try something unimaginable.


For now, I needed to have my ravens gather more information about this project.


“Good work.”


“Um… by any chance…”


Arin hesitated, stealing glances at me as if expecting something.


Amused, I stepped forward and ruffled her hair roughly with one hand.


I had thought she had grown up, but it seemed she still sought comfort in moments like this.


The little slave girl from back then had already come so far.


The passage of time felt strangely bittersweet.


“You did well, Arin.”


“…Thank you, Father.”


Father.


It had been a long time since I heard that title.


Evan, at least, had stopped calling me that, saying it was embarrassing.


Thud.


The sudden sound of something dropping caught my attention.


Turning my head, I found Adele staring at me in a daze.


After a moment of awkward eye movement, she let out a forced laugh.
 



 



“Y-you have a daughter, Duke?”


“I think there’s been a misunderstanding.”


It was obvious she had drawn the wrong conclusion.


“Oh, no, no! There’s no misunderstanding at all!”


Despite her frantic denial, her trembling eyes betrayed her true thoughts.


She wasn’t just misunderstanding—she was misunderstanding in a completely different direction.


Slowly, I approached her.


Adele’s eyes spun in circles as I took her hand.


Startled, she closed her mouth and looked up at me, completely frozen.


Feeling mischievous, I lifted her hand and placed a kiss on it.


“H-heuk!”


A strange noise escaped her lips as her cheeks turned as red as a tomato.


I suppressed a chuckle.


I had been slightly worried about her after everything that had happened in the past few days. But she was still as innocent as ever.


“The only one I love is you, Adele.”


“Huk!”


A sharp intake of breath echoed from the hallway.


I ignored it.


“T-th… th…”


Adele stuttered and turned her head away, avoiding my gaze.


Chuckling softly, I let go of her hand.


“Are you alright?”


“…It’s nothing.”


At my questioning look, Adele shook her head and took a step back.


I was relieved to see that the misunderstanding had cleared up—until I heard the same sharp gasp again.


Turning my head, I found Arin, her hands covering her face.


Yet, through the gaps of her fingers, her eyes sparkled with curiosity as she peered at us.


“Ah! I-I wasn’t trying to interrupt!”


She shouted hastily, then quickly attempted to flee the room.


I grabbed her shoulder and spoke.


“At least introduce yourself before you leave.”


“Ah, right!”


With a slight bow, she straightened her posture. Adele looked slightly flustered, but Arin casually took a knight’s salute.
 



 



Raising one hand in a disciplined manner, she introduced herself in the same calm voice as before.


“Commander of the Black Raven Order, Arin.”


Snapping out of her daze, Adele gave a noblewoman’s courtesy bow in response.


“I am Adele von Este. Pleased to meet you.”


“The pleasure is mine, Madam!”


****


Why did they all call her ‘Madam’?


I didn’t recall ever teaching them that term when they were younger.


Pushing aside that fleeting thought, I watched as Arin spoke loudly, making Adele smile awkwardly and nod in response.


She still seemed a bit uncomfortable with Arin’s rigid demeanor. With a sigh, I decided to add some context.


“She’s the commander of the Order Evan belongs to. Also, she’s one of the rare half-elves.”


“Ah, that’s right.”


Arin nodded so vigorously that it almost seemed like she was trying to affirm my words with sheer force.


Adele, seemingly intrigued, took a step closer to her.


“You’re a half-elf?”


“Yes, that’s correct.”


“That’s wonderful. I’m a descendant of elves too.”


A descendant of elves?


The moment Adele said that, a flicker of doubt arose in my mind.


That wasn’t a detail I had ever encountered in the original story.


I turned to look at her, and she muttered to herself as if realizing she had forgotten to mention it before.


“Louis told me.”


“She did?”


There was no way she was lying.


Elves were known as the most honest race, treating falsehoods as a near-taboo.


But if this was true, then why hadn’t it been mentioned in the original?


‘Wait… could it be…?
’
Now that I thought about it, something had always seemed off.


Despite standing on the Emperor’s side, Louis had always shown an odd sense of goodwill toward Adele.
 



 



From the beginning, it had been strange that someone as meticulous as Louis had even entertained her trade proposal when she was practically his enemy.


Could it have been because Adele was a descendant of elves?


‘Then… was that the reason he didn’t send her away this time?’


It felt like scattered puzzle pieces were finally snapping into place.


The only reason I had told Adele about Louis’s intelligence guild was because I had believed she would eventually be dismissed.


But if he had gone so far as to provide her with classified information, then that must have been the reason all along.


‘I’ll have to confront her about this later.’


For now, I set the thought aside.


“Really?!”


Arin’s voice shot up in excitement, making Adele flinch slightly.


Her eyes sparkled like stars, brimming with curiosity.


I felt a headache coming on.


I knew how exhausting it was to have a conversation with her when she got that look in her eyes.


“…Yes.”


Adele answered hesitantly, still looking a bit overwhelmed.


Arin took another step closer, eyes gleaming with anticipation.


Even as Adele instinctively backed away, the distance between them somehow remained the same.


“Have you ever seen a spirit before?”


“A… spirit?”


“Oh, you don’t know what they are?”


I had to admit, it was a little funny.


In modern terms, Arin was what you’d call a spirit-obsessed fan.


Spirits had nearly vanished from this world, but her love for them had never wavered.


Even Evan, who usually had plenty to say, ended up completely drained when caught in one of Arin’s spirit rants.


She had been more restrained over the last few years, trying to keep herself in check.


And yet, Adele had unknowingly shattered that restraint in a single moment.
 



 



Enthusiastically explaining spirits, Arin suddenly extended her right hand.


“I may be a half-elf, but… I can still see my friends!”


A green spirit appeared in her palm, flickering like a tiny flame.


A small girl, barely the size of a thumb, blinked in confusion, looking around.


After reaching the realm of Archmage, I had gained the ability to see spirits as well, despite not being an elf.


Of course, I never told Arin that.


I had no intention of getting sucked into her endless spirit discussions.


“Look! It can do this too!”


Arin, practically vibrating with enthusiasm, began demonstrating the spirit’s tricks.


“This green flame… is a spirit?”


“Yes! Isn’t it adorable?”


“It is cute.”


Well, if they were enjoying their conversation, then I had no reason to interfere


Honestly, the way I had been worried about their relationship now felt a little ridiculous.
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            Chapter 51: Spirit (2)


Arin had been talking about spirits for quite some time now. Even Adele, who had been enthusiastically engaging with her, was starting to look a little tired.


Abel already knew that once she started talking about spirits, there was no stopping her. So, while she rambled on, he continued processing the paperwork.


Even the spirits, who had been playfully showing off for a while, now seemed exhausted, occasionally letting out yawns.


Abel stamped the budget management document and passed it aside. Just as he was about to process the last document, he suddenly noticed Adele’s gaze on him.


Arin, who had been talking nonstop just moments ago, also seemed to have realized this and promptly closed her mouth.


Had she gone too far? She muttered under her breath and scratched her cheek, looking a little awkward. Abel couldn’t help but chuckle.


Of course, it wasn’t because Adele was upset with her.


‘Does she want to be alone with me?’


After spending months together, he had learned to read her thoughts just from the way she looked at him.


Abel gestured to Arin, signaling her to leave the room. Catching on immediately, she nodded without hesitation.


“I’ll take my leave first, Your Grace.”


She saluted with crisp precision before opening the door and stepping out.


It was almost hard to believe that the same person who had been chatting so energetically just moments ago could be this composed and disciplined.


Her strict distinction between work and personal matters was something worth respecting.


Adele silently observed the door as it opened and closed. She waited until Arin was completely gone before turning to face Abel.


“You have something you want to say.”


“Yes.”


She nodded, her expression serious.


Adele rarely visited the office in person unless it was necessary.
 



 



For her to come all the way here despite that meant it was something important.


Abel set the last document aside and locked eyes with her.


In her gaze, he could see a firm resolve.


“I want to get stronger.”


Adele clenched her fists tightly as she declared it.


It wasn’t an impulsive statement made on a whim. It was the result of long contemplation over the past few days.


After nearly dying at the hands of the Emperor, she had realized something crucial.


She had grown too complacent, relying too much on her regression ability.


Whether she was poisoned, assassinated, or killed in any way, she had always believed she could simply reset everything through regression.


Even if she died helplessly, she thought she could always turn back time.


‘How foolish.’


When she possessed Adele’s body and tried to persuade the household members, it had been the same.


Even if she made mistakes, she never hesitated to use regression to erase them.


Through regression, she learned more about the people around her and successfully won them over.


Thanks to that, she had gained allies like Lily.


Even the Crown Prince’s assassins had been easy to deal with through regression.


When she first met Abel, she had used the same method to form a contract with him.


At the auction house, she had saved Lily from an unknown knight using the same means.


At the library, she had wagered her life like a coin to personally eliminate the Emperor’s hand.


But when she faced true death in Arc, she finally realized one undeniable fact.


‘I’m weak.’


She had no choice but to be helpless.


There had been a time when she lost not only herself but also Lily to the Crown Prince’s assassins.
 



 



At the library, she barely managed to deal with the Emperor’s hand while suffering through the agony of death.


And then…


She had ultimately failed to save the old woman who had once saved her.


She had been blinded by the arrogance of thinking she could always save people with regression.


She had relied on the false comfort that as long as she could turn back time, she didn’t need to be strong.


And in the end, she had nearly been killed by the Emperor himself. If not for her contract with Abel, she would have died there.


If he hadn’t suggested a new contract first, she would have undoubtedly perished in that place.


Grit.


She clenched her teeth unconsciously.


‘Regression… it’s better to use it sparingly.’


Louis had warned her about it before. She couldn’t afford to depend on this power recklessly.


This wasn’t just about the consequences—


She had been blindly relying on regression, making her far too complacent.


‘That’s why I need to become stronger.’


At Adele’s heartfelt declaration, Abel closed his eyes for a moment.


He set down the pen he had been holding and leaned back in his chair.


The Adele standing before him now was completely different from the helpless girl he had first met.


Back then, her lifeless eyes had been devoid of hope, her gaze trembling with fear, and her whole body had been consumed by despair.


Now, however, her eyes were filled with determination.


She was still afraid—but at least, the defeat and resignation that once clouded her gaze were gone.


He couldn’t help but smile at the drastic change.


“So, you want to become stronger…”


The first time he had seen Adele, she had looked like a fragile child.


A child who had tumbled off a cliff, wounded and struggling desperately to climb back up.
 



 



Even now, looking at her gave him the feeling of watching a vulnerable child standing by the water’s edge.


It reminded him of himself as a child—thrust into the treacherous path of nobility with no guidance.


Perhaps that was why he felt such a sense of familiarity with her.


Maybe it was because she, like him, was originally from the modern world.


Otherwise, there was no reason for him to be this concerned about her.


‘…But she’s not the same as I was back then.’


Her answer was far better than the one his younger self had chosen.


Because back then, all he had done was run away.


“Alright.”


At his response, Adele’s face lit up.


But she couldn’t simply rejoice just yet.


Becoming strong wasn’t something that happened overnight.


It required relentless effort, day after day.


She would have to walk a path filled with thorns.


“Are you prepared for that?”


Abel asked seriously.


Adele swallowed hard.


She knew he was right—this would not be an easy path.


But it was still a hundred times better than sitting around in complacency.


With that thought, she straightened her posture and nodded with unwavering resolve.


“Yes. Absolutely.”


“Good.”


What Must Adele Do to Become Stronger?


In his past life, whenever he read The Villainess Turns Back Time Again Today, a particular thought always crossed his mind.


If only Adele had been stronger, wouldn’t most of the episodes have played out much more easily?


However, there was always one major obstacle preventing that outcome—Adele’s utterly miserable lack of talent.


She was far too physically weak to become a knight who could wield aura. No matter how powerful aura might be, it was meaningless if the body that contained it was fragile.
 



 



The Crown Prince was a prime example. Because he had wasted himself on luxury and alcohol instead of training properly, he suffered defeat over and over in the original novel.


At this point, it was far too late for Adele to train her body from scratch. Besides, aura was incredibly difficult to awaken unless one started training from childhood.


What about becoming a mage…?


The situation was just as bleak.


While she had a decent amount of mana, the most crucial trait—her sensitivity to mana—was absolutely terrible.


When she formed her second contract with Abel, she had entered his subspace without even feeling the slightest dizziness. That alone proved how poor her mana perception was.


Even in the original novel, Adele had suffered from an inferiority complex due to her lack of talent. That said it all.


But…


Descendant of an elf, was it?


If that were true, then there was one possibility.


A path she had never even considered before suddenly emerged in her mind.


“Arin.”


At his call, Arin flung the door open and stepped inside.


The sudden reappearance startled Adele, making her flinch.


“You called, Your Grace?”


Abel nodded slightly before giving her an order.


“As a Spirit Knight, you will teach Adele spirit magic.”


“…Excuse me?”


Arin furrowed her brows and asked again.


He already knew what she was concerned about.


Most spirits in this world had already departed to the Spirit Realm and never returned.


Even Arin’s own spirits spent most of their time there—proof of how much this world had deteriorated.


However, things would be different now.


Because he had that item—the one Louis had gifted him.


Abel reached into his subspace and retrieved it: a music box.
 



 



A wooden cylinder with an antique-style handle on the side.


The moment she saw it, Arin let out a small gasp.


As someone who had reached a certain level as a Spirit Mage, she immediately recognized the significance of this music box.


“Will you be able to do it?”


“Yes. It’s more than possible.”


At Abel’s question, Arin nodded firmly.


“I’ll leave Adele in your care, then.”


“I will do my utmost.”


She knelt on one knee and gave a solemn vow.


Meanwhile, Adele, still struggling to grasp what was happening, tilted her head in confusion.


“So… am I becoming a Spirit Mage?”


Abel nodded in response to her question.


A Spirit Mage route that had never existed in the original novel.


If Louis hadn’t given him the music box…


If he hadn’t learned that Adele was a descendant of elves…


If he hadn’t taken Arin in as a child…


None of this would have been possible.


How nostalgic.


To think that all the changes he had made to the original story had led to this.


Life was unpredictable, indeed.
 – – The End of The Chapter – – 
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            Chapter 52: Spirits (3)


Spirits.


A race that loves nature and enjoys playing tricks on humans and elves alike.


They cherish purity and are inherently kind toward others.


Though they have long been forgotten by mankind, spirits still exist.


They have merely left this world and now reside in another realm—the Spirit Realm.


“Why is that?”


At my question about spirits, Arin crossed her arms, as if pondering for a moment. She tapped her arm with her fingers before exhaling deeply.


“It’s because of the imperial family.”


“…What?”


What does the imperial family have to do with the spirits leaving this world? I turned to Arin, puzzled.


Noticing the doubt in my gaze, she placed a finger to her lips and shook her head.


It didn’t take long for me to realize what she meant.


The restriction…


A restriction that prevents anyone from speaking about the imperial family’s deepest secrets. Even if one were to utter them aloud, the words would be warped, unable to be properly conveyed to another.


I had felt it back in that village as well—it was an incredibly troublesome restriction.


“Back to the main point,” Arin continued. “A Spirit Master is someone who forms a contract with these spirits.”


By nature, spirits are benevolent toward other beings.


Whether human or elf, as long as they can communicate, spirits extend their goodwill.


However, it is exceedingly rare for a spirit to take a special liking to an individual.


If a spirit happens to find a human they favor, they will propose a contract first.


Only after accepting that offer can one become a Spirit Master.


Of course, rejecting the contract doesn’t result in any penalties—other than having to endure the spirit’s mischievous pranks.


The most crucial point, however, is that humans cannot initiate the contract.
 



 



Arin emphasized that part in particular.


“So, talent is key…”


“Exactly.”


She nodded in agreement with my words.


Magic could be learned as long as one could sense mana and study the different types of spells. While reaching a high level was difficult, the entry point wasn’t particularly high.


Aura was the same—as long as one trained their body properly, sensing its energy wasn’t too difficult.


But spirit magic was entirely different.


Without the spirit’s initiative, one couldn’t even begin learning.


That realization made me wonder—would a spirit ever approach me? The thought was somewhat concerning.


Perhaps sensing my unease, Arin spoke reassuringly.


“There’s no need to worry. We have this.”


With that, she pulled a wooden music box from her belongings.


It was the item Abel had given me. It looked like an ordinary music box, but was there something special about it?


Curious, I asked her about its true nature.


“It’s a token of a spirit’s promise,” she explained. “An object that grants one’s desires.”


“…Are you saying—”


“Yes. We’ll be using this to form a contract with a spirit.”


Even just hearing about it, I could tell this was a priceless item.


Was it really okay for me to use something so precious just to grow stronger? The thought weighed on me.


Sensing my hesitation, Arin reassured me with a gentle smile.


“There’s no need to feel pressured. The ducal house possesses many such items.”


Had my feelings been that obvious?


Scratching my cheek awkwardly, I gave a small nod.


“Then let’s begin.”


Arin immediately placed the music box on the table and slowly turned the handle.


A clear piano melody filled the air as the lid of the music box flipped open.
 



 



Inside was a small wooden figurine of a girl.


As the handle turned, the figurine began to rotate.


This is…


A green glow started to spread in all directions.


Even someone as ignorant about spirits as I was could tell that something unusual was happening.


Vines sprouted from the ground, coiling around the table legs and slowly creeping upward.


Now I understood why we had to conduct the spirit magic lesson in the garden.


Pushing aside unnecessary thoughts, I focused on the music box.


The vines, having reached the tabletop, started to wrap around the music box itself.


At the same time, flowers of various colors bloomed along the vines—pink, blue, green, red. Vibrant hues filled my vision.


“This is…”


A tiny fissure appeared above the music box. From the air itself, small flames flickered into existence.


Three in total.


One was green.


One was red.


And the last was blue.


They looked similar to the flames that had appeared in Arin’s palm before.


[Louis? Could it be that Louis called us?]


[Really?! It’s been so long since I saw Louis!]


[Idiots. These guys aren’t Louis.]


A faint voice echoed in my ears.


It was so quiet that if I lost focus for even a moment, I might miss what was being said.


Was this… the voices of spirits?


[Sylphi’s, your words are too harsh!]


[Let her be. That’s just how she is.]


[Shut up. More importantly, who are these people?]


Their bickering sounded oddly cute.


Meanwhile, Arin lowered her head slightly and greeted them with a polite voice.


“Hello.”


The voice had noticeably risen in tone compared to before.


She had reacted the same way when we first met—she really must like spirits a lot.


It was a side of her that felt quite different from her usual composed demeanor, making it a little difficult to adjust.
 



 



[Who are you?]


[A half-elf?! What’s a half-elf doing here?]


[Are you the one who called us?]


“Yes. My name is Arin. I am a Spirit Master.”


I focused all my attention on listening, afraid that I might miss their words. Even the slightest lapse in concentration felt like it would cause me to lose the spirits’ voices entirely.


[A Spirit Master? There are still those around in this land?]


[Sylphi’s, watch your words.]


[Tch, fine. Whatever.]


The green spirit chided the other, who had been called Sylphi’s, prompting her to sulk and drift away in apparent annoyance.


With a soft sigh, the green spirit turned back to Arin.


[So, Louis gave you that item.]


At the mention of the name, Arin nodded, and for a moment, the spirit’s form flickered.


[Hmm… there shouldn’t be any issues with the contract, so it should be fine. What is it that you wish for?]


“I want the person next to me to be able to form a contract with a spirit.”


It was only then that the green spirit seemed to notice my presence, drifting toward me slowly.


A strange warmth surrounded me, making me feel slightly drowsy.


[Ah… you can hear my voice, I see.]


“…Really?!”


Before I could even react, Arin suddenly leaned in close, her face mere inches from mine.


I had no idea why she was so excited, but being this close was… a bit overwhelming.


Gently placing my hands on her shoulders, I pushed her back slightly. Realizing her mistake, Arin took a step back.


“My apologies. I got a little too excited.”


“It’s fine. But… why were you so surprised?”


Clearing her throat, she answered in a more composed tone.
 



 



“There are very few people who can hear a spirit’s voice from the very beginning. Even I could only understand vague meanings at first.”


So, I was an irregular for being able to understand them right away?


“Ah…”


“Most people don’t even realize the spirits are speaking.”


Hearing that, I understood why she had been so shocked.


Even I hadn’t expected to understand their words the moment I met them.


Did that mean I had a natural talent for spirit magic?


[Hehe, rare, but sometimes there are kids like that.]


[Wow, it’s true! He really understands us!]


[Stop buzzing around so much, Sally.]


Sylphi’s had somehow gotten closer without me noticing, while Sally, the red spirit, flitted around excitedly.


Instead of backing down, Sally began buzzing even more obnoxiously in apparent defiance.


[Go away, Sylphi’s! I haven’t seen a human in forever—I want to look at her!]


“How does the contract work?”


[Contract?! I want to form a contr—mmph!]


[Shut up and listen first.]


At Sylphi’s words, Sally seemed to calm down, keeping her mouth shut.


Despite all their bickering, they seemed to have a close bond.


The green spirit floated toward me and asked,


[What is your name?]


Now that I thought about it, I hadn’t introduced myself yet, had I?


Realizing my mistake, I quickly lowered my head and greeted them.


“My name is Adele von Este. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”


[So, your name is Este?]


[Idiot, that’s her surname. Her name is Adelee.]


In the short span of time, the spirits had already begun bickering again.


Seemingly used to it, the green spirit ignored them and introduced herself.


[I am Silvana, a spirit of the forest.]
 



 



[I’m Sylphi, a spirit of the wind. Just call me Sylphi’s.]


[Ah, and I’m Salamander, a spirit of fire! You can call me Sally!]


Each of them introduced themselves in a way that highlighted their personalities.


A forest spirit, a wind spirit, and a fire spirit.


A Spirit Master could only form a contract with one spirit.


I needed to choose carefully.


Fire was out of the question.


It was certainly powerful, but I had no idea what kind of destruction it could cause if mishandled.


Besides, flashy abilities weren’t really my thing.


That left wind and forest.


“…I’ve made my decision.”
 – – The End of The Chapter – – 
 
[TL: You can support the translation and read 5 chapters ahead of the release here on Patreon: https://www.patreon.com/OracleTls
 
Join our Discord for regular updates and have fun with other community members: https://discord.com/invite/SqWtJpPtm9 ]




            ---The End Of The Chapter---

                            
                    
                        https://www.readingpia.me/covers/1728153688_cover_.png

                        
                            
                                You can support the translation and read 5 chapters ahead of the release here on Patreon

                            

                            
                                    
                                    
                                 Join on Patreon
                        

                    

                
                                        
                
                            
                

                    
                            
                

                    
                            
                

                    
                            
                
            



        

                    
            
                    
            

                
                    
            
                    
            

                
                    
            
        
                    
                
                
                    
                    Join Our Discord

                    Be part of our amazing community!

                    Join Now
                

            


        

        
            
            




        


                                    
                    Comments

                    
                    

                

                    

        
            
        

        
            
            




        


        
            
            




        


        
                    
            
                    
            
                    
            

                
                    
            
                    
            

                
                    
            

                
                    
            

                

                
            Chapter 53: Spirit (4)


“I want to make a contract with Sylphi.”


[Huh?]


[What?]


Sally being surprised was one thing, but why did Sylphi herself look the most shocked? Maybe she was aware that she had a difficult personality.


But that wasn’t why I chose the Wind Spirit.


The biggest reason was that the Forest Spirit’s power was too limited in terms of usability. It was said that the Forest Spirit was the closest to nature and relied on it the most.


As the daughter of a noble family, I couldn’t imagine myself spending much time in the wilderness. It just wasn’t practical.


On the other hand, the Wind Spirit had a wide range of applications. Sure, having a cool breeze in the heat was a nice perk, but that wasn’t the main reason.


If nurtured properly, a Wind Spirit could grow strong enough to summon a full-blown storm. Compared to the Fire Spirit, it was also much easier to control.


[You’re really choosing me? Why?]


[Sylphi.]


[No, but seriously, this is weird.]


Silvana gently chided Sylphi, but she just raised her voice in protest.


[No one has ever picked me over Sally and Silvana before!]


[Maybe you should work on your personality first.]


[Ugh…]


Sylphi clamped her mouth shut, as if at a loss for words. So she was aware of her own personality issues, after all.


“How do we form the contract?”


[Uh… how do we do it, Silvana?]


I asked Sylphi, but she turned to Silvana instead, clearly just as clueless.


Silvana chuckled at her reaction.


[Hoohoo, are you embarrassed because it’s your first contract?]


[Shut up.]


She grumbled but didn’t deny it.


So this really was her first contract.


Come to think of it, she did say that, up until now, only Silvana and Sally had ever been chosen.
 



 



[The contract is simple. Just place your hands together.]


The flame-like form of Sylphi cautiously approached. She was slightly smaller than my hand—small enough that I only needed to bring my palm close to touch her.


As I reached out, a refreshing clarity washed over me.


A crisp sensation spread throughout my body.


It felt eerily similar to the time I caught a whiff of Louis’ cigarette smoke.


All the worries, anxieties, and fears that had been weighing on me faded away as if they had never existed.


Silvana, who had moved closer to observe, gave a small nod. Or at least, that’s what I assumed from the slight bobbing motion.


[Sylphi, prepare yourself.]


[...Okay.]


A breeze stirred.


A gentle current of wind swept across the vast green plains.


It was an odd way to describe it, but that was exactly how it felt.


Caught up in the moment, I closed my eyes.


A cool gust brushed against my fingertips, where my hand met Sylphi.


[Focus on that sensation, Contractor.]


Her voice, resonating clearly in my ears, was calm and serious—very different from her usual blunt tone.


A deep hum rumbled through the air.


[The wind is a being that brushes past all things.]


[And so, it is the freest of all beings.]


The wind wrapped around me.


It felt as though I could take flight at any moment, as if I had been liberated from all restraints.


Was this what Sylphi meant by freedom?


[But because of that, it is also the loneliest of all beings.]


A quiet loneliness seeped into my heart.


So this was how Sylphi saw the world.


Spirit contractors were said to forge deep bonds with spirits, growing together as partners. It was also said that, during their first contract, they would glimpse the world through the spirit’s eyes.
 



 



Endless freedom and solitude.


That was the essence of Sylphi’s world.


And somehow, it wasn’t so different from my own.


I, too, was a stranger in this world, possessing the body of a villainess from another reality.


I understood exactly what Sylphi felt.


[So this is… the world you see.]


“...Did you see mine?”


[...Yes. But I won’t talk about it.]


A connection between two beings meant sensing each other’s existence.


Sylphi must have seen my world as well.


For a moment, I thought I saw something in her deep blue flames—a glimmer of sympathy, perhaps even understanding.


[I, Sylphi, the Wind Spirit, hereby form a contract with Adele von Este.]


As Sylphi made her declaration, I felt something link us together—a deep, unseen connection.


So this was the “link” Arin had described.


A low hum filled the air.


The wind trembled, and then Sylphi flared up violently.


I flinched at the sudden change, but Arin simply shook her head, reassuring me.


“When a spirit forms a contract, they take on the form most familiar to their contractor.”


“Oh, I see.”


The form most familiar to me?


I was curious about what that meant, but for now, I stayed quiet and watched.


[Ohh! This is my first time seeing Sylphi transform!]


Sally gasped as the blue flames began shaping into a distinct form.


At first, it was no larger than a palm-sized doll.


Then, like a painting coming to life, more and more details emerged.


Arin’s lips curled into a small smile as she observed the transformation.


Meanwhile, I could feel my own face heating up.


[This form is…]


A small boy.


Soft gray hair.


Silver eyes.


A faint scar beneath one eye.
 



 



It was, without a doubt, a younger version of Abel.


“Oh my goodness, it’s the Duke!”


“Ugh…”


The form most familiar to the contractor turned out to be Abel.


I did think about him a lot, sure. But enough for even a spirit to take on his form? That seemed a bit much.


[Oh-ho, so this is the form the contractor likes best?]


“Wait, no one said that!”


I turned to Arin in protest, but she just smiled without a word.


My already flushed face now felt like it was about to erupt into molten lava.


[Oh wow, a tomato.]


“I am not a tomato!”


[Eek, humans are scary.]


Sally dragged out her words dramatically as she scampered over to Silvana, clearly enjoying herself.


I felt a twinge of irritation but forced myself to let it go.


“When I was little, I wanted a friend, so it took the form of a little girl. But Madam, you wanted the Duke, so—mmph!”


“Not another word!”


I clamped my hand over Arin’s mouth, finally shutting her up. But her beaming smile made the embarrassment surge back even stronger.


“Urgh…”


[This one’s fun.]


[Oh, come on! Sylphi’s first human contractor ever, and she’s already acting all high and mighty!]


[Shut it, Sally!]


Just great. Now I had a noisy spirit to deal with.


****


It was a bright, sunny day like any other.


A towering spire stood tall, with a monastery attached to its side. The church, starkly different from the surrounding buildings, exuded an air of sanctity.


Its pristine white walls reminded me of untouched snow.


This was Numen, the Holy State of the Goddess’ faith.


Those blessed by the Goddess were granted divine power and served as priests, dispatched to various nations—including, of course, the Arie Empire.
 



 



In essence, this place functioned as a hospital where priests from Numen provided healing.


The reason I was here was to visit Evan, who had been gravely injured.


After being struck down by the Emperor back in the village, he had remained unconscious for days. I had been worried.


And if I were being honest, he got hurt because of me.


“His condition isn’t great, so please keep it quiet,” a priest in a white robe informed us.


I nodded and entered the room with Arin.


Inside, Evan greeted us with a relaxed smile and a casual wave.


Seeing him looking lively enough to do that eased some of my concern.


“You’ve come, my lady. And…”


His gaze shifted, and his face paled slightly.


Just how badly had he been treated for him to react like this when I was here to visit?


“C-Captain…?”


“It’s been a while.”


“H-Haha… yeah, it has.”


His voice, thick with dialect, betrayed his nervousness.


Arin sighed and dropped into the chair by his bed, exasperated.


“You look like you’re about to be eaten alive.”


I also took a seat and studied Evan closely. Most of his wounds had healed thanks to divine power, but he still didn’t look great.


“Are you feeling okay?”


“Huh? Oh, yeah. Of course.”


He scratched his head as he answered, but his pale complexion told a different story.


Arin frowned and spoke up first.


“You were taken down by him, weren’t you?”


“…Yeah. He was strong.”


Evan bit his lip, his expression troubled.


He was right.


The Emperor had been overwhelmingly powerful. Evan hadn’t even had a chance to react before being completely overpowered.


“For now, I’ll be serving as Madam’s personal guard.”
 



 



“I see…”


Evan hesitated for a moment, then nodded as if he had come to terms with it.


He looked strangely resigned.


[Who’s that?]


Sylphi whispered in my ear.


‘My bodyguard. He was seriously injured recently.’


[I see.]


He didn’t ask any further. Maybe he had nothing more to say—or maybe he sensed this wasn’t the right time.


“Take this experience and come back stronger,” Arin said abruptly.


With that, she rose to her feet and left the room.


Evan, watching her retreating figure, let out a small chuckle.


“She’s as blunt as ever.”


That was why she was so reliable.


Muttering to himself, he smiled faintly.


 – – The End of The Chapter – – 
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            Chapter 54: Spirits (5)


To become a powerful Spirit Master, there are two major abilities one must cultivate.


The first is Spirit Affinity.


This grows through bonding with spirits, deepening the connection between them. As the affinity increases, spirits can exert a greater influence on this world.


A spirit belonging to someone who has reached the peak of affinity will feel just as comfortable in this world as they do in the Spirit Realm.


Even Arin had only recently reached that level—it was a long and arduous process.


The green-flame spirit appeared quite relaxed, just as she had said. It was even sleeping on a bedspread laid out on the grass, wearing an eye mask.


“Then… are spirits stronger in the Spirit Realm?”


“Yes. To be precise, the power they display there is their true power.”


I see. So, if I had to compare, it would be like a god descending in a fantasy novel.


A being with immense power, but one whose influence on the world is restricted.


Nodding in understanding, I moved on as Arin continued.


The second ability is Control—how skillfully a contractor can wield a spirit’s power.


Unlike affinity, which can be nurtured through interaction, this ability falls purely within the realm of intuition. It’s something no one else can help with.


Even Arin said she had gone through countless trials and errors to improve her control.


Especially since, unlike me, she had no teacher or mentor to guide her—she had to become a Spirit Master entirely on her own.


“No matter how high one’s Spirit Affinity is, without this ability, they will always be vulnerable in battle.”


It’s like having a massive water tank—if the faucet is too narrow, the water won’t come out properly.


Increasing the total amount of power one can unleash at once and developing the intuition to control that power—both are necessary.
 



 



In this way, Spirit Masters were unique beings who had to train both Spirit Affinity and Control to grow stronger.


Arin pointed to the word “Control” written on the board with her finger and spoke.


“What we’ll be training today is the second ability—Control.”


[Isn’t this a bit too intense for a first lesson? Usually, people start by bonding with their spirits.]


At Sylphi’s question, Arin shook her head.


“Adele-nim and Sylphi already have an exceptional level of affinity.”


[...Really?]


Sylphi frowned, as if finding that hard to believe.


It was strange to see that expression on Abel’s face—it was such a rare sight.


While I was lost in thought, Arin approached Sylphi and carefully observed him.


“It’s very uncommon for a spirit’s first transformation to be as clear and well-formed as Sylphi.”


Saying that, she extended her palm.


“Pii?”


[...Huh?]


At Arin’s call, a spirit emerged from its bedding, removing its eye mask.


It was Pii. She carefully perched on Arin’s palm and then slowly altered her form.


Her shape became significantly more crude than before.


Earlier, she had looked like a well-crafted figurine, but now she resembled a clay doll.


She still had arms, legs, and a face, but her nose and mouth were barely distinguishable.


Seeing that, I finally understood what Arin meant.


“This was Pii’s first form.”


[...How long do I have to do this?]


“You can come back now.”


At her words, there was a soft pop, and Pii instantly reverted to her original form—a stark contrast to before.


Looking at Sylphi again, I could now see why he was unique.


[So I’m a special case.]
 



 



He examined himself while spinning in midair.


Seeing him do that while looking like Abel felt oddly cute for some reason.


[...Ha.]


Sylphi sighed and took a step away from me.


He probably just read my thoughts again.


Arin, seemingly used to this, continued her explanation without reacting.


“In other words, you already possess the minimum level of Spirit Affinity required to train your Control ability.”


“How do you improve Control?”


In response to my question, Arin pulled a wheeled cart closer.


It was neatly stacked with a considerable number of wooden blocks.


She took one out and carefully placed it on a tree stump.


“Training methods vary depending on the spirit’s element, but for wind spirits, this is the best approach.”


[It’s just a plain wooden block, though?]


At Sylphi’s muttered comment, Arin nodded.


“That’s right. Now, you need to split this in half.”


She emphasized that it had to be exactly half.


I wasn’t sure if I could do it, considering I hadn’t yet grasped the sensation of using my power properly.


Perhaps noticing my doubtful expression, Arin spoke confidently.


“Don’t worry. You’ll get the hang of it soon.”


[Easy for you to say...]


Grumbling, Sylphi floated back to my side.


Seeing him do this while looking like Abel gave me a weird sense of dissonance.


Abel wasn’t the type to get irritated over small things like this.


Well… but I guess this side of him is kind of cute in its own way.


[You’ve got it bad.]


Reading my thoughts, Sylphi clicked his tongue. Then, reaching out, he extended his hand toward me.


Realizing what Sylphi was trying to do, I instinctively reached out my hand to meet his.


As my small hand pressed against his, I took a slow, deep breath.
 



 



[Contractor, visualize it.]


Closing my eyes, I slowly began to form an image in my mind.


[Compress the wind into a sharp shape and release it.]


I imagined it just as Sylphi instructed.


For reference, I recalled the blue aura slash that Evan had shown before.


Mimicking that shape, I carefully started channeling my power. A new sensation seemed to awaken within me as the wind around me gathered.


[Make it a little rougher. A weak gust won’t be enough to cut through.]


Right. Evan’s slashes had a similar effect.


At first glance, they seemed refined, but the moment they struck their target, they went wild.


“Sylphi.”


[Are you ready?]


“Yeah.”


I pictured myself drawing a sword, trying to replicate the powerful stance that Evan had once shown me.


Go.


In my mind, I swung the sword.


I followed the trajectory of his strike as closely as I could.


Whooosh!


A sharp slicing sound tore through the air, and a blade of wind shot forward.


Before I could even register its surprising power, the wind cut cleanly through the wooden block.


“...Huh.”


[...Whoa.]


The only problem was…


I hadn’t expected it to slice through the tree stump as well.


Arin, watching from the side, let out an exclamation of admiration.


She stepped closer, grasped both of my hands, and shook them excitedly.


“That was amazing! I thought your affinity was high, but I didn’t expect this level!”


“I-Is that so…”


I felt a bit dazed.


So this is what it feels like to be naturally talented? Somehow, it was a little anticlimactic.


“But you lose points for Control.”


“Ah…”


Fair enough.


She had only asked me to split the wooden block—not to obliterate the entire stump.


“Still, you’ll get used to it in no time.”
 



 



Seeing Arin say that with such confidence, I nodded.


She pulled another wooden block from the cart and placed it on the grass.


Meanwhile, Pii hovered next to her, burning only the surrounding weeds while leaving the block untouched.


Doing that without Arin’s instruction… So, when a spirit’s Control ability is highly developed, they can act independently at this level?


Sensing my gaze, Pii murmured as if making an excuse.


[Weeds get in the way of training…]


“I see. It’s fine.”


Was she afraid I’d scold her?


This wasn’t a garden—just an empty backyard. A few burnt weeds wouldn’t be an issue.


And knowing Arin’s spirit, there was no way she’d recklessly act without reason.


“Now, try splitting this block into four equal pieces.”


“Four…?”


The wooden block stood vertically.


Unlike before, I couldn’t just send a wind blade in a single direction and be done with it.


Ah, so this is what Arin meant by Control Training.


It wasn’t just about restraining my power, but about figuring out how to use it effectively in different situations.


This must be foundational training.


‘How should I do this?’


One option was to send two wind blades from different angles simultaneously, but I couldn’t clearly picture it.


And even if I could visualize it, there was no guarantee I could execute it properly.


‘Wait… do I even need to do that?’


“You said I just can’t touch the wooden block with my hands, right?”


“Yes, that’s correct.”


Arin smiled.


Seeing my expression, Sylphi drifted closer and asked,


[Got an idea?]


“Yeah. Want to try it together?”


I reached out my hand.


Sylphi chuckled and placed his hand against mine again.


From the way he nodded slightly, he must have understood my plan through our connection.
 



 



“Whew…”


I visualized Abel’s spatial magic—the technique he used to lift and move objects with a simple motion.


Whoosh…


With the sound of rushing wind, the wooden block rose into the air.


At first, it ascended vertically, but I quickly tilted it horizontally.


The slashes should form an X.


This wasn’t much different from before.


I just needed to slightly adjust the angle and strike twice in quick succession.


The tricky part was keeping the wooden block suspended in midair while I executed the attack.


Multitasking wasn’t my strong suit, but I could manage.


“Let’s do it.”


[Yeah.]


Whoosh!


The blades of wind shot forward.


In an instant, the wind carved an X-shaped slash into the floating wooden block, slicing it cleanly into four equal pieces.


As the fragments fell to the ground, I let my power fade.


“That was incredible!”


Arin clapped her hands.


For a moment, I felt like a baby taking its first steps and being praised for it.


But I couldn’t deny that it felt satisfying.
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            Chapter 55: The Trial (1)


Flames surged like waves, engulfing everything in their path. The sky had long since turned pitch-black from the thick smoke.


The sound of screams echoing from all directions made me unconsciously furrow my brows.


Was this hell prepared just for me?


That thought suddenly crossed my mind.


I had lived a life where bloodstains on my hands were routine.


The number of lives I had taken—under the pretense of survival—was already too many to count.


Of course, compared to Abel from the original story, it was hardly anything.


But that didn’t mean I was clean.


Whether I killed a hundred or a thousand, the fact remained that my hands were stained with blood all the same.


Tap. Tap.


I slowly walked along a path stretching into the distance.


The scenery I passed was all too familiar.


Houses consumed by fire. People rolling on the ground, engulfed in flames, their screams piercing through the chaos. Others collapsed from suffocation, unable to escape the choking smoke.


How long had I been walking past all this?


A plaza appeared before me—the apparent source of the fire.


It was once the place where the emperor’s grand statue stood tall.


Now, only a shattered upper torso remained.


And atop the stone pedestal that had once held the statue, sat a familiar figure.


“…Adele?”


Short, jet-black hair. Eyes glowing like rubies.


A woman whose beauty was so mesmerizing it could bewitch people in an instant—Adele.


I faltered for a moment.


She looked far more mature than when I had first seen her.


As if she had noticed me, Adele turned her head in my direction.


She stared at me for a long moment before breaking into a smile.


But it wasn’t the usual, carefree smile she always wore.


No, Adele’s lips twisted into a grin soaked in death itself.
 



 



“It’s been a while, Abel.”


“What is this…?”


This wasn’t the Adele I knew.


It wasn’t just the fact that she no longer used formal speech.


Everything about her had changed.


‘…A dream?’


My senses felt duller than usual.


If I had to describe it, it felt like a lucid dream.


Otherwise, none of this made sense.


Or maybe… I was experiencing a vision of the future.


“Why are you hesitating? Isn’t this what you wanted?”


Still seated beside the broken statue, Adele looked at me blankly.


Then, she gracefully landed on the ground and stepped toward me.


‘That is…’


Only then did I notice the countless corpses strewn around her.


All of them had gaping holes in their chests and the napes of their necks, blood pouring from their lifeless bodies.


It was a massacre—one that could only be described as a sea of corpses and blood.


“You know,” Adele murmured, “I still love you, Abel.”


“What the hell…”


She wiped the blood from her fingers and licked them clean.


A shiver ran down my spine.


Ignoring my reaction entirely, she continued to approach, her ruby-red eyes glimmering with an eerie light.


“I killed the crown prince… the Tower Master…”


Adele muttered to herself, then let out a soft chuckle.


Her dead eyes and twisted smile—


For the first time, I felt true fear from her.


“And finally, I killed the emperor.”


She lightly tapped the severed head of the man lying at her feet.


Golden hair. Golden eyes.


His limbs had been severed, his face frozen in a look of agony.


Was that really… the emperor?


“I worked really hard, didn’t I?”


With that, she stomped on the emperor’s head.
 



 



The smile faded from her face, leaving behind nothing but a hollow emptiness.


“How many times have I died?” she whispered.


“Thousands? No… Maybe tens of thousands.”


“Snap out of it, Adele.”


“Sorry. I lost count after a thousand.”


I couldn’t reach her.


She wasn’t talking to me—she was merely spewing words, lost in her own world.


Her eyes were unfocused, but this wasn’t the result of mind magic.


No, it was simply the consequence of enduring endless loops of regression.


What in the world had happened to her?


Even though this was just a dream, I couldn’t even begin to guess.


Maybe it was foolish to search for logic in a dream, but—


Before I knew it, Adele was right in front of me.


And then, she pulled me into a tight embrace.


The overwhelming stench of blood filled my lungs, suffocating me.


The warmth of her body—beneath it, I could feel the unmistakable presence of death.


“…The others…”


“Hmm? Oh, you mean the imperial princess and prince?”


She spoke as if they were nothing more than mere pawns.


No—had she ever even considered them human in the first place?


“I used them as sacrifices. They were pretty useful, being so obsessed with revenge.”


A cold chill ran down my spine.


“Why… would you do this?”


“Hmm? Because you’re the only one who matters to me.”


She whispered those words as she held me tightly.


There was no light left in her eyes.


And at that moment, a memory surfaced—


The if side story. The Crimson Monster.


A bad ending route where Adele, after countless regressions, abandoned all morals and used any means necessary to reach her goal.


A side story the author wrote as if the original novel’s tragic ending wasn’t bleak enough.
 



 



In this route, Adele sacrificed herself over and over again, single-handedly slaying the crown prince, the Tower Master, and even the emperor—only to eternally imprison Abel by her side.


“I love you, Abel.”


“…”


I couldn’t say a word.


All I could do was stare into Adele’s eyes.


Then, from her hands, chains emerged.


An artifact—Gleipnir—the same crimson chains that had once sealed the emperor in the original story.


The fabric-like chains coiled around my neck, tightening with a terrifying finality.


As the eerie sensation sank into my skin, Adele smiled—her lips painted in blood.


“Let’s be together forever.”


And with those words, my consciousness faded.


The world was swallowed by darkness—


And then, I woke up.


“Khak—ha…”


Gasping for breath, I shot upright.


I had known all along it was a dream.


But that didn’t make the sight of Adele any easier to accept.


Because my greatest fear—


Was seeing her like that.


It was to prevent this very future that I had become stronger.


“…Haah.”


My hands trembled.


My mind was still hazy, weighed down by the lingering effects of insomnia caused by that dream.


Every time I tried to sleep deeply, without fail, the nightmare would return.


A nightmare where Adele, completely broken, tried to imprison me.


I thought I had left insomnia behind after personally killing Duke Hardenberg, Abel’s father.


But apparently, I was wrong.


The reason was clear.


Ever since that day—when Adele nearly died at the hands of the emperor in that village—I had been plagued by an unshakable sense of anxiety.


I had never imagined that she would not only face the emperor directly but also come so close to death.


Haa…


Adele’s infinite regression ability was beyond extraordinary. But it wasn’t invincible.
 



 



According to the original story, there were a few specific conditions that could nullify her power.


And one of them was the emperor himself.


If Adele died at the emperor’s hands, her regression would not activate.


There was a complex web of lore behind this, but that wasn’t what mattered right now.


What mattered was that if she hadn’t managed to call for me through our contract in her final moments—


She might have died for real.


And if, by any chance, that had actually happened…


“Get a grip.”


I slapped both of my cheeks hard and pushed myself up from the bed.


Through the window, a faint moonlight shone, signaling that it was still before dawn.


There was no point in trying to sleep any longer in this state—I wouldn’t get more than a couple of hours at best.


With that thought in mind, I stepped out of my room.


The duke’s estate was silent at this hour.


Gone were the usual sounds of servants chattering or laughing as they worked.


Well, of course. Most of them would be asleep by now.


‘In the original story, were there even any servants here?’


Who in their right mind would want to work in a mansion where the duke killed his own servants on a whim?


At least Laura and Allen had been around.


But for the most part, I recalled that mechanical dolls—automata—handled most of the chores.


Shaking off idle thoughts, I stepped outside and took in the crisp dawn air.


Haa…


Now that I thought about it, in my past life, I used to wake up early every morning to go jogging.


The first few months had been hell, but after pushing through, it eventually became a habit.
 



 



‘…It’d be tough now, though.’


As the duke, I no longer had the luxury of morning workouts. Even a short break meant work would pile up.


But still, I sometimes missed those days.


When I was young and reckless, taking on anything and everything without hesitation.


‘…Maybe I’m getting old.’


Mentally, I had already passed fifty.


So, in a way, I was old.


“Hyaap!”


“Just a little more!”


A familiar voice echoed from a distance.


I turned toward it and started walking.


In an open clearing, I found Adele and Arin training in spirit magic.


“Three consecutive wind strikes!”


Blades of wind materialized, slicing through three floating wooden blocks in rapid succession.


She had improved this much in just a few days?


“Next, right away—ah, my lord.”


Noticing me, Arin quickly bowed.


Adele turned as well, her eyes widening in surprise when she saw me.


“Abel, it’s been a while.”


“Are you feeling better now?”


“What kind of question is that? I’m completely fine.”


She twirled her once-broken arm effortlessly, proving her point.


A chuckle escaped me.


The Adele standing before me now—full of energy—was nothing like the one in my nightmare.


Yes, this was the real Adele.


Not the empty, broken version I had seen in that dream.
 – – The End of The Chapter–– 
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            Chapter 56: The Trial (2)


“That’s quite a peculiar spirit.”


From a distance, it looked like a small boy, but now that I was up close, I couldn’t shake off the feeling that its face reminded me of someone familiar.


Ash-gray hair, silver eyes, and even the scar near its eye.


At this point, there was no way I could be mistaken.


“This is… completely me.”


“Uwaah! Waaah!”


Adele let out a strange noise and hastily covered the spirit with both hands. Of course, just because she covered it didn’t mean I could erase what I had just seen from my memory.


Watching the whole scene unfold, Arin chuckled before explaining to me.


“Spirits usually take the form of the person their contractor feels most familiar wi—mmpf!”


She hurriedly clamped a hand over her mouth, but it was already too late.


I hadn’t known this because the original novel never detailed how spirits worked, but so this was how it was.


So, to Adele, I was the most familiar person?


For some reason, that realization left me with a strange feeling.


At the same time, it also meant that she trusted me that much. That thought was… slightly gratifying.


Not that I’d be immature enough to let it show on my face.


Have I also grown attached to Adel?


In the past, I wouldn’t have cared how she felt about me at all. But lately, I’d found myself mildly curious about what Adele thought of me.


“Ah, Abel? Don’t listen to what Arin just said. I mean…”


“So, Adele likes me quite a bit more than I expected.”


“T-that’s not it!”


“No need to worry. I find you quite endearing as well.”


“…Huh?”


Adele stared at me blankly, her face, which had been faintly flushed moments ago, now turning as red as a ripe persimmon.
 



 



I never thought teasing her would be this fun.


I barely held back a chuckle, knowing that if I laughed now, she’d realize I was messing with her.


When I took a step closer, Adele instinctively stepped back. I moved in again, and once more, she retreated.


I couldn’t help but let out a soft chuckle at the sight.


“U-uh…”


She covered her face with both hands, her cheeks burning like a radish.


Maybe I’d gone a little too far?


Deciding to cut her some slack, I spoke first.


“Well, I suppose that’s enough teasing for now.”


“Ugh, you…!”


Biting her lip, Adele glared at me. But given her strikingly beautiful face, even that expression somehow looked a little… cute.


Maybe this was why people said that beauty alone was enough of an advantage.


Not that I was suddenly paying attention to her looks now.


“Arin, I assume you’ve heard about the upcoming subjugation battle in a month?”


“Yes.”


The Subjugation Battle.


The Riman Mountain Range in the northwest of Hardenberg territory. The region bordered the Holy Kingdom of Numen and was always swarming with monsters.


The biggest reason was the periodic rifts to another dimension that opened in those mountains.


These dimensional rifts, which lay on the border between worlds, didn’t just release monsters from this world but also creatures from entirely different dimensions.


Naturally, the Holy Kingdom of Numen didn’t sit idly by either. They regularly dispatched their Holy Knights to close the rifts.


The Subjugation Battle was an operation where we collaborated with their Holy Knights to eliminate the invading monsters and seal the rift.


Some creatures from the rift were nearly impossible to defeat without holy power. That was why working with the Holy Knights was practically mandatory.
 



 



Even the Emperor himself maintained an alliance with the Holy Kingdom for that very reason.


[The Holy Kingdom of Numen…]


“This subjugation battle sounds dangerous.”


“Indeed. It’s nothing like the Hunting Festival.”


The monster hunt during the Hunting Festival was mostly for show.


Sure, it was a long-standing tradition, but in the end, it was just a spectacle to display Arie Empire’s military prowess to neighboring nations.


Besides, completely eradicating the monsters from the Eternal Snowfields was physically impossible.


The first emperor might have done it, but back then, the snowfields weren’t nearly as vast as they are now.


However, the rift in the Riman Mountain Range was different.


If left unchecked, the monsters would multiply rapidly, wiping out entire settlements in mere days.


“Abel, are you going too?”


“Yes. This time, I’ll be personally participating.”


Until last year, I had technically been part of the subjugation battles but had never directly fought.


That was to hide my magic skills.


But now things were different.


I had already revealed my strength during the Hunting Festival, so it was politically advantageous to showcase my power during the Subjugation Battle as well.


Since cooperation with the Holy Kingdom is practically necessary.


To completely destroy the Emperor, I would need the Church of the Goddess.


Even in the original story, the Emperor had been most wary of the Holy Kingdom of Numen.


If this battle allowed me to secure cooperation with them, that would be ideal.


Though, of course, it wouldn’t be that simple.


The Holy Kingdom wouldn’t easily ally themselves with a duke under the Emperor.


That was why this Subjugation Battle was so crucial.


“What do you want to do?”


“Huh? Me? Aren’t I supposed to go with you?”
 



 



She asked as if it were obvious, but I shook my head.


The Subjugation Battle was a war against the creatures from another world—far more dangerous than the Hunting Festival.


There was no real reason for my fiancée to be there.


“I’ll say this again. This battle will be far more dangerous than the festival.”


The monsters that emerged from the rift were exceptionally powerful.


The very fact that they survived the tear between dimensions was proof of their strength.


The battlefield would be teeming with creatures as dangerous as the calamity-class monster we faced at the Hunting Festival.


Of course, the Knights Order wasn’t weak enough to fail at protecting Adele, but that didn’t change how dangerous it was.


“I see…”


Crossing her arms, Adele closed her eyes in thought.


It didn’t take long before she reopened them with a determined look.


“I want to go.”


“…Are you sure?”


When I asked again, she nodded firmly.


“Yes. I want to become stronger.”


Her resolve wasn’t just empty words.


The determination she showed in my office that day hadn’t been a lie.


She was prepared, even knowing the battle could be more dangerous than the festival.


“Fine. But on one condition.”


“…A condition?”


She tilted her head, puzzled.


I couldn’t just take her along because she wanted to be stronger.


As I had said before, this battle would be filled with calamity-class monsters.


If she wanted to grow stronger there, she at least needed the strength to survive.


“In one month, defeat me in a duel. Then, you can come.”


“…So, you just don’t want to take me, huh?”


Adele squinted suspiciously, but I just smirked.


“Of course, there are conditions.”


First, I wouldn’t use magic.
 



 



Second, I wouldn’t use Aura.


If she could win under those terms, then it was fair.


“…Sounds fair.”


Well, ‘fair’ didn’t mean ‘easy.’


Even a grandmaster at chess could beat a beginner without their queen.


“Arin.”


“Yes, Duke.”


“If Adele defeats me, I’ll grant you a favor.”


“Really?!”


Excited, Arin’s voice shot up an octave.


Personally, I hoped Adele would be able to participate.


Because I, too, wanted her to grow stronger.


****


“Lady Arin, do you think I can defeat Abel?”


“At the moment… it’s impossible.”


Arin stated it as if it were the most obvious fact in the world.


Of course, I had expected as much. Even if he refrained from using magic or aura, Abel was already at the level of an Archmage.


It would be pure arrogance for someone like me to claim that I could defeat him as I was now.


The real question was—could I become strong enough in just one month to stand a chance against him?


“What if I grow stronger over the next month?”


[That still sounds impossible.]


Sylphi, who had been hovering nearby, muttered with a sigh.


Seeing this, Arin also nodded in agreement.


“I think so too.”


“...Really?”


…No, perhaps their response was only natural.


Abel wasn’t just an Archmage—he was also a highly skilled knight. Even without magic or aura, his sheer physical abilities remained overwhelming.


“There is… one way.”


“What is it?”


[Wait, there’s actually a way?]


Sylphi and I spoke in unison, making Arin avert her gaze slightly.


She hesitated for a moment, fidgeting as if debating whether to speak. Then, with a deep sigh, she finally responded.


“It’s going to be tough… Are you sure you can handle it?”


“Yes. I’m ready.”


At my firm response, Arin seemed to solidify her resolve.
 



 



She turned and walked toward the weapons rack at the edge of the training ground. Wooden weapons of various shapes and sizes hung neatly on display.


After a brief pause, she grabbed a wooden sword and pointed it toward me.


Both Sylphi and I were caught off guard by her sudden action.


[W-what’s going on?]


“From now on, I will be imitating the Duke’s combat style.”


“You mean…?”


“Yes. You’ll learn by getting hit.”


Just hearing it sounded like an absurdly reckless method.


But if this was the only way to prepare for the upcoming test in a month, then so be it.


Sylphi looked absolutely horrified, but I didn’t care.


“I’ll do it.”


[What?! And what about all the injuries you’re going to get?]


“We have plenty of potions. I also plan to take as much rest as needed.”


[But still, the pain—]


“It’s fine.”


I cut Sylphi off before he could argue further.


With a deep sigh, he gave me a disapproving look before eventually nodding.


[Tsk… Fine. If this is what you want, do whatever you want.]


I appreciated his concern, but this wasn’t the time to hesitate.


At this moment, a little pain was the least of my worries.
 – – The End of The Chapter–– 
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            Chapter 57: The Trial (3)


“Hoo…”


Taking a breath, I raised the rapier in my hand. Across from me, Arin stood watching with her longsword at the ready.


Neither of us waited for a signal—we lunged at each other simultaneously.


Claang!


The rapier and longsword clashed with a sharp, resounding crash. My wrist and grip ached, but I clenched my teeth and endured it.


Even though the blades weren’t sharpened, it was still hard to get used to the sheer weight and impact. A sting shot up my wrist, making me grimace.


The moment I faltered slightly, Arin seized the opening without hesitation.


Sylphi.


[I know!]


With my command, a wall of wind intercepted the longsword.


Seizing the moment, I swung the rapier toward her. But Arin, as if expecting it, rotated her longsword and deflected the attack with ease.


Then she lowered her body and prepared to strike again. Seeing that, Sylphi grit his teeth and thrust his hand forward.


Whooosh!


Two blades of wind shot toward Arin. With a short, focused breath, she leapt into the air to avoid them.


[Good, she’s airborne!]


“Winds, heed me.”


With a short incantation, I gathered the wind into a single point. In an instant, the flow of air reversed, and Arin’s expression wavered slightly.


The image in my mind: a bullet being fired from a gun barrel.


I could feel the energy draining rapidly, but there was no time to hesitate. No matter how powerful it was, I had no guarantee it would actually work on her.


“Smart move. But—”


Baang!


A sharp burst of sound rang in my ears as the concentrated wind shot forward like a bullet. But Arin grinned and swung her sword wide.


Just the swing alone created a blast of wind. The pressure met the bullet of air and scattered it in all directions.
 



 



“Wind can be stopped with wind.”


“Kh…”


Did she really just block it with brute force by creating wind pressure in midair? Her physical capabilities were stronger than I expected.


I clenched my teeth and raised the rapier again.


Clang!


Another loud clash of metal as our weapons collided once more.


“The rapier’s strength is in rapid strikes.”


Blows were exchanged rapidly between Arin and me. It was hard enough just keeping up with the speed of her attacks, let alone blocking them properly.


Even with Sylphi’s power enhancing my physical abilities overall, keeping up with her offense was exhausting.


“Adele, you’re still not utilizing that advantage properly.”


I knew that.


After all, it had only been a week since I picked up a rapier. If I had the talent to master it in that short time, I’d have chosen the path of a knight long ago.


It’s not something that can be learned just by being told.


Claang!


“Ugh…”


A powerful strike knocked the rapier right out of my hand. At the same time, the tip of her longsword closed in on my neck.


I expected to lose, but facing it head-on still stung a little.


“Hoo…”


Panting heavily, I cradled my aching wrist. Before I knew it, Arin had walked up to me and extended a hand.


I took her hand and slowly got back on my feet.


“You did well today, Miss Arin.”


“Not at all.”


It was now 11 p.m. Normally, training would end at this time, but I still felt like I hadn’t done enough.


“Would you mind if we extended—”


“No.”


She cut me off before I could even finish.


Just like last time, Arin refused firmly. If she judged that an injury or overexertion was possible, she would deny my request without hesitation, no matter what.
 



 



But I wanted to train more—to find even a small clue to getting stronger.


Maybe sensing my frustration, Arin shook her head firmly and spoke gently.


“If you rush, you might end up taking the long way around.”


“...Got it.”


It’s not like I could argue against her sincere concern. Her words were likely based on her own experience.


And I didn’t want to take the long road either.


“Here, a potion.”


“Thanks.”


I downed the potion Arin handed me. As soon as it passed my throat, a pungent smell hit my nose, and I gagged reflexively.


They say medicine tastes bitter, but this was on another level.


Still, the recovery speed was worth it. The slight sprain in my wrist had already healed back to normal.


They said this was a special potion directly purchased by the duke’s house—and it clearly lived up to its reputation. There were even rumors that one could recover from a pierced abdomen with just this.


“See you tomorrow, then.”


Nodding to Arin, I forced my wobbly legs to move. Sylphi, floating beside me, surrounded my body with a gentle breeze.


That made walking so much easier.


“Thanks.”


[Don’t mention it.]


The way Sylphi paid attention to small details really reminded me of Abel. Even the way he brushed it off like it was nothing was the same.


He might seem indifferent on the surface, but he always looked out for others behind the scenes.


[…He really is something else.]


“Hm?”


[Nothing. Just talking to myself.]


With that, Sylphi flew ahead. I followed behind, walking through the hallway of the duke’s estate. It was a barren corridor, completely devoid of decoration.
 



 



At first, I thought it was odd, but now even that sight felt familiar.


‘Come to think of it, Lily didn’t show up today.’


Until yesterday, she’d always come to greet me at the training ground. I started to worry—did something happen?


When we reached my room, Sylphi opened the door with a gust of wind. Beyond it, I saw Lily.


She had fallen asleep, leaning against the side of the bed. Even though it was warm inside the estate, sleeping like that could give her a cold.


‘You must’ve been exhausted, Lily.’


It made sense. For the past few days, even during her usual sleeping hours, she came out to greet me after training. The fatigue must have caught up with her.


I gently lifted Lily and laid her on the bed, carefully pulling the blanket over her to avoid waking her.


Then, I slumped down on the opposite side of the bed.


The bed was large enough that there was still plenty of room even with her lying there.


[Hey, Contractor.]


“Yeah? What is it?”


Sylphi spoke first—something unusual. Normally, I was the one to initiate conversation. Curious, I looked at him.


His face looked pensive, as if he was lost in thought.


[Why are you trying so hard?]


“Trying hard?”


When I echoed the question, Sylphi let out a small sigh, as if frustrated.


[Yeah. A normal person would’ve collapsed from exhaustion by now.]


“That’s…”


Why am I pushing myself this much?


The reason was simpler than expected.


“Because I’m weak.”


Yeah, I’m weak.


Weak enough that I would’ve had to die multiple times against the Emperor’s Hand, who could’ve killed me with a single strike like Evan’s. Weak enough to get blown off a cliff by a catastrophe-level monster, shield and all, barely surviving.
 



 



I’m so weak that I couldn’t even protect Lily beside me and had to rely on Abel’s strength. Weak enough that I could only escape when Lily desperately held off the assassins for me.


I couldn’t even save the elderly woman who once saved me.


It wasn’t until I was on the verge of death that I truly realized just how weak I was.


[Are you afraid of… not being able to protect others?]


“Of course. I’m terrified.”


So afraid my hands and feet trembled, and I couldn’t even form a proper thought.


It wasn’t just the fear from the memories I had as Adele—it was also rooted in the memories from my previous life.


“Sylphi. You know I don’t really belong to this world, right?”


[…Yeah. There’s no way I couldn’t know. That’s what spirit communion is all about.]


It was something Sylphi would’ve sensed the moment we made our contract. Spirit communion didn’t just let you feel emotions—it gave you glimpses into memories too.


That’s why I could talk to Sylphi like this. If it weren’t for him, no one else would believe me.


Even Abel might just think I was joking if I ever said something like that.


And if that ever happened…


It might be more painful than I expect.


[What do you think of that man, anyway?]


That man—he must mean Abel.


“He’s… someone I’m really grateful to.”


At first, I honestly thought he was terrifying.


Someone who would toss others aside without a second thought just because they didn’t align with his goals—who only saw people as tools.


But over time, I realized just how much he actually cared.
 



 



The playful teasing, the subtle ways he looked after me—none of it was meaningless.


‘Maybe it was for the sake of the Este Trading Company…’


But if that were all it was for, he wouldn’t have gone out of his way to check in on me like that.


And during the Hunting Festival, when I nearly died, he wouldn’t have gotten so angry.


That’s why I came to trust Abel. Even though I had such deep-rooted mistrust of people, I could believe in him—because of what he showed me.


Above all else, the way Abel had saved me in that life-threatening moment…


He looked just like the knights in the fairy tales I loved as a child—the ones who rescued princesses.


“That’s why I want to get stronger.”


I didn’t want to rely on Abel anymore.


I was tired of always being like a fairy tale princess, waiting to be saved by him.


Instead, I wanted to become the knight who could save him. I wanted to be his shield—someone he could lean on.


Even if that wasn’t possible yet, someday… I would make it possible.


‘…I really do think about Abel a lot, don’t I?’


The me from a few months ago would probably be shocked if she could hear my thoughts now. She’d probably jump up and accuse me of lying.


The thought made me chuckle a little.


By now, even the Duke of Hardenberg’s mansion felt like home.


That’s how much had changed in just a few months.
 – – The End of The Chapter–– 
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            Chapter 58: The Test (4)


“I want to become stronger. That’s why.”


A low voice drifted through the door. My hand, which was about to knock, froze mid-air.


I had just come to talk about something—nothing serious—yet I ended up overhearing Adele true feelings.


After a moment of hesitation, I quietly lowered my hand.


“Is she… someone I should be grateful for?”


Where had that trembling, rain-soaked kitten gone? In just a few months, her opinion of me had changed drastically.


Well, I had put in a lot of effort to build trust with her.


It was good that things were progressing according to plan, but that didn’t mean I could feel purely happy about it.


Haah…


If things went as I planned, Adele would have to endure countless regressions.


When I first met her, I didn’t care about the suffering she’d have to go through. I thought—what does her pain have to do with me?


But as we grew closer, I was the one who began to feel uneasy about the plan.


I started to wonder… Is this really okay? Can I go through with it like this?


How ridiculous.


Building trust meant I would inevitably get closer to her.


And yet I hadn’t even considered that when I first made the plan.


Was this feeling guilt over the pain she’d eventually have to endure?


I thought my heart had long since become numb and frayed over these past twenty-some years…


But maybe not completely.


“Is this just hypocrisy now?”


Maybe it was because I saw a younger version of myself in Adele. That’s why she kept getting under my skin like this.


The version of me from before meeting her… if he saw what I’ve become now, he’d probably laugh and call me a fool.
 



 



That thought made me chuckle bitterly without even realizing it.


****


Time passed, and the promised day finally arrived.


The training ground, usually quiet, was now bustling with people for the first time in a while.


The employees had gathered in large numbers, curious about the demonstration match between Adele and Abel.


Perhaps because it was often used for public events, the training ground had bleachers attached. Most of the employees were sitting up there, chatting as they looked down at the arena.


“Hey, who do you think is going to win?”


“Come on, it’s gotta be the Duke, right?”


“But he’s not allowed to use magic or aura, though?”


“I’m betting on Lady Adele!”


The young maids were even placing small bets among themselves, but I let it slide.


Turning my head slightly, I saw Lily standing silently nearby.


Her fingers interlaced in front of her, eyes closed as if in prayer.


She looked deeply earnest—almost desperate.


Turning again, I saw the knights talking animatedly, their excitement clearly bubbling over.


“No matter how you look at it, His Grace will win.”


“What are you talking about? You don’t even know how much stronger Lady Adele has gotten over the past month!”


“Hey, Evan, what do you think?”


Oh right, Evan was here too.


Well, his injuries had mostly healed.


Although he hadn’t officially returned to the knights yet, just in case of any lingering aftereffects.


“I think she’ll win.”


He replied calmly to the fellow knight’s question, his voice carrying a kind of unwavering confidence that made me smile despite myself.


It seemed that even Evan had come to trust Adele, at least to some extent.


Even if he couldn’t fully explain why he believed she’d win.
 



 



“So the whole knight order really did show up…”


There was a reason I had them all attend this mock battle.


I wanted them to stop underestimating Adele and start respecting her as a warrior.


That was also the main reason I proposed this test in the first place.


Of course, if she lost here, we could just pretend it never happened. No harm done.


I shifted my gaze across the field—there she stood.


Her presence sharp and refined, red eyes gleaming with focus.


In just a month—long or short depending on how you looked at it—she had changed considerably.
What stood out the most was that fire in her eyes.


The resolve and determination that every warrior should possess.


And I could feel that burning within her gaze.


“You ready?”


“Yes.”


She nodded firmly, her voice brimming with determination.


By her side, a spirit appeared—one that looked just like me.


If I remembered right, its name was Sylphi.
Element: Wind.


I’ve faced many opponents in my time, but it had been ages since I last fought a spirit wielder.


Even counting the time I trained Arin when I was younger, the number of spirit wielders I’ve met could be counted on one hand.


And this was my first time facing one with a wind attribute.


【Contractor.】


“Yes, I know.”


A breeze brushed past my entire body. An aura—clearly not ordinary—began to swirl around Adele.


Was she replacing conventional wind magic with the power of her spirit?


A refreshingly creative technique.


“Both sides, ready.”


Arin, acting as the referee, lowered her hand to signal the beginning of the match.


“Begin!”


The fight began with both of us probing each other’s intentions.


A measured start before the real clash.


Adele, seemingly used to this, didn’t flinch—just stared at me quietly.
 



 



Let’s begin.


No magic. No aura.


It was like going into battle after giving up both the queen and the rook in chess.


But I still had my knight and bishop.


“Hup.”


With a sharp breath, I dashed forward.


Adele didn’t panic at my sudden charge—she simply raised her rapier.


Our blades collided with a ringing clash.


Claang!


Sparks flew as steel met steel.


I could feel a tremor through her blade, but she was holding strong.


She knew—she couldn’t afford to lose her grip.


But that alone wasn’t enough.


Resolve meant nothing on the battlefield if it wasn’t backed by power.


Whoosh.


With our blades still locked, I twisted my wrist to aim for her neck. But as if she had anticipated it, Sylphi raised a barrier of wind, blocking my greatsword just in time.


At that very moment, Adele lunged forward, thrusting her rapier toward my chest.


Her response was practiced—enough to make me chuckle as I stepped back to avoid it.


I swung my greatsword again, this time with force.


Clang!


“Sylphi!”


【I know!】


A towering wall of wind closed off the space around me. It was so strong that even I hesitated for a moment.


Adele seized the opening and lunged in, slashing her rapier again. Her coordination had improved enough to be commendable.


But it still wasn’t enough.


【Tch!】


Using wind to halt an opponent—clever in theory, but only effective once.


With enough strength, the gusts could be overpowered and neutralized.


“Is that all you’ve got?”


“As if!”


She shouted back and charged at me again.


If she were rushing in without thought, I would’ve knocked her out right then and there.
 



 



But her eyes—those sharp, focused eyes—told a different story.


Was it because of Sylphi’s wind? Her movements were faster now. Far faster.


So fast, in fact, that even I was struggling to keep up.


Clang, clang...!


A flurry of metallic clashes rang out as Adele’s rapier came for my throat.


That sensation—it had been so long since I last felt it.


The thrill of a real fight.


“She’s gotten stronger.”


Was this really the same girl I had seen just a month ago?


Not just her control over the spirit, but her overall judgment and awareness had leveled up significantly.


Of course, she still had a long way to go.


Whoosh!


A tiny opening emerged between our back-and-forth exchanges. But on the battlefield, even the smallest gap could lead directly to death.


My greatsword swung down, aimed straight for Adele’s neck.


But instead of panicking, she smirked—and reversed her grip on the rapier.


“Oh?”


【Got you!】


The wind shifted—no, reversed. A barrier far stronger than the last one surged up and stopped me in my tracks.


She was trying to end it all with this one strike.


But I wasn’t about to just stand there and take it.


Boom!


The sound of the air bursting split the field as the wind barrier broke apart.


【...Monster!】


“This is the end.”


Just as my greatsword neared her neck, a powerful gust erupted from her rapier.


She hadn’t put everything into the last wind wall?


Before I could react, my body faltered—just slightly.


And in that moment, her reversed rapier closed in, striking cleanly toward my neck.


I tried to block it, raising my greatsword—but maybe it was the lingering wind, or maybe my delay…


I was slower.


A chilling sensation touched my neck.
 



 



“…I concede.”


“...Lady Adele, wins!”


At Arin’s announcement, Adele’s legs gave out and she collapsed to the ground.


I gave a soft laugh and extended my hand to her.


“What’s the matter, Adele? You won.”


“Really? I did?”


“Yeah. I didn’t expect you to set two traps.”


In combat, the most critical factor is the psychological game.


And in that domain, even for just a moment, she held the upper hand.


That alone earned her the right to join the subjugation team.


Her creative use of the wind spirit deserved a passing grade, too.


Sure, I hadn’t gone all out—but it wasn’t like I was holding back either.


And yet she found and exploited an opening in me. That was enough to pass.


She gripped my hand and slowly stood back up.


Clap, clap, clap!


Thunderous applause erupted from the stands.


Turning to look, I saw not only the maids and butlers but even the knights cheering loudly for Adele’s victory.


“Lady Adele is amazing!”


“Damn it, that’s a whole month’s salary gone...!”


“I believed in her from the start!”


Well, some of them were clearly motivated by the bets they’d placed, judging by their fattened coin pouches… but I’d let it slide.


“You did well this past month, Adele.”


“…Thank you.”


Exhausted though she was, Adele gave me a small smile.


And just like that, she had earned her place in the upcoming subjugation.


All on her own strength.
 – – The End of The Chapter–– 
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            Chapter 59: Subjugation campaign (1)


Clank, clank.


The sound of metal striking metal echoed in the air. I turned my head to see a silver-clad army marching in perfect formation.


Their synchronized movements, almost like a choreographed dance of blades, were a spectacle in themselves.


Even without chanting a single command, not a single step was out of sync. I couldn’t help but marvel at the precision.


So that’s the Holy Knight Order.


Gleaming silver armor reflected the sunlight, and silver helmets partially covered their faces. Each of them carried silver weapons—long spears, maces, hammers, shields—the variety was impressive.


Behind them followed a group draped in white robes. Most appeared to be women, with a few men among them. They were dressed in clerical robes and trailed slowly behind the knights.


Just like I heard.


The Holy Nation of Numen, centered around the Goddess church. The Holy Knight Order, composed only of the elite of the elite.


According to Abel, the Holy Knights arriving today were the best of the best—handpicked even among the top ranks of the Church.


Holy Knights who fought using divine power granted by the Goddess. Priests who provided healing and blessings from the rear lines.


That combination was like a shield even disaster-class monsters would struggle to break through.


Impressive.


Their numbers barely reached a hundred, but their presence rivaled that of a full army. So this was the legendary Holy Knight Order of the Holy Nation.


When I turned again, I saw Abel standing calmly, his gaze fixed on the approaching army without a hint of emotion.


His composed presence helped settle the nervous flutter in my own chest, and I adjusted my posture.


Clack.


At a subtle signal, the army split neatly in two.
From the opening, an elderly man with white hair stepped forward.
 



 



He walked slowly, using the staff in his hand like a cane.


His beard reached down to his chest, and his face was lined with deep wrinkles. But beneath those heavy brows, his eyes still gleamed with intensity, making it clear he was no ordinary old man.


Stroking his beard, he approached Abel.


“It’s been a long time, Duke Abel.”


“It has indeed, Your Holiness.”


So that’s the Pope.


I’d heard he was over a hundred years old this year, yet he still looked vigorous.


Despite his small frame, he radiated a quiet pressure.


“Haha. Still full of spirit, I see.”


“You flatter me.”


Their gazes locked midair like a subtle duel, neither side backing down.


“You’ve been stirring up quite the trouble lately.”


“Yes. I didn’t expect even the Holy Nation to hear of it. Word really does travel fast.”


“Our nation’s run by the young now. They’re quite sharp when it comes to news.”


“That’s reassuring.”


So the power play’s already begun?


They were allies, and yet the tension in the air said otherwise.


Still glaring at each other, both men let out a quiet chuckle.


“You’re still upset I called you by name?”


“Knowing that and saying it anyway is even pettier, don’t you think?”


“Haha, fair enough.”


The earlier tension seemed like a joke now, as the Pope’s expression softened.


He fiddled with his staff for a moment before speaking to Abel in a calm tone.


“So, what’s your move this time?”


“I’ll be participating directly. No point in hiding it now.”


“Hmm, I see.”


“And what about you, Your Holiness?”


At Abel’s question, the Pope slowly shook his head.


“I’ve aged plenty. I’d rather not rob the young of their moment.”
 



 



Then his gaze slowly turned toward us.


He carefully observed our knight order, and then—his eyes stopped on me.


Before I could react to that stare, his eyes shimmered faintly.


The Pope closed his eyes, as if deep in thought, then let out a soft exhale.


What… was that?


He tapped the ground with his staff and began approaching me.


When he stood directly in front of me—so close I could see every pore—I instinctively stepped back.


But he didn’t seem to mind.


“How curious. I suppose this is what fate looks like.”


His cryptic words left me speechless.


While I tried to decipher his intent, he suddenly let out a hearty laugh.


“Pardon me, young man. Consider this a gift of apology.”


He pulled a folded paper from his robe and tossed it toward me.


Surprised, I barely managed to catch it with my right hand.


When I opened my palm, I found a piece of white parchment inscribed with golden characters.


It radiated a strange, immense energy—clearly no ordinary charm.


“A universal healing talisman. Use it when the time feels right.”


Gasps echoed from the Holy Knight Order. Judging by their reaction, this item was extremely rare.


He’s just giving this away… as an apology gift?


Was the Pope always this generous, or was there something more to this gesture?


Either way, I’d received it directly from him—I had no choice but to accept.


Still, I couldn’t shake my curiosity about what the Pope was thinking.


Abel seemed just as suspicious, casting the Pope a wary glance.


“What’s going through your mind?”


“Haha, those eyes could pierce through anything.”


The Pope merely brushed off the question as if it were nothing.


And Abel, seemingly unwilling to push further, let out a quiet sigh.
 



 



“Then let’s begin.”


At the Pope’s words, Abel gave a silent nod.


Just then, a priestess with jet-black eyes stepped between the two men.


She reached into her robe and pulled out a scroll.


With her thin fingers, she unrolled the parchment vertically, revealing black ink across the page.


Could that be the alliance treaty between the Holy Nation of Numen and the Arie Empire?


Standing confidently before so many eyes, she began reading the treaty aloud without a trace of hesitation.


Most of the contents outlined what constituted betrayal of the alliance—and the consequences thereof.


But one clause stood out more than the others.


“Clause 10: The Holy Nation of Numen shall not collaborate with the Imperial Family of the Arie Empire.”


The Imperial Family, huh…


Now that I thought about it, the only knights participating in this subjugation from the Arie Empire were those under Abel’s command—the Black Raven Knight Order.


No wonder I hadn’t seen any knights from the Imperial Family.


So this clause was the reason.


But even then, why?


Could it be that the Holy Nation of Numen also recognized the danger the Imperial Family posed?


I couldn’t be sure.


“We have now reaffirmed the terms of the alliance. Do both sides accept?”


“I see no issues from this old man. What about you, Duke?”


Abel, who had been quietly studying the scroll, extended his hand.


His eyes shimmered silver, and a white light swept across the parchment.


“No issues here.”


As soon as he said it, the scroll began to glow.


Magic from both the Pope and Abel flowed into it, causing the ink on the paper to shine with radiant white light.


Renewing the same treaty again and again might seem tedious.
 



 



But it was a symbolic gesture—one meant to reinforce trust between the two nations.


With the alliance between the Holy Nation and the Empire being far from ironclad, this formality was necessary.


“I hereby declare the cooperation of the Black Raven Knight Order and the Holy Knight Order.”


Waaaah!


A loud cheer erupted from our knights.


Not to be outdone, the Holy Knight Order.


“Please take care of me again this time.”


“It’s us who should be saying that.”


And with that, preparations for the subjugation campaign were complete.


According to Abel, today would be used to reorganize the formation, and the full-scale campaign would begin tomorrow.


So we’re going to be up against another calamity-class monster like the one we saw back then…


The thought alone made me tense.


I knew the one Evanhad fought before was among the stronger ones even within the calamity class.


Still, now that it was really happening, I couldn’t help the nerves.


Abel must have noticed. He gently placed a hand on my shoulder and asked in his calm voice,


“Nervous?”


“...Yes.”


I couldn’t deny it and gave a small nod.


Abel chuckled softly at my honest reaction before speaking.


“There’s no need to worry too much. Not a single casualty has ever come out of these campaigns.”


“Well... that’s a relief to hear.”


I took deep breaths to steady my shaking nerves.


Just like Abel said, there was no reason to let anxiety get the better of me.


Especially since the Holy Nation’s healing priests would be accompanying us.


And… I’ve got my last resort too.


The power to return. Regression.


I really didn’t want to rely on it. I hoped nothing would force me to.
 



 



But life is unpredictable. You never know what might happen.


Still, I’d made up my mind—I wouldn’t try to change things by using regression anymore.


I’d promised myself I wouldn’t lean on that power alone again.


『Don’t overthink it, Contractor. I’ll give it my all too.』


Yeah. You’re right. Thanks for worrying.


『I wasn’t really worried or anything.』


The grumbling voice of Sylphi echoed in my head.


After a month of training together, we’d grown fairly close.


Thanks to that, my affinity with spirits had increased enough that I could now speak with Sylphi without her having to manifest.


“Then get some good rest. It all begins tomorrow.”


“Okay. You too, Abel.”


At my words, he gave a brief nod and walked away.


Watching his back for a moment, I then turned away myself.


First comes the team assignments.


To ensure maximum efficiency, the Holy Knight Order and the Black Raven Knight Order would be divided into two units: the guard team and the subjugation team.


Within those units, we’d be assigned into smaller squads.


That meant who I’d end up teamed with was quite important.


I wonder how it’ll turn out.


I couldn’t help but feel a little anxious…


But at the same time, I was genuinely looking forward to it.
 – – The End of The Chapter–– 
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            Chapter 60: Subjugation Campaign (2)


They used wooden pillars reinforced with planks and a timber frame interlocked together as a skeletal base, then wrapped cloth around it to form a makeshift tent.


The process was simple, but the holy knight seemed used to it. With just a few swift, practiced movements, he easily assembled the tent.


Though it looked unstable—clearly built for temporary use while securing a foothold—it seemed serviceable enough for resting.


I stepped inside and quietly sat down on the ground. The earth was barren and rough, with only coarse weeds growing here and there. It was slightly uncomfortable, but not enough to be truly bothersome.


‘...It’s quiet.’


An awkward silence filled the tent. When I subtly turned my head, I saw the priestess and the holy knight sitting side by side.


I wondered if I should greet them first, but the priestess looked preoccupied with her prayers.


The holy knight too seemed absorbed in his own, quietly clutching a crucifix with closed eyes.


Watching them pray in that tense silence made things unbearably awkward.


Sensing my discomfort, Sylphi chimed in from within my mind.


[What’s got you so uncomfortable?]


‘Well… it’s our first time meeting.’


[Ah, right. I forgot my contractor’s shy.]


Silphy chuckled softly. For some reason, that smug tone really got on my nerves, and I sighed.


‘Just shut up.’


[Sure, sure. I’ll zip it.]


And with that, Silphy abruptly cut the link.


I hadn’t meant don’t speak at all—just don’t be annoying. But now that even the ever-chatty Silphy was gone, the awkwardness inside the tent doubled.


The silence was so oppressive it was getting hard to breathe.


Since they were still in prayer, it wasn’t like I could just start talking either. That made things worse.
 



 



Just as I was reaching my limit, the holy knight finally lowered his crucifix. The blue-haired man steadied his breath, then stood up.


Bowing his head slightly, he spoke first.


“My apologies. I couldn’t speak earlier—it was prayer time.”


“Ah, no, it’s fine. Really.”


...Not that it really was fine. But thankfully, their prayer hadn’t dragged on for too long.


The blue-haired knight cleared his throat and continued.


“I’m Karl Heron, a holy knight of the First Holy Knights Division.”


“Nice to meet you. I’m Yde, a spirit knight from the Black Raven Order.”


As I replied, I lightly touched the necklace around my neck.


Thankfully, the disguise enchantment was still working properly.


Even the hair that slightly covered my view remained white—so far, so good.


‘They said I needed a false identity.’


Adele von Este.


As the daughter of a count, there was no way I could officially attend a subjugation battle.


After all, this wasn’t some ceremonial event—it was a warzone. Using my real identity here was out of the question.


And so, Yde the Spirit Knight was born.


White hair, blue eyes—using the enchanted necklace I’d used once before, I’d assumed an entirely new persona for this mission.


It still felt a bit awkward. I’d have to stay like this for a while, so I needed to get used to it.


Thankfully, Abel had infused the necklace with a hefty amount of mana. It’d take quite a bit to expose the disguise.


When the Pope had gotten uncomfortably close last time, I was sure I’d been found out.


‘Guess he didn’t notice, after all.’


This necklace was a powerful artifact in its own right.


Though it lacked the basic perception-blocking enchantments most disguise tools had, it was perfect for taking on a new identity.
 



 



“Pleased to meet you, Yde-nim.”


Karl extended his right hand as he spoke. I reached out and shook it firmly.


“Likewise, Karl-ssi. Looking forward to working with you.”


His hand was calloused, the kind that came from years of swordsmanship—a strong, trustworthy grip. He smiled warmly and let out a hearty laugh.


Karl turned slightly, then glanced at the praying priestess beside him. Watching her silently, he sighed.


“Yuruf Prayer time is over.”


“Is it now?”


The priestess opened her eyes just a sliver at his words, then slowly removed the hood she’d worn so deeply that her face had been hidden.


She rose from the floor with deliberate slowness.


And then—I finally saw her face.


Thin, branch-like hands. Arms so slender they looked like only bones remained. Sunken cheeks, deep shadows under her eyes…


The image of a priestess was vastly different from what I’d expected.


Perhaps noticing my gaze, she quietly approached me. Startled, I quickly offered an introduction.


“It’s a pleasure to meet you. I’m Yde the Spirit Knight.”


“I know. I heard.”


“...Yuruf.”


Karl narrowed his eyes slightly, clearly signaling something.


“Alright, alright.”


With a weary nod, she gave a formal bow.


“I’m Yuruf, a priestess of the First Holy Knights Division. Let’s get along.”


Her tone was flat, like she was reading a textbook aloud. It made Karl furrow his brow in frustration.


He opened his mouth as if to say something but then swallowed it back with a sigh—maybe hoping for just the bare minimum of politeness from her.


Still… her condition looked seriously concerning.


Could she really take the field like that?


She looked so frail, I was honestly worried she might get hurt just being near a battle.
 



 



“You’re... okay, right?”


“Don’t worry. Even in this body, I can still heal just fine.”


Yuruf responded calmly to my question. It wasn’t that I doubted her abilities.


I was simply worried about her—that she might get injured out there.


[She’s exhausting.]


Before I realized it, Silphy had reconnected the mental link and spoke in a low tone.


As much as I hated to admit it, she was right.


Karl, who had been quietly observing Yuruf, stepped forward as if to shield her.


“I’m sorry. She’s been fasting lately, and it’s made her sensitive.”


“Fasting? But...”


Fasting…? In that condition?


Her body looked like it could collapse any second—and she was fasting?


I didn’t want to criticize someone’s religious practices, but this just felt dangerous.


Noticing my visibly darkening expression, Karl quickly added with urgency:


“She’s doing it of her own volition. I’ve tried to stop her...”


Behind him, Yuruf snorted and sat back down on the floor. Then, with a firm tone, she said:


“I have no intention of stopping.”


Karl sighed again and again, clearly at a loss.


‘How’s her condition, really?’


[...Pretty bad.]


Silphy’s voice, still sharing my vision, grew grim. For once, she sounded serious.


[She’s drinking water, thankfully... but other than that, it’s severe.]


‘How severe?’


[Honestly... if she didn’t have divine power, she’d have collapsed by now. Easily.]


That bad, huh.


Just enduring things to that extent with human willpower alone was already impressive.


But what on earth had happened to drive her to keep fasting in such a condition?


Curious, I glanced at Karl, but he simply shook his head, as if to say he couldn’t tell me.
 



 



A classified matter, then?


It seemed her fasting was tied to something far more serious than it appeared.


That made it all the more frustrating for me—especially since I didn’t have a clue what it was about.


But for now, there was nothing I could do except keep an eye on the situation.


****


A massive rift hovered in the air—a tear in space itself.


From its center pulsed a brilliant blue energy, radiating outward like heat from a furnace.


At its core, something orb-like swirled and writhed grotesquely, like a giant rolling eyeball.


That must be the dimensional rift I’ve heard so much about…


‘Looks nasty.’


To close the rift, they’d first need to weaken the power source at its center. That core would be using its strength to summon monsters from another world.


Which meant… starting now, catastrophe-level monsters would begin pouring through that opening.


I knew this was coming. I had prepared myself.


But standing face to face with it—feeling the overwhelming presence—it was impossible not to tremble.


I took deep, steady breaths, sharpening my focus entirely on the rift.


[This is insane.]


Even Sylphi, appearing at my side, gave a rare, blunt assessment.


Turning slightly, I saw the same tension reflected in the eyes of the holy knights standing nearby.


The knights from our own order were also clutching their weapons tightly, refusing to let their guard down.


At the very front, Abel adjusted his uniform with a calm expression, staring directly at the dimensional rift.


To remain so composed in a moment like this… that was something to admire, no doubt.


[Get ready, contractor.]


“Right.”


At Silphy’s cue, the first monster burst through the rift.


It had dozens of eyes scattered across its body, and metal blades extending from both wings.
 



 



It resembled some kind of twisted bird—and the moment it locked eyes on us, it let out a piercing shriek.


KRRRRAAAAAAGH!


“Are you ready?”


Karl asked as he stepped forward. I gave a firm nod and raised my rapier.


Even if we were just part of the escort team, avoiding battle wasn’t an option.


The main subjugation force would handle most of the monsters, but the clever ones that slipped through would be our responsibility.


“O wind…”


A current of air rushed around me, brushing against my entire body.


Strands of my snow-white hair fluttered at the edge of my vision.


Yuruf, the priestess, stood quietly at the rear, showing no signs of fear or tension as she gazed at the monsters flooding in.


Meanwhile, the knights and holy knights of the subjugation force began charging toward the swarm.


“To the goddess, we dedicate this glory!!”


“Take them down!”


Various auras flared to life around them—sword auras, holy light.


Even among the crowd, the presence of Sword Experts and Sword Masters was undeniable.


The divine power radiating from the holy knights was nothing to scoff at either.


Holy light surrounded their bodies and took on unique forms—each suited to their individual strength.


BOOM!


An explosive blow—infused with a mixture of divine power and aura—tore a monstrous creature clean in two.


Behind it, a seemingly endless wave of monsters surged through the rift, as if the real battle had only just begun.


The subjugation had officially commenced.
 – – The End of The Chapter–– 
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            Chapter 61: Subjugation Campaign (3)


“All wounded, fall back immediately! Even small wounds can be fatal!”


“Get your heads in the game, you bastards! Stay still and you’ll be turned into jerky!”


Shouts rang out from every direction. Voices bellowed commands so loud they made your ears ring, and the soldiers moved swiftly in response.


Perhaps it was the years of working together, but the coordination between the Holy Knights Order and our own order was remarkably smooth.


Even though we were taking them down one by one, the monster wave showed no signs of ending.


I frowned unconsciously at the sight of the swarm pouring out of the dimensional rift. Every single one of them looked grotesque and repulsive.


It was as if they had some level of intelligence—their relentless assault targeted the escort team with frightening precision.


Were they aiming for the priests by pushing through the subjugation squad’s defenses? These so-called Catastrophe-class monsters clearly possessed high intelligence.


Grrrk.


A tentacled monster, shaped like a giant octopus, flung its limbs in every direction, catching knights by their ankles. A few, caught off guard, stumbled and fell.


Just as a crack began to form in the subjugation squad’s formation, a white magic circle appeared above the creature’s head. In a blink, the monster’s head split in two.


Its inky black blood splattered in the air, but before it could fall to the ground, the creature disintegrated into dust.


“Stay calm. I’m here with you.”


Abel stepped forward as he spoke.


His composed voice lifted the morale of our knights. The Holy Knights, unwilling to be outdone, let out fierce shouts as they pushed forward.


Even the priests providing support from behind began to smile.


[A Split-type is coming!]


“How many?”


[Looks like it’ll split into five!]
 



 



At Sylphi’s warning, I raised my rapier instantly.


Wind circled in the air as I turned to face the monster attempting to divide. I clicked my tongue at the sight of it splitting cleanly into five under a Holy Knight’s slash.


What is this, a slime? Splitting every time it dies—how absurd. This was exactly why we had a separate escort team.


The subjugation squad alone couldn’t handle the sheer number of monsters, and leaving them unchecked would threaten the rear.


Sshk.


I flinched at the sickening feeling of flesh being sliced, but I couldn’t afford to stop.


Just as I was trained, I swung my rapier and began methodically taking down the split-off creatures. After cleaving through the last one, I took a deep breath.


[They just keep coming, these damn things!]


Sylphy’s tone was more irritated than usual. Crude as he was, I completely agreed.


They were swarming in endless, nauseating waves. And to make things worse, none of them were weak either—they were annoyingly tough to deal with.


[Ten split-types incoming!]


So that’s potentially fifty splits. Truly, a monster straight out of a nightmare.


I took a deep breath to calm the irritation welling up inside.


“Wind, heed me.”


Blue winds swirled around Sylphy. My physical ability and reaction speed surged drastically. The familiar, comforting energy wrapped my body along with the wind.


As the subjugation squad struck, the monsters immediately began to split.


And just like they were waiting for it, the newly spawned ones charged straight for the priests. Their desperate movements screamed one thing: eliminate the priests.


Of course, there was no way I’d just sit back and let that happen.


With a quick breath, I kicked off the ground.


Blue wind stormed across the battlefield. A combat technique inspired by Sylphy’s magic, based on the physical enhancement spell Wind Armor.
 



 



It allowed my physical capabilities to temporarily double.


Sure, it consumed a huge amount of energy—but now wasn’t the time to hold back.


Sshk.


Slash after slash tore through flesh. Though my vision whirled chaotically, I could sense the enemies’ positions with near-instinctual clarity.


A Spirit Mage who commands the wind can perceive everything within its flow in an instant.


Of course, my current abilities limited that range, but it was more than enough.


I swung my rapier, slicing into their cores and wiping them out. A simple, repetitive task.


Yet the results were far from simple.


Screeee!


Split-types shrieked hideously as they dissolved into dust mid-air.


Since they were from another world, they left no corpses behind—thankfully.


If they had, I probably would’ve puked on the spot.


“Yde-nim.”


A man’s voice suddenly called out. I turned to see Mr. Karl giving me a thumbs up with a bright smile.


“Well done.”


“Thanks for the compliment.”


I returned his smile and flicked the blood off my rapier. As soon as the droplets scattered, they turned to dust and vanished in the air.


So this was the fate of all beings from beyond.


Somehow, it left me feeling strangely hollow.


Maybe because a part of me wondered if someday I’d end up the same way.


Sylphy, reading my thoughts, let out a sigh and said:


[Focus, Contractor. It’s not over yet.]


‘Yeah, you’re right.’


Just like Sylphy said, now wasn’t the time for sentimental thoughts. I could get lost in those later.


For now, I had to give my all in this moment. With that thought, I turned my gaze back to the frontlines.


And just then, a massive monster emerged from the rift in space.
 



 



I froze.


It was on a whole different scale from anything we’d seen so far.


GUWOOOOR!


“Ghk?!”


“Aaaagh!!”


Screams erupted across the battlefield.


Some collapsed to their knees, unable to continue fighting. Others simply passed out on the spot.


Dozens of eyes bubbled up from its surface, tentacles stretched in every direction like nerve bundles, and eyeballs rolled around endlessly.


All of it coated in a layer of pitch-black slime.


Just looking at it sent chills down my spine.


A feeling like my brain was refusing to process what I was seeing. It was similar to the time I heard Abel speak, filtered by his restrictions.


[That thing… that exists in the Otherworld?!]


Sylphy clenched his teeth and glared at the creature. He seemed to recognize it, his expression more twisted than I’d ever seen.


I felt a strange ripple in my mind as I stared at it too. Even as I tried to steady my breath, dragging my hands down my arms, the unease wouldn’t go away.


Don’t look.


A voice rang in my head.


Immediately, I turned my head, forcing the creature out of sight. Bit by bit, my mind began to clear.


Just seeing it had that kind of impact? Could such a monster really exist?


As I caught my breath, Abel silently stepped toward it.


No way… is Abel…


Snap.


With a crisp snap of his fingers, dozens of magic circles bloomed in midair. From them, hundreds of spears began to rain down.


Contrary to my fears, Abel stood there with arms crossed, completely unbothered.


GUWOOOOR!


Even as the monster screamed in agony, its mental interference caused waves of panic among the knights.


BOOM!


A thunderous boom—and the monster vanished without a trace.
 



 



No... could you even call that a “monster”?


In an instant, that being had torn a hole in the subjugation team’s formation. And the swarming monsters weren’t foolish enough to miss that opening.


As if they had been waiting for it, they rushed toward the priests.


But the mental interference hadn’t lifted yet—none of the knights could move from where they stood.


“Damn it, get a grip! We have to protect the priests!”


“Ghk, I know that!”


Their faces twisted in frustration. Was this why people were always so cautious about mental-type magic?


I was no different—I couldn’t move my body properly either. I could shift slightly, but nowhere near enough to actually run.


‘Damn it, Sylphi!’


[Tch… this is bad!]


“Goddess…”


A delicate voice sounded beside me.


Yuruf slowly stepped forward with her eyes closed.


“Please, hear my prayer and grant me your blessing…”


Her pure, crystalline voice rang out over the battlefield. At the same time, holy energy began to gather around her, forming a small, shimmering barrier.


A tremendous amount of divine power condensed around her.


“Deliver us from the false gods…”


With that final invocation, the barrier rapidly expanded—until it enveloped the entire battlefield.


And just like that, the mental interference constricting my entire body vanished completely.


A Saintess?


She looked exactly like the holy figure I’d only ever heard about in stories. Even as someone who never believed in gods, I found her appearance… divine.


“I offer my body to the Goddess!”


With her blessing complete, the tide began to turn. The monster horde was swiftly subdued. Even the priests in the rear exhaled with relief.


But monsters were now converging on Yuruf herself, drawn to her divine aura.


As if they knew she was a priestess, they charged at her with desperate ferocity.
 



 



“Yurph!”


She still hadn’t noticed them. With a serene expression, she turned toward us.


Gritting my teeth, I summoned the power of the wind.


[The effect won’t last long!]


“Got it!”


I kicked off with my right foot and soared into the air.


There were only about 30 meters between us—not a huge distance, but too far for me to reach her with just my physical ability.


But with Sylphi’s support, I could make it in time.


The scenery blurred as I accelerated—Yuruf was right in front of me now.


From my rapier burst a blade of cutting wind. Monsters split in half in a single instant.


But then, from within the chaos, one hidden monster lunged and spat something at Yuruf.


Purple venom mixed into its breath attack—I clenched my teeth.


“Sylphy!”


[I’m on it!]


A barrier of wind formed in midair. The powerful gusts redirected the breath, hurling it off course.


A faint mist of poison remained, but it wasn’t enough to worry about. Worst case, I could just get healing from a priest.


I slashed with my rapier, cutting down the last monster lurking in the shadows.


“You’re…”


When I turned my head, Yuruf looked pale. Her legs gave out, and she began to wobble.


I quickly caught her before she fell.


“Are you okay?!”


Yuruf closed her eyes, dizzy and barely conscious.


“Why… did you save me…?”


“What? What do you mean—”


Before I could finish, she lost consciousness and collapsed in my arms.
 – – The End of The Chapter–– 
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            Chapter 62: Subjugation Campaign (4)


A temporary tent came into view. Unlike the others, this one had a red cross drawn on it. This must be the treatment center they mentioned.


The inside looked fairly quiet. Understandable, considering there were barely any injuries in this battle. That was probably thanks to the power that Yuruf had displayed.


Without it, the subjugation team would’ve suffered considerable damage. Of course, with Abel around, they wouldn’t have been wiped out entirely.


I gently pulled aside the curtain and stepped inside.


‘The smell of disinfectant.’


It was the familiar scent of alcohol I’d grown tired of in my previous life. Even in a medieval-like world like this, they already had some concept of hygiene?


The thought crossed my mind, but remembering this was a fantasy romance world, I decided to let it go.


The treatment room was silent.


Several metal cots were lined up inside, but aside from Yuruf, all were empty.


I stepped quietly toward her side.


“…It’s worse than I thought.”


Yuruf was groaning, her face twisted in pain.
Although divine power was gathered around her, trying to heal her, her complexion showed no signs of improvement.


I sat on the chair beside her and cautiously took her pulse.


‘Faint.’


Her pulse was sluggish, barely holding on—like it could stop at any moment. I knew exactly what that meant.


I had assumed she’d simply fainted, but her condition was far more serious than expected.


Even with divine power actively healing her, she remained the same.


“Sylphi.”


[She’s poisoned.]


Sylphi answered me almost as if he’d been waiting.


Poisoned…?


Could it have been from the toxic mist the monster released back then? But that didn’t quite make sense.


Divine power was supposed to dispel poisons. Then why was Yuruf still in a poisoned state? Even now, divine energy lingered around her.
 



 



[Seems like her body rejects divine power.]


Sylphi answered my unspoken question with ease.


“Wait, that’s actually a thing?”


I asked aloud without meaning to. Sylphi looked at Yuruf curiously and replied,


[I’ve heard of it before, but this is my first time seeing someone like that.]


I furrowed my brow.


If divine power didn’t work, then there was no way to cleanse the poison.


And it’s not like there’d be any kind of antidote for otherworldly monster toxins.


While I was lost in thought, Sylphi spoke again.


[Why are you so concerned about her?]


That question made me pause.


Why was I so concerned about her, indeed?


“…Because it doesn’t feel like someone else’s problem.”


Something about Yuruf reminded me of my past self.


The way I used to lash out at people without reason. The way I returned kindness with cynicism.


That was before I ended up in Adele’s body.


Back then, I was at my wit’s end—financially and mentally.


I believed my life had no meaning and that I didn’t need anyone’s help. That stubborn arrogance was all I had left.


The words I spoke in that state became barbs, hurting those who tried to get close to me.


The memories are a bit hazy now, but even after becoming Adele, I think I said some of those things again.


Even to Lily, who had come to help me—I’d said things that must have hurt.


Thanks to my regression, those events technically never happened…


But her face—how she looked after hearing those words—is still seared into my mind.


That’s probably why I can’t help but worry.


Especially because the last thing Yuruf said before she lost consciousness…
 



 



Was almost identical to the words I once regretted more than anything.


[I see.]


Sylphi nodded calmly, as if he understood.


Just then, a priest entered the tent.


Unlike the others, he wore black priest robes.


He spotted me and hesitated for a moment, studying my face carefully.


Just as I was starting to feel uneasy under his gaze, he spoke.


“Are you by any chance… Lady Yde?”


“Yes, I am.”


I nodded. He immediately bowed deeply and spoke loudly.


“Thank you so much for saving our priestess.”


“Ah—no. I was just doing my duty as part of the escort team.”


His sudden gratitude caught me off guard, and I stumbled a bit over my words.


He looked at me with a touched expression.


“But the fact remains that you saved her.”


He started to bow again, and I quickly waved my hands to stop him. He smiled kindly at my flustered response.


“Did you come because you were worried about the priestess?”


“Ah, yes. She… didn’t look well.”


Hearing that, the priest’s face darkened. He crossed his arms and seemed to ponder something before exhaling a heavy sigh.


Then he uncrossed his arms, stepped closer, and lowered his voice.


“As you suspected, her condition is not good.”


His lips tightened as he glanced at Yuruf’s pale face.


He extended a hand and tried to send divine power into her again.


But the divine energy simply bounced off her body and lingered around like a ball bouncing off a steel plate.


Not a single bit was absorbed.


“We’ll have to see how things progress but…”


He took a deep breath and continued.


“At the moment, all we can do is hope for natural recovery.”


Natural recovery.
 



 



Those words made her frail, emaciated figure come into sharper focus.


Even the priest who said it didn’t seem to believe it himself—he just sighed again.


After hesitating for a moment, he finally spoke up.


“For an ordinary person, Angor’s poison is lethal unless an antidote is administered.”


Angor’s poison. So that’s what she inhaled.


I had thought the monster seemed unusually weak—but it was a specialized poison-type.


Even healthy people couldn’t survive that poison without an antidote.


For Yuruf, who had been fasting, it was nothing short of a death sentence.


“With her current state… she likely won’t make it through the day.”


He gently lifted Yuruf’s thin arm and sighed before laying it back down.


“It’s… truly unfortunate.”


With those parting words, the priest turned and walked away—


Already having given up on her.


I couldn’t bring myself to stop him. I just stood there, watching his back as he left.


I didn’t feel sad. After all, it had only been two days since we met.


It was just… unfortunate.


The way she lashed out at others like a porcupine with her quills out.


The lifeless look in her eyes, like someone who had endured every kind of pain imaginable.


And yet—even so—how she reflexively jumped forward to save others.


It all reminded me so painfully of who I once was.


“Ah, Lady Yde!”


A man with blue hair—Karl—entered the tent and greeted me warmly.


His cheerful expression made it clear he didn’t yet know about Yuruf’s condition.


Despite his rough speech and demeanor, he genuinely cared about her.


Which meant I had to tell him.


It left a bitter taste in my mouth, but I opened up.


“Yuruf… her condition is very serious.”
 



 



“...What?”


“The priest said… there’s nothing they can do.”


Karl froze in place.


His lips quivered into an awkward smile, but his eyes shook uncontrollably.


He was clearly shaken by my words.


“B-But you saved her, didn’t you, Lady Yde?”


He stammered, and I had no answer. I looked away from his gaze.


He stumbled a bit, leaning against the wall for support.


“Karl?”


“No, I—I’m fine. I’ll… I’ll be fine.”


His face said otherwise. But he forced a smile and kept muttering the same thing.


He slowly walked to Yuruf’s bedside and sat down on the chair next to her.


Seeing her groan in pain, he shut his eyes tight.


Taking deep breaths, he tried desperately to calm himself.


“What am I supposed to do…?”


His voice trembled, trailing off.


I silently watched him before pulling a paper from my coat.


A white sheet with golden letters inscribed on it…


It was a sheet infused not with divine power—but with some strange, condensed energy.


The item the Pope had given me, calling it a panacea.


Karl was clutching a cross tightly, eyes firmly shut.


Right in front of him, Yuruf was gasping for air, her face twisted in pain.


‘He told me to use it the moment I thought it was necessary.’


Even when I received it, I had thought it was a bit excessive.


Now that I think about it, the whole situation had been incredibly odd.


Out of all the people there, he had walked straight up to me—offering it as a gift of apology, no less.


There’s no way the Pope—the leader of the Holy Nation—would’ve failed to recognize that my artifact was a mere decoy.


Most likely, he had already figured out who I was and wanted to burden me with a sense of obligation.
 



 



‘Does that mean I’m… that important?’


Otherwise, there’s no reason for the Pope to have handed me something so grand.


Which meant that, right now, my course of action was simple.


[Are you sure about this?]


“Yeah. This is the best option we have.”


I nodded at Sylphi’s question, then slowly approached Yuruf.


Holding the white paper in one hand, I came to stand beside her.


“Lady Yde?”


Karl, startled by my sudden approach, called out in confusion.


Then his eyes flickered in panic as he caught sight of the item in my hand.


“How do I use this?”


“W-What? I—I mean…”


“Please, just answer me first.”


I spoke firmly. At that, Karl, who had been hesitating, quickly responded.


“J-Just focus on the target and pray. That’s all.”


So I just needed to focus on the person and pray.


Simpler than I expected.


I closed my eyes and carefully pictured Yuruf in my mind.


Wuuung…


A low hum echoed in the air, and a light leaked through my shut eyelids.


When I opened them again, I saw Yuruf—her face visibly more at ease.


It was the first time I’d ever seen such a peaceful expression on her face.


Without even realizing it, a faint smile tugged at my lips.
 – – The End of The Chapter–– 
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            Chapter 63: Subjugation Campaign (5)


Beneath the quiet stillness of the tent, a desk and chair stood on the grass. Seated there, Abel flipped through papers, deep in thought.


Scratch, scratch.


The soft sound of a pen gliding over paper broke the silence from time to time. Accompanied by the faint sound of ink being drawn into a fountain pen, a low murmur flowed from his lips.


I sat quietly, watching him from a sofa placed out on the meadow. It almost felt like I was watching one of those ASMR videos.


‘This is... oddly relaxing.’


Even in my previous life, there were videos like this. Those “study with me” streams featuring handsome or pretty people silently studying by your side.


If I closed my eyes right now, I could probably fall asleep in no time. That thought made me chuckle a little.


Maybe that chuckle was too much—because the scratch, scratch sound came to a sudden stop.


Abel set the paper down on the desk and narrowed his eyes slightly, looking my way.


The scar near his eye made him look more menacing than he actually was, but he didn’t seem angry.


Rather than furious, his expression leaned more toward mildly annoyed. After living together for months now, I could read that much at least.


Well, to be fair, I had barged into the tent, sprawled out on his sofa, and then laughed to myself like some weirdo. So maybe it was fair.


If I had to explain myself, it was just that I hadn’t seen a sofa in forever since my reincarnation. I threw myself onto it out of sheer nostalgia.


And maybe because it was way more comfortable than I expected, I hadn’t been able to get up since.


That judgmental look he gave me—like I was pitiful—had to be my imagination... right?
 



 



“What brings you here?”


“Do I need a reason? We’re already engaged.”


I replied shamelessly, acting like it was the most obvious thing in the world. At my brazen response, Abel let out a dry laugh.


Not the least bit fazed by his reaction, I kept rolling around on the sofa.


The necklace around my neck started to feel a little annoying, so I took it off and tossed it aside. The moment I did, my snowy white hair began to fade back to its original black.


Even that small act gave me a sense of liberation. It always felt so stuffy when I had to keep up the disguise—like the mana was constantly clinging to my hair.


Abel, watching me, finally set his pen down and muttered in a scolding tone,


“You’ve grown very shameless, haven’t you?”


“A skill I picked up thanks to a certain someone~.”


Abel had embarrassed me plenty of times with that poker face of his. This was just returning the favor.


Maybe, just maybe, if I kept mirroring him like this, he’d ease up a bit. Isn’t that what they call “mirror therapy”?


Abel let out a soft chuckle at my reply.


“Hard to believe you were trembling like a scared rabbit not too long ago.”


True, in the beginning, I had been nervous around him. My friend wouldn’t shut up about how ruthless the character Abel was in the original work.


But after all this time, I’d realized that the Abel in front of me had a lot of differences. Still merciless and sharp as a blade, sure—but also quietly warm to those he trusted.


“Me? When was that?”


Not wanting to admit it, I played dumb and replied with a straight face. That made Abel smile again.
 



 



“Hm? So you don’t remember, huh? Right after our contract ended, your legs gave out and—”


“Aaaah! Don’t say it!”


I shot up from the sofa and clamped both hands over Abel’s mouth in a panic. He just smiled with his eyes, amused.


And just as I was starting to fall under the spell of that beautiful smile… he licked my hand with his tongue.


The slimy sensation hit my palm and I recoiled instantly.


“Aaaagh?!”


“That’s your punishment for interrupting a duke.”


I wiped the now slightly damp hand on my leather armor, freaking out. Who the hell licks someone’s hand just because it’s covering their mouth?!


I turned to complain, only to see Abel grinning smugly, clearly satisfied with himself.


Letting out a sigh, I gave up and flopped back onto the sofa. Watching me, Abel finally spoke again, voice quieter this time.


“I heard you used the Panacea Talisman.”


“The rumors spread that fast?”


“Word gets around.”


He replied indifferently, turning back to his papers. Even though his expression didn’t show much emotion, I found myself reading between the lines.


“Aren’t you going to say anything about it?”


“Hm? What do you mean?”


His response was genuine confusion. He wasn’t challenging my decision—he simply didn’t get why I thought he would.


“You know, something like… ‘Why did you waste that on someone else?’”


At that, Abel let out an incredulous laugh. A low chuckle spilled out from him, and his gaze landed on me again.


“So that’s how you saw me, huh? Some petty man.”


I turned away, dodging his eyes. It wasn’t really about him, per se. I just… couldn’t imagine Abel using something as grand as a Panacea Talisman in that way.
 



 



He gently shook his head, as if denying my thoughts.


“The Panacea Talisman was yours. It’s up to you how you use it.”


“...I see.”


He signed the last of the papers with a flourish and stuck his quill back into the inkwell. Then he walked over and sat on the sofa across from me.


His expression had turned serious, and he looked me directly in the eyes.


“Do you regret it?”


“No… I don’t regret it, but...”


My voice trailed off. Abel crossed his arms, his gaze probing—like he was silently asking if I was sure I didn’t regret it.


His eyes were so steady and sincere, it almost made me want to look away.


“...Honestly, I don’t know.”


I mumbled quietly. At that, Abel closed his eyes for a moment.


“I think it was a good decision.”


“Huh?”


“The Pope’s a sneaky bastard. Just look at how he’s clung to that seat for over a hundred years.”


If he really cared about the younger generation, he should’ve stepped down a long time ago.


There was a hint of bitterness in Abel’s voice, and I realized I’d never seen him speak like this before.


He didn’t seem to hate the Pope, but he definitely wasn’t fond of him either.


Pointing to the folded paper in my pocket, Abel continued,


“You really think someone like him would hand you something like a Panacea Talisman out of the goodness of his heart?”


“So you’re saying…”


“Yeah. In the end, saving that priest of the Holy Nation was the right thing to do.”


I didn’t owe the Holy Nation a debt—in fact, it was quite the opposite. I had done them a favor. That alone would make it much more difficult for the Pope’s faction to interfere with us.
 



 



Bestowing a favor without making it obvious, then using that unspoken debt to gain the upper hand—that had always been the Pope’s style.


“And Yuruf, was it? How much do you know about her?”


“Almost nothing. We only met two days ago.”


He tapped his arm with a finger for a moment before lowering his voice.


“Not surprising. She’s one of the Holy Nation’s candidates for Saintess.”


Saintess candidate? That Yuruf?


I looked at Abel, confused, and he gave a calm nod in return. Thinking back, the divine power she had shown on the battlefield had definitely been worthy of someone called a Saintess.


Still, I never expected she’d actually be one of the candidates.


“So, do you understand now why I said it was a good decision?”


“...Ah.”


A knight of the Arie Empire used a Panacea Talisman—gifted by the Pope—to save one of the Holy Nation’s Saintess candidates. Even at a glance, it painted a politically favorable picture.


“Politics really is complicated.”


As I listened to Abel explain it all, my head started to spin a little. These kinds of transactions, passed around among high-ranking officials, still felt foreign to me.


He offered a wry smile, as if agreeing with my sentiment.


“Yes, it is complicated. It’s not like I was good at it from the start.”


“Really?”


“Yeah. Not that I expect you to believe it.”


I shook my head slightly at his words. After spending months with him, I had come to understand Abel’s personality a bit.


“You’ve worked so hard to get where you are, haven’t you?”


He hated showing weakness—even when things were hard, he kept it all inside.
 



 



According to Laura, the head maid, he didn’t even show his vulnerable side to the servants.


For someone like that to let down his guard in front of me... it could only mean he trusted me deeply.


“I actually really respect you, you know.”


“...”


Abel went speechless, like a mute with honey on his tongue. His reaction was so out of character, I couldn’t help but giggle.


“Oh? Did I just make your heart flutter a little?”


“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”


He sighed and rose from his seat. Clearly, that last line had backfired a little.


“You should get going now.”


“Are you kicking me out?”


“Yes. It’s time for me to sleep.”


It was still a bit early to be calling it a night, but just as I thought that, I noticed Abel’s ears had turned a faint shade of red.


I smiled and got up from the sofa. Well, seeing this side of him was rare enough—this much was good for today.


I put the necklace back on and reactivated the disguise spell. My hair turned white again, all the way to the tips, and I stepped out of the tent.


The chilly night breeze felt oddly pleasant tonight.


***


“Haa...”


To be respected, huh…


It had been a long time since he’d heard that from someone. Maybe once or twice from Arin or Evan back when they were young.


But hearing it now stirred something in my chest. Whether it was excitement or the joy of being acknowledged—I wasn’t quite sure.


One thing was certain:I did hold some level of affection toward her. Whether that affection was romantic… that was still unclear.
 



 



“Mother and you seem to be getting along quite well, huh?”


“...Arin.”


Arin’s playful smile greeted mr. She stood leaning against one of the tent’s pillars, arms crossed casually.


“Who are you calling your mother?”


“Well, she’s going to be Father’s wife, so that makes her my mother, doesn’t it?”


Was she being bold because this was a personal matter? Seriously, where had she learned to tease like this?
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            Chapter 64: The False Saintess (1)


“So, have you figured everything out?”


“Yes. As we suspected, a few of them had infiltrated the Holy Knights as well.”


At my question, Arin nodded in confirmation. She scratched her head irritably, clearly fed up with it all.


After scanning the list written on the paper, Arin clicked her tongue and handed it over to me.


“I didn’t expect the Emperor’s eyes to reach all the way into the Holy Kingdom.”


“That bastard would never form an alliance without laying his groundwork first.”


“...Do you think the Pope doesn’t know?”


At her cautious question, I let out a short laugh. There’s no way someone who’s ruled a nation for decades is unaware of such schemes.


He knows. He’s just choosing to ignore it. Most likely because he intends to use it to his own advantage. Just as I’m using Allen as the informant within the imperial court.


“There’s no way he doesn’t know.”


“Then what in the world is he thinking?”


“Trying to read the mind of an old fox will only give you a headache. Better to just leave him be.”


The Pope has never really cared about anything outside his Holy Kingdom. As long as no one touches his territory, he’s likely to turn a blind eye even to the Emperor’s schemes. That’s why the Emperor has never dared to make a move on the Holy Kingdom recklessly.


Unless he’s fully prepared, going up against the Pope is no different from suicide.


The unusually heavy imperial involvement in this subjugation campaign must’ve been part of his setup. Of course, I let it all slide—everything that didn’t directly get in my way. It’s easier to expose the Emperor’s intentions to the Pope by letting him act freely.
 



 



“All we need to do is inform him about the situation in his own nest.”


“Are you saying the Pope really doesn’t know about the Emperor’s plan?”


“If he did, he would’ve taken action by now.”


It’s a plan that could kill tens of thousands of innocent people. The Pope’s methods may be shady, but his faith and sense of sacrifice are as genuine as any saint of the Goddess Church.


He adores the people of the Holy Kingdom. There’s no way he’d just stand by and watch them die.


“I see.”


Arin nodded, seemingly convinced by my explanation.


I began to read the list she had handed over. There were fewer infiltrators among the Holy Knights than I expected—maybe three or four at most.


Even my own servant roster has more than ten spies.


But perhaps that in itself is impressive. That such a sacred order has even this many traitors is a feat. I can’t imagine what tricks were used to pull that off.


One name, in particular, caught my eye.


Yurf von Ernesti.


No way. She actually participated in this subjugation campaign?


In the original story, Yuruf never joined the campaign. Despite being blessed directly by the Goddess and possessing incredible talent, she had a constitution that rejected divine power.


If she got even slightly injured in battle, she couldn’t be healed by other priests. Even potions didn’t work well on her—that said everything.


There was a reason a saintess candidate like her wasn’t sent to the front lines. Didn’t she nearly die this time from monster venom?


“It’s fate.”


That’s what the Pop had muttered.


Sending Yuruf into battle was probably also part of this so-called “fate.”
 



 



I found myself recalling her role in the original.


The False Saint, the Betrayer…


She’d been called many things. She was one of the most beloved supporting characters among readers because of how multi-faceted she was.


One of the few who knew she was merely a substitute—a decoy, a puppet—installed to serve as the Emperor’s eyes.


That internal contradiction within Yuruf made her an especially compelling character.


But now, faced with her in real life, I couldn’t help but feel a bitter taste in my mouth.


“Are you not going to tell her the truth about who she is?”


Arin asked quietly while scanning the names beside me. I set the list down at her question.


When I turned, I saw Arin’s face filled with worry. Spending a month alongside Adele must’ve made her attached.


She looked like a teacher worried for her student. I wondered if I’d ever worn the same expression. Shaking off that thought, I replied,


“She’s still a saintess candidate, rotten or not. Do you really think the Emperor would move a piece he cherishes without care?”


“You’re right. From his point of view, she’s not a card he can use lightly.”


“Exactly.”


I highly doubt that Emperor would waste a valuable piece like Yuruf just to deal with Adele.


In the original, he held her back and protected her—only to be betrayed by her in the end.


I doubt the Emperor of this world is any different.


No matter how powerful he is, at his core, he’s just a coward.


****


Suddenly, her eyes opened. An unfamiliar ceiling came into view. White fabric stretched across wooden beams.


Her arm, resting on the bed, felt the cold touch of metal.
 



 



Yuruf sat up slowly, quietly taking in the scene.


Her condition, once so dire, had seemingly disappeared without a trace.


“It doesn’t hurt…”


The burning pain that had scorched her lungs, making it impossible to breathe, was completely gone.


Even the hunger she had endured for so long seemed to have faded.


Overwhelmed by the unexpected calm, Yuruf closed her eyes for a moment. She could feel divine energy gently flowing around her body—stronger and livelier than usual.


That meant her condition had improved significantly.


When she opened her eyes again, she saw a woman sleeping, slumped over the bed.


White hair spilled in messy strands.


“Yde... was it?”


A member of the Black Raven Knights of the Arie Empire.


A skilled warrior worthy of that elite unit, and one of the few known spirit knights. She had been assigned as Yuruf’s personal escort. The one who had saved her from certain death by monster.


The one who had used a precious panacea on her dying body.


“Someone saved me... again.”


Ever since she became aware of her identity, it had always been this way. As if guided by the Goddess herself, Yuruf had managed to survive death time and again.


Yet she was just a stand-in—a substitute created to replace a rural girl named Yuruf. When the Pope personally declared her a saintess candidate, she had been so shocked she could hardly speak.


Her fasts were meant to get him to revoke that position. But every time she pleaded, the Pope refused.


Snore…


She turned to see Yde softly sleeping. She had dozed off, slumped over at the edge of the bed—clearly an uncomfortable position.


Even so, she slept with a peaceful expression.


If she keeps sleeping like that, she’ll throw her back out in no time…
 



 



The thought suddenly crossed Yuruf’s mind. After all, she had injured her own back sleeping in that exact position while caring for a patient once.


As she reached her hand out toward Yde, an old memory flashed through her mind and made her hesitate.


Is this… really okay?


It was still a vivid scene in her mind—the look on Karl’s face when she had revealed she was nothing more than a substitute created by the Emperor.


His face, smiling even as he coughed up blood in the flames.


His eyes, filled with unwavering resolve as he swore to return the kindness he had received from her.


Mr. Karl… what should I do now?


But no answer came to her question.


It wasn’t something she could ask the current Karl.


He had long been replaced by the Emperor’s eye. That’s why she had always treated him so coldly.


Because she simply couldn’t accept that he was still the Karl she once knew. Even if it meant spitting in her own face, she couldn’t let go of that belief.


“Oh? You’re awake.”


Yde wiped the drool from the corner of her mouth and looked at Yuruf. Embarrassed, Yuruf quickly pulled her outstretched hand back.


Yde didn’t seem to pay much attention to it. Rubbing her eyes, she quietly sat down in the chair beside the bed.


Still half-asleep, Yde shook her head several times in an effort to wake up, though her eyelids drooped again as if still heavy with sleep.


[Bless.]


Yuruf gently granted her a touch of divine energy. A small act of kindness—surely it wouldn’t matter. It’s not like the Emperor was monitoring her every move.


As divine power seeped into her body, Yde’s eyes flew open wide. Now fully awake, she glanced around at herself in amazement, letting out a soft gasp.
 



 



Then she turned to Yuruf with a curious look.


“How did you do that?”


“It’s just a simple blessing.”


A priest’s blessing could naturally restore vitality. Used like this, it made waking up early in the morning a little easier.


At Yuruf’s explanation, Yde’s eyes sparkled as she asked,


“Can I do it too?”


“Hmm… probably not.”


Yuruf shook her head slightly.


“To handle divine power, you have to receive a direct baptism from the Holy Kingdom.”


“Ah… that’s a shame.”


At her reply, Yde let out a sigh, clearly disappointed. The raw honesty on her face made Yuruf smile without even realizing it.


“That’s your first smile.”


“...Me?”


“Yes. It looks good on you.”


Yde said it with a soft, eye-smile.


Yuruf hadn’t smiled much before. She tried to lift the corners of her mouth again, but all she felt was the awkward twitch of unfamiliar muscles.


The sight made Yde chuckle unintentionally.


“You’re not used to smiling, huh?”


“...Yeah. I haven’t had many reasons to.”


“Well, then start now. You never know—you might have plenty of reasons to smile from now on.”


“...You think so?”


“I do. Absolutely.”


Yde responded without a hint of doubt.


And for a moment, Yuruf found herself a little envious of her positivity.
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            Chapter 65: The False Saintess (3)


After a fierce battle, the second-dimensional rift finally closed. As we went deeper, just like the rumors said, the monsters became significantly stronger.


There weren’t any irregulars that tried to mess with our minds like last time, but overall, this wave was much tougher than the first.


Now I understood why Abel had told me to defeat him first if I wanted to participate in the subjugation. It wasn’t just to test me for fun—he had a point.


Without that month of training, I couldn’t even imagine how many of us might’ve died here.


It also made me realize just how complacent I’d been all this time.


“Hoo...”


I wiped the blood from my rapier and sheathed it. Blood droplets scattered like dust into the air. I stared at them absentmindedly—until a hand gently tapped my shoulder. I turned to see Yuruf smiling softly.


Her earlier question—“Do you like Abel?”—suddenly replayed in my head, and I awkwardly averted my eyes.


But Yuruf didn’t seem bothered. She stepped forward, stopping in front of me again.


“Do you have a minute?”


“Ah, well…”


[What are you hesitating for? Just say yes or no.]


That blunt remark came from Sylphi beside me.
Hr was always stingy about the smallest things, but weirdly cool when it came to stuff like this.


Alright, alright—I get it.


I gave a small nod, and Yuruf gently grabbed my hand.


Still bony, but now there was a warmth—an energy—that hadn’t been there before.


While I was momentarily distracted by that warmth, she pulled me along toward one of the tents.


Karl, who had been resting nearby, watched us with a pleased expression. When our eyes met, he gave us a small wave.


“I’ve got something to do, so I’ll be a bit late.”
 



 



With that, Karl turned and walked off.


Yuruf watched until he was completely out of sight before exhaling a relieved breath.


I couldn’t help but wonder why she seemed uncomfortable around him, but I didn’t press.


She pulled open the tent flap roughly and slipped inside.


I followed after her and was greeted by the unfamiliar interior.


Turning slightly, I saw Yuruf looking at me with sparkling eyes.


“You like the Duke, right? Abel?”


It was phrased like a question, but her gaze already held certainty.


I couldn’t bring myself to deny it, so I nodded.
Her eyes sparkled even more.


“I’ll have you know—I’m a bit of a love expert.”


“...Is that so.”


Honestly, it was a hard claim to believe just looking at her.


Maybe noticing my doubtful glance, Yuruf folded her arms and narrowed her eyes at me.


While I tensed up, thinking she’d caught on to my thoughts, she pointed out something else instead.


“Yde, speak casually with me. I’m only fourteen, you know.”


“Hmm... If you don’t mind, I’ll try.”


Was this her way of saying she wanted to be closer?


The prickly version of Yuruf from a few days ago was nowhere to be seen now.


“So, wanna hear my love advice?”


She proudly claimed she had matched more than ten couples in the Holy Kingdom.


Her smug expression struck me as oddly adorable, and I couldn’t help but smile.


My smile made her frown.


“You don’t believe me, do you? Then ask Karl later. He never lies.”


“Okay, I will.”


“So, what’s your plan?”


Yuruf asked again, her eyes practically glowing with goodwill.


I couldn’t bring myself to say no—not with her looking at me like that.
 



 



If I refused, she’d probably sulk and avoid talking to me for a while.


I didn’t know her that well, but something told me she was that type.


[Love advice to steal someone else’s fiancé? Now that’s rich.]


That “someone else” is me, you know?


[Exactly. That’s what makes it so funny.]


Sylphi chuckled beside me, his mouth half-covered as if enjoying the show.


Seeing him do that with Abel’s face made me want to flick her forehead.


Still, I held back—didn’t want Yuruf to think I was acting weird.


****


“Pfft… kuh—”


Laughter slipped out from between the fingers that tried to cover his mouth.


Abel, unable to hold it in any longer, burst into laughter.


Even as I watched him quietly with narrowed eyes, he made no attempt to stop.


“Khh… So let me get this straight. You got love advice… from a saintess candidate?”


“…Can you stop laughing already?”


“If the roles were reversed, wouldn’t you be laughing just as hard?”


It was absurd no matter how many times I thought about it.


Imagine—receiving romantic advice just to steal your own fiancé.


And of course, I hadn’t been able to say no to Yuruf—not when her eyes sparkled at the idea of helping.


Ironically, Abel and I were already close enough to call each other by name.


“I haven’t had anything to laugh about lately. Thanks to you, I feel a bit better now.”


“Ugh, shut up.”


I let out a long sigh and flopped onto the couch dramatically.


Puffing up my cheeks, I turned away from him, like I was staging a silent protest.


But the soft sounds of him still chuckling didn’t stop.
 



 



“…Hey, Abel.”


“Ah, my apologies. I’ll stop now.”


I shot him a sideways glare. Abel gave a slight grin, then—true to his word—cut off the laughter.


Not that he looked particularly sorry, but I let it go.


I wasn’t expecting a genuine apology anyway.


“So, how is she doing?”


“Not too bad. I think she’s stopped fasting—at least, she’s eating porridge now.”


“Is that so. That’s a relief.”


“A relief, huh? You knew Yuruf before all this?”


Abel paused for a moment at my question. Then he gave a short chuckle, like he was rolling the thought around in his head.


“Not really. We’re not anything in particular.”


“Really?”


When I asked again, Abel nodded without hesitation.


He didn’t look like he was lying—though, to be fair, there’d be no reason for him to lie about this anyway.


“Why do you ask? Are you… jealous?”


“…Me?”


I pointed to myself with a finger, asking back in disbelief. Abel smiled faintly and replied,


“Who else but you would be jealous?”


“…I am not.”


Even as I narrowed my eyes and replied flatly, the smile on his face didn’t fade.


His expression, for some reason, made me irrationally annoyed.


He didn’t look like he believed me at all.


“Ugh. Think whatever you want.”


“Mmm. I think I will.”


At this point, it didn’t matter what I said. That look on his face wasn’t going anywhere.


Whenever Abel had that teasing expression, no amount of logic or arguing worked—he’d just keep smiling like that.


What really pissed me off was that he looked so damn good doing it.


Maybe looks do matter, after all.


Even though Adele—my current body—was considered quite pretty, it still paled in comparison to Abel.
 



 



Honestly, if Abel dressed up as a girl, he’d probably look even better than I do.


…Just thinking about it makes me even more irritated.


“Well, enough chit-chat.”


He finally wiped the smile from his face and picked up a piece of paper from the desk.


It was filled with lines of tightly packed imperial script—so dense and formal that I couldn’t read a word of it from where I sat.


“The Emperor has started to move.”


“…He has?”


“Yes.”


With a snap of Abel’s fingers, the paper rose gently into the air, drifting toward me until it floated right before my eyes.


I caught it and looked it over.


Written on the page were detailed accounts of the recent events between the Holy Kingdom and the Imperial Court.


“His next target is the Holy Kingdom, huh.”


“Yes. He’s always seen them as a thorn in his side.”


The alliance with the Holy Kingdom had always been nothing more than a facade.


Beneath the surface, countless assassination attempts had gone back and forth between Arie Empire and Holy Kingdom.


They were just never made public.


Without even realizing it, my hand moved to my neck.


The phantom sting from when I was nearly strangled still lingered faintly.


And with it, the fear—the first real fear of death I’d ever experienced—came rushing back.


I tried to hide the slight tremble in my fingertips. But Abel must have noticed. His eyes softened with concern as he looked at me.


“You’re still scared, aren’t you?”


“…Yeah. I almost died by his hand. And that was just a month ago.”


“It’s a fear you’ll have to overcome one day—if you want to grow stronger.”
 



 



“I know.”


His tone was firm, but his voice carried quiet worry.


It made me feel a bit self-conscious, and I scratched my cheek awkwardly.


“If the Holy Kingdom is next, then I guess we’ll be heading there soon too?”


“That’s why this subjugation is so important.”


Now I understood why Abel had insisted on joining the monster hunt himself.


Through this campaign, he planned to establish goodwill with the Holy Kingdom—and use that alliance to stand against the Emperor from within their borders.


That was the strategy Abel had been laying out all along.


“So we’ll need merits, then.”


If I remembered right, Yuruf had mentioned something in passing:


The Holy Kingdom was strictly merit-based. Only those with clear contributions and proven devotion could rise to positions of influence.


And those merits were mostly earned through rooting out evil and leading good deeds.


“Exactly. There’s about a week left before the subjugation ends.”


“But what about the all-purpose remedy scroll I used? Isn’t that enough to earn me some merit?”


“That was your accomplishment as Yde. Not mine.”


“Fair enough.”


Now it made sense why Abel always placed himself on the frontlines, cutting through monsters like a force of nature.


It was all for the sake of gaining the Holy Kingdom’s trust—so they’d side with him against the Emperor.


I couldn’t help but wonder: was everything Abel had done so far part of a long-term plan to assassinate the Emperor?


Not just out of justice—but because of something personal.


Not because of the Emperor’s evil, but because of some deeper, private grudge Abel held.


I wanted to ask him.


But I didn’t. Not yet.


We weren’t quite close enough for that kind of question.


And something told me that asking would brush against a wound far deeper than I was ready to understand.
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            Chapter 66: The False Saintess (4)


After finishing my conversation with Abel, I stepped out of the tent. It was late, and it seemed everyone had already returned to their own tents—the camp had grown quiet.


The cool night breeze brushing against my face made me feel a little sentimental. For a change of pace, I began walking toward the hill just below the camp.


Just yesterday, the area had been dotted with curious onlookers, but tonight, not a single soul was in sight.


“Well, today’s subjugation battle was brutal.”


Everyone was probably too exhausted and had gone to sleep early.


With the soft rustle of grass beneath my feet, I slowly made my way forward, enjoying the gentle breeze that brushed past my entire body.


Normally, Sylphi would have been here to enjoy the wind with me, but perhaps tired from the day, she had already returned to the spirit realm. She must’ve even cut the link—her voice wasn’t echoing in my mind at all.


As I walked, lost in those idle thoughts, I spotted someone sitting in the distance.


She had let her hair down, the long dark strands flowing over the grass. Her face, though still thin, had filled out a little compared to before.


“Yuruf?”


The girl with blue eyes, Yuruf, was crouched down, quietly staring up at the sky.


Her body was still frail, but she looked much better than she had the last time I saw her. Thinking that, I quietly approached and sat beside her on the grass.


She flinched in surprise, her eyes widening, but then offered a soft greeting.


“…Hello.”


“Yeah. Hello.”


The scene felt no different from any other day. After exchanging greetings, silence fell between us again. It wasn’t unbearably awkward like before, but it still felt a bit stifling.
 



 



Yuruf didn’t seem to mind the atmosphere. She simply gazed up at the night sky in quiet contemplation.


“What are you doing?”


“Watching the stars.”


The stars, huh?


I followed her gaze upward. The sky was pitch black, speckled with countless glowing stars.


I couldn’t recognize any of the constellations from my previous life, but the sight was just as breathtaking as I remembered.


Back then, the city lights had drowned out the night sky so much that it was hard to see even a single star. But here, just turning your head slightly revealed an overwhelming number of stars.


“Yde, do you believe in star-related superstitions?”


“Huh? There’s something like that?”


When I asked, Yuruf looked at me with confused eyes, as if surprised I didn’t know. Her gaze wasn’t judgmental—it was more… innocent, like she was genuinely curious why I didn’t know.


It stung a little.


She closed her eyes for a moment, then began explaining.


“According to the superstition, every constellation in the sky represents a person’s fate.”


“Those constellations?”


I asked skeptically, and she gave a small nod.


The idea that every person’s fate was written in the stars sounded far-fetched. There were hundreds of millions of people in the world—if the sky held all their destinies, wouldn’t it be daytime all the time?


As I mulled that over, Yuruf continued in a quiet voice.


“It’s a well-known superstition. A lot of people believe in it.”


The most prominent example, she added, was the Holy Pop himself.


Hearing that made me close my mouth. He was the leader of the Church of the Goddess—he probably knew far more about this world than I did.


“Do you see that one star shining especially brightly up there?”
 



 



“That one…”


I looked back up. Just as she said, amidst the sea of white lights, one star sparkled more intensely than the others.


But there was only one. It flickered as if it might go out at any moment—hardly something you could call a constellation.


I knew it was just superstition, but the sight still gave me an uneasy feeling. Before I could shake the thought, Yuruf spoke again.


“You can’t see it.”


“Huh?”


I turned my head. She was smiling bitterly.


Yuruf stretched her bony hand toward the sky. It trembled slightly, as if trying desperately to reach those stars.


“There’s no constellation up there that belongs to me.”


“You mean…”


“I don’t belong in this world. I’m an outsider.”


Outsider.


The word struck a nerve. Her expression brimmed with profound loneliness.


What kind of life had she lived, that someone her age could wear such a look?


Her withdrawn, timid face… it reminded me of myself in my past life. And just like that, I couldn’t look away.


“Because, in the end, I’m fake.”


Fake. I didn’t fully understand what she meant, but I could sense the weight of her words.


After all, I had once wrestled with the same kind of thoughts.


My twin sister had always been better than me at everything. I was constantly compared to her, criticized, and overlooked by our parents.


Back in middle school, during the turbulent storm of adolescence, I started to believe I was nothing more than a replacement—a fake.


Thinking of myself as useless, as something disposable, left deep wounds on my heart.


And the people around me did little to help. They were harsh, unforgiving. By the time those wounds festered and burst, I ended up saying something to my sister—something I would regret for the rest of my life.
 



 



Just like I had once hurt Lily as Adele.


“God, I really am such an idiot.”


I swallowed a bitter laugh and asked her,


“Does it really matter if you’re real or fake?”


In the end, the point I wanted to make was simple.


Let’s say the world did divide people into “real” and “fake.” Even if she was fake… what difference did it make?


“That’s…”


Yuruf opened her eyes wide in surprise. She hesitated, lips parting and closing, like she had never thought about it that way.


Maybe she really did believe she was a false saintness.


Maybe that’s why she kept fasting—to get the pop to withdraw his recommendation for her to become the next saintness.


But from everything I had seen of her so far, Yuruf was more than worthy of being called a saintness.


Even when she was irritable from fasting, she never withheld healing or blessings from others. And more than that—she’d risked her life to break through mental manipulation and step forward in battle.


If someone like her couldn’t be called a saintness, then who could?


“But… no one likes a fake, right?”


“Do you really believe that?”


Yuruf hesitated, then slowly nodded. The resignation in her eyes was hard to look at—it reminded me too much of myself in the past.


“You know, I had a twin sister.”


It was a piece of my past I’d never shared with anyone. A memory I couldn’t reveal as Adele von Este—because in this world, Adele had no siblings.


But borrowing the identity of Yde, the spirit knight, I could talk about it. Maybe someday I’d tell Abel, too… but not yet. Not unless I was ready to admit that I was a soul from another world, something absurd he’d probably never believe.
 



 



Just as I was about to get lost in those thoughts, Yuruf spoke again.


“Your sister…?”


“Yeah. She was amazing.”


She had talents that always outshined mine. Academics, sports—even the one thing I thought I was decent at, embroidery—she surpassed me in everything.


I lived in her shadow, always. Friends, teachers, even our parents. Because we were twins and looked identical, people began to see me as nothing more than her substitute.


That went for boys who showed interest in me, too. And eventually, even our parents. Worst of all, I started to believe it myself—that I was just a stand-in.


“Being a fake… means…”


“It means I felt like I was just her imitation.”


Just when I was drowning in those thoughts, my sister got accepted into a prestigious university. Even with our family’s financial struggles, she made it happen.


In this world’s terms, it would’ve been like a commoner getting accepted into the Royal Academy. That’s how big a deal it was. And with that, I was shoved even further into the background.


“I truly thought I was a worthless knockoff.”


That’s why I climbed to the rooftop.


And when I stood before the railing, the first person to come running wasn’t a friend, or even my parents. It was my sister.


She was crying as she clung to me, yelling at the top of her lungs.


That I wasn’t her substitute. That I was precious—just as I was.


Even then, I didn’t listen. I lashed out with words that cut deep.


I asked her since when she had ever cared about me. Told her she’d always been just a thorn in my side.
 



 



And as we argued, when I started to fall over the edge, she threw herself forward to save me.


The smile she gave me in that moment… it’s something I can never forget.


“You know, whether you’re real or fake… it really doesn’t matter.”


“…”


“What matters is the kind of person you choose to be.”


If I’d realized that back then, maybe I wouldn’t have said such cruel things to her.


Maybe I would’ve known I wasn’t just her shadow—but a kind, warm-hearted younger sister in my own right.


“Can I ask you something?”


“…Yes.”


I turned my head to find Yuruf, her eyes shimmering with tears.


I gave a soft smile, then pulled a small towel from my cloak and handed it to her.


“What kind of person are you?”


She lowered her head, hesitating for a long moment. Then in a tiny voice, she whispered,


“…I think… I need some time to figure that out.”


“Yeah. That’s okay.”


I stood up from where I was sitting. As I glanced back, I saw Yuruf sitting there, her eyes closed in deep thought.


I didn’t know exactly what struggles she was facing.


But I hoped—more than anything—that she wouldn’t walk the same painful path I once did.


That was all I could wish for.
 – – The End of The Chapter–– 
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            Chapter 67: The False Saintess (5)


Inside the silent tent, not even the faintest sound of an ant’s footsteps could be heard.


An old man sat with his eyes closed, immersed in quiet meditation.


The holy emblem of the Goddess’ Church embroidered on his pure white robes left no doubt—he was the Pope.


Even his usual attendant priests had been dismissed. Alone, he focused solely on his breathing, calming his heart and mind.


By the time even the whispering wind slipping through the curtain seams had gone still, the sound of footsteps echoed—someone had appeared from thin air and was now approaching.


Step. Step.


The Pope immediately sensed who it was. There was only one person who could enter this place without resistance from the priests.


“Well, well. I didn’t expect my dear Duke to be this rude.”


“Surely you’re not realizing that just now?”


The man snorted derisively. At the sound, the Pope opened his eyes.


Ash-gray hair, silver eyes. A sharp gaze and an eerie presence that made even the Pope momentarily stiffen.


Put plainly, the man had an insufferable face.


“It’s been a while since we’ve met in private, Your Holiness.”


Abel.


One of the only four dukes of the Arie Empire—and an adversary the Pope might as well call a nemesis. Though, in the past, they had once stood side by side as comrades on the battlefield.


Tap.


With a snap of his fingers, Abel summoned two cushions from thin air.


Even during the subjugation campaigns, his spatial magic had been formidable. In the Arie Empire—often dubbed the Empire of Mages—none wielded space magic like Abel did.


The Pope remembered how Abel had once struggled to learn even basic shielding spells. Has that much time really passed since then?


“Please, have a seat.”
 



 



Settling himself without hesitation, Abel pointed to the other cushion. The Pope chuckled softly and slowly rose from the floor.


His language might be polite, but Abel’s attitude hadn’t changed a bit.


Back then, he used to call the Pope “old geezer” to his face. If anything, this was an improvement.


Still, it was obvious he hadn’t changed how little he thought of the Pope.


“Indeed. It’s been ages since the two of us met like this. Over a decade, wasn’t it?”


“You were the one who insisted we keep things strictly professional.”


The Pope grumbled, and Abel narrowed his eyes in amusement.


But the Pope met that gaze head-on, unfazed.


“You’re still holding a grudge over that?”


“You’re the one who started acting petty first.”


With a scoff, Abel reached into the air. Without even chanting, a spatial rift opened at his will.


He rummaged around inside and pulled out two wine glasses, tossing one to the Pope.


The Pope barely caught it using divine energy. Seeing that, Abel chuckled.


“You really have gotten old. Can’t even catch a cup properly.”


“I am well over a hundred, you know. This is to be expected.”


More than a full century had passed since his birth. This frailty was natural.


Not that he’d ever intended to live this long—yet the vows of his youth still bound him tightly.


“You mean, your advanced age, not just old age,” Abel quipped.


While the Pope drifted into memories of the past, Abel retrieved a peculiar-looking bottle from the spatial rift.


At the sight of it, the Pope’s eyes lit up.


He recognized it instantly: an oriental medicinal liquor—ginseng wine, the kind notoriously hard to come by.


Long before he became a clergyman, he’d been an avid lover of fine alcohol. Of course he recognized it at a glance.
 



 



As the Pope’s gaze locked onto the bottle, Abel smirked.


“Still a drinker, I see.”


“I don’t drink because I can’t find any.”


“Imagine the priests finding out the Pope’s a liquor lover. They’d faint on the spot.”


“Heh. I haven’t had a drink in ages thanks to this cursed old body. They wouldn’t know.”


The Pope gently ran his fingers over the glass before placing it down on the floor.


Watching him, Abel casually tossed the bottle into the air. A white magic circle appeared, catching it midair and tilting it toward the Pope’s cup.


Clear liquid glided from the bottle, shimmering as it poured.


The Pope instinctively swallowed.


“Since when do you care about my health?”


“Since the war ended.”


“That would make it what, ten years now?”


To that, Abel replied with a dry laugh.


“...Has it already been that long?”


Ten years.


The Pope murmured the number under his breath and drifted back into the past—to the first time he’d met Abel.


It had been during the great war sparked when the Kingdom of Priletcha turned both the Holy Nation of Numen and the Arie Empire into its enemies.


A war that had dragged on for over a century.


The Pope had been dispatched to the battlefield in his middle age.


‘That’s where we met.’


For over twenty years, he had wandered the battlefield as a priest—and that’s when he’d met a young Imperial soldier.


A boy driven mad by bloodshed, surviving only by killing.


His body looked like it would collapse with a tap, yet among all the Empire’s child soldiers, only that boy had survived until the end.
 



 



And now that very same boy stood before him—not only as one of the Empire’s four Dukes, but also as a grand archmage.


Time truly was a merciless thing.


“Back then, I was full of fire too,” the Pope murmured, savoring the wine’s aroma.


Abel, watching, let out a snort.


“Fire? You were already an old geezer even back then.”


“Now, that’s no way to talk to an elderly man.”


“Consider it the price of getting a sip of my expensive liquor.”


Despite the many years that had passed, Abel’s arrogant nature remained exactly the same.


What used to be an infuriating attitude now felt oddly comforting.


“They say the older you get, the easier it is to feel nostalgic about everything,” the Pope muttered to himself, letting out a quiet sigh as he took another sip from his glass.


Abel said nothing, watching the Pope’s wistful expression. He simply refilled his own cup, letting the clear liquid trickle through the narrow neck of the bottle, filling the glass with a soft glug.


With a swift tilt, he knocked back the entire glass in one go. A warm burn flooded down his throat and spread through his chest.


The Pope clicked his tongue disapprovingly.


“You really don’t know how to appreciate a good drink. Who downs something that fine in one shot?”


“What’s it matter? It’s my drink. I’ll enjoy it however I like.”


“Ugh. This is exactly why I hate having private drinks with you.”


“Fine by me. You’re not getting any more.”


“Actually... the way you drank it doesn’t seem that bad now that I think about it.”


Abel chuckled dryly at the Pope’s sudden reversal. Same as always—an incorrigible old man.
 



 



As the Pope raised his glass again, Abel snapped his fingers.


The Pope froze for a brief second. It felt like a wave of immense mana had just swept over his body.


Wuuung…


A faint vibration hummed at his ears as an enormous barrier formed around the tent. Even without deep knowledge of magic, the Pope could feel just how powerful the spell was.


Having seen Abel’s magic too many times on the battlefield, the Pope immediately understood what kind of spell it was.


A soundproof barrier.


A field that prevents any sound from escaping its boundaries.


This was the same magic that earned Abel the nickname ‘Reaper of Silence’ during the war.


The fact that he was deploying it now could only mean one thing—whatever they were about to discuss, it couldn’t be overheard by anyone.


So this wasn’t just a casual drink after all.


The Pope placed his now-empty glass on the floor and looked directly at Abel.


“Your Holiness. Have you lost your stigmata?”


The Stigmata.


A mark bestowed directly by the Goddess—a symbol of divine favor and an irrefutable sign of devotion.


For the Pope or a Saintess, it was the most sacred proof of faith.


To lose it meant that the Goddess herself had withdrawn her blessing.


And that meant not only was his papal authority in jeopardy, but possibly his very life.


“Heh... as expected, I can’t hide anything from you, can I?”


The Pope didn’t deny it.


Instead, he silently rolled up his sleeve and revealed his arm.


Only a faint scar remained where the stigmata used to be.


Abel exhaled sharply at the sight, unable to hide his disappointment.


“So you ignored my warning after all.”


“Did you actually think I’d listen?”
 



 



“...Hard to say.”


Abel had warned him in the past, clearly.


But just like in the original timeline, the Pope had still lost his stigmata.


Did he simply disregard the warning? Or was it always inevitable?


Knowing the Pope’s nature, he would never have accepted advice like that.


Letting an innocent girl suffer for the sake of strategy—that was something the stubborn old man could never do.


Now that this had happened, Abel realized he’d have to abandon any plan that involved the Pope’s support.


“Was it really worth losing your stigmata... for the Emperor’s pawn?”


“...Yes. I remember your words from before.”


Something about not carving up your own flesh for the sake of traitors.


The Pope let out a bitter chuckle as Abel’s old warning echoed in his mind.


He thought of Yuruf—the Saintess candidate he had personally selected.


A kind-hearted girl, pure beyond question... and the Emperor’s hidden agent.


The Pope had known that.


Just as he had known how good and innocent she truly was.


As a frail old man with little left to give, all he could do was name her a candidate for Saintess.


The internal power struggles within the Holy Nation prevented him from doing more.


So it was no surprise that he’d incurred the Goddess’s wrath.


Selecting the Emperor’s spy as a Saintess candidate was an act too dangerous to go unpunished.


“Still... not once have I regretted it.”


“You’re still as foolish as ever.”


“And that’s how I’ve managed to survive this long.”


The Pope smiled wryly and took another sip from his cup.


Abel said nothing more, simply reaching forward to refill the Pope’s glass.


Without another word, the two sat in silence.
 



 



Outside, the night grew deeper, wrapped in the quiet weight of all that remained unsaid.
 – – The End of The Chapter–– 
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            Chapter 68: The False Saintess (6)


-“Is being real or fake… really that important?”


The words of Yde, which had pierced deeply into Yuruf’s heart, lingered for days. She kept thinking about them—turning them over and over in her mind.


After all, it was something she had never considered before. And because Yde had been in a situation similar to hers, Yuruf wanted to lean on her answer, even just a little.


-“You know… whether you’re real or fake doesn’t matter at all.”


But was that really true?


Could it really be meaningless to distinguish between what’s real and what’s fake? Yuruf was nothing more than an imposter, a substitute created to take the place of an innocent village girl.


“What really matters… is the kind of person you are.”


She had never once asked herself what kind of person she was.


Ever since realizing the truth of her identity, Yuruf had been consumed with guilt—especially toward the girl named Yuruf, whose place she had taken.


Even after becoming a priestess with the help of a chance encounter with a clergyman, that guilt never left her.


Would the Goddess even forgive a sin like hers?


That was the only thought that ever occupied her mind. It hadn’t changed even after she became a candidate for saintess.


Even though none of this had been by her will, Yuruf had been quietly and deeply repenting her existence all this time.


Unlike others who could pursue the meaning of their lives, her reason for existing was painfully clear.


To live in place of the girl called Yuruf.


Perhaps that was why she’d been so obsessed with the idea of what’s real and what’s fake—blinded by that illusion, endlessly picking at her own wounds.


“What kind of person are you?”
 



 



It was a question too difficult to answer. So, she decided to think about it on her own. But even after days of reflection, no answer came easily.


She had only ever thought about the girl Yuruf—never once about herself.


So, she asked the people who had been with her all this time.


She asked, “What kind of person am I to you?”


Everyone looked a little puzzled by the sudden question, but they still answered her.


“You’re a diligent one. You’ve never once missed a single prayer since joining the Church of the Goddess.”


“You’re the kind of person who fits the title ‘saintess!’ That’s why I really like you, Yuruf unni!”


“Why ask me something like that…? I mean, no one would really object to you being a saintess candidate.”


“Sure, the higher-ups might have other thoughts, but as far as I’m concerned, you’re the most suitable for it.”


Diligent. Someone who fits the image of a saintess. The right person for the role.


The gap between how others saw her and how she saw herself was massive.


Only after hearing their words did Yuruf begin to understand what Yde had meant.


“Hehe… what was I so afraid of?”


Her black hair fluttered in the wind. Her arms, though fuller now, were still thin, and her delicate fingers trembled slightly.


Lying on the grass of the open plains, Yuruf finally came face to face with her true self. She looked up at the star-filled sky once more.


Still, she couldn’t find the constellation that was supposed to define her fate. But that fact no longer scared her.


Instead, she felt a strange sense of liberation, as if she had broken free from fate itself.


‘Yde unni… I still don’t know what kind of person I am.’
 



 



So from now on, she would begin to find out.


The meaning behind her birth no longer mattered. That was something the Emperor had imposed on her—never something she chose for herself.


Wooooom…


The sigil on the back of her neck burned red.


Before, she would have followed the Emperor’s command without resistance, overwhelmed by the pain. But now, things were different.


She was no longer a baby elephant chained and resigned—but an elephant straining to tear the ropes and reclaim its freedom.


Soon, a short string of words began forming in her mind—the Emperor’s command.


[Tomorrow, Oblivion Whale, Yde, ambush, stay far away.]


It was a simple command.


No—more like a warning.


Did he already sense that she had grown closer to Yde? It didn’t matter anymore.


Whatever the Emperor wanted was no longer her concern.


In fact, she might even be able to use his command to her advantage.


“So tomorrow… they’re going to ambush Yde unni.”


The Oblivion Whale.


The age-old enemy of the Holy Kingdom of Numen—a creature so many priests had vowed revenge against. A monster from the Forest of Forgetting, one that stole countless lives and memories.


If that was the enemy, then her decision was already made.


And this time, it wasn’t as Yuruf, the real girl.


It was as the false saintess that she would make her very first choice.


****


The third-dimensional rift had been discovered.


A massive fissure had opened midway up a steep mountain slope—one so sheer it was almost a cliff.


It was said that the deeper you went inside the rift, the larger it became—and the stronger the monsters would be.


Now, the rift’s size rivaled that of fortress walls, perhaps even greater. People began murmuring in unease at the sight.
 



 



“Isn’t it even bigger than last year?”


“Back then it wasn’t this bad…”


“Damn it. What happens next time?”


“What if it keeps growing next year?”


Most voices came from fear.


For the past few years, dimensional rifts had been expanding without fail—and the monsters growing stronger. It was enough to make anyone anxious.


Even the Holy Knights were stirred. Our own knights were beginning to shift nervously.


That’s when Abel stepped forward, slowly and calmly.


Even the knights blocking his path—Holy Knights included—moved aside to make way.


Abel walked to the front and turned to face everyone behind him.


“What’s this? Have you all lost your nerve?”


“N-No, sir!”


One knight answered, stumbling over his words yet trying to sound confident. At his boldness, Abel gave a cold smile.


“Then why is your voice shaking?”


“It’s not!”


This time, multiple knights answered at once. Though their voices rang out in unison, Abel crossed his arms, clearly dissatisfied.


“Then why are you speaking so softly?”


“It’s not!!!”


Now nearly the entire knight order shouted in reply. It was almost like they’d rehearsed it. But Abel’s expression remained unchanged.


Some knights still looked hesitant to raise their voices, and his brows furrowed in displeasure.


“Should I assume those who didn’t answer are afraid of something like this?”


“WE ARE NOT!!”


Not a single person remained silent. Their roars echoed as one, finally drawing a satisfied smile from Abel.


“The Black Raven Knights don’t flinch at something this insignificant. Understood?”


“Yes, sir!!”


Their unified shout seemed to electrify the air, lifting morale in an instant. The fear in their eyes washed away, replaced by determination.
 



 



That rare smile from Abel gave their spirits an even greater boost.


Who would’ve thought a few simple questions could raise morale like this?


He really is a Duke for a reason.


[Impressive.]


Right?


[Why are you, the contractor, acting like a proud parent?]


Sylphi shook his head in disbelief at my expression. I just chuckled and looked back at Abel.


Noticing my gaze, Abel glanced sideways at me and mouthed a few words.


I frowned, unable to hear him.


Sylphi, still floating beside me, must’ve read my thoughts because he kindly “translated” it for me.


[“Those who didn’t answer will be punished later.”]


Huh? Wait—no way…


That’s right. Technically, I was part of the Black Raven Knights too. Was he actually threatening to punish me just for not shouting?


I had just been admiring him—now that admiration evaporated in an instant.


[That’s on you, contractor.]


What are you talking about…


While bickering with Sylphi, even the slight anxiety I’d been carrying began to fade away.


Feeling lighter, I stretched out my body a bit—and that’s when the Pope approached Abel.


“Hoho, youth truly is a wonderful thing. Wouldn’t you say so, Holy Knights?”


“Yes, Your Holiness!”


“Oh my, no need to shout. This old man’s hearing hasn’t gone yet.”


Laughter rippled through the Holy Knights at the Pope’s words. Watching them, the Pope smirked.


“To those who just laughed—see you later in the Holy Nation.”


“Eep…”


The ones who’d laughed scratched their heads and quickly avoided his gaze.


“Anyway… You don’t plan to lose to them, do you?”


“Of course not!”


“Then show them with your strength—the might of the Holy Knights.”


“Yes, Your Holiness!”


Their answer came with a roar, as powerful as our own knights’. Whether this was a tag-team morale boost by Abel and the Pope, no one could say—but it worked. Spirits were high.
 



 



All the tension from earlier had vanished. The only thing left was the sharpened resolve in the warriors’ eyes.


While I smiled at the sight, someone gently tugged on my sleeve.


I turned—and saw Yuruf, smiling. It wasn’t the awkward smile from a few days ago. No, this one felt… light. Refreshing, even.


“Yde unni.”


“Hmm? What is it?”


“I understand now—what you told me back then.”


She stretched her arms high, like a weight had lifted from her shoulders. With a long exhale, Yuruf continued.


“Thank you—for telling me.”


“No need for thanks. I’m just glad it helped.”


Still… something about her expression made me uneasy.


Yuruf nodded firmly, as if steeling herself, then lightly slapped both cheeks.


“I’ll do my best.”


“Yeah. I’ll be rooting for you.”


“Hehe.”


Her smile in that moment looked… strangely beautiful.
– – The End of The Chapter–– 
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            Chapter 69: The False Saintess (7)


The morale of the knights and holy knights soared high, as if it could pierce the sky.


Almost as if on cue, a dimensional rift split open. From within, an endless stream of monsters began pouring out.


With blood vessels bulging in their necks, the knights charged forward with a thunderous battle cry. One moment of hesitation from the startled monsters was all it took—the knights’ blades sliced clean through their necks.


Despite being swiftly cut down by the joint forces of knights and holy knights, the number of monsters was no joke. Their sheer size alone was at least twice that of the ones they had faced before.


Because of that, unlike previous battles, there was no room for mercy in the knights’ swordplay.


Wooooong…


Even Abel, standing at the frontlines, no longer had the luxury of holding back. One after another, white magic circles appeared in the sky without a moment’s delay.


Spears rained down from those circles, forming a wall of magic that held back the monsters.


Some of the monsters’ corpses, lingering just moments before turning to dust, blocked the advancing wave—just enough for the holy knights and knights to slash through them in perfect coordination.


Their synergy left no openings. And yet, monsters still slipped through, rushing all the way to the guard team. Most of them were smaller, harder to spot.


Sylphi quickly scanned the field and shouted toward me.


[Twenty in total, Contractor!]


“I know!”


Wind wrapped around my legs.


With my body feeling almost weightless, I took a deep breath—then launched forward, kicking off the ground hard as I dashed toward the monster horde.


My rapier flashed in the light, neatly severing a monster’s neck. The unnatural breeze covering me smoothed out my movements, letting me link attacks as effortlessly as flowing water.
 



 



“Haaap!”


Even though countless monsters were being slaughtered at the frontlines, the number targeting me kept increasing. I clicked my tongue in frustration, tightened my grip on the rapier, and braced myself.


At first, I couldn’t understand why the Holy Kingdom and Empire would form an alliance just to fight a bunch of monsters.


But now—facing them like this—I had no choice but to understand.


Unless beings of immense power gathered like this, there was no way to stop such a monstrous force.


Even Abel, an archmage, was practically annihilating the monsters ahead—yet they were still pushing in this strongly…


[Contractor! Snap out of it!]


Sylphi’s cry broke my trance. I stopped wildly swinging my rapier and looked around.


I was far ahead—way farther than I should’ve been. Realizing this, I felt a jolt of panic.


“Sorry, I lost my focus for a moment.”


[No, it’s my fault. I should’ve noticed the situation first in a place like this.]


Sylphi muttered like he was scolding himself, and for once, I didn’t know what to say. He was always so calm, and yet now he was rambling in a fluster.


Maybe that’s why—even the wind surrounding me trembled uneasily. The blue wind coiling around my arm flickered for a second… then vanished.


I let out a sigh and flicked Sylphi on the forehead.


[Ack! What was that for?!]


“That’s payback for teasing me before, Sylphi.”


I smirked, and Sylphi frowned deeply, glaring at me with sharp eyes as he protested.


[Is that really something to say right now?!]


“Cool it. Now’s the time to stay calm.”


[…Ah.]


At my words, he closed his eyes tightly and fell silent. Sylphi let out a long breath and started taking deep breaths—just like I usually did.
 



 



Then, he bowed his head.


[Sorry, Contractor. I shouldn’t be shaken too.]


“If you understand, that’s enough. You’re okay now, right?”


[Yeah.]


Well, it was the first time I’d ever seen Sylphi so flustered—so I figured we could just move past it. Honestly, seeing Abel like this was a rare sight in itself.


“Let’s go.”


Sylphi nodded silently. As if responding to him, the wind began to swirl wildly in all directions.


“Winds, arise.”


With my single command, the blue wind wrapped tightly around my entire body. Gripping the rapier in my right hand, I looked ahead.


At that exact moment, a golden light began to infuse the blade.


Turning my head, I spotted Yuruf smiling at me while holding her staff. I smiled back with a grin, then kicked off the ground with force.


Crack! The earth split beneath my feet, and the world around me shifted in an instant.


As I retreated backward, I methodically slashed through the surrounding monsters. Even when green blood splattered onto my face, I ignored it and kept stabbing and slashing with the rapier.


My sword form, which had been so sloppy when I first began training, was now surprisingly sharp.


‘The basics of rapier combat are thrusts and slashes.’


A piece of advice I had heard from Arin so many times it nearly made my ears bleed. She had always taught me that relying solely on thrusts would never bring out the rapier’s true strength.


She also once said that if I combined that form with Sylphi’s wind, I’d become a monster even seasoned Swordmasters would struggle to face.


I wasn’t at that level yet—not even close—but compared to how I started, I’d improved immensely.
 



 



Fwoosh—


A green flame suddenly burst into the air and engulfed a monster trying to ambush me. It turned to ash in seconds, scattering to the ground.


Turning my head, I saw Arin standing there expressionless, holding a one-handed sword. Concerned, she looked at me and asked,


“Are you alright?”


“Yes, thanks to you.”


“That’s a relief.”


Unlike Arin, who was slightly out of breath, the spirit floating around her—Pii—was waving both hands with excitement. Seeing that, Sylphi sighed and floated even closer to me, clearly exhausted.


[Ughhh…]


[Go away. I don’t have the energy to deal with you today.]


Sylphi groaned, clearly fed up, and turned away from Pii. Considering how much he’d been tormented by her during our training the past month, I couldn’t blame him.


[Then tomorrow…?]


[I’ll think about it.]


[Yesss!]


[I didn’t say yes!!]


Despite the grumbling, Sylphi couldn’t bring himself to outright reject her. I figured maybe their relationship wasn’t so bad after all. As that thought crossed my mind, Sylphi gave me a sideways glare as if he couldn’t believe I’d think that.


“Then, I’ll return to the subjugation team now,” Arin said.


“Yes. Good luck out there, Master.”


“Ahem… same to you, dear disciple.”


She must have been pleased by the title, “Master.” A slight smile tugged at the corners of her lips. She waved briefly in encouragement, then turned and headed back toward the frontlines.


Pii, looking a little reluctant to leave, waved at me a few more times before also turning away. I took a deep breath and returned my focus to the battlefield.


When I turned my head again, Yuruf had somehow appeared right next to me.
 



 



“Is she your master?” she asked curiously.


“Oh—yes. She’s my spirit arts mentor.”


“The one who’s captain of the Black Raven Knights, right?”


That’s right. Arin, captain of the Black Raven Knights. Thanks to the long-standing collaboration between the Holy Knights and our order, her reputation was well known even among their ranks.


The title she bore, “Knight of Verdant Flame,” was fitting. Just like her name, Arin stood at the front, reducing monsters to ash in a blaze of green fire.


Hearing others speak of the mentor who taught me spirit magic gave me an odd sense of pride, like their praise was mine too. Although, this was a battlefield, and I had to keep those feelings in check.


“Yeah. But… aren’t you a bit too far up front, Yuruf?”


At my worried question, she shook her head and pointed at Karl, who was standing nearby.


“It’s fine. I have Karl with me.”


Her tone wasn’t condescending like before. It was gentle, like how she spoke to me. Hearing that, Karl raised his voice a bit, trying not to sound too pleased.


“Yes. I’m here as well, so there’s no need to worry too much.”


Had he undergone some kind of revelation after our last talk? His attitude toward Yuruf had changed noticeably.


Even Sylphi was stunned, his eyes going wide as he glanced back and forth between them.


[…What happened between them?]


‘No idea…’


I had given some advice, sure—but whether that led to any emotional shift in Yuruf, I couldn’t say. Still, she seemed to be in much better shape than I’d expected, and that alone was encouraging.


Wooooong…


A deep hum echoed through the sky. The sound of wailing spread from the dimensional rift, causing both me and Karl to raise our guard.
 



 



Moments later, a massive whale emerged—flying through the air.


Its body was pitch black, and its glowing red eyes rolled in every direction. I watched in stunned silence, while Karl’s arm began to tremble.


“T-That’s…”


“What is it?”


“Why is a Whale of Oblivion here…?”


Whale of Oblivion.


I’d never heard of such a monster.


Come to think of it, wasn’t it odd that monsters from another realm even had names in the first place? But before I could finish that thought, I noticed the Holy Knights’ morale had visibly dropped.


“No… this can’t be.”


KUUUOOOHH!


A thunderous roar slammed into us. It wasn’t just noise—it was paralysis. My body froze in place, unable to move.


Only Yuruf had the presence of mind to cover her ears—allowing her to move freely.


The Whale of Oblivion’s red eyes flashed, and it locked onto us, charging straight toward our position.


Its gaze met mine—and my mind went blank. The same overwhelming pressure I had felt when facing a disaster-class monster at the hunting festival.


I tried to force myself to move, but once frozen, my body refused to obey. Like prey before a predator, I was completely paralyzed with fear.


Thud.


A small, rough push shoved me hard. With surprising force, I was thrown forward.


I turned my head with every last bit of strength—and saw Yuruf smiling at me faintly, divine light glowing in both her hands.


Just ahead of her, the whale’s enormous jaws opened wide.


“Thanks for the advice… Yde Unnie.”


“…Huh?”


With those final words, Yuruf was swallowed whole by the whale—without a single trace left behind.
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            Chapter 70: The Whale of Oblivion (1)


Buuoooo…


A deep, echoing cry resounded in all directions. I raised my head toward the source of the noise, a harsh wail that rang like an unpleasant siren.


A massive black whale was gliding leisurely through the sky. Its blood-red eyes stayed fixed on me as it let out another mournful cry. My teeth clenched tightly.


‘That bastard...’


It was exactly the same as before.


Just a moment ago, I wasn’t sure. But when Yuruf shoved me aside and got swallowed in my place, the doubt vanished.


Just like that disaster-class monster from the Hunting Festival, it was targeting me specifically.


I glared at the whale, biting down hard on my lip.


The paralysis had worn off long ago. But with the beast flying that high, I had no clue how to save Yuruf.


Karl stood blankly beside me, too panicked to speak properly, letting out nothing but a stammering, “U-uh, uh...”


Sylphi crossed her arms, silently staring at the whale, and then opened her mouth.


[I’ve heard of it before. The Whale of Oblivion.]


The Whale of Oblivion.


The ruler of the Forest of Forgetting, located in the northern lands of the Holy Kingdom of Numen.


A monstrous being so enormous, it could devour an entire fortress on its own.


Those who inhaled the mist it exhaled would lose their memories.


The “scent of forgetting,” a tool frequently used by assassination groups, was made from the same mist.


[And it’s also one of the biggest reasons why spirits were driven out of this world.]


The Forest of Forgetting had once been teeming with spirits.


They used to communicate often with the elves living in neighboring regions. But with the arrival of the Whale of Oblivion, they had no choice but to flee.


Many spirits escaped to the spirit realm and have held a grudge against the whale ever since.
 



 



Sylphi too seemed to have no fond memories of the creature—her teeth were grinding in anger.


“How... how is it here?”


“I thought only monsters from the Otherworld could show up. What’s going on?”


“Ha... damn it. I’ve had a bad feeling ever since before we left.”


“Yuruf unni? N-no way, right?”


Uneasy murmurs spread among the Holy Knights.


Some were gasping for breath in fear, while others glared ahead with clenched jaws and burning anger.


Buuoooo…


The strange cry of the whale sounded again as it opened its massive jaws.


Its red eyes gleamed, and gray mist began pouring out of its mouth.


The mist, which had seemed to scatter briefly around the creature, suddenly surged forward in the blink of an eye—almost upon us.


Even our own knights, not just the Holy Kingdome, were visibly shaken.


“That’s the Forgetting Mist! Don’t breathe it in!”


“Damn it, how are we supposed to block something like that?!”


Morale, which had soared just moments earlier, plummeted with the arrival of this near-calamity.


Losing Yuruf in that surprise attack hadn’t helped either—I couldn’t think straight.


All I could do was grit my teeth and try not to lose my grip on reality.


The battlefield was a mess of confusion. While the sheer experience of the gathered fighters prevented a full-scale panic, disarray was everywhere.


In the midst of it, Abel walked up to me.


He calmly looked into my eyes, then turned his gaze toward the Whale of Oblivion.


“How do you want to handle this?”


“...Huh?”


I echoed dumbly, but Abel didn’t respond.


He simply kept staring at the creature emitting the mist, eyes steady and unshaken.


There was no fear or anger in his expression—just stillness.
 



 



He was waiting. Waiting for my answer.


“How do I want to handle this?”


What I wanted was to save Yuruf immediately.


But how?


How do you save someone from something that’s basically a living natural disaster?


Even if I shot wind at it, something that big wouldn’t feel a tickle.


And I couldn’t be sure I could do any real damage in close combat either.


Was there... no way?


Suddenly, I remembered the smile Yuruf gave me before she pushed me away.


And right after that—the massive jaws of the whale that swallowed her whole.


Just as I was about to grind my teeth in frustration, a thought struck me.


No... there is a way.


The most basic tactic when facing a massive monster—if you can’t damage it from the outside, go inside.


It was risky.


But it was the only feasible option I had.


“Abel. I need you to pry that monster’s mouth open.”


“Heh. Your language is getting a little rough.”


Abel chuckled, opening up his subspace.


He reached inside, fumbled around, and pulled out a staff.


It looked like it was made of oakwood, with a bright white gemstone embedded at the top.


Even at a glance, it was clear this staff wasn’t ordinary.


With the staff in hand, Abel began to channel mana, a faint smile on his face.


“So... I do like your attitude.”


As soon as he finished speaking, he raised the hand holding the staff and began to swing it like a conductor’s baton.


A massive magic circle began to form in the sky above the whale.


Buuoooo…


The Whale of Oblivion let out another strange cry. Startled by the magic circle appearing directly above it, it twisted its massive body in midair.
 



 



It tried to escape the circle by soaring upward, but the magic circle solidified like a wall, blocking its path.


Boom!


A deafening crash rang out, followed by a pained groan from the creature.


“Going somewhere?”


Abel extended his other hand, took a deep breath, and clenched his fist.


With that, the enormous magic circle hanging above the whale came crashing down.


KUWOOOOAAAH!!


CRASH!


The whale let out a shriek as it plummeted to the ground. It landed terrifyingly close to where I stood, howling in agony as it writhed.
Abel, watching the scene, snapped his fingers.


Snap.


And with that sound, the whale’s mouth was forced wide open.


As if someone had violently pried its jaw open, the creature let out a scream even louder than before.


KUUUEEEEH!!


Though the gray mist clouded our vision, Abel continued snapping his fingers without pause.


White magic circles surrounded the beast, launching relentless attacks.


He was breathing a little harder now, but still looked composed.


“Is that enough?”


I nodded at Abel’s question.


“Yes. That’s more than enough.”


The image of Yuruf’s final smile surfaced in my mind. I gripped my rapier tighter and stepped forward—into the gaping mouth of the Whale of Oblivion.


To strike it from the inside—and to save Yuruf.


Standing nearby, Sylphi asked in a worried voice:


[Are you sure? Even without his help?]


Yeah. This time, I want to try it on my own.


It might be impossible.


From what I’d heard, the Whale of Oblivion was classified as a disaster-class monster. It was hard to believe no one had ever thought of trying what I was about to do.


If it were that easy, the thing wouldn’t have survived for hundreds of years.
 



 



Still, even in the worst case, I believed I could at least rescue Yuruf and make it out alive.


Even if I couldn’t bring it down—I didn’t want to run or lean on Abel.


Maybe Sylphi picked up on that, because she smiled and nodded.


[Got it. If that’s what my contractor wants.]


“Let’s go.”


[Mm.]


And with that, Sylphi and I entered the Whale of Oblivion.


****


The Whale of Oblivion.


In the original novel, this was the monster that gave Abel his first real defeat.


Sure, it was partly because he let his guard down—but mostly, it was just that overwhelmingly powerful.


And now, I could feel it too—just how hard it was to restrain this thing.


Even I, who had surpassed the level of the original Abel, was struggling like this.


So how must it feel for the Holy Knights?


Buuoooo…


The whale exhaled another wave of mist.


So... that’s how you’re gonna play it, huh?


Back during the raid, I wasn’t sure what the Emperor’s goal was—but now I understood.


He’d sent this thing after Adele from the very beginning.


My eyes caught sight of a massive red sigil etched into the whale’s back.


Not many people here would even be able to see that.


So the Emperor had been using this monster as his weapon against the Holy Kingdom all along.


That would explain why the Holy Kingdom had suffered so many casualties over the years.


It wasn’t random—it was because this thing was the Emperor’s pawn.


Even when I read the original... I had a feeling.


This was one of the biggest mysteries in The Villainess Turns Back Time Again.


There were hints that the Whale of Oblivion specifically targeted Adele and Abel.
 



 



Readers had speculated that the whale was working under the Emperor—and now, it was confirmed.


The worst-case possibility had just become reality.


He can brand monsters too...?


Tch.


Clicking my tongue, I forced the whale’s mouth shut. From within, a shrill scream echoed as the beast began thrashing wildly.


“Do you need assistance?”


I turned to see the Pope—his eyes cold and burning with intensity.


The usual gentle smile was gone, replaced by a look like fire dancing in his pupils.


Right. He was one of the people who cared deeply for Yuruf.


He’d seemed unusually angry before… so this was why.


Despite myself, I let out a faint laugh and addressed him.


“Don’t tell me you were just going to stand back even now?”


“Hah. Listen to that mouth of yours. Of course not.”


He pulled out a staff and struck the ground.


Wuung…


The ground began to tremble slowly as a hum filled the air.


At the same time, an immense holy energy began to gather around him.


“Heh... Still as strong as ever.”


The holy power took the shape of a giant—like a divine colossus.


To think he was this powerful even after losing his stigma, the source of his divine strength…


No wonder the Emperor always hesitated to face the Pope head-on.


“Enough talk. Let’s move.”


At the Pope’s command, the giant took its first step forward.
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            Chapter 71: The Whale of Oblivion (2)


A golden giant stood tall upon the earth.


At the sight of it, the paladins gasped in awe before they even realized it.


Those who lived within the Holy Kingdom had only ever heard of the Pope’s strength through fables and old stories.


But now, witnessing it for themselves, their amazement was unending.


To be able to manifest such a massive form using divine power alone—


Even the priests, caught off guard by such an unexpected application, found themselves staring blankly up at the towering figure.


So the rumors about the Pope having lost his power were nothing more than empty gossip.


As those murmurs faded, the chatter within the Paladin Order began to quiet.


Even those who had lost their will to fight upon the appearance of the Whale of Oblivion now clenched their jaws and picked up their dropped weapons.


“His Holiness the Pope has stepped forward! Why then do you all cower?!”


“Aren’t you ashamed before the Goddess? Raise your heads and stand tall!”


Spurred by the righteous fury of one paladin, even those who had been paralyzed by fear now lifted their heads again.


Karl, still mourning the sacrifice of Yuruf, squeezed his eyes shut, then opened them with determination and gripped his spear tightly.


If they were going to just let Yuruf die like this, then slaying that monster first would be the far better option.


Though the thick fog made it hard to see in all directions, they couldn’t just stand there and do nothing.


The priests began blessing everyone, warding off the effects of the Oblivion Incense.


It consumed significantly more divine power than before, but still, hopeful smiles began to bloom on their faces.


“So what if it’s the Whale of Oblivion?! Are you planning to run? Do you even know how many of our brothers and sisters that thing has slaughtered?!”


“Anyone planning to flee, go now! We’ve no place for cowards among our ranks!”
 



 



Rough voices rang out as people stood up, each grabbing their own weapons.


Even the knights of the Black Raven Order strode forward with faint smiles on their faces.


They couldn’t see far ahead, but they knew Abel was out there, facing the Whale of Oblivion head-on.


Despite standing against a disaster-class monster, fire burned in their eyes.


Seeing this, Abel smiled with satisfaction.


“So I didn’t raise them in vain.”


And with that, it was time to begin the counterattack.


“First, let’s get rid of this damn fog.”


As he extended his hand, a massive magic circle began to form on the ground beneath them.


A tremendous amount of mana was being consumed in mere seconds—


Yet Abel’s expression didn’t change in the slightest.


Even this didn’t come close to draining the vast reservoir of mana he held now.


Wuuuuuung…


Those sensitive to mana felt their stomachs churn as the overwhelming magic began to manifest.


From the completed magic circle, an intense light burst forth, nearly blinding in its brilliance.


In the blink of an eye, the thick gray fog covering their vision was completely gone.


To disperse it all with a single spell—


The Pope clicked his tongue in disbelief at Abel’s impressive skill.


He’d known Abel had reached the realm of an Archmage, but this level of control was something else entirely.


“Is this really that powerless boy I once saw?”


“What are you staring at? Time for you to show us what the Pope’s made of.”


“Haha! Very well, so be it!”


Grinning at Abel’s teasing, the Pope stepped forward.


It had been a long time since he’d felt his heart race like this.


What was once thought to be a fading spirit had sharpened ever since Yuruf fell.
 



 



Even his aging body now moved well enough—there was no reason to hold back any longer.


He raised his bony hand, and the golden giant lifted its arm.


With its fist clenched tight, the massive form brought its punch down upon the bound Whale of Oblivion.


KWAANG!


KUUWOOAAHH!!


A thunderous crash echoed as the whale began to thrash violently.


Its flailing fins sent tremors through the earth itself.


Because of that, the knights couldn’t get close—they resorted to firing sword strikes from a distance.


Watching from behind, Abel raised his hand again.


Multiple magic circles formed mid-air, and from them, white chains burst forth, piercing into the creature’s body.


Taut and unrelenting, the chains locked the beast in place, sealing its movements completely.


“The Duke has restrained it! Move forward!”


“Hack it apart! Tear it to shreds! Just because it’s disaster-class doesn’t mean it’s invincible!”


With Arin’s roar leading the charge, the knights began their assault.


Her green flames surged like waves and soon engulfed the whale.


Beside her, Pii poured out every last drop of her strength in a torrent of fire.


Seeing them fight with everything they had, the other knights and paladins looked at one another—


Then nodded firmly.


“Brothers, let’s go!”


“Yeah, let’s show them!”


“Follow the commander! Last one to the fight gets punished!”


“UWOOOHH!!”


A deafening cheer rang out like a curtain rising on stage.


The morale, once reignited, soared even higher, seemingly unstoppable now.


Fueled by that energy, the paladins and knights charged toward the Whale of Oblivion without hesitation, throwing their full might into the assault.


The monster released more fog in retaliation, but thanks to the priests’ blessings, the effects were minimal—practically negligible.
 



 



The drain on divine power was immense, yet hope still lit their faces.


Boom!


The giant’s fist slammed down once again.


The Whale of Oblivion, which had been screeching relentlessly, now only let out faint, low moans—it seemed even its consciousness was beginning to fade.


The subjugation was progressing smoothly—until Abel saw it.


A glowing sigil, visible only to him, flared red-hot.


“Fall back!”


Sensing danger, Abel immediately issued the command.


The knights and paladins didn’t hesitate—they, too, could feel the shift in the monster’s aura.


Grrrr…


Crackle.


With the sound of sparking energy, a thick golden aura began to consume the whale.


Most couldn’t see it, but those who had reached mastery—Pope, Abel, Arin—saw everything with crystal clarity.


“Tch. Petty tricks.”


“Laughable little stunt.”


Pope scoffed, then swung his arm once again.


The golden giant interlocked both fists and brought them down like a hammer.


KWAANG!


A thunderous explosion rang out as dirt and dust scattered in every direction.


But instead of the expected roar of pain, a low, grating hum vibrated in their ears.


Wuuuuung…


As the dust settled, the Whale of Oblivion was revealed again.


But it was no longer a creature of life—it now resembled a zombie, suspended like a puppet on invisible strings.


Tch. Persistent thing…


Abel clicked his tongue and raised his staff once more.


****


THUD!


A deep tremor rocked the interior.


Abel and the subjugation force must be attacking from the outside.


But right now, the top priority was saving Yuruf .


[Ugh. This place is disgusting.]


The stench was vile—so foul it made you want to retch.


If she’d eaten breakfast earlier, she probably would’ve vomited by now.


And this was just after entering the esophagus—surely the deeper parts would be even worse.
 



 



With a sigh, she moved forward again.


Beside him, Sylphi turned and asked, almost as a check-in:


[You’re keeping up the wind for your breathing, right?]


“Of course.”


Crossing his arms, Sylphi raised his voice, sounding stern.


[Remember—breathe lightly. If you inhale too much, you’ll suck in the mist inside.]


“What happens if I do?”


Curious, Adele asked.


Sylphi sighed again, clearly reluctant to explain.


After a moment of hesitation, he finally answered:


[Even just breathing this mist for three hours… and you’ll lose all your memories.
Your mind will be wiped clean—and what’s left becomes nothing more than prey for the whale.]


“Then that means Yuruf …”


He trailed off, murmuring under his breath.


Sylphi nodded grimly.


[We have to find her fast. Three hours isn’t a lot of time.]


Despite his calm demeanor, the unease in Sylphi’s voice made it clear—he was worried about Yuruf too.


And so was she.


“...Yeah. We need to hurry.”


Grrr…


They hadn’t gone far when something moved in the mist—a presence watching them.


Several figures emerged, dressed in priestly robes.


With vacant, glassy eyes, they slowly rose to their feet.


They looked like zombies—hollow shells of former humans.


That must be what becomes of those who lose all their memories.


“Hehehe…”


The laughter, maddened and cracked, came from one of them as they charged without hesitation.


Adele swung her rapier, slicing through an arm—but they didn’t even flinch, still lunging straight for her.


Their mouths gaped wide, aiming to bite down.
There was no more time to waste—she had to end it.


She slashed their throats, bringing them down with one fluid motion.


The gurgling sound as they collapsed made her jaw clench involuntarily.


No matter how often she faced it, the sensation of cutting through flesh was something Adele could never get used to.
 



 



And truthfully—she didn’t want to get used to it.


“Really?”


A voice.


Sudden, faint, familiar.


She instinctively turned her head.


It was the same voice that had helped her resist mental interference before.


But no matter how hard she looked, she couldn’t find the one who’d spoken.


[What’s wrong?]


“It’s nothing. That voice from before—it just…”


[I didn’t hear anything.]


Taking a moment to catch her breath, Adele pushed the thought aside.


Right now, finding Yuruf was more important than mysterious voices.


As she was about to move again, she caught sight of a lifeless pair of eyes staring up from the ground.


The expression stuck with her—and after a brief moment of hesitation, she reached down and unclasped the cross around their neck.


[Planning to return it?]


“Yeah. I just… want to do something for them.”


She tucked the crosses into her leather pouch and moved on.


No matter how pressed for time they were,


This—this small gesture—was the least she could do for the dead.




            ---The End Of The Chapter---

                            
                    
                        https://www.readingpia.me/covers/1728153688_cover_.png

                        
                            
                                You can support the translation and read 5 chapters ahead of the release here on Patreon

                            

                            
                                    
                                    
                                 Join on Patreon
                        

                    

                
                                        
                

                    
                            
                

                    

                            
                

                    
                            
                

                    
            



        

                    
            

                
                    
            

                
                    
            

                
                    
            

                

        
                    
                
                
                    
                    Join Our Discord

                    Be part of our amazing community!

                    Join Now
                

            


        

        
            
            




        


                                    
                    Comments

                    
                    

                

                    

        
            
        

        
            
            




        


        
            
            




        


        
                    
            

                
                    
            
                    
            

                
                    
            

                

                    
            

                
                
            Chapter 72: The Whale of Oblivion (3)


As I moved deeper inside, the stench grew unbearable—an acrid mix of blood and rotting corpses assaulted my nose.


Wherever I looked, skeletal remains littered the area. My stomach churned, and I had to fight the urge to vomit.


I thought I had seen my fair share of horrific sights… but nothing prepared me for this.


“Phew…”


If there was one small mercy, it was that my sense of smell had dulled—or at least, the odor seemed to fade with time.


Otherwise, I couldn’t imagine how many times I might’ve dry-heaved on the spot.


『Are you okay?』


Sylphi asked in a worried tone. I forced a smile and nodded.


“Yeah. I’m fine.”


I was here to rescue Yuruf. This much, I could endure.


With that in mind, I kept moving forward, stepping over the squelching remains of flesh.


There seemed to be mist even inside, clouding my vision, but retreat wasn’t an option.


I still had enough energy to suppress the inhalation effects of the fog.


After walking for a while, I spotted a familiar face just barely visible through the haze.


A slender girl with jet-black hair lay peacefully asleep. Her delicate arms and fingers were unmistakable—it was Yuruf.


Just as I was about to run to her in relief, Sylphi suddenly blocked my path.


Startled by his abrupt action, I stopped in my tracks.


‘What is it?’


With a furrowed brow, Sylphi chided me:


『Stay sharp. Look around you—there’s someone else.』


I followed his gaze and saw a red-haired man sitting beside Yuruf.


He sat there with eyes closed, as if waiting for someone. The sight sent a chill down my spine.


『Don’t rush in like that next time. Be cautious.』


‘I understand.’


He was right. If I had charged in recklessly, I would’ve walked right into an ambush.
 



 



That man clearly wasn’t waiting there out of concern or goodwill.


I nodded, and Sylphi sighed before returning to my side.


‘That guy... I’ve seen him before.’


Crimson hair that fell to his shoulders. A body twice my size.


His face, arms, legs—his entire frame was covered in vicious scars, each one screaming danger.


As I focused on him, recognition hit me like lightning.


‘...Katra.’


The man who fought Abel on the train bound for the harbor city of Arc.


The one who shattered Abel’s magic circle with a single punch—who could go toe-to-toe with him like a monster.


I remembered him rushing forward, surrounded by a red aura. The memory made my skin crawl.


“You’ve come,” Katra muttered as he slowly rose to his feet.


When he opened his eyes and saw me, his expression immediately twisted into a frown.


He looked genuinely puzzled as he crossed his arms, studying me closely.


“I thought Abel would be the one to show up.”


With a click of his tongue, he began walking toward me.


Despite the distance, his massive frame cast a shadow over me.


Reacting quickly, I raised my rapier and pointed it at him.


Katra smirked, as if amused by my reflex.


After staring at me for a moment, his brow furrowed again.


“You… Have we met before?”


“…”


“I swear, I’ve seen you somewhere…”


Even though I said nothing, Katra tilted his head, lost in thought.


Could he possibly remember the train incident?


I checked my pendant—the disguise magic was still active.


My hair color and eye color were completely different now. And yet… he still sensed something familiar?


He’d only seen me for a brief moment.
 



 



To recognize me from that—his instincts were unnervingly sharp.


“…Whatever. That’s not important right now.”


It seemed he’d given up trying to remember. With a sigh, he looked at me again.


I tightened my grip on the rapier.


Biting down on my dry lips, I met his gaze.


“Interesting. You want to fight me?”


Katra asked, amused.


“Hand her over.”


“Hmm? You mean her?”


He motioned lazily toward Yuruf, then chuckled, eyes never leaving me.


“You really thought I’d stoop so low?”


Even as he spoke, a gleam of anticipation lit his eyes.


It wasn’t malice—it was thrill. The joy of battle.


Those crazed, combat-obsessed eyes. The same eyes I’d seen when he fought Abel.


『Get ready.』


‘I am.’


I swallowed hard and summoned the power of wind to my feet.


In the next instant, Katra kicked off the ground and lunged—his fist hurtling toward me with brutal force.


A terrifying sonic boom rang out as the fist hurtled toward me.


I twisted my body, channeling Sylphi’s wind to deflect the blow and swung my rapier in response.


But as if he’d anticipated that move, Katra’s opposite fist came crashing in, aiming directly for my abdomen.


Whoosh—


I used the wind to launch myself into the air, narrowly avoiding the strike, then used the rebound to deliver a kick of my own.


Katra blocked it with one hand as if swatting away a leaf, grinning as he wound up for another punch.


“Guhk?!”


Even though I had layered myself in a wind barrier to absorb the impact, a jolt of pain shot up my arm.


It didn’t break—but it definitely felt like something cracked.


Thank god I hadn’t used my dominant arm to block.


“You’re full of openings. You came to fight me with that level of skill?”
 



 



“...Shut up.”


I knew.


I knew the difference in power between us was overwhelming.


Unlike me, who had to draw out every ounce of power from my spirit, he wasn’t even using aura.


If he weren’t such a battle maniac, I would’ve already been flat on the ground.


But dragging this out would only worsen Yuruf’s condition.


“Phew... haah...”


I tried to steady my breathing, glaring at Katra who stood there with infuriating ease, smiling as if this were all a game.


Just looking at him made my thoughts scatter.


How could I possibly fight someone who was a match for Abel?


“What’s the matter, little miss? Scared?”


Katra taunted me, casually beckoning with his finger.


Instead of anger, a wave of helpless fear came crashing down.


Scared? Of course I was.


This man had broken through Sylphi’s power without using any aura.


He ignored my wind barrier entirely and nearly shattered my arm with a single blow.


And I hadn’t even taken the punch directly—just the aftershock.


The taste of death crept up my throat.


Who wouldn’t be scared, facing a monster like that?


I wanted to run. Turn around and bolt without a second thought.


“…Bullshit.”


But I couldn’t back down.


If I fled in fear and left Yuruf behind, I’d never be able to forgive myself.


Even if I used regression to erase this moment, the regret would haunt me for a lifetime.


The very reason I wanted to grow stronger in the first place—


Was so I would never have to live with regret again.


“Heh. That’s the look I like.”


Katra laughed, cracking his knuckles with a sound like breaking branches.
 



 



His eyes lit up red—burning with excitement.


“Fear… mixed with courage in your eyes. Not bad.”


No need for hostage games.


He muttered under his breath, then raised both arms once more.


‘Sylphi… Can we do it?’


『You’re going to use that?』


‘If I don’t, I won’t stand a chance.’


When I conveyed my resolve, Sylphi hesitated briefly, then gave a small nod.


『...Alright.』


A sharp gust began to swirl around my body.


The mist around us scattered as the wind took form, swirling in powerful bursts.


Watching it unfold, Katra let out a surprised hum. “Hoh.”


The wind encased me like armor.


It became a booster, enhancing my physical abilities beyond their natural limits.


It was a technique that consumed tremendous energy—


But in return, it temporarily multiplied my physical strength severalfold.


“O wind.”


The wind armor wrapped tightly around me.


From Sylphi’s nose, blood began to trickle out. His face contorted with strain.


He hadn’t used this power in a long time, and it showed.


『Go. We won’t be able to hold this long.』


‘How long do I have?’


『Five minutes, max. Finish it before then.』


I nodded and lunged forward.


Dodging Katra’s wild punch, I swung my rapier with all the wind-backed force I could muster.


Slash!


The sound of flesh being cut rang through the air. Blood gushed from his fist.


In a blink, I had delivered six consecutive strikes—


Each one slicing through muscle and even splitting bone.


Even with his wounds, Katra didn’t flinch—he just kept smiling.


“Oh? So it wasn’t just talk after all.”


Blood poured from his sliced flesh, and yet that grin never once left his face.


He looked… entertained. Like pain was part of the thrill.


“In that case, I suppose I’ll stop holding back.”
 



 



A red aura began to surge around Katra.


With a searing hiss, his torn arm began to regenerate—muscle, tissue, skin, all knitting itself back together.


So his aura had regenerative power?


What an infuriating ability.


No wonder he threw his punches so recklessly. With regeneration like that, he didn’t need to guard.


『To your right!』


“Hngh!”


A split second warning from Sylphi—and just barely, I twisted my body out of the path of a vicious punch flying in from the right.


I spun, retaliating with my rapier.


Clang!


His red aura collided with my wind-infused blade, the clash ringing out like metal on metal.


Even Katra looked surprised, eyes widening.


Did he really think I wouldn’t be able to dodge that?


Honestly, if not for Sylphi’s warning, I wouldn’t have.


“Well, looks like I don’t need to hold back at all.”


A crooked grin split his face as the crimson aura around his shoulders surged, burning even fiercer.


Gritting my teeth, I swung again.


The blade cut across his body—but again, the aura instantly regenerated the wound, sealing it before it could even bleed.
Whoosh!


Another sonic boom—another monstrous punch.


I barely managed to evade it, lungs burning from the exertion.


Even Sylphi sounded rattled now.


『What kind of insane bastard is this guy?!』


And honestly… I couldn’t agree more.
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            Chapter 73: The Whale of Oblivion (4)


Thud!


“Urgh!”


“You’ve gotten slow. Think you can keep up?”


Katra asked with a cold smirk. I clenched my teeth, parried his punch, and met his follow-up attack with my rapier.


Ignoring the dull pain that reverberated through my arm, I launched another strike.


Clang…


Sparks flew in all directions as fists clashed with the rapier.


It was absurd—how could a bare fist unleash such force?


If that were all, maybe I could’ve managed.


But Katra had another trick—he casually regenerated his wounds using aura every time he got hit.


On top of that, his sudden punches and kicks were lethal, catching me off guard more than once.


[Left!]


Boom!


“Hhngh!”


I barely dodged a blow that tore through the air.


Katra chuckled, clearly enjoying himself.


“Your reaction speed isn’t bad.”


But the truth was, his attacks were too fast for me to follow.


If it weren’t for Sylphi shouting directions, I would’ve been hit long ago.


And even now, my body was boosted by the power of the wind, pushed to its peak.


Yet, even in this enhanced state, the best I could manage was barely keeping pace.


How much time is left?


[Three minutes. Damn it. He’s way too strong!]


Just three minutes left. After that, I wouldn’t even be able to maintain this state.


And stalling for time? Out of the question.


I was the one desperate here, not him.


The fact that Katra was taking his time meant only one thing—he had plenty to spare.


If this dragged on, Yuruf’s memories would disappear completely.


Not just the ones where we talked or where she found clarity—but all of them.


“Thanks for the advice… Sister Yde.”


That smile I once saw—I’d never get to see it again.
 



 



Grit.


That thought brought a chilling clarity to my mind.
My heart began to race.


A burning heat surged in my chest, and I exhaled heavily.


I would never let that happen.


I wouldn’t let her hard-earned clarity—her treasured memories—be erased like nothing.


Clang!


My senses sharpened.


Blue winds began to swirl between me and Katra.


And suddenly, I felt something I hadn’t understood until now.


I could feel the wind.


The breath we exhaled, the gusts stirred by his punches, the chaotic winds slashed open by my rapier—


All of it.


It felt like the wind had become my sixth sense.


The flood of information overloaded my brain, and blood trickled from my nose.


Seeing that, Katra looked slightly puzzled.


“Huh?”


Boom!


The wind moved as if it were part of my body.


I sidestepped his punch with ease and backed away.


Before Katra could process that his punch had hit the ground, my rapier was already slicing toward him.


I could feel every movement of my muscles.


At the same time, I realized just how inefficient my form had been.


All I had been doing was barely mimicking the techniques Arin had taught me.


No wonder Sylphi sighed so much during our early training.


Was I really this clumsy with the rapier?


[…Wait. Contractor, did you just awaken that?]


So this… is the world as you see it?


Synchronization with a spirit’s senses.


A power awakened when your resonance with your spirit peaked.


If that’s true, then this fury I’m feeling must be close to Sylphi’s own.


Arin once said that this kind of awakening only happens when one faces death.


And right now, I was doing exactly that.


“You’ve changed,” Katra said, smiling even as he regenerated a cut from my rapier.
 



 



His unsettling grin widened. I could now see how his arm muscles shifted before every punch.


How his next move would flow.


How the other fist would strike the moment I dodged.


Boom!


His punch slammed into my gut—


—but at the same moment, my rapier sliced across Katra’s body.


Blood gushed from his wounds, yet his smile didn’t fade.


It was a clean, flawless counter.


Katra even nodded slightly, as if impressed.


“You grew stronger while we fought. You’re an interesting one.”


Red aura began to blaze around him like fire.


It felt like something had finally burst free in my mind.


I raised my rapier, trusting in that sensation.


“Then let me show you something real, too.”


The red aura around Katra condensed and shaped itself into gauntlets.


I could feel the sheer power packed inside them.


I bit down and coated my rapier with the wind’s force.


“Try and block this one.”


Boom!


The red gauntlet shot toward me with a thunderous burst of wind.


I raised my rapier to deflect it—


—but the moment the two clashed, the rapier snapped in half.


Before I even had time to react, a barrage of punches flew toward me.


I’m going to die.


The red aura filled my entire vision.


And just before the world went black, the last thought I had was:


There’s no way I can stop that.


****


BOOM!


A deafening crash echoed through the room. The fist that had been swung with full force—


Was stopped midair.


Katra furrowed his brows and glared at Adele.


That strike, one he had thrown with his full strength, had been blocked—easily—by her open palm.


The very same woman who had struggled to hold her ground against him just moments ago.
 



 



“What the hell…?”


Even the spirit that had been flitting around her like a pesky insect froze in midair, stunned at the sight.


“You’re annoying.”


Her voice—cold, unnerving—rippled through the air like a shiver down the spine.


“Guh!”


BANG!


Katra crossed both arms just in time to guard. Not with her rapier—


But with her fist. A small fist, but the shockwave it produced blew him back effortlessly.


When he looked up again, what stared him down were not the same blue eyes from earlier—


But crimson ones glowing with murderous intensity.


The atmosphere was completely different now.


Something terrifying had awoken.


Those eyes—vertical pupils, like a reptile’s—glinted menacingly.


What was this?


A single blow from that small frame shouldn’t have been able to hold back his power like that—
and yet, here she stood.


“Don’t get in my way.”


Whoosh.


A crimson wind began to spiral around her.


Unlike the aura he wielded, hers felt sticky—saturated with bloodlust.


And then—


BOOM!


The sound of air being shredded.


Fist met fist.


She had discarded her broken rapier to the side and was engaging him head-on.


The sheer strength in her blows now was on an entirely different level—


Katra was rattled.


Is this really the same girl from before?


Her punches were heavy, nearly equal to his own aura-infused strikes.


Yet instead of panic, Katra felt something else rising within him.


“Heh… Hehahahaha!”


Even as he was slowly being pushed back, he couldn’t stop laughing.


No—he was laughing because of it.


This was what he had craved his whole life.


The ecstasy of a life-or-death battle.


“Come at me! Let’s see how long you can last in that body!”


“Shut up.”
 



 



Her voice slithered through the chaos, chilling and sharp.


The crimson wind surged violently, as though mixed with something not quite… spirit-like.


BOOM!


A kick came flying.


Katra ducked low to evade, then countered with a punch aimed at her abdomen.


She caught his arm midair and leapt upward, evading the hit.


She’s got solid combat sense too.


This wasn’t just blind rage.


Whether instinct or retained reason, her judgment was sharp—practiced.


THUD!


Another fist came flying.


Katra blocked with crossed arms, but she didn’t stop—


She pressed forward, unleashing a relentless flurry of blows.


Fast. Strong.


Completely different from his own fighting style.


But that difference only made the effort behind it all the more visible.


Every punch carried the weight of discipline and relentless pursuit of strength.


“Hahahaha!”


How long had it been since he last felt like this—
since the battle with Abel?


The rematch he had hoped for with Abel was gone now—


but this fight…


This was more than enough.


“Let’s go all the way then!”


“No time for that.”


Whirl…


The red wind licked across her body.


Something big was coming.


Katra grinned, lip twitching from the thrill.


That feeling again—death, creeping closer.


The kind of chill that only came from the battlefield.


And he laughed.


A single, focused punch came flying toward him.


He could have dodged it—


But he didn’t.


Instead, he threw everything he had into a counterpunch.


Because that was the pride and honor Katra lived by.


BOOOOM!


The impact exploded through the space.


His body started breaking down under the shockwave that traveled through his arm.


Even his regeneration couldn’t keep up with the damage being inflicted.


Finally—


She stopped moving.


Katra slowly drew back his fist, watching her unmoving form.
 



 



His own body would recover, even if it took time.
But her body—


Would she be able to withstand it?


“It’s over.”


Crack.


A sharp, stinging sensation shot through the back of his neck.


It felt like the mark engraved there had been damaged.


In that split second, something had interfered with the mark.


His body wouldn’t obey him.


Was that her plan all along?


To disable him by targeting the mark?


Then she must have understood its structure—its weaknesses.


Just… who is she, really?


That final question echoed in his mind—


As Katra collapsed.




            ---The End Of The Chapter---

                            
                    
                        https://www.readingpia.me/covers/1728153688_cover_.png

                        
                            
                                You can support the translation and read 5 chapters ahead of the release here on Patreon

                            

                            
                                    
                                    
                                 Join on Patreon
                        

                    

                
                                        
                

                    
                            
                

                    

                            
                

                    
                            
                

                    
                            
                

                    
            



        

                    
            

                
                    
            
                    
            

                

                    
            

                
                    
            

                
        
                    
                
                
                    
                    Join Our Discord

                    Be part of our amazing community!

                    Join Now
                

            


        

        
            
            




        


                                    
                    Comments

                    
                    

                

                    

        
            
        

        
            
            




        


        
            
            




        


        
                    
            
                    
            

                
                    
            

                
                
            Chapter 74: The Whale of Oblivion (5)


A strange plaza came into view.


Then, flames erupted, devouring everything in sight.


Like waves crashing upon a shore, the fire swept through the city, taking lives with it.


Thick black smoke hung in the sky, blocking the sunlight like storm clouds. Beneath the darkened sky, flames blazed, and with them, screams filled the air.


Turning my head, I saw a statue. It stood atop a pedestal engraved with something complicated in Imperial script.


Only the lower half remained, shattered and unsightly—someone must have broken it long ago.


Strangely, a woman was sitting beside it.


Was she the one who destroyed the statue?


As if drawn by some unseen force, I walked toward her. It just… felt like I should.


The closer I got, the clearer her face became.


‘That’s… me?’


Long black hair cascading down to her waist.


Eyes glowing crimson with a dangerous glint.


Reptilian pupils. Pale, slender skin.


She looked a bit more mature, but that was undeniably Adele.


Then why… why was she sitting next to that statue like that?


‘This is…’


I stepped closer.


Around her were corpses—chests or heads pierced through.


Familiar faces. The Tower Master. The Crown Prince. Even the Emperor.


It was a hellscape. A grotesque scene of carnage.


And there I—no, Adele—was smiling brightly in the middle of it all.


She casually flicked off the thick blood staining her arm, then wiped the blood on her face with the sleeve of her crimson dress.


A shiver ran down my spine at the sight. I instinctively rubbed my arms.


Under the smoky black sky, Adele slowly rose to her feet and began walking toward me.


Frozen with fear, I couldn’t move. All I could do was stare.


The closer she came, the louder my heart pounded.
 



 



She stood right in front of me, her terrifying figure casting a long shadow. Then, she smirked.


“Don’t be so scared.”


The voice.


It was the exact same voice I had heard before.


Could it be?


Was the one who helped me back then… the real Adele, the original owner of this body?


Before I could finish the thought, she reached out and grabbed my chin, staring deep into my eyes.


Muttering something in an unknown tongue, she gave a soft smile.


That unreadable smile sent a wave of terror through me. Then, Adele spoke.


“It’s not time for you to be here yet.”


“What…?”


The moment she finished speaking, she shoved me backward.


There was no time to react.


My body fell back, and everything went muffled like I was sinking into water.


My ears rang, and my vision darkened.


The sensation was like slowly drowning.


I gasped desperately for air.


Tried to move.


But my body wouldn’t respond.


I struggled in panic. Then, as if someone flipped a switch, the darkness turned white—and a burst of light exploded around me.


“Khuhk…! Haaah… Haaah…”


I exhaled the breath I didn’t know I was holding and opened my eyes with a gasp.


My chest heaved as I tried to steady my breath and wiped away the tears gathering at the corners of my eyes.


[Contractor, are you okay?!]


“…No. I’m not.”


I couldn’t even pretend to be okay.


Had there ever been a time like this since my regressions began?


Not once had I seen the real Adele before now.


Why… why now? Why was I seeing her for the first time?


She didn’t seem angry about her body being taken over, either.


With a deep breath, I reflexively asked:


“What about Katra?”
 



 



The moment the words left my mouth, I flinched.
Right.


Time had regressed.


There’s no way Sylphi would know about that.


But he didn’t question it. His voice was calm.


[He collapsed.]


“…Huh?”


I looked where Sylphi pointed.


There was Katra—kneeling on the ground, unconscious.


My mind blanked.


What… what happened?


I looked to Sylphi for answers, and he only shrugged.


[I’m not really sure. Explaining it now would take too long.]


He gestured toward Yuruf with his hand.


[We should rescue Yuruf first.]


“Oh. Right.”


I tried to get up in a rush, but my whole body ached.


Maybe it had something to do with whatever happened while I was unconscious.


“Now’s… not the time to be lying around.”


Clenching my teeth, I barely managed to push myself to my feet.


My legs and arms were trembling so badly, I could hardly move.


Seeing this, Sylphi reached out his hand.


[Blessing of Wind.]


Blue wind wrapped around my arms and legs. My body immediately felt lighter.


I turned to thank him—and saw him standing with his arms crossed.


[Same as always. Five minutes.]


“Thanks, Sylphi.”


He averted his eyes awkwardly, muttering:


[Yeah, yeah. You should get going.]


“Right.”


I carefully lifted Yuruf in my arms and glanced toward the entrance I came through.


It was so far away now that I couldn’t even see it.
With a deep breath, I kicked off the ground.


Ignoring the slippery sensation of flesh beneath my feet, I sprinted forward.


[That way.]


At Sylphi’s words, a burst of wind shot out ahead of me, leading the way.


I pushed myself to run even faster to keep up.
If I had to find the path on my own, it would’ve taken too long.


Thankfully, Sylphi showed me the way.
 



 



Not that it meant I had time to spare.


‘I don’t even know how long I was out.’


Right now, all I could do was run. Run and escape.


Bwooooom…


As if the structure itself noticed my movement, holes began to open up all around me—and fog gushed out.


The thick mist spread fast.


I held my breath and ran through it.


Sylphi clicked his tongue and shouted:


[Avoid it as much as you can! I can’t block it for you this time!]


‘Got it!’


I nodded, dodging the vents where the mist sprayed from.


Even if I had to breathe it in, getting out fast was the better option.


Holding Yuruf tightly, I began to push through the interior.


My breath grew ragged—but I couldn’t stop running.


There was no time left to waste.


They had said that inhaling only trace amounts wouldn’t cause much harm—so there was no need to hold back any longer.


After running for quite a while, I finally saw it: the mouth of the whale I had entered through.


I came to a stop atop its pink tongue and noticed the sporadic arrangement of fang-like teeth near the entrance.


‘So that’s the mouth.’


To escape this place, I first needed to pry open the jaws of the Whale of Oblivion.


I gently laid Yuruf down at my side and drew my rapier.


[Will you be alright?]


“Getting out comes first.”


I replied to Sylphi’s worried voice and summoned wind into my blade.


With a resonant hum, blue winds swirled tightly around the rapier.


It wasn’t as powerful as when I had fought Katra, but it was still potent. This much should be enough to force the mouth open.


With that thought, I unleashed a wind blade.
 



 



Thwack!


The blade struck the roof of the whale’s mouth—and a burst of red blood splattered in every direction.


Screeeeech!


A pained scream reverberated up from deep within its throat, making my ears ring.


Holding Yuruf close, I narrowly avoided the tongue as it thrashed violently.


Even with Sylphi’s blessing, my strength was waning—dodging like this was becoming harder by the second.


At last, the whale’s mouth began to open.


Craaack.


Unable to bear the pain from the wounded roof, the beast threw its jaws wide.


With the sound of blood bubbling behind me, I launched myself through the gap.


At the same time, I felt the spirit’s power fade away—my entire body went limp.


The muscle aches were so intense I could barely move.


What stretched out before me beyond the whale’s mouth was a wide-open field.


A strong wind blew, sending my white hair flying wildly into my eyes.


‘Damn it…’


I hadn’t realized the Whale of Oblivion was floating in the sky.


Throwing myself out without checking… what a reckless move.


So that’s why Sylphi had sounded so concerned earlier.


Had I known this, maybe I would’ve tried a different approach.


‘Please… let the save point be close.’


As the vast green field rushed up toward me, I closed my eyes tightly and clutched Yuruf close to my chest.


I bit my lip, bracing for the pain of impact and the inevitability of a fall that might kill me.


But then, the fierce wind disappeared—and all I felt was someone’s arms catching me.


I opened my tightly shut eyes—just a little—and saw Abel, smiling gently down at me.


“Still as clumsy with your endings as ever.”
 



 



“Ahaha…”


I let out an awkward laugh and tried to avoid his exasperated gaze.


He was right, though.


I had rescued Yuruf from inside… only to completely forget to plan for the fall afterward.


No matter how I looked at it, that was a stupid mistake on my part.


“Ah—what about Yuruf?”


At my question, Abel sighed and slowly descended to the ground.


“Maybe think about yourself first before worrying about someone else?”


He pointed, and I followed his gesture to see Yuruf lying safely atop a white magic circle, gently settled on the grass.


A wave of relief washed over me.


“This was the first time I’ve saved someone else.”


Back then… I was too weak to protect anyone.


No—so weak, I needed people like Evan and Abel to protect me.


At my words, Abel let out a short, amused breath.


“Yeah. I guess it means you’ve gotten stronger too.”




            ---The End Of The Chapter---
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