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    Chapter 1: Devil Ringmaster


In a rural field,

At a campsite surrounded by travel carriages,

I was facing a group of monsters.

Huge, muscular beings with horns and tusks.

Living skeletons.

A woman with six arms.

A giant wrapped in bandages.

Twins with three heads each.

A dwarf with a missing head on a long neck.

As I looked at them, they averted their eyes and bowed their heads.

When I spoke, they closed their eyes tightly and trembled.

As I took a step forward, they stepped back.

They resembled herbivores facing a predator.

They were afraid of me.

To them, I was the heartless devil ringmaster.

In the end, today too, I couldn’t approach them and returned to the carriage.

“Sigh.”

As I sighed, the man in the mirror also sighed.

A lithe and well-built body, towering height.

A face that seemed carved from marble.

Long, flowing blonde hair down to the shoulders.

A smug smile on his lips.

Familiar.

A face that was all too familiar.

There was no way I couldn’t recognize it.


The Black Magician.

Frank Wonderstein.

The ringmaster of the Monster Circus.

The ultimate villain throughout the Tril Trilo Trilogy.

I had become him.



 
  
    Chapter 2: Patron Anais(1)


“How’s it going?”

“It’s the same as always. He told me to leave it in front of the door.”

A towering giant, over 2 meters tall, scratched his head.

Rough, reddish skin and well-developed muscles.

Sharp horns protruding and tusks reaching down to his neck.

He looked like a demon straight out of hell.

But the girl sitting cross-legged in front of him showed no fear whatsoever.

In fact, her expression remained unchanged, making the massive monster unsure of what to do.

“What’s that guy up to anyway? He’s been holed up for days.”

The girl propped her chin up with one hand and tapped the table with the other.

The ringmaster’s behaviour had been strange these past few days.

Not only did he avoid encountering the other performers, but he also refused to leave his carriage.

“Hmm, what are you doing there? The ringmaster used to pop up out of nowhere and startle the performers.”

He had always been so careless in his actions, so this cautious behaviour was peculiar.

Ella was bothered by it.

“What wicked scheme is he planning now?”

No description suited him better than “Devil.”

The image of people dying at his slightest gesture still haunted her.

Knights clad in armour turned into piles of flesh and gore in an instant, rolling across the field.

Twisted bones, spilled entrails, clinging flesh,

“Ugh, let’s not think about it… Let’s not think about it…”

Not only his unbelievable power but also the nonchalant smile he wore while committing such acts was astonishing!

He was truly a devil in human form.

Slish…

“Hmm?”

A sound of snorting.

The monstrous being with red skin was eyeing the food on the table, salivating.

He desperately wanted to dig in, but he held back because the girl hadn’t given permission.

“Sorry, I got lost in thought for a moment. You did a great job today. Sit down and have breakfast.”

“Yes.”

The monster, in an incongruous manner, chuckled and sat down across from the girl.

Then, he slowly began to eat his food.

Chewing loudly.

His razor-sharp teeth glistened as he tore into the pork, bone and all.

Even in the face of his terrifying appearance, the girl didn’t flinch.

She knew.

She knew that the “monster” in front of her was just a child, barely ten years old.

A child with a tender heart who wouldn’t harm a single bug.

Womon.

To the girl, he was merely the cute youngest member of the circus.

“I’m sorry for making you work every morning. I can do it myself, but I make you do it…”

The girl said, and Womon wiped the seasoning from his mouth with a grin.

“It’s okay, sis. This is what the youngest member is supposed to do.”

“Aren’t you scared?”

“What’s there to be scared of? I’m just bringing food.”

Womon thumped his chest confidently.

The girl glanced over at another corner of the campsite.

It was the table where the other performers were eating.

Some of them had been watching her and Womon.

They averted their gazes with uneasy expressions.

Are they embarrassed?

They’re pushing all the hard work onto the youngest.

It’s not a big deal to me, but…

“Others can’t do what you do, you know. They’re all too scared to even get close to the carriage. Silly big brothers and sisters, aren’t they?”

“Hehe, I like it. I get to eat delicious side dishes every meal.”

Womon picked up a whole rib and chewed on it.

For the past few days, he had been having meals like the ringmaster and assistant ringmaster in exchange for running errands.

Approaching the carriage where the ringmaster was alone.

Even if they offered them multiple servings of food, the others would hesitate.

“To be honest, I don’t understand why everyone is so afraid of the ringmaster. He’s kind to us, doesn’t hit us, and takes good care of us, you know.”

The girl frowned at Womon’s words, as if she couldn’t believe her ears.

How naive can you be?

“It’s been about three weeks since you joined, right?”

“Two weeks.”

“Two weeks… Well, nothing much has happened during that time. You’re lucky you haven’t seen the crazy things he does. Don’t trust that man. Don’t even think of him as a fellow human. The vile intentions he harbours…” [TL: Well human here doesn’t mean human in literal sense. I guess a better term would be fellow humanoid but that just sounds strange LMAO.]

Womon’s eyes rolled around in the sockets in the face of Ella’s angry voice.

“Ella, here we go again…”

It was a well-known fact among the circus members that Assistant Ringmaster Ella despised the ringmaster.

Defending the ringmaster in front of her was like pouring oil into a burning house.

There were three attitudes towards the ringmaster within the circus.

Expressions of anger like Ella’s.

Indifference, like Womon.

And fear, which was the attitude of everyone else towards the ringmaster.

Ella cast a sharp look towards the ringmaster’s carriage. It was true that she despised him, but she wasn’t without fear. She just forced herself to appear strong in front of him.

Frank Wonderstein.

The ringmaster of the Monster Circus.

A devil cloaked in human skin.

“Sigh.”

Regardless of his motives for staying in the carriage, she couldn’t just leave things as they were. After all, helping him properly fulfil his role as the “ringmaster” was her duty as the “assistant ringmaster.”

Ella made her way across the campsite to the ringmaster’s carriage. Since everyone in the circus wanted to keep their distance from him, the ringmaster’s carriage occupied a secluded corner of the campsite all by itself.


As she got closer to the carriage, Ella felt a chilling aura. There was no real change in temperature, but her uneasy emotions made her shiver.

Thump, thump.

She knocked on the carriage door, and she could feel a reluctant response. However, there was no answer.

Ella reached out and placed her hand on the carriage, letting out a deep sigh.

“They’ll probably send someone from Vergsong soon. Surely you havent forgotten our agreement with the Vergsong?”

“Hehe, has it been four days already?”

A voice that tried to sound lively, but it was the same as the usual ringmaster.

His laughter and expressions were awkwardly imitated from humans, creating an unsettling valley of discomfort.

Even the devil who could do anything struggled with that.

“You are still the same. I don’t know what you are planning inside, but come out soon. Do your role as the ringmaster. That’s part of the ‘contract.'”

“I understand. I’ll be out soon.”

“…Hurry up. People from the Jajak side will be arriving soon.”

With that, she left without saying more.

***

I watched Ella’s retreating figure through the carriage window and let out a sigh. I could manage as long as things went smoothly, but how long could I keep this up?

I leaned against the hard backrest of the carriage seat. Currently, I was inside a game called “Tril Trilo.”

The Tril Trilo series was an action RPG where three characters formed a team to conquer dungeons. It had the classic setup of a melee-focused knight, an agile rogue specializing in ranged combat, and a magician unravelling mysteries and creating variables with their magic.

Each character had unique abilities, and there were dozens of support characters with distinct abilities. The game featured vast stages with hidden secrets, unique enemy patterns, and distinctive bosses. The series consisted of three parts, and it was known as “Tril Trilo Trilogy” or TTT for short.

It was my favourite game, and it was the main content of my YouTube channel. So when I heard that Tril Trilo 4 was going to be released, I was genuinely thrilled. However, could I really return and play TT4?

Frank Wonderstein.

The ringmaster of the Monster Circus.

The ultimate villain throughout Tril Trilo 1, 2, and 3, appearing as the “final boss” in each instalment.

More famous by the alias “Black Magician.”

I was, indeed, occupying the role of that Wonderstein.

Thud…

I summoned a screen into the empty space.

“Welcome to Tril Trilo Zero’s world! You are now playing the past of Frank Wonderstein, the final boss of the Tril Trilo series. The clear condition is simple: Survive until the beginning of Tril Trilo 1!”

I had read this message repeatedly over the past ten days. I could recite its contents even with my eyes closed.

Main Quest – Prequel:

Prequel must lead to the main story.

Objective:

Survive until the beginning of Tril Trilo 1.

Success Reward:

Return to reality.

Failure Penalty:

Death in reality.

When I was eagerly anticipating Tril Trilo 4 after watching its teaser, I received a proposal from the game developer. It was common in the gaming industry to release a prequel when launching a new title. I was the most famous Tril Trilo YouTuber, so I readily accepted the offer. And this was the result: I had been transported into the game.

However, I couldn’t possibly think of it as a game. Everything I saw and felt was incredibly vivid, to a horrifying extent. Just looking at that monster who brought me food every day was enough to prove it. With his terrifying size, crimson skin, sharp teeth, and horns, it was undoubtedly “Vampire” Womon from TT1 Stage 3.

Crunch, fresh human!

With his insane defence and health, he was a nightmare for beginners in TT, who would rush in without a strategy and be defeated instantly. Seeing warriors who charged recklessly and fell in an instant was an experience that any TT player could relate to.

But his infamy wasn’t limited to the game difficulty. The sight of skinned and hanging male and female corpses, human bodies roasting on a metal plate, and the bloody apron and cleaver were all part of TT1 Stage 3 – a true horror movie.

Did that stage deserve to be classified as a horror game genre?

However, when I observed them over the past few days, they were merely superficially similar to their game counterparts. The monstrous behaviour from the game was absent.

They talked and acted like regular people. Should I feel safe around them?

Come to think of it, there was no reason for me to fear them. In fact, they were afraid of me.

“Ri-Ringmaster!!”

“S-Sorry!”

They jumped in fright and moved away whenever I approached. When I looked at them, they lowered their heads and broke out in a cold sweat.

This was a crucial moment for me to learn how Wonderstein had treated them. But I was just superficially Wonderstein; the core was a regular person. I had stayed inside the carriage, not wanting to be discovered by acting awkwardly.

As days passed, I became accustomed to my new body and my mind grew calmer. I could accept the situation I was in. Yes, I had entered the world of TTT.

Although I didn’t understand the details, it had already happened. I had my pride too. I was the world’s best TTT YouTuber, with over a million subscribers. Given that, I would clear the game, no doubt about it.

First, let’s check my abilities again.

I confidently shouted at the empty space, “Status screen.”

Name: Frank Wonderstein

Age: 27

Occupation: Biomancer

Debulroots: 10/10

Muscle Strength: 1.0 (Weak)

Tissue Hardness: 1.0 (Naked)

Cell Regeneration: 1.0 (Sluggish)

Traits:

[The Smiling Man]

[Biomancer]


I had the same abilities as Wonderstein had in the game, specializing in manipulating genes to transform bodies. I could absorb the genes of various creatures, gather Debulroots, and modify my own physique.

Wonderstein’s abilities were just as they appeared in the game – the power to manipulate bodies, whether his own or others. In the game, he used this ability to create monsters and even modify himself into a monstrous form. However, at this moment, nothing had been modified. My body was nothing more than an empty vessel, just like an ordinary human.

“Well, it’s like any other RPG,” I thought.

Even the characters I controlled in the game, the knight, the rogue, and the mage, were similar in this regard. Despite their impressive backgrounds and traits, they all started with basic level 1 abilities when actually playing.

Being the final boss didn’t change that fact. Based on the reactions of the circus members, it was clear that until yesterday, Wonderstein had been wielding demonic powers, but overnight, he had become powerless.

Debulroots: (10/10)

That was the basic capital I had been given. Debulroots were the resources needed by a Biomancer to modify the physique, equivalent to basic stats in the game.

But what could I accomplish with just ten Debulroots? At best, I could add another arm to my back.

Trait: Extra Arms

Applied Area: Shoulder.

Effect: Adds one extra arm identical to your own. No fingerprints on the extra arm.

Required Resources: Debulroots x10

Even this required removing two fingers and their fingerprints to barely meet the cost.

What use would I have for something like this? It might be somewhat helpful for someone without arms, but it had little practicality.

As an experiment, I input the powerful abilities that appeared in the original work. They required several times more resources than this, and the path ahead seemed bleak.

But there were the initial abilities to consider, too. Displayed on my status screen was the “Smiling Man” trait. Maybe these basic abilities were quite useful?

I checked the contents of “The Smiling Man.”

Trait: The Smiling Man

Applied Area: Facial Muscles

Effect: Always wears a smile. Maintains composure even in the face of fear, astonishment, or sadness.

Cost: Unique trait. Cannot be removed.

Smiling was considered an ability? Having a smile as a unique trait? Wow. Seriously?

Of course, the original Wonderstein was such a character. He smiled even when his limbs were cut off, when his belly had holes, when he spouted venomous words, and when he committed cruel deeds.


But to consider this a superpower… Wasn’t that a bit much?

“Hey, a guest has arrived!” Ella’s voice called out.

Well, whatever. Game on.

I looked into the mirror. A handsome man with long, shoulder-length blond hair and a fake yet exquisite smile. I was The Smiling Man.

In a different way, I would have to approach this new Wonderstein. I smiled at my reflection while donning a hat.



 
  
    Chapter 3: Patron Anais(3)


The “Vergsong Estate” served as the prologue stage of TT3. It was where the heroes, who had thwarted Wonderstein’s schemes twice in TT1 and TT2, started their story. They had heard rumours of monsters appearing in a certain region and went to investigate.

Vergsong Estate.

The place was already shrouded in an ominous atmosphere. Each village set up defences, recruiting soldiers to guard against monster incursions.

“Oh, you must be the legendary heroes. Welcome.”

“Yes, the rumours of monsters appearing are true.”

“The monsters… are coming out of our lord’s mansion. The mansion has already been occupied by monsters. Our lord might…”

Vergsong Mansion’s owner, Anais Vergsong, was one of the unfortunate victims entangled with Wonderstein, and in the context of TT3, if you visited her, you could encounter the mansion’s residents who had turned into monsters and face her as a boss.

“Ahh, I’ve been deceived. I brought that demon into the mansion! He said he would cure Lady Anais’ illness…”

A woman lamented, shedding tears. Examining the journals left behind in the mansion, it became evident that Anais Vergsong was a patron of the Monster Circus, and in exchange for curing her illness, Wonderstein had received sponsorship. However, there were always traps in deals with demons. Wonderstein had treated her illness but planted the seed of a monster inside her. It had burst forth at the time of TT3.

Of course, this was a story that unfolded years later.

For now, Anais was still afflicted by her illness, and I was on my way to secure her sponsorship.

I hadn’t done anything to her yet.

“Please follow me.”

The guide who led us was the mansion’s butler, a person who had served the Vergsong family for a long time.

I knew him.

He had also appeared in the game, albeit in the form of a ghost.

“It’s all because of me! I brought that demon into the mansion! Promising to cure Lady Anais’ illness…”

He cursed himself in front of his master, begging to be allowed to bring peace by killing the now-monstrous Anais.

It was quite eerie for me to see him alive and well from Wonderstein’s perspective.

The carriage to the mansion was quiet. Ella, besides official business, maintained her attitude of not interacting with me.

Ella.

The assistant ringmaster of the Monster Circus.

I knew nothing about her. She was a character who hadn’t appeared in TTT at all. I examined her appearance closely, wondering if she had appeared under a different name.

Short, black hair. Was she around 16 years old? She hadn’t turned 17 yet. In Korean terms, she would be a sophomore in high school. She had a cute and youthful appearance that made her seem younger than her actual age. She wore a red military uniform with golden shoulder pads on top of a white blouse. A black belt was tied like a ribbon around her neck. Below, she wore a black skirt with white knee-high socks and brown shoes.

“What are you looking at?” Ella grumbled, glaring at me. Her attitude was far from friendly.

I wondered what had transpired between us. Considering the “backstories” of the other members like the vampire, the spider woman, the skeletal jester, the mummy-wrapped man, and the twins, it was clear that Ella had not experienced anything pleasant with Wonderstein from the start.

I tapped the silver ornament attached to the end of my staff.

No matter how much I thought about it, nothing came to mind regarding Ella.

I decided to observe her a little longer.

For now, she wasn’t the most important thing.

Sub Quest – Patron

This circus troupe needs sponsorship.

Conditions:

Obtain sponsorship from Anais Vergsong.

Reward upon success:

[Debulroots x5]

No penalty upon failure.

This is a sub-quest.

Do I have a choice in this?

But if it’s a prequel, don’t I have to follow it exactly as it happened in the main story? Do I have to plant the monster seed inside Anais’s body just like in the original story?

While pondering this for a moment, I shook my head.

In TT1 and TT2, there were choices in sub-quests too. Whether to help certain characters or not, whether to kill or save them. Depending on the player’s choices, parts of the ending would change. In the sequels, the fates of the supporting characters who appeared in the previous games were sometimes hinted at.

These choices generally stayed consistent, regardless of what the player decided. In other words, while you could enjoy changing the ending based on your choices, the “main story” was already set.

Conversely, it also meant that it didn’t matter what choice I made here. Regardless of whether I cure Anais’s illness, secure her sponsorship, or not, the world would continue on its course.

I didn’t need to act exactly like I had seen in TTT. Whether to dismantle the circus troupe and go hunting in the mountains or not, the system only demanded that I “survive” until the starting point of TT1.

Still, I had no intention of running away immediately. Following the quest would be overwhelmingly advantageous for utilizing the information from the original game, not to mention the potential rewards.

While thinking along these lines, the carriage was almost at the mansion.

Anais Vergsong.

The illegitimate daughter of Geralt Vergsong, the lord of Geralt’s holdings. Two years ago, upon Geralt’s death, she inherited his title and entire estate. Along with the title came a small territory in southern Charlotia and a modest mansion, but she also received a substantial inheritance.

Geralt was the owner of the Grand Assembly. He had made an immense fortune through pioneering ventures in various fields. He was such a titan in the business world that even the Vegas Bank had assigned a dedicated banker to this rural estate.

The inheritance process involving what Geralt left behind was so complex that dozens of lawyers and accountants were involved.

However, no matter how much money was left to her, it couldn’t make Anais’s life comfortable. She suffered from an incurable illness.

Shh, shh.

A constant sound like wind blowing filled the room. In one corner of the room, there was a contraption about the size of a calf. The machine continually pumped air into her back through sharp metal tubes.

She wore a mask covering her mouth and nose, through which high-pressure oxygen was injected.

It was an artificial respirator packed with the latest magical engineering technology. She had worn it since the age of four. The only times she could take off the mask were for a few minutes to wash herself. Otherwise, she had to wear it at all times.

Eating was almost impossible.

Could she even drink water for a short while?

Nutrient purifications were injected through a different tube inserted into her back. These costly elixirs were supplied by Castya’s Alchemy Guild.

Her food expenses were about the same as eating a few mushrooms for each meal.

Shh, shh.

It was annoying, especially today.

Anais put down the documents she had been reviewing on the table. In addition to the documents, thick stacks of paper were piled on top of each other.

Just looking at it made her tired.

She pressed her forehead with her fist.

The estate her father had left was enormous, but maintaining it required a considerable amount of diligence and foresight. Dealing with the daily influx of documents to the mansion and processing them over and over again…

It was physically exhausting.

If Anais had been a typical noble’s daughter, she would have hired a professional manager to handle the estate’s affairs and enjoyed a luxurious life with the income that flowed in month after month. However, she had grown up watching her father’s work from a young age. By the time she became proficient in penmanship, she even helped handle her father’s work. She could have comfortably lived off the income, even if it wasn’t hereditary. She could have enjoyed a life of luxury with hundreds of millions.

But she never expected any of this. What was the point of spending hundreds of millions of dollars to live in a magnificent mansion and be treated like a king when she couldn’t even go outside freely or enjoy delicious food? If she could just throw away this oppressive respirator and breathe freely, Anais would have gladly abandoned all her fame and success. Her curse was that she couldn’t breathe for even a moment without the assistance of a cumbersome machine weighing several tens of kilograms. The reason she invested heavily in medical and magical engineering developments was right here. If she could either cure the disease or make the respiratory support device more comfortable…

If only she could do that, she could leave this stuffy mansion behind and travel freely to see the world with her own eyes…

Shh, shh.

Tap, tap.

A servant knocked on the door.

“Miss, a guest has arrived.”

Anais guessed who it might be. The butler had mentioned bringing a wandering magician today. Perhaps he knew something about her illness. Despite the butler’s unwavering dedication, she had no expectations.

Such individuals had frequently visited the mansion ever since her father was alive. Most of them were scammers who thought they could squeeze a few pennies out of her father. They pretended to be great wizards with little tricks and illusions that fooled no one.

Even after she had expressed her annoyance multiple times, the butler never gave up hope. Every time he went outside, he brought back miracle-working magicians who sold panaceas or lifted the lazy beggar’s curse, it was all part of their cunning schemes.

“The guest brought by the butler?”

“Oh, no. Master hasn’t arrived yet. Pierre has come to visit.”

“Uncle?”

“Yes. He’s waiting in the drawing room.”


Anais brightened up.

Pierre was one of the co-founders of the Grand Assembly and Geralt’s younger brother. Unlike the stoic and conservative Geralt, he was a man who loved adventure and challenges. Anais had always referred to him as her uncle since she was a child. Unable to go outside and befriending only books, Anais had enjoyed his witty conversations and the stories he told about the world.

Anais gathered some documents she needed to show her uncle before heading towards the drawing room.

That’s right. Before she went, she should prepare some documents to show her uncle.

Servants pushed a wheeled machine behind her.

“No, it’s been a while!”

Pierre, who was sitting in the drawing room enjoying tea, got up from his seat with a wide smile upon seeing his beloved niece enter.

“Three months, I suppose.”

“Hehe, has it already been that long?”

They shared a short hug.

Pierre examined his niece’s complexion with a somewhat worried expression.

Anais was a beauty, resembling her mother, but her illness affected not only her health but her beauty as well. Extremely pale skin that almost looked translucent, a body so frail it seemed precarious, and most of all, several metal tubes inserted into her back and a mask that made wind-like sounds when she breathed, covered her mouth. Not only did it hide her pretty face, but it also made it impossible for her to live her life properly even if she wore nice clothes. Pierre’s eyes were filled with sympathy.

“You look even paler,” Pierre remarked.

“I’ve had more work to do,” Anais replied.

“More work? Haven’t you already handled all the major matters for this quarter?”

“It’s because of the Caribbean investment from before.”

Pierre’s face creased in a frown. “Isn’t that matter already settled?”

“It seems there were some incomplete details in the reports. You know, I need to double-check everything.”

“Right. I remember now…”

For a moment, the worried expression of an uncle concerned for his niece disappeared from Pierre’s face, replaced by a faint annoyance. However, Anais was too busy reviewing the documents she had brought, and she didn’t notice the change in his expression.

“I specifically asked for a summary from you because I knew you’d overwork yourself. So, how was it? Did you find any issues?”

“Yes, there are some suspicious points.”

As the conversation turned to business, Anais’s gaze turned cold.

At times like this, she wasn’t the young Bergson heiress or the sickly Anais. She was a shrewd merchant.

She calmly pointed out every suspicious detail she had found in the business plan. Sometimes, she even showed the documents directly to illustrate what the problem was.

The more she explained, the graver Pierre’s expression became.

“So, the Flolande branch is colluding with pirates?”

“They’ve been sending a regular supply of goods to a specific route under the pretext of tolls. Most likely, those goods have flowed into Pirate Island, Freeport.”

“Pirate Island… where funds are untraceable.”

“Among the goods sent under the pretext of tolls, there are also special alchemical substances. Those items are exclusively traded by one of the Pirate Island’s pirate lords, the one who owns the island we’re considering for investment—the Marquis.”

Pierre took out his handkerchief and wiped away some cold sweat. It was his habit to sweat when he felt worried or tense.

“So, you’re saying our money is being used to sponsor pirates?”

“We should audit the Flolande branch.”

“Understood. From here on, I’ll investigate.”

Pierre snatched the documents from Anais’s hand as if he were taking them away.

Anais looked slightly surprised at his attitude.

Pierre quickly offered an explanation as if making excuses, “I’m embarrassed… When your father was alive, we didn’t have such problems. Geralt’s charisma was so strong. But last year’s financial irregularities and now this… It’s a clear sign that I can’t match my brother’s abilities.”

After Geralt’s death, the atmosphere within the Vergsong Trading Company had become turbulent. Problems of various sizes cropped up everywhere. However, Anais didn’t blame it all on her uncle to the extent of being shameless.

“The problem is me. How can there be order within the company when the chairman is holed up in a rural mansion?”

“You’re doing well, Anais. Thanks to you, the company’s profits have increased significantly.”


“But running a company isn’t just about paperwork and numbers, right? It also involves going to the field and meeting people. The fact that the company is still holding up is mainly because of all the efforts you’ve put in, Uncle. So, don’t blame yourself too much.”

She was known for her outspokenness and arrogance.

Years of isolation in the mansion had prevented her from developing proper social skills.

But on the flip side, when she opened up to someone, she relied on them to a degree that bordered on innocence.

Pierre pretended to regain his composure and silently sharpened his resolve in his heart, thanks to his niece’s comforting words.



 
  
    Chapter 4: Patron Anais(3)


“What kind of hospitality is this? We made an appointment four days ago,” Ella complained, tapping her foot impatiently.

We had been at the mansion for a whole three hours, and yet the owner of the mansion had not shown her face. When we inquired about the situation, all we received were repeated requests to wait.

“In my next life, I better be born as a noble. Seriously,” Ella muttered, not caring that one of the maids was listening.

Her purpose was to show that she was angry from the start.

But no matter how much she frowned and grumbled, to others, it looked like nothing more than a cute tantrum from a young girl.

“Just a little more patience, miss. I believe they will arrive shortly,” the maid replied calmly, causing Ella to have no more words to say, except to scratch her head awkwardly.

No wonder she seemed just like a petulant child to others.

The maid seemed to share the same thought and let out a small laugh.

***

Ella raised an eyebrow. “Uh, is there something funny?”

“Hehe, my apologies.”

Ella checked her watch and said, “…At this rate, lunchtime will be over.”

“Should I bring some snacks then?”

“Never mind. What about the master… no, never mind.”

She seemed like she wanted to press further, but when she looked at me, she quickly dropped her head.

As the head of the group, it wouldn’t be easy for her to say more in this situation.

Of course, I wasn’t always easy-going either.

I was getting bored and irritated just sitting in this room. It wasn’t as if I enjoyed being cooped up here.

But I couldn’t get angry.

I couldn’t even furrow my brows.

I was the smiling man.

A unique trait of Wonderstein.

Thanks to this absurd trait of always maintaining composure and only smiling, I could appear composed even when I wanted to scream inside.

“Anyway, can you tell us what the plan is?” Ella asked. “What’s the scheme?”

“Scheme?” She made a displeased expression at my simple reply.

“What are you going to do now? You said we might find some money here when we came.”

“The Vergsong heiress is quite wealthy.”

Ella raised her head. Her short black hair swayed slightly.

“If she’s wealthy, so what? Judging from the way we’re being treated, it doesn’t seem like there’s much chance of getting anything.”

“We won’t know until we ask.”

“If she were a proper noble, she wouldn’t just give money to a wandering magician who asked for it.”

At that moment, another voice interjected.

“That’s right.”

The reply came from the entrance of the parlour.

A woman with long hair that seemed to emit a green light entered. Her slender frame made her pale skin look almost fragile.

“I apologize for making you wait. We had an unexpected important guest.”

A completely meaningless apology.

I felt my mood sour as soon as I heard it.

Gee, does that mean we’re unimportant guests then?

“I am Anais Vergsong, the lady you mentioned. Are you the person who could cure my illness?”

“…Yes. I am Frank Wonderstein. Nice to meet you, Lady Vergsong.”

I stood up and offered a friendly handshake, but Anais stared at me, completely ignored the gesture, and walked past me to take her seat.

“It seems you may not know etiquette, but Charlotia nobles do not engage in physical contact lightly.”

At times like this, I was truly grateful for being the “smiling man.”

If it had been my usual self, my face would have turned bright red from unexpected provocation, and my expression would have crumbled.

I would have felt self-conscious about reacting to the other person’s provocation.

But now, I was not my usual self.

I am Wonderstein.

I am a smiling man.

“Haha, I didn’t know that. I’m sorry.”

I sat opposite her with a relaxed smile.

She looked at me with a surprised look.

I confidently raised my head and looked at her.

Her appearance reminded me of the one I saw in the game.

The upper body of a person protruding like a tentacle from the head of a giant frog-like monster.

The monster and the person were entangled, as if their skin, veins, and muscles were intertwined, making them seem like one organism.

The person attached to the monster was tearing at her hair, sobbing as if in agony.

I just wanted to be free… to wander the world.

The entire mansion trembled as her cries resonated throughout.

The entire mansion pulsed as if it were a living creature.

The knight drew their swords and prepared themselves, the thieve raised their bows and took a combat stance, and the mage bit down on his staff.

The battle turned the entire mansion into a stage.

With the strength of the knight, they broke through stone walls, the thieve used their bows to bring down decorations, and the mage used his magic to obstruct the monster’s path.

The frog-like monster chased the three of them and followed them to the mansion’s entrance.

Victory was within reach now.

The frog took a deep breath, and its cheeks swelled.

The monster tried to bury the three heroes under the collapsing mansion with an explosive blast of air.

At that moment, the ghost butler appeared on the chandelier in the ceiling.

He struck the chandelier with his staff.

The ornate chandelier adorned with sharp golden decorations and jewels.

It fell onto the monster’s head.

Crash! Thud!

The central axis of the chandelier pierced through the monster’s head, and the chandelier’s decorations and jewels pierced into the person’s body without mercy.

Aah!

Black blood spurted out, and the woman who had merged with the monster let out a sharp scream and crumpled forward.

The ghost butler slowly descended from the ceiling to the floor.

The lower part of the woman’s body, which had been merged with the monster, became loose.

The ghost butler held the fallen woman’s body.

Vergsong smiled faintly at the ghostly figure that caressed her cheek.

Her eyes, which had been filled with madness and bathed in red, returned to those of an ordinary person.

“I’m sorry… I’m sorry, everyone. Thank you, Butler…”


“Now you can rest, Lady Vergsong.”

Vergsong closed her eyes.

The ghost butler bowed to the three heroes.

Soon, his body faded and disappeared.

With that, the prologue stage of TT3, Vergsong Estate, was cleared.

The woman in front of me was not a monster, but a fragile and delicate woman.

“Is the show over now?”

It seemed she misunderstood my gaze.

Her expression became cold.

Next to her, Ella gave me a disdainful look.

I thought I had a serious expression, but the “smiling man” forced me to have only one expression.

A slightly artificial and insincere smile.

I tried to make some excuses, but Anais intervened, extending her hand to stop me.

“Well, it’s over, rude magician. So, what do you think? I heard you have a lot of knowledge about medicine, but can you tell something just by looking?”

“Well, it seems like you have some respiratory problems.”

“Wow, you noticed that I have a respiratory illness just by looking at my appearance? You truly are an amazing person.”

Sssss…

The sound of a pump filled the quiet room.

Anais’s words were filled with sarcasm.

She glared at me with a probing gaze.

“Excuse me, but may I ask which university you studied medicine at?”

“I didn’t attend a university.”

“Then what do you do now?”

I replied with a broad smile.

“I lead a small circus troupe.”

“Ah.”

That “Ah” held a lot of meaning. I could tell from Anais’s expression change.

She let out a loud sigh.

“Another wasted day.”

“Ma-Master…”

The butler looked awkward.

A smirk played on Anais’s face.

“Until now, I’ve been accommodating to the butler’s wishes, but please stop bringing in people like this now. Traveling circus performers… what do they know about anything?”

For a moment, I seriously considered planting the seed of a monster in her. Her words had crossed the line, even considering the difference in status. While I was ignorant of the customs of this world, I could tell from Ella’s reaction that her comment was excessive.

“What’s wrong?”

Ella suddenly stood up.

I quickly raised my hand to stop her.

“Ella, calm down.”

“…Okay.”

She bit her lip and sat back down roughly.

Anais Vergsong.

She was just as I expected.

As I read through the records left behind while investigating Versong Estate stage, I could learn quite a bit about her. She had been fragile since childhood, surrounded by people who worried about her, spending most of her life within this small estate. Thanks to her exceptional intellect, she grew up hearing terms like prodigy and genius, and while handling the affairs of the estate, she gained confidence in her abilities. As a result, she never learned how to build proper human relationships. To her, a friend was someone kind and devoted, and the world was just words and numbers written on paper. Her cynical and sarcastic nature stemmed from there.

Of course, I had no intention of backing down now. I had promised to clear this stage confidently just this morning. If I couldn’t even accomplish a quest like this, how would I endure the next two and a half years?

“Your impatience is quite evident, huh? Well, I do have a way to cure Lady Vergsong’s illness.”

She stared at me intently.

There was a hint of surprise in her eyes.

Well, considering how she had been reacting so far, most people would have found her comments unpleasant.

But I didn’t show any reaction.

My inherent trait, “The Smiling Man,” ensured I never lost my smile regardless of the situation.

Did she find something interesting about my attitude?

After hesitating for a moment, she sat back down.

“Fine. Fool me.”

She gave me a sidelong glance with a pout.

“What’s this method then?”

“It’s my magic.”

“Magic?”

Anais let out a scoff.

“Quite a believable method, I must say. So, what kind of magic is it?”

I smiled at her and replied, “I will replace Lady Vergsong’s lungs. With healthy ones.”

I was quite confident.

In front of me, there was a status window.

The [Evolution Research Lab] showed me a quote for the conditions I had requested.

Trait: Healthy Respiration

Applied Area: Lungs

Effect: Replace with normal lungs.

Cost: [Debulroots x8]

“Replacing the lungs… Are you serious? There’s no way something like that is possible!”

The looks they gave me were full of disbelief. Even I, having experienced modern medicine, found it hard to believe that you could simply swap out human organs like spare parts.

Ella, the only one who seemed nervous, nodded slightly.

She must have seen Wonderstein’s power up close and knew what it was capable of.

Anais, after scrutinizing me for a while, finally spoke.

“So, what do you need? Can you use that magic right now?”

“Of course. I can do it right now.”

Anais stood up and placed her hands on her hips.

She looked down at me with a haughty expression and said, “Alright. Go ahead and try it. If you can really cure my illness, I’ll grant the conditions you requested from the butler.”

That was surprisingly easy!

For my first quest, at least. It was practically a freebie.

I thought it would be over with just a few words exchanged.

I extended my hand. Activating the Biomancer skill was simple. I didn’t even need to memorize any spells.

Just…

Just…

…Damn it.

I stopped my actions.

“What’s the matter? Do you need to charge mana or something to use it, is that the pattern?”

I couldn’t bring myself to respond to her teasing.

Wonderstein’s ability.

To use it, there was a condition.

A very simple condition, but…

“Lady Wonderstein, my magic requires physical contact with the target… their… bare skin…”

My words made Anais furrow her brow slightly.

‘Weren’t Charlotia’s nobles cautious about physical contact?’

Fortunately, she obediently extended her hand.

But I wasn’t pleased at all.

It was just that much, not enough to make me flustered.

I nodded.

“You need to touch a location close to the affected area.”

“Affected area? Where should you touch…”

Anais couldn’t continue her sentence.

The expressions of everyone in the room stiffened.

It’s a serious situation.


This is about treating an illness.

I tried to maintain my composure by putting myself under a trance.

But my efforts were in vain.

“May I touch you?”

The smiling man smiled.
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It was not surprising that mocking nobles could lead to trouble.

“Guards, escort this man out immediately!”

Sharp shouts and the sound of military boots briefly echoed through the mansion.

“A perverted magician like this!”

“For now… lock him up in the dungeon!”

Wonderstein and Ella were led away by the soldiers and confined to the underground dungeon of the mansion.

“I had good intentions, but I didn’t expect it to turn out like this.”

Wonderstein lowered his head and sat on the prison bed.

“In such a situation, it’s no wonder they’re upset. I wonder if they’ll listen seriously or not.”

Even now, he was smiling as he spoke.

Ella was becoming increasingly irritated.

Was everything just a joke to that guy?

The girl muttered to herself.

A crazy devil.

“Traveling with you probably shaved a few years off my life.”

Ella sighed and sat on the bed.

On the opposite side, Wonderstein was sitting by the barred window.

He smiled broadly as he looked at her.

“Is the situation really that serious?”

“If you’re asking that… well, it’s not really a big deal. Not a major crime. At most, we’ll spend the night here and then be thrown out of the mansion by the soldiers. The most serious situation is having to continue our poor journey… No, wait a minute, you…!”

She seemed to recall something, and her complexion turned pale.

“You’re not planning to do anything to the people in the mansion, are you?”

“Hehe, what do you mean by ‘anything’?”

He chuckled with a smirk.

That disgusting guy!

He always followed this pattern!

His friendly laughter and mild tone were just his mask.

Even when insulted, he took it without any reaction.

But at the moment when his opponent let their guard down…

He revealed his true self.

She remembered how the townspeople who had been rude to him had ended up.

It would have been better if they had been killed.

But they had become something worse than dead.

People turned into something that was no longer human.

The eyes of those who had begged her to kill them still haunted her.

Ella’s pupils were filled with fear.

The devil couldn’t harm her because of the contract.

That’s why she could be rude and disrespectful to him.

But it was different for others.

He could play with and kill anyone else.

She was afraid of that.

“Ah.”

Wonderstein also realized what she was worried about.

The atrocities committed by Wonderstein were often seen in the game.

A mad devil who treated humans like toys.

Despite that, he maintained polite language and a contradictory kindness.

Such a unique charisma was the driving force behind his potential appearance as the final boss in the three-part series.

A figure symbolizing the identity of TTT alongside the three main characters.

But he wasn’t that now.

He didn’t have the ability to turn people into monsters or kill them just because he felt like it.

He didn’t have such powers to begin with.

He was just an ordinary human with a mere ten Debulroots.

Wonderstein looked at Ella, who was showing hostility towards him.

Once again, he couldn’t reveal his weakness.

If the current him were to be exposed as an incapable, ordinary human…

“Kill the demon!”

“Let’s fight for our freedom!”

The image of members wielding weapons and rushing at him came to his mind.

And also himself, helplessly falling to them.

To avoid that, he had to somehow continue to play the usual Wonderstein.

Brazen and self-assured.

Wonderstein attempted his self-hypnosis, which had failed once before.

“Hehe, I understand what Ella is worried about. But you don’t have to worry too much. I haven’t given up on securing Lady Anais’s sponsorship yet. Even if I have to, I won’t do anything to harm the people here.”

The progression had already deviated from the original work.

However, the quest window was still active.

That meant there was still an opportunity.

He could roughly guess what it might be.

Ella looked at him sceptically.

“Just give up. Lady Anais probably won’t meet you again.”

“I still have a chance.”

“How? Are you going to force your way in?”

“If necessary, yes.”

“You…!”

Ella’s expression turned hostile.

Wonderstein raised his hand to calm her.

“I used the term ‘force,’ but I won’t do anything harmful to the people in this mansion. So don’t worry too much.”

Ella pursed her lips and grumbled.

“…Really?”

“Hehe, can’t you trust my word?”

“…You bastard.”


“So just relax and rest. Don’t worry about unnecessary things.”

She glared at him for a moment before going to a corner and lying down.

She went to great lengths for others.

She was a good kid.

Wonderstein smirked and soon became lost in his thoughts.

There was a reason he had mentioned that he wouldn’t harm the people in the mansion.

He remembered the faces he had seen as he was dragged out of the reception room by the soldiers.

A man with a neat beard and a flushed complexion.

“No, what’s going on here?”

“Oh, Uncle. It’s nothing, really. Just some scammers.”

Anais had called that man “Uncle.”

The important guest who had suddenly appeared today was undoubtedly him.

Wonderstein remembered his face.

Pierre Mopasan.

He was one of the characters who appeared in the prologue stage of TT3.

And if he was the same person he had seen in the game, something bad would happen tonight in this mansion.

Quest Objective: Secure sponsorship from Lady Anais Vergsong.

The quest wasn’t about “curing Lady Anais’s illness,” but rather “securing sponsorship.”

As long as he could somehow show Lady Anais some favour…

Wonderstein lay on the bed quietly, waiting for the night.

***

Anais knew that she was special.

She easily understood books that even adults found difficult.

She could easily see the logical connections between numbers and figures.

Living confined in the mansion was frustrating, but she didn’t dislike a life where she was treated like a princess.

The saying that life is difficult without everyone’s care could be reversed to say that she was so special that she received everyone’s care.

The machine that always followed behind her symbolized that specialness.

Who else could afford a machine more expensive than an entire mansion?

Who else could afford to eat nutrition meals as expensive as gold every meal?

She was a special existence.

A young lady who would spend her entire life confined in the mansion.

A young lady who had to rely on machines to live.

Pitying glances from the servants and maids.

Humph. They can babble on about their own sympathy all they want.

Am I the one to be pitied?

You suffer because you don’t have a few pennies, and you say my life is pitiable?

I am not pitiable at all.

I am a noble.

I am rich.

I am a genius.

I am special.

I am…

Haah.

Haah. Haah.

Anais covered her face with her hands.

It’s stifling!

I’m so frustrated I could go crazy!

The oxygen mask covering her nose and mouth!

She wanted to rip it off right now!

She wanted to feel the outside air!

Anger boiled up within her due to the stifling feeling.

“I am special. I am special.”

She repeated these words to herself several times a day.

She kept reminding herself continuously.

But this was self-deception.

The thoughts she had just conjured up weren’t her true feelings.

What she truly wanted wasn’t this sense of “specialness.”

She wanted to breathe freely.

She wanted to eat whatever she desired.

She wanted to go wherever she pleased.

She didn’t need to be hailed as a genius.

She wanted to share her warmth with someone she loved…

But would such a day ever come?

Anais looked at her slender arms and legs revealed through her nightgown.

Her body, sickly and pale to the point where veins were visible.

Metal tubes inserted into her back in various places.

A wretched sight.

Just looking in the mirror made her feel depressed.

Who could possibly love a woman like her?

Many men approached her.

But they were all despicable individuals.

Their excuses varied, but they all wanted her money.

Claiming they could cure her illness or whispering sweet nothings about love.

They were all the same kind of ordinary humans.

“May I touch you?”

However, she never expected a man who would use both of those lines at once.

First, pretending to cure her illness, then suddenly trying to touch her body.

That too, my…

Her face turned beet red.

Such a perverted person.

The way he approached her was despicable.

Until now, the noble gentlemen who had proposed to her had at least maintained their dignity…

But in their own ways, they all tried to impress her…

“I have a way to cure Lady Anais.”

A shameless liar.

Regarding his appearance… well, among the faces she had seen so far, his was the most decent.

But judging by his actions…

Her face had turned red.

What a pervert.

His methods of approach were vile as well.

But the audacity in his actions was what irritated her the most.

“Pleased to meet you. I am Frank Wonderstein.”

From the first moment she saw him, something about him didn’t sit right with her.

He exuded more femininity than herself in both his skin and actions.

And that nauseating smile and simpering tone!

It was evident that he lived off his looks and charm.

An extroverted, party-loving kind of man, the polar opposite of herself, who was confined in the mansion, immersed in the scent of paper and ink.

Certainly, he had met many women outside.

But he was an individual who lived in a completely different world from her.

There were many men who came to the mansion and proposed to her.

But she couldn’t help but feel frustrated by the way he approached her.

“Thump.”

She still couldn’t calm down.

It was because of that damn machine.

Anais kicked her blanket with frustration.

Today of all days, this should not have happened again.

She should have told her uncle about that man immediately…

That man…

What should she do?

Ugh…

Anais shook her head.

No, this won’t do. My thoughts are getting longer.

I need to sleep. I have a lot to do tomorrow.

Let’s think about tomorrow’s tasks tomorrow.

Get up at the set time, work at the set time, and go to bed at the set time.

But today, why can’t I fall asleep?

The machine is not making any noise right now…

Wait… the machine’s noise…?

Anais listened carefully for any sounds from the adjacent room. While she slept, the machine was placed outside the room, and they connected it through a pipe under the door. Even though the pump’s sound was usually quite loud, she couldn’t hear it at all now.

Five minutes a day.

Just five minutes of rest for the machine before midnight, during which it cooled down its power source and performed a self-diagnostic check. During this time, the machine’s functions temporarily stopped, but it didn’t affect her breathing significantly because the diaphragm was capable of moving on its own due to inertia.

She never consciously noticed these operations that occurred while she was asleep, and they usually went unnoticed.

But today, she was awake.

The machine had stopped for more than ten minutes.

She had heard the midnight chime about five minutes ago.

Normally, the machine should have resumed its operation by now.

Less than twenty minutes remained if that statement was true.

Anais struggled to get out of bed. Her body was uncooperative. She thought the drowsiness was a signal to sleep, but it wasn’t. Her breathing was gradually slowing down.

Anais grabbed the cord by her bedside. It was a call bell for the maid. When you pulled it, a maid would enter within ten seconds.

However, today was truly a day of distrust regarding statistics.

The door did not open.

Could she be fetching a late-night snack? Or perhaps…

“No, if she had been on duty properly, she would have known that the machine had stopped!”

Anais began to move, determined not to passively wait for death.

“To the next room…”

The next room contained a manually operated artificial respiration device for emergencies. If the maids took turns pumping, she would have enough time until the mechanic arrived.

Anais leaned on the door handle as if her life depended on it and pulled.

Creak.

Through the flickering light, she saw the living room. The roaring fireplace and the softly illuminated room, just as usual. A maid lying on the sofa, sleeping as if she were dead. The artificial respiration machine had stopped.

So far, everything was as expected.

But tonight, once again, she was confronted with the limitations of statistics.

There was a person in the living room she had never imagined.


He sat there, examining a pocket watch, and clicked his tongue.

“Oops. It would have been better if you had just quietly gone to sleep.”

Anais stood there, unable to move, for a moment.

Why… Why was he here?

“Uncle Pierre…?”
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Title: TT3 Prologue Stage – Complete Walkthrough

Author: Torch Dancer

Hello.

I’m Torch Dancer.

The TT3 complete walkthrough series has now reached TT3, before the prologue, so the content isn’t too long, and we can wrap it up in just one episode.

First, let’s take a look at the table of contents.

Full Map and Item Locations

Main Quests

Mansion Cleanup

Defeat Airdra

Defeat Anais Vergsong

Side Quests

Collect Anais’s Diary

The Maid’s Final Meal

The Man Who Couldn’t Leave Prison

Birthday Gift for the Daughter

Support Characters

Porsche Kyeong

Hunting Dog Mars

Endings

If You Don’t Receive the Kill Switch

If You Receive the Kill Switch

2-1) Defeat Airdra

After completing “Mansion Cleanup” as part of Ghost Butler’s request in the side quest, “2-1) Mansion Cleanup,” you won’t be able to find the “Anais Room Key.”

The Ghost Butler suggests that the key might have been swallowed by the “monster in the annex.”

Head to the annex.

Here, you’ll encounter soldier monsters stronger than the maids and butlers.

Just be cautious of the ones in armour.

Defeat them reasonably, and when you reach the last room, you’ll encounter Airdra.

Somewhere… a creature resembling a digging machine?

A form that combines biology and machinery…

A long neck…

As you collect the side quest items, “Anais’s Diary,” you’ll learn about the identity of this creature.

It used to be a machine used before Anais’s illness was cured.

A machine to assist with breathing…

An artificial respirator?

I’ve been feeling this way for a while, but the science in this world is quite erratic…

Anyway, since it’s a fusion of an artificial respirator and a monster, it uses wind-based skills.

This is essentially a boss battle.

Once Anais reaches the entrance, the Ghost Butler event will trigger, and it will end automatically.

[Stage 1: Inhalation]

Basically, this creature attacks by swinging its neck.

It’s a simple 3-beat pattern that’s easy to dodge.

After attacking a few times, the creature will use “Inhalation.”

*Make sure you’ve picked up any necessary items beforehand!!

Objects in the vicinity are sucked into the creature’s mouth like a vacuum cleaner.

Use the knight’s “Push” skill to quickly escape its range.

Otherwise, you’ll be dragged in within an instant.

Then, move away from the knight and wait outside his attack range for the inhalation to end.

Do not attempt to shoot arrows as a rogue. Due to the creature’s steel exterior, all damage is reduced by half.

This creature is a prologue mob, but it’s an elite, so it has 300 health points.

Our equipment is just basic equipment.

To kill it with a sword, you need to strike 120 times, and to kill it with arrows, you need to shoot 300 times.

It’s just easier to follow the walkthrough.

Anyway, after Inhalation, the creature will open its mouth wide and begin spewing breath.

At some point, Anais escaped to the entrance, and the Ghost Butler event will end automatically.

[Stage 2: Exhalation]

This time, Airdra exhales wind.

Before that, the creature will attack by swinging its neck several times. In this phase, it performs a 3-beat pattern with one big swing at the end.

When the creature is preparing to exhale, use the magician’s “Barrier” skill.

Simply create it, and you’ll be pushed back, so use pillars or columns to lean on and create a dome shape.

Wait for the creature’s exhalation to end.

Furthermore, when it starts breathing deeply,

Switch to the knight and use the “Push” skill to get close to the creature’s mouth and thrust your sword into it.

Here, the fire arrow won’t work.

Earlier, it sucked in air, but now it’s exhaling air. When we breathe heavily, we open our mouths wide, and when we exhale, we close them slightly, right? So, it’s hard to find the right angle to insert the fire arrow into its throat.

Anyway, keep repeating this pattern to accumulate 100 damage, and the creature will enter pattern 3.

[Stage 3: Brainstorm]

With two-thirds of its health gone, this creature goes berserk.

Now, it’s not a 3-beat but a 6-beat pattern. It attacks twice quickly on the 4th and 5th beats.

Simultaneously, it starts spewing lightning on the ground, making it impossible to get close.

Use the rogue’s double jump to step on the decorations on the wall and approach it.

See the creature’s head area?

There’s the core of this creature, which was once an artificial respirator.

Climb up to the 3rd-floor decoration shelf by stepping on the wall, switch to the magician, and create a barrier in a “T” shape around the creature’s neck like a collar.

Just like in TT1 and TT2, our magician’s barrier also has “mass.”

You can solve weight-reduction puzzles with the barrier and even create bridges to cross traps.

After putting on 3-4 barrier pieces in this “T” shape, the creature’s neck will break without being able to overcome the weight.

Then, as you plunge its head into the ground while it’s spewing lightning, the machine’s core takes 100 damage, and the creature falls.


Afterward, it will spit out the “Anais’s Room Key.”

*Alternative Method

The above method is the standard strategy for the mansion stage.

However, as is typical of this game, there are hidden strategies.

After the opening, instead of going straight to the mansion, explore the village thoroughly. You’ll find a character named “Pierre Mopasan” under a tree behind the inn.

Speak to him.

“She was my nephew by blood but I treated like a daughter. She called me Uncle and followed me all around.”

“That monster… for five minutes before midnight, he sleeps. The original machine did the same. If you use ‘this’ while the monster is asleep, you can defeat it.”

“[Received the ‘Kill Switch.’]”

After receiving the switch, roughly set up a “camp” in the village or in front of the mansion, and choose to “rest” to advance time automatically.

Then, when you enter the mansion at the right time, the monster will be sleeping inside the annex.

Whirring… whooo…

Inspect the panel of the machine core,

Do you see the orange burn message?

“[Equipment is being checked.]”

Open the connection terminal below the panel, use the “Kill Switch” given by the man, and activate it. This will end the strategy.

Zi-zi… Zi-zi…

“Th-this… equipment… is… che… cking… the… sys… tem…”

Whirring… Kung!

Again, the “Anais’s Room Key” comes out of its mouth.

Afterward, return to the main mansion and unlock the sealed Anais’s room door to enter the final boss battle.

Once the boss battle is over, it will automatically transition to the ending, so be sure to complete the side quests and recruit support characters before entering.

Endings

5-1) If You Don’t Receive the Kill Switch

In the place where the ghost butler disappeared, there remains a scrap note with newspaper articles.

It compiles news about people who had received “help” from Wonderstein in various parts of the world and turned into monsters.

And there’s a rumour collected from an island in the Caribbean that says, “He has resurrected the dead.”

It seems the butler did some investigation in his own way.

Could it be another resurrection angle?

5-2) If You Receive the Kill Switch

After the boss battle, Pierre Mopasan opens the mansion’s door and enters.

He looks at the deceased Anais’s body and sheds a tear for a moment.

Then, he stands up and starts talking about Wonderstein. (Wonderstein is everywhere…)

“I’ve seen Wonderstein too. On the day Wonderstein visited this mansion, I was here too.”

“Do you know? The ‘Kill Switch’ I originally gave you was meant to be used at midnight that day.”

“That’s right. On that day, I came here to kill Anais. I was going to disguise it as an ‘accident.'”

“Wonderstein used his mysterious power to heal Anais, so I couldn’t even try…”

“I could feel it with a merchant’s intuition. Behind his friendly smile, there’s something chilling.”

“Oh, why was I trying to kill my niece, you ask? Well, that’s…”

***

“Uncle Pierre…?”

Her uncle looked at her with a cold expression, an unfamiliar face, yet familiar in a different way. His face lacked the usual warm smile and affectionate gaze.

“Uncle… Why are you here?”

“Because you became an obstacle.”

“What…?”

“It’s me, Anais. It’s me.”

He placed a stack of documents he had been holding onto the table. It was the information he had taken to investigate during the day.

“Do you understand what I’m saying? If you’re as smart as they say you are, you should.”

A traitor within the inner ranks closely associated with pirates. She knew that only a few of the employees in the highest ranks could pull off something like that.

She thought that someone at the top of the company was involved… could it be?

The person she trusted more than anyone else…

“Why did you suddenly come today of all days?”

“I heard the report that you were investigating the Froland branch. I rushed here as soon as I found out you had finally learned about the ‘island.'”

“A person who dedicated their life to the company… why?”

Pierre’s lips twisted as he spoke with disdain.

Pierre got up from his seat.

“And as for the machine… Well, IMT’s engineers… they should be more humble. In the Underground Guild, there are talents just as exceptional as they are.”

Pierre fiddled with the Kill Switch in his hand and put it in his pocket.

He looked at his fallen niece for a moment, feeling a pang of guilt, but he quickly hardened his heart.

“I’m sorry, but there’s no other way.”

“Ugh…”

Her breathing was so laboured that it was almost impossible to control her body.

Her limbs went weak, and her muscles trembled with spasms.

It was the suffocation she hadn’t experienced in 15 years.

She couldn’t even scream.

Sweat dripped profusely from her back and forehead.

“How much did I suffer when I was just 5 years old?”

Tears flowed from her eyes.

“While she was was dozing off, the machine malfunctioned in such a way that you suffocated.”

“Ugh…”

“But don’t worry. I just gave the maid a light sleeping pill.”

Blue lines gradually spread on Anais’s pale skin.

The onset of cyanosis had begun.

Pierre picked up a scroll from the table.

Now all he had to do was wait for the unfortunate news in his own bedroom.

Pierre glanced at Anais for a moment with a complicated expression before passing her by.

Tears flowed down her cheeks.

Her life was built on such a fragile foundation, like a sandcastle that would crumble with just one accident.

Even her genius intellect and her influence in the business world couldn’t help in a situation like this.

Anais closed her eyes.

If it was to be an accident, she won’t be a burden to the people who had loved and cared for her, even if it was the last bit of consideration she could offer.

It was all she could do.

And so, at the moment when she accepted death…

Creak.

The door opened.

Cold night air flowed into the room.

Anais instinctively raised her head.

Her tear-soaked irises quivered.

A corridor where the moonlight had settled.

There, a black shadow stood.

She blinked once, and his figure became clearer.

Tall stature, a sturdy physique, and dazzling blonde hair that fluttered in the cold breeze.


His pale face was like a work of art, exuding calmness and enjoyment.

“It’s not too late, is it?”

Frank Wonderstein.

He smiled at Anais.

“Miss Anais?”
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Today, Pierre aims for his niece’s life. It was an opportunity to save Anais’s life and repay the favour. Despite being an enemy, Pierre was just one person. He was a typical merchant character with no remarkable combat abilities. The only problem was that I was in a similar situation. I had ten Debulroots, which represented all the resources I had. I needed to find a way to resolve the situation with these.

“I need to leave eight Debulroots. I might need them for Anais’s treatment in case of an emergency. I have to overcome this challenge with just two Debulroots.”

Normally, investing in basic attributes like muscle strength, tissue hardness, and cell regeneration, which contribute to things like RPG games, made sense. But this wasn’t a game; it was a real and urgent situation. To solve the problem, I needed abilities that were immediately useful.

“I should wait until Pierre takes action before making my move.”

If I were to break into Anais’s room before the designated time, it would only confirm the suspicions of being a pervert. Pierre’s intentions lacked evidence until he took action. The problem was how to escape this prison with just two Debulroots.

Koo… Koo…

In the cell across from me, Ella was sleeping on a makeshift bed. She had turned her back to me and was now facing this way.

Thanks to her confident plea for help to Wonderstein, she appeared mature, but seeing her sound asleep, she looked like an ordinary girl.

“Member Management.”

An interface appeared before me, similar to TTT’s interface. The “Party Management” window for managing support characters had been replaced by a “Member Management” window.

I selected the topmost entry from the list of members’ statuses.

Name: Ella

Age: 16

Affection: 0 (Next Reward: Affection 15)

Title: Assistant Ringmaster

Occupation: Beast Tamer

Dub: Pigeon

Chick: Mouse

Traits: None

The profile window was similar to that of support characters. In the end, I needed to raise the affection of the members to gain their assistance. But this might not be easy, considering the image Wonderstein had built up.

“Raising pigeons and mice?”

Despite being called a Beast Tamer, these were rather modest animals. However, they might prove to be more useful than lions or elephants when quietly escaping from prison.

I checked the time through the status window. With this, I didn’t need to carry around a heavy pocket watch.

It was past 11 PM. It was time to make a move. I got up from the bed and approached the iron bars.

The guards had already gone to the break room and were probably snoring. There was no need to be on high alert here; it wasn’t a prison, and we weren’t major criminals.

I tapped on the bars.

“Ella, wake up.”

“Ugh…”

Ella tossed and turned in her bed. She had initially turned her back to me but had somehow twisted her body this way.

“Ella, it’s time to get up.”

“Ugh… I want to sleep a bit more…”

Ella groaned and complained, sounding like a child. Strands of hair stuck to one of her cheeks and fell down slowly.

“Ella, wake up.”

“Ugh… I don’t want to…”

She whined like a child, rubbing her eyes. Her voice seemed reluctant.

I called her name in a louder voice.

She blinked her eyes, realizing where she was and who had called her.

Her expression turned cold.

“What are you doing? I was sleeping so peacefully…”

“I’m sorry for waking you up from a nap.”

“Hmph.”

She glanced at me and yawned.

“What time is it?”

“It’s 11:15.”

“Eleven…? Have I been sleeping that long?”

Ella sat up abruptly from her bed, looking around, but there were no clues to indicate the time. This was an underground prison, and it didn’t matter whether it was day or night.

“Actually, it’s still night-time. You’ve only been asleep for three hours, Ella.”

“11 PM? That’s why I felt so heavy.”

She stretched herself out, and the sound of her body awakening could be heard.

“Why did you wake me up in the middle of the night?”

Ella rubbed her sleepy eyes and scratched her head, looking at me with puzzled eyes.

“We need to get out of here.”

“What?”

“To do that, I need Ella’s help. And please answer quietly. The guard might wake up.”

Ella glanced around cautiously and then came closer to the bars, whispering.

“Suddenly, what’s all this about? Getting out? Escaping?”

“Yes. There’s something urgent we need to take care of. We have to leave right now.”

“What urgent matter… Wait a minute. Aren’t you here to help these people too?”

I quickly reassured her.

“No, Ella, it’s not what you think. It’s the opposite. I’m here to help these people. Tonight, it’s Anais’s life that’s in danger. We have to go now.”

I tried to look as desperate as possible, but the “Smiling Man” trait offered no compromise when it came to control over my facial muscles.

Without even looking in the mirror, I could sense it. There was a mischievous smile on my face.

Ella’s face grew even more suspicious. Damn that Smiling Man!

She was becoming even more distrustful of me, and I hesitated for a moment.

However, I soon understood her feelings. Wonderstein’s “help” often involved horrific modifications, and if Ella had been by his side all this time, she must have seen many victims of his experiments. My words could easily be misunderstood.

Convincing her was hopeless, so I decided to take a different approach.

“Hehe, should I use force then? If it’s better for some people to get hurt…?”

If Wonderstein deliberately attacked, then dealing with these bars would be no problem at all. I could easily crush the entire mansion.

Of course, I didn’t have that kind of power…

Initially, it was more effective to threaten her with this kind of false intimidation than to persuade her honestly, considering that she saw me as an untrustworthy opponent.

“You devil…”

Ella glared at me with eyes filled with hatred. Her anger and contempt for Wonderstein were palpable.

She clenched her lips and took something out of her pocket.

Squeak.

It was a white mouse. Wasn’t its name “Chick”?

Ella placed the mouse on her palm and whispered something to it, seemingly directed at me.

The mouse seemed to understand her words, listening attentively. As soon as she finished speaking, it immediately sprang into action, coming down from Ella’s leg like a slide and quickly escaping through the bars.

Because of the angle of my prison cell, I couldn’t see the mouse enter the guard’s room.

Could the mouse really bring back the key?


Both Ella and I were silently waiting for the mouse’s return.

Ding, dong.

The sound of keys dropping on the floor! Simultaneously, the snoring stopped abruptly. Ella and I made eye contact.

Had we been caught?

A few coughs from the guard followed a moment later.

Drung, drung.

The guard fell asleep once more.

It seemed like the mouse had been waiting for this.

Ella was anxiously patting her gloved hand.

The intelligent little creature, huh.

The sound of keys being dragged along the floor was heard again.

The sound was much quieter this time.

The mouse was placed down on Ella’s open palm.

“Well done. Good boy. I’ll give you some sunflower seeds when we get out.”

We silently escaped from the cell.

Finding Anais’s room was relatively easy.

It was similar to tracing the traces of “Airdra” in the game.

Searching for the marks of wheels on the floor.

Unlike the game, which had become a ruin, the mansion was well-maintained. However, hiding the accumulated traces of over a dozen years was not easy.

The wheel marks were concentrated in one direction.

That must be Anais’s bedroom.

The difficult part was avoiding the gaze of the guards and servants.

Fortunately, Ella’s powers were useful here as well.

Using mice and birds for reconnaissance, we could track the movements of the mansion’s occupants.

So, we waited, avoiding people’s eyes.

The corridors where people rarely walked.

Both of us stood in the shadows.

There were no lights around, no light from the windows either.

It was so dark that even if someone passed right in front of us, it would be difficult for them to notice us.

Whooosh.

The corridor was quite cold. It was still early spring, and the temperature fluctuations were significant.

A chilly breeze continued to caress our feet.

Ella hugged herself, shivering.

“How many minutes are left now?”

“20 minutes.”

“Only 5 minutes have passed?”

With every word Ella spoke, a white breath escaped her mouth.

Even I, a grown man, felt cold, let alone a teenage girl like Ella.

Hmm, should I try some goodwill?

I took off my suit jacket and put it over her.

“What…?”

Ella blinked her eyes in surprise, looking at me.

Her pupils were filled with astonishment and confusion.

She simply couldn’t believe it.

“What are you doing with that jacket?”

Ella tried to take the jacket I was putting over her and throw it away.

“Shh, shh. Please be quiet.”

“What…!”

I put my hand over her mouth to prevent her from yelling.

Her attempt to escape and my attempt to restrain her turned into a brief struggle.

Her resistance was quickly subdued.

Even though my body hadn’t undergone any modifications, there was still a significant difference in size between an adult man and a teenage girl.

“Hey, what are you doing…!”

“Please be quiet.”

“Hey…!”

I covered her mouth with my hand, holding her arms and waist with one arm each. Our bodies struggled back and forth.

Then, she used her remaining two legs to kick my groin.

I wanted to cry tears of pain and scream in agony, but the smiling man wouldn’t allow it.

“Hehe, this really hurts.”

His laughter seemed to mock her, making him appear like a heartless villain, even to himself.

She glared at me with fury in her eyes, her determination to shout evident in her gritted teeth.

“Ugh, ugh, ugh!”

“If you stay quiet, I might let you go,” he said.

“Ugh, ugh!”

It seemed persuasion was futile.

I lowered my voice and whispered, “Ella Yang, if anyone comes here, we’ll have no choice but to eliminate the witnesses.”

“Ugh…”

She shot me a resentful look, and gradually, her struggling subsided.

Threats were indeed effective.

I released my grip on her arm. “Do you agree?”

“Ugh…”

Ella, now freed from her restraints, moved away from me.

She took a handkerchief from her pocket and began wiping the part of her face that my hand had touched.

“What kind of stunt is this?” she asked.

“You were being too noisy. I had no choice,” I replied with a smirk.

Ella glared at me, clearly not pleased.

After she finished wiping my face, she suddenly extended her hand to me.

“Come here,” she said.

“What for?”

Without a word, she grabbed my wrist, the hand that had been covering her mouth.

His hand was damp from her breath and saliva.

“It’s unpleasant,” she said.

Ella wrapped my hand with the handkerchief and meticulously wiped away the moisture, focusing on each finger joint.

Then, she confidently tossed the damp handkerchief out the window.

It was a clear expression of not wanting to use what my hands had touched again.

I chuckled inwardly.

“I didn’t expect to be so disliked for just lending you a jacket.”

“You’re not the kind of person who would do this out of kindness. What do you want?”

She shot me a sharp look.

Do you think I am doing this to gain some favour? Why!

I bit back the words I wanted to say and replied with a brazen smile.

“There was no other intention. I just thought Ella looked cold.”

“You’re joking, right? It’s not that… it’s just a little chilly. I don’t need it. Take it back.”

When Ella tried to take off the jacket again, I calmly pushed her shoulder.

“You’re keeping it on.”

“It’s not cold, so why… What’s your game?”

“There’s no game.”

“Don’t mess with me.”

“Or are you going to make a big fuss again? I can use a little more force if needed.”

I whispered threateningly while looking at her face.

I knew that at times like this, Wonderstein’s smile looked very wicked.

Ella bit her lip as she glanced at me.

“You devil.”

“I heard your thanks loud and clear.”

Ella shrugged off the jacket again and turned away from me.

The suit jacket was long enough to reach her thighs.

She looked much warmer than before.

The trembling had stopped.

However, she seemed more wary than grateful for some reason.

When I checked the status window, the affinity gauge was still stuck at zero.

Is this the result of Wonderstein’s reputation?

I rolled my tongue at her hostile attitude.

If even someone like her is acting this way, how should I deal with the other members of this mansion?

I’ll have to think about it.

Then, something white came running down the hallway towards us.

Squeak, squeak.

It was Dub, the scout I had sent.

“Someone’s coming.”

Ella quickly caught the bird and put it in her pocket.

We heard footsteps approaching from the other end of the hallway.

“I didn’t hear anything.”

“No, that was definitely a human voice.”

It must be the patrolling soldiers.

They probably heard our scuffle.

They shone their flashlights all over the corridor and came towards our location.

“What should we do?”

“For now, let’s avoid them.”

“Okay.”

Ella seemed relieved that my decision wasn’t to fight the soldiers.

We cautiously walked to the opposite corridor, avoiding any exposure to the light.

Unfortunately, we ran into another patrol on the way.

In our efforts to evade the guards’ searches, we ended up circling the mansion almost entirely.

We arrived at the chamber of secrets past midnight.

I checked the time on the status window.

It was 12:14 AM.

Fortunately, the quest was still active.

I opened the door.

Creak.

Inside the room, there were three people: Anais, Pierre, and the maid.

The maid had fallen asleep on the couch, and Pierre, who seemed to be leaving the room, hastily stepped back when he saw me.

Anais had collapsed on the floor, looking pale, and she gazed up at me with a distressed expression.


She seemed to be alive.

Thank goodness.

“It’s not too late, is it?”

I smiled at her.

“Lady Anais?”
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The sudden appearance of an entirely unexpected figure.

Anais was taken aback, and Pierre was equally surprised, not knowing what to do.

Contrasting against his pitch-black suit was his fair skin and dazzling golden hair.

His appearance in the moonlight exuded an eerie charm.

His relaxed smile, inappropriate for the tense situation, added to the strange atmosphere.

Anais couldn’t take her eyes off him, as if she were captivated by him.

Am I dreaming?

Is this a hallucination due to oxygen deprivation?

Just moments ago, she had been ready to give up everything.

But now, she was desperately lifting her head.

That man is right there.

The man you thought of as…

She bit her lip tightly.

Don’t cry.

Don’t cry already.

There’s no evidence of anything.

Don’t get your hopes up.

Don’t rely on people.

You saw it, didn’t you?

How the person you trusted the most changed.

It’s your uncle.

Pierre, your beloved uncle, wanted to kill you.

What kind of irresistible offer could it have been?

Why did you betray me, Uncle?

Why do you want to kill me?

Was everything fake from the beginning?

Did you never consider me family?

That man is probably the same.

He only intends to use you.

Look!

He’s smiling.

He’s smiling while you’re in so much pain.

He enjoys seeing you suffer.

Amidst her tangled thoughts, Anais’ consciousness became hazy.

“W-who are you… ugh!”

Pierre, who had been stepping back hesitantly, stopped with his foot caught on a table.

“I’m falling behind in a retreat?”

Pierre swallowed hard.

He felt a dangerous aura emanating from that man.

The man briefly scanned Anais’ condition and greeted Pierre.

“We met briefly earlier, didn’t we? I’m Frank Wonderstein, the ringmaster of the wandering monster circus.”

An overly cheerful voice that didn’t suit the situation.

It was as if they had crossed paths while taking a night-time stroll in the garden.

In an instant, the tension dissipated, and Pierre felt himself growing weak and nearly collapsing.

What’s going on? What’s this situation? What does he know?

Wait, if he’s from the wandering circus…

“Oh, you mean the one who was imprisoned during the day…?”

“Oh, I escaped.”

Wonderstein replied shamelessly, as if asking what was wrong with that.

But Pierre was even more astonished by his next words.

“Because there was information that you were targeting Lady Anais’s life. You were planning to sabotage the machine and stage an accident to disguise it as a death, right?”

Wonderstein casually revealed his secret.

Most people would be more flustered in such a situation.

But Pierre, on the contrary, suddenly regained his composure.

The change in the situation actually made him calmer.

Like a reflex honed through countless crises.

He quickly assessed the situation of his opponent.

A wandering circus magician.

Was his argument with Anais all an act?

No, that wasn’t it.

She seems surprised too right now.

Above all, he didn’t bring the butler or anyone else.

How did he know and find his way here?

A seer? Clairvoyance? Precognition?

If he’s a magician, it could be possible.

Among artists and acrobats, there are often people who display strange powers.

But no matter what.

The situation is in his favour.

“I see.”

Pierre casually turned his waist.

It was to hide his hand going into his pocket from the opponent’s view.

“Yes, I did.”

In his pocket was a weapon he had purchased not long ago.

A robust revolver with the latest technology from the Deloros Republic, the Colviper S32.

It was a weapon he carried for self-defense, as it was difficult to inflict harm on knights in armor or mages with protective shields.

But it was sufficient for a surprise attack.

“Um, excuse me… Are you okay?”

Is she the magician’s assistant?

A girl who couldn’t be more than in her late teens approached Anais.

A girl of similar age to his daughter.


He hesitated for a brief moment.

But that moment didn’t even last a second.

Pierre drew his revolver and shouted.

“Guards!”

All he needed to do was kill Anais somehow.

The accident would turn into a murder case, but that was fine!

That’s right. These shameless swindlers had even escaped in addition to their plan to deceive Jacque.

And they had intruded into the room, threatened him, and tried to steal the valuables.

In the midst of that, they attacked him, took his gun, and killed his niece.

Soldiers would rush in upon hearing the gunshots.

Desperately calling for them would only strengthen his case of innocence.

It was a hasty plan, but it was good enough.

There were even advantages compared to the original plan.

The technicians of the Underground Guild were confident that no traces would be left, but Pierre was no fool to blindly believe that.

He would somehow manipulate the evidence, but if, by any chance, Anais’s death revealed itself as not an accident…

But in this situation, there would be no problems at all.

They would surely argue, of course.

That he was trying to kill Anais.

But with no clear evidence in this situation,

An escaped wandering magician and the younger sibling of the late Lord.

Whose testimony will the people of the mansion belief more?

Pierre pulled the trigger.

Bang! Bang bang! Bang bang bang!

Pierre wasn’t a fool to shoot once and check if the opponent was dead.

The instructor who helped him with shooting practice had said.

Always shoot twice.

He was more cautious.

He fired all six rounds that were loaded.

Once he shot, he had to throw the gun away at the magician’s feet.

At least he couldn’t be holding it.

But what if that guy tried to shoot him with it?

The gun needed to be emptied.

His quick thinking and action even in unexpected situations stemmed from the cunning inherent to a merchant. The decision to fire all six rounds was born from the meticulousness typical of a merchant.

However, there was one thing he couldn’t predict.

That was…

A mere wandering magician…

Stumbling, stuttering…

“Hehe, this hurts a bit…”

Could it be that he threw himself in front of Anais to protect her…?!

“…Are you okay?”

Even after being hit by all six bullets, the man was smiling.

Anais couldn’t believe her eyes.

Why…?

The man she had just thought of as a street hustler…

The man she had thought was a smooth-talking con artist…

He had taken all the bullets with his bare body to save her.

“Ah… Blood…”

Red blood was spreading across the man’s shirt, and torn flesh stained his suit and the floor.

A total of six bullets.

Even if he was a knight, he couldn’t remain unscathed after being hit with them bare-skinned.

But he had jumped in without any protective gear.

Why?

She had never done anything to earn his favour.

She had teased, ignored, labelled him a pervert, and thrown him in jail.

Yet, he had thrown himself in harm’s way to save her.

Bullets are fast.

He had jumped in almost reflexively.

There was no room for any sly intentions of trying to score points with her.

No, even if there were such intentions, who would willingly take bullets with their bare body?

You could die from that.

“Lady Anais…”

He seemed precarious, as if he might collapse at any moment, but he didn’t take his eyes off Anais.

“I’m glad you’re safe…”

A forced smile hung on the man’s lips.

It was evident to anyone that it was forced.

Looking at his pale complexion and the red-stained shirt hem, it was clear.

He was enduring what seemed like excruciating pain to reassure him.

Idiot.

Both sacrificing his life for others…

And enduring his own pain to smile for others…

He seemed like a fool.

A fool?

Is he really?

Didn’t her father say so?

Commerce arises from human selfishness.

If the world were filled with altruism, commerce wouldn’t exist.

People who sacrifice themselves for others are fools.

Is that so?

Then that’s it.

To him, you’re not like others.

What?

No, no, that can’t be.

Look at me?

Look at me!

With metal tubes stuck in my body, always wearing a mask, with a creaking body…

Who would truly…

Ahaha!

Why are you laughing?

You’re right.

It’s not great.

You can’t be in love with someone like that.

…Right.

But hey.

What was that man planning to do to her?

…Oh.

Ah, Anaissighed inwardly.

“Ugh!”

“Good job, Chick!”

Pierre wriggled on the floor, his finger bitten by a mouse that seemed to appear out of nowhere.

But Anaïs didn’t hear anything.

Even her uncle, who had tried to kill her, was now beyond her concern.

All her attention was focused on the man holding her.

His smile, his voice, his trembling, the smell of his blood.

She was feeling everything about him.

“Are you okay?”

“Does it hurt?”

“Why did you do that?”

She wanted to say so much.

She had so many questions.

But now her breathing was almost stopping.

Even holding onto her consciousness was a struggle.

But unlike earlier…

Tears didn’t come.

Instead, laughter did.

She couldn’t believe it herself.

In a dying situation, she couldn’t help but laugh,

Truly delighted.

Even though her lungs had stopped working and no sound came out,

“Haha.”

This was clearly laughter.

But she shouldn’t be doing this,

At least not in front of the man who had sacrificed himself for her.

“Ahaha.”

She was too happy, and her laughter wouldn’t stop.

“I too… from someone… truly.”

She hadn’t expected it at all.

She had never expected it in her life.

Even the love she had as a family member had been denied.

But now, at the very end…

From an unexpected direction…

Love had come.

“I knew… I actually knew…”

Why her nerves had tensed the moment she saw him.

Why her heart had fluttered when she heard his voice.

Why she had been angry that he was someone outside her world.

She knew.

From the moment she laid eyes on him,

From the moment she heard his words,

From the moment she saw his confident smile.

“…I fell for him.”

Why she had been so harsh with her words,

When she looked into his heart,

She was afraid of finding something different from what she had hoped for.

“Why couldn’t I be honest?”

Regret came late.

And even later, she felt the joy of confirming his feelings.

Mixed with these two emotions, tears streamed down her cheeks.

“Thank you…”

All she wished for him now was that he didn’t think too badly of her, even if she seemed like a terrible woman.

Was it a heart-to-heart connection?

He smiled at her too.

But the words that came from his mouth were not a farewell.

“I won’t have time to ask for permission. I’ll get to work right away.”

Huh?


What is he talking about…?

“Lady! Are you okay?”

The butler and the soldiers rushed into the room.

And in front of them.

Wonderstein…

Tore the clothes off of the mistress and placed his hand on her chest.
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It hurts.

Damn… it hurts like hell!

The pain, like fire, has been coursing through my entire body since the bullet pierced me.

I wanted to scream and cry right there.

Back in the orphanage days, I’ve been beaten with a stick by the caregivers.

It hurt just as much as that.

It was astonishing that such a tiny bullet could deliver such a shock.

“Heh heh.”

But all that can come out of my mouth is laughter.

I always strive to maintain composure, not allowing for reflexive cursing or screams.

To curse, I had to line up words neatly in my mind as if having a conversation.

Of course, such curses didn’t help with the pain and frustration.

People from the mansion barged into my room.

They dragged me and Ella out and separated us.

I ended up in the underground prison, while Ella was somewhere upstairs.

There were no first aid measures for the wounded.

In the eyes of those mansion people, I was a villain trying to attack the owner.

They left me lying there on the cold stone floor to die.

There was no room for excuses.

I unfastened her own clothes right in front of them and touched her own body.

The reason they didn’t hang me immediately was that taking care of their owner was more urgent.

The floor was sticky with my spilled blood.

Lost in a sea of blood, I teetered on the edge of life and death.

How did I ever think I could take a bullet for someone else?

It was a reckless move beyond comparison.

In games, even if you have only little HP left, you can win as long as you clear the quest.

You can return to a safe place or talk to a healing character, and your health will be fully restored.

But reality was different.

Having low HP left meant you were on the brink of death.

In the corner of the mansion’s prison, I had to fight against impending death.

I had to cling to fading consciousness and endure.

I’ve seen this in movies before.

If you fall asleep at a time like this, you just die.

When you sleep, your bodily functions slow down, and your life support shuts off.

I had to endure, even if it was tough, even if it hurt.

“You idiot.”

I cursed myself.

I was already aware that this was reality.

Yet I acted so carelessly, as if it were just a game.

The mansion from the prologue of TT3. It’s a familiar place.

Anais Vergsong, is it? I know who she is.

I even know what’s going to happen tonight.

All you have to do is save her, right? It’s that easy.

If I had really wanted sponsorship from the aristocrats, I should have approached the situation more cautiously, with a humble attitude.

If I truly believed that my life was at stake, as soon as I opened the door, I should have unleashed an attack and mutilated Pierre’s arms and legs.

But I didn’t do that.

I underestimated the one I needed to convince, and I looked down on the one who posed a threat.

I knew why my guard had dropped so low.

It wasn’t just because of the arrogance of being a 1 million subscriber YouTuber.

“The laughing man.”

This damn characteristic of mine.

The laughing man always maintained composure no matter the situation.

Even when my body had six holes in it, I could think about healing my character thanks to this trait.

But the laughing man had his flaws too.

When I laughed, my guard dropped. I gained reckless confidence.

In other words, I lacked tension.

Didn’t they say that laughing releases dopamine?

If you thought about it that way, the laughing man was a terrifying trait.

Dopamine was called the ultimate addictive painkiller.

I was constantly in a state of being high on it.

Immersed in the role of Einstein,

I spoke dreamily and acted on instinct.

Looking back now, all the actions I had taken over the past ten days were somewhat strange.

The events at the campsite and what had happened when I came to the mansion had both taken place in a semi-distracted state.

I had fallen into an entirely different world, and shouldn’t I have been shocked and terrified enough, almost to the point of death?

No matter how unconventional my life had been, I was still just an ordinary modern person.

But I had accepted this situation too nonchalantly.

A life-and-death game in a game world.

It was madness.

I only realized it when I stood on the brink of death.

The laughing man.

This bastard trait had disrupted my normal thinking.

Always maintaining composure, huh?

Forcing laughter and enjoyment in situations where I should have been tense and cautious was nothing short of a curse.

Not losing composure even in the midst of flames was fine.

But considering jumping into the flames without a care, that was a problem.

The laughing man was a double-edged sword.

If I got too absorbed in my role as I had in the past few days, the situation would flow out of control.

As if watching a variety show on TV.

I would be charging toward death while foolishly laughing.


If I couldn’t pull myself together, I could really die next time.

Heh heh, next… will there be a “next” for me?

Thanks to the laughing man, I hardly felt any pain, but it didn’t heal the wounds.

My body was rapidly deteriorating.

Trait: Rapid Stiffening

Applied Area: Blood Vessels

Effect: When bleeding occurs, the tissue around the blood vessels stiffens, delaying bleeding.

Cost: [Debulroots x2]

It was a makeshift ability, and it barely kept me alive for now, but all the other specs were just ordinary humans. Without proper treatment, there was no guarantee of survival.

No, even if I miraculously survived,

What if Anais died?

Then everything would be over.

It wasn’t a matter of quests.

The mansion people wouldn’t leave me alone.

Original Quest – Sponsor

Conditions for Completion:

Obtain sponsorship from Lady Vergsong.

Reward for Success:

[Debulrootsx5]

No penalty for failure.

Since the quest hasn’t shown as failed yet, it seemed that :ady Vergsong was still alive. However, judging by the grim atmosphere of the soldiers, she might not have regained consciousness yet. No, perhaps she would never regain consciousness. It might have been too late for treatment. If Lady Vergsong was to die, how would I prove my intention to heal her illness as I had stated?

“Hurry, hurry!”

I heard people shouting from upstairs. What could have happened? The sounds were getting closer. A group of people was coming down to the underground prison. I grasped onto the bed and forced myself to get up. I couldn’t just let things happen, even if I was close to death. I would struggle in any way I could. However, my body didn’t move as I wanted it to. My hand slipped off the wall, and I collapsed onto the bloody floor. At that moment, the underground prison door opened with a loud bang.

“Hehehe…”

I lost consciousness in front of the people surrounding me.

In my dream, I saw the ending of Lord Vergsong’s mansion in the prologue stage of TT3.

“Why did I try to kill my niece? It’s because… I received an offer I couldn’t refuse.”

“What kind of offer was that?”

Instead of answering, Pierre opened his pendant. Inside was a picture of a girl. She had brown hair like Pierre and similar eyes.

“They said they could bring my deceased daughter back to life.”

“Mopasang… sir…”

The knight let out a mournful sigh. The rogue looked at him with a pitiful expression. When he looked back on the path he had taken, he realized that such offers had never led to a happy ending.

Pierre’s self-deprecating smile confirmed their expectations.

“Because of that, I embezzled funds from the council to support them. A shrine to revive the dead. I helped them build it.”

“What happened next…?”

“I couldn’t kill Anais, so I went to see them. I told them that things might get exposed if we continued like this, that we needed to take some measures. But when they heard my story, they told me not to worry. They said that Wonderstein and they were very well acquainted. If Wonderstein got his hands on Lord Vergsong, there would be no hindrance. And that was the truth.”

Pierre sighed.

His breath was filled with regret for the years gone by.

“I resigned from the council after that. There was no reproach or investigation. My niece’s body and mind were already under the control of Wonderstein. Or perhaps she became even more dependent on that black mage due to her betrayal of me… My niece, how… is she?”

“They kept their promise. After about a year, they sent my daughter back to me. But that girl… she had the appearance of my daughter, but she wasn’t my daughter… Every night, the village’s livestock died, and people suffered mysterious attacks… Ah, I was a fool. I pretended not to know until the end… Even though I knew in my head… I couldn’t deny that my daughter had come back to life…”

Pierre wiped away tears.

The knight trembled with anger at the cruelty of those wicked people, and the tender-hearted rogue shed tears at the sad story. The stoic wizard only slightly furrowed his brow.

Pierre took a deep breath and spoke calmly.

“Lately, people who received ‘help’ from Wonderstein all around the world, including my niece, have been turning into monsters.”

“Yes. We heard the news and have been taking action accordingly.”

“Why is that?”

“I don’t know yet, but…”

“The friends of Wonderstein I mentioned. The shrine that revives the dead… I received information that the island where they reside is becoming active again.”

“Reviving the dead… Could it be?”

“Yes. Perhaps… the black mage is back or on his way.”

The rogue clenched his teeth at his words.

“That damn bastard!”

“Go to Flolande. You can hear more detailed rumours there.”

“Thank you for the information, Mr. Mopasang.”

“However…”

Pierre hesitated for a moment, then spoke with determination.

“One request, please.”

“A request?”

“I have a villa to the northwest of Flolande. In the basement there, there is a… monster that looks like my daughter. Please… kill her.”

He uttered the last sentence in a voice that was almost scratching the bottom of the barrel.

The heroes couldn’t imagine the father’s feelings as he asked for his daughter’s death, even if she had turned into a monster that looked like her.

“Understood…”

[“Sub Quest – Resurrected Daughter” has been activated]

“Then go.”

“Mr. Mopasang, we can’t consider the mansion completely safe yet. Why don’t you come with us…”

Click.

Pierre took a revolver from his pocket.

“I always carry a gun for self-defense. Don’t worry and go.”

The heroes couldn’t persuade him any further and left the mansion.

They had only come to exterminate the monsters, but they heard a more important story than they had expected.

The shrine that revives the dead.

And Wonderstein’s resurrection.

“We must go to Flolande.”

“If Wonderstein has truly been resurrected…”

“We’ll have to deal with him.”

The heroes left the mansion.


After they had completely left.

Gunshots were heard from the direction of the mansion.

Bang.

Just one shot.

And the mansion fell silent again.



 
  
    Chapter 10: Patron Anais(9)


“Yes, please don’t worry. We are doing our best to provide the best treatment, even utilizing the highest-grade healing potions from the Alchemy Guild,” the butler said confidently, but Anais’s expression showed no sign of relief. She had accepted that Wonderstein’s condition was severe enough to require even the use of the highest-grade potions.

“I must see him in person,” Anais said as she got up from the bed. The elderly butler was taken aback and tried to gently urge her to lie back down.

“Madam, you mustn’t overexert yourself.”

“Overexert myself?”

Anais pushed the butler’s hand away roughly. “Hah, hah. How dare I say I’m overexerting myself when he… when he endured what happened to him… What… he… did… even with those wounds… on the cold floor… Hah, hah…”

Anais clenched her chest as she gasped for breath. The butler’s face grew pale.

“Madam, you must calm down. Your body has not fully recovered yet.”

“No… it’s nothing. I’m just not used to it yet… he… he healed me. Look! I’m breathing! I have to see him…”

Despite her gasping breaths, Anais looked around for Wonderstein. The butler felt a surge of unknown emotions as he watched Anais refer to another man as “him” and push away his own hand.

“Prepare my clothes. I have to go see him.”

“Yes, I understand.”

However, what the butler saw under the mask was definitely a great joy in seeing his mistress smile for the first time in fifteen years.

After various big and small matters were settled, only Wonderstein and Ella were left in the room. There was no hint of worry on Ella’s face as she looked at Wonderstein lying halfway covered in bandages.

He was not someone to be worried about.

“Unfortunately, you lived, didn’t you?” Ella said.

In response, Wonderstein gave her a disappointed smile. “Ella, even after I took six bullets?”

Ella’s words sounded like mockery, but Wonderstein merely smiled without offering any retort.

“Oh, come on. It’s all just smoke and mirrors, right? What’s a little bloodshed? Humans are resilient creatures. The one who reattached his head even after it was severed by an axe…”

Ella’s words flowed without expecting any response from him. She perceived his calmness as audacity, as if he intended to repay his debts by healing her.

So, even when he blocked her path.

Even when he was baptized with bullets.

She didn’t worry about it at all.

Ella had seen his true form.

What lay beneath his skin was not human.

She came into the room along with the servant, who then bowed respectfully and said, “Madam will be visiting shortly.”

The attitude of the mansion residents towards them had changed drastically since they heard that Wonderstein had awakened and had healed Anais’s illness earlier.

The maid who had been keeping an eye on Ella grabbed her hand and shook it vigorously, expressing her gratitude as soon as she heard the news. However, Ella, while accepting their greetings, couldn’t be happy along with them. Everything had gone exactly as that devil had planned.

His kind smile and miraculous powers easily enchanted anyone. Ella had been the same way at first.

Up until now, everyone who had met him had experienced despair and terror.

Whether it was becoming slaves like Ella or the circus troupe members or suffering even more gruesome fates, they all fell under his sinister plans.

Doubts suddenly arose in her mind. Had Wonderstein really cured the illness of the madam? Was there a trap somewhere? How many times had she seen what kind of monsters he turned people into while claiming to “help” them?

“Should I expose his true identity to the madam?” She pondered, but she knew that would not be enough. Wonderstein was holding her family hostage. If she interfered with Wonderstein’s plans, he would not hesitate to go to her homeland and kill her family, or even worse, transform them into monsters. She had no choice but to continue facilitating the emergence of other victims to save her own family.

“I… I’ll be back in a moment.”

Ella got up from her seat, unable to face Wonderstein. If the lady were to express her gratitude, her conscience wouldn’t be able to bear it.

“Where are you going?”

“Just for a walk.”

“Maybe we will get a gift?”

“Take care of it yourself. I haven’t done much. I just… fed Chick. He likes fingers.”

Pierre Mopassan, the man with the severed finger. He had accused them as the culprits but left as soon as he heard that Anais had awakened. Wonderstein thought about the game’s storyline. Perhaps he had gone to Flolande. And he probably visited one of the “Three Witches,” Wonderstein’s friends. Had I somehow twisted the original plot? He couldn’t tell yet.

In the original story, he hadn’t been able to kill Anais, and it was the same this time. However, the process was slightly different. Would this become some kind of variable in the future?

“I see?”

As she was about to leave, Ella noticed something covering her body. It was Wonderstein’s suit jacket. She had still been wearing it. She threw the jacket onto Wonderstein’s legs.

“I was still wearing it.”

“It keeps you warm, you know? The morning air is cold.”

“Hmph… I told you from the beginning! I’m not cold at all!”

With that exclamation, Ella closed the door and left. Wonderstein looked at the closed door and smiled silently.

*

[You have completed the sub-quest “Sponsor.”]

[As a reward, you have received “Debulroots x5.”]

[The main quest “Circus Grand Prix” has been activated.]

Circus Grand Prix. He had expected this. Ever since he saw the sub-quest “Prologue” that instructed him to survive until the start of TT1, he had thought of Circus Grand Prix.

Circus Grand Prix was the backdrop for TT1. Unlike the sequels that traveled around the world, TT1 took place in a single city where the festival was held: Hippodrome. True to its name, all main quests converged spatially and temporally to the starting point of TT1.

But for now, he had no time to think about Circus Grand Prix. The woman in front of him was the reason for that.

Anais, who had come to express her gratitude, had been engaging in a repetitive conversation that seemed to be going nowhere.

“You saved my life, Master.”

“That’s right.”

“You also treated my illness.”

“I did.”

“I told you that I would do anything if it’s what you wanted.”

“Yes.”

“But… is that request just to sponsor a Circus Troupe?”

“Yes.”

“Is there nothing more?”

“There’s nothing more.”

Anais’ expression as she looked at me was hostile.

Was the way I had treated her still an issue?

‘She poured her heart out in front of everyone earlier. Moreover…’

Anais’ illness had been quickly cured.

As soon as my hand touched her chest, the Biomancer’s skill instantly transformed her body. She no longer needed to rely on artificial pumps to survive.

However, her breathing didn’t return immediately.

There needed to be one more stimulus, like a new-born baby taking its first breath.

At that moment, I had only one choice.

I didn’t know about the existence of a manual resuscitator.

I opened her lips, kissed her, and blew air into her mouth.

Artificial respiration was a common-sense action for modern people in emergencies, but not here. It looked like nothing more than an aggressive act, covering her lips.

Surviving the situation on the scene from the soldier was a miracle. I had saved her life, but it was inevitable that she would be shocked when she woke up and heard the details.

From her attitude yesterday, it was clear that she despised Wonderstein.

How embarrassing it must have been to show such an appearance to someone she disliked.

Since I was the one who saved her life and treated her illness, she had no choice but to endure it.

I decided to try to smooth things over at this point.

“Please forget about what happened last night.”

“…Forget?”


“Yes, just know that it was for the sake of saving your life. I hope you won’t misunderstand.”

“Misunderstand…?”

“In case you thought I had different intentions towards you. I have no feelings for you.”

“…No feelings at all?”

“None.”

“Not even little?”

“Not even little.”

I didn’t expect that these words alone would calm Anais down immediately, but I hoped they would at least soften her.

However, my expectations backfired.

Upon hearing my explanation, Anais’ expression became incredibly stern.

Was the glint in her eyes that I mistook for a moment a figment of my imagination?

“I see.”

“You do?”

“It was a misunderstanding.”

“Oh, yes! It was a misunderstanding. It was just a transaction.”

“A transaction?”

“Yes, a transaction. I hope that makes you feel more at ease.”

Anais’ face returned to a peaceful state.

She had a smile on her face.

The word “transaction” seemed to resonate with her, likely because of her merchant nature.

Thank goodness. I thought I had made a mistake for a moment…

She laughed and got up abruptly.

Anais, who had been calm, suddenly twisted her face.

Her face turned red, tears flowed from her eyes.

She glared at me and shouted.

“You are truly… for the sake of others… sacrificing yourself… Ugh, you… idiot!”

Bang!

She stormed out of the room.

I was dumbfounded and contemplated her words.

Idiot? What did she mean by that?


I would have understood if she had called me a pervert…

In any case, it was clear that she was feeling shame and anger.

It might not be resolved so easily after all.

Still, she will sponsor, won’t she?

I nervously opened the message window, wondering if a quest reversal would appear.



 
  
    Chapter 11: Patron Anais(End)


“These are the promissory notes issued by the Chamber of Commerce here. And this is the item you asked for earlier.”

Lunchtime.

The two members of the Monster Circus decided to leave the mansion.

The mansion’s residents had wanted to entertain them for days, but the ringmaster refused.

He said he was in a hurry, so it was hard to persuade him any further.

“The lady won’t even come out to see them off.”

“Yeah, that tall girl even showed her naked body. How is she supposed to face him?”

“I wouldn’t mind if a handsome man like him undressed and performed some magic for me.”

“Shh, the butler will hear you. Keep it down.”

Normally, the old butler would have scolded the maids who chattered without any restraint.

But now, his mind was elsewhere.

He recalled the moment he had seen his lady crying in his room after meeting Wonderstein.

He hadn’t heard the details, but listening to her sobbing, he could vaguely guess that she had been hurt.

The butler held his breath.

What had she expected from a man she had just met for the first time yesterday, with whom she hadn’t even exchanged a word?

The lady, who had always yearned for the outside world, had a fantasy about love.

He had saved her life and treated her, so she naturally imagined that a passionate love would blossom.

But he never expected that it would happen so quickly, let alone in such an intense manner.

He didn’t even imagine it would be that intense!

“Well then, we’ll see you next time. Please give my regards to the lady of the house.”

The butler wanted to grab the insolent magician by the collar and ask what was lacking in our lady.

But as a seasoned butler, he didn’t reveal his emotions in front of guests.

He just cursed silently in his mind.

On the other hand, he couldn’t help but feel relieved.

A relationship between a wandering stranger and a lady could cause quite a scandal in Charlotia, where lineage was highly valued.

The carriage was filled with gifts prepared for Wonderstein. He was all ready to leave.

He just needed the assistant ringmaster to arrive.

As if on cue, Ella walked in from the garden.

“Where have you been?”

“Oh, just…admiring the garden.”

Ella avoided Wonderstein’s gaze as she casually strolled around.

Seeing the dirt and grass stains on her dress, it was clear that she hadn’t just been admiring the garden.

Wonderstein suspected something, but he didn’t show it.

“Then I wish you a safe journey.”

As they were bid farewell by the mansion’s residents, the carriage departed.

During the return journey to the campsite, the carriage was silent.

Ella kept glancing back at the mansion as if she had left something behind.

“Vergsong gave us many gifts.”

“Oh, did she?”

“I also received several local specialties. I’ll share them with the members when we get back.”

“I see.”

“I will eat alone. I think the other members might feel uncomfortable.”

“That’s how it usually goes.”

After a few words, the carriage fell silent again.

Ella didn’t seem to be in a good mood.

Wonderstein smiled slyly as he watched her give half-hearted responses.

He took out a bundle from his pocket, a gift that the butler had prepared earlier.

“Take this.”

“I don’t need it.”

Ella turned her head sharply.

How could she after being deceived by this devil?

And right now, this gift is not important.

She was more concerned about… damn it.

A few minutes passed like that.

Wonderstein still held out the gift, not retracting it until she took it.

‘What a persistent devil’

Ella sighed deeply as she reluctantly accepted the package.

It was very light.

“What’s this?”

“Open it.”

She gave a sceptical look at Wonderstein as she carefully unwrapped the package.

It seemed too light to be jewellery.

But what she found inside was something she had never expected.

“Oh…”

Her fingers touched a piece of fabric adorned with delicate embroidery.

A handkerchief.

Ella knew exactly what this was.

It was the handkerchief she had thrown out of the window last night.

She had been searching for it all the time in the garden.

But why was it here now?

“I asked the butler to find the handkerchief that fell in the garden.”

“…”

“That thing you went to look for this morning.”

Ella couldn’t say anything and just caressed the handkerchief in her hand.

She might not remember her mother, but this was the only heirloom she had left.

She had asked Wonderstein to leave and go retrieve it because she didn’t want him to see her crying last night.

She had planned to send other servants to pick it up later.

But when she actually went to search the garden today, she couldn’t find the handkerchief anywhere.

She thought she had lost it forever.

She regretted her unnecessary pride and had been crying all morning.


But why did he have this item now?

“Ella values it dearly.”

“…”

“I’ve cleaned it thoroughly, used magic to dry and sterilize it, so don’t worry and use it.”

Ella fidgeted with the handkerchief, trying to find the right words.

But she couldn’t think of anything to say.

She just kept repeating herself.

“Why…?”

“What?”

“Why… did you?”

Wonderstein seemed to smile as if wondering why she was asking such a question.

“We made a deal.”

“What?”

“You agreed to help me. If Ella is distracted elsewhere, how can she be of assistance to me?”

“…”

Ella stared at the handkerchief for a moment, then clenched it tightly.

It was ridiculous.

Talking about devil.

“It was a pointless endeavour.”

“What?”

Ella put the handkerchief back into her pocket and spoke.

“I can easily have bird or mice find it for me. But why did you have to interfere and make things complicated? I went through unnecessary trouble since this morning.”

“Come to think of it, you’re right. Hehe, I apologize.”

Wonderstein smiled and bowed his head.

“Ugh.”

Ella couldn’t say anything more.

She remained silent, gazing out of the window until they reached the campsite.

Wonderstein also spent his time staring out the opposite window.

Of course, he wasn’t really taking in the scenery.

[“Chapter Quest – Handkerchief” has been completed.]

It was the activated chapter quest that appeared after Ella had thrown the handkerchief out of the window last night.

A message popped up indicating its completion.

Chapter Quest – Handkerchief:

The handkerchief you just retrieved is a very precious item to Ella. Completion Condition:

Return the handkerchief to Ella.

Reward upon Success:

[Debulroots x1]

Penalty for Failure:

None

Chapter quests were similar to companion quests in games. The six support characters who accompanied him in real-time would make various requests based on their interactions to the surrounding environment. Fulfilling these requests would slightly increase their favourability or grant simple items.

Usually, it was things like:


	“Hey, let’s take a break here for a moment.”

	“Can I take off my armour? It’s too humid.”

	“I can’t stand being with that brat. Me or him, one of us has to go.”

	“I really want some ice cream.”



These were the kind of minor requests they usually made.

This chapter quest was no different. It involved returning a handkerchief, a simple task, with a reward of just one “Debulroot.” But still, he cared about it genuinely. It was frustrating that the favourability didn’t even increase by 1 point. Maybe the display was just showing 0, but in reality, it was in negative?

If that was the case, she could reach the favourability of 0 by the end of the game. That would be terrible.

“Ringmaster! Assistant Ringmaster! We’ve arrived at the campsite!”

The carriage came to a stop.

The coachman was so dedicated to his role that he wouldn’t even touch the luggage, and we carefully unloaded it ourself.

“Well, I’ll be on my way then! Have a pleasant journey!”

With a cloud of dust, the carriage headed back to the mansion.

Ella still hadn’t said a word and had her back turned to Wonderstein, was looking towards the departing carriage.

“Miss Ella?”

Even when he called out to her, she neither responded nor moved from her spot. She just tapped her foot lightly on the dusty ground.

A little while later, she opened her mouth ever so slightly and muttered in a tiny voice.

“…Thank you.”

“What?”

Still, Ella did not respond to his words, and she simply turned and headed towards where the rest of the members were.

Now she wouldn’t even acknowledge people. She had been so cute before, but that darn kid…

If it weren’t for the contract, I’d really give her a piece of my mind…

I don’t have the energy for it…

Come to think of it, without Ella, he wouldn’t have a way to run the circus or communicate with the members.

Wonderstein could only smile.

With the luggage in hand, he was about to return to the carriage, but then…

Beep.

Suddenly, a message appeared.

That was…

[Ella’s favourability has increased by 3. Current favourability: 3. (Next reward: Favourability 15)]

***

I returned to the campsite and once again found myself alone.

We had decided to leave this place tomorrow morning.

The one in charge of organizing the camp and directing the campers was Ella, the assistant ringmaster.

I had to sit quietly in my carriage like an old man.

It was more comfortable for me that way, and it made it easier for the campers to work.

While waiting like this, Anais’s servant came by.

Anais had written me a letter.

“I promised to sponsor you, but I still can’t trust you! Are you really giving proper treatment? You should visit regularly for check-ups! And send me a detailed report every week on what happened and where the money was spent! You need to show some commitment if you want sponsorship! If you wrote the letter carelessly! I can withdraw my sponsorship anytime!”

Why did she use so many exclamation marks in the letter?

I folded the letter and put it in my pocket.

This young lady is quite something.

Asking me to write a letter every week.

Really. Save her life, cure her illness.

I’ve done everything for her,

and after saying she’ll fulfilling any request, what’s with the talk of withdrawing sponsorship at any time?

Wasn’t she a great rich lady? What a miser.

Thud!

Oh, it’s finally dinner time.

Womon must have brought my meal as usual.

“Leave it in front.”

But the person didn’t leave.

I realized from the silhouette reflecting in the carriage window that it was unusual.

“Is it Ella?”

There were only two people who would come all the way to my carriage, Womon or Ella.

“Yeah.”

“What’s going on? Are we all packed and ready to leave?”

“Yeah. We just need to leave early tomorrow.”

“But why?”

“Eat.”

“Did Ella bring it to me?”

It was unexpected. Wasn’t it her pride that made her always order Womon?

“Don’t make me laugh. Am I your maid? Why would you do such a thing?”

“Then why did you come?”

Ella hesitated for a moment before speaking rapidly.

“Just eating in there feels suffocating, you know? It’s better to come out and have a conversation while eating.”

This was unexpected.

I opened the door.

Ella stood there awkwardly, extending her fist for a handshake.

Ella trying to be friendly.

I wondered if the charm of “Favourability: 3” had this much power.

Ella raised her eyebrows and stared at me.

“Don’t twist it! Who would want to eat with the likes of you?”

“So, what’s the matter then?”

“It’s about our future plans. As you said, we’ve gathered the members and secured sponsorship. It’s time to start revealing what we’re going to do next, right? We don’t even know where we’re going tomorrow.”

Hmm, was that the kind of conversation we were having?

I thought Ella was handling all the schedules.

It was true that there were some important matters to discuss.

“Alright. Let’s talk while we eat.”


We went to the campsite table and had dinner.

As dinner was coming to an end, I brought up the main topic.

“Ella.”

The most important thing she needed to know for our future plans.

“Have you heard of the Grand Prix Circus?”



 
  
    Chapter 12: Spider Lady Yurakne


In an age when airships roamed the skies, there was still a lack of affordable and large-scale means of transporting goods. Thanks to the development of steamships, even the remote inland areas were now accessible for the transportation of large quantities of cargo, with markets thriving around ports and harbours.

These markets of the era were not just places to buy and sell goods. Bards sang songs, jesters displayed their skills, and actors performed plays. People looked forward to visiting the market, wondering what new attractions awaited them each time.

In the small harbour town of Aksville, nestled along the Dragoneu River, there were only poor territories and small villages nearby. Therefore, compared to other markets, Aksville had fewer goods to offer and limited entertainment.

However, this time, intriguing news had spread around Aksville. The Monster Circus Troupe had arrived.

“Just the name gives me chills!”

“Don’t be ridiculous. Why would an interesting circus troupe come to Aksville?”

“Well, maybe this time it’s different. It’s called the Monster Circus Troupe, after all. They might not have been accepted anywhere else.”

“Really? Should we go check it out?”

“Let’s see what kind of terrifying monsters they have.”

Thanks to the anticipation surrounding the Monster Circus Troupe, Aksville was livelier than usual this weekend.

Restless residents.

Lovers out on a date.

Local kids sneaking around for a peek.

Nobles who had come seeking a new source of entertainment, and so on.

The square in front of the fairground was bustling with people filled with anticipation for the Monster Circus Troupe.

Ding, ding, ding.

The bells of the fairground rang out, announcing the start of the show precisely at 1 o’clock. Right on cue, the curtain at the entrance was drawn back, and two figures emerged from within.

One was a beautiful young girl dressed in a long, crimson costume with a black skirt, and the other was a jester with a mask and hood covering his head.

Among those scrutinizing their appearance, voices of disappointment were heard.

“They look ordinary.”

“We heard it’s the Monster Circus Troupe, and I thought they’d have some unique monsters.”

“Is there anything special inside?”

Despite the grumbling of the onlookers, the young girl remained unfazed. Instead, she smiled warmly and waved her hand.

Though she appeared young, her confident demeanour suggested she had considerable experience in performing.

The girl waited for the commotion to die down.

And then…

Ahem.

It was a small cough, but it instantly drew everyone’s attention to the girl.

She didn’t miss this moment.

Taking off her hat, she extended her arms and legs, and bent at the waist to greet the audience.

“Hello, everyone! I’m Ella, the trainer of the Monster Circus Troupe!”

Her voice wasn’t loud, but it carried a lively tone that reached the ears of the audience. Even in front of hundreds of people, her voice remained steady.

Even those who had been making sarcastic remarks about her being a young child thought, “She’s quite confident for her age.”

“Our circus troupe has brought some truly dangerous monsters from all over the world! Inside, please follow our guidance carefully. Otherwise… you might end up being eaten by the monsters! So, those who are prepared for that, please come on in!”

Although her words were chilling, they did not match the adorable girl’s voice. Some people even chuckled, seemingly not taking her warning seriously.

“What’s so special about these monsters?”

“Do they even have monsters?”

“Right! We paid money to get in, what if there’s nothing special?”

“Show us the monsters!”

Despite the crowd’s reaction, Ella simply smiled, turning around to face the tall jester standing beside her.

“Shall we show them, Sven?”

“Hehe, then we should show them.”

The jester, known as Sven, stepped forward. He scanned the audience and singled out a man who seemed strong and full of himself, judging by his attire as a labourer at the fairground.

“Hey, you there, looks like you have some strength!”

“Did you call me?”

The man raised his biceps arrogantly, as if he had received a challenge.

Sven chuckled at his response.

“No, I was actually referring to your bearded wife next to you. You seem quite feeble.”

“What did you say!”

Laughter erupted within the tent.

Of course, there was no wife or spouse next to the man. His burly comrade with a thick beard was the only one beside him.

Both the man and the burly man were embarrassed when the jester teased them about having a wife.

“Are you angry? Are you? Are you really? Huh? Are you going to hit me? Will you? Try hitting me. Huh? Try it. Try it.”

The jester hopped around the man, arms outstretched, playfully taunting him. His agile movements were those of a seasoned acrobat.

The audience clapped and cheered, even though they weren’t quite sure what was happening; the show had begun.

The dockworker, perhaps realizing that this was part of the circus’s act, soon calmed down and licked his lips. His well-trained muscles, accustomed to waterfront labour, tensed.

“It’s going to hurt a bit!”

He raised his fist, ready to strike the jester who had been teasing him.

However, the jester’s movements were lightning fast. He twisted his chest, dodging the man’s fist, and jerked his head comically.

“Why are you so mad, trying to impress your wife?”

Laughter erupted again.

“Well, um…”

The man, perhaps wounded in his pride, threw a more vigorous punch.

But the outcome of the second and third punches that followed was the same. Every time the man threw a punch, the jester bent his neck, twisted his waist, and bent his legs to avoid the attack.

His movements were so exaggerated that every time he dodged a punch, it elicited laughter.

However, even the most amusing act could become tiresome when repeated, and both the audience and the man throwing punches were starting to get tired.

That’s when something unexpected happened.

Thud.

The man’s fist landed squarely on the jester’s face.

The jester staggered, seemingly shocked by the impact.

“Is that even allowed?”

“He got punched while clowning around.”

“It’s a ghost!”

People screamed, some crouched down, and others fled the scene. The square in front of the fairground turned into chaos in an instant.

This was because the jester’s head had actually fallen off.

The person most surprised was the labourer who had thrown the punch. He looked as if he might faint, his confidence completely gone. However, something even more shocking happened.

“Hey, could you pick up my head for me?”

The detached head was speaking!

The labourer looked puzzled.

Even the onlookers were stunned and took a step back. Clearly, the detached head was speaking!


“It doesn’t seem like you can do it, so I guess I’ll have to pick it up myself. Hot, hot, hot!”

And then, the body that had been left behind began to move on its own.

Was it puppetry?

No, it didn’t feel like someone was controlling it. The movements of the arms and legs were all natural.

Even if it were puppetry, it didn’t explain how the head was speaking on its own.

“Hey, body! Over here! Pick it up quickly!”

The body searched the ground, bumping into things along the way.

Maybe because it couldn’t see, it even hit a pillar.

The actions were exaggerated and comical, but no one was laughing.

It wasn’t funny; it was… eerie.

“Hot, hot, hot! It’s quite spicy, isn’t it? My head almost fell off!”

The jester exclaimed in a cheerful voice.

However, the atmosphere inside the tent was chilling.

No one had any idea what this bizarre magic was all about.

The jester’s body lifted the head and continued with its antics.

“Oops! My hand slipped!”

To anyone watching, it seemed like a deliberate act of clumsiness.

Then, the head emerged from between the mask and hood.

Inside, instead of blood and flesh as one might expect from a severed head, there was only…

A hollow skull.

And then…

“Ha, ha, ha! I’m sorry I couldn’t show my face without makeup!”

With an empty skull, devoid of muscles or eyeballs, the jester cackled with laughter.

…!!

A storm of emotions swept through the audience.

Astonishment, fear, and curiosity had their time and passed.

After a momentary pause, the time of excitement arrived.

“Hey! Why are you cutting in front of people there?”

“I was originally standing in this line!”

“Make way!”

“Hey! Let’s observe proper etiquette!”

People pushed and shouted at each other, eager to get in.

After seeing a living skeleton, they had set aside all their suspicions about the circus.

Even now, at the entrance of the circus, the skull jester was juggling with his own head, captivating the audience’s attention.

“Hehehe! I’m the talking one! I’m not a match for the terrifying monsters inside! A little push, and everything collapses! So that’s why I’m entertaining the guests from outside!”

Sven’s antics further excited the crowd.

Was there something even more bizarre than a living skeleton?

What kind of monsters could they be?

“Hey, humans! Over here! In line!”

“One at a time! Enter! One at a time!”

Inside the tent, the stagehands came out to organize the scene.

The squeaky rat-men were employed as laborers in the circus.

In this world, they could always be found in the most bottom-tier jobs, working hard and in dirty places.

So, all the first row spectators lined up.

“Alright then, let’s proceed!”

The girl who had introduced herself as the monster tamer led the way, guiding the audience.

No one looked down on her because of her young appearance, just as they had earlier.

Sven’s show had left a lasting impression.

As they were about to cross the entrance again, another “show” prepared by the circus was triggered.

Thud!

It was as if a rock had fallen, shaking the ground.

What, what was that?

Did a cannonball fly in?

People were startled and couldn’t move as a deafening roar echoed from inside the tent.

“Kroooooo!”

It sounded like the roar of a furious beast, even lower and more menacing.

The air trembled, and people felt a chill down their spines, their arms covered in goosebumps.

Some staggered, their legs trembling, and sat down on the ground.

The circus girl looked serious and whispered softly to the audience.

“Our circus’s most wicked creature, the ‘Red Vampire,’ seems to have caught the scent of humans and is getting excited. This might be more dangerous than usual, but are you still willing to enter?”

The Red Vampire.

Just hearing the name conjured up all sorts of horrifying images.

Frozen in fear, no one said a word. But from inside, the sound of a loud pounding was heard several more times.

“Is, is there something wrong?”

“Th-this is just… a performance…”

“They must be well-trained. They must be.”

“Don’t say it so lightly. It’s common for acrobats to put their heads in a lion’s mouth and end up dead.”

“I, I’m going! Damn it! Does a man die just once or twice!”

People lined up once more.

They followed Ella, their movements somewhat hesitant.

Looking back at them, Ella clenched her fists tightly.

“Maximum effect! Well done, Womon.”

Inside the tent.

Several booths formed a circle, surrounding the courtyard. Each booth had curtains drawn, creating an air of mystery. In the largest booth, the sound of a beast’s cry echoed ominously, causing people to stay at a distance. They feared that even a single hand might reach through the curtains and snatch them.

Despite the audience’s curiosity, Ella pretended not to notice the commotion. After all, Womon was the circus’s ace, and she had no intention of revealing him at this moment. She knew that the best acts came last.

She stood in front of the leftmost booth and addressed the crowd, “Ladies and gentlemen, please pay attention over here! The first monster we are about to introduce is arguably the most dangerous in the entire circus. Even more so than the vampire trapped over there.”

As the sound of chains being pulled emanated from the iron bars, the vampire growled lowly, as if questioning how there could be anything more dangerous than itself.

More dangerous than that monster?

Can we still leave now?

Doubts filled the minds of the people who had entered.

“The man carrying the world’s deadliest disease on his body! Introducing…”

When Ella gave the signal, the stagehands lowered the curtains. “The Bandaged Man!”

Inside a glass-walled rectangular chamber, a man sat on the floor, completely covered in bandages.

“What is this?”

“Looks like writing…”

Red letters, whether paint or blood, were scribbled all over the glass surface. Those with scholarly knowledge recognized them as ancient imperial scriptures.

“Spreading like a devil… Save those afflicted with the deadliest disease… with holy and pure water…”

Those who understood the words were astonished and exclaimed, “It’s from the Bible! Bible verses!”

“It’s the Secretary of Saint Victor!”

The writings on the glass were all passages from the Secretary of Saint Victor. Saint Victor was a priest renowned for his efforts in combating the black plague with his vast knowledge of medicine and healing. Not only did he save countless lives with his exceptional medical skills, but he also defeated the demon known as the Plague Lord with his unwavering faith.

When the plague spread, it was common practice to place amulets with his writings all around the house. But now, there was a monster confined within those same writings.

What could this mean?

The Bandaged Man was, in fact, a person afflicted with a terrifying disease.

Ella leaned in, as if sharing a crucial secret. “He’s the sole survivor of a small coastal city in the Neva Desert, a place wiped out by this deadly disease.”

Despite their curiosity, the audience took a step back. Even with the seal of the Bible, the presence of the disease was unsettling.

The girl smiled as if encouraging such curiosity and approached the glass wall without hesitation.

Then, she playfully pounded the wall with her fist. “Hey, Bandaged Man! Wake up! You owe me lunch!”

At Ella’s command, the man lifted his head from between his knees. The long bandages unravelled and revealed the man’s skin, which seemed to have suffered severe burns. His skin was covered in blisters, and blackish pus oozed from them. His eyelids had already melted away, exposing round eyeballs.

His scalp was cracked like a parched field, and the few remaining strands of hair resembled weeds in a barren wasteland.

With gums that looked like dried-up riverbeds and decayed teeth on display, he grinned, causing the onlookers to shudder.

“What a horrifying sight, something out of a nightmare.”

“Is that a disease? No, it’s a curse! A curse!”

The crowd’s comments grew more ominous, but the man seemed to pretend to listen, though he had no ears. His twisted holes were the only evidence of where they had once been. And from one of those holes, a maggot quickly crawled out.

“Ew! I can’t watch this! Please, make it stop!”

“Enough! Next! Next!”

“These monstrous creatures are like cursed offspring!”

The curtains closed.


Sweating profusely, the audience members took deep breaths. They exchanged opinions about what they had just seen.

Ella gave them a moment to catch their breath and then went on to introduce the next members of the monstrous troupe: the spider woman, the triple-headed triplets, the cursed fairy, and even the Red Vampire, known as the worst of the circus.

Although it had lasted only twenty minutes, the audience left the tent feeling dizzy and exhilarated.

There were many latecomers clamouring to be let in.

It was a resounding success!



 
  
    Chapter 13: Spider Lady Yurakne(2)


After a successful day’s performance, the members of the Monster Circus troupe gathered at the campsite for a celebration.

No matter how successful their performance was, they couldn’t expect cheers and applause.

They put in sweat and effort, but all they received were disdainful looks.

Providing people with a target for their contempt, anger, and humiliation— that was the essence of the Monster Circus.

That’s why occasions like this were especially significant to the troupe members.

Even though it was just a post-show gathering, it meant a lot to them.

There wasn’t much to the celebration.

They simply congratulated each other on their hard work.

“Everyone did an amazing job. People were truly fooled by your performances!”

The assistant ringmaster, Ella, went from one member to another, highlighting what surprised people and what was remarkable about each of them.

The troupe members had spent four hours locked inside their booths, performing all sorts of messy acts.

Their struggles extended far beyond just performing. Acting aside, baring one’s flaws and becoming a subject of ridicule was not something one could easily do with mental strength alone.

Even a simple compliment or word of encouragement provided great solace.

“You did great.”

“You, especially.”

“Haha, it was tough for everyone.”

“Ugh, my shoulders are killing me.”

Many of the troupe members had sore arms and legs from being cooped up in a cramped space.

Especially Womon, the biggest member, was groaning as he massaged his shoulders.

Standing at over 2 meters tall, with rough, reddish skin resembling alligator hide, horns on his head, and fangs protruding from his mouth, he looked intimidating. However, he was just a boy who had recently turned ten.

As the youngest member of the circus, he laughed while his older siblings gave him massages.

“Hehehe, it tickles!”

“We’re giving it all we’ve got here!”

“This leather is way too tough.”

“Ouch! I got pricked by that sharp part!”

“Haha! Be careful. Remember when I almost got my neck sliced off playing with this guy last time?”

“It wasn’t that bad!”

“Yeah, yeah.”

The monster acts took a toll on both the body and mind.

In a way, it was a show that stimulated their traumas.

But there wasn’t a single member who regretted joining the Monster Circus.

Most of them thought that they had finally found true friends here.

They understood each other’s pain because they had all been discriminated against in society due to their appearances.

Just being together provided a sense of healing.

“Alright, dinner is ready!”

Six arms appeared, each carrying trays filled with food.

The owner of these arms was a mature woman with purple hair tied up with hairpins.

As she walked towards them, carrying the trays, her steps seemed alluring, perhaps due to her precarious balance.

Her cheeks were flushed from the heat of the stove, and sweat beads adorned her forehead.

The Spider Lady, Yurakne.

She had exceptional cooking skills and was in charge of the circus troupe’s meals.

Ella finally realized and stood up from her seat when she saw Yurakne coming out of the kitchen.

“Sister, did you do everything by yourself again? You should have called me. I offered to help.”

“Hehe, it’s fine. I’ll just take your feelings. I can’t ask the assistant ringmaster to do such work.”

Yurakne smiled warmly, and Ella scratched her head sheepishly.

Despite being the oldest, Ella used informal language even with Skeleton Sven. However, for some reason, she used honorifics when speaking to Yurakne. Unlike the often grumbling Sven, Yurakne exuded an aura of dignity as an elder, which made Ella naturally use polite language with her.

“I’ll help with breakfast tomorrow morning.”

“It’s okay. I can handle it on my own.”

“You don’t need to feel burdened.”

“No, really, it’s fine…”

Yurakne seemed increasingly anxious.

“You don’t have to go out of your way to consider me.”

“No, it’s not that…”

In truth, Yurakne decision not to let Ella help in the kitchen wasn’t solely due to her consideration for others. There was another reason, and everyone except her knew it.

Some of the less talented members were now protesting against Ella.

“Assistant Ringmaster! please…!!”

“Why can’t you understand what we’re saying?”

“Ella’s dishes are… well…”

At that moment, Womon, who had been quiet until then, spoke up seriously.

“Ella’s food is torture!”

“Well said, Womon! Ella, do you remember the day we all got food poisoning?”

“Squeak! Human! Stay out of the kitchen! Period!”

Even the timid rat men who usually stayed in the corner joined the commotion. Ella’s face turned bright red at the members’ complaints.

“Enough! How can you bring up that incident again? Besides, it was because the ingredients were bad! I can cook just fine now! And you rat men! What right do you have to complain about leftovers?”

“Squeak! There’s still dignity in leftovers!”

“That’s right!”

It was the first time Ella had seen her usually timid rat members speak up so strongly and share their opinions. Ella felt embarrassed and shouted at them.

“Ugh! Fine, then you guys can help!”

Everyone shrugged in response to Ella’s words.

There was Sven, who would drop his arms at the slightest provocation, the triplets who constantly fought for control of their bodies, Benedict, who worried about his scales and pus getting into the food, and many other members who were unsuitable for cooking due to their inherent conditions. The rat men, who had poor hygiene, were a whole different story.

That’s why Yurakne had to prepare the meals alone.

“Ella, I really am okay,” Yurakne reassured her.

“But the amount of cooking has increased a lot recently. We used to get by with just a bowl of soup, but now we have proper meals twice a day…”

Thanks to the increased budget, the dining table had become more abundant, but that also meant more work for the person preparing the meals. And starting today, they were also performing on stage.

Ella was worried that Yurakne might be pushing herself too hard.

“Hehe, don’t worry. I can handle it on my own. We’re not a big family, and besides, I have six arms,” Yurakne said shyly, gathering the two arms behind her shoulders and the other two on her waist.

“If I didn’t have these extra four arms, I might have been considered quite a beauty,” she continued, her skin surprisingly fair for someone from the countryside. Despite the hard work she did every day, there wasn’t a single blister on her hands. Her waist was slender, and she had a well-defined figure.

‘If only I didn’t have these four extra arms…’ Ella thought for a moment.

‘My goodness, what am I thinking? This kind of thinking is disrespectful to her. She’s still beautiful and a wonderful person. Just because she looks a bit different from others doesn’t make it a problem. There’s a perfect example of the opposite right there.’

Ella glanced briefly at the head chef’s carriage.

Frank Wonderstein.


He was undeniably handsome, to a fault. His smile was equally charming.

Even Ella had to admit that much, though she disliked him.

But beneath it all was a cunning devil who could only mimic humans.

To him, appearances were as meaningless as shells.

For the past few weeks, he had been behaving so quietly but Ella couldn’t be fooled.

She knew he could turn around at any moment and become ruthless.

“Today’s MVP of the performance is Ms. Yurakne!”

“Woo-hoo! Oh, right! Yurakne, you’re the best!”

“Agreed! One hundred percent agreed!”

The members were suddenly discussing and critiquing today’s performance amongst themselves.

Among the most mentioned individuals were Womon and Yurakne.

Womon’s overwhelming presence needed no mention, but Yurakne, who had relatively subtle makeup, was also frequently mentioned.

Because her acting today was so different from her usual image.

Hehehe! If only I didn’t have this cage! I would eat you humans again! Come here! Come here! Kehehe!

Shy and considerate Yurakne performed the role of a man-eating ogre with a terrifying makeup.

The audience was scared, but the other members watching her act had to hold back their laughter.

“Oh, come here! Come here!”

“Kehehe! Kehehe!”

Skeleton Sven and dwarf Jobel, who never missed a chance to make fun of others, imitated the “Spider Woman” act, pretending to be her clumsily but capturing the essence well enough to bring the character to mind.

All the members watching burst into laughter.

Ella couldn’t help but giggle too.

Yurakne’s face turned as red as a ripe persimmon.

“Woo! Both of you will get  no desserts!”

“Oh, Yurakne! Don’t you know? I don’t eat anyway? Don’t eat? Don’t eat?”

The skeleton shrugged his shoulders and danced.

The other members clapped their hands, getting into the spirit.

Yurakne understood how the poor beach worker he had performed with earlier must have felt.

She wanted to blow his head off.

“Really…”

Yurakne pouted and glanced at him.

“Sorry~ Sorry~ Hehe! Sorry~”

“Ah, I should stop talking. Well, let’s all enjoy our meals.”

The meal that used to be distributed according to rank had now become a buffet.

When the circus was poor, there was no choice, but with generous sponsorship, everyone could now enjoy the same quality of food.

“Oh, right! I forgot to mention that the merchants’ guild sent gifts saying they were satisfied with today’s performance. It’s roast pig! It’s almost done cooking now, so I’ll bring it out!”

Yurakne was about to head back to the kitchen.

At that moment, Ella signalled to Womon.

Despite his seemingly dull appearance, Womon was a smart 10-year-old.

He stood up abruptly.

“Sister Yurakne, please stay seated. You’ve been working all this time. Ella and I will go get it.”

“You rest. This isn’t cooking. Just the two of us will be enough.”

“Um… alright! Okay then. Please do.”

Yurakne watched Ella and Womon walk side by side, thinking.

Ella, the only ordinary human in the circus.

She was thankful to Ella, who always said she was grateful.

Grateful for playing the role of the emotional support for the members, even though she was still so young.

But did Ella know?

That the gratitude she received from Yurakne was nothing compared to what Yurakne felt.

Ella gave hope to them all.

Hope that they could also live normally among humans.

If she approached like this without fear and realized they were not so different from them.

Why did other people fear them?

At that moment, a thought flashed through Yurakne’s mind.

A circus where everyone lived like a family.

But even within that family, there was someone who received treatment similar to what they faced in society.

Ringmaster Wonderstein.

Did they also consider him a monster and fear him, avoiding him?

“Does the ringmaster feel the same way?”

The director who always made people laugh.

He had never been seen getting angry or raising his voice.


There had never been a hint of fear or disdain in his eyes towards them.

Could he be lonely too?

Yurakne soon realized that she was extending her empathy even to the unreasonable areas.

If the other members had known, they would have told her not to talk nonsense.

The ringmaster being treated like a devil was not because of his appearance.



 
  
    Chapter 14: Spider Lady Yurakne(3)


After successfully completing the first day’s performance, around midnight.

When all the troupe members were asleep.

I sneaked out of the carriage and wandered around the campfire at the camping site.

Everyone seems to be startled when they see me, so I’ve developed a habit of taking walks at night.

The sensation of the ground with every step I take always feels new.

How about the cold night breeze that tickles the palm of my hand?

The warmth of the campfire.

The sound of the remaining firewood crackling.

The chirping of crickets.

The moon’s blue light rising in the sky.

Everything was vividly perceptible to my senses.

A game, huh.

Can all of this really be called a game?

I left my self-made territory and travelled the world for ten days.

People, environments, cities, materials, technology, culture, and so on.

Everything I saw was moving organically.

Even a single brick from a place not featured in the game, or a single blade of grass, each had their own compelling history.

My senses were speaking.

This place is reality.

But…

Still…

No matter what…

This place is a game.

I don’t want to say that this is a fake world.

This place could be a real world existing somewhere in the universe.

The Trill Trillo series might have been a test to select someone to send to this place.

But anyway, in two and a half years, I will disappear from this world.

Whether I return to the original world or simply cease to exist through death.

No matter how vibrant the stage is set,

Even if everyone sincerely immerses themselves in their roles in the play,

When the play ends, the actor has to come down from the stage.

I was the sole actor on this stage.

The character’s name is Frank Wonderstein.

The leader of the Monster Circus Troupe.

Whether this place is truly real or not didn’t matter to me.

It’s just a stage, after all.

A two-and-a-half-year-long one.

Long if it’s long, short if it’s short, when the play ends, I have to give up my role and return to reality.

When that happens, I…

Ding—

Ding—

The constant notification sound from the status window continued.

Messages from the ‘Evolution Research Centre’ were being automatically calculated.

Ah, this is difficult to get used to.

Trait: Arm

Applied Area: Shoulder

Effect: Normal arm.

Required Resources: [Debulroots x16]

Trait: Leg

Applied Area: Pelvis

Effect: Normal leg.

Required Resources: [Debulroots x24]

Trait: Leg

Applied Area: Pelvis

Effect: Normal leg.

Required Resources: [Debulroots x24]

Trait: Arm

Applied Area: Shoulder

Effect: Normal arm.

Required Resources: [Debulroots x16]

Using the status window and muttering to the empty air or waving my hand every time felt quite embarrassing.

So, I had turned on the option ‘Use the status window with thoughts,’

Which occasionally seemed to operate on its own when I was lost in thought.

Especially, the ‘Evolution Research Center’ often caused malfunctions.

It unconsciously calculate the abilities and resources I needed whenever I thought I needed something.

If I was reading a book late at night, it would recommend ‘Owl’s Eye,’ and if the carriage was shaking too much, it would suggest ‘Gravity Ring Channel,’ and so on.

I guess I need practice with this, too, like moving my body.

I closed the status window for now and sat down in front of the campfire.

Traces of the troupe members who had gone to have fun were scattered everywhere.

It was truly a bustling evening.

It was the first performance that wasn’t part of the original plan, but all the members did well.

Originally, we didn’t plan to stay in Aksville for so long.

We had received sponsorship from Vergsong and decided to move towards the river.

Taking a boat was the fastest way to reach our first destination.

So, after a week of traveling, we finally reached Naruta.

But we couldn’t find a boat.

“What? The Monster Circus?”

“Are you crazy? If we let those guys on board, the river spirit will get angry!”

“Ah, seriously, what bad luck! Can’t they just go away?”

The boatmen were a superstitious lot.


They were the kind of people who would get anxious just by looking at a ‘tailless mouse’ or ‘snake’s discarded skin.’

Let alone talking about people known in the world as ‘cursed.’

Even if we offered to pay three times the usual fare, no boat appeared.

In the end, Ella proposed an alternative.

“Why don’t we contact our sponsor? They should have plenty of boats, right?”

I inwardly sighed at her suggestion.

I didn’t want to ask that woman…

Moreover, Anais Vergsong, had recently replied to my letter, saying that the content of the letter I sent her not long ago was inadequate.

“If you send such careless letters, I might withdraw my sponsorship!”

Although I had attached the requested invoice and filled in the travel schedule to the brim, I didn’t understand what the problem was.

How much trouble will this request to send a boat cause?

But I had no choice.

I definitely needed her sponsorship.

Main Quest: Grand Prix Circus

With the sponsorship secured, a new main quest had been added.

Unlike the ‘Main Quest – Prequel,’ which had ‘real-world death’ as a penalty for failure, this quest had no penalty for failure.

Instead, the rewards for success were incredibly appealing.

The moment I saw the quest notification window, my breath nearly caught in my throat.

What I had always wished for was on the line as a reward.

Grand Prix Circus

No matter what the cost, I had to make it to the main event.

“Alright, let’s send a letter to Lady Anais Vergsoong.”

So, I sent the letter, and not long after, a reply came.

They would send a boat within a week.

A few days to wait after sending the letter.

And a few more days until the boat arrived.

We ended up staying in Aksville for about ten days.

“It’s a waste of time just waiting around.”

“I have a good idea.”

Ella took me to Axsvelle’s Merchant Guild.

Her suggestion was as follows:

Since we have to stay here for ten days anyway, we should do a performance at the fairground.

“Will the Merchant Guild welcome us?”

“Sailors are a sensitive bunch by nature, but merchants are different.”

As Ella said, the Merchant Guild gladly accepted our performance offer.

Merchants were people who valued profit over prestige.

As long as we could attract many customers, it didn’t matter who we were.

Even without us asking, they also helped us promote the show in nearby villages.

Thanks to that, the show was a success.

It achieved more success than we had anticipated.

[You have completed ‘Sub Quest – First Performance.’]

[As a reward, ‘Debulroots x10’ will be granted.]

Name: Frank Wonderstein

Age: 27

Occupation: Biomancer

Debulroots: (7.8/20)

Muscle Strength: 2.0 (Exercise Department)

Tissue Hardness: 2.0 (Leather Armor)

Cell Regeneration: 2.0 (Walking)

Traits: [Smiling Man], [Rapid Stiffness]

During the past 10 days, there have been some changes in my attributes.

I increased the maximum capacity of Debulroots from 10 to 20, and I also raised the three basic attributes by 1.0 each.

In the three basic attributes,

Muscle strength represents physical strength,

Tissue hardness represents Défense,

Cell regeneration represents recovery.

You could roughly gauge their power with the metaphors in parentheses.

Muscle strength went from ‘Weak’ to ‘Exercise Department,’

Défense went from ‘Bare Skin’ to ‘Leather Armor,’

Recovery went from ‘Crawling’ to ‘Walking.’

Raising the basic attributes by 0.1 required Debulroot x1, and even increasing the maximum capacity of Debulroot by 1 required Debulroot x1.

There was a reason I quickly expanded the maximum capacity.

It was because of the Debulroots supplied daily.

In the member management tab, there was ‘Average Favourability.’

There was a hidden function there.

On the night when I obtained Favourability 3 with Ella, a message appeared.

[The current average favourability of the members is 0.3. The members provide ‘Debulroot x0.3’ each.]

An unexpected benefit.

Thanks to the favourability of the circus troupe members, Debulroot was provided every midnight.

So, from that day on, I did my best to increase the members’ favourability.

[You have completed ‘Member Quest – Uncomfortable Sleeping Arrangements.’]

[You have completed ‘Member Quest – Insufficient Food Supply.’]

To ensure comfortable sleeping arrangements, I changed the bedding and improved the quality of the food.

I told Ella not to worry about money and to spend it as she pleased.

After all, compared to the sponsorship funds, the luxuries a wandering circus troupe could afford were peanuts.

And most importantly!

I stayed away from the members.

Originally, Wonderstein used to suddenly appear from anywhere and startle the members.

It was a tremendous source of stress for them.

Once, I had quietly approached them from behind and said something, and when they noticed me, the message told me that their favourability had dropped.

Since then, I refrained from going outside the carriage as much as possible.

Thanks to being cautious, my average favourability now exceeded 2.

Take good care of them, feed them well, and don’t stand out.

Is this what being the best boss is like?

Ding.

I heard the bell of a night watchman from far away, announcing midnight.

I checked the time with the status window and waited for messages to appear.

Midnight.

[The current average favourability of the members is 2.6. The members provide ‘Debulroots x2.6’ each.]

[The current reputation of the circus troupe is 7. The circus troupe provides ‘Debulroots x0.7.’]

Reputation? Does it also provide Debulroots?

As expected, there was something to it.

Apart from the reward list, there was no mention of it, so I thought it might just be a placeholder value.

: [Unlock at 10]

: [Unlock at 25]

: [Unlock at 40]

: [Unlock at 60]

: [Unlock at 80]

: [Unlock at 50]

: [Unlock at 150]

: [Unlock at 300]

: [Unlock at 500]

: [Unlock at 800]

Even if reputation increases when performing…

Can Wonderstein really accumulate an average favourability of 80?

Considering the fear the members have of Wonderstein, it seemed impossible to build up a favourability of 80 with just one person.

Should I just keep solving member quests?

Is that enough?

I never really knew how to build favour with people in the first place.

I was alone in this world, just like in the other world.

I played games all day, participated in online communities, recorded game strategies, and watched TV.

Except for the helper who came from the welfare centre, I had no one to contact.

I didn’t have any family or friends either.

That’s when it happened.

A noise that broke my trance.

Bang.

Something rolled and hit my foot.

It was a potato the size of a fist.

“Oh, oh….”

An overturned tub.

Potatoes scattered on the floor.

And a woman in her mid-20s trembling as she looked at me.

Her purple hair radiated a faint light in the moonlight.

Her large pupils shook as she looked at me.

I knew who she was.

A member of the Monster Circus Troupe.

A woman with six arms.

Spider Women, Yurakne.

“It’s a good night.”

I greeted her with a smile.

But I didn’t expect her to respond to the greeting.

She would probably bow her head and apologize while trembling.

It hadn’t been more than two weeks, but I was already used to it.

The reactions of the members I happened to meet were all the same.

But her reaction was something I hadn’t expected.

“Ah, hello… Go-good night…”

Although her voice and body were trembling, she responded to my greeting properly.

Except for Ella and Womon, it was the first time.

“What brings you out here at this hour?”

I spoke in the gentlest tone possible.

I hoped it wouldn’t sound like I was prying or probing.

Fortunately, my wish seemed to be granted as Yurakne stammered but answered properly.

“Uh, well… I have to peel the potatoes in advance to prepare for tomorrow morning…”

“Do you have to do it at 1 in the morning?”

“Oh, no!… I heard that the early morning fish market in this neighbourhood opens at 2 in the morning…”

“Early morning fish market?”

“Well, since we’re here, I thought I should try making some fresh fish dishes…”

Fish, right. Now that I think about it, in Korea, it was easy to come across seafood like fish, shellfish, and seaweed, but since coming to this neighbourhood, I hadn’t had a chance to eat seafood dishes.

“I’m looking forward to it.”

“Really?”

“I’ve enjoyed Yurakne’s cooking so far. Can I look forward to it tomorrow as well?”

“Well, um…”

Blushing, she shyly lowered her head, and when I didn’t say anything more, she began picking up the scattered potatoes on the floor.

I couldn’t just sit there and watch, so I got up to help her.

“Uh, Ringmaster-nim, there’s really no need for this…”

“It’ll be faster if we do it together, right?”

“Uh, well… Thank you.”

He picked up the potatoes, but her favourability didn’t increase.

Well, it’s not something that can be resolved so easily, right?

But I couldn’t miss this chance for a favourability operation that had come after a long time.

“Shall I help you peel the potatoes?”

I offered my help with as gentle a tone as possible, trying not to make her feel uncomfortable, as if it were something I always did, with a smile on my face.

I hoped Yurakne would enthusiastically welcome my proposal, but…

Bang.

The tub fell to the floor again. The potatoes I had just picked up rolled on the floor again.

“I, I’m sorry, Ringmaster-nim… I, I messed up…”


Yurakne sat down in front of me with her face turning pale.

Wonderstein’s sudden kindness.

That’s what scared her.

‘The road ahead is really long.’

As I looked at the spider woman who was lying in front of me, I sighed deeply in my heart.



 
  
    Chapter 15: Spider Lady Yurakne(4)


In a remote forest far from the village.

Under the dense and gradually fading shade of trees.

In an old wooden house rumoured to be inhabited by a woman who seduces and devours men.

There lived a woman alone.

Her name was Yurakne.

She was a distinctive woman with dark purple hair and clear, large eyes.

It was a day in the past winter.

She was going about her daily routine as usual.

Walking through the forest to pick fruits,

Collecting firewood,

Checking traps,

Tending to her garden,

And taking care of her husband’s grave…

A small mound covered in lush grass behind the cabin.

Below it, yellow winter flowers were in full bloom.

Perhaps it was a message from her deceased husband, a flower she had nurtured by his graveside last year.

That one flower had managed to bloom more flowers around it.

She plucked two of them and placed them on the mound.

“It looks like a birthday cake, doesn’t it?”

Speaking to an audience that would never respond, she slid down and leaned against it as if sliding.

With each touch of the grass at her fingertips, she could recall memories with the man she had leaned on.

From the pounding in her chest to the gentle whispers in her ear, from the big moments to the small.

But the more she remembered, the more she felt.

The realization that the man who used to make her heart race and whisper love in her ear was no longer there.

The 10-year-old boy who complimented her beauty as he took the beating meant for her…

The close friend from her childhood who promised to be with her while tying the broken flower to her finger at 15…

The handsome young man who held her hand and ran away to an unknown place at the age of 20…

In that place where they had fled to together.

He left to pick starlight even before that day arrived.

It’s okay. It’s okay.

Don’t blame yourself.

Please, keep on living.

The man who worried about her even as he left.

Yurakne struggled to hold back her tears.

Foolish person.

Starlight?

The brightest thing she had wished for was already beside her.

Just one word whispered by you.

That would have been enough…

Idiot.

Did he ever realize how important he was to her?

He probably didn’t.

If he had, he would have known how difficult it was for her to be left alone, asking to live on.

A foolish man who always focused on worthless things instead of beautiful and valuable ones.

But…

Wait for me.

Just a little while longer.

Soon…

It was at that moment.

Rustling.

The sound of branches and grass being crushed.

The sound of something alive.

Was it a beast?

She wiped away her tears.

Living alone in a forest like this was not easy.

Yet she had lived without any problems for the past two years.

She had learned some magic from an old wandering fortune teller.

The magic involved making poisons and remedies from flowers and herbs, and how to ward off intruding beasts.

The magic that surrounded her home had the power to deter beasts with a strong scent of blood.

She maintained the magic every day, so there were no issues.

It was probably a small animal.

Like a rabbit…

“Hello?”

Yurakne’s heart sank.

She turned to where the sound had come from, and there was someone standing in the darkness.

Dressed in all black with a black cloak.

A particularly pale face and golden hair gleamed in the darkness.

Yurakne gripped her sickle and stood up.

The man smiled faintly and greeted her.

“Are you the one with six arms?”

Her initial thought was, ‘We’re done for.’

She thought of the cultists who had pursued them, claiming to hunt demons.

Could he be someone from the cult?

But if he was, he wouldn’t have said the words he did.

“You are truly beautiful. Won’t you come with me? It’s better than staying here alone.”

His proposal was unexpected.

He didn’t seem surprised by her appearance.

He called her beautiful.

He smiled.

Just like her husband used to…


“Come with you? Where…?”

“To the circus! There are many colleagues like you there!”

“You’re joking, right? Out of nowhere, you’re talking about a circus. How can I trust you…”

But the man continued to approach her, seemingly ignoring her objections.

“Hehe, if a guest has come, it would be nice if you could offer a drink.”

“Hey, don’t just enter my house like that…”

“Oh? You have tea leaves. Could you make some tea?”

“Listen to people!”

They struggled and argued for hours…

They spent several hours together, drinking tea with the condition that he would leave tomorrow…

They spent several more hours as he pulled out a bottle from his pocket like magic and they drank…

Throughout the night, laughter and tears alternated with each story they shared.

The next day, he left as promised.

With her.

At first, she was just happy.

Because there were colleagues in similar situations.

Because there was a man who smiled at her.

She was happy.

Until she learned his true nature…

“What’s the matter?”

“What do you mean?”

Yurakne was taken aback and asked.

She scolded herself for daring to have different thoughts in front of that devil.

“Potatoes.”

The man shrugged and held out a potato in his hand.

Her expression froze when she saw it.

The round, plump potatoes she had expected were nowhere to be seen.

The potato in his hand…

Had been shaved and reduced to half its size.

The floor was filled with potato peels that had been chopped into chunks.

No, looking at these chunks, could they even be called peels?

“Are you doing this continuously since earlier…?”

“…I’m sorry.”

He bowed his head, seemingly ashamed.

“His basket was piled high with misshapen potatoes. They all looked similar to what he was holding now. Uniform and… pointy… and small… It was a disaster.

I wonder how skillfully he cut them, as the volume of potato peels in his bag was similar to the volume of potato chunks in the tub. ‘Um…,’ she tried to maintain her composure. Could the devil do things like this? Ruin a meal by messing up the ingredients?

“You said you were good at cutting…”

“Well, I thought it had a Y-shaped blade in the middle… Haha, looks like I was wrong. My apologies.”

He said, but there was a mischievous smile on his lips. He didn’t seem sorry at all. If he was sorry, he shouldn’t be smiling like that. I was doing it alone anyway, why did he have to interfere?

His actions reminded her of the past when her husband used to help in the kitchen and only made more work for her. Annoying.

Annoying.

Annoying.

Ugh.

‘…?’

‘…Ah.’

Yurakne was shocked by her own actions. Her left arm had moved without her realizing it. Like she used to do to her husband…

She had just smacked him on the forehead!

“Umm…”

The boss looked at her with an amused expression. She quickly threw the knife down and kneeled in front of him.

“Boss… this is…”

“Oh, it’s fine.”

“I, I made a mistake…”

“Not at all.”

“Please… please…”

“Miss Yurakne!”

Yurakne took a deep breath. Wonderstein was staring at her, still with that same smile. It sent shivers down her spine. She remembered how others had reacted after encountering that smile, how they had transformed into dreadful creatures.

Could this happen to her too?

His hand rested on her shoulder.

Yurakne trembled each time his hand touched her. But nothing happened. There was no malice in his actions, just an intention to comfort her.

“Please calm down.”

His hand gently patted her shoulder.

Each time his hand made contact, she flinched, but nothing happened. There was no malice, just an attempt to console her.

“Boss?”

“Yes.”

The boss smiled.

The same as always.

Somewhere awkward,

Somewhere pretentious,

Somewhere mischievous,

That kind of smile.

It was the usual Wonderstein.

“Are you… not going to punish me?”

At her words, the boss tilted his head quizzically.

And then he smiled.

As if it were amusing.

“Just because you hit me once? It didn’t even hurt.”

It was strange.

Really strange.

He was a devil.

All the things he had done so far came to mind.

He committed all those atrocities with a smiling face.

Just like his usual smile.

Without remorse or hesitation.

A human couldn’t do that.

Only a devil could.

But now the devil was trying to reassure her?

Was it the devil’s mercy? Or the devil’s caprice?

Either way, it couldn’t be trusted.

He would mock and insult with a smiling face and then destroy his opponent with that same smile.

All she could do was to comply with his whims.

To not cross him.

“I’m sorry. I overreacted a bit…”

Given what he had done so far, it was not an overreaction at all.

But she had no choice but to say that.

If the devil wanted to pretend to be merciful, she had to go along with it.

“You don’t need to apologize.”

“I’m sorry… I mean, well…”

“That’s enough.”

“I’m sorry…”

“Oh, come on… Alright, I understand. If you’re so sorry, you should be punished.”

He raised his arm.

Ah, as expected.

The devil was playing with her, enjoying her reactions.

She closed her eyes tightly.

And then.

Whack.

A clear and refreshing sound struck her forehead.

And…?

…That was it.

His gentle fingertips touched her reddened forehead.

“Boss?”

“This is how I am repaying you.”

He chuckled and withdrew his hand from her forehead.

She felt a wave of relief and almost collapsed to the ground.

“It’s already 2 o’clock like this.”

He stared into the empty space for a moment and muttered.

In the distance, the bell of a temple rang out with a ‘ding, ding, ding’ sound.

“Let’s go together.”

“…Huh?”

“It’s too dark for a woman to go alone at night. I’ll accompany you.”

Yurakne looked at him, who was smiling brightly at her, with a bewildered expression.


Am I dreaming right now?

She held her pounding heart.

5 months ago.

Just like when she first met him.

Her heart started beating again.



 
  
    Chapter 16: Spider Lady Yurakne(4)


I checked the status window.

Yurakne’s affection level remained at 3.

It hadn’t increased by even a single point.

Not that I expected it to rise. I’d be grateful if it didn’t drop any further.

When I first volunteered to help her, I naturally assumed there would be some fancy gadget, like a double-edged potato peeler or something, in this world of steam engines and flying airships.

But there wasn’t.

Even when I tried explaining it to Yurakne, she seemed clueless about such things.

That’s when it hit me…

I remembered that the potato peeler was invented in the early 20th century, completely unrelated to technological advancements, born out of someone’s inspiration.

It seemed ridiculous that with all the progress in technology, there was no equivalent tool here. I struggled just to walk, let alone master the use of a knife.

I reluctantly attempted to use a knife, but the result was far from impressive.

It was downright embarrassing.

I felt sorry for Wonderstein himself.

His charisma couldn’t even peel a potato.

Trait: Finger Peeler

Applied Area: Fingers

Effect: Forms dual bone blades between the index and middle fingers, great for peeling potatoes or fruit skins!

Requires Debulroots x1

Auto-suggestions again.

I deleted the message.

It was too late.

At that moment, Yurakne emerged from the tent’s entrance.

“Master, um… Is this sufficient?” She turned around, wearing the outer coat.

The coat perfectly concealed her back and waist.

Her four arms clung closely to her body, revealing no distinction from a normal human.

With her arms hidden, she looked just like any other ordinary person.

Now I understood how she managed to shop in town.

“It’s truly beautiful.”

“Uh…really?”

Even I, who was socially awkward in real life, knew that when a girl asks if her outfit looks okay, you should always offer compliments.

Let’s go, increased affection!

However, she nodded with a puzzled expression, and there was a somewhat lonely smile on her face.

Hmm? Was my compliment too bland?

But isn’t it a bit ridiculous to heap excessive praise on someone for just wearing a worn-out travel cloak?

Ahem, and to be honest…

At that moment, my mouth moved on its own.

“But I think you look even better without it.”

“…Huh?”

She looked at me with a perplexed expression.

Oh, damn!

Cursed laughter!

It was a trait that maintained composure while having weak self-control, meaning it suppressed impulsive profanity and anger but allowed one to casually speak their mind.

Hadn’t I once boldly asked if I could touch something in the Vergsong Mansion?

It was the same now.

Honestly, I thought she looked better without the coat.

Is having many arms really such a repulsive thing?

There are so many people in the world who wish they had them.

But I shouldn’t have said such a thing to her.

Members of the Monster Circus were outcasts in society due to their alien appearance.

I knew how much anger they harboured, especially after transforming into monsters in TT1.

They cursed their own bodies and were disgusted by them.

Yet here I was saying that it was better this way.

Well, from Wonderstein’s perspective, it probably was.

After all, he’s the guy who takes pleasure in modifying and enjoying the grotesque appearance of others.

However, I couldn’t raise her affection this way.

“Uh, let’s hurry…”

Yurakne rushed past me and ran ahead.

I messed up.

I really messed up.

Completely messed up.

I glanced at her as she walked ahead.

She kept looking back at me, uncomfortable with me following her.

It was supposed to be a successful escort proposal, but I messed it up like this…

Fortunately, her affection didn’t seem to have dropped, but it must have been close.

We walked in silence all the way to the fish market.

“Ah, Master, over there…”

Before I knew it, we had reached the riverbank.

The intense light of the searchlights and the darkness of dawn intersected deeply.

The smell of fish and the squelching sound of boots mixed in the confusion.

Aksville was bustling with people.

“Departure of Naru No. 9! Replacement for Naru No. 3, quickly!”

“Naru No. 4 is docking! Naru No. 4 is docking!”

“It’s been a while since I visited the fish market.”

She didn’t walk with me, but she didn’t walk separately either. She maintained an awkward distance.

She was worried that being too close would be intimidating, and being too far would offend me.

I had to make up for it somehow here.

I spoke first.

“Miss Yurakne, what kind of fish are you thinking of buying?”

“Well, probably… since it’s the season for sturgeon, sturgeon would be good. You can grill it or make stew. Cooking crab would also be fine. Do you have anything you’d like to eat?”

“I’m not sure. Um… do they have mackerel here?”


I mentioned a fish name that I knew.

Yurakne looked at me with a vague expression.

“Mackerel is usually salted and brought up from the sea. It’s mainly traded in large markets. It’s hard to find fresh mackerel in a small fish market like this. You might have better luck at the daytime fish market.”

“I see, Miss Yurakne. I didn’t know that.”

“Is that so?”

Once again, Yurakne made a somewhat awkward expression, as if talking to a Wonderstein made her uncomfortable.

She quickly moved through the auction stalls, buying items.

“Naru No. 3! 200 kg of sturgeon!”

“Naru No. 5! 100 kg of Spanish mackerel! 120 kg of sturgeon!”

“Naru No. 2! 250 kg of crab!”

As the boats unloaded their seafood, the auctioneers shouted loudly.

Aksville’s fish market wasn’t very big, so most of the customers were cart drivers and nearby restaurant owners.

Yurakne and I squeezed ourselves in among the people and watched the auction.

“5 Spanish mackerel, 12.4 kg. Starting at 100 Lotties. Yes, 102 Lotties. 103 Lotties. 105 Lotties. 108 Lotties! Any more for 108 Lotties…? Yes! 110 Lotties. 112 Lotties! 115 Lotties! 117! 119! 119 Lotties, sold! Any more? No. 119 Lotties, sold!”

The auctioneer scribbled something on a note and handed it to the winning bidder.

The winner handed the note, along with the money, to the cargo handler and received the goods, loading them onto a cart.

All of this happened in less than 10 seconds.

Setting the price, exchanging the goods, bringing in the next item – these actions flowed like water, resembling a circus performance.

Even in such a small place, there was a world of experts.

Merchants examined the quality of the fish, nodded or shook their heads, clapped boards, or exchanged quick signals with the people next to them.

There was no room for beginners to intervene.

How do you even do this?

As I stood there dumbfounded, the auctioneer weighed the next fish on the scale.

His fingers quickly moved to push and pull the weights.

“Sturgeon, 8 pieces… weight… 10.5 kg!”

Yurakne had found the sturgeon she was looking for.

“It’s sturgeon, aren’t you going to buy it?”

“We should probably skip that one,” she said, hesitating for a moment before continuing. “Out of the eight, two of them have bleeding. Do you see those dark spots underneath their bellies? They got caught on the edges of the net’s hooks, and it messed up their flesh. And one of them has been dead for a while now. You can tell by looking at its eyeballs. It’s already decomposing.”

I nodded in response to Yurakne’s precise analysis, impressed by her ability to assess the condition of the fish in such a short time. Perhaps it was her experience as a homeworker that allowed her to do so.

But I wasn’t the only one surprised by her explanation. The auctioneer, as well as the other participants in the area, were all looking at us. They didn’t seem to be admiring her skills; their expressions held a sense of bewilderment.

The auctioneer approached Yurakne, scolding her aggressively, “What the heck! Are you trying to jinx our luck? Don’t you know the unwritten rules of the auction? Huh? You just put a curse on us! Do you think you can bargain with just your fingers? Where did you crawl in from, disturbing our business?”

Were there really such unwritten rules in the auction? Judging from the atmosphere around us and Yurakne’s changing complexion, it seemed she had indeed made a mistake. Her mistake… was because of me. It was my question that led to this.

How could she refuse when Wonderstein asked a question?

“What are you going to do?”

The auctioneer aggressively approached Yurakne, making her step back in fear.

I had caused trouble by following her. It seemed like my chances of gaining favourwere slipping away.

I sighed inwardly and stood in front of the auctioneer, blocking his path.

“Well, what is it? Who are you?”

“I’m… her husband.”

Rather than offering a convoluted explanation, I chose the most convenient excuse: husband and wife. It was enough to explain our relationship and the reason for my interference.

“Husband? So what? What are you going to do, huh? Why are you interfering with the auction and making a scene? You better take care of your wife!”

The auctioneer, who had put up a defective item for sale, was shouting loudly. It was frustrating, but I responded with a calm smile. A man who laughed couldn’t be shaken by such things.

“Double the price.”

“What… what did you say?”

“If paying the price will settle it, then I’ll pay double. That’s 160 Lotties.”

The auctioneer looked at me in surprise. According to Yurakne’s explanation, the sellers usually bought the fish at wholesale prices after winning the auction and made a profit equal to the amount over the minimum bidding price. Since the minimum bidding price was often less than 30% of the actual value, this meant a significant profit for the auctioneer.

“No, I… I understand. Please don’t do this again in the future. I mistook you for someone sent by another trader… everyone here is sensitive to such tricks, haha.”

He quickly stepped back, his earlier anger fading. Money seemed to solve everything.

The auctioneer declared the winning bid, and the workers packed the sturgeon neatly into a basket.

“Who is that man?”

“He spends money so casually. He looks noble, doesn’t he?”

“The woman is pretty too.”

“They seem like a well-matched couple.”

People around us murmured as they watched us. Yurakne approached me and bowed her head.

“I’m, I’m sorry. I caused unnecessary expenses…”

“It’s okay. We have plenty of money.”

She glanced around for a moment before whispering.

“Um, why did you, um, insist on calling us a couple…?”

“I didn’t really plan it; it just came out. It seemed natural… I’m sorry if it made you uncomfortable.”

“Oh, no! If anything, it’s because of me that this happened…”

“Well, it all started when I asked you, Yurakne. Hehe, if anything like this happens in the future, just let it be. It’s okay.”

“…Alright.”

She looked at me with a complicated expression, seemingly confused about my intentions. I felt a similar barrier as I did with Ella.

Back then, I had helped with good intentions but ended up being doubted in return. Changing things wouldn’t happen overnight. I decided not to rush it. There was still plenty of time.

“That aside… could you come a bit closer?”

“What?”

“It looks strange for a couple to be so distant.”

People around us kept stealing glances at us, and it wasn’t just because of our appearance. Her standing so far away from her husband looked unnatural to anyone who saw it.

“It’s because you were standing so far away that you had to raise your voice earlier.”

“Ah…”

She hesitated, and a look of understanding finally appeared on her face. I reached out my arm.

“Come on.”

“…Okay.”

A couple of steps closer would be enough, I thought. One step. Two steps…

But she didn’t stop there.

Rustle.

Her purple hair brushed past my vision. Something soft touched my side. It was an unexpected surprise. She had come into my arms, pressing her body against mine, so close that we could feel each other’s heartbeats.

My outstretched arm naturally wrapped around her shoulder.

“Is… is this alright?”

“…”

“…?”

“…”


Being approached so suddenly by someone was not something I was used to. For a moment, I almost pushed her away. But the “smiling man” always maintained his composure.

I didn’t show any sign of being flustered and just smiled calmly.

“I meant for you to come only as far as my arm.”

“Oh… I, I’m sorry!”

The spider-woman finally realized the situation. Her face turned bright red.



 
  
    Chapter 17: Spider Lady Yurakne(5)


It had been five months since Yurakne joined the circus.

It might be hard to believe now…

Back when she first joined, the relationship between the ringmaster and the troupe members wasn’t bad at all.

No, in fact, the troupe members rather liked their ringmaster.

“Everyone, we have a new member today! Miss Yurakne, please come forward!”

“Oh, hello? I’m Yurakne.”

“Wow! The ringmaster did it! We finally have a female member!”

“Huh? Dunedol, we already have Ella, right?”

“The assistant ringmaster is just a little kid, hehe.”

“Hehe, you’ll get in big trouble if Ella hears that, shh!”

The ringmaster was different from the people she had seen before. He didn’t fear or despise the monster troupe members. He always wore a friendly smile, and he treated them without hesitation, even throwing jokes their way.

“Ella, is the welcome cake ready yet?”

“Hey, you… you’ve been eating it for three days straight…”

“Oh, was that what he has been having for dessert every time?”

“…Pathetic.”

Assistant ringmaster Ella seemed to find it annoying, but back then, she simply thought of her as someone who acted differently for her age.

“Ringmaster, would you like to join me for a meal and go to the market together?”

“Hehe, that sounds good.”

Yurakne liked the ringmaster a bit more than the other troupe members. She had spent two years hiding in the woods after losing her husband. She had thought she had lost the ability to care for anyone else. But it seemed like there was still warmth in her heart that she could share with someone else.

“Ringmaster, could you watch me juggle?”

“Juggle? Well, you need to use all six arms to fully utilize them…”

“Ringmaster, I’m scared to go down to the village alone! Please come with me!”

“Hehe, I guess I can’t help it.”

Yurakne made excuses after excuses to stay close to the ringmaster. You could say that a woman in her mid-twenties who had been married once could easily be considered clingy. (Sven actually said that.)

Still, she wanted to be honest with herself.

Frank Wonderstein.

She liked that man.

He had reopened her heart, which she had once closed.

She was happy when she was with him.

“Ahh!”

“Run!”

“It’s a devil! That guy is a devil!”

And then, while traveling together one month later.

She saw the real side of Wonderstein.

With every swing of his hand, people’s heads burst like balloons.

Flesh and blood rained down like a downpour.

In that hellish scene, Wonderstein was laughing.

With the same kind and bright smile as usual.

And in an unaffected tone, he said this.

“Isn’t it beautiful? The scene of human fireworks exploding…”

Was it after that day?

That the troupe members started avoiding the ringmaster?

“Oh, everyone. Have you finished your meal already?”

“Ah… I… um… Oh, I did’nt want to disturb the ringmaster, so…”

“Oh, yes, yes. I… I already ate first.”

“…Is that so?”

And she felt the same way.

“Yurakne, we were supposed to go shopping together today, right?”

“Yes, we… I mean, I think I can go alone!”

“…”

“Well, it’s not that much…”

“…I see. Alright then.”

Eventually, as this situation repeated, Ella took charge to sort things out.

“Do you think the members will treat you like they used to after seeing you like that?”

“Hehe, it must have been quite a shock.”

“Anyway, if you plan to continue leading this circus, just leave it to me from now on.”

“…Alright. I’ll do that.”

Wonderstein nodded with a calm expression.

The same smile, the same tone of voice.

One might have expected him to show anger or disappointment to appear more human, but he behaved as usual, unaffected.

Now, his true nature was revealed.

A profoundly artificial smile.

A tone of voice so fake it sent shivers down one’s spine.

He was imitating human behaviour.

“Just because I took care of you a little last night? It was not a big problem.”

“It’s dark on the streets at night for a woman alone. I’ll go with you.”

“I’m… the husband.”

The devil’s sweet voice.

His smile was still beautiful, and his actions were overflowing with consideration.

And yet, something…

Something…

Had changed in him…

It was just a moment, but her heart was shaken.

She found herself embracing the devil’s embrace that she had always feared and avoided.

Thump, thump.

Her rapidly beating heart was not due to fear.

The heart she thought she had discarded was now throbbing.

Yurakne scolded herself.

Even though she knew his true nature, she felt so easily swayed.

Don’t trust his kindness.


Don’t let your guard down.

Don’t let your heart open.

“Herring is usually salted and brought up from the southern side. It’s mainly traded in large markets. It’s hard to find it fresh in small fish markets like this. You might find it easier if you go to the daytime fish market.”

“Indeed, you’re knowledgeable I didn’t know that.”

“Is that… so?”

We had talked about herring on the day we first went shopping. I gave the exact same answer I did then.

But you act like you’ve never heard it before.

Praising me mechanically.

A quite ordinary imitation of human behaviour.

Your words.

Your smile.

It’s all just an act, isn’t it?

There’s no real emotion behind it.

Remember the knights who exploded like fireworks, the townspeople who turned into a single mass, and the fellow troupe member turned into a stone statue just because she cried too loudly.

He’s a devil.

Yurakne firmly grasped her loosening heart.

“Should I let go?”

She was still in his embrace, but her heartbeat had become so calm that it felt cold.

Is he feeling it too?

It was impossible to tell from his expression.

There was no change in his smile.

“Do as you wish, Yurakne.”

What does the devil want?

To stay close or to let go.

While Yurakne hesitated for a moment, the packaging for the auctioned item was completed.

“Number 29! Number 29!”

It was the perfect timing.

“I’ll be back in a moment.”

Yurakne naturally slipped out of the ringmaster’s embrace and approached the loading area.

The stevedore handed her money and exchanged a receipt.

The laborer handed her a basket filled with fish.

“No.”

He tried to hand it to her.

“Oh, um? You…?”

The labourer’s mouth hung open.

His gaze was fixed on Yurakne.

When she saw his dilating pupils, it was already too late, and she had a bad feeling.

“Ahh! I-it’s a monster!”

He screamed and threw the basket, causing a commotion.

Could it be one of the people who had come to the circus?

People’s attention focused on them.

“I-it’s a monster! The monster has come to eat us!”

“Hey! What’s wrong with you?”

“Ugh, did this guy eat something bad?”

The labourer writhed on the ground as if he were hysterical.

Other laborers from the dock rushed over to calm him down.

For her part, she was trying to retreat due to his unusual behaviour.

At that moment, the labourer raised his trembling hand and pointed at her.

“T-that woman is a monster!”

“Come on, calm down! What nonsense are you talking about?”

“No, really! It’s the Monster Circus that came to the fair today! The one who eats men… the spider woman! That’s right, the spider woman! She has six arms!”

People’s gaze shifted towards Yura.

Dark purple hair, a face that looked somewhat sad in some way, and an attractiveness that was regrettable because it couldn’t be examined closely right now. It was undeniable that she was a beauty.

At first glance, calling her a monster was not appropriate.

However, a few people who examined her face closely murmured.

“Come to think of it…”

“Doesn’t she look like her?”

There were quite a few people who had seen the performance during the day.

Although there were no bright red lips, no blood-red eye makeup flowing around her eyes, her beauty was not easily concealed.

Rumours spread among the laborers and some of the guests recognized her.

“How did the monster get here?”

“She said she was cursed, didn’t she?”

“She said she ate people.”

“Is it okay for her to wander around like this?”

Amidst the murmurs, a hostile atmosphere began to spread throughout the marketplace.

The menacing sounds soon followed.

“Show yourself, monster!”

“You said she has six arms?”

“Why are you wandering around like this, cursed one?”

Threats, jeers, and mockery filled the market, making it noisy.

This was not the lair of monsters; they had more people on their side. Moreover, their opponent was not a menacing monster but a seemingly defenceless woman.

People could become much braver than usual in such situations.

“Hey, get out of here!”

It was a sudden attack.

Someone emerged from behind and grabbed Yurakne’s cloak.

Yura belatedly held onto her cloak, but it had already slipped down to her waist.

Flutter.

As her cloak slid down, her six arms, which had been crouching underneath, were revealed.

They were the slender, pale arms of a young woman.

She simply had a few more of them than others.

However, she was perceived as a monster by the people.

That’s the definition of a monster.

Being different from the norm.

“Ahh! She really has six arms!”

“She really was the spider woman! I didn’t see wrong!”

“It’s disgusting!”

“Ew, she looks so weird.”

“Ugh, is that even a human?”

Contempt and disgust spread among the crowd.

Malicious mockery and scorn were directed at her.

Some expressed their disdain not only in words but also in actions.

“Disgusting monster! How many men did you seduce with that face?”

Whish, thud.

A pebble flew and hit her shoulder.

It didn’t hurt.

But it triggered her trauma.

The day she had been locked in a cage and pelted with stones.

“What bad luck brought you here?”

Shack, smack.

A small fish, no bigger than a hand’s palm, hit her chest.

This time, her body trembled slightly.

The lifeless eyes of the fish that had fallen to the ground looked at her.

Dark and eerie.

Hello? Are you alone like me?

There was no one around to support her.

Then, suddenly, a man crossed her mind.

Yurakne turned to look at him.

The spot she had vacated.

Amidst the crowd that had gathered, the man was standing there.

He remained still, without a hint of movement, despite the situation.

As if he was enjoying this spectacle.

Every time the crowd surged, his shadow also revealed its outline, then quickly hid, shaking roughly.

Through a briefly revealed gap of light.

His face briefly came into view.


Frank Wonderstein.

He was looking at himself…

And smiling.

Evil

Laughing



 
  
    Chapter 18: Spider Women Yurakne(7)


The first day I arrived in the world of Tril Trilo.

What surprised me the most was not the fact that this place was a game world, nor the fact that I was a character named Wonderstein.

The most difficult thing for me to adapt to was….

Trait: Arm

Application Area: Shoulder

Effect: It’s an ordinary arm.

Required Resources: [Debulroots x16]

My body felt incredibly awkward.

Unfamiliar things I had never experienced before were attached to my body.

I stood up, touched, walked, and grabbed things.

People usually feel fear when facing something unfamiliar.

The strange sensation I felt was also something I had never encountered before.

But the emotion I felt was not fear; it was joy.

It was a moment where something inside me that had been suppressed since I arrived here suddenly burst out.

The smile on my face was not because of the “Laughing Man.”

I was standing alone for the first time in my life.

Without anyone’s help, without the aid of any tools.

The feeling I had dreamed about dozens of times a year.

It was a bit different from what I had imagined.

Nevertheless, I was more certain than anyone else that this was “real.”

But being happy was one thing, and the unfamiliarity was another.

It took me a day to handle this body naturally.

Actually, not even a whole day.

Babies take months to start walking.

I went through the process of realizing what I had learned rather than learning something new.

No one thinks about each step they take.

No one thinks about the movements of each finger when picking something up.

What moves the human body is not so much a skill as it is a “habit” engraved in the body.

Walking and running became familiar in less than a day.

Because Wonderstein’s body remembered.

Complex actions like using chopsticks took some time to adapt to.

So, I had to eat alone in the carriage for a few days.

Yeah. Only two and a half years.

There’s no regret in going back to the original life.

It’s nice to live, but it doesn’t matter if I die.

But I wanted to enjoy this body for a long time.

Somehow, I wanted to feel this sensation for a long time, filling up two and a half years.

Trait: Arm

Application Area: Shoulder

Effect: It’s an ordinary arm.

Required Resources: [Debulroots x16]

“Ugh! She really has six arms!”

“She was indeed that spider lady! I didn’t see it wrong!”

“It’s so disgusting!”

“Ugh, is that what a person looks like?”

The uncomfortable scene of a festival.

In the midst of it, a young woman crouching and trembling.

I knew the past of the members of the Monster Circus.

I didn’t know the details, but the game provided enough information about the process they had gone through.

Honestly, when I saw their past in the game, I felt disgusted.

Was it because of the misfortune I had experienced?

Or was it the discomfort of the material itself?

I didn’t want to understand their motivation and didn’t want to empathize with them.

So what?

Just because I went through such a thing doesn’t mean I’ll become a crazy murderer like you guys, right?

I sneered at the arm with a backstory.

But when I actually saw this sight in front of me, I didn’t have such thoughts.

I closed my eyes.

Suddenly, memories I didn’t want to remember came to mind.

‘Ugh, I used to be able to walk around like that.’

‘Shh, why are you here? From that orphanage on that expose program…’

‘Oh dear, tsk tsk. I’d rather commit suicide than live like that.’

People could show mercy to insects digging in the ground, but they felt discomfort towards flying insects.

I only realized that after leaving the orphanage.

He was the only one who survived.

The director…committed suicide…

The foundation offered all of the remaining funds, totaling billions of won, to me…

Wherever I went, people recognized me.

It’s amazing that some couldn’t recognize me even with all the extensive media coverage.

There were people approaching me, aiming for the estate and funds left by the director.

They had strange hostility, picking fights or giving me resentful looks.

It was better to crawl on the floor and work for a living back then.

Back then, it was just pity.

“Can you have a meal alone?”

“Can you go to the restroom alone?”

Trait: Legs

Applied Area: Pelvis

Effect: Ordinary legs.

Required Resources: [Debulroots x24］

My lips twisted.


The “Smiling Man” still forced a smile on me.

But I didn’t want to smile right now.

I didn’t want to make that expression when looking at her.

No, at least I didn’t want to show her that expression.

“Once you get used to the eye tracker, it’s much faster than a mouse or keyboard.”

“Every day, a helper will come from the welfare centre.”

“Bathing and meals will be at a fixed time every day…”

Trait: Legs

Applied Area: Pelvis

Effect: Ordinary legs.

Required Resources: [Debulroots x24］

It wasn’t because of the affection value.

I just didn’t want to show her a face like those trashy expressions surrounding her.

Ttideek.

Ttideek.

Ttideek.

Ttideek.

Trait: Arms

Applied Area: Shoulders

Effect: Ordinary arms.

Required Resources: [Debulroots x16］

Trait: Arms

Applied Area: Shoulders

Effect: Ordinary arms.

Required Resources: [Debulroots x16］

Trait: Legs

Applied Area: Pelvis

Effect: Ordinary legs.

Required Resources: [Debul roots x24］

Trait: Legs

Applied Area: Pelvis

Effect: Ordinary legs.

Required Resources: [Debulroots x24］

Yurakne’s situation brought back memories of that time.

The things I wished for the most back then.

Things I didn’t have.

Things I wanted to have.

The Evolution Research Institute was calculating those things on its own.

But resisting the smiling man, no matter what uncomfortable emotions I felt, was impossible.

I smiled and made eye contact with her.

“Ringmaster…?”

It was too noisy, and I couldn’t hear her voice, but just by looking at her mouth, I could tell.

Her pupils were clearly filled with despair.

***

“That’s what it was.”

Yurakne realized everything the moment she saw the smile on the ringmaster’s face.

Why he had been forgiving of her mistakes since earlier.

Why he had wanted to follow her so badly.

He knew how to hurt people more than just physically.

The day she first met him.

She had confessed everything to him while drunk.

She had told him everything except for the most painful memories.

The story of being dragged out by the townspeople when she was young and locked in a cage, subjected to the stoning baptism.

He remembered that story.

Recreating that story was his intention.

“You disgusting monster!”

“Who do you think you are coming here!”

It was just like that day.

Surrounded by people filled with hatred, she became the target of a lynching.

The only difference from that day was that there was no husband to protect her.

Thud. Thump. Clang.

Rotten seafood.

Fish heads.

Crushed snails, and more.

All sorts of foul-smelling and dirty objects struck her body.

She had to endure the violence in silence.

She knew from experience that any form of resistance would only make people more ruthless.

She had to endure it.

Tears streamed down her cheeks.

It hurt.

Her chest hurt more than the places she was hit.

There, in the crowd under the light.

The Ringmaster watched all of this with a smile.

He stood there without moving.

He simply enjoyed watching her despair.

An evil devil who trampled on people like insects, turning them into monsters, laughing as he did so.

What had she expected from him?

She had told her not to trust the devil.

You’re a fool.

I know.

I know, but…

Still, there is…

Still, I thought…

“Monster, get lost!”

Then, someone picked up a heavy iron net and threw it at her.

It was different from the flatfish or fish she had been hit with earlier.

It was something made of metal, something that could truly hurt a person.

Oh, that must hurt a lot.

She closed her eyes tightly.

Yes, if she sheds some blood here, the people might hesitate.

They might spit out insults and turn away in disgust.

A few people who had been watching the situation would come forward and pretend to have a belated conscience.

They had done it several times.

They always did.

It would stop at that level.

If they just hit her once…

Thud.

A dull sound of impact.

But Yurakne felt no shock.

The iron net didn’t reach her.

Something blocked it.

A lump of metal, the size of a human fist, rolled to the ground.

“Hehe, this hurts a bit.”

A playful voice that didn’t match the seriousness of the situation.

No way… No way…

She slowly raised her head.

Black shoes.

Familiar black shoes.

There was no way…

It must be a mistake.

She slowly raised her head.

Black pants, a black jacket, and even a black cape.

It was not the kind of clothing one would wear to a dawn fish market.

But that man always stuck to that outfit no matter when or where.

Frank Wonderstein.

He stood in front of her.

A streak of red blood trickled down his forehead.

He had taken the iron net directly.

“Blood is red…”

A sudden thought crossed her mind.

He turned to her with a smile.

As if he hadn’t felt any pain at all.

“Are you alright?”

Alright?

It was just like that day.

The day she first met her husband and the day she first met Wonderstein.

Her husband had also stood in front of her, protecting her from the crowd.

But…

But why had he?

“If anyone does anything more to my wife, I won’t stand still.”

There was no hint of anger in Wonderstein’s words.

He just smiled and said it calmly.

There was nothing threatening about his appearance or behaviour.

But the people who saw him felt a chilling sensation in his laughter.

A stunningly handsome man, completely out of place in the situation, with a friendly smile that didn’t match.

It made people feel fear.

The frenzied madness of the crowd, burning like fire, disappeared in an instant.

No one approached Yurakne anymore.

“I think it’s best to leave now.”

He reached out his hand.

Yurakne contemplated his words.

Wife.

In that moment, the shadow of her husband fell upon Wonderstein’s broad back.

Don’t hold on.

This is also a trick.

Is he trying to deceive her again?

“I… I’m dirty…”

Her body covered in filth.

Full of the stench of seafood.

It’s not even a matter of holding hands; she doesn’t even want to get close.

He had always been strict about wearing clean suits.

Oh, could this be a trap too?

If she approaches him in this state, he might say it stinks and wave his hand to cut her throat…

Step by step.

He approached her.

A smile still hung on his lips.

He bent down and roughly brushed off the dirty things clinging to her body.

His suit got dirty, but he didn’t seem to care at all.

He examined her body and asked if she was hurt anywhere.

“Let’s go back. To our lodging.”

Such a bright smile.

Tears.


Tears flowed.

Two streaks of starlight running down Yurakne’s cheeks.

They were the same tears, but they held an entirely different meaning from before.

“Yes… Honey…”

Yurakne stood up with his support.



 
  
    Chapter 19: Spider Lady Yurakne(End)


On the way back to the campsite.

Wonderstein, who had distanced himself from the marketplace, released Yurakne’s hand that he had been holding.

There was no need to continue their performance as a couple where no one could see them.

His head throbbed.

Thanks to the ‘Rapid Stiffness,’ there wasn’t much bleeding, and thanks to the ‘Smiling Man,’ the pain was minimal.

But what truly angered him wasn’t the fact that he had been hit.

“I’ve done it again.”

He was angry with himself.

To what extent was he just playing a role in the game,

He had boasted about being Wonderstein, just acting the part,

But just now, he had genuinely stepped forward.

It was a different situation from when he had taken bullets for the sake of a quest.

But now?

“Because of the Smiling Man.”

An impulsive and reckless act.

It was all because of the curse that afflicted his body.

Otherwise, he would never have thought of taking on such a piece of lead with his bare body.

He scolded himself like that, but the uneasy feeling didn’t dissipate.

An eye tracker.

The controller for an electric wheelchair.

The assistance of caregivers from the welfare centre.

He had never once stood up and acted on his own since the day he was born.

He was accustomed to passive, defensive, and dependent choices.

For personal reasons, not for game strategies or quests,

It was difficult for him to accept the fact that he had taken the initiative for someone else.

Yurakne looked at him with a mixed expression of doubt as she walked along.

He had protected her and got hurt.

She made an effort not to think too sentimentally about that fact.

He was a man who could deflect blades with his bare body and crush skulls with his fingers.

Getting hit by a mere piece of iron wouldn’t be a significant danger.

But… she couldn’t help but worry.

Because it was a wound he received while trying to protect her.

“Um…”

“I don’t have any intention of causing harm to those people.”

“Huh?”

“Weren’t you asking about that? Ella often worries about it whenever I get into even the smallest trouble. Even when I refused to board the ship the day before yesterday, she was like that.”

Considering the things he had done so far, it was a reasonable concern.

But it wasn’t what Yurakne wanted to ask right now.

“No, it’s not that… um, well, you see…”

There were many things she wanted to ask.

But when it came time to speak, she didn’t know what to say.

She hesitated for a moment, then finally asked the biggest question she had always had.

“…Why, Ringmaster, don’t you get angry? How can… you keep smiling?”

Wonderstein stopped in his tracks.

He took a moment to catch his breath before answering.

“Why are you curious about that?”

“Just… I just want to understand you better.”

Yurakne blushed at the confession-like words that slipped out unintentionally.

Fortunately, the ringmaster interpreted it differently.

“…I suppose you won’t understand from your perspective. I….”

He looked into the empty air without looking at Yurakne.

Quest Window – Smile of Truth

: Yurakne is curious if your smile is genuine.

Conditions for Completion

: Make her believe whether it’s true or false.

Success Reward

: [Debulroots x2］

Failure Penalty

: [Yurakne’s affection -1］

Seeing the quest pop up, he felt relieved.

The guiding star he should follow.

The instructions given to him on this stage.

He had no confidence in weaving lies.

So he decided to speak honestly.

“Miss Yurakne, it hurts when I get hit too.”

He said as he wiped the blood on his forehead with his hand.

“When I’m insulted, I get angry, and when I face death, I feel sad.”

He was speaking as a human who could feel emotions.

Not a devil or a monster.

“Why then…?”

“An illness? No, it’s not quite right. It’s more like a curse. Yes, a curse. I’m cursed to laugh. No matter how angry or sad I am, I can only express it by laughing. I can’t even shed tears. I can only laugh.”

“Is that true…?”

That was the simple reason.

Yurakne looked at him with disbelief.

Even when the members turned their backs on him.

Even when she avoided him.

The smile he wore… was it all just a façade?

“Then… why didn’t you tell us until now? If you had, there wouldn’t have been any misunderstandings…”

“What misunderstandings?”

“What?”


Wonderstein turned to look at her with a smile.

It was the same smile as always.

Seemingly crafted, mocking, contrived.

But now that she knew the truth, his smile seemed different to her.

Bitterness, pain, sadness, and… loneliness.

It might just be her misconception, but…

“Even if you know the truth, will it change anything? You’ll still fear me and avoid me. I understand.”

With those words, Wonderstein turned away.

Accepting that it’s okay for her to hate him.

He said so and walked away.

Yurakne followed him, pondering his words.

Even if she found out the truth, would nothing change?

…No.

No, that wasn’t true.

There was something that would change.

“When I was surrounded by people…”

Since she heard his confession, there had been something she had been curious about.

“…The Ringmaster was smiling.”

Wonderstein’s steps came to a sudden halt.

“What kind of expression did you really want to have back then?”

Wonderstein stood still in his place, not making any move.

As Yurakne followed behind him, she got closer and closer to him.

When there was just one step left in that distance, Wonderstein finally spoke.

“I hated this curse more than anything at that time.”

Yurakne’s footsteps also came to a stop.

Right behind him.

“When I saw you crying while surrounded by people, I… also…”

Wonderstein looked back at Yura.

A bright smile adorned his lips.

“If I said I wanted to cry, would you believe me?”

Without waiting for an answer, he walked quietly toward the tent.

Yurakne stood there for a long time, pondering the laughter he left behind.

***

The next day, breakfast at the Monster Circus was not as satisfying as usual.

Yurakne had promised fish stew the day before.

It was disappointing, to say the least.

There was no trace of fish meat, and even the potatoes seemed strangely small.

“It’s because of Wonderstein,” Sven said with conviction, his bones creaking.

“I saw him yesterday morning, and he was bothering Yurakne. He even followed her all the way to the market.”

In the middle of the night?

The members were all surprised by the news that Yurakne had confronted Wonderstein on her own.

“What did you do?”

“I came back and went to sleep again.”

“You’re fearless.”

“Do I have the audacity to confront the ringmaster? Anyway, something bad definitely happened. I saw Yura when she returned, and she was a complete mess.”

Everyone was curious about what had happened overnight, but Yurakne, the person involved, remained tight-lipped.

When I woke up, the sun was hanging in the sky.

I had overslept due to wandering around until dawn.

All the wounds had disappeared and were nowhere to be found.

Thanks to the “Rapid Stiffness” that suppressed bleeding and the cell regeneration I had set to 3.0 before going to sleep.

Name: Frank Wonderstein

Age: 27

Occupation: Biomancer

Attributes: (2/20)

Muscle Strength: 2.0 (Physical Training)

Tissue Hardness: 2.0 (Leather Armor)

Cell Regeneration: 3.0 (Sprinting)

Traits: [Smiling Man], [Rapid Stiffening]

The description of cell regeneration had changed from 1.0 to “Crawling,” then to 2.0 as “Walking,” and now it was “Sprinting.”

My walking speed had increased fourfold compared to crawling.

Did that mean my running speed was four times faster than walking?

Recovery speed also seemed to have increased proportionally.

In other words, I now had about 16 times the normal person’s regenerative ability.

It was an unexpected expense, but it wasn’t a bad thing.

The basic attributes had to be increased eventually, and among them, tissue hardness and cell regeneration took priority.

This wasn’t a game; there were no retries.

I only had one life.

I had to survive somehow to seize the next opportunity.

Défense and recovery were the first steps.

Thunk.

Someone knocked on the carriage door.

From the silhouette alone, I could tell who it was.

There were only two people who could come to my carriage anyway, Womon and Ella.

It was definitely Ella, as her shadow was smaller.

“What’s going on?”

But the voice I heard was unexpected.

“Um… it’s Yurakne.”

I was surprised to hear the spider-woman’s voice, but I quickly composed myself.

I recalled the message I received before going to sleep.

[Yurakne’s affection has increased by 9. Current affection: 12. (Next reward: Affection 15)]

Ella had 9, Womon had 4, and the rest had 1 or 2, but she had gone from 3 to 12 in just one night.

Whether it was because he helped with the shopping, prevented the lynching against her, or because I told her about the ‘Smiling Man,’ I wasn’t sure, but I was relieved that my efforts from the previous night had not been in vain.

I see. It was all for the sake of improving favourability.

So, there was a justification for me.

“What’s going on?”

“Well… Since you skipped breakfast… and you went through something like that yesterday… I thought I should make some porridge.”

Gulp.

I opened the door.

Yurakne was standing there with her violet hair tied back with a hairpin, wearing an apron.

A tray in her hand.

A bowl of porridge on top of it.

I smelled a familiar aroma coming from there.

“Abalone, huh?”

“Yes… It’s a gift to apologize for what happened in the morning at the merchant’s meeting.”

“Hehe, giving something so valuable. It seems our performance was quite successful.”

I accepted the tray.

Shake, shake.

Her hand was trembling slightly.

Not out of fear.

I saw the sweat running down her forehead and the shadows under her eyes.

“You didn’t get any sleep at all, did you?”

“Oh, no. I slept for an hour or two earlier.”

Taking care of three meals for the members alone was not an ordinary task.

Even though we divided the time and took turns sleeping, when unexpected situations like yesterday arose, it led to overwork.

“Thank you. I’ll enjoy it.”

I smiled at her.

But she gave me a strange look.

A hesitant expression as if she wanted to ask something.

“Well, um… What kind of expression do you want to make right now?”

Did she really want to know that?

I laughed and replied, “Just be yourself.”

Hearing my words, she nodded in relief.

“Now, go get some sleep. We have another performance in two hours, right?”

At my words, she nodded.

“Hehe… Yes!”

Huh?

As she quickly walked away, I raised an eyebrow in confusion.

Did I hear wrong? It seemed like she was smiling… now.

Maybe she can finally get some rest.

I sat down in front of the carriage and ate the porridge.

I could see some of the members in the distance, huddled together and chattering excitedly.

They scattered in a hurry when they caught a glimpse of me looking their way.

We still have a long way to go.

But I had to go.

I had to lead them all and challenge the Circus Grand Prix.

I couldn’t make choices like giving up everything and living in the mountains now.

Main Quest – Circus Grand Prix

The Sky City Hippodrome is calling for Wonderstein.

Objective:

Advance to the main round of the Circus Grand Prix.


Success Reward:

Ability to bring all acquired Debulroots and Biomancer abilities into reality.

Failure Penalty:

None.

Someday, I would walk on my own two legs and feel the world with my own two arms.



 
  
    Chapter 20: Assistant Ringmaster Ella(1)


Today is the day the ship sent by the Vergsong Family is due to arrive.

We loaded all our baggage onto the wagon and waited for the ship.

Perhaps it was thanks to the warning from the Asville Merchant Guild, but this time, there was no one causing trouble or disputes.

Some even gave us friendly glances among the crowd.

It was all because we had injected new life into this rural market town for the past few days.

The promised time was approaching.

In the distance, we could see the flag of the Vergsong family on the approaching ship.

The members started to murmur as they confirmed the ship’s appearance.

“That’s it?”

“Nah, it can’t be.”

“It’s probably just a passing ship.”

However, contrary to the members’ expectations, the ship didn’t change its course.

It was clearly heading straight towards us.

As we watched the ship approaching Asville, the members couldn’t hide their astonishment.

“Wow…”

“Look at that.”

“Why is a ship like that coming here?”

“Hey, everyone, clear the way for the ship!”

“Hurry up!”

The ships that had been docked haphazardly quickly moved to the edges.

Even to an outsider like me, the difference between the old ships and this state-of-the-art steamship was apparent, both in size and elegant appearance.

The overwhelming grandeur was enough to fill the port to the brim.

We weren’t the only ones surprised; even the local residents who had been working came out to watch the steamship entering the port.

“Is that the ship the ringmaster requested…?”

“Well, well, well. I only received a reply from Lady Anais saying they would send a ship.”

“Surprising, isn’t it? I thought at most we’d get a cargo ship to carry our stuff…”

I agreed with the words.

This was beyond our expectations.

Anais had been so strict about sponsorship, even demanding that I write letters every week for expenses, and now she was sending such an extravagant ship.

“Is it expensive?”

“Expensive? Ha!”

Ella chuckled.

“Even if we pooled our earnings from the past ten days, it would be difficult to rent a cabin for a day.”

“Are you saying that for just one cabin?”

“Just one, indeed and with just Womon we wont be able to fit in.”

The money we had earned in the past ten days was not insignificant.

Despite the incident at the market, the performance continued to thrive.

It was a full house every day. They even gave us more compensation than what was written in the contract, thanking us for our efforts at the Merchant Guild.

We had earned quite a bit, or so I thought…

“Steamships are generally expensive. And this one is among the most luxurious.”

“Is that so? This is… Anais’s intentions are hard to understand.”

I pondered, and Ella turned to me with a narrowed gaze.

“Hey, what are you talking about?”

“You know. She asked me to send letters every week… she was so strict with our expenses. And now she is sending such an extravagant ship… Is it because she is stingy or generous…?”

What could be her motive?

While I was contemplating, Ella looked at me with a pitiful expression in her eyes.

“Why are you saying that?”

“Sending letters… it’s just that…”

She pursed her lips as if about to say something but soon sighed and turned her head down.

“…No, it’s nothing.”

What was she trying to say?

At that moment, a familiar voice came from the ship.

“Hello! Ringmaster Wonderstein!”

I looked up at the deck and muttered in admiration.

Certainly, this ship was too grand for just our use.

It was not only large, but also very expensive.

But if important figures from the Merchant Guild were on board, it made sense.

A slender woman with green hair leaned on the railing.

Anais Vergsong.

She was the heiress of the Vergsong Domain and the chairman of the Vergsong Merchant Guild(Grand Assembly).

She waved and smiled warmly at me.

“It’s been a while.”

It had only been two weeks, but she looked significantly different.

Her pale face had regained its rosy colour, and her once feeble gait was now confident.

She wore a bright dress suitable for outings instead of her sombre indoor clothes and a wide-brimmed hat, giving off a fresh vibe.

But most notably, her tone of voice had changed.

I no longer sensed that edgy, prickly atmosphere.

Could it be because she had removed her mask?

Or perhaps something within her had changed?

I couldn’t tell for sure, but it was a much more pleasant voice to listen to.

“Are you checking on the result of the surgery, Ringmaster?”

I snapped out of my thoughts as she spoke in her refined voice.

To examine a woman’s body so closely like this.

It was the same mistake as when we first met.

Fortunately, she didn’t seem angry.

Instead, she raised her chin and looked at me with a strange smile.

“So, how is it? According to the expert. Is there any problem?”

“Yes, thankfully. You look healthy.”

“Well, I see… But can you really tell just by looking?”

She pulled down her cardigan slightly.


I examined her respiratory function through the [Evolution Research Institute].

There didn’t seem to be any abnormalities.

“Just by looking is enough. You seem fine.”

“Is that so? Well… I guess I can’t help it… Oh, no… I mean, that’s a relief! If I had to let someone else touch me again… it would have been awkward…”

She blushed and quickly pulled down her cardigan.

It seemed like that day’s memory was quite embarrassing for her.

Well, I did something like that to a human who didn’t like it…

“Anyway… Oh, I see. You needed a ship, right? It was lucky for me that I happened to pass by this area. Well, I mean… lucky for you, I guess. Thanks to that, you get to ride the best ship in our trading company.”

Ding, ding, ding.

Suddenly, a bell rang.

It was a sound coming from the ship.

“Please step back for a moment!”

With the shouts of the crew, a section of the ship’s wall slowly descended.

Could it have this kind of function?

With a thud, the cargo hold of the ship was opened.

The inside of the ship was revealed, like a drawbridge being lowered.

The entrance to the cargo hold was wide.

It was big enough for a carriage to fit through.

“Load the big cargo first! The smaller ones can come later!”

Following the crew’s instructions, the members began to load the cargo one by one.

I tried to help, but…

“The crew is watching you. Don’t interfere and just stay up here.”

Ella’s cold response left me with no choice.

My favourability had increased considerably, but her attitude towards me was becoming increasingly blunt.

Especially since her favourability had surpassed 10, she didn’t even greet me properly.

It seemed like she was even kinder when the favourability was at 5.

What did I do wrong?

Anyway, there was nothing wrong with what she said.

Except for Yurakne and Womon, the other members were still uncomfortable making eye contact with me.

How long would I have to remain in this awkward position?

I went up to the deck.

Anais had set up a makeshift table and was waiting for me.

Behind her stood a middle-aged adjutant in a blue coat, serving as her escort.

A typical ‘adjutant’ with a wide-brimmed leather hat adorned with feathers, a long, crooked nose, and a prominent mustache.

His gaze was imposing, as if he was looking down on someone.

On his back was a long rifle slanted diagonally.

But most importantly, the fact that he was here with Anais.

I knew who he was.

“You must be Adjutant Porsche.”

I greeted him with a smile, not because of the ‘smiling man’.

I was genuinely happy to see him.

“Do you know me?”

“The reputation of an adjutant like yourself is famous even among wanderers like us.”

“Hahaha! Reputation, you say! I’ve only piled up a few insignificant ones!”

Porsche laughed heartily.

A typical adjutant’s arrogance.

Simple charm that comes with a few compliments.

He was exactly like the Porsche I had seen in the game.

He was a support character in TT3.

Support characters are generally immortal and cannot be controlled, but instead, they automatically use support skills while following the main character.

There are dozens of support characters available in each game.

Support characters could be recruited into the party as the main quest progressed or by meeting specific conditions.

Up to 6 support characters could be brought along at once, and the choice of support character combination could drastically change the gameplay style.

Name: Porsche Grape

Age: 43

Favourability: 100

Title: Devotee of Vergsong

Occupation: Gunner

Recruitment Condition: Discover the “Devotee Pledge” at Vergsong’s Mansion and have a conversation with him at the refugee camp.

Abilities:


	[Automatic Firing]: Fires penetrating bullets every 1 second.

	[Gunner’s Pride]: Favourability 15 Reward: Overcomes challenging situations on their own.

	[Explosive Shot]: Favourability 30 Reward: Fires explosive bullets dealing 5 damage every 10 seconds.

	[Reload!]: Favourability 50 Reward: Increases the attack speed of all ranged characters by 15%.

	[Paralysis Shot]: Favourability 75 Reward: Fires bullets causing 1-second paralysis every 12 seconds.

	[Leave It to Me!]: Favourability 100 Reward: Receives player-targeted skills every 80 seconds.



Gunner Porsche Grape.

A gruff personality, middle-aged with a mustache, and some unfavorable attributes.

Due to his sometimes tactless remarks that had adverse effects in certain dialogue choices, he was often referred to as “that mustache” among fans.

However, despite this image, he was an excellent support character in terms of performance.

His favourability reward, “Reload!”, was essential when forming a ranged party, and his favourability reward “Leave It to Me!” was a rare skill nullification in the game.

Any game wide-area buffs and survival skills.

While he might not have reached S-tier, he was always present when discussing A-tier supports.

And he was my “original comrade” in this world after coming over.

My happiness in seeing him was genuine.

Members of the Monster Circus.

Anais, Pierre, the butler, and so on.

I had only seen people meet unfortunate fates until now, but finally, I met someone without any burdens.

“I heard that you saved Lady’s life… but as an expert, I couldn’t help but notice a few shortcomings. Well, I can’t blame you for being less experienced than us professionals…”

Hmm, is this a bit uncomfortable?

Whether in the game or here, he was always chatty.

Unfortunately, there was no skip conversation function like in the game.

“If I was there, I would have quickly deflected the revolver even with it on my back. Even like this, thanks to my reflexes trained through practice, I could aim accurately in less than a second…”

“Grape!”

Anais glared at him fiercely.

His momentum, which was bragging just a moment ago, was instantly broken by her.

Was it just my imagination that his mustache seemed to droop like that?

“Captain wants to have a conversation with you, so please step aside.”

“Oh, alright.”

Porsche Grape moved away with a slightly surprised look on his face.

Anais corrected her expression and looked at me again.

“I’m sorry. Porsche is the patron saint of our territory, so even if he receives a modest compliment, he tends to get carried away… and endlessly boast  until you scold him.”

“Haha, where can you find a gunner who doesn’t brag about themselves? If I ever meet one who doesn’t boast about their marksmanship or guns, I thought I’d have to buy them a drink someday, but I haven’t had the chance yet.”

Anais burst into laughter at my words.

This was a joke thieves made when traveling with Porsche Grape as a supporter, but it was well received even here

I was seated across from her.

A waiter who had been waiting in the distance approached and served me a refreshing drink as well.

“But is Lady also going with us?”

In response to my question, Anais twitched her shoulder.

She frowned as if implying something.

“I’m not, not necessarily because I want to go! It’s just that if you show us in a pathetic light and ruin our reputation, it’s not good for our guild… We’re going to monitor you!”

“Hehe, is that so? Thanks to you, it seems like it will be a pleasant journey.”

It wasn’t an empty word.

I genuinely enjoyed her company.

I got tired of the carriage trip after just one week.

To modern people used to traveling by car, this era’s carriages, which were slow and uncomfortable, would never be tolerable.

That would be the same for ships, I thought.

Ships rocking on the water would make me feel seasick just by looking at them.

I thought I should create the “Gravity Ringr” feature recommended by the Evolution Research Lab.

In the meantime, I was relieved that I could ride on such a luxurious cruise ship.

“Will you continue to travel with us in the future?”

Traveling in luxury on an airship, how comfortable it would be.

“Will I continue to travel with you…? Well, I’m a busy person, you know? Well, I guess I could consider it if you really want me to…”

Anais avoided giving a clear answer, turning her gaze away.


I guess she couldn’t give a straightforward reply.

Well, it was nice to travel together for a while.

On such a beautiful ship,

“I hope we can continue to travel together.”

Anais blushed and turned her head as if she were embarrassed.



 
  
    Chapter 21: Assistant Ringmaster Ella(2)


The journey from Aksville went smoothly for four days.

There were no accidents or incidents to speak of.

It was a routine of eating and lazing around, eating and lazing around.

Was there anyone among the crew complaining?

Of course not.

These were the people who used to sleep in the carriage and in tents every day.

Being able to shower with hot water every day and sleep in a bed was already a tremendous luxury for them.

They embraced this comfortable and pleasant cruise journey.

Among them, Yurakne must have been enjoying it the most.

Because there was food provided on the ship.

Thanks to that, she could take a break from her role as the cook for a while.

“Ringmaster, today I tried a different kind of tea than yesterday.”

But sitting still didn’t suit her temperament.

She needed to keep herself busy with something.

Was it a kind of occupational disease for housewives?

These days, the task Yurakne enjoyed the most was brewing tea.

“Yurakne, do you know how to make tea?”

“Tea?”

“Yes. We use these leaves to make it.”

“Why are you suddenly…?”

“Oh, it’s just that I felt like having some tea that you made.”

If it were in the past, she might have been trembling with anxiety.

Was the ringmaster trying to find fault and start a fight?

But not anymore.

Perhaps it was because she had received a piece of his secret.

His true identity was still a mystery, and his intentions were unfathomable, but she was no longer afraid of him like before.

In fact, it made her happy that he had asked her for something.

She liked being asked for favours by someone.

And she enjoyed fulfilling those requests and seeing the other person smile.

It must be another occupational disease of a housewife.

The tea she made with her own hands.

She even crumbled the tea leaves a bit more with her fingers.

She looked closely at the ringmaster’s face as he drank it.

When a smile appeared on his face, her own lips naturally curled up.

“How is it?”

“Well, the aroma is definitely stronger than yesterday’s. He He He, thanks to you, Yurakne, I don’t think I can live without tea now.”

Upon hearing the captain’s praise, a “Hehehe” laughter flowed from Yurakne’s lips.

Oops, was that laugh too cheerful?

No, no. She was just smiling back at the ringmaster’s smile.

She also took a sip of the tea in her hand.

The sweet sensation tingled her tongue.

It was strange.

It was tea without sugar…

There shouldn’t be any sweetness to it.

Yurakne realized that this was a sensory transfer.

It was a sweet taste due to the sensory pleasure she felt when looking at that man.

“The variety seems so luxurious, probably because it’s the ship the chairman travels on.”

Ah, the chairman.

She must be doing well. She had a lot of money.

But what does that have to do with anything?

The ringmaster only drinks the tea I make.

Hoho.

I saw it all on the terrace yesterday.

Even though she recommended a different drink, the ringmater chose to drink what she was holding and said something like this.

“I like this the most.”

Too bad, young lady.

Don’t you know the meaning behind the ringmaster’s smile?

I know, hehe.

Pff, pff, pff…

The ship was two days away from its destination.

On the terrace of the bridge.

Wonderstein, Yurakne, and Ella, the three of them finished their lunch and, as usual, had some tea.

Unfortunately, other crew members couldn’t come up to the deck casually.

The sailors were superstitious enough as it was.

If the crew members were seen on the deck, they might receive fierce “complaints.”

Besides, there was no other cargo in the hold, and the facilities were very well equipped, so there were no complaints anyway.

“Ella, how does the tea taste?”

“What, it’s fine, I guess…”

Ella seemed somewhat distant.

Even when Yurakne tried to engage in a friendly conversation, she just nodded her head dryly.

She had been like this since they boarded the ship.

No, there had been signs even before that.

Something was making her uncomfortable, and the atmosphere had been tense for a while.

Yurakne had a suspicion about the cause, but she didn’t feel the need to bring it up.

“Ringmaster, by the way, I haven’t seen Lady Anais much since the first day. She is our sponsor, and I wanted to make sure to treat her well.”

“Lady Anais has been busy with work and hasn’t had much time to come out of her cabin. I only briefly saw her yesterday.”

Yurakne smiled at Wonderstein’s words.

“Well, she’s the head of a major company, so being busy is expected. But it’s still strange. Why would someone so busy take a cruise trip like this?”

Yurakne’s tone had a subtle edge to it, unlike her usual self.

But Wonderstein didn’t seem to notice at all. He simply smiled and replied in a calm voice.


“She has been confined to his mansion for a long time. Maybe she wanted to breathe some fresh air and see the world?”

“That… makes sense, I guess?”

Yurakne chuckled awkwardly and averted her gaze.

Doesn’t the Ringmaster know? Or is he pretending not to know? If he just takes my words at face value… he probably doesn’t know, right?

She felt a sense of relief for no reason.

As she was suppressing her laughter, Yurakne met eyes with Ella, who was watching her closely.

Yurakne felt guilty, like a child caught misbehaving.

The Ringmaster might not know, but someone as sensitive as Ella could probably sense the hidden meaning behind her questions, her laughter…

Refraining yourself?

Y-yeah, refraining.

Gee, refraining, huh?

She didn’t say anything more.

The conversation was all in her imagination.

They were communicating through subtle glances and changes in facial expressions.

“I’m more curious about you than Lord Anais.”

“Me?”

“Yeah, why do you keep pretending to be friendly with that devil?”

“Well… I just… Because he’s the Ringmaster. We’ve been avoiding him for so long…”

“Lies.”

“…”

In the past few days, they had exchanged their opinions on this topic.

They never talked about it openly.

They just tested each other’s intentions with passing remarks.

Dialogues like the following had never actually occurred:

“Did you like that devil from the beginning?”

“Yeah… but…”

“Why are you getting close to him again?”

“Well, that’s… You too, aren’t you?”

“Me?”

“Yeah! You were so repulsed and hated him, but recently, you’ve eaten together a few times, talked all night in the carriage…”

Yurakne had blatantly prodded Ella with this.

She wondered if spending the night with the Ringmaster had made them close. She wondered if that had touched something in Ella.

Ella’s eyes, which had glared fiercely, still remained in Yurakne’s memory.

“It was because of work! Work! Do you think planning a performance is easy? I had to worry about the stage, costumes, and even write the script! Who would want to be with that devil willingly?”

“Sorry… I was just curious…”

“No, it was nothing. I was just being overly sensitive.”

…

…

In truth, there was no need for interrogation or self-reflection. The reason for Yurkane’s behaviour was clear.

“Just because… I like him. That’s why.”

“You like someone who kills and tortures people while smiling?”

“Well, of course, the things he did were a bit extreme… And as for the smiling…”

“The smiling…?”

Yurakne hesitated for a moment and then nodded.

“I can’t say. That’s a secret between the ringmaster and me.”

“Oh, I see. If you tell me, it wouldn’t be proper for the one who shared the secret.”

“Ah, sorry. Let me be honest. I want to be someone special, the only one who understands ringmaster.”

“That… No, anyway, I am not as afraid of the ringmaster as I used to be.”

“Sister…”

“He’s not your average person. There’s something… broken about him. Not valuing human lives… But I’ve seen another side of him… You may not believe it, but… he was crying.”

“He was crying? That man?”

“No, he… wanted to cry. It didn’t seem like a lie to me.”

“Sigh…”

“I want to believe. That’s why I decided to accept his words and actions as they are.”

“I see. That’s a bit foolish. Maybe you have fallen into the devil’s temptation again.”

“I am a fool. That’s true. Heh.”

“Do as you please. I’m not going to tell you what to do with the ringmaster unless he forces you to do something.”

“Thank you. And… I’m sorry.”

“It’s fine.”

Ella didn’t want to admit it, but she could understand.

Strictly speaking, there was no reason for the members to be hostile towards Wonderstein.

The problem was that his past actions were so cruel and inhumane that it was hard to ignore, not that he had mistreated the members. In fact, he had always treated them with courtesy and refrained from making rude remarks. He took care of basic needs like meals and sleeping arrangements and didn’t harm the members despite having control over hundreds of lives. Well, except for one.

There was one member who had turned into a stone.

Nevertheless, for the past month, he hadn’t committed any evil deeds. Instead, he seemed to be making more efforts to consider the members. The members were starting to let their guard down around the ringmaster. Yurakne, in particular, had feelings for the ringmaster from the beginning, so it wasn’t surprising that her feelings had developed faster than others’.

However, Ella was different. No matter how kind he was, she couldn’t bring herself to like him. No, she shouldn’t like him.

“Ella… run away… a monster…”

“A man in black clothes…”

“It’s a devil! A devil has appeared!”

“Don’t go to school…”

The Circus School where they gathered homeless children and taught them skills. It was located along the path frequently taken by travelers in the desert.

Ella had been there since she could remember. It was more like an orphanage than a circus school. It was poor, and the facilities were modest, but she had friends she had trained with since childhood. There was also a strict but kind old master and friendly villagers. There were also merchants passing by who would stop for a while to enjoy their performances. All of them were precious.

But Wonderstein had destroyed everything. Half a year ago, the devil who came to their village had killed most of the villagers and her school friends. Some melted like candle wax, some had their heads split open with tentacles sprouting, and some vomited their insides with their mouths.

“If Ella comes with me, the others can survive.”

That was his only goal. That was his way of thinking. Oh, there’s someone useful. I should get rid of anything that might be an obstacle. So he killed all the villagers and circus friends. He left some, including the old master, and casually asked if she wanted to go with him. A devil.

But Ella didn’t tell the circus members what had happened to her. She was afraid they might treat her with hostility, just like the villagers did. Wonderstein had a contract with only Ella. 

The rest were expendable. 

Just look at the member who had angered him and turned into stone.

Yurakne might have seemed close to Wonderstein, but it was better to leave him alone. 

It was better for her too. The same went for the other members. But what about me? What should I do?

“Have you heard of the Circus Grand Prix?”

Of course, I know. I’m a circus school graduate, after all. I’ll be upset if your dirty mouth spreads rumours about it.


“Hello, everyone! I’m Ella, a trainer from the Monster Circus!”

Most of the friends who promised to go there together have already left this world… She herself…

“Today’s performance was a great success!”

She was enjoying herself. She was excited at the thought of possibly performing on the dream stage. Her life… this journey… she was enjoying it.

She couldn’t forgive herself for thinking that there were some good things about Wonderstein while looking at him, for finding her…



 
  
    Chapter 22: Assistant Ringmaster Ella(3)


The night was deep.

I sat by the window in my cabin, enjoying the gusts of wind hitting against it.

My unfamiliar long hair still tickled my face.

The sound of water splashing against the wheels.

The noise coming from the engine room.

The occasional creaking of the ship.

The ship was moving slowly enough not to disturb people’s sleep, just as it was customary in these upper reaches of the river. However, since there was still a considerable distance to our destination, we were pushing on even at night.

I turned on my status screen to check the time.

Oh, has it already been an hour?

Should I have another cup of tea?

This quest is getting annoying.

There was a cup of tea on the desk, which Yurakne had prepared and left for me in case I needed it. Since I couldn’t call her at this hour, I had taken it in advance.

I poured some tea into the cup.

“Ugh.”

As I looked down at the tea in the cup…

Well, of course, I must be smiling.

The smiling man always smiles.

But…

It wasn’t how I truly felt.

Just smelling the tea’s aroma was getting on my nerves by now.

I had already had nearly twenty cups of tea today.

Ugh.

Honestly, I preferred the sweet and refreshing fruit drinks.

I felt sorry for Yurakne, who worked so diligently to prepare the tea, but I had to drink it out of obligation.

My purpose was not to enjoy the tea but to engage in the act of drinking it.

“Ringmaster really loves tea!”

Yurakne, who would cheerfully watch me whenever I drank tea. Besides, I couldn’t exactly say I didn’t like it. I just nodded in agreement when she commented like that.

It was fortunate that there was a smiling man by my side during such times. I didn’t have to force a reluctant expression and choke down the tea.

There was a reason why I was diligently drinking a tea that I suddenly didn’t like.

“Subordinate Management.”

The TTT interface appeared before my eyes, and among the ten subordinates, I selected Yurakne’s profile.

Name: Yurakne

Age: 26

Favourability: 23 (Next Reward: Affection 30)

Title: Spider Woman

Occupation: General Acrobat

Special Trait: [Yurakne’s Sincerity]

Her favourability had unexpectedly risen to 23. Annoyed by the constant stream of messages, I had turned off real-time notifications, but it seemed to have continued to rise without my knowledge.

The day before the ship’s arrival, Yurakne’s affection had surpassed 15. Ever since the incident at the fish market, her affection had been increasing by 1 point each day without me doing anything. On days when we went for a night stroll together, it even went up by 2 points.

Compared to other subordinates who didn’t move an inch like bricks, this was a welcome development.

[Yurakne’s affection has increased by 2. As a reward for reaching Affection 15, this reward is granted to Yurakne.

Current Favourability: 16 (Next Reward: Favourability 30)]

Special Trait: Yurakne’s Sincerity

Applicable to: Tea brewed by Yurakne

Effect: Drinking tea increases the three basic attributes of Wonderstein by 0.1% for 1 hour.

Requirements: Yurakne’s affection must be 15.

When I drank tea prepared by Yurakne… my abilities increased for 1 hour…?

So, this was a growth-type trait.

I paid attention to the “0.1%.”

Ah, this is an incremental trait.

As if on cue with my muttering, a message appeared in the notification window.

*Subquest – Yurakne’s Sincerity: Yurakne will continue to brew tea with even more sincerity every time you drink it.

Conditions for Completion: Drink 1000 cups of tea brewed by Yurakne (with intervals of at least 1 hour).

Rewards upon success:

[Yurakne’s Sincerity] +0.1% increase per cup

Failure Penalty:

None

“Yurakne’s Sincerity” was indeed an excellent attribute to unlock early on, offering a significant advantage. With a 0.1% increase per cup, drinking 1000 cups would result in a whopping 100% increase in ability.

In situations requiring a boost in ability stats, her tea could double your capabilities. However, this growth-oriented attribute couldn’t be used immediately; it required completing sub-quests to unlock.

That’s why I had been asking Yurakne for tea every day. Thanks to her, I had been steadily sipping tea for the past ten days, and today I finally surpassed 50 cups. Yurakne’s Sincerity had now increased my abilities by 5%.

Name: Frank Wonderstein

Age: 27

Occupation: Biomancer

Debulroots: (22/30)

Muscle Strength: 2.0 (+0.1 Yurakne’s Sincerity)

(Fitness Club -> Fitness Club Senior)

Tissue Resilience: 2.0 (+0.1 Yurakne’s Sincerity) (Leather Armor -> Cowhide Armor)

Cell Regeneration: 3.0 (+0.15 Yurakne’s Sincerity)

(Sprinting -> Dash)

Traits: [Smiling Man], [Rapid Stiffening]

Currently, the effects might be minor, but once all quests are completed, achieving +100% will be significant. It shouldn’t take more than two months to finish it….

Ding. Ding. Ding. Huh? Continual message notifications. Did I unknowingly request something from the Evolution Research Lab? I raised my eyebrows as I read the popping notification window.

[Ella’s Favourability] [Ella’s Favourability] [Ella’s Favourability] [Ella’s Favourability]

What’s going on with her?

There were no sails on the steamship, but there was still something that played a similar role to masts. A large column stood tall in the centre of the ship’s deck, a chimney. The flag attached to it represented the ship’s status, and the ladder hung from it served to climb high for distant observations. The height and size of it symbolized the power the ship could exert.

A smoking chimney emitted hot brown smoke. It connected directly to the engine room, the heart of the steamship. The engine room at night was less hot and less noisy than during the day. The ship was cruising at a slow speed to ensure passengers’ peaceful sleep.

There were only two people in the engine room: a young engineer and one stoker. The stoker was checking the condition of the furnace while humming a tune, and the engineer was dozing off in a corner chair.

Ding-a-ling.

A bell hanging in the center of the engine room rang. The engineer, who had been dozing, jumped up. It was a signal from the bridge. He approached a pipe next to the bell.

The pipe served to transmit sound and was called a “sonophone.”

The engineer opened the cap of the sonophone and put his ear to it. He heard the voice of the navigator on duty in the bridge. The navigator ordered to increase the speed slightly.

The engineer checked the engine’s speed and instructed the stoker on how much coal to put in. As the stoker threw coal with a shovel, the engineer watched the flames and then started to doze off again.

Flames roared as new coal was thrown in.


While the old-style boiler heated the entire boiler room like a giant cauldron, the modern boiler used heating coils. This was more efficient than heating the entire boiler room at once. The heat transferred through dozens of coils rapidly heated the water.

The high-pressure steam thus generated was conveyed through the pipes to the cylinders.

In contrast, the old steam engines pushed steam directly into a single cylinder, which was a rather primitive method.

It was riskier due to the back pressure of the steam and the energy wasted due to friction and rebounding forces.

However, the modern steam engine was different.

Some of the steam that entered the first cylinder naturally sprayed into the next cylinder due to the pressure. The sprayed steam pushed the second cylinder, and some of it flowed into the third cylinder.

Air had the tendency to move from a narrow space to a wider one.

By making the first cylinder the smallest and progressively increasing the cylinder size, it created a path for the steam to move forward.

The three cylinders worked in an alternating fashion to rotate the engine’s shaft.

This was similar to the way galley rowers operated in the past.

Three people would row a large oar: a small, sturdy person on the inside, and a tall, long-armed person on the outside. When the two on the outside rowed, the one in the middle pulled, and when the two on the outside pulled, the one in the middle pushed. Since the force of a person’s effort depended on their weight, pulling was easier than pushing. Mixing the rowing forces by having the rowers sit alternately made propulsion much more stable.

Of course, the rotation of three cylinders was entirely unrelated to this.

It was merely a result of the design.

As the shaft rotated, the paddlewheel pushed water out, propelling the ship forward.

In a corner of the engine room, a mouse watched all of this happening.

But the mouse couldn’t understand the engineering process.

The girl who watched with the mouse was no different.

They both simply observed for a moment because the three thick cylinders rotating reminded them of a circus act with three identical twins.

If they got along so well, they might live more comfortably.

They were always arguing over who was in charge.

The mouse twitched its head.

Lately, the ringmaster’s voice had been ringing in its head.

Even in situations where the ringmaster was not present, it felt like the ringmaster was constantly following her.

As the mouse scurried around, Ella’s field of vision moved with it.

Right now, she was inside Chick’s body, seeing the world through Chick’s eyes.

In reality, her body was sitting quietly in the room above, with her eyes closed.

It was like a magical and mysterious phenomenon.

Acrobats called it “Inspira.”

Inspira was the power that circus performers and talented individuals received from the circus god, Kirku.

A magician who walked in the air.

A fire dancer.

A strong man who could chew rocks.

All the world-famous circus performers received Kirku’s grace.

The Kievan Orthodox Church might have considered Kirku nothing more than a minor deity, but for those in the performing arts, accepting Kirku’s blessing was a once-in-a-lifetime honour.

Ella had felt the same way.

A blessing that only a very small number of circus performers could receive.

She had dreamed of the day when she would obtain such a wonderful Inspira.

But now that she had actually obtained Inspira, her emotions were incredibly confused.

A few days ago, after successfully completing the performance in Axsville, Ella had been full of a sense of accomplishment.

“Ella, join another team. You’re getting in the way.”

“That’s right. Animals like mice and pigeon can’t attract the audience’s attention.”

“Because of you, our team’s earnings have dropped this month.”

Just a year ago, she had been ranked at the bottom in terms of recruitment at the circus school.

But now she was a deputy leader of a circus troupe, the ringmaster, and the star of a show.

She had walked the path she had always dreamed of.

She might even have to thank Wonderstein for that.

In that moment, she had a ridiculous thought.

A voice penetrated her mind.

“Call the name of the friend you’ve tamed in your heart three times. Then that friend will see the world through your eyes and hear the world through your ears.”

As soon as she heard that voice, tears welled up in her eyes.

This had been a description of the moment when the assistant ringmaster of the circus received blessing from Kirku.

A sense of abundance, ecstasy, and exhilaration…

An indescribable sense of fulfilment had flowed throughout her body.

What Ella was feeling now was exactly the same.

Oh, it’s wonderful. It’s so wonderful.

This is the blessing of the circus.

Inspira.

Her attempt to use her newfound ability as an experiment had worked perfectly.

She looked at herself through the eyes of the mouse, and then she looked at herself through the eyes of a pigeon.

The happiness of being a trainer, able to communicate with the beast she had tamed!

It was a great joy as a trainer.

She wanted to show it to her friends.

What she had achieved.

Leaving school, how she had come this far, she wanted to brag…

To brag…

A smile slowly faded from Ella’s lips.

Her expression froze rapidly.

Fear and anger spread.

To show her friends…?

Her friends…

Most of them…

At a moment when Ella should have been extremely proud, she felt intense self-loathing.

Her heart sank coldly.

The voice of Wonderstein came to mind.

His voice mocked her.

Are you happy, Ella?

Are you happy, Ella?

Are you happy, Ella?

Are you happy, Ella?

How…

How did you come this far?

Haha.

Hahaha.

Are you going to say it?

Huh?

Are you going to brag?

In front of your friends’ graves…?

Haha.

You’re garbage, you know that?

You’re trash.

You thought it was okay, didn’t you?

You thought it was fine?

That you came on this journey with Wonderstein.

Getting out of that boring school made you happy.

Oh, really?

It’s probably not true.

But you did think for a moment.

That it seemed okay.

Suddenly, tears welled up.

She wanted to sob uncontrollably.

Corpse. Monster. Corpse. Monster.

The people of the village.

Her friends.

The merchants.

They’re all dead. Almost everyone except a few.

I’m sorry.

I’m sorry.

I’m so sorry to all of you who thought of me as a friend, even though I’m so selfish.

Hatred for Wonderstein.

Self-loathing.

Regret for the time that had passed.

All of it mixed together.

In that moment, the Inspira that had come to her disappeared.

Kirku must have withdrawn his blessing from her.

Why was that?

Because she was disappointed i herself?

She felt oddly relieved.

Yeah. I’m not qualified.


I’m just a novice.

After putting down her worries like that for only a few hours,

Inspira came back to her.

Ella was confused, overwhelmed by self-blame and anger again, and Inspira left her once more.

She had been wavering like this for days.



 
  
    Chapter 23: Assistant Ringmaster Ella(4)


Ella opened her eyes.

A luxurious single room.

Though she had only stayed here for a few days, the view inside the room had become quite familiar to her.

Honestly, she felt more at home here than in the carriage she had been traveling in for the past six months.

It was a cozy, soft, and warm space.

She couldn’t help but feel regret that she would be leaving here tomorrow.

Chick would find its way here on its own.

It was a clever one.

She took off her hat.

She intended to continue practicing Inspira.

This time, it was Dub’s turn.

Inside her hat, a white dove lay nestled, sound asleep.

“Dub, wake up. Let’s fly.”

It blinked its  eyes and then lightly pecked at her hand a few times, a signal that it found it bothersome to be awakened from his sleep.

But it didn’t refuse the walk.

Dub managed to get up from the hat, hopped out, spread its wings, and flew out of the window.

The dove quickly disappeared as if it had been released from a cage.

The ship continued on its course, whether or not passengers were still on it or not.

Ella waited calmly.

Before long, she saw something bright approaching from the sky.

Although it was night-time, the area around the ship was brightly lit by navigation lights, so Dub’s flight was clearly visible.

What would the view from the sky be like?

Ella closed her eyes and silently called Dub’s name three times.

Inspira was activated.

Her vision brightened significantly.

She could see what the dove saw and hear what the dove heard.

Ah!

At the sudden exclamation in its mind, Dub was taken aback and wobbled in mid-air a few times.

Despite experiencing this several times in the past few days, it seemed that hearing her voice in its mind was still unsettling for it.

Ella reassured it and then enjoyed the night sky from above.

The dark sky adorned with the bright moon and stars.

The ship’s lights illuminated the surroundings, making it easy to see, even at night.

She couldn’t distinguish where the sky ended and where the ship began.

Even if she was there directly, she probably wouldn’t notice any difference.

It’s getting better now.

She wasn’t hearing the loud engine noises from the engine room.

Although she could only share visual and auditory senses, it was enough.

Her once stifling chest felt like it had been pierced.

Then, a glimmering golden strand caught her eye in the corner of her vision.

Dub seemed to have seen it too as he turned its head.

Oh, damn.

Ella recognized the object of her admiration and swallowed the scream she was about to let out.

Because Dub could be surprised again.

The object of her admiration was a strand of hair from the person she hated most in the world.

Frank Wonderstein.

He was leaning against the window, drinking tea.

His blond hair fluttered in the wind.

Ella tried to calm herself.

She knew from the past few days’ experiences.

If she got lost in hatred, Inspira would leave her.

She had just enjoyed the feeling of clarity while looking at the night sky, and she didn’t want to return to the corner of the room and sigh in defeat.

Stay calm.

Stay calm…

But despite repeating it in her mind, her heart boiled even more.

Is this okay?

To suppress the hatred for that devil just to keep this meagre talent?

Regret and self-blame grew.

Suddenly, her vision turned black and then returned to the sky.

The connection with Inspira had been severed, even if only briefly.

Yeah. Let’s just look away. There’s no need to dirty my mind by looking at something disgusting, right?

“Dub, get closer so he can’t see you.”

Dub?

However, Dub only hesitated with its head and stayed in place.

Her vision turned black again and then returned.

Inspira was weakening.

“Fly forward! It’s an order!”

Dub whimpered.

If Ella had been a bit calmer, she might have realized the warning in its cry.

But due to her anxiety about when Inspira might disappear again, she acted hastily and didn’t hear what Dub was trying to say.

Whooosh…

Ella suddenly encountered a strong gust of wind as she followed the directions.

It was an instinctual reaction for the winged creature to perceive and avoid.

The headwind created as the ship moved forward.

She collided head-on with it.

“Ouch!”

Ella instinctively leaped forward.

She felt herself being pushed backward, a natural reflex like response.

The problem was…

At that moment, her connection with Inspira was cut off…

Ella’s original body was in front of the window.


Ella was thrown out of the window.

“Ah.”

Her body was plummeting towards the river.

She had to scream.

But Ella couldn’t make a sound; her throat was blocked.

The black river filled her vision.

Splash.

A fairly loud sound of water as a person fell.

Normally, the deck crew should have heard the sound, but unfortunately…

Because of another ship approaching from the other side, they were signalling with a loud noise, and Ella’s fall went unnoticed.

No one on the ship knew she had fallen.

Except for one person.

[“Party Quest – Save Me!” has been activated.]

Wonderstein read the quest notification in shock.

Ella had fallen into the river?

What on earth…

An unexpected rescue message.

Wonderstein immediately requested what was needed from the Evolution Research Institute.

It happened to be past midnight, and he had accumulated a significant number of debulroots based on his average likability and reputation.

Thirty or so debulroots disappeared in an instant.

Membranes grew between his fingers and toes, and gills opened by his neck.

This form of Wonderstein.

He had seen it once in the game.

He took off his shoes and jumped out of the window.

His body submerged into the cold, dark water.

Bo- Boong-

Fortunately, the ship they were on had slowed down due to the approaching ship.

Ella was not far away.

He saw a white dove circling a certain point, crying out pitifully.

Damn it. I don’t know how to swim.

Should I just paddle my arms and legs?

But it was fortunate that he could breathe through the gills.

The problem was that Ella didn’t have such abilities.

Wonderstein swam towards her in haste.

***

A small town near the Nevada desert, Alamo.

Originally, it was just an ordinary town with nothing special, where merchants passing through the desert briefly rested.

But fifteen years ago, an retired old acrobat established a circus school, and the town became quite lively.

The school’s operator, known as ‘Master,’ always wore a mask due to his face being badly disfigured in an accident.

However, even the townsfolk who had never seen a proper circus in their lives could feel that his skills were extraordinary.

He took in orphaned children and taught them various talents.

“Our trio of strongmen will show off their strength in 5 minutes!”

“First, I’ll give you a simple demonstration! Here we go!”

A boy with a crew cut took a sturdy-looking rock in his hand and smashed it against his forehead.

The onlookers gasped, but when they saw the rock split neatly in half, they exclaimed in amazement.

The boy raised the broken rock, showing it off with both arms.

“Come see our show!”

“You won’t regret it!”

“We’ll even throw a mountain for you!”

These kids had a surprising amount of charisma.

The merchants were impressed by their showmanship and applauded.

“These kids are pretty good for their age.”

“They’re not bad at all! Should we go watch this after all?”

“I saw them in the morning, and those tightrope-walking kids were amazing.”

“I’m going to watch the kids rolling barrels.”

The students of the circus school performed for travellers passing through the town.

The school provided them with a place to sleep, two meals a day (breakfast and dinner), and a practice space.

The rest had to be earned with their respective talents.

Thanks to the Master’s versatility, the students could choose talents that suited them and earn pocket money.

Strength performances.

Juggling.

Tightrope walking.

Animal taming.

Archery.

The five basic acrobatics commonly referred to as the “traditional five” in the circus.

He was a master who excelled in everything, but there was something he couldn’t teach here due to circumstances.

That something was animal training.

While it was easy for him to personally create training tools by hammering and nailing for other skills, he couldn’t do that for animal training.

Elephants, lions, horses, and more.

The large animals often used in the circus required a huge amount of money just for their food.

In a situation where even the funds for the children were tight, there was no money to feed the animals.

So, there was no one here who specialized in animal training.

Except for one person…

“Three minutes until the start of Ella’s animal show!”

The energetic voice of the girl turned the heads of passing travellers.

However, after confirming the two animals in front of her, they wore disappointed expressions and continued on their way.

Pigeon and mice…

At the very least, they should have eagles…

There were occasional inquiries about other animals, but every time, the girl would answer that these two were all she had.

“Ella. It looks like you’re disappointed again today.”

“Are you skipping lunch again? Hehe.”

“Well, she’s not that tall, little Ella.”

Friends passing by teased her like that.

Ella glared at them with a resentful expression.

“If you’re not going to help, then get lost.”

“Tsk, why does the kid who’s good at other tricks keep insisting on animal training?”

The children left, clicking their tongues.

Ella sat down on the ground with a sulky expression.

She was not someone who didn’t know the reality.

Even if it was her, she wouldn’t watch an animal show with just pigeon and mice, leaving other circuses behind.

Should she really switch to a different skill?

But I really want to do animal training.

If only she could get an offer from a wealthy circus.

She sighed deeply while looking at the ground with a vacant expression.

At that moment, a voice addressed her.

“Three minutes have passed.”

Huh?

Ella raised her head.

In front of her stood a tall man.

His black suit was out of place in the midsummer Nevada.

With a handsome face and fair skin, he had dazzling blond hair.

Naturally, his presence was striking.

He smiled at Ella and said, “The animal show. Are you not doing it?”

“Uh… well, I was just about to…”

Ella got up from her seat and straightened her dishevelled clothes.

After greeting him, she began her prepared show.

What she presented were various tricks that made good use of the characteristics of pigeons and mice.

There was no grandeur, but thanks to the right timing and pacing, once you started watching, it didn’t get boring, and you could immerse yourself in it.

She had worked all night to revise the script and had practiced with the children countless times to prepare.

Expectation, satisfaction, surprise.

She incorporated all three elements of a good performance.

“And that’s the end of the performance!”

Ella, Dub, and Chick bowed in unison to the audience.

The man applauded enthusiastically, mixed with expressions of admiration.

“Really impressive, isn’t it? Did you prepare all of this by yourself?”

“Well, yes… hehe.”

It was the first time Ella had received such praise from an audience.

Her master and friends who understood scripts, acting, and composition could recognize her efforts, but the audience, who only enjoyed the spectacle, often dismissed her show as mundane.

But today, a man she had never seen before acknowledged her show.

He was undoubtedly someone with an eye for the circus.

“Are you also affiliated with the circus?” Ella asked.

The man, with a smile as generous as his words, replied, “Hoho, I’m a magician preparing to establish a circus.”

“A magician…”

Indeed, it made sense that someone in this field would be here.

“What’s your name?”

“I’m Frank Wonderstein. Oh, you don’t have to strain yourself trying to remember. I don’t have much of a reputation.”

Ella nodded.

At this point, she had more or less made up her mind.

Or maybe she wouldn’t have followed him around until late afternoon.

Frank Wonderstein.

Kind, trustworthy, and someone with a knack for the circus.

He was reliable.

“But my master might object. He always tries to place us in a circus at least two ranks higher. He might oppose it if it’s a fledgling circus…”

At her words, Frank Wonderstein’s eyes sharpened like a sudden glint in the sunset.

Was it a trick of the twilight?

He smiled as steadily as ever and said, “Don’t worry. I have confidence in convincing him. Perhaps, if the two of us have a conversation… he’ll understand.”

Wonderstein extended his hand for a handshake.

Ella shook his hand firmly with both of her hands.

“Well then, I’ll take care of the business. Let’s meet again in a few weeks, Ella.”


“Yes. Mr. Wonderstein… I mean, Ringmaster! Please come take a look! You must come! Definitely!”

Ella waved him off with a bright smile.

Wonderstein kept his promise.

A few weeks later, he returned to Alamo, having resolved the issue of convincing her master.

In a rather terrible way.
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Thanks to the pigeon showing the way, finding Ella was relatively easy.

Today, the moon was bright, and the lights on the ship’s lanterns provided enough illumination, making it possible to distinguish a person’s silhouette even in the darkness.

She was floating on the water, seemingly unconscious, perhaps due to the shock of falling down.

I shook her a few times, and fortunately, she didn’t seem to have ingested too much water.

The calmness of the river helped with that.

I held her in my arms and swam towards the riverbank.

However, it was not as easy as I had thought.

The surface of the water was calm, but the current was quite fast.

Before I knew it, I had passed the rock that I had set as my target.

Gasping for breath

Since this was my first time swimming, it was difficult to move in the desired direction.

The fast current and limited visibility made it challenging, and I found myself drifting away from the riverbank.

The only reason I had been able to catch Ella earlier was not because of my swimming skills, but because she happened to be in the exact path of the river’s flow.

What should I do now?

My current muscle strength is 2.1, according to the description, which is the level of a “sports club senior.”

With this level of strength, it would be impossible to swim against the fast current while carrying another person.

What should I do?

I have no other route to take…

As I pondered, Ella and I continued to drift downward.

The ship was now far away.

In the end, it seemed like I had no choice but to gamble…

My special abilities are similar to “equipment.”

Once I created a special ability, I could deactivate it at any time.

In other words, I didn’t need to openly display any unusual modifications I made to myself; I could activate or deactivate them as needed.

However, the concept of “decomposition” of abilities was entirely different from “deactivation.”

Decomposition involved completely destroying the created ability, reducing it back to Debulroots, which could then be consumed again.

The return rate was 50%.

Although it was a pity to decompose an ability I had created just ten minutes ago, I had no other option at the moment.

I guess I’ll have to live with it.

[“Rapid Rigidity” is being decomposed. 1 Debulroot will be returned.]

[“Gills” is being decomposed. 9 Debulroots will be returned.]

I only left the “water claws” on my hands and feet, and decomposed everything else.

The bubbles rising from my throat disappeared.

I no longer had gills.

My lungs eagerly began to inhale air again.

Cough

A few drops of water splashed into my lungs.

I coughed.

There was no time to hesitate.

I quickly invested all 10 points that were returned into “muscle strength.”

*Muscle Strength: 3.0 (+0.15 from Yurakne’s Sincerity) (Beginner-> Three Sets of 300kg)

I recalled something I had seen on a humour website.

If the sum of the three main exercises in weight training is 300kg, it’s considered a benchmark that an ordinary person leading a healthy social life can achieve.

I exerted all my strength to swim while taking deep breaths.

Even though it was still challenging, I at least had some basic techniques now, better than being completely clueless.

With my enhanced strength, I could more easily swim against the current and approach the riverbank.

Gasping for breath Cough Cough

My feet sank deeply into something.

It was soft but solid at the same time as I stepped on it.

Is it mud?

I lifted my foot off the weight pressing down on my ankle, and with effort, I moved my next foot forward.

Then my shoulders emerged from the water.

Haha, finally!

One by one, my chest, stomach, waist, and knees surfaced.

I took one step after another and moved out of the water.

“Phew!”

Completely out of the water, I laid Ella next to me and lay down on the ground with a thud.

The clear air tickled my lungs.

My wet blonde hair clung to my cheeks.

With a deep breath, I looked up at the sky.

[You have completed the “Chapter Quest – Save Me!”]

[As a reward, you receive 15 Debulroots.]

“Huff, huff.”

I moved my arms and legs and it felt like I had accomplished something for the first time.

Unlike the quests that had been resolved through favourable circumstances, this time, I had moved, judged, and decided on my own.

With my own arms and legs…

“Huff, huff.”

I couldn’t help but laugh.

***

Tadak, tak.

The sound of a crackling campfire.

The warmth of the fire warming my body.

I had become accustomed to it during my travels over the past six months.

Driving the carriage, lighting a fire at the campsite, sitting around with fellow members and sharing stories.

I had often dozed off just like today.

It seems like today is no different.

It’s nice…

Hmm, but where were we traveling to?

She paused to think.

Her memory quickly returned.

Oh, right. We were sailing up the Dragoneu River on Vergsong’s expensive cruise ship.


Then, if we were on a ship…

Where did we build this campfire?

Ella opened her eyes.

Under a tree by the riverbank, in a place she couldn’t quite recognize.

A small flame crackled, making a tapping sound.

There were no other members around.

She was alone.

“What’s going on?”

As she tried to get up, Ella suddenly realized that she was drenched.

Her clothes were soaked and heavy.

“What’s this, as if I fell into the water… Oh!”

Her memory finally returned.

She had been desperately trying to hold on to Inspira.

But she had accidentally fallen into the water.

Water had entered her mouth and nose, and her head had become dizzy as she lost consciousness.

She had even thought she might die.

But why was she in a place like this now?

Had she been swept ashore by the river?

No, then who lit this fire?

Coo, coo.

She heard a familiar cooing sound right next to her.

It was the White Dove.

He affectionately nuzzled her cheek, expressing its joy.

“Were you very worried?”

Coo, coo…

The dove’s pitiful cooing.

“I’m sorry. I gave you unnecessary orders…”

She gently stroked its feathers.

“But what exactly happened? Did a passing fisherman rescue us?”

At that moment, there was a rustling sound from the dense grass on the opposite side.

The dove happily flew over and circled around someone who emerged from there.

Gruk! Gruk!

Ella narrowed her eyes after confirming the man’s presence.

“You…”

“Are you awake, Miss Ella?”

It was Wonderstein.

As always, he greeted her with a cheerful voice.

In his arms, there was a bundle of twigs.

“If we want to dry our clothes quickly, we should probably make the fire a bit bigger.”

“Dry our clothes?”

“Yes. We can’t just stay in wet clothes.”

It was only now that Ella realized that Wonderstein’s clothes were also soaked.

It was only then that Ella realized Wonderstein’s clothes were also wet.

“Why are you…”

She felt like she knew the answer, but she asked anyway.

His smiling face seemed to penetrate her thoughts.

“Ella, I heard the sound of you falling into the water, so I rushed to save you.”

“…You saved me?”

Ella suddenly felt melancholic.

To hear directly from him that he was her saviour

Humiliation, misfortune, frustration.

A sense of defeat.

She felt her strength drain from her body.

“Before we talk, you should at least take off your clothes.”

“What… what?”

“You need to dry your clothes, right?”

Ella’s forehead wrinkled at his teasing tone.

This mischievous devil!

“You expect me to undress in front of you?”

“Your clothes are right here.”

Wonderstein pulled out a leaf from his hand.

It was an ordinary leaf about the size of a human palm.

“What am I supposed to do with that?”

“Do you not know the power I possess?”

As soon as he finished speaking, the leaf in his hand twisted and began to grow, as if it was alive.

A rapidly growing leaf.

Soon, in his hand, there was a leaf large enough to wrap Ella’s entire body twice.

He smiled and handed it to her.

“This should do, right?”

This human certainly surprised people in various ways.

“You’re not going to watch me change in this, are you?”

“I need to change too, hehe. I’ll go over there into the bushes.”

In Wonderstein’s hand, a leaf had grown to three times the size of what he had given to Ella.

She confirmed that he had completely disappeared into the bushes and then undressed.

She hung her wet clothes by the campfire and wrapped the “leaf blanket” he had given her around her body. Strangely, there was something soft like cotton inside the leaf.

She didn’t want to admit it, but it felt great.

It was quite soft and warm.

“I should use this skill more gracefully in the future.”

She sat quietly by the campfire, warming herself, and then Wonderstein emerged from the bushes.

Poof.

The moment she saw him, laughter burst from Ella’s lips.

Wonderstein, who had always insisted on wearing a perfect black suit, was now wrapped in leaves like a forest fairy.

His hair was a mess too.

It was a sight she could never have imagined…

Somewhat dishevelled.

“It’s funny.”

“You look the same way, Ella.”

Wonderstein sat across from her with a mischievous smile.

There was a moment of silence between them.

He stared at the flames in silence.

What should she say?

After all, he was her saviour.

Should she express her gratitude?

As Ella pondered, the words that came out of her mouth were unexpected.

“You’re good at it.”

“…Good at what?”

“Yeah.”

Silence again.

Ella frowned for a moment, wondering if that was appropriate, but she continued.

“The script.”

“Oh, you mean the one you and I co-wrote?”

She made a somewhat puzzled expression at his words.

“Together? It was mostly your work…”

When Wonderstein declared that he would participate in the Circus Grand Prix, Ella was the first to start working on the outline of the performance. She had in mind an exhibition format reminiscent of a monster circus.

The problem was the script.

Who would play what character, what makeup to use, how to deliver the lines—everything was a challenge.

In a monster circus, the emphasis was on highlighting each performer’s physical features.

Human elements had to be excluded.

The weirder and more mysterious, the better.

There could be a background story, but it had to be minimal.

The lines had to be not too cheesy and realistic.

The characters had to suit the performers.

The acting and skills had to be within the performers’ capabilities.

Building everything from scratch was daunting.

Even though she had trained at a circus school from a young age, she was only 16 years old.

Doing this alone was impossible.

That’s when Wonderstein stepped in.

“May I help you a bit?”

“Heh. You, of all people?”

She reluctantly gave up her seat, thinking he was going to drop out soon.

“Huhu, humans are quite difficult,” he said as he piled on such remarks.

But the result was the opposite of what she expected.

The characters he assigned to the performers.


Matching makeup and lines.

Appropriate acting.

Skills that were easy for each of them to learn.

Adequate stage direction.

Everything was perfectly planned.
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With each page of the script, Ella suppressed her sighs.

Utilization of three-dimensional stage settings.

Elegant use of everyday language.

Scientific and realistic background settings.

It skilfully incorporated the latest trend in the performing arts, naturalism.

The script was so impeccably crafted that it seemed almost inhuman.

What was astonishing, however, was not just its technical aspects.

This script also contained a human insight.

The dialogues were infused with a deep understanding of the personalities and behaviours of the characters, such as the conversations between the triplets or the mutterings of the dwarf Jobel.

It was as if he had thoroughly examined the characters and their usual conduct, and this attention to detail permeated every line.

Perhaps, if she was the leader of a circus troupe, one could understand such dedication, but the other party was no ordinary person.

Wonderstein…?

The man who treated everything in the world as a pretence

Did he genuinely have that level of interest and affection for the performers?

It was hard to believe.

That’s when it all began.

Ella had lived in the world of acrobatics since she was born.

She had talent, and an eye for watching performances.

Her love for the circus field itself ran deep.

So, when she saw this high-quality script, her admiration for Wonderstein became difficult to suppress.

And she couldn’t forgive herself for feeling that way.

He was a devil. A murderer who killed neighbours and family members!

But look at this script. Let’s admit it. He’s a genius! There’s no doubt he loves the circus.

He’s a mad killer!

What does that matter? Perhaps even such madness is the attitude an artist should have!

Ah, circus life…

Our god was always a bit crazy, wasn’t he?

For the past two weeks…

A war had been raging in her heart.

Her hatred and admiration for Wonderstein.

The desire to enjoy the current situation and her self-loathing for feeling that way.

Her conflicting emotions had tormented her.

And now, finally, today had come.

“The fact that Wonderstein saved her own life… Why bringing this up now?”

Tears streamed down her cheeks.

“Back then, I could have just said, ‘Let’s go together’… on that day when we first met.”

Her first performance, where she received recognition from the audience.

“The promise that he had the confidence to persuade Master.”

Master, who had become a body that could never step onto the stage again.

“Why did you have to kill friends… Why did you have to kill the people in the village!”

The destroyed village.

The dead people.

“I would have rather… I would have rather… hoped…..kept wearing the mask until the end…”

The form of the man who revealed his true self.

Dozens of tentacles wriggling.

Thick spider legs piercing through human flesh.

Hundreds of sharp teeth.

Reptilian eyes embedded all over his body.

A sticky, meter-long tongue.

Threatening thorns protruding from his shoulders and back.

Pulsating green blisters.

“Why did you have to deceive me like this!”

The man at the centre of it all, as if erasing everything like an eraser, appeared.

The man who had extended his hand to her, saying, “Let’s go together.”

The man who still smiled at her.

“Why are you coming now to disturb people’s hearts again!”

He found a handkerchief and handed it to her.

He helped her prepare for the performance throughout the night.

The one who leaped into the water to save her.

She had never shown any weakness in front of Wonderstein, at least as far as in front of him.

But now, her sturdy fortress had crumbled in an instant.

She had pretended to be strong, but she was still just a 16-year-old girl.

She couldn’t bear this suffocating, irrational, contradictory situation.

With tears streaming down her face, she wailed loudly.

Wonderstein didn’t know exactly what she was struggling with.

But he knew it was because of him.

He recalled the messages that had suddenly flooded in.

[Ella’s favourability has increased by 1. As a reward for reaching affinity 15, she receives <Inspira: Spirit Link>. Current favourability: 15 (Next reward: favourability 30).]

[Ella’s favourability has decreased by 2. She loses the <Inspira: Spirit Link> reward for reaching below favourability 15. Current favourability: 13 (Next reward: favourability 15).]

[Ella’s favourability has increased by 2. As a reward for reaching favourability 15, she receives <Inspira: Spirit Link>. Current favourability: 15 (Next reward: favourability 30).]

[Ella’s favourability has decreased by 1. She loses the <Inspira: Spirit Link> reward for reaching below favourability 15. Current favourability: 14 (Next reward: favourability 15).]

Ella’s favourability was fluctuating continuously.

Her emotions were clearly in turmoil.

As he scrolled through their message history, he noticed that Ella’s favourability had been fluctuating around the 15 mark for the past few days.

Wonderstein could roughly understand her feelings.

It was probably because of the difference between his current self, who was desperately trying to gain favourability and his past insane pyscho demon self.

And it was manifesting as this “Inspira” that was tormenting her.

Inspira.

He knew what it was.

It was from the first instalment of the series, Tril Trilo 1.


Unlike the sequels that took place in various locations around the world, TT1 was set in a single city.

The sky city of Hippodrome.

A city in the midst of a circus festival.

It was thanks to this setting that most of the support characters that could be recruited for the party in TT1 were acrobats.

Acrobats with various skills.

This raised a question.

Why did these mere performers have special abilities?

The explanation for this was the “Inspira.”

A deity revered by the clowns and acrobats.

Kirku, the mischievous and humorous deity, bestowed this gift upon his followers.

Trait: Inspira – Spirit Link

Target: Creatures tamed by Ella

Effect: When Ella silently calls the target’s name three times in her mind, she shares their vision and hearing. To release, she simply calls their name three times again.

Required Resource: [Ella’s favourability 15]

He heard that she had tried this spirit link and had suddenly lost contact with a pigeon, falling out of the window.

Unlike Yurakne’s Sincerity, it didn’t directly help him, but it could be useful for reconnaissance purposes.

He decided to help Ella get her emotions in order.

Forget about the affinity rewards; her current state would make future progress difficult.

This circus troupe couldn’t function properly without her.

“Ella.”

Wonderstein called her name softly.

She had been crying for a while, but now she was trying to compose herself, wiping her swollen eyes with a leafy blanket.

She turned away from his gaze, and her nose twitched.

“Oh, stop it.”

“Didn’t you want to ask me something?”

She sighed in frustration at his words.

“You used to pester me like this before. Why did you do that? And you always answered like this, ‘I’m sorry. I just wanted to be with Ella.’ Oh, forget it. It’s my fault for getting bitten by that crazy devil. Ah, I thought I had already sorted out my feelings a long time ago, but these past few days have been so turbulent… Ah, it’s over now, so don’t worry about it. I’ll just live like this. I won’t bother you anymore… “

Ella rambled on and on.

Her anxious mental state was palpable.

Her favourability remained at 14.

At this rate, if it continued to rise to 15 and she received Inspira again, she would likely agonize, fret, and even have a fit…

Wonderstein decided to throw the words he had prepared suddenly.

“Two and a half years more.”

Ella’s expression stiffened.

“Promise. Two and a half years. If we make it to the Grand Circus Prix finals and finish the performance safely, I’ll leave. I won’t show up in front of Ella or anyone else again.”

“W-What are you talking about…?”

Her trembling eyes.

Confusion and hope flickered in her gaze.

Two and a half years?

She had thought she would be a devil’s prey for the rest of her life…

“Really. I promise. I won’t harm Ella or Ella’s family, or any of the troupe members, whether before I leave or after I leave. My only goal is to make it to the Circus Grand Prix finals.”

“Are you serious?”

Wonderstein chuckled at her words.

Human persuasion was pointless.

It would only have the opposite effect.

I am the antagonist.

I just need to talk about the contract.

“Isn’t it obvious why I treated the troupe members well from the beginning, and why I needed Ella? If you cooperate well with my goals, I won’t harm anyone.”

“Two and a half years… two and a half…”

Ella clutched her blanket and took a deep breath.

It wasn’t so bad.

There had been times when she had felt desperate walking this endless road with this devil.

It was worth a try at that level.

She got up suddenly from her seat and ran to the riverbank.

And she washed her face, which had been smeared with tear marks, with water.

Ella, who had become much clearer in her mind.

She looked at Wonderstein sharply.

“Alright. I’ll make sure our circus troupe makes it to the Circus Grand Prix finals, no matter what happens. Don’t misunderstand. It’s not just because of threats. It’s a good challenge for me as an acrobat.”

“Hehe, that’s right.”

“…Phew, okay.”

Ella suddenly extended her hand.

Wonderstein looked at her with an interested look and then shook hands with her.

“It’s two and a half years. Without harming anyone. Got it? Promise me.”

“Of course.”

At that moment, Ella felt Inspira returning to her.

Kirku seemed to be asking her.

Is the wandering of your heart over now?

And at the same time, a message appeared in front of Wonderstein.

[Ella’s favorability has increased by 1. As a reward for achieving favorability 15 (next reward: favorability 30), <Inspira: Spirit Link> has been granted to Ella.]

***

The riverside was bustling since early morning.

This was because the ringmaster and deputy ringmaster of the circus troupe, who were important guests, had gone missing.

Anais, who had been holed up in her office, finally came out and urged people to find them, and the crew members were able to find various pieces of evidence about their whereabouts.

“We found a slipper stuck on the window sill of the deputy ringmaster’s room.”

“And over here, judging by the fact that the leader left his shoes and socks by the window… “

“Come to think of it, a crew member sleeping in the lower cabin heard a sound of something falling into the water twice in a row…”

The situation was clear.

The deputy ringmaster had fallen into the water, and the ringmaster in the room next door had realized it and rushed to save her.

“Let’s go back and look for them.”

“Captain, I’m sorry, but the chances of both of them being alive are low. Judging by the time, it was after midnight, and in such a situation, it’s not easy for sailors like us to get out. Moreover, isn’t the ringmaster a serious person? How could such a person… “

Upon hearing the captain’s words, Anais raised her head.

She had been annoyed for a while, but she was fundamentally level-headed and rational.

She was seeing the situation more calmly than anyone else.

“That gentleman is a remarkable magician. Haven’t you heard the story of him curing my illness? And acrobats are generally physically fit and skilled. There’s a good chance they’re still alive.”

At that moment, a commotion outside the door caught their attention, and a crew member entered with a troubled expression.

“Um, um, Captain, Chairman… one of the circus troupe members wants to meet the Chairman…”

“Let her in.”

Yes, they might have some useful information.

Anais greeted the woman who came to see her. She appeared to be in her early to mid-20s.

Anais, who had been bedridden for a long time and had become thin, felt a sense of withering when she looked at the woman’s body.

The crew members had said that there was a woman who was close to the ringmaster, but…

They must be on good terms…

Anais tried her best not to think of the nonsense brought up by the quartermaster, but her eyes couldn’t help but wander to the woman’s chest, waist, and hips.

Damn it.

“What’s the matter?”

Yurakne hesitated for a moment in response to Anais’ somewhat chilly response, then straightened her shoulders and stepped forward.

“This is… our deputy ringmaster’s pet mouse. It seems this little one has something to say to the Chairman.”

“A mouse…?”

An albino mouse with red eyes.

Cheeks, riding on Yurakne’s arm, climbed down onto Anais’ desk.

Then it dipped its foot into Anais’ ink bottle and began to draw something on the paper.

It was… writing.

***

The sun was shining on the riverside.

The two of them, dressed in their original clothes, sat side by side to greet the morning.

Wonderstein extended a fruit that looked like a human head towards her.

“What’s this?”

“It’s a fruit from the rice-opening tree.”

“…Where is it even from?”

Instead of answering, Wonderstein shook his own hand.

That was quite a convenient ability.

She accepted the fruit he offered.

It didn’t feel as strange to Ella as before.

They had secured their promise.

After they finished eating, about an hour passed.

Ella, who had been lying down quietly, suddenly opened her eyes.

“It’s almost here.”

Woosh.

In the distance, they could hear the sound of a boat approaching.

Wonderstein and Ella got up from their seats.

“It’s been a short time, but I had fun.”

“I think it’s long…”

Ella’s response made Wonderstein awkwardly lower his head.


“Hehe, don’t be like that. We’ll still see each other for two and a half years more.”

“But we won’t see each other again after that.”

“What if we want to see each other later?”

“That won’t happen. Not with a human like you.”

In the distance, the boat they were leaving on approached.



 
  
    Chapter 26: How to evade a Hunting Dog


The Emerald Silk, sailing up the Dragoneu River.

Equipped with state-of-the-art compound steam engines, this ship was one of the flagship vessels of the Vergsong Merchant Guild.

Legend had it that the name “Emerald Silk” was bestowed upon the ship by the inebriated owner when he praised the color and softness of his daughter’s hair at her christening.

Of course, the current chairman vehemently denied this legend.

However, the crew of the Emerald Silk, both in the past and the present, had no hesitation in calling the ship “Anais’s Tresses.”

Sailors preferred to give ships feminine names, authoritative names, or soft names, believing it could appease the fierce sea gods.

And Anais’s Tresses satisfied all three criteria.

The owner of Anais’s Tresses sat hunched over in her office just below the bridge, running her fingers through her dishevelled hair.

“Ah.”

She had been awake for two nights straight.

Dark circles marred her eyes, and her pupils were bloodshot from the burst of veins.

She hadn’t had proper rest or a bath due to the increasing workload.

Her whole body was worn out, leaving her unable to move a muscle.

Even moving the pen was now a challenge.

She tossed the documents she had been reading onto her desk and leaned back in her chair.

The merchant guild’s work kept piling up, no matter how much she tried to handle it.

She was now even taking on the responsibilities of the Vice Chairman, which went far beyond her original duties.

Could that man really handle all of this?

Anais tightly shut her eyes.

Unwanted memories resurfaced, memories of someone she missed.

“Uncle…”

Pierre Mopassan.

Someone who had been like family to her.

And someone who had tried to kill her.

His presence had loomed large in the Merchant Union.

Why had he abandoned the Merchant Union?

It couldn’t be because of the coup, could it?

In recent days, she had been muttering this unlikely hypothesis.

It was far from a conviction based on human trust.

It was about practical gain.

What could he have possibly gained by relinquishing his position as the Vice Chairman?

He must have received an offer he couldn’t refuse.

And who could have made him that offer…

Anais let out a deep sigh.

There were too many problems to handle.

Pierre had been the effective leader of the company’s operations.

Without him, the internal order of the Merchant Union was falling apart.

If only he had stepped down through proper channels.

He was currently wanted for the attempted assassination of the Chairman.

Naturally, those who had regarded him as their patron were vehemently defending him, while rival factions were waiting to pounce, seizing every minor misstep to attack.

The eldest statesman on the current board had stepped up to fill in, but it wasn’t easy.

Was it really a wise decision to embark on this journey in the midst of all this turmoil?

Wouldn’t it have been better to simply board a flight to Vegas and focus solely on work?

Then, his voice brushed against her mind, unbidden.

“I wish we could continue to be together.”

That one sentence, delivered with that face, that smile, and those eyes fixed on her.

“Hehe… That’s right…”

It was hard to hold back the laughter.

He clearly desired her.

He, too, clearly had feelings for her.

Yes, he must have felt embarrassed at the mansion.

He couldn’t admit to having feelings for her for the sake of treatment.

Especially since I had already labelled him a pervert.

I felt a surge of power.

Yes, this journey has meaning.

***

The port city of Lamancha, on the eastern coast of Castya.

A man, wearing a deeply pressed hat, walked quickly along the beach.

It was still April, but Lamancha, close to the equator, had a warm climate year-round.

However, the man not only concealed his appearance with the hat but also wore a thick coat to hide himself thoroughly.

But the merchants and even the soldiers who roamed the beach didn’t pay much attention to the man whose movements were suspicious.

Occasionally, such words were exchanged:

“Is he a guest going to Pirate Island?”

“You don’t have to hide like that; they don’t care. Foreigners looking for Pirate Island have been increasing lately.”

The residents, as well as the soldiers, casually mentioned Pirate Island as if it were a friendly neighbour.

Pirate Island, known as Freeport, was an island ruled by pirates, located not far from Lamancha in the nearby waters.

However, to the people of Lamancha, they were not infamous outlaws. They were seen as bold rogues who plundered the ugly republican merchant ships and excellent trading partners who sold quality goods.

Since the pirates needed a place to sell the booty they plundered, they did not harm Lamancha. In fact, they paid taxes to the local aristocrat.

Although it was portrayed as being taken by the great aristocrat’s navy due to external appearances…

The visitor who had hidden himself was well aware of Lamancha’s local circumstances.

But he didn’t reveal his disguise.

He wasn’t just a simple visitor going to Pirate Island for shady deals.

He was wanted for attempted assassination of a nobleman from Charlotia.

Even though it was a distant foreign country, he had to be cautious.

Especially more so than the relaxed local soldiers, he had to be careful of the merchants.

Those who carried the mark of Vergsong went without saying, and other merchants were no different.

He was once the vice-chairman of the Grand Assembly.

There was a high chance that someone would recognize his face.

“Why didn’t I just go to Flolande?”

Although his actions in that direction were all known to Anais, at least he had his loyal followers and an established base there.

If he had gone there, he could have taken a ship without having to go through this troublesome task.

Moreover, Delos, to which Froland belonged, was proud of its republic, and they were lenient when it came to crimes related to the nobility.


In Charlotia, where class distinctions were strong, there were rumours like this:

“If you committed a crime, just hit a passing noble and run away. You’ll be treated as a hero by the Delos rebels.”

But Pierre soon shook his head.

Delos was indeed a place that was lenient with the personal sanctions of its residents.

Even if he was forcibly taken by the Republic, it was highly likely that the Republic would let go and say, “I don’t know him!” to the mercenaries hired by Vergsong Army or Anais.

It was better to stay here.

“Rouage, sir?”

The designated meeting place.

A man dressed as a merchant called out to him.

Rouage was his alias used when dealing with pirates.

The man was neatly dressed, but his actions and stern gaze were no different from those of the pirates.

Unless the port authorities were foolish, they wouldn’t think he was really a merchant and stamp his entry permit with a seal.

The secret relationship between Lamancha and Pirate Island was as rumoured.

“I’ve heard the word. Let’s go.”

He followed the man onto the ship.

As the man had said, it took until the next afternoon for the ship to arrive at Pirate Island.

Pirate Island was surrounded by steep cliffs for most of its coastline, and the only entrance to the island was through the entrance of the bay, which was filled with numerous reefs.

It was a narrow place to the point that even one ship’s passage would be difficult, but the ship he boarded skilfully rode the waves and entered the inner part of the island.

The bay inside the island was quite large.

A crescent-shaped pier surrounded them.

There were at least dozens of pirate ships anchored in the harbour.

Despite its infamous reputation, Freeport was very tidy.

Strictly speaking, it was not the pirates’ hideout.

The leader of the pirates, “Clamp,” frequented this place.

It was a place visited by his gang often.

“Hahaha! Hey, that’s funny! Let’s do it again!”

“Bring another crate of booze over here!”

“Hahaha! This is a riot! Those Navy guys!”

Inside the resort, a lively party was in full swing.

Pirates were gathered around the pool, under parasols, making a ruckus and smelling strongly of alcohol.

Prostitutes were serving them drinks.

Kids were having serious swimming competitions in the pool.

An old man with white hair was floating lazily on a tube.

A young man, after teasing the prostitutes with cheerful jokes, looked at Pierre and greeted him.

“Long time no see, Mr. Rouage.”

“How have you been, Octopus Leg?”

“Haha! You remember me.”

“It’s your right leg I remember, not you.”

The pirate known as “Octopus Leg” had an actual octopus leg instead of a human one, just as his nickname implied.

But that was not all.

Every pirate here had body parts that were not human. One had snake eyes on one side of his face, another had shark teeth in his mouth, and yet another had a hairy animal’s foot instead of an arm.

And under the largest parasol, a massive man with a protruding belly held a giant claw in one hand.

He was the leader of this pirate crew.

“Welcome, Pierre.”

“…Rouage.”

What’s with this guy’s memory? Every time we meet…

Pierre muttered to himself.

“Oh, right. Come on, have a seat here. Hey, bring some drinks over here! Uh, what was it again?”

“Coffee.”

“Oh, yeah! Coffee!”

Shortly after, a maid in a bunny costume brought a cup of coffee.

Instead of human ears, the girl had rabbit ears.

Is she a pirate too?

Pierre took a sip of the coffee and nodded in approval at the delightful aroma.

“Good coffee.”

“Oh, what was it? We raided a Republican cargo ship not long ago and got this.”

The man with the giant claw spoke as he examined Pierre’s hand closely.

“One of your fingers is missing.”

“A rat bit it off.”

“Oh, rats are scary, aren’t they? I once had my testicles almost bitten off… Anyway, don’t worry. If you ask, Father will attach a new one for you. What would you like? A tiger?”

“That would be nice if you can. But there’s something more important to discuss.”

“Something more important than a finger? What is it?”

Pierre explained in detail what had happened at the mansion.

The leader listened with a relaxed expression, even laughing at some strange parts.

Damn, this guy is impossible to pin down.

This won’t work.

“You shouldn’t be laughing at a time like this. I don’t know all the details, but I understand that your situation won’t be good if your activities become known to the world. So please, arrange a meeting with that priest.”

Despite Pierre’s earnest request, the man with the giant claw continued to chuckle.

He took a sip of strong rum and shrugged.

“It doesn’t seem like a big problem.”

“You, did you really listen to what I said?”

“Of course! That…hehe…the guy you shot.”

“Wait a minute.”

Interrupting his words, a voice entered the room.

It was the voice of a young girl.

She was the bunny-eared maid who had been standing by with a tray.

She raised her arm to stop the man with the giant claw.

“What did you just say?”

She stared straight at Pierre.

Her tone carried an imposing presence.

Pierre’s long experience told him that this was not the voice of an ordinary servant.

Something felt majestic about it.

A sudden change in the situation.

Pierre’s mind began to race faster.

The only person who could interrupt and be treated with such respect was…

“Are you the priest…?”

“Yeah, that’s right. You catch on fast.”

She disdainfully addressed Pierre.

Pierre was quite surprised.

Was she the secretive leader of the growing cult in the Caribbean these days?

The bunny girl continued without giving him a chance to dwell on it.

“We’ll talk about the details later. But first, tell me again. You said you shot that man?”

“Well, yes, but…”

“No, tell me again. You said you shot a woman named Anais, and he intervened and took the hit for her. Is that true?”


“Yes, that’s accurate.”

A smile formed on the bunny girl’s lips as she heard his words.

However, it was not a joyful smile, but one filled with ominous energy.

The man with the giant claw, who had been sitting beside her, stiffened his expression, and his eyes rolled around.

“This is interesting.”



 
  
    Chapter 27: The Ghost of Cabaret(1)


Dragoneau River and Ali River.

The sources of these two rivers were far apart, with their respective endpoints at the northern and southern tips of the continent.

Surprisingly, these seemingly distant rivers came very close, within 100 kilometers of each other, in a section where they flowed in opposite directions.

People were able to connect these two sections by constructing a canal, revolutionizing the logistics between the northern and southern regions of the continent.

Luz was one of the prosperous cities thanks to this canal.

Originally a small ferry on the middle reaches of the Dragoneau River, it had expanded over time and had now evolved into a bustling trade satellite city where ships docked, and sailors stayed.

In cities of this kind, it was easy to spot sailors drinking soju at bars and grabbing prostitutes on the streets.

However, during the transition from the era of sailing ships to the era of steamships, there had been a significant shift in maritime culture.

Young sailors, accustomed to the slow and stable navigation of steamships, had different preferences compared to the older sailors who had sailed rough sailing ships.

They enjoyed beer with a smooth foam more than harsh soju, and they preferred socializing over drinks and conversation, naturally leading to their preference for going to rooms instead of paying for prostitutes.

The canal was essentially in a windless zone where water didn’t naturally flow.

Since sailing ships couldn’t operate there, the entertainment culture of cities near the canal had developed from the beginning to cater to the tastes of the younger generation.

Cabarets were one such form of entertainment that emerged to adapt to this new trend.

Cabarets taught women to dance and sing.

Singers and actors showcased their spectacular vocal abilities and choreography.

They even employed writers to stage musicals or plays.

Among these cabarets, the most famous one in Luz was the “Rose Windmill.”

Its name came from the large windmill covered in rose vines that towered on top of the hall.

The Rose Windmill employed over a thousand staff members, including actors, singers, dancers, musicians, composers, writers, choreographers, managers, and hostesses.

And this Rose Windmill was one of the six theatres where the preliminary round of the Circus Grand Prix was held.

Luz, with its harmonious red-brick walls and reddish-brown roofs, was a beautiful city.

When I first set foot in Luz, I felt a sense of familiarity.

That was because Luz was one of the places featured in TT2 as a main stage.

The Sky City Hippodrome, which was the backdrop in TT1, had crashed into the Arctic ice after the conclusion.

The heroes managed to evacuate everyone and escape themselves, but Wonderstein’s body sank into the sea along with the sky city.

And then, some time later.

An excavation team salvaging the crashed sky city made an important discovery.

They found a gemstone known as the “Eye of Circus,” said to inspire artistic creativity simply by looking at and touching it.

The gemstone had broken into six pieces and was donated to famous theatres around the world.

Artists from the six cities were captivated by the magic of the Eye of Circus.

But as time passed, those obsessed with the gemstone began to show signs of madness.

They used human blood and flesh as paint, created music from the screams of torture victims, and staged performances with corpses hanging on ropes.

These symptoms spread beyond the artists to the citizens of the city.

The Eye of Circus contained the soul of the deceased Wonderstein.

It drove people insane and transformed them into monsters.

Hearing rumours about this, the three protagonists of TT1.

They gathered once again and embarked on a journey to destroy the six gemstone fragments.

That was the storyline of TT2.

The six theaters where the Circus Grand Prix preliminaries were taking place.

Those places were the stages in TT2.

I wandered around the streets of Luz, lost in memories.

The place where I had diligently hunted monsters and completed quests in the game was faithfully recreated here. Of course, there were no collapsed or burnt buildings, and no corpses littered the streets. The city was bustling and lively.

Being a trading city and an entertainment hub, there would soon be a festival here. I occasionally passed by people I knew.

The owner of the flower shop that gave me sub-quests was sitting in front of the store, making flower bouquets. The young officer from the mounted police who had transformed into a field elite was kindly guiding tourists. The young dancer from the cabaret who had revealed the secret passage was running with a snack in hand.

And then, as I crossed the final stone bridge and faced the windmill covered in red roses, I felt like I had returned to my hometown after a long time.

The Cabaret of the Rose Windmill!

Supervisor Yug Maroine, manager Brulé, owner Mustan Fuhak, singer Shayla, actor Paris, choreographer Mare, dancer Sol, playwright Romeo, and other named characters appeared here. They were people who had been captured by the specter of Wonderland and transformed into monsters. Many of them had tragic stories like Anais.

However, unlike Anais, they had little connection to my current life. Their transformation into monsters had happened in TT2. Now, the most I might encounter them is during the preliminaries?

I recalled the skills, stories, and weaknesses of the characters that appeared here. Some of them might serve as helpers during the preliminaries. Perhaps my knowledge could help me find clues to pass the preliminaries.

Lost in thought, I heard a familiar, teasing voice beside me. “You can’t seem to take your eyes off it. Do you really want to go in that badly?”

I turned and saw Anais’s cold blue eyes gazing at me. I was taken aback. Despite the cabaret’s emphasis on music and dance, it was an entertainment establishment where men went to enjoy the company of women. What did she think I was looking for by staring so intently at it?

I felt unjustly accused. I had been purely thinking about the game. “Well, I have been there often, but…”

“You were thinking about the women there, weren’t you?”

I wanted to deny it outright, but unfortunately, I just chuckled awkwardly. Anais seemed to know what I was thinking and chuckled as well. “You can’t lie to me, you know.”

Damn, I thought to myself. This character trait of mine limited my ability to react or behave impulsively. I couldn’t curse or scream. To lie or swear, I had to remain calm and composed. It was just the way it was.

The monsters in the Rose Windmill were exaggerated female figures with sexual characteristics. Some would sway their hips under their skirts, others would open their thighs with their teeth and tongues exposed, and others had bodies fused with beautiful female faces.

I had thought about them in terms of game strategy, which was why I couldn’t immediately deny the question, “Were you thinking about the women there?”

I tried to gather my thoughts and spoke again. “Miss Anais, you misunderstand. I was just thinking about how to participate in the preliminaries…”

“Right. I’m sure someone like the Ringmaster frequented places like that. Just a smile and women would flock to him, right?”

“I did go there occasionally, but…”

“Well, you were thinking about the women just now, weren’t you?”

I wanted to say no, but sadly, I just awkwardly smiled. Anais seemed to take it as confirmation and let out a knowing laugh. “You’re quite shameless. Now you’re trying to shift the blame to someone else? If a women holds you and pulls close, you will naturally respond. I don’t think the ringmaster is weaker than a woman, are you?”

A day before arriving in Luz, I had an encounter with Anais. I had been missing, and when I returned, I spent the entire day sleeping in my room and only went out to get some fresh air at night. That’s when I happened to run into Yurakne.

She suddenly clung to me, saying she had been worried sick when I was missing. I hadn’t thought anyone would be worried about me, Wonderstein, in that way. Her favourability was at 24, so that’s what I thought.

I accepted her embrace, patted her on the back, and listened to her complaints about how worried she had been when I went missing. Until a bottle of ink flew into the room and hit me in the head…

After that incident, a week had passed since I arrived in Luz, but she kept bringing up that story. It was surprising that she was still thinking about it. I appreciated her believing in my promise to aim for the Circus Grand Prix without causing trouble for the members or sponsors.

But I didn’t like being pushed into this kind of situation. If I had accepted her advances, it was because I wanted a comfortable journey and not having to write letters. But if I had to keep accompanying her like this, it didn’t suit my taste.

“Did you really not know anything?”

“About what?”

“…Never mind.”

No need to tell her. She’s probably just trying to use my emotions again. I noticed Ella retreating with a displeased expression.

I silently chuckled to myself. I knew why Anais cared about me, just like I did back then. Why she wanted to go out with me. I had experienced it myself.


“Hello, Teacher. I contacted you because we’re changing our helper. Yes, I heard our helper asked you out. Yes, I know. No, it’s just that… our customers often misunderstand something. We’re here to assist our customers, and in the process, we always emphasize kindness and consideration so our customers won’t get hurt. Speaking to the other party is also an extension of that kindness. Yes, we understand that the people receiving help from our welfare center are often physically uncomfortable… We appreciate that our small kindness touches and moves them, but we hope it doesn’t get misinterpreted as affection or love. Our dispatched helpers are all going to work for money. So please…”

After that day, I switched to a different company. They sent me male helpers who were stoic and focused on their tasks, and it was also cheaper. Anais had been mistaken too, just like I had been.

She thought that someone’s kindness and smile were proof of being loved. She thought that someone’s sacrifices and assistance were signs of love. But our relationship was merely an exchange. There was no numerical affection gauge to confirm it in her case.

I didn’t have the ability to improve human relationships without the help of the system. No, that’s a rather fatalistic way to put it. It would be more accurate to say I didn’t have the power to do so.

In the carriage on the way back to the lodging, I stole glances at Anais who was looking outside with an annoyed expression. I inwardly sighed and felt sorry for myself.



 
  
    Chapter 28: The Ghost of Cabaret(2)


It was three weeks until the opening ceremony of Circus Grand Prix. The group had rented one of the most expensive hotels in Luz.

Even after filling it with Vergsong’s attendants, there were still plenty of rooms left, allowing all the members to have private rooms. The hotel rooms were more spacious and comfortable than the Emerald Silk’s rooms, and the food in the restaurant was fresher and more delicious than what had been served on the ship.

The bathtubs in each room were large enough for everyone except Womon to fully stretch out and enjoy a bath.

Moreover, this place was not just a place for leisure and relaxation.

There was a large and beautiful garden in the hotel backyard, which the circus members could use freely. The garden was surrounded by high walls, making it perfect for practicing without worrying about people passing by.

At first, the hotel staff, curious about what kind of training they were doing, used to watch the circus members practice. However, by now, at this time of day, they didn’t even approach the garden.

It wasn’t because the circus members were frightening. It was because they looked too pitiful.

“Argh!”

“Ugh, ugh!”

Pained screams and agonizing moans alternated in the air.

The circus members were practicing acrobatics in the garden. But judging by the sounds coming from their mouths, it seemed like they were being tortured collectively.

“Womon, you didn’t straighten your back! Your posture isn’t correct!”

As Ella’s eyebrows raised, Womon involuntarily hunched his neck.

She didn’t use profanity or violence. She simply looked at him with eyes full of disappointment.

Just that look made Womon feel like a lazy good-for-nothing.

“But sis, I did it five times yesterday… That should be enough, right?”

As he watched Ella’s expression grow increasingly stern, he realized his mistake.

As feared, her response was a cold one.

“You think that’s enough?”

“Um, well…”

“Ugh, do you remember how many days we performed in Aksville?”

Don’t ask questions like that.

Womon found her ‘asking’ tone the scariest.

If he gave the wrong answer, he’d get scolded, and if he gave the right answer, he’d still get a scolding.

He swallowed hard and gave the correct answer.

“One week…”

“Just ‘one week.’ Just one week! All you did was scream inside the iron cage or hold onto the bars and shake them. But even that exhausted you to the point of collapse. But now you have to perform high-level tricks. What if you make it to the Circus Grand Prix finals? You’ll have to do that for a whole month. And you can’t pant or wheeze like you did before! You have to maintain your form at least up to the level just below the top. Do you think excuses like ‘I did a lot yesterday, so I can’t do it today’ will work on the stage?”

“Oh, no…”

Feeling like he had stirred up a hornet’s nest for no reason, Womon hung his head low.

He couldn’t help but gaze at the things on the ground.

Ants really work hard.

The cracks between the brick tiles are fascinating.

Oops, a ant just fell through there.

The sight of a giant, over 2 meters tall, crouching in front of a girl half his size was quite amusing. However, the members who saw the same scene several times a day, for a whole week, didn’t laugh anymore.

They just pretended to be gloomy and showed that they were reflecting together.

But the 16-year-old instructor saw through even that pretence.

“Sven! Are you resting on the ground like this at a time like this? Get up right now!”

“Triamere! All three of you are fooling around, showing off your tricks. I told you to guess the doctor, but two of you are just standing there, and one is moving alone! So how can you train?”

“Jobel! Don’t just hang on the rope, make moves like you’re really flying with wings!”

“Bendict! Don’t swing the bandage randomly, use the snaps!”

Ella’s scolding gaze, which continued like that, finally fell on Yurakne, who was lying under the rope.

She was sweating profusely and breathing heavily.

In the past, they would have shown some consideration for her, who was in charge of the circus troupe’s meals, but now it was out of the question.

The moment she was about to say something to her.

The sound of a carriage stopping at the entrance of the hotel was heard.

The hotel was currently rented by them all.

No other guests could enter the main building.

It seemed that Anais and the ringmaster had returned from their outing.

Anais’s angry voice and the ringmaster’s calm voice alternately echoed.

They couldn’t hear the exact content, but the calm attitude of Wonderstein seemed to exacerbate Anais’s anger.

A little later, Wonderstein, with a smile on his lips, came into the garden where the members were practicing.

“Good job, everyone.”

Wonderstein laughed as he looked at the faces of the members looking at him.

There was even “joy” in the eyes of the members looking at him.

The practice was scheduled until the ringmaster arrived.

Ella shouted at the members.

“Okay. Training for today ends here. Everyone, go wash up!”

As Ella’s words fell, the members rushed into the building.

We don’t know who they were trying to stay away from, the ringmaster or the assistant ringmaster.

Yurakne stood still for a moment, but quickly disappeared into the building, smelling the sweat from her body.

Ella sat down on the bench with a thud.

“You came earlier than I thought.”

“Oh, Anais got angry.”

“…Don’t mess with the sponsor’s feelings too much.”

Wonderstein looked around at the sweaty dirt and grass.

There were many rough traces here and there.

“Is training too harsh?”

“Do you have any complaints? You said you wanted to go to the Circus Grand Prix finals.”

“No, I’m fine… But I wonder if Ella is starting to be disliked.”

The only outlet for Wonderstein to communicate with the members was Ella.

If Ella starts to be disliked for no reason, it becomes difficult for him too.

“Just say it. If you work hard for another two and a half years, you can be free from me.”

“…It’s not the time to say that yet.”

“Why not? If you say it, everyone will work hard, and there won’t be any resentment towards Ella.”

Ella took off her hat.

The dove inside jumped out and flew into the sky.

She scratched her head.

“I don’t know exactly either. But I have experienced it at the circus school. When the teacher moves to gain the favour of the student… Well, things don’t go well. And until the reward in the distant future that hasn’t even come yet, the motivation only increases for a while. About two weeks later, everyone just imagines that they have received that reward. To endure hard work, you need evil and guts. But our members don’t have that yet. Until they have it, I won’t tell them.”

She was an adult.

She had more social experience than the average 16-year-old and was skilled at dealing with people.


It was a bit embarrassing.

Even he finds it difficult to build even minimal interaction without the displayed likability score.

“At least raise it to 20% before the competition starts.”

“What percent is it now?”

“10%… A little less…”

Ella had been mentioning the percentage she had in mind for some time now.

It meant how much of the script written by Wonderstein they could digest out of a total of 100%.

The script he wrote was perfect in every way.

The problem was that the members’ skills were still lacking to fully implement it.

Acting, talent, costumes, makeup, equipment, direction, everything was lacking.

What had been performed in Aksville was referred to as a “summary version” and it was embarrassing to call it that.

Basic structure was the only thing left, and acrobatics or difficult acting were all omitted.

For example, performances like the Spider Woman’s entrance performance, “hanging upside down from the ceiling and coming down on a rope,” or the vampire, “overcoming something with horns,” or the skeleton clown, “splitting arms and legs into several pieces and crawling separately before merging at the same time” were like that.

Those movements required advanced skills in tightrope walking, strength showmanship, and ground acrobatics.

It was by no means an easy task.

Even for acrobats who had practiced for several years since childhood, it was difficult.

However, all the talents assigned to them were composed of things that they could digest perfectly.

Their unique body structure and synergy allowed them to achieve many times greater effects with much less effort.

Two and a half years later.

It was enough.

“I’m confident. If I can fully utilize everything in this script, it’s not just about advancing to the finals, but winning is not a dream.”

“Hmm, is that so?”

In fact, the script he wrote merely described the backgrounds and props of each boss stage in TT1, as well as the lines and actions of the members who appeared as bosses, and their attack patterns. While TT1 received decent reviews in terms of art, it wasn’t considered the pinnacle of storytelling. Most of it was homage to existing monster and horror genres.

But this was a time when there were no games, let alone movies.

The scenes of the game he wanted to create contained ideas and direction that exceeded the imagination of the people here.

“Well, then I should shower before dinner.”

Ella stood up from her seat.

Wonderstein had prepared something to say to her.

“Ella, would you like to go see a performance with me tomorrow?”

“…What? You and me?”

Her expression deteriorated as if she had heard something unbearable.

Since the incident ten days ago, the two of them had been able to have quite necessary conversations for work, but they had never thought of going out together for leisure.

“It’s for work.”

“For work…?”

Ella looked at him suspiciously.

Wonderstein smiled mischievously.

“I’m just going to watch ‘The Rose Windmill’ in advance. Today, I went there and the ticket scalpers were giving out free tickets. Aren’t you curious? The power of the ‘Six Great Theaters’ selected as the trial venues for the Circus Grand Prix Preliminary.”

At his words, Ella’s disgruntled expression softened, and her eyes lit up.

The Six Great Theaters.

It was a term that didn’t even exist until a year ago.

But this time, they had been selected as trial venues for the Circus Grand Prix, and it was annoying that it felt like they were being carefully judged, as if they were the world’s best theaters.

She wanted to see it with her own eyes.

“…I’m curious, but isn’t it a place where only adults are allowed? It’s a cabaret.”

“They also have performances for local residents during the day. Everyone can enter there.”

“…Well, okay. I guess I’ll have to let the members have self-practice tomorrow.”

At Ella’s words, Wonderstein smiled contentedly.

[“Member Quest – Day Off! Day Off! Day Off!” completed.]

[“Member Quest – I Want to Rest” completed.]


[“Member Quest – Can someone please take the deputy ringmaster?”…]

[Sven’s favourability has increased by 2. Current favourability: 5 (Next reward: favourability15)]

[Benedict’s favourability has increased by 1. Current favourability: 4 (Next reward: favourability15)]

[Womon’s affinity…]

It was a long-awaited harvest of affinity.



 
  
    Chapter 29: The Ghost of Cabaret(3)


The next day, we had lunch early and left our accommodations.

As befitting a first-class hotel, there was always a well-dressed bellhop waiting in the lobby.

“Where would you like to be taken today, sir?”

It was the same bellhop who had driven Anaïs and me yesterday.

“Please take us to the Rose Windmill.”

The bellhop nodded politely and opened the carriage door.

“Are you going to see a performance today?”

“Yes.”

“Shall I take you directly to your destination, or would you like to arrive in time for the performance? Depending on the time, you can also visit other attractions in Luz.”

Indeed. It lived up to its reputation as a first-class hotel.

It was considerate of them to help us avoid wasting time by arriving at the theatre early.

I threw a questioning look at Ella.

She shook her head.

“Never mind. We’re not just going to see the performance. It’s the venue for the preliminary rounds, so it’s good to arrive early and check out things like seating, the hall, and the atmosphere of the theatre.”

The bellhop said it would take about 20 minutes to reach our destination.

“Isn’t this very comfortable?”

The hotel carriage was far more comfortable than the travel carriage we had been using.

She sat down and shifted in her seat from time to time.

Each time she did, her beige dress rustled along with her movements.

She had always worn a long coat like a red circus ringmaster’s uniform with golden epaulettes.

It was the first time I had seen her in such ordinary clothes.

“Why do you keep staring?”

“Well, Ella, you have such clothes too.”

She replied with a mumble as if making excuses.

“Well… I mean, I can’t go to someone else’s theatre wearing a Ringmaster’s uniform, right? It would draw too much attention… It wouldn’t be appropriate as an audience member. It’s like advertising ‘I’m participating in the Circus Grand Prix’ for no reason… I, I’m not used to these clothes either! Even though it looks strange…”

I burst into laughter at her words.

Strange?

“It suits you well.”

“Hmph. Why are you saying things like this…”

Ella turned her gaze out the window.

Her face had turned even redder than before.

I felt a little awkward.

This compliment wasn’t a calculated move to raise her favourability.

It was sincere.

Seeing her in an ordinary dress, I could now truly feel that she was a 16-year-old girl.

“Today, Ivonne is playing the leading role.”

When the Rose Windmill came into view in the distance, the bellhop pointed to the sign.

The sign for Cabaret that was filled with sensual illustrations and phrases in the game.

Now, since it was daytime, there was an illustration of the performance scheduled for today.

The largest one depicted a woman with red hair, dressed like a princess.

“Is she a famous actress?”

“Of course. There’s no one in this city who doesn’t know Ivonne. She’s so famous that she’s called ‘The Flower of Luz.'”

Ivonne?

It was a name I had never heard before. She hadn’t appeared in the game.

However, I had heard that nickname before.

The Flower of Luz.

But the owner of that nickname that I knew was someone else.

“Do you happen to know a singer or actress named Shaila? Maybe she’d be in her mid-teens by now.”

“Shaila? Well, there are a few actresses of that age in the Rose Windmill, but I’m not sure.”

Is she not famous now?

Shaila, the Flower of Rouge.

Four and a half years later, she would be known by that nickname.

The carriage dropped us off in front of the Rose Windmill and departed.

There were about two hours left until the performance.

Before entering inside, we walked around the theatre.

“It’s quite big, indeed. In Vegas, there were only a couple of theaters this size.”

I nodded in agreement with her words.

The cabaret building was larger than most multiplex malls I had seen in reality.

“It seems to be designed more to let light from the inside out rather than bringing in outside light. It’s interesting. I bet it shines like a lighthouse at night, like the building alone would attract customers. Just by the appearance of the building?”

Ella, with her light and energetic steps, passed me by and circled the exterior of the theatre carefully.

She seemed to be in a good mood, maybe even singing occasionally.

[Ella’s favorability has increased by 1. Current favorability: 17 (Next reward: Favorability 30)]

I thought maybe I should bring her to places like this more often.

She seemed to be in her element at performances.

Maybe raising her favourability would be easier than I expected.

After circling the theatre, we returned to the entrance, and the atmosphere had changed quite a bit since earlier.

The scattered crowd had gathered in one place.

My dear sister, who had lost her smile.

Look at me and bring back that spring day.

A man was singing on a stage at knee height.

His face, his voice.

I recognized him immediately.

He was Paris, the actor who could be considered the star of the Rose Windmill.

But why was that gentleman singing there?

“That’s an Agapene.”

Ella said in a matter-of-fact tone.

“Agapene? What’s that?”

“…I’m sometimes surprised by your ignorance. You’re a circus director, right? Agapene is a technique often used in performances with music. It’s a way to give a preview of the songs that will be performed in front of the theater. It’s like showing the confession part of a romantic play or the resolution part of a revenge drama. It can attract people who didn’t originally plan to watch the performance and build anticipation among those who are waiting to see it. They usually have lower-ranking actors from inside the theater perform it. But he’s singing Agapene so well, isn’t he? Look at the crowd that’s gathered around.”

That’s right.

Four and a half years later, he would become the number one actor at the Rose Windmill.


He must have an incredible talent.

We joined the crowd and enjoyed Paris’s performance.

He sang so well that when the preview part ended, the crowd demanded that he continue singing.

“Well, the rest of it… you should see it inside the theatre”

“Oh, I already bought the tickets! We’re going in. We’re going. It’s not like I’m going to stop in the middle of this! Finish what you were singing!”

“Yeah! Why do you keep pulling out when you have a chance?!”

However, despite his talent, he lacked experience on stage, and his inexperience was evident.

I could tell because I had been a YouTuber.

Dealing with such demands required firmness or flexibility, depending on the situation.

If the demand was reasonable, it was important to respond appropriately, even if it meant slightly altering the schedule.

But Paris was just floundering, not knowing how to handle it.

That would only irritate the audience, including those who had no other intention than to watch the performance.

“Why does he keep hesitating instead of just refusing? He is not cut out for this.”

Ella seemed to be thinking along the same lines as she stood next to me.

She clicked her tongue in annoyance.

“It’s natural not to be able to sing the back part. It’s a duet that requires someone to receive it.”

“Is that so? Then why not just say it can’t be done…”

However, even though I didn’t know much about singing, I knew that Paris was just acting helpless without a plan.

If you don’t handle this properly, even those who were just watching might get annoyed.

So what can we do?

What should we do?

“That’s right… sigh.”

Ella suddenly released my arm and stepped forward.

I grabbed her shoulders.

“Ella, what’s wrong?”

“I thought I’d help a bit.”

“How? Do you know the song?”

“Are you kidding?”

Ella turned to me with a smile.

“I sung all the Christie’s works before I was 10.”

Pushing through the crowd, Ella walked up to the stage.

Her stride was so confident that people instinctively made way for her.

As she stepped onto the stage, something about her demeanour suddenly changed.

A timid gait.

Hunched shoulders.

Lowered head.

Nervous fidgeting fingers.

It was the unmistakable image of a “shy servant girl.”

Then, her mouth opened, and the song began to flow.

It wasn’t the voice I was used to hearing from her.

It was the voice of a woman deeply in love, somewhere in her sadness and longing.

“I’m right here, right next to you. Turn around, my master. I’ve always been by your side.”

The buzzing crowd fell silent in an instant.

No one could take their eyes off Ella’s performance.

With each word she sang, you could feel the heart breaking sorrow of the servant girl who loved her master unconditionally.

Amidst the hushed audience, she finished her song.

I lost track of time.

Paris, who had been watching her sing in a daze, quickly snapped out of it.

Though he looked composed, he was a skilled performer on stage as well.

He began singing in response.

They exchanged verses a few times, and their duet came to an end.

The audience erupted in enthusiastic applause.

Paris, still bowing in all directions, wrapped up the performance.

But the girl he had partnered with was already gone from the stage.

She had silently returned to my side.

“Wow, it’s been a while since I stood on stage.”

“…”

“What’s wrong? Something strange?”

I looked at her with a burning gaze.

A prepared line to increase her favourability.

My genuine feelings.

It was the first time our intentions had aligned.

“You were amazing.”

“Hmph.”

She chuckled lightly and turned her head.

But she didn’t seem displeased.

[Ella’s favourability has increased by 1. Current favourability: 19 (Next reward: Favourability 30)]

“By the way, you’ve been teaching the troupe members all these talents, haven’t you? There’s nothing you can’t do, Ella.”

“…Ugh, so noisy.”

[Ella’s favourability has decreased by 1. Current favourability: 18 (Next reward: Favourability 30)]

Oops, that was a mistake.

While we were talking, the stage for Agape was dismantled.

The theatre staff came out and carried away the makeshift stage and banners.

But Paris’s hurried departure towards the theatre seemed urgent.

***

Hall 1, the largest hall at the Rose Windmill.

An hour before the performance, the atmosphere among the troupe members gathered here was somber.

An accident had occurred.

Ivonne, the lead actress of this play, had been struck when a prop cabinet suddenly collapsed while she was passing by.

“What’s the situation?”

A chubby man in a suit spoke up.

“Um…”

One of the actors who had accompanied him to the hospital hesitated.

The chubby man impatiently urged, “Be honest! Tell me everything!”

“Well, you see… while handling props, a medicine bottle broke, causing a chemical burn on the face… and the fragments caused extensive injuries. Even if we use alchemical potions, the doctor said the scars will still be prominent…”

Upon hearing the actor’s words, the chubby man pounded his chest in distress.

Bouvallet, the owner of the Rose Windmill Cabaret, was someone who prioritized the theatre’s profits above all else. Cancelling a single performance wasn’t a big deal, but losing Ivonne was the problem. Now that she had reached adulthood and could perform on the night stage, her face was ruined. If that was the case, it would be over. While they opened the stage during the day for the local residents, the essence of the Rose Windmill was the cabaret. The profits from the night performances far exceeded those of the day.

However, losing their biggest prospect for the next three years was a devastating blow.

“Bouvallet.”

“Ah, it’s over. What do we do now?”

“Bouvallet.”

“What was the point of raising her… thinking I could make a big profit…”

“Hey, Bouvallet, you pig!”

Only the theater’s chief supervisor, an elderly man, dared to call Bouvallet a pig.

“No, Director.”

Apart from the elderly theatre director, no one else could call him that.

“…Well, it’s unfortunate about Ivonne. But you know, the show…”

“It must go on.”

In the entertainment industry, it was like a rule.

The show must go on, no matter what accidents or circumstances occurred.

“So let’s first worry about the performance in an hour.”

“I… I can’t do it. Director, you handle it. Sob.”

Bouvallet left, tears and sweat flowing equally from his face. Maroine, who usually didn’t like Bouvallet’s light-hearted behavior, remained silent this time. Ivonne was someone he cherished…

“Director, who should play the lead role?”

“First, let the auditions decide, starting with Ivonne. Then…”

“Shaila.”

“Shaila? She’s only 14, how can she…”

“Ah, shut up. Shaila will play the lead.”

No one dared to object to Maroine’s decision.

Yug Maroine, who had led the Rose Windmill’s day and night for over ten years, was the director and a charismatic figure of the cabaret.

“So who will play the role of the maid that Shaila was supposed to do? None of us have practiced for the maid role…”

“Well…”

Maroine hesitated.

The maid role wasn’t significant in this play. Training one actor for an hour or so would be the best solution. However, Maroine, a perfectionist, couldn’t easily accept such a stage.

But when he considered the idea of disguising Shaila so that she played both roles, he hesitated.

“Director.”

“Yes?”

A newcomer actor who hadn’t even been with them for a year stepped forward. The others watched in silence. Even seasoned actors couldn’t speak up against Maroine.


But this fearless newcomer was someone Maroine had been keeping an eye on. He was a young talent with great potential.

“I think there’s someone who can take on that maid role…”

Paris.

The audacious young man who had dared to criticize and praise Ivonne’s acting. If he said this, it meant he had confidence in his abilities.

“Who is it?”



 
  
    Chapter 30: The Ghost of Cabaret(4)


There are 40 minutes left until the performance begins.

We stopped in front of the concession stand, hoping to buy some snacks.

It was unbelievable.

The prices listed on the concession stand were higher than what we had seen in the hotel’s restaurant.

Considering that we were staying in a first-class hotel, this was an outrageous rip-off.

Ella let out a dry laugh.

I also nodded lightly.

“Hmm, so that’s why they collected food at the entrance,” I said.

I had asked Yurakne to fill a bottle with tea for us. When you added the time for the show to the time we spent waiting, it seemed like we could achieve about six glasses for the “Yurakne’s Sincerity” quest.

However, the bottle didn’t even make it past the theater’s entrance.

The security guard inspecting tickets at the entrance saw the bottle in my hand and said they were taking it away to maintain a pleasant environment inside the theatre. They told me to come back for it when I left.

It was disappointing that I couldn’t progress with the quest, but it couldn’t be helped if it was against the theater’s rules.

But once we actually entered, it made sense.

Inside the concession stand, they were selling all sorts of sticky, crumbly food and drinks.

“It’s not really free admission, is it…?”

Now I understood why the ticket scalpers were giving away tickets for free.

The snacks and drinks they sold at the concession stand were several times more expensive than what you could get outside.

They sold a bottle of water for the price of a cup, and a bag of candy for the price of one piece.

And that wasn’t all.

There were also premium items specially made in-house by the theatre.

“Here it is, Princess’s Red Velvet Dress Tea.”

“Two orders of the Count’s Family Pendant Cookies, please?”

Double the price of other snacks and drinks.

But among them, there was nothing that lived up to the name “premium” in terms of quality.

The pictures of the products on the concession stand sign were flashy, but the actual contents were far from impressive.

Some had syrup drizzled over crushed ice, and a few colourful toppings added, that’s all.

They were selling these items with the images of the main characters from the play.

The Duke’s something-or-other.

The Princess’s something-or-other.

But they were selling well despite that.

It was because not eating anything throughout the few hours of the performance went against the purpose of the people who had come to enjoy entertainment and leisure.

It was a setup that reminded me of modern amusement parks and movie theatres.

I had a rough idea of whose idea this was.

It was Bouvalle, the owner of the Rose Windmill.

His ideas were unmistakable.

Whether in the game or here, he had a mind for making money.

“Welcome, brave adventurers, to the Save Zone where monsters can’t invade! Supplies available! Health recovery food! Various cocktails with special effects for purchase!”

Even after transforming into a monster, Bouvalle was an entrepreneur who provided safe zones to adventurers in boss mob themes and sold items. (He even sold strategy items for fellow monsters.)

He was a man who had a great head for business, even in the decadent and gloomy atmosphere of the cabaret map, where he would laugh and have a great time all by himself.

Until players reached his office on the top floor, he was a friendly character to the adventurers because he provided a safe zone.

The items and services he provided were excellent.

But it wasn’t a good idea to buy too much.

Because for every gold coin a player spent at the cabaret, Bouvalle became stronger in boss battles.

“Hey there, guest! Guest! It’s thanks to you that I…I…I was able to grow this much!”

I had once made a video experimentally titled “How Far Can the Boss of the Rose Windmill, Bouvalle, Go?” where I collected almost all the gold in the game and spent it all on him, raising his health to a whopping 68,000. It was three times higher than the final boss, Wonderstein.

“Is there a guest who wants to pass through here? You need 10,000 gold to buy the key. You don’t have the money? Then…uh, um, now! Guest! Wait, not a guest!”

Of course, as in the Tril Trilo series, there were always multiple strategies prepared, and you could also buy the key for 10,000 gold without fighting.

But that was an action that had no benefit other than clearing the challenge.

It meant giving up money that could be much more useful elsewhere, not to mention the experience points and items you could get from defeating Bouvalle.

Bouvalle, the entrepreneur who brought the concept of money and business among artists obsessed with self-realization.

He was one of the memorable bosses in the Tril Trilo series.

“Just buy it.”

But I didn’t expect to get pickpocketed even after coming here.

I was really thankful that I had Vergsong as a sponsor.

“Ah, just a month ago, I used to tremble at every single coin.”

“But now we have plenty of money.”

With that, we ordered a few items from the menu and were about to head to our seats when a familiar voice came from across the aisle.

“I found you! There you are!”

It was Paris, the actor we had met at the theatre entrance earlier.

***

He led us to a practice room in the back with a shout, “I brought them!”

With Paris’s announcement, all eyes in the room turned towards us.

No, to be more precise, they turned towards me.

Everyone looked at my face with curiosity.

“Who is that person?”

“Maybe he is an actor.”

“Is this the person Paris brought?”

“I thought he will cast as the servant.”

Everyone except for one man with a cane.

He had not taken his eyes off Ella since we entered the room.

His gaze reminded me of an old lion stalking its prey.

Finally, as we stood in front of him, he slowly spoke.

“You’re an acrobat, aren’t you?”

Ella smiled at the old man’s words.

“Yes, that’s right. How did you know?”

“Just by looking at your muscle development and the way you walk, I can tell roughly.”

“Really?”

“When people lift their feet, their centre of gravity shifts left and right, and when they step, their centre of gravity shifts forward and backward. But acrobats who practice tightrope walking are different. They always keep their centre of gravity fixed in any movement. You can tell an acrobat’s skill level by just looking at the degree of that movement.”

After the old man’s words, the middle-aged woman who had been behind him turned her gaze away from me and scrutinized Ella’s entire body with an interested look.

Mare, the choreographer.


She was also one of the key characters in the Rose Windmill.

“She’s similar to you when you were young.”

At the old man’s words, the middle-aged choreographer made a sound of interest.

She was the leader of the Rose Windmill dancers.

If he thought Ella was similar to her in her youth, it was clear that Ella’s talent was extraordinary.

Before I could say anything, Ella spoke up first.

“Wait a minute! I don’t know what you’re talking about. I just came here because he asked me to come in a hurry. And strictly speaking, I’m not a former acrobat; I’m still an active one.”

At her words, Mare, the choreographer, covered her mouth in surprise, and the director Maroine frowned slightly.

“An acrobat…? Could it be someone from the Circus Grand Prix?”

“That’s right.”

At Ella’s words, the old man scratched his head.

“Oh, I see. I thought you sang on the spot, so I thought you were a singer or an aspiring actor… I made a mistake. Wait, is this person…”

Finally, Maroine looked at me.

I smiled at him and said, “Frank Wonderstein. I’m the head of the circus troupe that Ella belongs to.”

“Oh, I see. I made a mistake there. It seemed like I was trying to pull a member out in front of the ringmaster.”

And then, listening to his subsequent explanation, I understood the situation.

“I see. That’s a big problem. The lead actor being rushed to the hospital…”

“Luckily, she had just recently auditioned, so there’s someone who can take over her role. The problem is that there’s no one to replace the role she was playing.”

“That role…”

“Yes. The one Ella sang as earlier, the ‘maid.'”

I glanced at Ella.

She had revealed her identity as the assistant ringmaster, trying to maintain her composure in front of the other theatre members, but the slight upturn of her lips betrayed her happiness.

The “Member Quest” that operated through the members’ desires.

Ah, the timing…

“Ding!”

As expected.

Member Quest – Substitute Appearance

: Ella really wants to stand on stage after a long time.

Conditions for Completion

: Ella must perform the role she’s been assigned perfectly.

Success Reward

: [Debulroots x25]

Failure Penalty

: [Random trait destruction (excluding unique traits.)]

A reward of 25 Debulroots. Her “Save Me!” quest back then had 15…

Is her desire stronger now?

It seems like she’s been yearning to stand on stage for a long time.

The failure penalty is strong, but I’m not worried.

With her skills, there shouldn’t be any problems.

I was about to accept the offer without hesitation, but Ella blocked my path.

“What if I accept this without thinking?”

It seemed like she had something in mind.

She looked at the theatre members with an unwilling expression.

“Alright, I understand the situation. If it’s something like that, I’m willing to help too. But I have a condition.”

“Oh, if it’s money, we can match it to the fee of an A-list actor…”

The choreographer Mare’s words were cut off as Ella shook her head.

“The fee is not necessary. Just the opportunity to perform in Director Maroiné’s play is an honour.”

“Then what’s the condition?”

“When the curtain call happens, please introduce me separately. Say, ‘Thanks to Ella, the assistant ringmaster of Wonderstein Circus, for taking on the role, today’s performance was a success.'”

The director and the choreographer stiffened at Ella’s words.

Only Paris seemed clueless about the situation.

Of course, I was in the dark too.

Is it that difficult?

The theatre’s pride?

But I didn’t show any confusion.

I smiled as if it was only natural, standing behind her and looking at the director.

The condition was accepted.

There was no other way now.

After Wonderstein and Ella left, Maroiné smirked.

“Haha, that cheeky kid.”

“Why, what’s wrong?”

“In three weeks, this place will host the Circus Grand Prix preliminaries.”

“What does that have to do with… Oh!”

Finally, Paris realized Ella’s intention.

Maroiné nodded as if he had landed a punch.

“But as judges, our theatre was selected. So promoting one of the contestants like this? They are starting off with a slight advantage, to say the least.”

“Ah… Is that… not allowed?”

“No, there’s no problem according to the rules. The other five theatres are probably making deals behind the scenes too. We’ve just been avoiding Bouvalle’s solicitations.”

Paris chuckled in disbelief.

To think she made such a judgment at her young age.

She was truly an amazing child.

“There must be a reason why she’s the assistant ringmaster at such a young age. I wonder how impressive the leader next to her is.”

At Paris’s words, Maroiné tilted his head.

“Well, I wouldn’t cast that man as an actor, at least.”

“Why not?”

“Did you see that man’s smile?”

“It was impressive, wasn’t it?”

The elderly Maroiné toyed with his sunglasses.

Impressive?


Yeah, that’s right.

If it was his younger self, who only pursued artifice, he would have thought the same.

But now, with his dimmed eyesight, other senses had developed.

There was something else behind that smile.

Something chilling.



 
  
    Chapter 31: The Ghost of Cabaret(5)


It was one of the works by the genius playwright Christie.

Christie was a pioneer of the genre that can be called ‘musical’ in modern terms, actively incorporating singing and dancing into theatre.

The Tril Trilo series didn’t provide detailed settings separately.

Most of the backstory had to be guessed by the players through elements placed within the game.

In the roles the actors played,

In the songs sung by the singers,

In the pamphlets that could be collected,

In the pictures appearing in the background.

The reconstructed stories were neatly organized on the TT Walkthrough Wiki.

Count Wolfenstein.

The plot vaguely came to mind.

A young man called the Count resorted to the power of the sinister ‘sorcerer’ to resurrect his deceased sister.

To obtain the materials for the dark magic, the ‘Count’ seduced the kind-hearted ‘Princess,’ and the Count’s ‘maid’ gradually watched her master corrupt and lose his sanity.

The resurrected ‘sister’ was in an incomplete state, unable to smile, and among the people who gathered to amuse her, a ‘jester’ fell in love with her while she remained expressionless, leading to a heart breaking tale.

A tragic ending where no one was saved.

It was a fitting play for the eerie and ambiguous Tril Trilo series.

I saw Ella rehearsing with Paris backstage as she played her role.

Ella, dressed as a maid, immersed herself in her acting, and it felt like a character from the play had come to life in reality.

With her complexion turning pale, she looked at the actor playing the Count and shouted.

“You’re going to seduce the princess to obtain the heart of the one you love?”

“Yes. There’s no other way. To increase the chances of the spell succeeding, we need the bloodline of the royal family, which has the most powerful magic flowing through it. The heart of the one who loves me is the condition for dark magic. To obtain it, the princess has to fall in love with me.”

The actor playing the Count was a man in his early thirties with a gentle demeanour, and Paris had mentioned that he was one of the star actors in this theatre. Even for someone like me who knew nothing about acting, his expressions and gestures were impressive.

“Someday, I want to stand in that place too.”

Paris mumbled, watching the Count’s performance closely.

His eyes were burning with intense passion.

Knowing the future, I nodded confidently.

“You will. I guarantee it. In four years, Paris will be standing there.”

“As the lead in the Rose Windmill at 25? Haha, even hearing that is reassuring.”

The Count and the maid.

Their voices grew louder, and the scene was now reaching its climax.

The maid asked the Count if he could feel her heart beating, and the Count inquired if the humble maid had the strength to replace the royal bloodline with her love.

“And then, the Count approaches. He roughly grabs the maid’s arm. And he forcefully kisses her.”

Paris murmured the stage directions.

What I knew was just a rough outline of the plot that could be found in the game.

I didn’t know the specific scenes.

A kiss.

Well, for someone who takes the stage, that should be a routine occurrence.

Confessions, hugs, and such.

And since Ella had said she memorized the entire script, she must have accepted the role willingly.

“Can you prove it? Can you prove your love?”

The Count slowly approached Ella.

Ella hesitated, swaying back as if frightened.

The Count firmly grasped her arm.

Ella’s back froze as if it had hit a wall.

And then, the Count’s face…

“Ella, hey!”

All eyes in the waiting room turned to me as I shouted.

Ignoring the curious glances, I approached Ella.

She blinked in surprise as she looked at me.

I knew I had interrupted her practice, but it couldn’t be helped. This was important. I almost forgot about it.

“Why, what’s going on?” Ella asked.

“I need to talk to you for a moment, outside,” I replied.

I led her outside the waiting room.

It was just minutes before the play was about to begin. In the busy hallway, Ella raised an eyebrow at me.

“What’s this all about, out of the blue?” she asked.

“I realized I forgot to pass something along,” I said with a relaxed smile. In times like this, I was grateful for my ability to keep a cheerful demeanour.

“And?”

“Our choreographer, Mare, upgraded our seats. We’re now in the central section on the second floor. She also gave us complimentary tickets to the evening performance and a free fruit platter.”

Ella tilted her head, looking thoughtful. “Hmm… But?”

“We should probably factor this into our expenses. We are incurring a debt, after all. Given that we received all this, if Ella gets asked to perform again tomorrow, can we really refuse?”

“Well… It wouldn’t be easy to turn that down,” Ella said with a somewhat perplexed expression.

Despite her excitement about returning to the stage after a long break, Ella had a strong sense of responsibility. As the troupe leader, she couldn’t simply abandon the practice of her troupe members to dabble in another troupe’s performance.

“So, why are you telling me this now?”

“After your role ends, come straight to our seats. Instead of going to the after-party or debriefing, we could make plans for tomorrow and maybe catch up.”

Ella nodded in agreement. “Alright, I’ll do that.”

With that settled, Ella hesitated for a moment before speaking again. “By the way, this is unexpected.”

“What? What do you mean?”

“Just that. It’s surprising to see you thinking about things like this now. Managing the troupe and negotiating with others have always been my responsibilities.”

“Ah, I just had a sudden change of heart.”

“Hmm. You should ask for my help more often, even in regular situations.”

At that moment, a bell rang, signalling that the performance was starting in three minutes. The actors in the waiting room rushed out.

“I’ll be back soon,” Ella said and joined the other actors on stage.

I watched her retreating figure for a moment. “You seemed quite anxious earlier.”

Only Mare and I remained in the waiting room. She smirked and looked at me.

“What do you mean?”

“I noticed you were worried about Ella.”

“It’s not my place to worry about her. Ella is intelligent and talented…”

“I guess you were worried about her getting involved with the Count’s role and the kissing scene?”

Mare’s words left me speechless.

Did I do that?


For that reason?

No, I had something important to say.

“Oh, my words aren’t implying anything untoward or any such nonsense. I just thought that your concern… It somehow resembled a father worrying about his daughter.”

I chuckled inwardly at her words.

She was attaching meaning to things randomly.

She was just a piece necessary for my game strategy. To gain favour and boost my abilities, to help me complete quests.

I had no personal concern for her.

The only thing I trusted was the ‘favourability’ indicator displayed in my status window.

“Heh, Ella is a capable assistant ringmaster. There’s no room for other personal emotions.”

“Oh, I see. I’m sorry if it seemed that way. It just felt that way because of my circumstances.”

Mare smiled bitterly.

What an odd conversation out of the blue.

I was puzzled, thinking about her setting, and silently sighed.

Mare, the choreographer.

She had a hidden backstory.

She was the concealed daughter of Yug Maroine, the director of the Rose Windmill.

Both she and Maroine himself knew this fact.

But this stubborn woman and him had never revealed it to each other until the moment of their deaths.

Resentment towards her father for abandoning her as a child and her father’s guilt for abandoning his young child.

Their intertwined destinies revolved around protecting each other, even as they transformed into monsters.

Using that pattern to shield each other made it easy for players to exploit them, and their continuing affection for each other despite their monstrous transformations touched players’ hearts and evoked sympathy for the fact that they had been unable to be honest in their lifetime.

Well, it didn’t matter.

All of that was something that happened in TT2.

It had nothing to do with the present.

Especially, the pity for parents who abandoned their children.

It was a story that was difficult to empathize with in the slightest.

Was there any way to use their relationship to easily advance through the preliminary round?

That was my only concern.

I watched the performance from the audience seats.

But around the end of Act 1,

I still couldn’t calm down at all.

The anxiety was growing.

It was strange.

At this point in time, I couldn’t predict anything.

There were six theatres’ stories that I knew of, and they all happened in the TT2 timeframe.

There was no reason for me to worry here in Luz.

“You mean they kissed?”

“Oh, yes. In the middle of Act 2. It’s the scene where the maid pleads with the departing Count not to take the princess.”

Silly.

I could be sure of it.

I knew how to look at myself objectively.

I didn’t have such emotions.

But why was I feeling so anxious?

“Oh, hehe, even though she says no, he keeps touching my butt…”

“Sigh, that nobleman is at it again. He keeps doing that on stage whenever Director Maroine isn’t around.”

Backstage.

Conversations between actors and staff.

When I approached, 14-year-old Shaila, who played the “princess,” entered the dressing room with tears streaming down her face.

A young dancer who was still in the corridor looked at her with pity.

Paris was standing next to her, looking helpless.

“That human is trying to do that again? Filthy bastard. Keeps touching the kids.”

“In Act 2, we brought Ella. I feel ashamed for bringing her here. Where’s Mr. Maroine? He wasn’t like this when he was under his watch, was he?”

“I heard Ivonne is back to her senses. But she keeps looking for Mr. Maroine?”

“Why?”

“I don’t know. She keeps saying weird things. That a ghost tried to kill her or something.”

I shivered in that moment.

I finally realized the source of my unease.

A ghost.

It was there.

***

The theme of TT2 was art and madness.

Enchanted by the idea of inspiration, artists who were captivated by gems imbued with the spirit of Wonderstein. Their madness is at the core of TT2.

However, amidst this, there were relatively sane individuals.

In the six cities with six theatres, they acted as allies to the players.

At the Rose Windmill Cabaret.

The ally here was a man known as the “Ghost.”

His face had been disfigured in an accident when he was young, and he always concealed it with a white mask. Despite his exceptional talent in art and architecture, he had hidden away inside the Rose Windmill’s building due to the scars on his face.

One day, he discovered a young talent named Shaila.

Every night, he would visit her bedroom and teach her singing, dancing, and acting.

As a “Guardian Angel.”

And he retired a senior woman who stood in Shaila’s way and killed a vile senior man who kept touching her body in an accident.

At first, Shaila had thought of him as an angel, but as she gradually learned the truth, she became frightened and distanced herself from him.

Amidst all this, the TT2 incident unfolded.

The characters appearing as allies of TT2 were all somewhat twisted individuals.

Why weren’t they as mad as other artists? The director of the series answered this question like this:

“They were already mad.”

Ironically, it was because they were already tainted by madness that they could resist Wonderstein’s madness.

“That woman provided beautiful substances for my face. Giggles. The melted appearance was quite appealing.”

“That guy who touched my little bird? I made sure he could never do such things again, made him flat.”

In the 1st hall of the Rose Windmill Cabaret, behind the highest frame.

The masked man stood there.

In front of his eyes was a large lamp responsible for the stage lighting.

Two of the three iron chains supporting the lamp had already been cut.

The lamp swayed, but it didn’t go out.

He intentionally chose a lamp with the lights turned off.

And just below, in a perfect position for his intended target to stand alone.

He held a cutter in his hand.

The thick iron chains were also something that could be cut with enough force.

He had already cut two of them that way.

If he cut the remaining one in time…

“Please stop.”

The voice came from behind.

The masked man, the Ghost, turned around.

There stood a handsome blond man in a black suit with a cape.

A smile adorned his lips.

“Derek.”

His lips called the Ghost’s name.

Why?

It should be a name that no one knows.

Could it be…

Could it be… my little bird?


“The show must go on.”

Wonderstein’s cape fluttered.

There, the Ghost began to question his choices.

Hiding away to conceal a horrifying appearance?

He realized that there was a presence on Earth even more horrifying than himself.



 
  
    Chapter 32: The Ghost of Cabaret(6)


The second act began.

The murmurs of the audience subsided as the curtain rose, and the orchestra started playing.

With cheerful music filling the air, Shaila, who played the role of the princess, sang with a lively voice that echoed throughout the hall.

She proudly showed off the count’s letter to those around her, her innocence and excitement evident.

She was truly a talented actress.

Her tears, shed while embracing the dancer during breaks, seemed worlds away from her current performance.

I was walking through the narrow spaces between the iron frames, higher up than the top-tier seats.

With each step, the creaking of the floorboards beneath me was audible, but it was drowned out by the voices of the actors and the instruments of the orchestra, not reaching any other areas.

Even as I passed by a staff member leaning on the railing several meters below, he didn’t seem to notice me at all.

The structure of the Rose Windmill Cabaret was intricate.

The upper and lower seating areas were entirely separated, and the passageways for the staff connected them asymmetrically.

However, I had no trouble finding my way.

I had been in and out of this place countless times during the game.

I even discovered hidden paths not marked on the guide map.

Thanks to that, I could reach this spot without drawing anyone’s attention.

From the ceiling of the hall, technicians responsible for managing the lighting and lifts occasionally passed by.

So, I had to move even more cautiously. It took some time, but I managed to circumnavigate without attracting anyone’s gaze.

Finally, I reached the highest frame.

I looked down at the stage below.

The backdrop of the play had transformed from the princess’s castle to the count’s mansion.

The count and the sorcerer discussed what they needed for their sinister sorcery, while a maid eavesdropped from a distance.

The scene was about to change…

The count cornered the maid against the wall, mocking her love…

And then, the count forcibly kissing her…

Thud!

The orchestra produced a loud and low sound to signal the scene change.

I woke from my reverie.

He realized that the maid had overheard his secret.

He found a knife.

The maid knelt.

“I… I want Miss to come back. I won’t tell anyone your secret, my lord. So, please, don’t point that knife at me. Don’t look at me with those eyes.”

Ella delivered her lines flawlessly on this grand stage, unfazed and unshaking. Well, maybe not entirely unfazed, considering she was trembling. But could you blame her?

She had decided to participate in this play just thirty minutes ago.

Yet, she didn’t pale in comparison to the other actors’ auras.

“Very well. I shall go to the capital. There, I will…”

Wait, what am I doing?

This is no time to watch the play.

I raised my head and surveyed the space between the iron frames.

I had been watching the ceiling closely, as I had no idea where the ghost might be.

I had come about halfway.

I saw one of the chains supporting the ceiling lights suddenly drop.

Since it was not lit, only I could see it swaying.

It was clear that there was a ghost in that place.

He was considering dropping the light to kill the Count’s actor.

Because he was the ruthless one who had his hands on his “little bird.”

While I was scanning the area like that, I noticed another chain falling down with a whoosh.

There.

Even in the darkest places, my eyes could detect slight changes.

An eye tracker.

It was a device I used when working with computers in the real world.

It literally tracked the position and movement of the eyeball, allowing you to control the mouse instead.

It was a technology that gave me mental arms and legs.

I used my eyes to turn on the computer, write, browse the internet, and play games.

After years of relentless effort, I was able to use the tracker within a sensitivity of “1 pixel.”

In other words, I could control eye movement on a 4K-800 million pixel screen with one-pixel precision.

For me, analysing something I saw was as natural as breathing.

In my field of view, I could detect even the slightest pixel change.

The ghost’s location.

As I approached it, I pondered on how to attack him.

He wasn’t originally a character appearing as an enemy.

So there was no conventional strategy to deal with him.

But I was someone who had delved deep into the game called “Tril Trilo.”

Finding ways to eliminate unlikeable supporters or allies was one of my main contents.

There was a way to get rid of Ghost Derek.

But it required some preparation.

For now, let’s just drive him away.

For the sake of completing Ella’s chapter quests.

…So that she can complete all her roles.

I stood at the highest point in Hall 1.

There, I saw a man in a black cloak standing in front of the chain far away.

“Stop.”

He quickly turned to me.

He was wearing a mask, so his expression couldn’t be seen, but it was clear that he was surprised.

“Derek.”

I called his name and made him hesitate once more.

At the same time, I spread my cloak.

“The show must go on.”

Currently, the average favourability of the members is slightly over 7, and the circus’s fame is slightly over 20.

Thanks to that, I received 10 Debulroots every midnight.

On top of that, by completing chapter quests and occasional sub-quests, I could collect 100 Debulroots in a week.


Name: Frank Wonderstein

Age: 27

Occupation: Biomancer

Debulroots: (67/80)

Muscle Strength: 3.0 (Beginner)

Tissue Resilience: 3.0 (Chainmail)

Cell Regeneration: 3.0 (Exceptional)

Trait: [Smiling Man] [Rapid Stiffness]

I decided to start developing combat ability little by little.

So far, most of my traits were developed on the fly in emergency situations.

Rapid stiffness, gills, water scythe, breadfruit production, breadfruit tree production, spoon branches, and more.

But developing a combat ability like this was a significant risk.

Attaching tentacles, wings, tails, or other body parts that I didn’t originally have.

Could a person naturally move new parts of their body that they didn’t have?

That was impossible.

I knew that better than anyone else, considering my arms and legs that were already attached to my body.

Trait: Mantula’s Blade

Applied Area: Dorsal Fin

Effect: Attaches a 1-meter-long mantula blade to the end of a 2-meter-long tarantula leg.

Cost: [Flexible Debulroots x33]

There were two choices in developing this trait.

One was to give strength proportional to my three basic abilities, making it “flexible,” and the other was to give a fixed strength, making it “fixed.”

Using the fixed cost, I could create much more efficient abilities for the same cost.

Even now, I could give the Mantula’s Blade the speed of a bullet and hardness beyond steel.

But if I chose the flexible option, the leg’s strength would be proportional to my “Muscle Strength,” and the blade’s strength would be proportional to my “Tissue Resiliance.”

In other words, it would only give me a blade with the strength of “Beginner” muscle strength and “Chainmail” toughness.

For immediate use, “fixed” would be better, but considering that I would raise all three basic abilities in the future, “flexible” was the better choice.

I chose “flexible” with a long-term perspective.

It had been a little over a month since the game started, and I didn’t need short-sightedness.

The Mantula’s Blade that I developed like that.

This was one of Wonderstein’s representative skills.

It looked like a spider leg coming out of the back, with a blade like a scythe at the end.

Even though I had only made two of them so far, when I tested their power yesterday, I was confident that I could annihilate a platoon of soldiers armed with swords and armor in under three minutes.

“A monster…”

Derek mumbled as he looked at me.

Until now, I felt a little unfair about the way the members looked at me.

I’m just an ordinary human.

But I could finally admit it.

Yeah. I’m a monster.

“Would you like to put down what’s in your hand?”

“Don’t make me laugh!”

Swish.

I moved the blade.

The silvery blade sliced through the air and flew towards him.

At best, the muscle strength of a “Beginner.”

The speed wasn’t that impressive.

Derek swiftly dodged behind.

He hid his body behind the last remaining iron chain, intending to prevent me from swinging the blade recklessly.

It was a bit risky.

The original Wonderstein would have ignored such a clumsy shield and accurately pierced his body.

But now, I wasn’t proficient enough in handling the blade.

When I first arrived here, it took me a day to get used to walking and a day and a half to get used to using chopsticks. It was thanks to my body retaining the memory.

I had developed this ability only yesterday, inspired by watching the members hone their skills.

Derek watched my every move.

I could guess what he was planning.

I knew about his ability.

Material penetration.

He could literally pass through walls and floors like a ghost.

However, there were limitations to using this ability, and he couldn’t carry heavy objects like a wrench while doing it, only light things like clothes or masks.

He intended to use his material penetration ability only when cutting the iron chain while I intended to restrict him from doing so with Mantula’s blade.

But I was worried that my inexperience might lead to accidentally cutting the chain.

As we faced each other like this,

A voice from below the stage could be heard.

“Can you prove it? Can you prove your love?”

I absentmindedly recalled what had happened in the dressing room earlier.

The count slowly approaching Ella.

Ella retreating as if in fear.

The count’s face towards her…

Ah.

I momentarily lost focus.

The Ghost didn’t miss the opportunity.

He quickly cut the iron chain with a wrench in his hand.

Swish.

The light fixture plummeted downwards.

With a thud, something collapsed.

The Ghost passed through the wall and escaped.

I rushed to the spot where the light had fallen.

Was that his plan?

Was he really trying to drop it here?

What if, just what if he was targeting someone else?

I took the risk and stuck my head out to look down.

***

Act 2 began, and Ella took the stage.

I kept thinking about Wonderstein’s words that he would be watching from the audience.

She tried her best to keep her gaze straight ahead and avoid scanning the audience.

It seemed like she would feel embarrassed if her eyes met his.

But unconsciously, my eyes flickered and I could see the empty seats.

Ha.

I let out a disappointed sigh.

I felt like a fool for being so nervous.

A ridiculous human. Better to keep my mouth shut.

Still, I believed in his ability to perform and write the script.

Then he could at least provide feedback on how her acting was and if there were any awkward moments.

Ella decided to stop paying attention to him altogether.

She focused solely on her performance.

The play continued, and reached the part Wonderstein had interrupted earlier.

“Can you prove it? Can you prove your love?”

The count approached her.

But his eyes seemed different from the ones in the dressing room.

Crafty, cunning, and greedy eyes.

As an unpleasant feeling started to rise, a bolt of lightning struck.

Crash. Sizzle.

A light fixture fell from the ceiling.

It smashed the count’s head.

Blood and flesh splattered onto Ella’s servant’s attire.

The audience screamed and jumped out of their seats.

If it were a year ago, Ella might have just fainted.

But she had experienced worse hells since then.

She instinctively looked up at the ceiling where the light had fallen.

From her position, she could only see that angle through the gap between the ceiling’s darkness and the steel frame.


And there, someone was looking down at her, smiling.

Frank Wonderstein.

She blinked once, and his figure disappeared.

However, Ella continued to stare blankly at the spot where he had vanished.

Until the other actors and staff rushed onto the stage.
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The walls meant nothing to Derek.

He could pass through anywhere, and nothing could stop him.

There were a few limitations, but as long as he followed the rules, there were no issues.

No one could find him.

He hid within the walls, observing the monster.

Two massive spider legs rose behind it.

And at the ends, sharp blades.

It was not human.

Truly a monster.

To think that such a creature existed in the world.

The monster glanced down at the stage below, then retracted the blades into its body and left the area.

Derek cautiously followed behind.

Fortunately, it seemed like he had no idea that he was tailing him.

But he had to be careful.

The same applied to his adversary; they couldn’t identify each other.

How did it know his name?

Could it really be that “Little Bird” had told him about me?

Even so, how did it know I was here?

Amidst various questions, voices from downstairs started to fill the air.

“It’s this way!”

“The top floor frame!”

The technicians who had figured out the situation rushed back to their original location.

However, the monster skilfully evaded their pursuit.

It seemed like it had memorized the entire layout of the cabaret.

He didn’t encounter a single person as he descended to the audience seats.

Derek was genuinely impressed.

Even after living in the Rose Windmill for so long, it was a trick that was hard to replicate.

The creature moved through blocked passages and hidden alleyways as if it had done this dozens of times.

Could this also be one of the monster’s abilities?

Perhaps he knew his name or where he was because of his powers.

Derek observed him more closely, moving between the walls, floors, and ceiling.

He hadn’t recognized his terrifying appearance earlier, but he was remarkably handsome.

Was he over 30 years old?

Even if he was in his 20s, he had a face that was unbelievable.

But what was inside him was unimaginable.

People are truly not to just judged by appearances.

There were few people in the world who harboured love and altruism like him.

Except for My Little Bird, of course.

The theatre staff sent all the guests away.

Since it was originally a free performance, there was no need for troublesome refunds.

Bouvalle, the owner of the Rose Windmill, seemed slightly relieved by this fact, in Derek’s eyes.

That man’s materialistic nature always made Derek feel cheerful.

I may not have a good appearance, but I’m nobler than those worldly people.

I help My Little Bird with kindness.

She is grateful to me.

And she might even love me…

“Everyone, gather around.”

Yug Maroine, the director, returned from the hospital.

After hearing about the death of the actor with the role of Count, he looked pained, but then explained what Ivonne had told him about the “ghost.”

She had received a threatening letter not too long ago.

“If you don’t leave the theatre or quit acting, it will bring something terrifying,” he said.

At first, she thought it was just a joke, but she kept saying strange things were happening around her.

Then, today, when the pantry collapsed and fell on the supplies, she claimed to have seen a blurry figure coming out of the wall.

“If it’s really a ghost, we should contact the church and call an exorcist,” Bouvalle said, wiping his sweat.

His mind was already calculating how much he should donate to the church.

At that moment, the chief technician who had been searching the ceiling earlier stepped forward.

“There may not be a need for that,” he explained, pointing out the wrench he had found and the traces left on the dust.

“It seems like it was done by a human, not a ghost.”

Bouvelle’s expression relaxed a little upon hearing this.

“Did anyone leave their seat during Act 2?”

“Well… I’m not sure…”

As everyone shook their heads, one of the choir members stepped forward.

“Yes, there was.”

She raised her finger, pointing at someone.

At the end of her finger was Wonderstein.

“The central seats on the second floor were empty.”

All eyes turned to him.

In the tense atmosphere, he had a faint smile on his lips.

As if all of this was a joke.

The faces of the theatre people turned pale.

Those who had liked him seemed shocked by his mocking demeanour.

Someone had died.

And there was an implication that it might have been a murder.

A man, alone, smiling in the midst of this heavy atmosphere.

Such a person could not be innocent.

Everyone knew that.

“Yeah, yeah, call him a monster.”

Derek chuckled, hiding in the wall.

No matter how convincingly he disguised his appearance, what was inside him was not human.

What mattered was the heart.


Shaila, who had just been observing his appearance, seemed scared, and Derek felt relieved.

That’s right. My little bird. People are not judged by their appearance.

Think about the favour I did for you.

Who treated you so kindly?

You shouldn’t be interested in a man you just met today. Ah, whether you believe it or not.

Wonderstein looked at the gazes directed at him with a mocking smile.

“I went to the restroom for a moment.”

“Is there any witness who can confirm your whereabouts?”

“No, there isn’t.”

A silence filled the dressing room.

The chief technician took out a neatly folded cloth from his pocket.

On it were traces of a handprint drawn with black dust.

“After the incident, I examined the frames. There seemed to be a handprint. I’d like to compare it.”

He was quite competent.

Derek thought this was a crisis.

But at that moment, behind Wonderstein, he witnessed an astonishing sight.

Creak.

A sound came from his right hand, and his skin and muscles twisted and deformed.

Wonderstein confidently extended his hand, and the technician realized at a glance that it was not what he had been looking for.

“The size of the hand is different… and above all, this hand has a longer index finger than the middle finger… I-I’m sorry. I was mistaken. Still, I needed to confirm…”

“Oh, it’s fine. It’s only natural.”

Wonderstein laughed shamelessly.

Derek was amazed.

That handprint had clearly been his.

But in an instant, he changed his hand to deceive and outsmart people.

‘What on earth is his true identity, this monster?’

The people attention moved to others.

The chief technician began to hold the employees and started comparing their fingerprints one by one.

Then, a girl dressed as a maid approached the monster.

Derek knew who she was.

She was brought in to replace Shaila’s role, a circus performer.

Come to think of it, the chief technician referred to this man as the ringmaster.

It seemed like this circus performer girl belonged with him.

She whispered as if not wanting anyone else to hear.

“Is it your doing?”

“Hehe, what do you mean?”

“I saw it all. You were watching me from that gap.”

Fire gleamed in her eyes.

Derek became intrigued by their relationship. What kind of connection did they have?

“Could you have seen wrong? The culprit seems to have been someone originally inside the troupe. Just now, my fingerprints were proven not to match.”

“Changing your handprint is child’s play for you, you shameless devil.”

The girl seemed to know the monster’s true identity. She knew he could change his physical form at will. And she didn’t seem to like him. The hatred and fear in her eyes were definitely not an act.

“So what?”

The devil smiled.

“What?”

“If I’m indeed the one you say killed him, what will you do? Don’t you remember? Hehe, Ella agreed to a contract. To become my ‘slave’ for a lifetime.”

He chuckled and looked at her.

The girl glared back at him, her eyes filled with anger.

Derek nodded. So, that was the situation. A complicated one.

Compared to that, I must be a real angel, he thought, taking pride in his moral values.

“Hehe, from what I’ve heard, Paris will be playing the role of the Count in tomorrow morning’s performance. Will Ella stay too? After all, Ella doesn’t have any ‘duties’ in the circus.”

At the devil’s words, Ella bit her lip in frustration.

She looked around at the people from the troupe for a moment, then resignedly said, “I’ll stay. I need to help these people.”

“Hehe, you really are a good girl. I won’t doubt Ella, but I still need a hostage. I’ll take one of the animals Ella raises.”

At his words, Ella hesitated for a moment and then reluctantly nodded.

“Alright.”

She took a white mouse out of her pocket, and Wonderstein put it in his pocket.

“If you don’t come back tomorrow after the show is over, this animal will be inside my stomach. It won’t taste very good, but… Well, maybe it’s better to turn it into a monster?”

“Promise me you won’t do such a thing. I’ll keep my word.”

She glared at him with anger in her eyes.

The devil didn’t pay much attention to her hostile gaze. He smiled and left.

Derek pondered for a moment.

Should he follow the monster or stay around this girl?

The decision didn’t take long.

Leaving the theatre was too risky. Besides, staying near the girl seemed like a better option for gathering information. Most importantly, her situation seemed miserable, and he felt he could help her.

…

The lodgings for the staff at the Rose Windmill.

Late at night, Ella returned to her room after practicing with Paris until midnight.

The room looked old and cramped, perhaps because she had become accustomed to the luxurious hotel room in just one week.

“Back in school, I used to share a room like this with four other people…”

In the end, the culprit wasn’t caught.

The culprit might still be nearby.

Despite the situation, the supervisor insisted on continuing the performance tomorrow.

The show must go on.

She knew it, and everyone knew it, but they couldn’t hide the unease in their hearts.

None of them would sleep well tonight.

But Ella’s reason for not being able to sleep wasn’t just that.

She was waiting.

Would his words really come true?

Then, in the distance, the sound of midnight bells ringing reached her ears.

At the same time, a strange figure appeared through the wall.

A white mask and a black hat pulled low.


“Hello, Miss Acrobat.”

He’s here!

Ella closed her eyes.

Ten kilometers away from here, in Wonderstein’s bedroom at the hotel.

A single mouse dipped its paw into an ink bottle.
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A vacant lot located 1km away from the hotel where we were staying.

In this place, there was a well with its bottom exposed and rendered unusable.

To prevent curious children from getting hurt, the entrance to the well was blocked with iron bars.

I took out Mantula’s knife from my back.

With a strong swing, the flimsy iron bars were easily cut through.

I placed the knife against the wall, using Mantula’s leg as support as I descended into the well.

On one side of the well’s bottom, there was a passage leading to an underground waterway.

I inserted the knife and, in an awkward position, crawled through the tunnel into the underground waterway.

Luz was a planned city built near a canal.

So, the sewage and water systems were well-engineered with the latest technology.

The underground waterway was wide enough to float a small boat, and the water flowed smoothly without any obstructions.

I walked along the edge of the waterway, heading towards the ghost’s hideout.

I had no worries about getting lost; I had been here in the game before.

Squeak, squeak.

Chick, who was sitting next to my neck, tickled my neck with her tail.

She was writing something with her tail.

Ella was giving her instructions through a “spirit link.”

Long messages couldn’t be sent because they had to be read through touch.

“Arrived.”

Already arrived, huh?

In the game, there were monsters living in the waterways, and you had to navigate through collapsed areas, but there was none of that here.

“Where?”

“We’ll arrive shortly.”

I gently stroked Chick’s head with my finger and continued walking.

*Sub-Quest: The Ghost of the Cabaret

Objective: Defeat the Ghost Derek.

Success Reward: [Phantom’s Mask]

Failure Penalty: None.

***

The boat that was crossing the dark underground waterway came to a stop.

The ghost lowered the oars and placed them on the edge of the boat.

“We’ve arrived, miss. Were you scared? You kept your eyes closed tightly.”

“Oh, um, just a bit.”

The masked man extended his hand. Ella took his hand and carefully stepped off the boat.

A ghost that suddenly appeared in her bedroom in the middle of the night.

He introduced himself as the “Guardian Angel” living in this extreme place.

He said he wanted to catch the “monster” responsible for this incident, protect the circus, and free Ella, who was enslaved by the monster.

Ella, despite being a frightened girl, played her part perfectly.

And she pretended to believe his lies as she followed him.

In the middle of the underground waterway, there was an island carved out of stone.

A few dim lights illuminated the place, but it was still dark.

Ella held the ghost’s hand and carefully climbed onto the island.

The space on the island resembled an attic.

In the centre, an oiled torch was burning, and there were beds, bookshelves, musical instruments, and more placed in the corners.

“Is it really safe here?”

“Yes, of course. Even the monster you’re afraid of won’t be able to enter here without hesitation. I’ve set traps in various places along the passage.”

Kind and considerate actions.

A voice that resonated like a song.

Although his face was covered by a mask, his words and actions were full of goodwill.

If Ella were an ordinary girl, she might have been charmed by his mysterious aura.

But Ella was now too mature to be captivated by such simple things.

A year ago, she might not have been as cautious, but now, she had developed a sense of wariness towards anyone who smiled without reason.

Thanks to, Wonderstein.

Ella felt a similar sense of disgust towards the man in front of her as she did towards Wonderstein.

Brazen and insincere evil.

If what Wonderstein had told her was true, this man was even more despicable.

A few hours ago.

When the play was interrupted, and the theatre staff gathered in the dressing room, Ella was lost in thought.

Was it really Wonderstein who dropped that light bulb?

Why on earth did it happen?

Was what she saw accurate?

Such doubts deepened when Maroine brought up the ‘ghost’ story after returning from the hospital.

The ghost had started its activities a week ago.

It had been since the day they arrived in Luz.

So she decided to question him.

Did he commit this incident?

But he spewed out completely unrelated nonsense.

“Ella, you signed a contract. To be my ‘slave’ for life.”

Those words triggered something in her mind.

Code word.

Once you stepped onto the stage, even fellow acrobats couldn’t tell if your actions were real or act. Especially since spontaneous dialogue or acting based on the mood of the moment was common, such confusion was even more pronounced.

The problem arose when there was an accident.

It was difficult to tell whether the person was really injured, accidentally caught fire, or was actually being dragged away by a lion, and even colleagues had trouble distinguishing.

So, the code word was essential.

The code word had to be agreed upon among the members for it to work.

What had Wonderstein and Ella promised?

He had promised to set them free if they cooperated for the next two and a half years.

But he suddenly said that she had signed a contract to be a ‘slave for life.’

She had thought about that too.

All of this could be a devil’s trick.


Maybe the other party wouldn’t remember about it two and a half years from now? That could be an argument.

But just one week after making this promise, he brought up such a thing at an irrelevant time, which was strange.

His subsequent remarks were even more baffling.

“After all, Ella, you don’t really have any ‘work’ in the circus.”

She doesn’t have any work?

Just an hour or two ago, both she and he had acknowledged that she had too much work?

So Ella was convinced.

This was some kind of signal.

A signal only understood by those who knew the circumstances.

But why did he suddenly use this communication method?

Ella pondered for a moment, then remembered the words he had just uttered.

“The culprit seems to be someone originally from the troupe.”

That’s right.

Even now, the chief technician was examining fingerprints and searching for someone similar.

The culprit was someone inside the troupe.

Though the fingerprint seemed to be left by Wonderstein, it could be a deception…

Regardless, it was clear that he was using this secretive form of communication because the culprit was nearby.

After some small talk, he got to the point.

“I will take one of the animals Ella is raising.”

Ella understood his intentions immediately.

Her Inspira.

Spirit Link.

She could share the vision and hearing of the animal she raised.

His implication was that they would talk about the details through that ability.

Wonderstein accepted the pet Ella had brought and left the theatre.

Ella told the troupe members that she would go to her room to rest for a while.

Since they had just witnessed someone dying in front of their eyes, they all agreed.

Anyway, the night-time stage rehearsal was coming up, and she didn’t need to stay there.

When she activated the Spirit Link, Wonderstein had already prepared an inkwell in front of him.

Ella ordered the pet to dip the finger in ink and write on the palm.

It was much more skilful than before, as she had done it once.

Wonderstein explained the existence of the ‘ghost’ who committed the crime in detail.

Since they didn’t know where he might be hiding on the floor or wall, he had no choice but to use the code word.

But there was one thing Ella didn’t understand.

Why did he unnecessarily provoke hostility along the way?

Especially when he said he would take her pet and transform her into a monster, it made her genuinely tearful.

Wonderstein answered with a smile.

“I thought Ella might be in danger.”

“What?”

“He uses a power of material permeation. It’s not easy to catch him. I wouldn’t be able to do it without thorough preparation. If he were to take a combat approach against someone nearby, I wouldn’t be able to stop him either. So, I had to show it to the people there. That Ella and I have the worst relationship.”

“Ah.”

“That way, he wouldn’t dare lay a hand on Ella, right?”

“So, you did it for my sake?”

“For my sake. Without Ella, who will handle the circus work?”

“Well, then, I could have left with you.”

“Then he would have chased us to the hotel. He’s the kind of person who won’t be at ease unless he observes people closely. So, it had to be someone there.”

“Poor Shaila…”

“I have a way to catch that guy.”

Wonderstein described the ghost’s personality, appearance, and his actions in detail.

Even listening to it gave her chills.

“He approaches a vulnerable girl and constantly bestows ‘favour’ to create ‘psychological debt,’ and later demands ‘love’ in return.”

“A ‘psychological debt,’ huh? You shamelessly say that.”

“Oh, did I? I misspoke.”

“No, it’s not that. But I have one advantage over Shaila.'”

“What’s that?”

“In two and a half years, I will leave on my own.”

“…That’s right.”

“Then, if anything happens, I’ll contact you. Oh, and the sunflower seeds for Chick are on my desk in my room. Don’t give too many at once! Give them one by one.”

“All right.”

The Ghost offered to help Ella with the rehearsal for the play that would take place tomorrow.

Wonderstein had not arrived yet.

Ella accepted his offer without hesitation.

Ella didn’t have high expectations for Ghost’s acting abilities.

But as she watched him perform, she couldn’t help but be amazed.

Even though his face was concealed by a mask, his movements, his vocalization, everything was on par with the professionals.

Today, the Ghost’s skill surpassed even the deceased actor in the eyes of Ella.

She finally understood why that child Shaila had fallen for this man.

With such talent, it must have been hard to resist doing anything for him.

But Ella knew better.

Skill didn’t guarantee character, as Wonderstein was a prime example.

No matter what talents he possessed, he was a madman who would manipulate and demand love from a child, and wouldn’t hesitate to resort to kidnapping and murder if crossed.

The play had now reached the middle of Act II.

Ghost, looking at Ella, shouted the part that had been interrupted twice today.

“Can you prove it? Can you prove your love?”

Ghost approached her.

Confidence in his eyes and unwavering steps.

A perfect nobleman.

But it didn’t matter.

Ella was not the maid who loved the nobleman.

As he came closer and grabbed her wrist, a dagger pierced Ghost’s wrist.

“Ahh!”

Ghost screamed and hastily retreated.

It was an attack.

Someone was attacking me.

He needs to escape.

He tried to transform into his intangible state quickly.

But his power didn’t work.

His arm felt heavy.

Blood stained the floor.

The dagger was deeply embedded in his forearm.

Why?

I’m supposed to be invincible.

Nothing should be able to…

“You cannot transform into the intangible state while in contact with other living beings,” Ella said, taking out another dagger from her robe and pointing it at him. “And if a certain amount of mass is embedded in your body, you cannot transform either.”

Everything she was saying had been taught to her by Wonderstein.

“It’s best not to do anything unnecessary. If I decide to throw this dagger, I can easily pierce through your body like a piece of wood.”

Ghost looked at her in betrayal.

Damned woman.

He was deceived again.

Just like that woman who promised love and then ran away.

Just like that woman who embraced another man while promising to live only for him.

“Why, why! Weren’t you trying to escape from that monster too?”

“Yeah, that’s right,” Ella said, raising the dagger and glaring at him. “But no matter how hard I try, I can’t hold hands with you. The devil didn’t seem interested in the likes of you from the beginning. Oh, and there’s one thing that man is better at than you.”

“W-What…?”

“He talks,” Ella said. “He helped me find my precious belongings and even made a deal. He saved my life and put a contract on it. And he did something similar today too. Because he needed to. That’s something I truly appreciate.”

Doubt filled Ghost’s eyes.

Why would she appreciate that?

It would be better if he whispered more affectionately, more lovingly…

“Thanks to that, I can hate that man as much as I want.”

“W-Why…?”

“Derek. How have you treated the ‘girls’ who have passed through your hands?”

At the mention of ‘girls,’ Ghost shuddered.

How does she know…?

“When the teacher acts for the sake of the student’s favour, problems arise.”

Ella quoted something she had said to Wonderstein yesterday.

It had two meanings.

First, strict discipline was necessary for teaching.

Second…

“Affection generated in relationships with clear hierarchies can be oppressive.”

Ella recited each word to Derek.

Yes, Wonderstein never demanded respect or love from them.

Even if they scolded him or cursed at him, he remained impassive.

If he felt he was needed, he stepped in to help.

That was it.

Ella was grateful to him for giving her the freedom to hate him.

‘But when is this person coming?’

The person who said he would arrive soon still hadn’t shown up.

And to make matters worse, Derek was acting strangely.

He was looking at her and chuckling.

“What’s wrong?”

“Hehe, it’s me. I have the magic noose, you see.”

“What? Uh, uhuh!”

With a swift sound, something caught Ella’s throat.

It was a rope.

A rope had flown through the air and wrapped around her neck.

“Uh, ugh!”

Ella desperately struggled to grab and loosen the rope, but it wouldn’t budge.

It seemed like some kind of magical force was at play.

While it wasn’t about to strangle her or anything, her breathing was gradually being restricted.

Derek stood up from his seat and approached her, suspended in the air.

Without being pierced by a dagger, he swung his intact arm toward Ella’s abdomen.

Thwack.

“Ugh!”

“Have you finished talking, you wretch? So, what is it that you want to say?”

Thwack.

“Ugh!”

“After accepting all my help, are you rejecting me like those harlots for that monster? Huh?”

Thwack.

“Ugh!”

“Haha, die! Die! I will throw your corpse in front of that monster….”

Then, a silver streak flashed.

The rope was abruptly cut.

Derek gasped and recoiled in fear.

A blade attached to the end of a long spider leg.

It was the one she had seen during the day.

It had cut the rope.

The other leg of the monster gently embraced Ella as she fell from the sky.

She gasped for breath, her life nearly extinguished.

“How…how did..from that place…my trap..?”

A blond man appeared in the darkness.

He had clearly emerged from the “impassable path.”

He approached step by step.

His bright smile gleamed in the torchlight.

“Oh, the traps were easily dismantled. Four pressure traps, two wire traps, three spike traps, and… a sewer ratman nest.”

Wonderstein extended the two blades protruding from his back.

They were covered in thick, clotted blood.

“The sewer ratmen didn’t know any better. There were none of these when I came last time.”

He stared directly at the ghost.


His mouth was smiling, but Derek could see it.

The spark in his eyes.

“I’ve come to reclaim my assistant.”

And then, he continued, not by emotion, but with composed words.

“You, you piece of garbage.”



 
  
    Chapter 35: The Ghost of Cabaret(9)


The Devil and the Ghost.

Tension hung between them like a cold breeze.

Breaking the silence was Ella’s voice.

“Cough cough, what’s this?”

Ella, barely catching her breath, looked at Wonderstein.

Her gaze held her incredulous emotions.

“Who are you to call someone trash?”

In response to her blunt remark, Wonderstein inwardly groaned.

Well, who am I to curse someone?

Considering what Wonderstein had done to her, he had no right to object even if he heard the word “trash” a hundred times.

Still, Wonderstein didn’t show any signs of confusion. Thanks to the smiling man, he could respond in a nonchalant manner.

“So, that guy bothered me, and you’re angry on my behalf?”

“Hehe, yes. Ella is my assistant, after all. Shouldn’t I get angry as the leader?”

Ella’s expression soured as she looked at him.

This cheerful devil, really.

Just when she was about to retort,

The Ghost made an unexpected move.

“Kraaaah!”

Swish.

He suddenly rushed forward, raising his arm towards the edge of Mantula’s blade.

It was the arm with the dagger.

Due to the speed of his charge, the Ghost’s arm cleanly severed.

Blood sprayed into the air, and the severed arm tumbled to the ground.

“Ugh! Crk! Crkk!”

Derek gripped the wounded area, emitting a mixture of groans and laughter.

He had broken free from the ‘mass’ that blocked material penetration.

He opened his eyes and grinned menacingly at Wonderstein and Ella.

“What now? I am free again”

Suddenly, a dagger flew towards him.

It was Ella who had thrown it.

However, Derek had already used his material-penetration ability.

The dagger passed harmlessly through the empty space.

Derek sneered at her.

“What’s this, lady? Were you on his side from the beginning? Was everything you told me about your past a lie? Did that monster really massacre your hometown?”

Ella’s expression twisted at his words.

“Shut up!”

Ghost pointed at her in response to her reaction.

“Haha, so it was true after all. But even so, you wandered around with circus folks and the like, right? You claim to seek mental freedom, huh? Your master became a monster, your friends died, and you pretend to not even know! Haha! What a remarkable excuse! Hahaha!”

Ella heard something snap in her head.

It was Ella’s breaking point.

Wonderstein, the Iron Pillar Supporter.

The current enjoyable life.

The contradiction of two irreconcilable things.

She had thought she had compromised with barely two and a half years of time, but now he was digging up painful wounds again.

Ella gripped the dagger in reverse and stepped forward.

Wonderstein tried to stop her by placing his hand on her shoulder.

But she shrugged off his hand.

“Don’t touch me! Stop pretending to be close. Damn it… damn it… Devil’s advocate.”

Ella stared at him coldly.

“Ella, he’s…”

“Get lost. I’ll handle him.”

Standing on the pile of rocks, Ella faced off against Derek.

In front of her, a translucent ghost was looking at her and giggling. Although his face was not visible due to the mask, his lips were enough to charm people.

“Haha, what can you do, huh? Just because I’ve mastered a few tricks, you can’t catch me! My power, truly a blessing from Kirku! Inspira, you see!”

At his words, Ella’s expression turned cold.

“What?”

“Yeah, that’s right. Even  Kirku acknowledges me! Recognizes that my actions are part of art!”

The ghost floated into the air and, in an instant, materialized to grab a switch on the wall.

With a thud, something descended from the ceiling, sliding down on metal chains.

The heavy pulley came to a stop.

Before Ella’s eyes were swaying figures.

“This, this is…?”

“My ‘little birds,’ they are.”

At the end of the chains were birdcages hanging.

Cages of various sizes, some large, some small, just enough for a person to fit in.

Inside them were decayed skeletons, one in each cage.

Judging by their bones and size, they were all young girls, not yet in their teens.

“These are the children I’ve saved! Some of them even had the audacity to receive my grace and then reject my mercy. Birds that tried to escape, you see. I broke their wings and put them in cages. And on the day the first bird starved to death! Kirku whispered to me. He told me to fully unleash my talents!”

At his words, Ella bit her lip.

Kirku, the deity revered by all acrobats, the embodiment of wit, creativity, and the art itself.

The fact that such a wretch had received Kirku’s favor was an affront in itself.

Just then, Wonderstein’s chilling laughter interrupted Derek’s words and interjected.

“Haha, a blessing, you say? A blessing? Hmhm, don’t lie.”

The ghost glared at him as he sneered.

“What, what? What do you know?”

What did he know?

He knew everything.

“Kirku has cursed you. A disappearing curse, to be precise. A punishment for anyone who insults the stage and the actors. You’re supposed to fade away, gradually, into nothingness. But you’ve barely clung to this world thanks to ‘one particular element.’ Strictly speaking, your ability isn’t material transference. Material transference is an intermediate stage of the curse. Your developed ability is to temporarily break free from the curse and solidify yourself. And for that, you needed ‘sulphur,’ right? That’s why you hide in this stinking underground place. Feces, when they decompose, produce hydrogen sulphide, you see. You need to absorb sulphur to solidify yourself. Isn’t it funny? Human consumption and absorption, and the waste they produce, becoming the material that can anchor your existence? Only sulphur can affect your illusion. The reason your face melted was because your second bird spread sulphur to escape from you, right?”

“How, how do you know all of this…?”

The ghost shivered as if he had contracted a disease.


Even without looking, it was clear that his face beneath the mask had become as pale as the mask itself.

Wonderstein looked at Ella and shouted.

“Ella, it’s now!”

As soon as he spoke, Ella’s hand moved swiftly.

What she threw was the stolen “sulfur powder” from Wonderstein’s pocket.

As Wonderstein had prepared it as a means to capture the ghost, Ella had snatched it when she briefly held him.

With a popping sound, the cloth unravelled, and the powder inside scattered into the air.

The ghost, engulfed in it, screamed.

“Aaargh!”

With a hissing sound, flames erupted.

The ghost’s body gradually regained colour and then plummeted downward.

Ella breathed a sigh of relief and watched the ghost writhing in agony on the floor.

“Excellent skill. You even fooled me with your acting. For a moment, I thought Ella might be genuinely angry and trying to escape. Until I discovered that my pocket was empty.”

“I was genuinely angry. I told you not to pretend to be close because I meant it. Since you wouldn’t listen to me, I just left you alone.”

“Oh, you know me well.”

The devil grinned mockingly as he looked at her, and Ella raised her hand as if she was too tired to react.

“But where did you suddenly get sulphur powder from? Did you buy it from the Alchemy Guild?” she asked.

“The Alchemy Guild doesn’t sell ingredients without a clear source and qualifications,” he replied.

“Did you steal it then?”

“No, I didn’t. I went with someone who had the proper qualifications. One of those qualifications includes being a guild member.”

“A guild member? Ah, the moustached man.”

The muskets used by guild members were loaded with black powder. However, no guild member carried gunpowder in its final form. Gunpowder was difficult to store due to moisture and could be dangerous if mishandled, so they carried raw materials and mixed them to make gunpowder when needed. Gunpowder ingredients included saltpetre, charcoal, and sulphur.

While Ella was at the theatre, Wonderstein had convinced Anais’s bodyguard, Porsche, to visit the Alchemy Guild and buy sulphur. He knew Porsche well, understanding his personality and preferences, so he easily struck up a friendly conversation with him. But even with their close relationship, he couldn’t avoid asking about the intended use of the sulfur.

“I am making fireworks”

“That sounds plausible.”

Wonderstein and Ella approached the ghost. His clothes were riddled with holes, and the exposed skin underneath was discoloured from burns. He still writhed in pain, and it seemed like he couldn’t shake off the sulphur clinging to his body.

“What should we do?” Ella asked.

“We should turn him over to the police,” she said.

He hesitated for a moment at Ella’s suggestion. The quest clearly instructed them to defeat the ghost. However, Ella didn’t seem to desire that outcome.

What is she thinking? he wondered.

During their recent encounters, Wonderstein had made two mistakes. First, he failed to stop the ghost on top of the windmill, and second, he let the ghost sever his arm while paying attention to Ella. Both times, he deviated from the quest’s strategy, from Wonderstein’s character, and acted based on his own emotions.

Wonderstein wouldn’t have cared if Ella had not being getting closer to him. He wouldn’t have cared if she cursed him. But now, he needed to make a clear decision.

“Hehe, I’m sorry, Miss Ella,” he said.

“What?”

Thunk.

Mantula’s blade pierced through the ghost’s shoulder.

“Argh, ugh!”

And then came successive strikes.

Thunk, thunk, thunk, thunk.

Abdomen, chest, thigh, arm.

Followed by…

Thunk.

The head.

“K-k-kill m-me…”

With a sigh, the ghost’s body fell backward.

He was undoubtedly dead.

[You have completed the sub-quest “Ghost of Cabaret.” As a reward, you receive the “Phantom’s Mask.”]

An alert appeared, displaying a silver mask.

He decided to postpone retrieving the mask for now. There would be time later.

Wonderstein closed the window and tossed the ghost’s lifeless body into the water.

With splashes and gurgling sounds, the body slowly drifted away in the current and disappeared into the darkness.

“Ah,” Ella sighed as she watched the ghost’s body vanish.

“Hehe, was it shocking?” Wonderstein asked.

“Well, it was… but compared to what you’ve done before, it’s nothing. He wasn’t even a target worth sympathizing with.”

“Is that so? I’m relieved.”

After giving him a momentary glare, Ella continued walking towards the boat.

“I just felt relieved.”


“Hehe, why?”

“Because you’re still someone I can hate.”

Wonderstein raised an eyebrow.

Having arrived late, he hadn’t heard the conversation between Ella and the ghost. He couldn’t understand why she would feel relieved.

Why would she feel relieved?



 
  
    Chapter 36: The Ghost of Cabaret(End)


The first impression I had of Ella was that she was a “kind girl.”

It wasn’t a statement filled with 100% goodwill.

It had a hint of sarcasm in it.

In a society where outcasts gathered, Ella was the only ordinary human there.

But despite that, she treated the other outcasts without prejudice.

The members were grateful to her.

In my mind, I secretly mocked them.

Those poor and ugly creatures would do anything if you were just a little kind to them.

Because they were starving for kindness.

Kindness and smiles were just means to gain their favor.

I knew I had a twisted way of thinking.

But I couldn’t help it.

It was because of the things I had experienced.

I had mixed feelings about her ability to lead the members.

Her support from the members was only possible because there was someone like me.

Because there was an absolute evil like Wonderstein, her role as vice-ringmaster could shine as a shield.

So she could act kind whenever she wanted to.

Like the opposition’s survival strategy.

I chuckled once again.

But after hearing the promise of two and a half years, her attitude changed.

She became stricter in leading the members and didn’t bother to justify her actions behind the scenes.

Even if she received insults and became the target of resentment, she knew it was for the greater good and accepted it.

Unlike me, who obsessed over the system’s favorability rating and couldn’t grasp the bigger picture without a quest.

I was no different from when I sat in front of the monitor in the room.

On the other hand, she made her own judgments, took action on her own, and willingly accepted the responsibility.

That’s when my hesitation began.

And it became clear when she confidently stepped forward and sang for the struggling actor in front of the audience.

She was more than ten years younger than Wonderstein,

More than ten years younger than my original self,

But in that moment, I thought, “She’s amazing.”

That’s when it started.

When she started to matter to me.

Squeak, squeak.

The boat moved forward with the sound of creaking wood.

Thanks to my muscle strength of 3.0, it didn’t take much effort to row the boat.

But I paddled as slowly as possible.

Coo, coo.

Ella was leaning against one side of the boat, asleep.

Afternoon performances, evening rehearsals, and even a commotion in the early morning.

She must have been exhausted.

A white rat also sat on its owner’s shoulder, its head buried, eyes closed.

As I rowed the boat, I quietly gazed at her sleeping face.

Is this just liking?

Or is it something more than that?

It could be either, or maybe something else.

But for the sake of clearing the game, for my own future, I denied all those feelings.

The guilt I had kept inside for so long about her.

The gratitude for taking care of everything in the circus.

The debt that had formed from the mix of both.

I mistook it all for liking.

Just like how Anais felt about me.

Just like how I used to tell my assistant back in the old days.

Just as the ghost had intended to plant in his little birds.

Yes. I was mistaken again.

I decided to think that way.

Once again, I returned as a player in the game and thought about the strategy.

After clearing the Ghost of Cabaret, two additional sub-quests were activated.

I read the content, and it was related to the Ghost quest.

The so-called final quest.

Both could be completed before sunrise this morning.

***
The special room at Luz General Hospital was not open to just anyone.

Only nobility, those who donated a large sum to the hospital, or those with special fame could be admitted.

In that sense, it was a great honour for a mere theatre actor to lie here.

If it was Ivonne, known as the “Flower of Luz”, whom people acknowledged.

But she herself was not at all happy about this fact.

This special treatment would soon disappear.

From her forehead to the half of her face, a long red scar extended to her neck.

No one in the theatre company had ever stored such chemicals in the cupboard.

It must have been the work of the ghost.

The person who wrote the threatening letter…

“Sob, sob…”

She buried her face in the pillow and burst into tears.

Tears soaked the pillow.

But still, the tears did not stop.

Why.

Why did she have to end up like this?

She had tried so hard not to hold grudges or create conflicts with anyone during her tumultuous theatre life.

Now that she had become an adult and could spread her wings and become the star of Luz.

The ghost.

Who could that person be?


Who could have turned her into this state?

The person who benefits the most is the culprit.

A thought flashed through her mind.

She clenched the blanket tightly.

The person who benefits the most?

Naturally, the face of the manager, Bouvalle, came to mind.

He wasn’t a suspect just because of that.

He was the one who came to mind reflexively when she thought the word “benefit.”

She wiped away her tears, calmed her excitement, and thought carefully, one by one.

The person who benefits when she steps down from the stage.

The person with enough resentment to kill her.

The person who fits the description…

“Hello.”

Cold sweat broke out on Ivonne’s back.

This was the special room at Luz General Hospital, the deepest part of it.

It was surrounded by security guards at her request.

But a human voice was heard.

From right above her head!

“Uh…?”

She slowly raised her head.

A dark ceiling.

In the pitch-black room, there was nothing.

Could she have misheard something?

Was it an auditory hallucination caused by fear of the ghost?

Then, a white hand covered her mouth.

“Huh?”

Ivonne turned her head.

A white mask!

She had seen it from the figure that had covered her.

“Y-Yuree…?”

“Shh, please be quiet. It would be troublesome if someone else comes.”

Ivonne’s eyes widened in shock at the affectionate voice that tickled her ears.

It was not the harsh and malicious voice she had vaguely imagined.

“Will you be quiet?”

“…Yes.”

Half fear, half curiosity.

Ivonne held her trembling chest and looked at the figure that appeared before her.

A translucent colour with moonlight shining through.

The mysterious white mask and dazzling golden hair contrasted sharply with the black suit he wore.

This person was the Ghost of Cabaret!

Ivonne’s eyes filled with resentment.

“Are you here to kill me?” she asked.

“No,” he replied.

“Or are you not satisfied with the level of harm so far? Do you want to ruin me even more?”

“No, I…”

“Why! What grudge brought you here? You…”

The Ghost’s hand touched Ivonne’s lips, silencing her words with its gentle touch.

The man in the mask leaned closer to her face and whispered, “Shh. I have no other purpose. I’ve come to heal Ivonne’s skin.”

Her body stiffened at his words.

What did he say?

Heal?

“Oh, don’t be ridiculous! Even the best potions here couldn’t…”

“Let me show you.”

The Ghost’s hand touched her cheek.

Her skin, which had been deemed beyond repair, suddenly began to tingle from her forehead to her neck.

“What? What’s happening?”

Looking into the mirror, Ivonne witnessed the unbelievable. The red and jagged scars on her skin were disappearing, and a new, even more beautiful and flawless complexion was magically emerging.

“Ah, ah, ah…”

She cried for a long time.

In her eyes as she looked up at the Ghost, there was no longer fear or resentment. Only gratitude and admiration remained.

“Thank you. Thank you. This can’t be a dream, can it?”

“Of course not.”

The Ghost smiled brightly. Just seeing his jawline and smile revealed beneath the mask made Ivonne’s heart race.

“What on earth has happened? I can’t believe everything that has happened today.”

“I came to tell you that.”

The Ghost explained about the malevolent spirit that had long resided beneath the Cabaret, kidnapping talented and beautiful women to sing for him in a cage.

And today, he finally defeated him.

“Have there been disappearances from time to time?”

“Yes. Every year or two, someone would… Mr. Bouvalle said the girls probably ran off with a man, but I never imagined…”

“Please find their remains and bury them properly.”

“I will! We must.”

“Well then, I must be going now.”

The Ghost’s body floated into the air.

Ivonne reached out to grab him, but his body passed through her.

“Where are you going?”

“I’m disappearing. I appeared to capture the malevolent spirit. Now that the task is complete, I must vanish.”

“Oh…”

Watching his body gradually fade in the moonlight, Ivonne couldn’t help but feel a sense of loss.

The warmth that had touched her lips and cheeks still lingered.

And so, the Ghost disappeared before her eyes.

An hour later, in a room at the Rose Windmill Cabaret’s lodging, a similar event occurred.

“Angel! Don’t go!” Shaila cried out as she got up and embraced the Ghost.

However, her body merely passed through.

“Be a great actor,” the ghost left these words and disappeared without a trace.

[“Subquest – The Legend of the Ghost in the Cabaret” completed.]

[“Subquest – The Legend of the Angel in the Cabaret” completed.]

Seeing the messages appear, the ghost removed its mask.

Name: Ghost’s Mask

Applicable Area: Full body, clothing, and items weighing less than 5kg.

Effect: While wearing it, you become semi-transparent and can pass through solid objects. The colour changes according to the environment.

Resource Requirement: Stamina

“It’s over with this.”

Wonderstein smiled with relief.

The next day, in the morning.

Rosewind Cabaret’s practice room.

I sat in a corner chair, watching the actors rehearse.

Shaila was incredibly focused on her acting, to the point of being terrifying.

There was no trace of the crying and clinging from last night.

Could it be that my final words, “Become a great actor,” had something to do with it?

She seemed more determined than yesterday, showing a newfound strength.

The actor who was supposed to play the role of the Count had fallen due to last night’s escapade, and Paris had taken on the role.

Yug Maroine looked satisfied as he watched him.

Even that elderly man, who had gone all-in on the game, was now fully immersed in preparing for the performance, despite his actor being dead and the murderer still at large.

The scene finally moved forward after being interrupted three times.

Paris approached Ella, saying, “Can you prove it? Can you prove your love?”

He forcefully grabbed Ella’s arm, slowly moving his face closer to hers.

The choreographer, Mare, glanced at me, trying to sneak a look, but I watched calmly with a peaceful smile, unlike yesterday.

As their lips were about to touch…

Bang.

The door to the rehearsal room swung open.

Everyone’s attention shifted to the entrance.

A graceful redhead lady stood there confidently, hands on her hips.

“I’m back! Let’s start practicing right away!”

Bouvalle next to her suggested taking a break for a while, given it was just a morning stage, but she seemed completely oblivious.

“We have to! I caused a scene yesterday, so I have to work even harder! Right?”

The show had to go on…

I lowered my hat, hiding my blonde hair and smiled to myself.

My appearance and smile were quite distinctive.

I couldn’t afford for her to recognize me.

Before she could ask who I was, I quietly exited through the back door.

A few minutes later, Ella walked out of the theatre with a gloomy expression.

With the return of the original princess actress, Shaila returned to her role as a maid, and there was no reason for Ella to play an understudy.

[“Subquest – Stand-In Quest” failed.]

[As a penalty, one random attribute is destroyed.]

[“Derick’s Vocal Cords” has been destroyed.]

The first quest had failed.

I certainly didn’t anticipate this turn of events.

Could it be that Ivonne left the hospital as soon as morning came?

The penalty for this quest failure was the destruction of a random attribute.

It was disappointing, but at least Manthula’s blade was spared, which was a relief.

As for Derrick’s vocal cords, they had no use beyond deceiving Shaila yesterday.

“In the end, I never finished any of them.”

“Let’s go back and train our members.”

I suggested, and Ella let out a frustrated sigh.

“You don’t have much to do, do you?”


I smiled charmingly, and Ella shook her head.

She muttered casually, “Well, that’s a relief.”

“What do you mean?”

I asked, but she didn’t respond, just gazing silently out the window.

Tl Note: Dude I was praying so much for that kiss to not happen. Each time they talked about it, I felt my blood boiling.



 
  
    Chapter 37: Magician Maya (1)


Originally, Luz was a relatively calm city during the day, despite being lively at night. Like most entertainment cities, it bustled at night and quieted down during the day.

However, as the opening ceremony of the Circus Grand Prix approached with just two weeks left, Luz’s daytime was overflowing with noisy sounds and vibrant colors.

In order to participate in the Circus Grand Prix, acrobats from all over the world began to gather in Luz. Joyful melodies that could make anyone’s spirits soar flowed through the alleys.

Acrobats proudly displayed their talents on street corners. There were acrobats skilfully balancing on rolling balls, trainers herding groups of bullfrogs, and clowns with asymmetrically moving arms and legs.

Uncontrollable delight permeated the entire city. Even the strictest parents in Luz took their children to the amusement park every day.

Most of the performers on the streets were individual or small-scale acrobats, and they showcased their talents in front of main roads, squares, or in front of lodgings where famous circuses stayed.

To participate in the Circus Grand Prix, there was no choice but to join a large circus troupe. Realistically, it was impossible to evaluate every acrobatic troupe in the world for the Grand Prix.

That’s why the organizers set certain conditions for participation. First, the number of acrobats in the troupe had to be a meet certain minimum criteria, and among them, there had to be at least one acrobat with the grace of Kirku, meaning they possessed Inspira.

Naturally, this was considered a basic requirement because such skills were essential for competing in the Circus Grand Prix.

However, there was a particularly challenging barrier to entry, the “sponsorship” system. Circus troupes participating in the Grand Prix had to be guaranteed by a prominent figure in society.

Furthermore, the guarantor had to invest a significant amount of money. It was a system that facilitated personal management, capital attraction, and the smooth operation of the competition.

However, this made it nearly impossible for small-scale acrobatic troupes or individual acrobats to participate in the Circus Grand Prix.

Most sponsors preferred well-known large circus troupes.

For this year’s Circus Grand Prix, around 100 companies, businesses, and families had committed to investing. In other words, more than 100 acrobatic troupes had qualified to participate in this competition, a significantly smaller number than the existing acrobatic troupes worldwide.

Therefore, at this point, two weeks before the opening ceremony, acrobats hoping to perform on the Circus Grand Prix stage flocked to the six cities where the preliminaries were held.

They aimed to showcase their talents to large circus troupes and secure a spot in them.

This aligned with the wishes of circus troupes participating in the Grand Prix, as they wanted to recruit as many acrobats as possible before the competition started.

Once the preliminary rounds began, there were limitations on recruiting additional acrobats to prevent unfair recruitment and collusion.

This competition would last for a staggering two and a half years.

No one knew what would happen in the future.

The more excellent candidates, the better.

Therefore, circus troupes participating in the Grand Prix worked hard to scout outstanding acrobats on the streets, even though it was not an easy task.

Truly famous and well-known acrobats had been recruited long before the competition, not just two weeks prior.

So, those trying to be select searched as if they were looking for buried treasures, while those hoping to be chosen walked the streets with the hope that they were the treasures themselves.

During this process, acrobats often argued and competed with each other.

“It starts in 5 minutes!”

“In 4 minutes!”

“Correction! It starts in 3 minutes!”

“In 2 minutes!”

“In 1 minute!”

“We’re starting now!”

“That woman is a nuisance! She suddenly appears out of nowhere! Go somewhere else!”

“Get out of here, all of you!”

“We’ve been here since the day before yesterday!”

And sometimes, such competitions escalated into arguments among the acrobats.

It was happening right now in front of the Metropol Hotel.

Behind one sign stood two men in black suits, holding canes.

Behind another sign  stood a young woman adorned with jewelled turbans.

The two groups glared at each other intensely.

Snake charmer Suab glanced up at the hotel’s second-floor terrace and straightened her dishevelled turbans.

On the terrace, there were men and women who appeared to be nobles and a group dressed as acrobats, all looking down in their direction.

Suab smiled to herself.

The operation was a success.

At least they managed to capture everyone’s attention.

She hadn’t picked a fight with those two for no reason.

It was to use them as a means to showcase her talent.

The audience she wanted was the hotel’s guests.

Suab had received information that a sponsored circus troupe was staying at the Metropol Hotel.

Although it was a newly formed circus, their sponsor was a very famous figure.

Rumour had it that the head of that organization had come personally due to high expectations for the circus.

They must be a selected elite group organized by pouring substantial resources into it.

If she could perform well here, she could leave a strong impression on them.

To do that, she needed to leave a more impressive performance than just displaying her talent quietly.

So, she picked a fight with those two clumsy comedians.

They attempted jokes that were neither funny nor original, but their exaggerated reactions pleased her.

“Hey, Allen! Help me! I stepped on a nail! Ouch!”

“Joe! Stop! Stop it! Ouch!”

She had already completed two days of preliminary research.

They were individuals with no talent other than shouting and falling over.

If they could elicit such reactions in front of her snake, it would make for a great show.

The snake charmer played her flute.

The King Cobra in the cage inside raised its head, hissing and flicking its tongue.

At the same time, the python on her back wriggled.

Inside it were smaller green snakes smaller than the black cobra.

Dozens of snakes crawled out of the python in unison, responding to her flute’s melody.

The crowd that had gathered to watch the fight recoiled in awe.

The snakes glided towards the two comedians in black suits.

Suab watched them, hoping to see the two shivering in fear.

However, the two were surprisingly calm.

No, they were more than that.

Their expressions were so cold that they were terrifying.

“Joe, it seems it’s time for the unwanted guests to leave.”

“This chilly feeling, it’s been a while.”

The two drew knives from inside their canes.

It was the same canes they had been slipping and tripping with.

She had thought they were just props for slapstick comedy.

She had never expected to find knives inside them.

With a flash of light, the necks of the two snakes near Allen were severed.

And before Suab could react, a snake that had been coiled around Joe’s neck was pierced through by his sword.

“These… these guys?”


Unanticipated skills.

There was no trace of the comical performers in the men expertly wielding their swords.

They were perfectly trained swordsmen.

Suab glanced back at the terrace.

The audience she had hoped to captivate was no longer paying attention to her.

They were all watching the two men swinging their swords.

They seemed completely captivated by the skills of the two.

“Oh no, this would make me a clown,” Suab muttered.

She adjusted her flute.

She needed to give more aggressive commands.

Even if it caused some damage… Well, I have an antidote anyway…

But Allen, who had understood her intentions, reacted swiftly.

A lightning bolt shot out from his staff-like wand.

Swoosh.

The snake charmer’s body remained untouched, and the wand only passed between her neck and shoulders before hitting the black stone wall, trembling.

“Easy there. I may not have as much patience as Jo.”

Suab’s complexion turned pale.

She stared at her broken flute with a shocked expression.

But what came out of her mouth wasn’t a surrender or a venomous word.

“Crazy! What will I do without my flute? I can only control snakes with it!”

She screamed, and that triggered the snakes.

The snakes were excited by their owner’s alarmed attitude.

Suab realized it was a mistake.

She shouldn’t have shouted like that.

Not only Suab, but both Allen and Jo were equally shocked.

One action meant to resolve the situation had only worsened it.

The snakes spread out in a fan shape, moving towards the people.

The crowd remained frozen in place, unable to move.

The first one to make a move would likely be the target of the snakes’ attack.

It was a volatile situation.

Then, the sound of a whistle echoed through the street.

“Huh?”

Suab was surprised to hear that sound.

This melody was the one which is played to summon the snakes back into their jars.

The snakes’ hearing range was very narrow.

So, they could only be controlled by a specific flute.

But this whistle was playing the exact same pitch.

Sssss.

The snakes lowered their heads.

It seemed like their excitement was subsiding.

These were well-trained snakes in a good sense.

They began to slither back under Suab’s legs into their nests.

The green snakes went into her sack, while the black king cobras entered a jar made of straw.

In the center of the now-organized scene stood a blond man dressed in a black suit and wearing a black cloak.

He was the one who had just whistled.

All eyes were on him.

Suab recognized who he was.

He had been on the hotel terrace just a moment ago.

He greeted the crowd with a slight nod, his head lowered.

“I’m Frank Wonderstein, the leader of the Wonderstein Troupe. I collaborated with the street performers for a brief show. Did you enjoy it?”

A small dispute had turned into a commotion.


The snakes had startled the crowd, they had admired the unexpected skills of the unknown swordsmen, trembled due to the excited snakes, and finally been swept away by the graceful performance of the troupe leader.

Now, understanding the situation, the crowd clapped their hands and cheered.

It had all been a well-prepared act.

Of course, the three people who orchestrated it knew that very well.

Looking at the three people staring at him in a daze, Wonderstein smiled.
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The police officers of Luz were known for their friendliness towards tourists. Not only did they escort hotel guests all the way to their accommodations, but they were also willing to provide late-night security when travellers requested it.

However, their seemingly boundless kindness was now wearing thin.

Several incidents had occurred consecutively over the past few days. Some were comical, while others were serious. These incidents played out with slight variations each day.

There were runaway lions, clowns popping out of toilets, department heads suspended in mid-air, twisted wagon wheels, unicyclists riding alone, banana peels that guaranteed a slip, and more. Trouble seemed to spring up everywhere in the city.

Most of the problems the police usually dealt with could be resolved with their batons, which had an excellent effect on correcting people’s irrational behaviour. Drunken sailors causing a ruckus, radio pirates, pickpockets, and rowdy brawlers fell under this category. There was no need to ponder the methods for handling them; the police department had detailed guidelines for such cases.

However, in the current wave of irrational incidents, no one knew how to wield a baton to bring the situation under control. Runaway tigers, clowns appearing from pots, department heads hanging in the air, mangled carriage wheels, rolling orbs on their own, exploding apples when touched, and other events occurred daily, turning the police station into a constant hubbub.

“Don’t push so roughly!”

“I heard Luz’s police officers are friendly, but this is anything but!”

“I used to be a court jester in the Kieff Imperial Palace!”

As another group of acrobats came in wearing handcuffs, the deputy commander of the mounted police was certain that the current mayor, who had decided to host the Grand Prix de Circus next year, had lost significant support from the police officers in the upcoming elections.

“Stop taking off those handcuffs!”

“Hehe, what should I do when the handcuffs keep slipping off?”

A scuffle broke out as they were being led to the detention centre. The handcuffs were not faulty; it was just that the acrobat’s hand seemed to stretch like rubber and slip right through the cuffs.

The police officers sighed as they watched the spectacle. Just a month ago, they might have found it amusing, but they had all lost that luxury now.

“Yenche’s Magic Troupe.”

“They’ve reached an impressive level.”

“They seem to have mastered Inspira too.”

“Is it some kind of bone-melting ability?”

Watching the scene, the other acrobats exchanged words and shook their heads in disbelief.

In the eyes of the police officers, it was an astonishing situation. “Don’t act like this is an everyday occurrence.”

The deputy commander wanted to shout at them, but he had to manage the situation. He approached an elderly man slumbering in a corner chair.

“Father, it seems we need your help.”

“Ugh. You’re back again?”

The elderly priest with snow-white hair and a hunched posture struggled to rise. He had always been an old man with wispy white hair and wrinkles, but in recent days, his hair had grown whiter, and his wrinkles deeper. He tidied his priestly robes and approached the acrobat who was playing tricks on the police officers.

“Um, what are you?”

The priest didn’t respond but stared silently at him.

He smelled of alcohol.

“Inspira is real.”

The priest closed his eyes and began to recite a prayer.

Several deeply religious police officers standing nearby followed along with the priest’s prayer.

The man who had been playing around with handcuffs realized that something was going terribly wrong.

“Uh, Your Grace? F-Father? Please don’t do that! Huh? I’ll keep the handcuffs secure!”

The man hurriedly pushed his hands back into the handcuffs.

But the priest did not stop reciting his prayer.

“I, I beg you!”

The power of the clergy in the Church of St. John was well-known in the world.

Other acrobats stepped back, making sounds like deflating balloons.

When the prayer ended, a silver cross appeared before the priest.

A holy, sacred cross.

Its long end was sharp.

Its overall shape resembled a stake.

“Sacred Stake!”

Some of the acrobats screamed as they looked at the silver cross.

Some shivered and tried to move away from it.

Even the illusionist, who had it right in front of his nose, gritted his teeth.

“No! Reverend, I made a mistake! P-Please, not that!”

Despite the man’s pleading, the priest swung his hand with an indifferent expression.

The silver cross flew at a speed that was neither fast nor slow and impaled the man’s shoulder.

“Aaaargh!”

The impact felt like being hit with a solid club.

There was no blood or visible injury.

Because the Sacred Stake was not a real physical stake.

But the man impaled on it would have preferred a real stake.

Even though he struggled to reason through the handcuffs, he felt his hand stiffening.

The numbness disappeared. His hand had turned into an ordinary hand.

“I, I lost the connection!”

The man screamed.

Inspira… the blessing he received from Kirku… had disappeared!

Other acrobats murmured anxiously.

“It seems the rumours were true.”

“I’ve never seen anyone use a stake like that.”

“Did he really lose Inspira?”

“This is too much, isn’t it?”

“Yeah, we didn’t do anything that wrong.”

They had caused trouble, that was true.

But they had only been locked up for a few days and were prepared to pay a fine.

But calling in the priests of the Holy Church and stripping them of their faith like a religious trial?

Astonishment, fear, and humiliation.

A sense of unusual hostility spread among the acrobats.

A deputy who sensed the atmosphere quickly stepped forward.

“Inspira hasn’t disappeared. It’s just temporarily blocked.”

The man, tears in his eyes, looked up at the priest.

“R-Really?”

“That’s right. People like the Archbishop or the Heresy Inquisitor could completely erase it if they wanted to. But I don’t have that ability. Right now, it’s just a temporary block.”

“Oh, thank goodness!”

The man jumped in place, performing a somersault in mid-air.

The silver stake impaled in his shoulder seemed completely unperturbed.

“There was no physical force in it.”

“May the glory of Kirku be with us!”

At the man’s shout, the acrobats in and around the circus tent erupted into cheers and shouts.

The elderly priest withdrew with a disapproving expression.


Kirku, Kirku, Kirku.

For the past few days, it had been ringing in his ears like a persistent mosquito.

Why did people like such nonsense?

No matter how harmless the fellow may be to the people, he was still just one of the devils dwelling in the Abyss.

The elderly priest reaffirmed his faith once again and lay down with a tired expression.

The adjutant thanked him and got up from his seat.

“Where are you going?”

“I’m heading towards the Rose Windmill. Mr. Bouvalle said he has some matters to handle quietly.”

“Oh, I see. More problems with those clowns, I suppose. It must be tough over there too. Can they handle it on their own without Grand Fini…?”

“Haha, we’ll have to work together.”

The adjutant gathered the materials he had prepared in advance and left.

It was records of teenage girls who had gone missing in the past few years.

***

Triplets with one body and three heads, a Triamere.

From left to right, their names were Hanssten, Dunnadol, and Sevram.

They didn’t consider themselves to have a hierarchical relationship.

But on official documents, they were listed as the first, second, and third, respectively.

“I have a question.”

“What is it?”

“Well, it’s more convenient for us to count as one, two, three from the left, but you brothers aren’t like that. Why did you start with one, two, three from the right?”

Womon occasionally asked random questions.

The curiosity of a 10-year-old child.

Sevram, the third one, looked at him with a warm smile.

“Usually, names are given by the people who see us, not by ourselves.”

“Ah.”

Womon scratched the back of his head.

Now that he thought about it, it was a natural thing.

At that moment, at the entrance of the hotel, the guests were being welcomed by the adjutant.

The triplets looked somewhat awkward and spoke in unison with strained voices.

“We’ll check elsewhere.”

“I think our pursuit is in a different direction.”

“We need to consult with our colleague.”

The other members laughed out loud.

In the past few days, they had heard these words countless times.

It seemed as if they had collectively purchased lines from somewhere, as their words were almost identical.

Ella also smiled with an annoyed expression as she heard their complaints from a distance.

“This time, it’s a tie. One against one against one.”

In the past few days, the Wonderstein Circus worked hard to accept new members.

The ringmaster and the assistant ringmaster scoured the streets in search of acrobats who seemed promising.

Bringing them to the hotel was easy.

After all, they had the sponsorship of the Vergsong Merchant Guild.

However, the acrobats they brought in changed their expressions drastically after checking the condition of the members.

Then, they made various excuses and never came back.

Now, even the members who welcomed the guests were starting to show signs of irritation.

Hesitant glances.

Scornful looks.

Sighs that seemed to come naturally.

The attitudes of the acrobats towards them were consistent.

Their expressions seemed to say, “How dare you perform on stage among us?”

“Still, I thought it would be different this time.”

“Yeah. I hoped they wouldn’t be so blatantly disappointed…”

“The ringmaster said he helped those three. It’s just a matter of courtesy.”

The grumbling that began like this gradually turned into self-blame and self-reproach.

“Now I’m getting scared.”

“How much will they criticize us when we participate in the competition…”

“Can we do it? We don’t have any proper acrobats except Ella.”

“We’ll just get a lot of insults.”

The members’ discussions escalated from complaints to self-doubt.

“I’m worried now.”

“It’s not about the number of people; it’s not about winning.”

“Ella said so. If we can complete the tasks assigned to us 100%, it’s not just a dream to win. Our skills have improved significantly in the past two weeks, just as Ella promised. Isn’t that right?”

Everyone nodded in agreement with Yurakne’s words.

Indeed, their skills had improved dramatically compared to before.

Their abilities to learn new tricks were so well-suited to their physical characteristics that it took only a day or two to master what would normally take several months.

They had reason to be proud.

“All right. Let those people perform on the streets for the rest of their lives.”

“Yeah. Let’s go out to the Grand Circus Prix Finals and show off our skills.”

The determination of the members was renewed.

Yurakne smiled and looked at Ella.

Ella smiled back, showing her gratitude by nodding her head slightly.

“If it weren’t for you, Yurakne, I would have said something again.”

“Haha, I went first because I was scared.”

When Yuakne playfully rolled her eyes, Ella burst into laughter.

“But where did the ringmaster go?”


“He’s at the square again. He’s looking for other acrobats. I’ve given up by now.”

Ella sighed slightly as she looked towards the square.

She had expected it to be difficult, but she hadn’t known it would be this challenging.

The Monster Circus.

The prejudice against it ran deep among the acrobats.
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Name: Allen

Age: 30

Title: Mind Blade

Occupation: Comedic Actor

Recruitment Condition: Express ‘laughter’ emotion as a knight or rogue when stumbling and falling forward.

Name: Jo

Age: 30

Title: Wind Blade

Occupation: Comedic Actor

Recruitment Condition: Express ‘laughter’ emotion as a knight or rogue when stumbling and falling backward.

Allen and Jo.

A comedic duo appearing as supporters in TT1.

They are men known for their shabby suits and ridiculous antics.

At first glance, they appeared to be just comedic characters, but in reality, they were exceptional swordsmen.

While they were building a reputation as mercenaries, one day they saw a comedy show on the street and were deeply impressed, leading them to pursue a career as comedic actors.

Their basic abilities matched their background, as they were both highly skilled.

To the extent that the saying “For beginners, just find Allen and Jo” became a proverb among fans.

Their performance was so powerful that it could disrupt the balance of the early game.

In fact, they were ‘hidden supporters’ who could not be recruited through conventional means.

Other supporters would appear on the roadside, offer quests, or blatantly demand something in exchange for their assistance, saying, “If you fulfil my request, I will help you.” But Allen and Jo were nothing like that.

They would appear and disappear like extras, without a trace.

The fact that they could be recruited as supporters was only discovered weeks after the game was released.

The conditions were very simple.

All you had to do was make them laugh when they stumbled and fell, playing the role of a knight or rogue.

The TT series had features that allowed heroes to express emotions such as greetings, dancing, laughter, provocation, and more.

Using this feature to discover hidden elements of the game was one of the charms of the TT series.

Of course, at the time of TT1’s release, this fact was not well known, so it took some time to discover.

“Oh, did you laugh at our comedy? Hehe.”

“Kuk, I can’t believe it. You guys are real heroes!”

So they joined us, the two swordsmen who would mercilessly wield their staff-swords.

If left alone, they could defeat the Stage 1 boss on their own.

So when I brought them to the hotel, I was ready to laugh at any time.

It was not a difficult task at all.

I laughed when they stumbled and hit their foreheads while picking up a fallen clock.

I laughed when they sputtered and spat out hot tea they were trying to drink.

I laughed when they stepped on each other’s shoelaces and fell forward.

I laughed really hard.

But they didn’t show the enthusiastic response I expected.

I didn’t expect them to be as moved and teary-eyed as they were in TT1.

At least I thought they would show some gratitude.

But instead, they just shrugged their shoulders with a slightly smug look on their faces.

After receiving my guidance and looking around the circus group, the two swordsmen left the hotel, making various excuses they had rehearsed beforehand.

It was a clear rejection.

For the first time, my knowledge of the original work didn’t apply.

I wondered why.

As I thought it over, I remembered the description I had seen on their character sheets.

“They debuted three years ago, but they were struggling to gain popularity. But the heroes made them laugh! They will do anything for their fans.”

Three years had passed since their debut…

The problem was that this information was only relevant to the time of TT1.

Now it had been two and a half years before TT1.

In other words, they had only been debuted for six months.

Their reaction was not as desperate as it was during the three years of anonymity.

In the end, I had to compromise my dignity and pretend to be fooled by those mediocre guys.

I hoped no one would go around saying things like, “The head of Wonderstein Circus really held them in high regard.”

Our circus’s reputation was already low, and it would be even worse if it fell further.

So the two swordsmen I had hoped for left.

I sent the snake charmer woman away with just a formal offer, as she was an unfamiliar character.

I opened the ‘Member Management’ window in the air.

*Member Management (10/12)

The maximum number of members that can be recruited is 12.

Currently, there are a total of 10 members.

Deputy Ringmaster, Ella.

Spider Woman, Yurakne.

Vampire, Womon.

Skeleton Clown, Sven.

Mira, Bendict.

Dwarf, Jobel.

First of the Triplets, Hanssten.

Second of the Triplets, Dunnadol.

Third of the Triplets, Sevram.

Cursed Fairy, Marisa.

There were ten of them, but there were fewer actual performers.

Ella was the host, so she didn’t go on stage.

The triplets had separate counts for their favourability and rewards, but in reality, they were considered as one.

And Marisa, who had become a stone, was stored in the carriage’s luggage compartment.

She was excluded from the main performance.

In reality, there were six people who would be on stage.

Could they really do it with just them?

I felt anxious.

In the original story, the Monster Circus could exert a demonic power because it was backed by Wonderstein’s power.


But my power couldn’t match the original Wonderstein’s.

Of course, I had the weapon of future knowledge.

However, like with Derek last time, the future elements could turn into threats, and, as in the case of Allen and Jo, future knowledge could become useless.

I couldn’t just relax.

Lost in thought, I walked and suddenly reached the end of the square.

A bustling centre square of loose with acrobats performing all around.

There was also a distinct area here.

Surrounded by white curtains.

This was where the illusionists performed their magic.

Illusion magic.

Literally, magic that created visual illusions to deceive people.

They used it to create backgrounds, props, special effects, and more for performances.

Even on Ella’s stage, various illusion magics were used.

I found it fascinating. It was a spectacle I couldn’t experience in the real world.

“What if we hire illusionists too?”

“Well, um… Illusions are flashy and impressive, but… it feels somewhat awkward and obvious. I prefer sticking to tradition in this regard. Using props skilfully is much more natural and has its own charm.”

Ella stuck to her preferences with a somewhat uncertain attitude.

Her words reminded me of something a film director once said.

He preferred making his own tools and setting up sets over using CGI, if I remember correctly.

Was it similar to that?

I respected Ella’s stubbornness.

But as we prepared for the preview performance before the opening ceremony, my thoughts changed.

When Yurakne performed her act of breaking people’s heads, the “Strawberry Jam Watermelon Heads,” or when Womon’s mouth produced the “Bone Candy,” they were disposable. Once broken, they were done.

So, Ella had to spend hours recreating the same things every time they performed.

Including making backgrounds and costumes.

I saw her dozing off while making props yesterday.

Could she handle it once the actual performance started?

I had the ratmen teach her some skills, but there were clear limitations.

Illusion magic was needed.

Before entering the curtain, I read the warning sign next to it.

“Do not use illusion magic outside this area.”

I smiled wryly as I felt the strength in every stroke of the carefully written warning.

Over the past week, various illusions had disturbed Luz.

A mansion-sized spider appeared in the middle of the street, fake flames engulfed buildings, and a silent carriage raced through the air.

All of these were performances by illusionists.

They too did their best to showcase their talents to join a large circus troupe.

According to the Circus Grand Prix regulations, “magicians” were treated as “those who perform on stage” just like acrobats.

In other words, they were subject to the same restrictions on entry and recruitment during the competition period.

Although there were not many cases of magicians working as actors, it was a natural measure.

A magician’s magic was similar to an acrobat’s performance.

You couldn’t say someone who specialized in throwing knives outside the stage wasn’t an acrobat, could you?

So, they, too, like acrobats, did their best to stand out in any way possible before the opening.

The magician’s yard was more peaceful than the acrobats’.

They were more like inventors showcasing their work at a technical exhibition than performers.

“Now, please look. These are my best works, the 24 dancing flames!”

One magician opened his palm, and various dazzling lights appeared, tracing colourful paths as they spun around.

A few people in the crowd exclaimed in admiration.

Most of them were local residents and tourists who came to watch.

The expressions of the circus troupe personnel were cold compared to the ordinary people.

“Ah, what do you expect from the Circus Grand Prix?”

“They’re hiding their skills with such simple illusions.”

“The movement of light is too simple. It just goes back and forth.”

“It might pass at a country fair.”

People who knew the circus had a different way of observing illusions.

They paid attention to intricacy and realism rather than extravagance.

“Look at the fur on that doe. Doesn’t it look like it’s naturally swaying in the wind?”

“It’s a very precise illusion. Impressive. How about those metal dolls over there?”

“The texture feels very real. Can you smell the metal?”

The skill of illusionists lay in the meticulous and sophisticated creation of reality.

To faithfully replicate the backgrounds and special effects demanded by the circus, simply weaving flames in the air was out of the question.

And hiring illusionists would be better than using illusion magic.

As I walked through the crowd, I observed the illusion magics.

Then, I noticed a commotion in a corner.

People were murmuring and gathering around someone.

“Is that an illusion?”

“Look at the way she walks and moves her eyes! Is it possible to naturally replicate a person like that? Unbelievable. Why is someone like her here in this street yard? She should be submitting an application to a top circus troupe.”

“It could be. Let’s see. Is that girl an illusionist too?”

“I wonder if her skills match her appearance…”

I wondered who was causing such a commotion.

I looked to where everyone’s attention was focused.

Snow-white hair like snow.

Perfectly proportioned facial features like a doll crafted by a master.

Icy-cold eyes.

I sighed internally.

If I didn’nt have the Smiling Man, I would have screamed like everyone else.


But the reason was different.

I was surprised that she was here in the first place.

One of the three heroes, Tril Trilo series’.

Magician Maya.

She looked more mature than I remembered, but it was definitely her.



 
  
    Chapter 40: Magician Maya (3)


As the evening sun cast its gentle light.

In the centre of the village stood a tall stack of straws.

It caught fire.

The rising smoke signalled the beginning of the festival.

People sang to the tune of the accordion and danced to the beat of drums.

Amidst the blazing flames, the head of the hardworking scarecrow for the past year snapped and fell.

When the heat of the harvest festival enveloped the entire village,

A dense shadow began to loom over the hill behind the village.

At someone’s scream, people raised their heads to look.

A massive island spanned the dark sky.

Fireworks burst endlessly above the island, and the cheers of the people echoed endlessly.

It seemed like a joyful festival was taking place up there.

Though it was unlikely to be seen from up high, people waved their hands towards the Sky City.

“We hope you’re as happy as we are!”

A crow that had been munching on a rotten pumpkin in a corner of the village perked up at the sound.

With curious eyes, it looked up at the sky.

An island floating in the sky.

What could be up there?

The lights and sounds emanating from it tempted the crow.

With outstretched wings, the crow headed towards the island.

As the crow approached the island, buildings became visible through the clouds.

The sight of the city floating in the sky taught the crow, even a mere beast, the feeling of wonder.

The ornate decorations hanging all over the city excited it.

Something extraordinary must be happening!

With rising anticipation, the crow drew closer to the city.

But gradually, it began to feel that something was amiss.

The screams of the people.

They were different from the voices of the villagers down below.

They were filled with fear and agony.

“Ahh! Don’t come! Stay away!”

“Eeek!”

“Save us, save us, help, ack!”

Screams and cries echoed through the streets.

Every alley was filled with cries of horror.

Blood and flesh flowed in the city’s various corners.

Massacres were taking place throughout the city.

The ones doing the killing were mainly the colourful-clad jesters and acrobats.

With their elongated arms, sharp teeth, long tongues, and spikes protruding from their backs, they grabbed, tore, stabbed, and mauled people in ways unimaginable for regular humans.

They were no longer human.

“Hehehe! Witness my skills!”

“Offerings to the Mage!”

“Will you not watch the show?”

In the eyes of those who kill and torture, there was a certain thrill and excitement.

The crow flapped its wings even faster.

Feathers fell off in surprise.

It was madness. Everything here was going crazy.

Madness felt throughout the entire city.

One wrong move, and it seemed like he might get sucked in too.

With a bang, flames shot up.

And a firecracker whizzed past him.

Intermittent gunfire erupted, and gunpowder smoke obscured the view.

By avoiding and dodging, he had unknowingly reached the central part of the city.

There, the crow witnessed an unexpected scene.

Amidst this chaotic hell, there was a man standing in complete tranquillity.

With golden hair down to his shoulders, wearing a black silk hat, a black suit, and a black cape, he stood at the pinnacle, gazing down at the city.

His smile was incredibly beautiful.

The crow descended slowly in front of him.

There was no hostility in his gaze as he looked at it.

In fact, he seemed pleased.

The crow felt relieved.

He was the only intact human in this place.

He approached.

His hand gently enveloped the crow.

His mouth opened.

Wide.

Wider.

Beyond his cheeks, his mouth stretched wide open, revealing dozens of sharp-edged teeth and tongues with thorns, twisted like snakes.

The crow’s eyes were filled with astonishment.

But he couldn’t move at all.

The man’s hand that gripped his body had transformed into claws like an animal’s front paws, tearing his body apart.

And so, the crow’s head disappeared into the man’s mouth.

Crunch.

Crunch.

Crunch.

With the sound of flesh being chewed and bones being crushed, the game’s title appeared on the screen.

“Tril Trilo.”

The camera retraced the path the crow had taken.

The camera seemed to want to get away from the smiling man as it sped up, illuminating the alleys where slaughter was taking place, displaying the names of the company, director, investors, and developers.

The camera finally stopped at the edge of the city.

A large man, towering among the soldiers screaming at the monsters, was commanding them with a shield and sword.


The camera fixed on that man.

The game began from here.

Players controlled Sir Ivan, defeating monsters and rescuing people while learning how to use the knight’s abilities.

Using the knight’s strength to clear obstacles, breaking through weak walls with a charge, and advancing.

Finally, he arrived at the scene where people were being hunted by monsters.

A group of monsters spewed saliva while flapping their bat-like wings in the air.

People hit by the saliva screamed in agony as their skin burned.

Unfortunately, Sir Ivan had no means to attack the airborne enemies.

Then, the perspective shifted once again.

A woman on a rooftop, wearing her hood and surveying the situation.

She suddenly turned her head and smirked when she saw Sir Ivan’s appearance.

Behind her, a monster acrobat with a knife raised stealthily approached.

But she shot an arrow backward as if she had eyes on the back of her head.

The monster was pierced through the forehead and fell below the building.

The winged monsters’ attention turned in their direction.

The thief was ready for battle as she stood on the roof.

Now players learned how to play as the thief, defeating winged monsters with arrows and using double jumps to escape when the roof collapsed due to the monsters’ acid spit.

If the arrows ran out, she replenished them from the corpses of dead soldiers.

After clearing the monsters, Sir Ivan thanked her.

They moved together.

Utilizing Sir Ivan and the thief appropriately, they advanced through obstacles blocking their path.

However, the bridge to the other island had already burned down and was severed.

The island was slowly losing altitude, plummeting.

Sir Ivan and the thief argued.

The thief insisted on going to the pier and escaping on an airship, while Sir Ivan argued that they should go to the other island to help people.

Then, the camera moved into a well beside them.

Inside, a white-haired wizard was sleeping with her eyes closed.

Perhaps she woke up because she heard Sir Ivan and the thief arguing, but she blinked and saw that her head was bleeding.

She had fallen into the well while running away from the monster attack.

From this point on, players could control the wizard.

The wizard’s special ability, “Barrier,” allowed her to create a sturdy polyhedron.

Using the cursor, I placed a dot and connected the edges to form a barrier. By stacking blocks inside the well, I created stairs to exit and meet the knight and thief.

Creating a bridge in the form of a long plank using the magician’s barrier allowed them to cross to the opposite island. As soon as they crossed the bridge, the opposite island crashed to the ground.

Knight, thief, and magician. The three of them breathed a sigh of relief as they looked around the city’s centre.

The sky city was engulfed in screams and chaos.

That’s how the prologue stage of TT1 ended, and the main story began.

I found myself lost in thought as I looked at the girl with white hair. Her appearance was not much different from the Maya I knew. However, compared to her future self, who was composed and dignified, there was a hint of discomfort in her expression. Of course, only I, who had been watching Maya throughout the series, could notice it.

For anyone seeing her for the first time, it would be impossible to read any emotions from her expression. Maya always wore an icy, composed expression. That’s why only the laughter of the knight and thief was effective for the conditions to recruit “Allen and Joe.”

Trying to make her express laughter, her lips only curved up ever so slightly. Whether in a good or bad sense, she was like a doll. Her age was probably the same as Ella’s.

In the TT1 timeline, it was mentioned that she had recently become an adult. Maya originally came from a famous magician family in Castya.

She joined the circus to hone her magical skills. The circus troupe she belonged to was known as the “Veil Circus,” a place renowned for effectively utilizing illusion magic.

Unlike the knight and thief, who were recruited from the city’s security or came to steal, she had a direct connection to the Grand Prix Circus and its events.

That’s why I thought she had the highest probability of encountering the three heroes. However, I didn’t expect to encounter her so quickly, especially since she was not yet member of it.

The opening ceremonies were only two weeks away. In the game world, she referred to the circus people as her colleagues for the past two and a half years.

Does that mean she will be hired by the Veil Circus here? I suddenly felt greedy. What if I took her with me from here? It would make solving illusion magic problems a breeze.

But would she be willing to join our circus? I remembered dozens of acrobats I had missed over the past few days. Perhaps her reaction wouldn’t be much different from theirs.

Then, light emanated from her hand. Her white skin and hair emitted various colours in response to the illusion magic she was casting.

People exclaimed in admiration at the mysterious aura her appearance gave off.

I swallowed hard. In terms of the game’s setting, she was undoubtedly the most brilliant prodigy from her family.


Her magic was undoubtedly extraordinary. In the game, it was represented as stacking polygons, but how would it manifest here? The mathematical calculations seemed to be over as light burst forth, and the magic began taking a concrete form.

A brown, round body. Brown, round legs. Brown, round… wait, what’s this? It could be described as the work of a kindergarten student who tried to make something with brown clay but gave up halfway. In other words, it looked like a poorly made lump of dough.

Fortunately, it provided an answer by making a sound.

“Meow.”

This… is a cat? Only I could tell, but there was definitely a tinge of embarrassment in her expression.



 
  
    Chapter 41: Magician Maya (4)


Maya’s father was a skilled painter. He said he used to paint signs for theaters before he met Maya’s mother. He had always looked down on magic, believing that it couldn’t provide true enchantment.

Annoyed by his attitude, Maya’s mother unleashed all sorts of terrifying illusions on him when they first met. She claimed it was their first encounter. Whenever people asked if they were dating, both the painter and the witch dismissed it as nonsense.

However, both of them were accustomed to creating something out of nothing. So, they spent three years together creating what they considered their magnum opus.

Seventeen years had passed since that artwork was unveiled.

Maya gazed at a lump of mud-colored substance squirming in her palm. It imitated the behaviour of a cat she used to raise. Its awkward movements, stretching its neck while wagging its tail, reminded her of her childhood pet. But judging by its appearance, no one could immediately recognize it as a cat.

Onlookers thought her crude creation was a whimsical circus act.

After the jokes subsided, they expected her to reveal a real cat hidden inside the dough-like exterior.

However, Maya disappointed their expectations. Windmills, carriages, swings—she created these surreal sculptures one after another. People couldn’t fathom her intentions because there were no hints of a cat’s meowing like before.

“It’s finished,” she declared with a chillingly indifferent tone.

Only then did people realize this was her best work. Disappointment rippled through the crowd, and some made rude comments.

“Why didn’t she become an actress with that face?”

“Well, she can’t do much besides playing with dolls.”

Maya felt her anger rise but kept her composure. She never showed her emotions outwardly.

She quietly tidied up her creations. The circus performers, who had openly criticized her earlier, exchanged knowing glances and left without a word.

No art critic takes a child’s scribbles seriously, meticulously analysing line and shading.

Maya looked at the cat in her hand with sad eyes.

“I’m sorry. I still can’t give substance to my illusions. Actually, I can’t even create proper illusions.”

The cat gazed back at her, seeming curious why its owner didn’t pet it, as if wondering about her intentions.

There was no reliance or soul within the illusion.

Every action it took was created by her will. It was as if each movement of the illusion was carefully extracted from the cat she had raised. Maya remembered every detail about the cat: its ears, tail, pupils, fur, colour, and even the tiny details finer than grains of sand. But she couldn’t recreate it as a illusion.

It held too much detailed information and an unclear perception of “form,” both of which were shackles on her creativity.

Magic is a field belonging to the realm of mysticism.

It exists in the middle ground between the tangible world of substance and the realm of ideas within the mind.

When a mage who manipulates the element of ice uses magic, they never think, ‘Lower the temperature to below freezing to condense moisture.’ Instead, they rely on the concept within their mind, ‘Freeze,’ and infuse it with their magical power, manifesting the actual freezing of ice.

If you were to ask why this happens, there would be no suitable answer.

Even the mages who use magic themselves didn’t really know.

At the academy, various theories were periodically presented, but in reality, no one thought about these theories when using magic. It was the realm of scholars and those concerned with such matters.

Magic was a discipline rooted in mysticism.

Magic was a skill passed down through generations.

Magic was an enlightenment through experience.

Even the concept of ‘illusion’ in illusion magic belonged to the realm of mysticism.

Maya couldn’t understand any of it.

‘Maya, can you turn this into a illusion then?’

The teacher at the academy brought out a canvas. On it was a beautiful, multi-coloured flower garden.

All eyes in the classroom were fixed on Maya. It was natural for everyone to be interested in Maya, the top scorer in theoretical exams.

Plants were easier to create than animals, but what the teacher demanded was a ‘landscape’ on a canvas. It was nearly impossible without considerable skill.

Maya concentrated her magic and created the illusion. Light gathered, forming exactly what she had seen.

She opened her eyes.

The result was perfect.

However, the gazes of the teacher and students looking at her were peculiar.

They looked at her as if she was a rare specimen.

Maya tilted her head.

What she had created was perfect.

On the square canvas was a picture of a multi-coloured flower garden.

The two were perfectly identical.

She lived in a world governed by reason.

She saw a world composed of information.

She understood the world through logic.

Even a single insect or grain of sand we see is created through the accumulation of tiny bits of information for each entity. But how could we perceive that through the ambiguous intermediary called ‘illusion’?

Creating pictures was easy.

While others struggled to understand pictures as ‘symbols,’ for Maya, it was a simple task of inputting colour information for each coordinate on a two-dimensional plane. It was her absurd computational ability that made it possible.

However, on the flip side, she had no idea how to calculate ‘complex forms’ like dogs, pigeons, or flowers.

She couldn’t grasp what others referred to as ‘illusion.’

Mysticism was a concept too distant from reason.

Still, she wanted to understand.

Her father said that if she entered the Institute of Magical Technology in the Delos Republic, she could make much better use of her talents. Maya herself knew that her talents didn’t truly shine in this place.

But still, she wanted to learn illusion magic.

She took a small silver disc from her pocket.

This was an item used among illusion mages, containing the ‘essence’ of information necessary to recreate illusion.

Recording information on this item and reading it to recreate illusion was only possible among illusion mages who shared the same ‘essence.’

This was her mother’s final message.

Maya wanted to try reproducing it herself, without anyone else’s help.

Her father probably knew it was his daughter’s business, so he hadn’t hired anyone to play it for her.

Someday, she would do it with her own hands.

Maya carefully placed the disc back in her pocket.

Looking around, she noticed that all the other onlookers had left.

They were all admiring more dazzling and intricate illusion than what she had created.

Some murmured as they looked at her appearance, but no one approached her.

Her emotionless and cold expression was both intimidating and a sign of her cultured upbringing, so anyone with manners understood it was rude to approach her.

It was indeed rude.

Rude…

‘Rude.’

“Hoho, is that all? Won’t you create more illusions?”

Maya’s fist clenched briefly and then relaxed.

There was a man standing across from her table, who had been watching her illusion performance from the beginning.

Even as people who had figured out the ongoing failures made awkward expressions and left, he remained seated, still looking at her and smirking.

Ah, this isn’t how it’s supposed to go.

She didn’t say it out loud, but the expression on her face conveyed that feeling.

Maya gritted her teeth inwardly.

Illusions required someone to be deceived for them to have meaning. She believed that performing in front of many people would help her improve her skills. So, she deliberately participated in the Circus Grand Prix, thinking it was the perfect place to practice her illusion magic. It also held significance as it was a place her parents had watched before.

Presenting her work in front of people and receiving their feedback was a prepared task. But what was with that man openly mocking her?


Maya’s angry expression remained unchanged, but she couldn’t help feeling annoyed by the man’s behaviour. He seemed to be enjoying it, judging by his mischievous smile.

Whether he was good-looking or not didn’t matter. Those who valued appearances less as much as illusionists did didn’t exist. Looks could always be changed and deceived.

Maya decided to ignore him and focus on her training.

She pulled out a wooden cube from her bag. The cube was a basic tool used by illusionists for practicing the most fundamental exercises: forming a cube exactly like the one next to it.

Visualize the cube’s shape. What does “shape” mean exactly?

The teacher’s voice kept coming back to her.

“Shape is drawing meaning on the canvas of the mind.”

“People without hearts can never reach the canvas.”

“Maya, wouldn’t it be better for you to become a Magic Technician?”

“Just shut up. I’ll prove myself.”

She closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and imagined the image of the wooden cube in front of her. Up to this point, her visualization was impeccable. But the real challenge was bringing it into reality.

45.4 x 44.9 x 45.1 mm. Oak wood. Twelve-layered Naiyte. Asymmetrical wood grain. Seventeen notches. Four pieces. She calculated all the details meticulously. Her head throbbed, but she persevered.

One cube was created. Two. Another cube formed. Up to this point, she was doing fine. But when it came to the third…

The shape became distorted, and she ended up with a lump that looked like a badly made loaf of bread.

Too much information to process. The problem for someone who couldn’t use “shape” to create illusions. Drawing each point one by one had its limits in two dimensions. When she entered the three-dimensional realm, the amount of information she had to process became overwhelming.


“Hehe, is this the end?”

She looked up. The man was still smiling, almost as if he was mocking her.

A condescending smile. A pitying smile. A smile that seemed to ridicule people.

This guy is insufferable.

A crack appeared in Maya’s cold expression.



 
  
    Chapter 42: Magician Maya (5)


I could tell right away.

That she was angry.

Her eyelids twitched, and her lips tightened.

It was a subtle change that an ordinary person wouldn’t notice.

But in reality, I was someone who could distinguish a 4K screen pixel by pixel.

Plus, Wonderstein’s body had all senses – sight, taste, hearing, smell, touch – heightened to the limits of human capability.

Detecting her expression changes was an easy task.

‘How should I handle this?’

I was momentarily taken aback by her clumsy attempt.

But as I watched her create her illusion, I realized that she didn’t really know how to utilize her abilities.

It was an event two and a half years into the future, but she had developed her own unique illusion magic by then.

I knew that method.

But right now, she was struggling even to create a simple cube.

I could use the knowledge of that method as a bargaining chip to bring her into the circus troupe.

She was always someone who could calmly assess situations.

If she had to enter a place like the Monster Circus Troupe, I didn’t know if she would accept it.

I waited quietly.

To maximize the chances of success.

Until she calmed down a bit more.

As I was pondering when to intervene, a quest notification popped up.

Was it because the Devil’s attempt to invite a hero to the party irritated the system?

The intent of the quest was clear.

Sub-Quest: Magician

The hero must take Maya into ‘Silver Veil Circus’.

Success Condition:

Induct Maya into the ‘Silver Veil Circus’.

Rewards upon success:

[Memory Disk No.1 containing Wonderstein’s memories]

No penalties for failure.

The silvery ring of success rewards floated in the reward window.

Just like the ‘Phantom Mask,’ it could be taken out once the quest was successfully completed.

A memory disk.

This was an item that frequently appeared in the original work.

As the game progressed, there was a need for devices that showed past records and background settings, and the memory disk played that role.

Many people liked how the settings seamlessly blended into the world’s lore.

However, some also viewed it as developer convenience.

It was supposed to be a precious magical item, but memory disks filled with all sorts of miscellaneous knowledge were lying around everywhere.

Among the residents of the Abyss, there was no hunter as cunning as a gnoll.

My favourite story in Christie’s works is not this one…

My dead wife came back to life. I was happy just because of that. But…

From information about the monsters in the game to minor background settings, and the tragic stories of extras who appear as corpses.

There were criticisms of who would put such information on a memory disk just to tell someone.

In the TTT community, the phrase ‘a bourgeois world with an MD player in every house’ was used jokingly.

Of course, that was all within the limits of the game.

It wasn’t the case here.

The memory disk was a genuine magical item, quite rare, and not something anyone could use.

But this memory disk contained Wonderstein’s past…

I was curious.

I had delved deep into the Tril Trilo series.

From simple gameplay to hidden stories and settings, I covered it all.

Yet, Wonderstein remained an enigmatic presence.

Throughout the three-part series, a human character who turns out to be the final boss appeared, but very little was revealed about his life. I pondered over the quest window.

Still, it’s a prequel cantered around Wonderstein, so shouldn’t he learn more about him? The hero was welcome, but she wasn’t a significant character at this point in the story. There was no reason to deviate from the official history by sacrificing the reward.

Completion Condition: Induct Maya into the “Silver Veil Circus.”

I helped her join the Silver Veil Circus.

And I would receive my reward.

That should be enough.

The hero would follow the hero’s path, and the final boss would follow the final boss’s path.

I closed the quest window.

Maya was still glaring at me.

An apology would be the first step, I suppose.

I politely took off my hat and nodded to her.

“My name is Frank Wonderstein. I apologize for the abrupt intrusion. May I inquire about your name, mage?”

Maya was the coldest in temperament among the three heroes.

If she were a knight, she would either brush off insults with indifference or laugh it off as if it were ridiculous.

If she were a rogue, she would either retaliate right then and there or respond with a jest.

And mages would usually ignore it and put up a wall.

Breaking down her wall was my first task.

“My name is Maya,” she replied, with a chilly tone.

“Nice to meet you, Maya.”

“Why did you keep staring at me? If you want to watch, there are better places for that.”

I could sense anger and embarrassment in her tone and expression.

Well, it must have been hard to present that bread-like illusion as an illusion.

I made a reassuring gesture with my hand.

“I just wanted to offer some advice.”

“Are you a illusion magician?”

“No, I’m not. But I…”

“It’s fine. I don’t need it. You can watch if you want, but please don’t talk to me. You’re distracting.”

Maya dismissed me like that and focused on her training again.

I smiled with an understanding look, spreading my hands as if to say, “I get it.”


Not needed?

I didn’t know for sure.

In the original work, she joined the Silver Veil Circus.

That was the correct path.

There was no need for me to step in and do more.

Perhaps just silently watching was the right answer.

***

The next day, Maya saw the man standing in front of the table and came to a stop.

The man who had been constantly talking to her yesterday.

Was his name Frank Wonderstein?

He had been waiting for her since morning.

“Hello?”

He smiled broadly at her as if he were in a great mood.

A man without any self-esteem.

Even though he had been rejected by the young girl, why did he keep coming back?

Maya ignored him and went about her business.

She practiced the basics with cubes and created concrete shapes when people gathered.

She was truly a genius.

In just one day, her skills had improved significantly.

The cat now looked like a furry four-legged creature, the windmill’s wings were confirmed to be spinning, the carriage, while its wheels weren’t rolling, was at least moving, and the swing’s problem was that it couldn’t escape the influence of gravity, but it was clearly a swing.

“Well, that’s impressive. I hope you’ll consider my advice.”

“…I told you not to talk to me.”

Her voice was cold, but her mood didn’t seem as bad as yesterday.

There’s no one who dislikes compliments, especially when they’re about something you’ve worked hard on.

“What does that have to do with you if I improve my skills?”

Maya turned her head sharply and left the tent.

And Wonderstein was indeed waiting for her in the same spot the next day.

The smile on his lips was still there.

A strange man.

Maya gave up trying to understand him.

She just gave him a wary look and sat down to repeat what she had done yesterday.

And so it went on the next day.

And the day after that.

And the next day.

Wonderstein waited for her in front of her spot every morning and stayed with her until late afternoon.

Wonderstein admired her passion and talent.

Her magic was not from the game, but her skills improved rapidly.

It was a development that was hard to believe, given that she was the same person as just a few days ago.

Maya found herself gradually engaging in conversation with Wonderstein.

She realized that there was no mocking intention in his smile.

And more than anything, she was lonely.

She had come with the expectation that stepping out in front of people would make her skills skyrocket, whether it was due to pressure or something else.

But her expectations were shattered on the first day.

The world was ruthless.

There were no dramatic changes or improvements.

She just had to work harder and climb one step at a time.

In the first few days, her self-esteem eroded.

When had Maya, the top student of the academy, ever experienced such things as ridicule, contemptuous glances, and mockery?

The circus troupe’s leader, who did nothing but goof off, was the only solace for her.

Maya’s goal was indeed to join the Silver Veil Circus.

The reason was different from what he thought.

That place was where her father and mother had met and fallen in love.

She wanted to be selected with her skills held high.

And the next day.

Maya came out with a mask on her face.

Just in case the leader of the circus recognized her face and she didn’t want to be selected for that reason.

Inside the tent was filled with the heat emitted by the fantastic magicians.

Ninety-nine flames flew through the air, a flock of doves gathered, and an iron giant staggered.

Everyone was more focused on the news that the  Silver Veil Circus was coming.


And as the entrance of the tent was lifted, one person entered.

A person in a white robe with a silver mask on his face, it was impossible to tell if he was a man or a woman, young or old.

Wonderstein knew who he was.

He was also a character from TT1.

He was the leader of the Silver Veil Circus.



 
  
    Chapter 43: Magician Maya (7)


‘Veil’ Arno.

A master of fantasy magic whose gender, age, appearance, and real name remain unknown.

A finalist in the inaugural Circus Grand Prix.

One of the industry veterans who has led a circus troupe for over 20 years.

The mentor of Magician Maya.

However, despite such grandiose background, his role in the game was quite insignificant.

He did not join the party even after being rescued.

Instead, he sat at the camp and played the memory disks provided by the players.

He recorded event disks and played them back when the players desired.

Similar to a “gallery” in other games.

While the profession of a illusion magician suited him well, it was quite uninspiring from the player’s perspective.

With the title of a mentor to one of the three heroes, there were high expectations, but all he did was play videos at the camp.

Thanks to that, he acquired an inglorious nickname, such as a clandestine videographer or DVD rental shop owner.

But that was only his role in the game.

Here, he exhibited the charisma of a circus troupe leader.

He carefully examined the illusions in front of him one by one and responded accordingly to their levels.

He simply passed by poorly crafted illusions that were not worth dealing with.

For slightly inadequate illusions, he offered some comments and then left.

In front of well-made illusions, he requested variations or movements from the magician.

Usually, these were complex movements that the entity could perform.

And if they executed it excellently, he handed them an invitation.

And finally, it was Maya’s turn.

I heard her tense breathing through her mask and realized that she was nervous.

But there was no need to worry.

Maya’s illusions were more intricate and lifelike than anyone else’s in the tent.

Even the invitations received by the previous guests were inferior to Maya’s later on.

I knew the future.

Her joining the Veil Circus was a predetermined history. There was no way she could fail.

“Hmm.”

Arno, standing in front of Maya, touched his chin and looked down at the illusions she had created.

A cat, a windmill, a carriage, a swing.

All of them were flawless illusions that anyone could admire.

His evaluation was no different.

“It’s perfect.”

“Thank you.”

As soon as the word “perfect” was uttered for the first time, everyone’s attention was focused on Maya.

Just a few days ago, she could barely create childlike doodles with her illusions.

But it was hard for everyone to believe how much she had progressed in just a few days.

An incredible level of completion.

She’s really got it. She’s a genius.

From her appearance to her mind, life is really unfair.

Among the buzzing crowd, envious and admiring glances exchanged.

“Then.”

When Arno opened his mouth, the people quickly fell silent again.

He pointed to the cat with his finger.

“Try getting it to stand on its hind legs and dance.”

He made an absurd request that didn’t match his grave tone at all.

While he demanded more precise and delicate movements from other people’s illusions…

What could be the meaning of this action for the illusions magicians?

Looking around, it seemed that no one knew.

Except for one person.

Excluding Maya.

She clenched and unclenched her hand tightly.

It was clear that she was nervous.

“Dance? What kind of dance…?”

“Any dance. Even a simple one will do. Just any dance that this cat wouldn’t normally do.”

A dance that this cat wouldn’t normally do?

His words held weight.

Maya took a deep breath and reached out towards her illusion.

Light streamed from her hand, and the cat reacted.

It stood up on its hind legs.

But… its form…

It wasn’t what people had expected.

It was grotesque.

Twisting.

Turning.

The cat’s body rose at an accelerating pace, its waist bending backward. Its neck elongated like a snake, and its head dragged along the ground. Its eyeballs protruded through the surrounding skin, and its tongue darted in all directions. Its tail repeatedly pierced through its body, and its raised hind legs collapsed like a house of cards.

The interior fell silent as if someone had poured cold water.

The illusion of the cat, so cruelly transformed, seemed like an error, a tragic mistake.

“Ah.”

Her hand was now shaking noticeably enough for others to see.

Sweat trickled down the back of her neck.

For her, it was an emotion akin to the ‘screams’ of others.

Why had this happened?

The master of illusion magic had the answer.

“Your illusion was perfect, overly so. It was just an automaton that repeated the input of predefined colours, shapes, and actions. Us illusion magicians are puppeteers manipulating illusions like puppets. You’re nothing more than a memory disk.”

A memory disk.

He defined Maya as such.

The collapse of the cat’s illusions was the result of that.

She hadn’t prepared any movements for it to stand on two legs.


“Your talent is commendable, making dozens of light particles follow predefined rules to dance in unison. That’s your illusion. It was splendid in deceiving from that perspective. But that’s as far as it goes. Without understanding the mysteries of illusion, you cannot become a illusion magician.”

With those words, Arno turned away and left.

Maya sat there quietly, staring at the illusion she had created.

The illusion of the dead cat, still twitching its limbs.

***

The cat she had been raising died.

It was an accident.

Its head was struck fatally when a landslide occurred, instantly ending its life.

Its skull was crushed, limbs twisted unnaturally, and its internal organs spilled out.

Maya observed the cat’s condition in a daze and came to a conclusion.

Ah, it’s dead.

Then she returned home and continued with her daily life as usual.

Not long after, people started asking.

“Where’s the cat?”

Maya honestly answered.

The cat died.

And then people asked.

What about the body?

The body?

Was that really important?

It was now just decaying organic matter.

Was it so bewildering to leave it be?

Of course, through continued teaching, Maya eventually grew accustomed to how people viewed the world.

Ah, so that’s how people think.

I see the world differently from them.

She no longer made the same mistake.

But deep down, she still didn’t agree with the way they looked at the world.

Since that day, people worried that she might engage in some devilish behaviour.

That was a misunderstanding.

Maya was not a monster or a demon.

She was just like everyone else.

She cherished family, felt gratitude for love, and knew how to be angry at injustice.

She just didn’t express it on her face.

Her perspective on the world was different from others.

A person without a heart can never become a illusion magician.

“You can’t become a illusion magician”

They blurted out as they pleased,

I have a heart too,

I’m just different from you.

But they couldn’t understand her,

They just kept repeating the same words,

Feel the prize,

Embrace the mystery.

She, who saw beings as a collection of information,

Could never understand the world of mystery that existed between the concepts and reality people spoke of.

It saddened her.

Because that meant she could never understand the world her mother saw.

It meant she couldn’t unlock the video her mother had left behind.

In the space where all senses were blocked, she pondered deeply.

This was her meditation space to experience the mystery.

While others encountered their past, dreams, and aspirations here, she only faced an empty space.

She was alone in a world no one could understand.

Opaque.

A sound invaded her meditation space.

She raised her head.

Her auditory and visual senses partially returned.

In front of her stood a blond man in a black suit and a black cape.

The man she had found some comfort in for the past few days.

Wonderstein.

“Go away,” Maya said with an indifferent tone.

But instead of answering, he extended a handkerchief.

Did he even know how to console someone or anything like that when he was sitting like this?

“I don’t need it. I didn’t cry.”

“Your hair is wet.”

Hair?

The meditation space dissolved.

The world turned white, then gradually regained its original colour.

All her senses returned.

Swoosh.

It was raining.

The place where she had been sitting was the backyard of the inn she had found.

Oh, right. She had returned.

Sometimes, she got confused about her short-term memories while in her meditation space.

She had been harshly criticized by Veil Arno, and she had left the theatre and returned to her lodgings.

Instead of going to her room, she had sat in the backyard, lost in thought.

And naturally, she had entered her meditation space.

She hadn’t even realized it was raining.

“How did you come here?”

“I followed you.”

He confidently stated, without a hint of embarrassment.

In fact, he seemed to be smiling broadly.

Indeed, he was a strange man.

“You don’t need to comfort me.”

“I didn’t come to comfort you. I was just curious. What are you going to do next?”

Again, he was being intrusive.

This man really seemed to have nothing better to do.

Maya shook her head.

“I don’t have an obligation to answer.”

Even to her cold response, Wonderstein’s smile didn’t disappear.

Ah, right. He was this kind of person.

He asked another question.

“Are you going to give up on entering the Spirit Veil?”

Again, Maya hesitated to say that she didn’t have to answer.

It was too exhausting to engage in parallel conversations.

“…No. I still have a few days left. I have to try harder.”

“Is that so? Using the same method?”

He asked with a mocking smile.

Maya clenched her fists.

Her pale white palms became even paler.

It was sickening.

Such advice,

From humans who couldn’t understand her, didn’t have the capacity to understand her, and didn’t have the will to understand her.

Prize, heart, mystery, meditation.

She wanted to throw it all away.

“Maya, I’ll help you in a way you can do well.”

She scoffed inwardly at his words.

A way she could do well?

What did he know about me?


We’ve only had a few days of conversation.

No one could understand her.

No one had ever seen the world as she saw it.

But maybe because she had broken down once before.

With a self-deprecating feeling, she asked, “How are you going to do that?”



 
  
    Chapter 44: Magician Maya (8)


The next day, the leader of the Silver Veil returned to the Illusion Exhibition Hall.

He walked through the tent, just like he did yesterday, examining the works of the magicians.

Some people ignored his advice and left their creations as they were, while others made improvements.

Arno ignored the former and offered a bit more guidance to the latter.

There were only a few days left until the opening ceremony.

If someone seemed to be making good progress with the advice, he thought about giving them an invitation.

Finally, his steps came to a halt in front of the table where the girl to whom he had made a scathing comment yesterday.

Today, it was empty.

“Was I too harsh?” he wondered.

She was the youngest of the wizards present, and yet he had spoken more harshly than the others.

Her created illusion was impressive, but her limitations were clear.

He felt sorry for her talent.

If only she would focus on her abilities rather than obsess over illusion magic.

Even though her face was covered, he knew who she was, thanks to word of mouth.

She was a friend’s daughter.

He could have given her more gentle advice.

But doing so would have rendered her presence here meaningless if she chose a path where she had no talent.

If she wanted to walk a path where she had no talent, she needed to overcome this kind of criticism.

If she couldn’t, it might be better for her to leave.

And so, another day passed, and the next day came.

Her spot was still empty.

Had she simply run away?

Or was she preparing herself with determination?

Both actions required courage.

Whichever it was, Arno wanted to support her.

And so, the next day.

And the day after that.

And the day after that.

She didn’t come.

Time continued to pass, and the final day arrived.

The chosen ones had been selected long ago.

The rest were merely subpar wizards.

Nevertheless, he still came here every day.

Perhaps hoping for her arrival.

But she didn’t come.

Had she truly given up?

It was both disappointing and a relief.

As he prepared to leave after collecting his thoughts, he saw someone standing at the entrance of the tent.

White hair like snow, flawless features resembling a doll.

An expression so emotionless it seemed cold, with icy eyes.

It was the owner of the vacant spot.

Arno looked at the girl who had once been the object of his affection and jealousy.

“Back then, the one deemed unsuitable. What brings you here?”

Arno pretended not to know.

However, her purpose was roughly guessed.

Today is the last day of the selection.

Revealing her face, previously hidden behind a mask, clearly indicated her intention.

Perhaps she wanted to acknowledge the limits of her talent and use her parents’ name in return.

However, what came out of her mouth was unexpected.

“I’ve come to demonstrate a illusion.”

Her voice still lacked emotion, but Arno could feel her confidence in her stance.

Could it be that in that short time, she grasped the mystery?

Perhaps his eccentricity served as a shock therapy?

Was that why she accessed the mystery?

“Give it a try.”

However, his expectations rapidly dwindled when he saw the faint light emanating from her hands.

Arno had walked the path of illusion magic for a whopping 40 years.

He could tell what kind of magic she was trying to cast just by looking at her.

She was attempting to use the same magic as a few days ago, utilizing light and computational power.

She didn’t realize the mystery.

It was pathetic.

Disappointing.

He wondered how a fallen genius could rise again.

Suddenly, people began to gather around them.

The remaining illusion magicians in this tent were essentially confirmed failures.

Most of them couldn’t admit their lack of skill and clung to stubbornness and resentment.

That’s why the gazes on Maya were not kind.

“Isn’t that the one from last time?”

“The human memory disk? Pff.”

“Is she here to embarrass herself again today?”

She received scornful looks and comments from the people, but she remained unfazed.

Arno’s cold gaze pierced her, but she wasn’t afraid.

She felt one gaze beyond the crowd that was looking at her.

He was sending an encouraging smile.

You can do it.

Maya took a deep breath and recalled what she had practiced for the past few days.

***

Maya’s basic ability was to create polyhedrons with her magic.

She would mark points and connect them with lines to form shapes.

In TT1, it was only used for solving puzzles or acting as bridges and walls.

But as the series progressed, her abilities improved.


In TT2, a blueprint feature was added.

She could pre-enter the design of a polyhedron and create the shape when needed.

Originally, her ability was only used in non-combat situations, but that changed from that point on.

After the addition of blueprints, a game called “Polygon Art” became popular.

It involved creating intricate polygon models in the game using hundreds or even thousands of polyhedrons.

Videos displaying the heads of past bosses on display in the camp became real-time bestsellers.

In TT3, her abilities were taken a step further as mass and movement were added to the polyhedral.

This evolution turned Polygon Art into Polygon Engineering.

Combinations of hundreds of component polygons created bizarre objects.

Siege weapons, cars, and even giant combat robots were made.

Of course, this didn’t have a significant impact on the gameplay itself.

A single hit from an elite monster would cause the polyhedral to collapse like dominoes.

However, occasionally, it offered creative ways to assist in gameplay.

In quests where you had to escort a slow-moving companion character to the opposite side of the city, there was a play where you would load the companion into a catapult and launch them to save time, which resulted in big laughs.

In that aspect, I was the best among TTT YouTubers.

In fact, my rise to fame was largely due to that.

With my ingenuity to break through the system’s limits, I created all sorts of special feature videos.

The boss heads on display and the catapult play I mentioned earlier were both videos I shot.

Polygon Engineering was my specialty.

I taught her everything I knew.

Indeed, a genius was a genius.

In just a few days, she absorbed all the mathematical knowledge and crafting skills I had accumulated over the years.

***

The new cube he presented.

It was a illusion made up of eight points, twelve lines, and six surfaces.

Only the outer surface was implemented, an illusion.

The inside was empty.

To create a fantasy, the magicians claimed that you had to visualize the essence in your mind, making their argument into a ridiculous joke.

Maya had been bound by their methods.

She had been deceived by their claims and forced herself to mimic the essence.

She had stacked each grain to form a shape.

That was her illusion magic.

Arno called it deception. Illusion.

He was right.

But what about the new cube that Wonderstein presented?

It was even more deceptive.

It completely ignored the existence of essence itself.

It built only the surface, the appearance, as if such a thing did not exist.

A radical idea that shook the paradigm of conventional illusion magic.

His approach was genius.

“What about the colours?”

Maya looked at the cube that appeared before her.

As it was, it was just a shining die.

Mahogany.

12 facets of nephrite.

Asymmetrical grain.

17 hollows.

4 fragments.

What should she do next?

Wonderstein said in an indifferent voice, “Maya, your father taught you how to paint, right? Try coloring it the way you want.”

Ah.

With that, Maya awakened.

Magic power emanated from her body.

It was a vast and deep magic power, beyond belief for a 16-year-old girl.

In terms of the quality, quantity, and usability of magic, she had already surpassed the level of the academy’s professors.

Those who had teased her were taken aback.

He wondered if she had exploded in anger.

Maya didn’t waste any of her mental energy on such trivial reactions.

She focused solely on drawing the image she wanted.

And she calculated accordingly.

The light particles created by her magic power moved exactly as she had calculated, without a single error in the composition.

Points connected to points,

Lines met lines,

Surfaces formed shapes.

Still, within the unimplemented, colourless, transparent illusion.

Maya picked up a brush.

She recalled the days when she used to paint with her father in the yard.

Back then, she stood in front of the canvas and painted the colours she saw.

Do they think I don’t understand the essence of things?

That I have no heart?

That I won’t step into the realm of mystery?

She would no longer be bound by their way of looking at the world.

Maya wielded the brush.

Colours spread over the colourless illusions.

Everything around her was filled with her colours.

Visualize, calculate, release magic, shape, and colour.

All of these processes took only a few seconds when combined.

The bright radiance emanating from her body subsided.

Maya opened her eyes.

In the distance, a blue horizon of an island’s coastline, spewing white clouds.

Waves broke beneath rocks with holes, and water droplets splashed up.

What she saw in her eyes when she turned around was a sea of yellow.

The undulating waves of rapeseed flowers that descended from the hills tickled her ankles as they flowed into the sea.

One by one, the petals carried by the wind emitted an indescribable fragrance.

Bees and butterflies moved silently among the flowerbeds.

The gentle touch of the wind, imperceptible, brushed against her cheek.

Her final assignment of the semester, the landscape of an island’s rapeseed flower field.

She had recreated it perfectly and more.

Her immersion in the illusion was only for a moment.

For a moment, her head felt numb, and people started to appear around her.

She could hear their voices.

“Is, is this possible at her age?”

“She implemented the landscape to this level?”

People looked at her with expressions of disbelief.

Perhaps she had just been in a meditative space.

She had poured all of her focus into activating just one magic.

Even her abundant magic power was completely depleted.

Then, someone walked towards her on the cliff.

No matter how perfect it was, an illusion was still an illusion.

That place had solid ground.


As her magic power dwindled, the man supported her.

Normally, she would have detested anyone’s touch, but this time, she accepted the gesture without hesitation.

She was tired, and this magic could not have been accomplished without his help.

“Good job.”

At his words, Maya mustered a faint smile, which would seem faint to ordinary people.
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On this particular night, the stars in the sky were exceptionally clear in Luz.

The whole city had a somewhat subdued atmosphere.

This was because the Rose Windmill Cabaret, which had a significant share of the city’s light and noise pollution, was closed for business.

They had announced that it was due to internal repairs, but most of the city’s residents had their doubts about that explanation.

The arrogance of the owner, Bouvalle, was well-known.

When an actor had an accident and died on the daytime stage not too long ago, it was he who continued the show on the night-time stage.

In the past ten years, you could count the days the Rose Windmill was closed on one hand.

Considering that the reasons back then were natural disasters and the appearance of monsters, today’s closure was perplexing.

Reporters tried to pry information from the staff by wandering around the Rose Windmill, but they gained nothing.

The employees who were questioned passed by with stern expressions, tightly sealed lips.

In the end, the reporters concluded that the Rose Windmill was indeed undergoing internal repairs, and they retreated.

Besides, there were plenty of other things they needed to cover apart from this incident.

Like the brawl between acrobats, interviews with Grand Prix participants, or the discovery of unidentified bodies washed down from the sewers.

Contrary to people’s speculations, the internal repairs were not a lie.

Several vital devices inside the cabaret, as well as secret passageways leading underground, had been blocked and repaired.

While the workers were busy, a funeral was being held in Hall 1 of the cabaret.

It was to soothe the souls of the victims sacrificed to the cabaret’s ghost.

The funeral proceeded as quietly as possible because they didn’t want to create a gloomy atmosphere right before the festival.

Sub-Lieutenant Sabo of the Luz Mounted Police also attended the funeral.

He was overseeing the investigation at the request of Bouvalle, the owner.

He had compiled the testimony of Ivonne, who had been attacked by the ghost, discovered secret spaces underground in the cabaret, and recovered the bodies of the victims. Submitting the report would have closed the case.

However, there were still many unresolved questions.

The identity of the ghost who healed Ivonne’s seemingly incurable wounds, or the whereabouts of the culprit who murdered the girls.

The culprit was definitely not a supernatural being.

There were clear signs that a living person had been hiding underground for several years.

But where had he disappeared to?

Sabo had his suspicions about the testimony of the person who claimed to be the one who healed Ivonne.

Could it be that he falsely accused an entity that didn’t even exist?

But if that were the case, was there any need to heal Ivonne and reveal these facts?

Sabo’s deductions didn’t last long.

His subordinates from the police station came looking for him.

It was nothing serious.

The department head had been found hanging upside down in mid-air again.

He didn’t know who did it, but someone was determined to make him suffer.

Leaving the Rose Windmill behind, Sabo looked up at the sky.

The stars in the night sky looked brighter than usual.

It was the first time he had seen the streets of this city so quiet.

Sabo wished for the well-being of the girls who had finally found peace.

“Huh?”

He saw something faint rising into the sky from the rooftop of an inn.

Sabo blinked and looked again.

There was nothing there.

It seemed like he had hallucinated something because he kept hearing the ghostly voices.

Sabo mounted his horse and headed to the scene of the department head’s incident.

The rooftop of the inn he had just looked at.

Maya was standing there.

She returned to the inn and collapsed onto her bed and has just woken up.

She had come out to the rooftop to catch some fresh air, and she had unintentionally created an illusion.

She remembered the rules of the city and quickly scattered them.

Magic dispersed into the air like sand.

It was a fleeting illusion, so vague that she couldn’t even remember what she had intended to create.

The Illusionist often created illusions unconsciously.

The rumours of ghosts haunting the dormitory at night turned out to be the work of an Illusionist who dreamed nightmares, a well-known story even at the academy.

But that was the tale of ordinary illusionists who merely painted images in their minds.

Maya’s illusions were different; they were meticulously calculated and executed with intent.

What had she conceived?

Maya gazed at the brush in her hands.

It was stained with paint that she had unconsciously conjured.

She momentarily tilted her head, then looked up at the sky.

Golden stars sparkled against the black night sky.

They matched the colours of her paint.

Perhaps she had unconsciously tried to recreate the sky.

Maya sat down on the rooftop bench.

She took out a letter from her pocket and held it up to the lantern’s light.

It was an invitation from Arno, the ringmaster of the Silver Circus.

He asked her to join the circus troupe by tomorrow morning.

He praised the fantastic illusion she had created today.

He also commended her talent as the creator of this kind of illusion magic.

She had finally received the offer she had longed for.

Her self-esteem had been restored, thanks to the recognition of her talents as an illusionist.

However, she couldn’t be happy about it.

She hadn’t created it, had she?

No, what she had made was not her own creation.

Creating the form and adding the surface was all Frank Wonderstein’s idea.

She needed to be honest about it.

But he didn’t want that.

During her training under him, Maya had asked him, “What can I do in return for this? Do I join the circus troupe as payment?”

Maya thought there must be a reason for him to teach her something so extraordinary.

It was common sense that such advanced magical abilities couldn’t be used by just anyone.


He probably sought someone with the talent to use it and had found her.

And he believed that her skills as a magician were valuable for this illusion magic.

However, he listened to her words, smiled, and shook his head.

“Maya, just follow the path you want to take. Don’t you want to join the Silver Veil Circus?”

“But… I can’t just accept this without giving something in return. If you ask for money or anything else…”

“I don’t ask for any compensation. Just follow the path you desire, Maya. That’s my only request.”

He didn’t ask for any compensation. He didn’t even want her talent.

He told her to do what she wanted.

A strange person.

He was truly strange in Maya’s eyes.

She had never needed to work hard to receive an invitation like this from the beginning.

She took another envelope from her pocket.

Inside was a letter from her father to Veil Arno, asking him to take care of his daughter.

Using this letter from the start wouldn’t have caused any problems.

But she wanted to test the limits of her abilities.

She wanted to confidently challenge herself and earn her place with her skills.

If she couldn’t make it, she planned to use this letter as a last resort.

But she had achieved her goal without using it.

It wasn’t solely her own power.

It wouldn’t have been possible without that man’s help.

Frank Wonderstein.

He was different from others.

He understood how she saw the world.

He helped her find the best path according to her perspective.

He led and cheered from the side.

He acknowledged the results she had achieved.

She was happier when she heard words of encouragement from him than when she received recognition from Veil Arno.

Maya placed the two sheets of paper she held in her hand into the lantern.

The paper caught fire, and Maya watched as the two letters she had thrown on the ground slowly turned into ashes.

The reason Maya had originally wanted to join Silver Veil Circus was not only to go where her parents had been but also because she believed there was no better place to learn illusion magic.

But it wasn’t true.

Maya looked up at the sky.

A black sky with golden stars.

Unless she was mistaken, she had finally found what she had been looking for.

Someone she could call “master.”

TL Note: You pervs. The master here means like teacher.

***

Waiting for me, who had helped Maya pass in Veil Arno’s test yesterday, was Ella’s nagging.

“I’m really grateful! Thank you so much! Was it fun? The tour of Luz? The selection is over tomorrow. Over! But the acrobat we were supposed to recruit, you didn’t bring a single candidate! What were you doing? Some are leading the troupe members, preparing the program, making props, and even investigating other competing circuses. They’re all so busy!”

Normally, she wouldn’t have scolded me like this.

But with swollen eyes on both sides, dark circles under her eyes, and rough skin, it seemed like she had forgotten about minor fears due to the intense hard work.

I wanted to make an apologetic expression, but I couldn’t help but smile.

“Just a few more days, please bear with it.”

I thought I saw flames flicker in Ella’s eyes for a moment.

As I sipped the tea Yurakne had prepared for me in my room, I thought about the reward that would come soon.

A memory disk containing Wonderstein’s past memories.

I planned to hire a skilled illusionist as soon as I received it to try and replay it.

What secrets could it hold?

Could it contain the key to unlocking the Tril Trilo Zero?

I had invested a whopping two weeks in this quest.

It was a quest related to the future of the heroes.

It couldn’t be just a trivial reward.

I waited eagerly for the day to come.

Now, the selection deadline was imminent.

At that moment, Ella entered my room.

Her expression was much more relaxed than yesterday.

She cast me a surprised look.

“You’ve also… put in effort.”

“Me?”

What did she mean?

I could tell she was desperately holding back her laughter.

“I still prefer the traditional way, but if you can use illusion magic well, it’s not bad. After trying it for two weeks… I realized that preparing everything, like the background, props, and special effects, is too much for me. My body can’t handle it. It’s not easy working with a lazy ringmaster like you. Anyway, thanks for bringing in some help.”

“Me?”

What did she mean by help?

Ella opened the door.

Behind her, a wizard with white hair followed.

She looked at me with an expressionless face and nodded slightly.

“Hello, Ringmaster.”

“Why is Maya here?”


At my words, she gave a faint smile that only I could recognize and said,

“You told me to walk the path I want. So, I came. To the place I wants to be.”

[‘Maya Rendelin’ has been added to the member list.]

[‘Sub-Quest: Magician’ has failed.]

Suddenly, a wave of fatigue washed over me, and I felt my strength drain from my entire body.



 
  
    Chapter 46: Opening Ceremony of the Reversal (1)


Sanggye. A mining city nestled in the Apollachian Mountains.

Thanks to the globally surging demand for coal every year, this place was progressing day by day.

From factories and power plants to transportation means like ships, airships, and trains.

In this era, coal was essential in any industry.

Even in rural areas without a single carriage, coal was needed as a heating fuel.

However, the increased demand was not matched by the coal mining quantity.

Mines were being developed all over the continents, but there was a shortage of people willing to work.

Coal mining was truly dangerous, dirty, and strenuous work.

As a result, the value of coal and the miners’ labor skyrocketed every day.

Rumors even circulated in the Alchemy Academy.

Stories of a student confidently answering the final exam question, “What is needed to turn a rock into gold?” with “Mining carts and pickaxes,” and tales of sending students to gather alchemical materials in the mountains, only to find them picking up coal around the mining area.

The former student received an A+ grade, and the latter students could buy all the materials with the money earned from selling coal, as the folklore goes.

Of course, these stories from the Alchemy Academy were nothing more than exaggerated anecdotes.

Among the substances alchemists dealt with, many had the value of several tons of coal per bottle.

Such tales only emphasized the significance coal held in this era.

The coal exchange set up between the city and the mines exclusively handled coal transactions.

A large three-story wooden building.

The exchange regularly updated the current selling price on the first-floor lobby’s bulletin board based on the hourly mined quantity and information from other regions.

Merchants waiting in the lobby would rush to the counter, hesitate, or step back after checking the price.

Merchants moving back and forth would see contracts piling up in their hands as banknotes left their pockets, and when they reached their target quantity, they would run to the central market or the airport with a bundle of contracts.

Customers seeking long-term coal supply contracts were guided to the second floor.

There, mainly representatives of large businesses frequented.

The third floor was visited by merchants dealing with things other than coal.

You might wonder what else could be traded at a coal exchange, but this was as important as the significance of coal.

It was about the rights to mine, own, and manage the coal mines.

Ownership transactions were no big deal; changing a few names on the documents would do.

Mining rights transactions were a bit troublesome. It required calling the managers of each mine for negotiations.

Management rights transactions were the most crucial. They could directly influence the mining quantity and distribution price.

The 10-year-old girl sitting on the side of the current head of the coal exchange came to trade all three rights.

Two weeks ago, when she visited the exchange, the head suspected that today was not just an ordinary day, but rather the day of the Festival of Fools, where jesters were forgiven for any pranks or lies.

April 1st was the day when jesters celebrated their antics.

As a green-haired girl with a machine and a few crew members prepared to transport several kilograms of what seemed like a calf, anyone would think she was a representative of the business world.

If the head’s secretary hadn’t given him a hint of “Iron Mask” as he went to meet the guest in the reception room from his office, he might have made a mistake in their first meeting.

Iron Mask.

Sure. He had heard of it.

In recent years, Vergsong Merchant Union, showing tremendous growth, has been the talk of the town. Rumours spread about a brilliant strategist joining the company.

Not long ago, it was revealed that the identity of this strategist was none other than the illegitimate daughter of the chairman, Gerlalt Vergson.

Anais Vergsong.

He heard she was a fragile girl, suffering from a gradually debilitating illness since the age of 5, making survival without special machinery difficult.

Rumors of her intelligence had circulated before, but people dismissed them, thinking it was just a proud father boasting about his daughter, as parents often do, hoping for exceptional talents even in simple doodles.

No one took the talk of her brilliance seriously.

However, as the rumors turned into actual achievements, people started showing interest in her. Even those who thought she might have some talent assumed it wouldn’t be more than giving a few pieces of advice here and there, certainly not handling important matters as a representative of the company.

The director, too, didn’t expect much when he saw the girl sitting across from him. He thought, “Ah, Chairman Geralt must want to give his ailing daughter a taste of the business world, letting her handle something significant.”

He didn’t imagine that she would be talking about ownership, mining rights, and management rights.

The shock intensified when he realized she didnt just wanted to trade them.

She wanted to purchase the rights to all the mines in the city.

Of course, someone like Vergsong could easily buy the rights to all the mines in the city.

However, whether she could generate profits from it was a different issue. The complicated web of ownership, mining rights, and management rights, entangled in dozens of mines, wasn’t something that even experienced traders in the field could easily navigate.

Buying ownership rights might mean paying expensive tolls to pass through other mines, and purchasing mining rights might lead to finding all viable places already exhausted. Buying management rights might reveal unpaid wages of miners and various other hidden costs.

And all these rights were intricately intertwined in each mine. Some shared profits equally among owners, some had different ratios depending on the depth, and some had obligations like maintaining the railway for other mines, or the right to directly take the mined coal.

The Coal Exchange played the role of mediating these complex threads, collecting and processing all the coal they mined, calculating and settling the costs internally, taking a commission in return.

But the girl was talking about the rights to every mine in the city.

Could it be…?

Was she planning to unravel this tangled mess?

The director shook his head.

That was impossible.

Of course, with a few months and dozens of employees, it might be possible. It was theoretically possible.

However, that was worth in the Apollachian Mountain.

Investing resources and manpower elsewhere was profitable from the perspective of the company.

But the girl was confident.

The director allowed her to access the Coal Exchange’s data room with the intention of trying it out.

Hands-on experience.

Probably.

However, expectations went awry.

Within two weeks of her arrival, the girl took down the signboard of the Coal Exchange.

She sat in her hotel room, rummaging through the documents taken from the Coal Exchange, and unbelievably resolved all the economic and legal issues entangled between rights.

She untangled a neat thread from the tangled mess.

It was difficult to grasp how dozens of rights were traded and at what prices.

One thing was certain: now all the rights of the mines in this city were in her hands.

As rumored.

No, it was even more than that.

The director looked at the girl sitting across from him.

The sound of the wind rustling and a calm gaze.

Above all, her expression was unreadable due to the metal mask covering her nose and mouth.

This was the girl known as the “Reaper of Sangye.”

He admired her skills.

At the same time, he despaired of his own situation.

What she handed over was a notice of dismissal for them.

The first floor of the usually bustling Coal Exchange was locked in a gloomy atmosphere.


The second floor was no different.

They, who had created value from the tangled threads, were no longer needed.

Now that all rights were centralized, it was likely that employees from Vergsong Corporation would be dispatched from tomorrow onwards. And they would directly operate all the mines.

“Director, please sign.”

A resonance through the mask.

It had a strangely unsettling power.

Iron Mask, Anais.

The director bit his lip and picked up the pen.

Where should we go now?

Is there a place to accommodate the mass layoffs of Coal Exchange employees?

At times like this, he envied the miners.

As he was about to sign, the office door suddenly slammed open.

Both the director and Anais turned their heads.

There, a middle-aged man with a red-bearded chin stood.

Anais looked at him with wide eyes.

“Uncle Pierre?”

“How did you get here, Uncle?”

“To see if you’re doing well.”

He shrugged his shoulders as he spoke.

The director stared at him in astonishment.

He knew who he was.

Pierre Mopasan.

Vice Chairman of Vergsong Grand Assembly.

A man well-known in Sangye for his skills.

And also one of the decision-makers who had made them unemployed at this place.

Why did he suddenly come here?

Pierre leisurely walked around the director’s office.

He even showed the luxury of crossing his legs in front of the other person.

“Oh, I don’t like this painting. I want to take it down.”

He nodded towards the painting hanging on the wall behind the director.

Then he looked at the black jade decoration on the director’s desk and clicked his tongue.

“Hey, why put coal on the desk?”

He went around the room, nitpicking at the cracks in the wooden desk, the wrinkles in the curtains, the dust on the carpet, and so on.

The director’s complexion watching this scene stiffened.

This space had been his office for five years.

Even though he was leaving, even though the other person was the Vice Chairman of the Corporation, such rudeness was difficult to overlook.

“Haha, if you live in a room like this, you should receive money instead of paying.”

“Excuse me! What’s this nonsense…?”


“Director.”

Pierre looked at the director and said.

“How much do you want, Director?”

The director, about to shout in anger, was momentarily silenced.

It took some time for him to understand the question Pierre had thrown at him.



 
  
    Chapter 47: Opening Ceremony of the Reversal (2)


On the third floor of the coal exchange building.

Uncle, with his fist clenched, looked unsure in front of his exhausted niece.

“I’m really sorry about this. I told you I’d leave everything to you, but I showed up like this all of a sudden. But you see, things took an unexpected turn…”

“Don’t lie! It was all planned from the beginning.”

At that moment, a loud cheer erupted from the lower floor.

The entire coal exchange was buzzing with activity.

Some seemed to be crying tears of joy.

The sound of footsteps shook the entire building.

Everyone seemed overwhelmed with joy, not knowing how to react.

Of course, they would be.

They had thought they would all become unemployed overnight, but they had survived. And they would continue doing the same work.

Pierre spun his hat in his hand and said, “No, think about it. Did we really have the resources to send dozens of our employees here from the beginning? The cost? The conditions for their training? And the chaos that would have occurred while they settled in? It’s best to just keep them employed.”

“Then you should have explained it that way from the beginning. What’s the point of all this? Just me. Do you know how hostile those people have been looking at me for the past few days?”

Pierre smiled as he looked at the complaining Anais.

“Thanks to that, we’ve reduced the expected labour costs by nearly 70%. If we had approached it in a more cooperative manner from the beginning, we wouldn’t have been able to cut it by even 30%. Because you were so determined to cut them all, my appearance came to be seen as a saviour to them.”

Anais had many complaints, but it was hard for her to deny his words.

In the world of commerce, if there was any hint of dissatisfaction on your side, there would be nothing more to negotiate.

“This is what they call ‘push and pull’ happening on the spot. It’s a fundamental negotiation skill. As a merchant, you should always have the attitude to negotiate under any circumstances. Even if you’re wandering through the desert and someone suddenly appears and demands gold coins for the water you desperately want, you should just clench your fist and calmly ask, ‘Why should I buy that?'”

Anais thought carefully about his words, calming her anger.

Push and pull.

Similar concepts included the carrot and the stick.

She had heard of these concepts before.

But she didn’t know they could be used like this.

If she had been just reading documents at home, she would never have experienced this.

“Anyway, this time, you did well. These complicated mining rights would have required dozens of company employees to stick together for months, but you handled it all by yourself.”

“I wasn’t alone. There were a few other employees, and besides, there’s Mars…”

Anais quickly closed her mouth.

Mars was a trouble-shooter who helped Vergsong Company in the field.

He was an expert in information gathering and rumour tracking.

This time, she was able to resolve the complicated mining rights issue not only because of her brilliant mind but also thanks to his substantial support.

It would be nice to gather and pop open a bottle of champagne together, but he didn’t like revealing himself.

Especially, he didn’t like his name being mentioned.

He claimed that he could hear the voice calling his name no matter where he was in the world.

If the public were to learn about his existence and his name, he might find it impossible to sleep due to the echoes of people’s voices in his head.

So he lived in hiding.

Only three people within the company knew his name.

Geralt, Pierre, and Anais.

Others usually referred to him as “the hound brought information” or “the hound went tracking.”

“…In any case, the help from the others was significant.”

“Hehe, no need to be so modest. They were all intimidated by the charisma of the Iron Mask.”

The Iron Mask.

Anais frowned.

“Don’t call me that way! What’s ‘Iron Mask’? A iron mask! Isn’t it too intimidating as a nickname for a girl like me?”

“Haha, wasn’t it thanks to that mask that no one tried to push you away? If you had threatened with a child’s face, would it have worked out as smoothly? The Iron mask set the mood right, and thanks to it, my ‘pulling’ worked perfectly.”

That’s how they discussed the aftermath of their recent mission.

Not long after, the director of the coal exchange came up.

He had only been down for less than 30 minutes, but he was already tipsy and emotional.

“Haha, this cake was originally for a farewell party! Now it’s for celebration! Cheers!”

He placed plates with cakes in front of Pierre and Anais and went back to enjoy the party.

Anais watched his back as he went downstairs.

Perhaps because he was drunk.

He had forgotten that Anais couldn’t eat.

Instead, she received nutrition through a tube attached to her back.

It had been this way since last year.

When she was five years old, the machine was only used for about two hours a day to assist her breathing.

But as the years went by, her lungs weakened, and the time she spent wearing the mask increased.

Since last year, it had become impossible to take it off even for a moment.

Of course, she could technically eat if she wanted to.

Taking off the respirator wouldn’t immediately stop her lungs from functioning.

But given the inconvenience of the process and the memory of how her stomach reacted with seizures when she tried to eat once, it was easier to just give up.

Now she was forgetting what sweetness, saltiness, and bitterness even were.

The only thing that touched her tongue was the cold air coming through the metal filter.

“No…”

Would she have to live like this, bound to a metal device until she died?

Without ever sharing warmth with another person?

Was that her fate?

“Anais.”

What was going on in her uncle’s head?

What was the ‘Iron Mask’ he mentioned?

All she wanted was…

All she wanted was just…

“Anais!”

Her uncle’s shout.

She looked up.

Her uncle was looking at her with a sad expression.

His gaze momentarily went down.

Anais looked at her own hand.

The fork she was holding was not piercing the cake; she was crushing it.

Without realizing it, her emotions had gotten the best of her as she struggled with food she couldn’t even eat.

She placed the cake back on the table.


The plate made a shaky noise.

Her excitement had subsided, but her trembling didn’t stop.

Then, Pierre handed her a handkerchief.

“Wipe your tears.”

“Ah.”

Anais touched the upper part of her mask.

It was filled with tears.

It had flowed from her eyes.

“My pretty face is going to be ruined.”

“Well, You are not that pretty, to be honest.”

“Again, again.”

Anais wiped her tears with the handkerchief until she felt a slight pain.

Pierre watched her with a teasing grin.

“Tsk tsk, I envy you. I really do. Being a cry-baby. What will your future husband say?”

“…Do you think I’ll get married?”

“Are you advocating for singlehood?”

In response to Pierre’s mischievous question, Anais spoke with a somewhat sulky voice.

“Who would want to marry me…”

Anais looked at her own body.

There were tubes for injecting specially balanced air into her mask,

Tubes for regulating the pressure to make her chest expand and contract on her back,

and tubes for injecting nutrients into her side.

And from the metal mask covering her nose and mouth, there was the sound of air hissing through the filters.

In the back of the room, the machinery kept making a continuous noise as it ran.

“Tsk tsk, look at that look in your eyes. So, is that how you plan to catch the man of your dreams?”

“…I’ll just catch him.”

“Love isn’t that easy, you know. Love is like a strategy game. Like I said earlier, it’s about pushing and pulling. That’s important even in relationships between men and women.”

“Can’t you just like someone because you like them?”

Pierre chuckled as if he had heard the most innocent statement ever.

“Negotiating in relationships is somewhat similar. You need skills to push and pull, to hold and shake the other person’s hand.”

He mimicked crushing something invisible with his clenched fist.

Anais raised her eyebrows at his words.

“But Uncle Pierre, you can’t even do that with Aunt Renaud, right?”

His grip on his fist loosened as he let out an awkward laugh.

“Well, you see… Some things you really want, you just can’t help it, even if it means losing everything else.”

“Really want something… even if it means losing everything else?”

Anais looked dreamy, as if lost in thought.

Pierre thought that was enough consolation for now.

So, he added a more practical piece of advice.

“No, remember this. If you wander through the desert and someone appears before you with something you really, really want, it might be poisoned.”

***

Anais was startled awake by a loud crashing noise.

She blinked her eyes open and looked around.

It was her office, set up in a room at the Metropol Hotel.

The time was late morning, with the sunlight streaming in from the south-facing window.

She had fallen asleep on her desk while reviewing the documents she had been working on.

That’s probably why she had that dream.

A few papers lay scattered on the desk – something about coal mine management, coal reserves estimates, and low-carbon (???). It was related to a mining district under Vergsong Merchant Guild’s control.

She had been reviewing those documents before she dozed off.

Was that why she had that dream?

Her mind wandered back to a few weeks of outings when she was ten.

For Anais, who rarely ventured outside the mansion, those were some of her precious memories.

It seemed ridiculous that the person who had tried to kill her during those outings often appeared in her dreams.

“What was that noise just now? Did Porsche cause it?”

“They seemed to be practicing something in the circus troupe.”

He gestured toward the window.

Anais approached and looked down at the garden.

Whatever they were doing, the once meticulously maintained garden was now a mess, covered in dirt.

It seemed like something like fireworks or explosives, had gone off.

Anais quickly scanned the people in the area.

The person she was looking for stood out immediately.

A handsome young man with blonde hair and a black suit was near the site of the explosion.

Though his suit and cloak were dirty, he appeared unharmed.

Anais breathed a sigh of relief but then froze.

It was because of the purple-haired woman peeking through his cloak.


The spider woman, Yurakne.

One of the members of the circus troupe.

Perhaps at the moment of the explosion, he had shielded her with his cloak.

Clang.

Anais’s fingers lightly scratched the window as she clenched her fist.



 
  
    Chapter 48: Opening Ceremony of the Reversal (3)


The Metropol Hotel where we were staying was indeed deserving of the praise as the finest hotel in Luz. Its grand exterior, made of white marble, was a sight to behold, and the interior facilities and furnishings were all top-notch. The food and service provided left nothing to be desired.

Its location, slightly away from the city centre, also made it a perfect place for relaxation. There were always carriages waiting for the guests, making it convenient for sightseeing.

It had been a month since we started staying here.

The reddish-brown rooftops beyond the terrace, the red lantern lights illuminating the streets at night, and the distant sound of boat oars had all become familiar sights and sounds.

Now, this place felt like home.

No, it was more than that.

I experienced a feeling here that I had never felt even in my real home.

After finishing my shower and putting on a bathrobe, I stepped out onto the terrace, where the morning breeze felt refreshing.

Roaming the streets, feeling the atmosphere of the upcoming festival, was enjoyable.

Returning to the hotel and leaping onto the bed at the end of the day was a fantastic feeling.

When I lay on the bed, there were magazines stacked within arm’s reach for me to read.

I would pick up any magazine and read it, and when I got hungry, I would use Mantula’s blade to slice fruits from the fruit basket and eat them.

The fruit basket was always stocked with a variety of fresh fruits, readily available upon request from the hotel.

Inside the wardrobe, I placed the air freshener that Anais had gifted me recently. It had a lilac scent. After a few days, my clothes started carrying a similar fragrance.

Anais must have noticed it because she suddenly brought her face close to my clothes and sniffed them.

Soon, her face turned bright red as if realizing what she had done.

“Uh, you know, because the ringmaster suddenly came forward…”

“Me?”

“Well, then… Did I do that?”

Anais quickly changed the topic.

I was used to her way of speaking by now, so I just brushed it off.

I couldnt help it because of the Smiling Man.

I hung the first trophy I obtained in the room on the hat stand by my bedside.

It was the Phantom’s Mask.

When Ella came to consult about the program and saw it, she expressed disgust, asking where I got it. I casually mentioned that I found something similar at the market.

“Why did you even buy that?”

“Well, hunters also hang the heads of the animals they catch.”

“…You have a morbid taste.”

She recoiled, as if the mere thought of it was horrifying, with her love for animals showing clearly.

On the table, I placed the teapot that Yurakne used daily, filled with the tea I always drank. She would come by once at lunchtime and once in the evening, and we would enjoy tea together.

Our main conversation topics overlapped with the content of the magazines she read and the ones I read. Yesterday, we talked about stars.

“The two twin siblings only meet for a day each year, separated by the Milky Way.”

“It’s like the story of Altair and Vega.”

“What’s that?”

“It’s a similar story from my hometown.”

“Really? I’ve never heard ringmaster talk about his hometown. Where is it?”

“…It’s a very distant place.”

“Don’t tell me…”

Her expression became very serious.

I also felt uneasy for no reason.

Did she know something?

“The Infinite Abyss…?”

I was taken aback.

Even she, who could be considered one of the closest among the members, seemed to doubt that Director Wonderstein being born a human. I thought the same, but…

On the dressing table, I placed a towel chicken that I made using a method I learned from YouTube a long time ago.

Ella saw it and got interested, so I taught her how to make it.

Before long, it spread to everyone, and soon you could see members gathering in the hotel lounge, diligently folding towel chickens.

It was my first time experiencing this since I was born.

The experience of walking through my living space with my own feet, tending to it with my own hands, and personally welcoming guests.

Looking back at the space I had created like this, I felt inexplicably proud.

During my time at the orphanage, having my own space was a luxury.

It was the same when I lived alone.

I had to ask others for help even to change the position of a tissue holder.

It wasn’t easy to sit still and ask for favours like “please do this” or “please do that.”

I found myself making requests dozens of times a day.

Could you change my posture a bit?

Could you turn on the light?

Could you pour me some water?

Could you wipe my chin?

From that perspective, it wasn’t easy to request minor things that weren’t really necessary.

Whether it was a power cord sticking out behind the desk or an asymmetrical coat hanging with one side sagging.

Now I realize that making such minor changes in life can bring great satisfaction.

Circus performers seemed to have similar feelings about this lifestyle.

However, what really impressed them was not the spacious bathtub, gourmet food prepared by a top chef, or the 24-hour massage service.

It was the kindness of the staff.

From the first day they saw the circus members, the people here treated them as ordinary guests without any hesitation.

Even when they saw Wumon, the top circus member who looked scary, they greeted him with a welcoming smile without any change in their expressions. (Ella felt a little hurt by this.)

Were they truly like hotel staff?

The neighbourhoods we had passed through so far were not like that.

It was difficult to even enter the town, let alone the accommodation.

Even when they were allowed to enter, the circus members had to stay inside the carriage or behind bars.

The security officer’s instruction not to reveal their appearance was meaningless, and the townspeople gathered to watch us.

It was common for them to lift the cloth covering the bars or stick to the carriage window to peek inside.

Even when we deliberately performed as monsters, they still looked at us with a gaze as if we were trapped beasts.

I could understand their feelings.

Even in the other world, when I occasionally went out, I received similar looks.

Oh, how can you live like that?

You were in the news, that incident. They said he received billions.

Why bother being so rich if you look like that? Health is the most important.

He received money as compensation for giving up his health?


People who talk like that annoyed me.

The circus members must have felt the same way.

Even though they were used to such treatment, I wondered if they could still smile when they saw the chaos in the garden.

The land within a few meters radius of the explosion had been overturned.

The burnt ground emitted a smoky smell.

Earth, grass, and flowers were all mixed up in a disorderly manner.

The circus members were scattered around the area that had become a mess.

They had all fallen back due to the shock of the explosion.

The muddy dust that had risen up settled down.

I looked around to check the condition of the circus members.

Fortunately, there didn’t seem to be anyone seriously injured.

Unless Sven, whose skull had rolled away, was not treated as a serious injury.

Ella, who was closest to me, had been pulled back by Yurakne using the “magic noose,” and then Yurakne had pulled herself into my arms to protect herself.

My tissue resilience was 3.0, equivalent to “chainmail,” so I could endure the pain from the rocks and debris hitting me, but it still hurt.

Could it be that I had to continue like this in the future?

Smile while getting hit?

No injury. Keep smiling.

I would look intimidating to the person hitting me, right?

I looked at the rope in Yuakne’s hand.

She was the one in our circus who was currently undergoing intensive training in tightrope acrobatics.

So, I had given her the “magic noose” that I had taken from the ghost.

It wasn’t something that would go in my pocket, and it seemed better for her to use it than me.

The “magic noose” could freely manipulate the rope once something was tied to it, just like dragging and dropping with a mouse.

It was also possible to move the rope from the side that was holding it.

Of course, it required a lot of practice.

The object tied to the noose had to have a solid support, and it required an understanding of XYZ-axis inversion, as it was a structure where the person holding the rope moved in response to the movement of the tied object.

Although Yuakne still found it difficult to move the rope, she had become quite proficient in pulling out objects tied to the noose.

Just now, when flames were about to erupt, Yurakne threw the noose and caught Ella’s ankle, pulling her out of the explosion. If Yurakne hadn’t reacted quickly, I would have had to give Ella the ghost’s mask hanging in the bedroom.

“Eek.”

Ella stood up from the bushes.

I removed the dusk from my coat, there seemed to be no injuries.

*Unit Quest – Handle with Care!

: Ella wants to conduct an experiment with gunpowder. / The members think the vice-ringmaster’s experiment looks dangerous.

Conditions for success:

: Complete Ella’s experiment. / None of the members get burned.

Reward for success:

: [Debulroots x5］/[Debulroots x10］

Penalty for failure:

: None.

[Completed ‘Unit Quest – Handle with Care!’]

The first quest created from a ‘conflict’ of opinions among the members.

Fortunately, both conditions were met and it was completed.

What on earth happened?

Illusion magician, Maya Rendelin.

When she came to the circus troupe, Ella struggled to contain her excitement.

She was also aware of the commotion that had occurred in the square, the field of wildflowers.

Having a magician with that level of skill join the circus troupe was a great gain.

And Ella, who had been running around making props, costumes, backgrounds, and the like for the past two weeks, was even more delighted by her arrival.

However, the delight didn’t last long.

Maya and Ella.

Their compatibility was terrible.

In terms of emotional expression, in human relationships, in their attitude towards work, they were polar opposites in every way.

Ella was open about her joys and anger, while Maya hardly ever changed her expression no matter how harsh the words were.

Ella made an effort to get along with everyone, but Maya behaved as if there were no other people around her.

When Ella emphasized passion and spontaneity during practice, Maya prioritized logic and design.


It had only been three days since they met, but they clashed in every way.

Most of the members didn’t bother to interfere when the two of them fought.

After all, both of them were just teenagers.

It was a fight between peers.

The incident that happened today also began with their argument.



 
  
    Chapter 49: Opening Ceremony of the Reversal (4)


As the opening ceremony approached, Ella gradually reduced the training time for her team members. She knew that increasing the training intensity without a plan wasn’t effective. It was important to give their bodies some rest.

The team members all complied with her decision. They had trained relentlessly for the past month without a single day off. They were probably the only guests at the Metropol Hotel who disliked the 24-hour massage service.

After rolling in dirt and rehearsing all day, they would collapse into their beds, thinking they might not wake up the next day. Ella had massage therapists sent to each team member’s room.

It was like heaven – a massage to prepare for the upcoming day of hell. They repeated this routine for a solid month.

The rare moments of rest were incredibly sweet. However, Ella couldn’t just lie around and relax; it didn’t suit her temperament. She convened her team members once a day to share information about the performance program and discuss their opinions.

“What if we add this? What if we change that? Should we remove this?”

Initially, these meetings were led by Ella, but as time passed, the team members actively participated, infusing the discussions with vitality.

If there were discomforts in their costumes, they would make adjustments. If props frequently broke, they would replace them. If some stage elements seemed impractical, they boldly removed them.

And so, they had been gathering in the meeting room for five consecutive days.

Today’s topic of discussion was visual effects, something they had mostly skipped in the script until now. They didn’t have a dedicated illusionist, so Ella had used her craftsmanship to create similar effects when necessary. But now, they had a real illusionist among them, and that fact was particularly well-received by Womon and Bendict.

“So, does this mean we don’t have to dive into real fire anymore?” Womon asked.

“I guess I won’t have to change bandages as often now,” Bendict added.

Womon had been practicing leaping out of a pit of fire to create the atmosphere of a demon rising from hell, while Bendict had been using his dance to emphasize the image and spread poison. Although Womon had skin as tough as a rhinoceros, passing through the blazing flames without protective gear still required mental fortitude. On the other hand, Bendict didn’t have any attachment to his decaying, tainted skin, but dealing with damp bandages after hours of dancing in them was quite bothersome.

Their eyes turned toward a corner of the meeting room where a new member had joined just the day before. She had white hair and pale skin, and her black dress, yellow t-shirt, and brown beret gave her an appearance reminiscent of a doll – a beautiful doll at that.

Her name was Maya, the magician. Despite her name being mentioned several times, she hadn’t lifted her head from the book she was reading. Even when Ella provided a briefing, she didn’t pay attention, and as the discussion shifted to fantasy magic, she still didn’t look up from her book, seemingly absorbed in its contents.

Now, with everyone’s attention focused on her, Ella awkwardly smiled and asked, “Maya, what are your thoughts?”

The team members exchanged uncomfortable glances. They could tell that the deputy ringmaster was trying to control her anger. Ella detested actions that hindered teamwork the most.

Maya briefly glanced at Ella, her expression as impassive as ever, and shook her head. “I can’t do it.”

“Eh…what?”

“I said, I can’t do that.”

With those words, she returned to her book, filled with incomprehensible drawings and numbers, and Ella furrowed her brow in frustration.

An attitude of self-absorption in a group setting.

A lack of consideration for others’ feelings, displaying a callous demeanour.

Cold and aloof tone of speech.

A dismissive expression as if she doesn’t care about anything.

Normally, she would have exploded in frustration.

But today, she held back more.

The topic of the day was illusion magic.

Her cooperation was essential.

Sigh, don’t get angry. Don’t get angry.

Ella managed to muster a smile.

“So, um… when you say ‘can’t do it,’ you mean you don’t want to do it?”

She was an exceptional illusion magician.

Asking her to create such low-level illusion as flames and mist might be an affront to her pride.

But it was her role to somehow appease the members and get the job done.

“Well, actually, it’s more the ringmaster’s role.”

Ella lamented silently.

But Maya looked at her with a contemptuous gaze, as if mocking Ella’s efforts.

“‘Can’t do it,’ I say.”

A tone that made it seem like how she coudnt understand something so simple.

It was a monotonous voice, but Ella could feel the disdain behind it.

Her patience had finally reached its limit.

She burst out, “Stop talking nonsense! You can’t even make simple flames or mist? Are you really a illusion magician?”

“Yes, I am. But I can’t make what you’re asking for.”

“You can make everything else!”

“My illusions are different from the others.”

“What’s different about them?”

Maya let out a small sigh and closed the book she had been reading.

She still looked at Ella with the same expressionless face.

“The basic principles are different. It would take some preparation time to do what you’re asking for.”

“How long?”

“It would take a few weeks.”

Ella’s mouth dropped open.

“Few weeks to prepare a simple illusion? Why do you even need that much time?”

“Things like fire or mist are not easy but standardized items can be made quickly.”

Ella shook her head in disbelief.

What she knew about fantasy magic was completely opposite.

Fire, explosions, light, mist, and the like were considered basic elements of illusion magic.

But this girl claimed that it took weeks for those, while other things could be made quickly?

Ella blurted out without thinking, “Is there even such magic?”

“Such magic?”

Maya’s eyebrows twitched ever so slightly.

“Don’t speak so casually.”

“Oh, right, right. I get it now. You learned from that person, right? It all makes sense now. Of course, you wouldn’t know real magic if you learned it from someone like that.”

A smug smile played at the corners of Ella’s mouth.

It was clearly a taunt.

Maya’s hand holding the book trembled noticeably.

“What did you say?”

Her magic spread around her.

Even though they were indoors, the room suddenly felt colder.

The temperature in the room dropped instantly.

The members shivered and moved back a step from Maya.

In contrast, Ella let out a mocking laugh.

She had the confidence not to be shaken even before thousands of spectators.

Her presence, her aura, and her intimidation couldn’t deter her.

“You… Don’t speak so lightly of him when you don’t even know him.”

A cold light emanated from Maya’s red pupils.

Ella hadn’t really paid much attention to Maya for a while.

Maya, on the other hand, had accumulated a lot of resentment towards Ella.

Throughout the meeting, Maya had acted so nonchalantly that it could be considered rude, and this was partly due to her resentment towards Ella.

What surprised Maya the most when she joined the circus was not the fact that the members were “cursed ones.” She had heard of them before, and it wasn’t particularly fascinating. They were just people who looked a bit different.


What made Maya cold towards them was not their appearance, but their attitude towards the Ringmaster. Most of the members regarded the Ringmaster with caution. Even when the Ringmaster greeted them with a smile, they would awkwardly laugh and try to avoid him.

But when they gathered among themselves, they chatted comfortably. Maya could sense the exclusion.

She knew that fear of the Ringmaster underlay this behaviour, but she didn’t want to defend the members.

Maya was familiar with that kind of look in their eyes.

‘Ah, looking at that kid gives me the creeps for some reason. Is it appropriate to say that she looks like a doll both in appearance and behaviour?’

She wouldn’t shed a single tear even if her own parents died. The way people looked at her was similar.

Her perspective on the world may have been slightly different, but her emotions were no different from others’.

But people around her feared and scorned her as if she was a monster.

Frank Wonderstein. At first, she had somewhat looked down on his carefree attitude, thinking that he lived life without any worries. She thought that he must have lived a life without insults or ridicule, unlike herself.

But she had learned otherwise since coming here. That was her misconception. He, too, had dark corners that normal people couldn’t understand.

It was as if he had projected his own self onto her… Could it be? That’s why he came over to stand by her?

Even though all he needed to do was teach her magic, he had been watching her for over a week. However, it had only been a few days since she joined the circus.

But Maya felt a deeper connection with him. He was like her in more ways than one. Not just in terms of magic but in life as well.

That’s why the constant pestering of the deputy ringmaster, the girl who had no manners, annoyed her.

The Ringmaster always used formal language with her, but she spoke informally to him as if she had some kind of authority.

And she did it with various people around, making a fuss about her position and trying to shake the Ringmaster like a hurricane.

That was Maya’s first impression of Ella, and it hadn’t changed even now.

Ella sneered as she looked at Maya’s eyes, which were fixed on her.

You’re telling me not to speak so casually when I barely even know him?

You’re making fun of me.

There’s probably no one here who knows that person better than Ella does.


The reason Ella was angry wasn’t because Maya was defending Wonderstein. His handsome face and charming smile were skills he used to manipulate people in social situations. If she got upset and annoyed at everyone who liked him then she would have not survived till now.

Has she ever seen his true self?

Does she even know what terrible things he had done?

Pretending to know in front of others, just pretending.

Their gazes clashed in the air, and sparks flew.



 
  
    Chapter 50: Opening Ceremony of the Reversal (4)


Maya had been the top student in her year at the Academy.

Although people didn’t realize it, when it came to manipulating magic, there was no one who could surpass her among the students and professors.

Telekinesis and defensive barriers.

Pure magical skills that didn’t require mysticism.

With enough preparation, she had confidence that she could go head-to-head even with knights without being pushed back.

And Ella was also no ordinary girl.

When it came to physical abilities, acrobatics, and perceptiveness, she was so outstanding that it was hard to find peers who could match her.

The posture she was currently assuming might just look like she was standing awkwardly to an outsider, but it contained the secrets of a technique called “Lightning Hoop” in earth bending. If Maya were to use magic, Ella was ready to leap forward and deliver a mid-air somersault kick to her chin.

The two of them continued to escalate the tension between them.

The other members surrounding them couldn’t find the right moment to intervene, despite their concerns.

“Hey, this doesn’t look good.”

“Are they really going to fight?”

“Who do you think will win?”

“Magicians are weak in close combat. Besides, the opponent is the assistant ringmaster.”

“Shall we make a bet? I’m on Ella.”

“Me too…”

“I’m also voting for Ella.”

“Then, it’s not a bet.”

“Who said we were making a bet?”

As the two teenage girls seemed about to start a brawl, the adults sat around calmly, making such leisurely comments.

‘Is no one planning to stop them?’

Yurakne sighed inwardly.

Similar situations had been repeating over the past few days.

The reasons for their fights were different each time.

But the breaking point was always the same.

Wonderstein.

From the moment he was mentioned, the conversation turned into a torrent.

From then on, neither of them would back down.

It was funny that when the ringmaster himself appeared, they would stop fighting as if they had never fought in the first place.

They would become quiet as if asking, “When did we ever fight?”

But today, it seemed like the fight was on the verge of crossing the line of amusement.

If they weren’t careful, one of them could get seriously hurt.

With the ringmaster not present, Yurakne was the only one who could stop them.

“Both of you, stop it.”

Yurakne intervened between the two.

While they would ignore comments from other members, they couldn’t disregard Yurakne’s words.

To Ella, Yurakne was the most reliable older sister in the circus, and to Maya, she was the closest member to the respected ringmaster.

Up until now, they would quietly step back if she stepped forward.

But today, for some reason, they didn’t want to do that.

Their pride wouldn’t allow them to yield first.

And so, the standoff continued with Yurakne in the middle.

Although it was dangerous, she decided to use the all-purpose spell.

“What do you think the ringmaster will think if he finds out that you two are acting like this?”

At the mention of the ringmaster, both of them shuddered.

He was the motivation behind their fights and their weakness.

The reasons were different.

Maya worried that she would appear as a naïve child to him.

On the other hand, Ella didn’t like the fact that he would knew that she was shaken because of him.

Their eyes met.

No words were exchanged, but their intentions were clear.

That’s enough…

…Should we stop?

An unspoken agreement passed between them.

Maya harnessed her magic, and Ella relaxed her tense posture.

Yurakne let out a sigh of relief.

Fortunately, it ended without any major incidents.

They silently stared at each other for a moment before turning their heads.

It seemed like a typical conclusion, just like any other time.

However, today, Yurakne had no intention of stopping here.

It was a situation where anyone could have been hurt.

She felt the need to speak up.

“Ella, I understand that Maya’s magic is different from others. But where else can we find a Illusion Mage? Just a week ago, you stayed up all night with a hammer and needle, not to mention your own sleep. Isn’t it a bit unfair to criticize without being grateful?”

“Well, yes, but…”

Ella, who had always been outspoken, hesitated unusually.

Yurakne then turned to address Maya.

“Maya, I know your magic is different from others, but couldn’t you have mentioned it from the beginning of the meeting? We had all our ideas prepared, and abruptly rejecting them was a bit impolite, don’t you think?”

“…I’m sorry.”

Maya’s apology was also a rare sight.

Both of them couldn’t say much in the face of Yurakne’s reprimand.

This was quite a performance!

The triplets were about to applaud, but Yurakne shot them a warning look, and they reluctantly lowered their hands.

She maintained a stern expression as she looked at the two girls.

Both of them seemed lost in thought, not daring to make eye contact.

For two who had always been so confident, this must have been uncomfortable.

That should be enough, right?

A warm smile crept onto her lips.

“All right, let’s be more considerate of each other from now on. But more importantly, let’s continue the meeting. What’s the issue we’re facing? Maya, it takes too long for you to implement the special effects, right? Is there a way to shorten the time? Don’t hesitate to speak up; we can help.”

Yurakne’s soothing words prompted Maya to glance briefly at Ella before speaking up.

“Let me try once.”

Maya clenched the book in her hand so hard that her knuckles turned white.


“Once I see it, I can analyse the form and maybe find a way to shorten the time.”

Yurakne applauded her words.

“Great! Then Ella can use her device to create some flames, and…”

“No.”

Ella raised her head and interrupted. She glanced at Maya before continuing.

“That was just a makeshift solution, and the flames look too crude. If we’re going to do this, let me create a bigger one. Just wait for an hour; I’ll show you a proper flame.”

With that, Ella concluded the meeting.

Once everyone had left the room, Yurakne cautiously approached Ella.

“A proper flame? How?”

“I’ll make a bomb.”

“A bomb?”

“It’s just a prop.”

“Aren’t you worried it might be dangerous?”

“I used to make things like this with my friends when I was younger. Don’t worry.”

The bomb Ella created, fuelled by her desire to showcase her skills to Maya, turned out to be far more powerful than she had imagined.

And she hadn’t considered the purity difference between the materials used in her childhood fireworks and the ones she had obtained from the Alchemy Guild.

What came out was a much stronger bomb than anticipated.

“So that’s what happened.”

Yurakne briefly explained today’s events to Wonderstein.

She didn’t mention the fight between Ella and Maya.

She simply portrayed it as Ella trying to help Maya accelerate her flame implementation but making a mistake in the process.

“I’m glad no one got hurt,” Wonderstein said, looking at the shattered surroundings.

If he hadn’t rushed here after receiving the request, many members would have been injured.

When he suddenly jumped into the garden, the members near the bomb backed away in shock when they saw him.

At that moment, Maya emerged from one corner of the garden, covered in dirt and grass, her dress in disarray.

It seemed she had rolled behind the bushes when the explosion occurred.

Wonderstein smiled as he looked at her.

“Are you okay? Did you get hurt?”

“No, I’m fine.”

Wonderstein smiled as he looked at the sketchbook she held in her hand.

She hadn’t let go of it since she rolled back.

“Hmm, did you manage to capture the explosion?”

Maya’s favourability had exceeded 15 from the moment she joined the circus troupe, so as soon as her name was added to the members’ list, she received her first reward.

Name: Maya’s Sketchbook

Target: Anything Maya has seen.

Effect: When held, the sketchbook stores the three-dimensional form of the target.

Requirements: Maya’s favourability above 15, magic power

This was the system that supported Maya’s abilities in the game, ‘Blueprints,’ and it was provided in the form of an item in this world.

With this, Maya could instantly capture and save the shape of passing objects or complex shapes to use when needed. Even capturing explosions was possible as long as it fit within the sketchbook’s longevity limit.

However, her sketchbook had cut off in the middle of the explosion.

A hint of embarrassment crossed Maya’s face as she replied, “I didn’t expect such a big explosion, so I closed my eyes.”

Wonderstein smiled wryly at her response. “That’s a shame. But it can’t be helped. Taking it slowly isn’t a bad idea. Safety is more important, after all.”

“But we don’t have much time. The competition is coming up soon.”

Ella approached, dusting off the black powder from her clothes.

“We need to do it again! Get me more materials. I used up everything I collected this time.”

Ella spoke confidently.

“Even after all that, she’s not afraid of danger,” Wonderstein thought.

He looked at her and shook his head. “We can’t do that.”

“Why not?”

“Because it’s too dangerous. We all could have been injured.”

“This time was just a mistake.”

“It doesn’t matter. Ella, you almost got hurt.”

“I was going to perform a stunt right after the explosion.”

“Regardless, it’s not allowed.”

Wonderstein rarely displayed such strong determination.

His smile, his tone, and his actions were all just a façade to hide his true self when he had to confront situations like this.

“All right, fine. I get it. You’re the circus leader, so we have to stick to the old ways. Womon and Bemdict looked disappointed. By the way, what about going to the cabaret?”

The Grand Circus Prix opening ceremony was tomorrow.

Each circus troupe had to submit a list of members who would participate in the ceremony to the theatre by today.

There was more to see outside the theatre anyway.


Inside, most of the schedule was dedicated to the elderly people in expensive suits for the greetings. There was no need for the ringmaster and other members to participate.

But strangely, Ella and Maya had volunteered to participate.

Since Wonderstein had nothing else to do, he had visited the theatre himself to submit the list and was now on his way back.

In response to Ella’s question, Wonderstein smiled awkwardly and said, “That’s a complicated matter.”

Wonderstein looked at the two girls and continued, “Ella and Maya won’t be able to go.”
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The Rose Windmill Cabaret was one of the most renowned venues among the six theaters.

Director Yug Maroine was a respected figure in the entertainment industry, and his troupe was known for their exceptional skills.

However, no matter how impressive their performances were, the essence of the cabaret was the revue.

The costumes of the actors were revealing, and the dances and songs were quite suggestive. While they didn’t directly offer their bodies for sale in the establishment, it was common for the staff to engage intimately with the patrons.

It was only natural that minors were not allowed entry.

Ella already knew about this.

No one could have expected a 16-year-old girl to be appointed as the deputy ringmaster, after all.

“Isn’t it too much?” She exclaimed after hearing Wonderstein’s explanation.

Even though she had worked hard for a month in preparation, she couldn’t even attend the opening ceremony.

All because of her young age.

“No one could have imagined such a corrupt director,” Ella continued.

Wonderstein chuckled at Ella’s complaints.

His laughter seemed particularly mocking today.

She had worked so hard for a month, nurturing the roses, only for someone else to reap the rewards. Watching from the sideliners felt frustrating.

The Rose Windmill Cabaret was famous for its performance.

Ella really wanted to see it.

But now, if they heard a 16-year-old was the deputy ringmaster, they would probably find it amusing. Maybe she should have just lied about her age and added a few years.

No, everyone at the Rose Windmill already knew her face and name, didn’t they?

Oh, how frustrating. Truly frustrating.

She grumbled to herself for a while.

But this was an issue that couldn’t be changed, no matter how much she complained. It was a rule of the theatre.

Maya accepted it more calmly than Ella.

“It can’t be helped,” she said in her usual indifferent tone.

There was no sign of disappointment on the surface.

However, it was only a façade.

Maya was actually feeling quite disappointed, a fact that only Wonderstein could discern through her subtle changes in expression.

Today, her frustration was more noticeable than usual.

Ella had sharp observational skills. Her ability to read emotions was extraordinary.

She had even noticed when the three of them secretly switched positions during practice.

It took a few days, but she had become skilled at reading Maya’s emotions, even when Maya tried to appear emotionless.

Today, Ella found Maya more irritating than ever.

It seemed that Maya had developed a sense of respect, admiration, and intimacy for Wonderstein, all while not knowing his true identity.

A foolish girl who, in exchange for the slight favours he had shown her, mistakenly believed she understood him.

That was Ella’s first impression of Maya.

She still felt that way.

But something had changed in Maya.

Wonderstein noticed it.

When their benefactor, Anais Vergsong, descended with her bodyguards, Wonderstein couldn’t help but think, “Oh no.”

The once prestigious garden had turned into a playground.

Yurakne had mentioned earlier that most of the plants here were rare and expensive flowers.

“The damages they caused were all costs that Vergsong Merchant Guild would have to compensate for.”

He couldn’t even begin to imagine how much it would cost to restore the garden they had destroyed today.

She was the one who often nagged him about budget issues.

How much would she pester him about this incident?

Her sharp voice had already reached his ears.

“Sir.”

“Miss Anais.”

Both Wonderstein and Ella were prepared to hear a scolding.

But what came out of Anais’s mouth was not reprimand.

“I heard a loud noise, are you okay?”

It was clearly a mixture of concern and consolation.

She faintly smiled and looked around the garden.

“Are the members unharmed?”

“Yes, everyone is safe.”

“Thank goodness.”

At this point, even Ella, who was standing by, could sense that something was off about the atmosphere.

Vergsong’s young miss had feelings for Wonderstein, that much she knew.

But this gentle attitude was unlike her usual style, where she expressed her interest in a sharp and candid manner.

Why is she suddenly acting like this?

Yurakne, and now Miss Anais.

People can change suddenly, they say.

Ah, could it be…

Only Yurakne seemed to understand Anais’s psychology in this situation.

She couldn’t deny the fact that Anais’s heart might be swelling with triumph.

Tomorrow might be their last meeting.

So, I won’t interfere.

Anais smiled broadly, whether she knew the gaze of those looking at her or not.

“Did you handle the theatre business well?”

“Yes, a couple of our members couldn’t enter because they’re not of age yet. So, Miss Anais and I will go.”

“A date for the two of us. That’s nice.”

So, they walked to the other side of the garden, talking about preparations for tomorrow’s event.

Yurakne watched their backs for a moment and then spoke to Ella.

“But what about you tomorrow? Will you be at the hotel?”

“No, I think I might go to the square for other events or sightseeing.”

However, Yurakne didn’t take her words at face value.

She knew when Ella wore that mischievous smile.

“You plan to go inside, don’t you?”

“Yes. I’ve become friendly with some of the Rose Wind employees over the past few weeks.”

“When did that happen?”

“We’ve been meeting discreetly and hanging out. If I ask, they’ll let me in through the back door. It’s a shame I won’t be able to see it from the VIP section, but I can’t help it.”


“Are you going alone?”

“If I ask, maybe one or two more can come. Yurakne, would you like to come?”

“No, I’m fine. The reason I asked is…”

“Oh! Then I guess I’ll have to go alone! Since I don’t have anyone else to take care of!”

Ella shouted as if she was telling everyone.

Maya, who had been sketching, stopped her hands.

***

The police officers in Luz were patrolling the streets today, tense all day.

It was the opening day of the Circus Grand Prix.

The entire city had been suffering from the chaos during the festival preparations.

Everyone was afraid of what kind of hellish scene would unfold on the day of the festival.

In preparation for any unforeseen circumstances, all the cavalry of the mounted police was mobilized.

The first firework went up just as the sun was disappearing behind the western building rooftop.

The city’s streetlights came on.

Simultaneously, the door at the back of the cabaret opened, and dozens of acrobats began their march.

All of the acrobats were dressed in vibrant colours.

The colour red was emphasized, perhaps in reverence to the name “Rose.”

Trumpets, trombones, and other brass instruments played as they marched to the beat of the drums.

The crowd clapped and danced to the music.

But the real excitement began afterward.

The highly skilled dancers from the Rose Windmill Cabaret appeared.

Their shoulders and chests were boldly exposed.

Whenever their long legs swayed beneath their skirts, heads turned in all directions.

In terms of beauty and physique, not a single person fell short.

The dancers performed their dances with passionate movements.

With each sway of their bodies, their skirts fluttered, releasing a dazzling array of colours.

The stage on which the dancers performed had wheels attached to it.

Horses led the way.

The mounted police of Luz willingly cooperated.

Even in the midst of chaos, the horses remained calm.

Strictly speaking, the mounted police were not city guards but part of the military.

The horses were trained not to be afraid even in the midst of turmoil.

The cabaret’s march started from the back of the Rose Windmill and passed through the square, in front of the city hall, and back to the main entrance of the windmill.

The second firework went up, and the orchestra on the central stage began to play.

At the same time, people streamed into the square.

Once the festival started, the police officers’ tension quickly eased.

Contrary to their concerns, the festival proceeded very smoothly.

It was not quiet by any means.

Even now, in front of the Rose Windmill Cabaret, the street was bustling like a marketplace.

The crowds watching the performances were fascinated.

Fireworks of various sizes shot up here and there, and laughter never ceased.

Around the cabaret, in the tents on the streets, acrobats not participating in the Grand Prix showed off their skills.

They, who had been the primary concern of the police, surprisingly never once crossed the line.

A clown distributing balloons to the families in the crowd passed over the mounted police officers.

One acrobat skilfully guided the audience to clear a path for the police officers.

A few times, Carletto, the familiar tightrope walker, was dragged over to exchange light-hearted jokes with the female officer. She responded with a smile to his jests, and the audience responded with laughter and applause.

Sergeant Sabo of the mounted police finally realized what was going on.

They were craving the admiration, cheers, compliments, and applause of the people.

So they did nothing to endanger, anger, or offend anyone.

Outside the stage, we might not know, but on stage, they were consummate professionals.

“May the glory of the circus be with you.”

If Sister Anne heard this, she would have sounded the bells.

Well, who cares? Its a great day.

With these thoughts, Sabo continued to patrol. Somewhere, a rose drifted through the air and naturally stuck to his horse’s mane.

A fairy-like acrobat in a jester costume, leaping lightly over the tents, winked at him.

As he circled back around the cabaret, he saw carriages lined up in front of the main gate.

Most of them belonged to noble families or companies.

They were the sponsors of the Circus Grand Prix.

Many were foreign nobles he had never heard of, but there were also well-known figures from Charlotia.

The carriage that had just stopped in front of the cabaret was different.

“Anais Vergsong, a member of the Merchant Guild.”

“More precisely, it’s the Vergsong Family’s carriage. There are no ‘1844 and following’. Go from underneath.”

Five people got out of the carriage.

The woman with green hair and a slender figure was Anais Vergsong herself.


Behind her stood a bodyguard, and the two girls appeared who appeared to be the members of the circus.

And next to them stood a man in black attire with blonde hair.

He was the infamous Frank Wonderstein.

Today, he was the man Sabo was targeting.

He gripped his riot baton tightly.



 
  
    Chapter 52: Opening Ceremony of the Reversal (7)


The path from the hotel to the theater was packed with people.

Even though it was the middle of the day, the carriage struggled to maintain its speed due to the sheer number of people.

Eventually, it slowed down even further, to the point where walking might have been faster.

As I worried whether we would arrive on time, the carriage suddenly picked up speed again.

This was because the police had set up barricades from City Hall to the theatre to secure the entrance.

Was this what it felt like to race down a clear road after being stuck in traffic?

The coachman informed us that we would arrive in three minutes.

As the estimated arrival time was moved up, the inside of the carriage grew bustling.

Anais received help from her maidservant to adjust her hat’s decoration, Ella straightened her uniform’s collar, and even Maya, who had seemed indifferent to her appearance, combed her dishevelled hair.

I watched them quietly as they prepared.

I didn’t need to put any effort into dressing up like they did.

Wonderstein’s physique was different from that of an ordinary human.

It always maintained its perfection without the need for bathing or grooming.

External invaders like germs and dust were naturally repelled by the skin layer over time.

For me, cleaning my body was nothing more than a time pass.

The carriage stopped in front of the theatre, and the door opened.

A tremendous wave of cheers and excitement washed over us.

If it had been the old me, I might have been overwhelmed and unable to breathe in this atmosphere.

But the smiling man calmly attracted the attention of the crowd.

We walked to the theatre entrance under the police escort.

There was a red carpet on the ground and cabaret staff welcoming us.

Ella, Maya, and I decided to part ways here.

“If you get tired of sightseeing, you two can return to the lodging first,” I said.

The two of them looked at each other for a moment and then nodded simultaneously.

“We would go together. You need to tell us what you saw inside, okay?”

“I’ll wait for you.”

“Huhuhu, then let’s meet in four hours. Enjoy the sights.”

“You, on the other hand, don’t cause any trouble. Don’t pick fights with other circus groups or anything.”

“I’ll do my best.”

The two girls walked side by side behind the police officers.

It was fortunate that they seemed to get along well.

When Maya first joined the circus, I had worried that her personality might not mesh well with Ella’s…

But perhaps because they were of the same age, they quickly became close.

“Ringmaster, may I request you to escort me?” Anais blushed and extended her hand.

I had learned etiquette from the instructor she had invited over the past few days.

With a graceful gesture, I bent my waist and took her hand.

“Huhuhu, of course. Shall we go?”

My response seemed appropriate, as she rewarded me with a bright smile.

But was it just my imagination, or did that smile seem somewhat sad?

We entered the lobby together like that.

There, journalists from all over the world were taking photos and conducting interviews with the participants of the Circus Grand Prix, which had resumed after a whopping 17 years.

“Isn’t this the competition that has been resumed after 17 years? It’s a great honour for me to finally step onto the stage I admired it as a child. Qualifying rounds is not my goal. I’m aiming for the championship…”

Someone arrived before us.

In the lobby, a deep, booming voice resounded.

I recognized the face.

It was Minova, known as the “Rooster.”

His bright red mohawk, beard, and the large black feather adornment resembling a rooster’s tail were all distinctive features.

The man with an overly muscular upper body, who always boasted of himself as the manliest of men, was famous for his slovenly behaviour.

Journalists found his long-winded and loud speeches tiresome. While he spoke, he continued to look around, clearly distracted.

During one such occurence, a journalist made eye contact with us.

He looked at Anais with wide eyes and suddenly exclaimed, “Lady Vergsong!”

“What?”

“Seriously?”

“Lady Vergsong?”

The attention of the journalists quickly shifted towards us.

Minova, who had been conducting the interview, became irrelevant.

The journalists urged us to step in front of the cameras, and the event host quickly ushered Minova off the stage.

Minova’s face turned as red as his hair.

He glared at me with resentful eyes.

Well, everyone was already bored with you.

I averted my gaze from him and remembered the prepared lines.

Ella had provided them, just in case I made a mistake during the interview.

Most of the questions were standardized, so memorizing them wasn’t difficult.

“Winning seems distant right now. We’re just doing our best at the moment.”

“Is Ursus still your most admired acrobat?”

“That’s a secret. A magician can’t reveal his tricks.”

However, we hadn’t prepared for any of the questions being asked now.

“What is the exact nature of your relationship?”

“Are you really dating, as rumoured?”

“How did you meet?”

A barrage of questions from countless people.

Flashes popping everywhere.

The content of the questions was also completely unexpected.

I was quite flustered.

What? Anais and I dating?

What rumours?

The smiling man helped me maintain my composure, but it wasn’t helping me on how to handle this situation.

This was a realm unrelated to game strategies.

I stood there, smiling foolishly, but fortunately, Anais stepped forward to clarify the situation.


“Today is the opening ceremony.

We won’t answer personal questions.

We will create an official statement regarding the circulating rumours.”

Soon, another participant arrived, and we were able to escape the press conference room with great difficulty.

“What’s going on?”

Her composed response was definitely not improvised.

She must have known this would happen.

She gave a sad smile, as she had earlier.

“I’ll explain everything in the room.”

The opening ceremony took place in Rose Windmill’s Hall 1.

This was the same place we had visited when Ella was in charge of the event.

Hall 1’s seating was divided into two main sections.

The first was the ground floor tables, where you could watch the stage up close, and the second was the balcony seating on floors 2, 3, and 4, which offered a view overlooking the stage.

The ground floor was already packed with people.

These were the local dignitaries and patrons who had supported the Grand Prix.

The Grand Prix participants were assigned to the upper balcony seats.

As we were about to ascend the stairs, we encountered someone at the entrance.

“Aren’t you Mrs. Vergsong the sponsor?”

“Lord Dosville.”

A young man with dark, tangled hair approached us.

Given that he was addressed as Lord, he seemed like a noble.

After all, how many non-nobles would be present here?

“Well, it seems you’ve become healthier. I don’t see that nasty contraption either.”

He looked at Anais’s body with slimy eyes, pretending to have a casual attitude.

Anais scowled in response to his gaze.

“Lord Dosville, what brings you here?”

“Do you not know? I am a VIP customer at this cabaret.”

Lord Dosville raised an eyebrow, his reaction and Anais’s response, as well as the expression on the driver standing behind him, all indicated that he was not particularly well-regarded.

“But who is this gentleman?”

He seemed to have just noticed me, and his expression was one of surprise.

“He….He is the ringmaster leading the circus troupe that I sponsored recently, Mr. Wonderstein. This is Lord Dosville, who used to visit my mansion and provide me with tutoring. He’s quite knowledgeable, as you can see.”

Despite Anais’s teasing tone, he didn’t show any signs of being offended. In fact, he chuckled.

He exaggerated his expression and expressed his pleasure at seeing me.

“Oh, to meet the famous Mr. Wonderstein! It’s an honour to meet you! By the way, you truly have a remarkable presence. I can understand why Lady Vergsong is captivated. I heard stories about yout! Haha!”

He intentionally raised his voice to attract the attention of the people around us.

Clearly, he was trying to provoke such reactions.

[The reputation of the circus troupe has dropped by 2.]

Darn it.

Between one and two weeks, the reputation of the circus troupe had plummeted.

I initially thought it was because we hadn’t performed for a long time, but it seemed that the rumours were the problem.

Reputation wasn’t just about being talked about; it could also decline if the talk turned negative.

I could easily read the malicious teasing in the glances people were casting at us.

What the heck was that rumour?

“Let’s go inside.”

Anais couldn’t bring herself to look at my face directly, or maybe she didn’t want to, and she walked ahead of me.

We climbed the stairs, ignoring the stares of the people around us.

Our assigned seats were on the fourth floor.

The cabaret’s balcony seats were similar to those in other theatres, but they had one unique feature: luxurious bedrooms were attached to the seats.

“Oh… the bedroom is quite lovely.”

Anais said with a slightly excited voice.

A bed adorned with provocative red heart decorations, a makeshift stage for dancing, and in the corner, whips, gags, and collars for some unknown reason.

The entire place felt like a love hotel, with red lights and curtains everywhere.

We went out onto the balcony and took our seats.

From there, we had a view of the stage below.

On the table, there were several types of high-quality alcohol and drinks as welcome drinks.

“Do you like tea, Mr. Ringmaster?”

Anais asked as she handed me a glass of iced tea.

I accepted it but didn’t drink. I just wasn’t in the mood for tea, but Anais seemed unable to figure out if I was annoyed.

“Did you feel embarrassed earlier?”

“A little.”

I replied with a smile, but it seemed to make her even more uneasy.

She kept glancing at me, hesitant to say something.

Her lack of confidence and hesitation was unlike her usual self. She was always confident, even when facing difficult situations.

I had also been through a lot today, and I didn’t particularly like it.

But seeing her so dejected wasn’t pleasant either.

I wondered what had caused her to become like this.

She cautiously scanned my expression before finally getting to the point.

“Actually, there have been rumours circulating recently. They say that you and I… are in a relationship.”

Her face turned red as she said it.

An embarrassed Anais.

Seems like he saw quite a spectacle today.

“But I don’t think that’s the only reason.”

If that were the case, our reputation wouldn’t have dropped so dramatically.

Her attitude, the people making mocking remarks about us earlier, and the way people were looking at us—all of it indicated something more.

I realized that there was something else going on.

She nodded.

“I can guess who might have started the rumour.”

She tapped her fingers on the glass and mentioned a name I knew.

“Pierre Mopassan.”

I didn’t expect that name to come up here.

I chuckled bitterly.


“Your uncle, huh.”

“The person who tried to kill me.”

“Hasn’t he been caught?”

“He seems to have escaped to some island in the Caribbean. There are over hundreds of nameless islands there. If he goes there, it’s almost impossible to find him.”

When I heard his name, I had a feeling that the quest that had ended differently from the original story had come back to haunt me like a butterfly effect.



 
  
    Chapter 53: Opening Ceremony of the Reversal (8)


[Subquest Sponsor]

The first quest I completed after coming to this world.

Back then, I had just arrived, so everything was clumsy.

I was pushed around by the ‘Laughing Man’ and even got shot.

The quest itself was simple, and the reward was small.

But the ripple effect was significant.

Not only did it activate the “Main Quest – Circus Grand Prix,” but it also gained me a sponsor to fund my travels for two and a half years.

The problem was that this quest was derived from TT3.

The enemies in TT1 and TT2 were not enemies at this point in time.

They would become monsters in the main storyline later on.

Currently, they were mostly ordinary people, so forming any kind of relationship with them didn’t burden me for the future.

Ghost Derek, for example, was a future ally, but I had to kill him.

However, the enemies in TT3 were different.

They had been connected to Wonderstein from before the main storyline.

My changed behaviour could influence them and have a direct impact that would come back to haunt me.

I had to handle quests related to TT3 with caution.

But at that time, I couldn’t think that far ahead.

I had to adapt to my new body, experiment at the Evolution Research Lab, and deal with the first tasks given to me.

I didn’t know what information Pierre had passed in the Carribean.

But it had definitely influenced the judgment of their leader, ‘Rabbit.’

Something had piqued her interest.

Perhaps jealousy, suspicion, or mischief.

There were several possible reasons, but nothing was certain.

She had a relationship with Wonderstein, but she couldn’t be considered a complete ally.

In the game, her personality was whimsical, and her actions were unpredictable.

She might try to hinder me one day and cooperate with me the next.

“Why did he spread such rumours?”

“To tarnish my reputation.”

Anais let out a bitter laugh.

She, too, was amazed at how her uncle was manipulating her niece’s love life behind the scenes.

“Two months ago, I reported my uncle’s attempted murder to the Council. And I issued a warrant for his arrest. He fled without any excuse, which was practically an admission of guilt. So the faction on his side quieted down. They knew that if they intervened, they could be charged with complicity in his crimes. But just a few weeks ago, strange rumours started circulating.”

She paused here and glanced at me.

It seemed like those rumours were about the Circus that had damaged the Merchant Union’s reputation.

“Don’t misunderstand me. It’s just that the rumours are like that. So, what are they about…? Well, it’s about a suspicious magician who hangs around me, using sweet talk to cloud my judgment and manipulate me.”

I inwardly sighed.

It wasn’t entirely false.

After all, the original Wonderstein approached her with that intention.

“They even brushed off the fact that my uncle tried to kill me as a delusion. They said I was just spouting nonsense under the magician’s spell.”

“Do people believe that?”

Anais pursed her lips.

“It’s true that my actions may seem strange to people. A lord of a territory and the head of a Merchant Union traveling with a circus… The only testimony people hear is that I’m always with the Ringmaster… and rumours that I’m deeply infatuated with the Ringmaster… That’s the only thing they hear… So, it’s inevitable that people think that way.”

Well, there was no room for defence in that regard.

The owner of a prestigious Merchant union ranking among the best in the world has fallen in love with an unknown wandering magician?

The reaction of sane people was that she had lost his mind.

Now I understood the murmurs of the people on the first floor earlier.

“My family’s directors even heard the news and sent a protest letter, telling me not to do foolish things. The fact that they did that means everyone in the business world thinks the same way. They must believe I was definitely… tempted by the ringmaster. Otherwise, there’s no reason for me to suddenly sponsor such an unknown circus troupe.”

Her face turned bright red.

She fanned herself rapidly.

“They all said I’ve been emotionally unstable since my father passed away and want to lean on anyone. Hah, it’s ironic, considering not long ago they were praising Chairman of Vergsong as the pinnacle of the business world… Funny.”

At this point, I couldn’t help but have one question in mind.

Even if it’s just a ‘rumour’ with no clear evidence, why is she allowing it to spread like this?

Couldn’t she have said something during the interview earlier?

“All you have to do is deny it, right?”

Why is she letting this rumour escalate like this?

There’s an effective way to handle it.

“I’m not involved with anyone,” she could have said.

That would have easily resolved the issue.

It seemed that the reason this incident had escalated to this point was because she was allowing this rumour to spread.

Before the problem grew larger by denying and trying to recover, it could have been nipped in the bud.

Anais also had nothing to worry about in her position as a sponsor, and she could defend from the rabbit’s mischief.

A three-pronged strategy.

However, after hearing my words, she laughed bitterly.

“You mean to say I’m not involved with anyone…?”

She exhaled heavily and bowed her head deeply.

Her green hair hung like curtains, casting shadows on her face.

When her breathing finally calmed down, she spoke again.

“That’s right.”

Her voice sounded as if it had cracked, like the dry bottom of a river during a drought.

I swallowed my saliva.

Something was wrong.

I said something wrong.

It wasn’t until I spoke and she reacted that I realized it.

“Even the directors pushed for me to make that announcement.”

She laughed.

Among all the laughter I had heard from her until now, this one was the coldest, most suffocating, and harshest.

“I’m not involved with anyone…”

She lifted her head.

Tears were flowing from her two eyes.

Her lips carried the same sad smile I had seen several times since yesterday.


“That’s right. What kind of relationship can there be? Huhu. My relationship with the ringmaster… was just a business deal…”

She wiped away her tears with her sleeve.

“I guess I got a bit greedy.”

Her smile distorted.

Slowly.

And then she smiled widely again.

Quickly.

“The ringmaster didn’t do anything wrong.”

I wanted to deny her words.

But I couldn’t think of a suitable response.

“The ringmaster is a good person. He took bullets to save me.”

Because of money.

“He jumped into the water to save a girl.”

Because of favourability.

“He shielded his members from an explosion with his body.”

Because of quests.

“He pursued his dream tirelessly without losing sight of it.”

Because of the rewards I would receive.

“I know. The director is a good person.”

No, I am not.

“Otherwise, you wouldn’t have taken my teasing so well with a smile.”

It’s because of the curse.

“Thank you for putting up with my antics for a month.”

I should not be receving thanks.

No, it’s actually me who should be thankful.

I just realized why she chose today of all days to reveal this.

She could appeal that she alone cant defend against the pressure and would need to withdraw the sponsorship.

Then, she could have easily obtained what she wanted.

But she didn’t.

She didn’t use her sponsorship as a weapon to hold me captive.

Even though it was my position to kneel if she did.

The reason she revealed this on the day of the opening ceremony was that once the competition started, sponsors couldn’t withdraw their support.

She was considerate of me, so I wouldn’t be anxious if I heard such rumours.

To her, I…

We’re not on bad terms, I say.

“I’m sorry for suddenly crying. I was prepared, but still… However, hearing those words directly from the ringmaster hurts my heart.”

What should I say to comfort her…

My words wouldn’t come out.

I just stared at her stupidly.

“Just what do you think of me after spending a month together, ringmaster?”

I had the urge to run out of this room immediately.

Anger and embarrassment towards myself were fighting inside me.

I should entertain the sponsor.

Why does she keep bothering me?

Love, what nonsense. It must be a misunderstanding.

I once confessed my love to a helper who used to lift my feet.

I mistook her kindness and smile for affection.

“I wish she had just pushed me away.”

She said she was just doing the job for money.

Kindness and smiles were all just consideration for the customer.

“I wish you hadn’t smiled at me.”

I received a phone call saying they were replacing the helper.

Why did she run away like that?

I wish she had just gone back to our original relationship.

“I wish you had said you didn’t like me.”

But what if she had rejected my feelings and then continued to lift my feet with the same smile, the same kindness, as if nothing happened?

Wouldn’t that have been even more cruel?

I guess it was more considerate to cut ties cleanly.

It took me a few years to realize that.

What I did to her for the past month was not just building a wall.

It was a cowardly outburst of anger.

I was mistaken back then.

So what I am doing now is also a mistake.

But was my heart really just a mistake back then?

Didn’t I like her?

Wasn’t it because I wanted to deny being rejected?

I was lying to myself because I didn’t want to admit that.

I couldn’t understand my own feelings, yet I pretended to understand the other person’s feelings and poked fun at her.


I wanted to scream loudly.

But no words came out of my throat.

I could only smile at her quietly.

I hoped that it would be a lonely and sad smile, just like the one that seemed to hang on her lips.

If not, I wanted to make it look like I was crying, even if I had to tear my own lips apart.
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In the entertainment industry, there is an expression called ‘rotten tomatoes.’

This term originated from the rumour that when people watch a terrible performance, they throw tomatoes onto the stage. It was used to refer to actors with poor skills, and also to criticize a performance by saying something like, “After watching that show, I felt like searching for rotten tomatoes.”

However, it’s not easy to find records of actual tomatoes being thrown onto the stage. According to a investigation by a magazine specializing in theatre and circus arts, there has been only one official case of tomatoes being thrown onto the stage in the past 30 years.

And today, in the town of Luz, there might be another case.

On the day of the opening ceremony of Circus Grand Prix, the square in front of the Rose Windmill Cabaret was open to performers who were not participating in the competition. Those who applied to the organizers were allocated space to set up their own stages and perform freely.

The festival atmosphere was filled with lively songs from all directions, musical instruments playing cheerful melodies, acrobats displaying their skills, and actors performing short plays.

Among them, two men dressed in suits and wearing clown makeup had set up a sign that read “Typical” and were performing a comedy act. One of them acted foolish, and the other would slap him in a slapstick comedy routine, a typical two-person comedy act.

However, labelling their performance as “typical” only applied to the format. The content was refreshingly bad. The dialogue was nonsensical, the humour was out of place, and most importantly, the flow of the play didn’t make logical sense.

How a complaint about yesterday’s fish stew by a rural village chief led to a conversation between an airplane captain and a co-pilot was something that nobody understood.

Not only was the script a problem, but the actors performing it were also an issue. Awkward delivery of lines, interrupted timing, and unnatural physical comedy.

Both of them possessed skills that warranted a shower of rotten tomatoes with no room for excuses.

At first, the audience laughed out of disbelief, but as time passed, they began to express their irritation and eventually resorted to yelling.

“Enough! Stop it!”

“Boo, not funny!”

“Get off the stage!”

In the midst of a festival where laughter and applause filled the air, this was the only place where shouts and jeers were heard.

Despite the lack of positive response, Allen and Jo continued to perform on stage. They decided to step down when they felt the angry glares of the audience intensifying.

“Haha! Wasn’t I right? That’s your real talent!” Suab, the snake charmer who was standing behind the stage, burst into laughter as she watched the two of them.

She had been traveling with Allen and Jo since a few weeks ago after a rather unfortunate initial encounter. However, after getting to know each other through conversation, they surprisingly got along well. They ended up sharing accommodation and helping each other with their performances.

However, no matter how close they were, Suab couldn’t honestly say that their performances were entertaining.

Their scriptwriting skills were lacking, their acting abilities were subpar, and their comedic timing was often off.

Since receiving praise from Wonderstein, it had only gotten worse. They celebrated their talents being finally recognized, and with that, they started moving in even stranger directions.

They kept rewriting the script, tweaking their performances, and even changing their postures.

They were working hard, but no matter how you looked at it, it was a fiasco.

She had advised them countless times that this wasn’t it, but they wouldn’t listen.

They held onto the belief that the path of art was long and treacherous, even if the audience’s reviews weren’t favourable.

So, despite their persistence, today, which they had called a turning point, ended up being a humiliation in the middle of the performance.

Allen and Jo hit rock bottom.

Their stubbornness had led them to this.

“Rotten tomatoes.”

Ella, who had been watching their performance from the audience’s perspective, shook her head in dismay.

That devil had created yet another set of victims in a bizarre way.

Allen and Jo.

Ella had thought from the moment she first saw them that they were unlikely to succeed as actors.

Still, the reason she hadn’t prevented Wonderstein from inviting them was their incredible swordsmanship skills.

With such skills, they would be better off training in acrobatics or knife tricks than doing comedy.

Once they joined the circus troupe, Ella had planned to make them give up comedy and focus on that direction.

So, when they rejected the offer of joining, she felt annoyed.

She had been eager to see how far they could succeed with their skills.

But seeing them completely ruined like this was its own kind of pity.

Ella looked up at the clock hanging in front of the Rose Windmill.

It was almost time.

The opening ceremony would start soon.

She headed towards the back door of the Rose Windmill Cabaret.

There was still some time before the opening ceremony, so she wandered around the square in front of the cabaret, watching street performances.

She could have gone into the theatre and waited, but it wasn’t a good choice.

The cabaret staff were all working hard for the opening ceremony, and goofing off on the side would be a good way to invite trouble.

She was no longer just an ordinary acrobat.

She was the assistant ringmaster of a circus troupe.

If she misbehaved, not only would she suffer the consequences, but the entire circus troupe might also face criticism.

Furthermore, the theatre staff who had shown her kindness might not hear good things about her.

So, she decided to wait outside until the time came.

Ella glanced back.

A girl with white hair was following her, like a doll.

Maya.

To others, they might not even look like they were together.

They were several meters apart, hadn’t exchanged a word since their argument yesterday, and their gazes were directed in different places.

They hadn’t spoken a word to each other since their argument and the situation had yet to be resolved.

Of course, in front of Wonderstein, they had pretended as if everything was fine. It was an unspoken agreement between them.

So, in front of him, they acted nonchalantly, but as soon as they were out of his sight, they distanced themselves from each other as if they had never been together.

Ella looked at Maya, who was pretending not to care, with an expressionless face and sighed.

She knew what Maya wanted.

She probably wanted Ella to get her in for the opening ceremony as well.

However, maybe due to pride, she didn’t say a word of request and just quietly followed behind her.

But was I the same?

Ah! Then I’ll go alone! It’s actually nice not to have to take care of anyone!

Although she could have suggested going together, she hinted subtly with the intention that if she really wanted to come, she would come on her own. It was too damaging to their pride to show open kindness.

Honestly, deep down, she just wanted to come alone without her.

But she couldn’t do that.

Whether she liked it or not, now they were in the same troupe.

Even if they didn’t show it, if someone found out, and they couldn’t pretend otherwise.

“Ella Yang! You arrived just in time. Did you come alone?”

The side entrance of the cabaret.

The man who had decided to bring her in today was waiting there.

It was Paris, one of the cabaret’s performers.

He greeted Ella with a friendly smile.

“Do you have a companion?”

“Oh, I have one person with me.”

Maya quietly approached behind Ella.


They still didn’t meet each other’s gaze.

He glanced at Maya’s appearance, let out a small sigh of admiration, and then cleared his throat.

“Is she your friend?”

At the word “friend,” Ella and Maya briefly met each other’s eyes.

In that moment, they realized they were thinking the same thing.

“No.”

Under Paris’s guidance, the two girls entered the cabaret.

Occasionally, employees were running somewhere, looking for someone, or focusing on something.

Paris asked Maya a few questions that he would typically ask someone he was meeting for the first time, but Maya’s short, concise answers made him uncomfortable.

“Hey, Paris! What are you doing there? You should be moving the equipment!”

“Oh, sorry! Can you wait here in the lounge for a moment? I’ll be back after I finish this.”

Paris rushed off following a senior calling him.

The lounge was a small room with enough space for about six people to sit on sofas.

The two girls sat as far apart as possible and didn’t say a word.

Awkward silence flowed for a few minutes.

Ella was the first to break the silence.

“Sorry.”

She looked at Maya with a sheepish expression.

“For saying your magic was weird.”

Silence fell again.

Maya didn’t react to her apology.

She still had an expressionless face.

But Ella could tell.

She was flustered.

Maya spoke after a short pause.

“Why do you dislike the ringmaster?”

Ella, who was considering her response, quickly found a good excuse.

“…You can’t tell just by looking at what he does?”

“Ah.”

Maya nodded as if she understood her answer.

No matter how much she might dislike Ella, she couldn’t say that Ella didn’t do much. After all, Wonderstein himself entrusted her with responsibilities and was off having fun with other women. Maya had only been in the circus for a few days, but whenever she saw Ella, she was always working.

On the other hand, the ringmaster was leisurely sipping tea with another woman…

Hmm.

Thinking about it, Maya felt a little embarrassed about her past actions.

She hadn’t understood the feelings of the hardworking assistant ringmaster.

“I’m sorry too.”

A smile appeared on Ella’s face.

Maya also showed a slight smile.

To others, it might not look like a smile at all, but Ella could tell.

It was an effort on Maya’s part to show a smile for her.

Maybe they could become good friends…

“I should call you Assistant Ringmaster.”

Maya, who had been calling Ella by her first name until now, brought up the issue of titles formally.

Ella responded with a playful smile.

“It’s okay. Just call me Ella.”

“Assistant Ringmaster.”

Maya said firmly.

“It’s fine. I prefer Ella.”

“That’s not how close we are.”

Her cold response made Ella smile awkwardly.

Maybe we’re not a good match…

But if this level of communication is possible…

“…Can I keep calling you ‘Maya’?”


“Yeah.”

At that moment, the lounge door opened with a loud bang, and Paris entered.

“Sorry for the delay. Let’s go. The opening ceremony is about to start. I’ve reserved a good seat for you among the staff.”

The two girls left the room.

Their distance had become slightly closer than before.
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The step seats in the cabaret were arranged in a semi-circular shape at the back of the stage.

Ella, who had been frequenting the theatre for the past three weeks, was well aware of its layout.

Not only was it right next to the stage, but it was also on the second floor, providing an excellent view overall.

The only drawback was that you couldn’t watch the performance head-on; you had to view it from the rear or sides. This place was never intended for watching performances in the first place, so it couldn’t be helped.

These step seats were right in the centre of the theatre.

Half of the seats around the step seats led to Hall 1, while the other half divided into Hall 2 and Hall 3.

In other words, from here, you could not only overlook all three halls but also move between them.

The food prepared in the kitchen and the drinks fetched from the warehouse all passed through this area on their way to the audience.

The sight of well-dressed guests at neatly arranged tables could be seen through the windows beyond.

In contrast, the inside of the step seats was chaotic.

Waiters carrying snacks and drinks for the guests, seamstresses hurrying to the warehouse to fetch costumes for the short-handed dancers, and apprentice chefs carrying requested ingredients from the kitchen, among others.

As with any backstage area, this place was in complete chaos as a big performance approached.

Fortunately, this scene of the staff rushing about was not visible from the audience seats.

The glass windows surrounding the step seats had all been specially treated. You could see outside from inside, but from the outside, the interior was not visible. All you could see was a pitch-black wall.

The location Paris had led her to was at the very end of the step seats.

It had the widest field of vision, allowing her to see a bit of the front of Hall 1.

Naturally, just anyone couldn’t occupy such a place.

It was meant for those who orchestrated the entire performance.

Director Yug Maroine, the mastermind behind Le Luz’s nights, was waiting for them there.

“Ella, have you arrived?”

Director Yug Maroine.

With his stocky and diminutive stature, he wore round sunglasses that resembled an owl’s eyes.

He was an elderly man with a demeanour that evoked an image of an old hawk.

“I haven’t had the chance to see you for a few days.”

“We’ve had a lot to do leading up to the opening ceremony.”

He greeted her with a smile, and Ella returned the greeting with a delighted expression.

“It seems that having Ella here has even made our manager smile again after a long time.”

By his side was a woman in her mid-40s.

She was Mare, the choreographer who directed and managed the theatre’s dancers.

She looked at Maroine and Ella, who were smiling at each other, with a complex expression.

Director Yug Maroine, who usually always appeared irritable and cynical, now had a warm smile on his face when Ella was around, almost like the grandfather next door.

He liked talented young people, paying no attention to their experience. Just by making Paris, the youngest actor, the star of this upcoming performance, it was clear.

“He liked performances.”

In his youth, he was a man who had abandoned his wife and daughter and roamed the world.

Perhaps that’s why.

Ella, who was not like any other woman, with a lot of talents even, didn’t seem to feel like a stranger to him.

Maybe he… is trying to find the image of the daughter he abandoned in his youth in her.

The two of them exchanged greetings with others, sitting and discussing today’s performance as if they were in a hurry.

In any case, both of them were humans who couldn’t spare any details when it came to performances.

Maya simply mentioned her name and sat in a corner, scanning the audience.

“Who are you looking for?”

“Our ringmaster.”

“If it’s Wonderstein Circus… wait a moment. The program schedule is here… Oh! There are two participants, the ringmaster of Wonderstein and the sponsor Miss Vergsong, hmm!”

Mare scanned Maya’s face with a hint of hesitation, as she knew the rumours circulating in the world. But she couldn’t read anything from her expression because she had been expressionless since she entered this place.

“They two are… over there. On the fourth-floor balcony…”

Mare stopped talking and closed her mouth.

The curtain was drawn on the balcony.

Having worked in cabarets for a long time, Mare knew the significance of the curtain on the balcony seats. Inside the balcony, there was a bedroom. It was a place where the women, who had agreed with the customers, had additional sleeping arrangements.

Beds, lights, tools. As Mare recalled the items there, her face contorted slightly.

Surely not. On opening day, in there?

No, it can’t be.

“The curtain is drawn there.”

“Oh… uh, yeah.”

Maya looked at the balcony seats with a puzzled expression.

Ella might have been able to read that emotion from her face, but right now she was busy talking to Maroine about something and didn’t have time to pay attention to her friend.

“If one knows Bouvalle, sponsorship products will keep appearing on the stage. During Kankang, a person-only bear doll suddenly appears and dances, and the lyrics suddenly include the name of a shipping company.”

Ella grinned at the old man’s grumbling.

“That’s the trend these days. In Vegas, there are even performances designed to sell products from the planning stage.”

“Humph. It’s all about money, money, money. Can there be a proper performance when it’s being controlled by sponsors?”

“The times have changed, Director.”

Ella, who had to perform on the streets every day due to her poor school situation, loved every performance, but she couldn’t afford to think about the practical issue of money.

“Still, be careful not to lean too far in one direction during the competition. If it’s too obvious, there might be biased accusations.”

“Are you saying I should favour the deputy ringmaster of a circus troupe like this?”

Maroine’s mischievous tone made Ella smile awkwardly.

“Is that what you’re suggesting? Are you going to report it to the organizers?”

“Hehe, we’ll both end up fired then.”

The two of them laughed again, facing each other.

The choreographer Mare, who had been silently watching them, seemed to be waiting for the right moment and suddenly intervened.

“Miss Ella, the topic of sponsorship came up, so I’d like to ask. Who is Mrs. Vergsong? Does she prioritize profits, or does she prioritize the completion of the work?”

Her question was quite sudden. Ella and Maya didn’t understand her intent, but Maroine and Paris looked at her with a bewildered glance.

“Hey, do you think you should be asking about that here?”

“I was curious too, but I was holding back.”

Ella said as the atmosphere around them began to feel strange.

“Mrs Vergsong? She always quietly supports us. She fulfils our requests right away.”

“Wow, she’s really a great supporter. Our sponsor, Lord Mustang, values avoiding scandals above all else. He hates anything that tarnishes his honour. Mr. Bouvalle, the manager, is profit-oriented. Is it because Director Wonderstein is good at business?”

Ella was quick to catch on.

As her words ended, she felt something in the gazes of the three people focused on her.

Should she try to evade the topic vaguely, or should she confront it head-on?

The decision didn’t take long.


Risk avoidance was the choice of a strong person who had many things to protect.

Circus troupes like theirs, unknown and nameless, had to take in whatever came their way, whether it was poison or medicine.

“It’s all thanks to the ringmaster. Miss Anais Vergsong has a deep affection for the ringmaster.”

“Indeed!”

“Was that so…”

People in the theatre nodded their heads.

Ella intentionally pretended to be puzzled and asked, “What’s going on? Do you all know something?”

Mare whispered to her, “Ella, don’t you read magazines?”

“I read them a lot.”

“What genres?”

“Um, romance, and…?”

“All related to performances, huh? Just like our manager. I’m talking about the magazines that girls your age read…”

“You can find all the circus news there.”

“Circus news, but not really gossip news.”

Mare told Ella about the rumours circulating about Lady Vergsong and the wandering circus troupe leader, rumours of their love affair.

As Ella listened to the story, she exclaimed, “Huh?”

“What is that all about?”

“Everyone is saying that. Why would someone like Miss Anais Vergsong support such an unknown circus troupe unless she had a crush on the ringmaster? They say she’s following him around because she’s attracted to him. Luckily, there was a recent statement denying the rumours. They’ll officially announce the reason for her support soon, I guess. People naturally think they’ll deny any love affair. If they’re in their right minds, they won’t admit to it.”

Hearing this, Ella remembered the magazines Yurakne-unnie used to read.

Mainly women’s magazines filled with gossip and rumours.

She probably read all the articles.

And she probably laughed when she read about love affairs and such.

But the ringmaster had no such feelings for the other side.

Of course, he would deny the love affair.

Ella silently clicked her tongue.

Yurakne, was this why you didn’t participate in the opening ceremony?

“But when I hear what Ella said, some of it seems to be true. That Lady Anais did pursue the ringmaster.”

“Oh, well…”

Ella realized that she had said something she shouldn’t have.

Because of her slip of the tongue, some of the rumours had turned into facts.

And that was the worst possible outcome.

People might as well believe in a love affair rather than the idea that she had unrequited love and got rejected, which would tarnish Anais Vergsong’s reputation.

“But I mentioned that, I…”

“Of course, I’ll keep it a secret.”

Mare told the most unbelievable lie in the world.

Ella was confident that soon everyone in the cabaret would be exchanging rumours about “certified by the deputy ringmaster of the circus.”

This wouldn’t cause a butterfly effect, would it?

“Curtain.”

At that moment, Maya, who had been quietly scanning the audience, spoke up.

She had also heard the contents of the rumour.

And that made her curious about what might be behind the curtain.

“The curtain is still closed.”

What could be happening behind it?

Secretive pranks.

Playful acts of love.

And hot lips and tongues…

Maya clenched her fist.

No, it couldn’t be.

The ringmaster…

In a place with so many people…

Doing such a thing…

Maya struggled to control her emotions, but then Ella’s words left her momentarily stunned.

“Uh, wasn’t there a bedroom back there?”

A bedroom?

A bedroom…

A bedroom!

It wasn’t just Maya who remembered something.

Old Maroine, Paris, Mare, Ella…

They all recalled it.

“Ah, no way.”

“No matter how you look at it, not in a place like this.”

“Ahem, that’s why minors aren’t allowed in here.”

Then, to their surprise, the curtain on the fourth-floor balcony opened.

Wonderstein and Vergsong appeared.

What had happened between them?

No one could know.

It was something that had occurred behind closed doors.

Then, a chilling voice flowed from Maya’s lips.

“She has redone her makeup.”

“What did you say?”

Maya’s eyes gleamed coldly.

She could remember the shape of her target clearly.

“Her hair is a bit wet too. She must have showered.”

“What…?”


“Even after washing, there are still traces of tears.”

Ella thought she should have covered Maya’s mouth, but it was too late.

The theatregoers began to murmur and exchange glances.

To the two girls, the contents might have sounded strange, but Ella was not thankful for such consideration.

She felt like she could hear the circus’s reputation plummeting in her ears.
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[The circus’s reputation has dropped by 1.]

Shortly after opening the curtains in the audience seats, a message appeared. Anais quickly closed the curtains, fearing that her crying would be seen, but it seemed that people had been gossiping about us again.

At this rate, it felt like the circus would hit rock bottom.

The current reputation of the circus is 21. Thanks to a performance in Aksville and Ella briefly appearing on the stage of the Rose Windmill, their reputation had once reached 40, but now it was almost halved.

They had dropped by 20 points in just two weeks.

The days of waiting for the Reputation 50 reward felt like a distant memory.

“Thank you, Ringmaster,” Anais said, looking at me with a smile.

She still looked pained and troubled, but she seemed much more relieved than she did earlier.

“It’s embarrassing to hear such words for something like this,” I replied.

“No, not for this. I’m thankful that you comforted me,” she clarified.

I stared at her blankly in response.

I hadn’t said a word while she was crying.

No matter what I said, it would have sounded like an excuse.

A coward hiding behind a wall due to his hurtful actions.

I didn’t know how to sincerely apologize to someone who had been calling out my name earnestly from below the wall, worn out from doing so.

Even when she confessed her love while crying.

Even when she forced a smile and expressed her disappointment.

I just remained silent and smiled.

Placing my hand on top of hers and lightly patting it was my greatest act of courage, as was wiping the water droplets from her hair in the bathroom with a handkerchief.

That’s all I could do.

And that’s something to be thankful for?

For not saying words of comfort?

Was I receiving sympathy from her again?

But her expression showed sincerity.

I imagined a scene where my opponent, who had scolded me, was now patting me with sympathetic eyes.

Oh.

A feeling of disgust welled up in my chest.

Her feelings must have been truly miserable.

That’s why she was thankful.

“I’m sorry.”

Even to me, it sounded like an apology without context or sincerity.

And I even smiled.

What would she think?

Would she hate me?

Contrary to my fears, she smiled and shook her head.

“It’s okay. I feel relieved now that I’ve let it all out.”

“…Really?”

She smiled even wider and nodded.

“It’s okay. It feels good to get it all out.”

She is not angry at all.

Contrary to my concerns, she seemed to be genuinely relieved.

It was a relief that my actions didn’t cause more pain.

“Sorry for making you worry.”

In my cautious approach, Anais clenched her fist and glared at me.

She playfully smirked and retorted, “Of course, it’s not okay! Do you think the person who got hurt in this incident will be feeling good?”

“I’m sorry,” I apologized.

“Well, there’s no need to apologize,” she replied. “Let’s just continue as we have been, given our relationship as the circus ringmaster and the sponsor. Oh, there’s something I’m curious about. You and Yurakne… there’s nothing between you two, right?”

She cautiously asked, as if she suspected something.

I smiled and shook my head. “No, we’re just fellow performers.”

She raised an eyebrow at my response. “Really? I see. It must be tough on your side too. You know, you’re quite an unlucky person.”

Out of the blue?

I couldn’t think of a suitable response and just chuckled as Anais let out a snort.

“Fine, forget it. It’s over now… Anyway, as planned, we’ll hold a press conference tomorrow. According to the board of elders, the ringmaster can be seen as the ‘benefactor who cured the illness,’ and the one-month trip can be explained as ‘for the sake of follow-up treatment.’ Oh, while we’re at it, how about doing it today? There’s a ceremony scheduled for the opening, along with the circus ringmaster’s oath and an introduction of the sponsors.”

She spoke rapidly, as if she was being chased by something.

She had said it was okay, but there were still wounds in the parts of her emotionally connected to me. So, I tried to avoid those parts as quickly as possible whenever they came up. I didn’t want to hurt her.

Because it would hurt me too.

As someone who had experienced heartbreak, I understood her feelings.

So, I consciously spoke in a cheerful tone, trying not to dwell on that aspect. “As we have been so far?”

“Yes. Oh, but there will be some changes. I’ll be more diligent in checking the accounts now. I’ve been letting things slide because I didn’t want to pressure the ringmaster too much.”

Her words made me snap to attention.

She had been doing it haphazardly?

Whenever there was an expense that seemed unnecessary in the accounts (including charges for dozens of silk handkerchiefs that Womon had torn to shreds), I had to listen to her scolding as the representative.

I recalled her sharp voice as she picked apart each item.

I couldn’t imagine how she could examine things more closely from here. Maybe I should start giving the money to Ella as she requested, and take the change as my allowance. I seriously considered changing the way things were done.

Then, suddenly, the entire hall went dark.

“It looks like they’re starting now.”

“But, Miss Anais, about what you said earlier…”

“I said the apology is enough. I don’t want to hear such talk from the ringmaster anymore. Remember, the opening ceremony hasn’t ended yet. If you keep it up, I’ll withdraw my sponsorship.”

She said firmly and then turned her gaze toward the stage.

I hadn’t meant to apologize but had merely was going to ask her about looking into the accounts. However, I couldn’t say anything more as her voice continued.

“Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to the Rose Windmill Cabaret! We are delighted to have you here!”

The owner of the Rose Windmill, Bouvalle, stood in the spotlight and ascended the stage.

He briefly greeted the audience and invited the dignitaries who had supported the festival onto the stage.

The mayor of Luz, the deputy mayor, the owner of the Moustan estate, the members of the Luz Administrative Committee, local nobles, the colonel of the Luz Mounted Police, the department head of the Luz Police Station (strangely, he was wrapped in bandages all over his body), Director Yug Maroine, and others came up, greeted briefly, and then left the stage.

Bouvalle went on to explain how the Circus Grand Prix would be revived.

This was a setting that did not appear in the game.

In TT1, it was only introduced as the world’s largest performing arts festival, and from TT2 onwards, there was no further mention of the Grand Prix because it was the backdrop for future events.

I listened to his explanation with the feeling of hearing the game’s backstory.

“17 years have passed since the last competition, and this year’s event is taking place because six Eastern countries were able to cooperate. Kiev, Charlotia, Delos, Castya, Posturica, and Vegas. Let’s give a round of applause to the representatives of these six nations!”


Then, one by one, elderly people in suits came up and presented a prepared opening speech.

The content was filled with various investigations, and it was quite boring in terms of content and structure.

No matter how much it was called the Circus Grand Prix, this aspect was not much different from real festivals.

It was a considerable waste of time to get the cooperation of powerful people in exchange for the approval of political figures.

As time passed, Bouvalle began explaining the rules of the Circus Grand Prix in earnest.

When he gave the signal, a vivid illusion created by a magician appeared behind him.

A wide semi-circular island flew across the sea of clouds.

On top of it, there were ivory-colored buildings densely packed together.

I let out a slight sigh when I saw that sight.

It was such a familiar and welcoming place.

The Sky City Hippodrome.

It was the stage for TT1.

As Bouvalle gave the next signal, the illusion expanded gradually, heading towards a certain point in the city.

I could tell where it was going just by looking at the focal point of the expansion.

Thanks to my perfect knowledge of the Hippodrome’s layout and the context of the competition introduction, I could only focus that place.

A smooth circular ring with a diameter of 1.5 km was connected to the north end of the city by a bridge.

The Hippodrome consisted of several subsidiary islands in addition to the main island, and that was one of them.

I had a pleasant smile on my face.

Seeing it in this way made me happy.

That place was the main stage of the Circus Grand Prix.

It was also where the final boss battle of TT1 took place.

The Aerial Theater Wonder Stage.

This part was already known to me.

Ella had explained it to me.

Participate in the preliminary rounds held at the six theaters in six countries, and if you pass the test set by the theater, you can receive a star from that theater.

Traveling to six theaters and taking the tests while touring the eastern continent for two years.

That was the preliminary round of the Circus Grand Prix.

Similar events were happening in the other five regions apart from here.

Although there might be a slight time difference.

In this way, during the preliminary round, critics from an authoritative magazine would assign grades to circus troupes.

Stars ranged from a minimum of 0 to a maximum of 3.

In other words, theoretically, even if you passed all the tests at the six theaters, if you didn’t receive stars from any of them, you couldn’t advance to the finals.

On the other hand, if you received 3 stars from one theater, you only needed to receive stars from four out of the six theaters.

Of course, both scenarios were not easy to achieve.

That concluded the explanation about the competition.

Bouvalle, who had been excitedly talking, suddenly had a solemn expression.

“Before we begin our specialty, we will take a moment of mourning.”

Why a mourning ceremony at the start of the festival?

But it seemed that no one else had any questions, excluding me.

Everyone fell into a solemn silence.

“2nd Circus Grand Prix. We have not been able to hold this festival for a long time since that day. Many fellow acrobats, singers, actors, magicians, and audience members were injured and killed in a terrible accident.”

Was there a setting I didn’t know about?


I pretended to pray, covering my mouth with my hand and closing my eyes.

“17 years ago, a terrorist incident occurred on the Wonder Stage of the Sky City Hippodrome. We do not know where the culprit came from. We do not know his purpose or identity. But we know how evil he was. That cursed name.”

The word that came out of Bouvalle’s mouth was very familiar.

“The Black Magician.”

One of Wonderstein’s nicknames.
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His alias, the Black Magician, had become quite tiresome even in the game.

“The opponent is the Black Magician.”

“I heard you defeated the Black Magician once. Give up; no one can rival the Black Magician’s power.”

All the characters from the game were familiar with that nickname. At the time, it had seemed like he had built up quite a reputation.

However, that nickname had a clear origin. The mysterious figure who had attacked the Grand Prix circus in the past.

Bouvalle briefly mentioned the name and didn’t bring it up again. It wasn’t appropriate to talk about an elusive criminal during a opening ceremony.

The atmosphere definitely changed once that name was mentioned. The acrobats sitting on the terrace looked different, their eyes filled with fear, sadness, and hatred alternating on their faces.

Bouvalle must have sensed the change in atmosphere, as he quickly moved on to the next stage after the opening ceremony ended.

“Now, we have prepared a celebratory performance on our side!”

As he gave the signal, the waiting orchestra began to play.

The Rose Windmill Cabaret’s specialty: the Cancan. Dancers in high heels took the stage, shaking their skirts vigorously to the lively music, extending their legs gracefully. The sight of dozens of perfectly toned, snow-white legs moving flawlessly resembled a flock of swans gracefully gliding across the water.

Every time the dancers’ legs were revealed, there were admiring gasps and whistles from the audience.

“Wow, the ladies’ legs are amazing!”

“Hey, turn around here too, please!”

“Would you like to make a bet with me tonight?”

The language coming from the gentlemen’s mouths was far from refined, but their expressions were more decent than their words.

There was no sign of discomfort on the faces of the spectators. What might be considered offensive outside was not harassment in this setting. Instead, responding loudly was a matter of etiquette.

If the audience remained seated while the dancers performed, they would be treated as uninterested individuals. If the audience didn’t smile or throw compliments when the dancers made eye contact, they would think they were being ignored.

Ella had taught me the etiquette of the cabaret. Fortunately, our balcony seats allowed us to simply applaud in time with the beat.

“They’re all so beautiful, aren’t they?” Anais said, and I nodded my head without hesitation.

I had been caught in this pattern several times before. If I responded positively without thinking, she would reply with something like this.

“Then why aren’t you applauding, sir? Do you not know how to whistle?”

But after waiting for a moment, the teasing I had expected didn’t come. When I looked back, she was staring at me with a smile, her chin resting on her hand.

“Why not? It’s a great performance. I’m enjoying it.”

This was its own form of hardship. The sight of her smiling with her eyes was almost frightening.

I almost preferred how things used to be in the past.

At that moment, Bouvalle returned to the stage.

As he raised his hand, the dancers froze in place, the music faded, and the lights dimmed. A spotlight from below illuminated the ceiling.

All eyes turned upward.

“Allow me to introduce the pride of our Rose Windmill! A singer who takes the night stage at the young age of 19! The Flower of Luz, Ivonne!”

A pair of ropes descended from the ceiling. It was a swing.

On the plank suspended between the ropes was a woman with lush red hair, wearing a deep crimson silk dress that revealed her thighs, fishnet stockings, and a wide-brimmed hat that almost covered her shoulders. Below, her face was as white as snow, with provocative red lips.

When the spotlight shone on her face, there were gasps of awe from the audience.

Her beauty, perfectly adorned, was several times more stunning than when I saw her in the hospital days ago.

“She truly is the Flower of Luz!”

“I’ve been a member of her fan club for three years!”

“Wow! Ivonne! Ivonne! Ivonne!”

The arrival of a true star representing the theatre was met with an extraordinary response.

Her name echoed throughout the hall.

With the audience’s cheers, she began to swing around the hall, even though it was dozens of meters high. She casually crossed her legs and waved to the guests on the terrace seats, occasionally lowering her body with just her legs hanging on the swing.

Initially, some guests screamed, thinking she was slipping, but they soon realized she was skilfully bouncing back to her position, and they cheered in excitement.

Swinging down from the fourth floor, the rope gradually extended to the third, then the second floor.

Finally, she descended over the heads of the guests at the table seats.

Ivonne gracefully bowed to the entire audience, bending at the waist.

Enthusiastic cheers and applause followed.

With the main vocalist’s appearance, the real performance of the cabaret was about to begin.

The lights returned, and the band resumed playing.

The lively piano performance was a perfect fit for Ivonne’s name as the Flower of Luz.

Anyone who heard that song would find it hard to sit still.

“The secret is a woman’s greatest charm!”

“Tears are a woman’s most potent weapon!”

“Jewels are a woman’s best friend!”

Most of the guests on the first floor stood up and started dancing. Even the dignified diplomats, who one wouldn’t expect to enjoy such activities, joined in with some graceful moves. After all, appreciating the local culture of the host country might be considered a diplomat’s virtue.

The most eye-catching among them was Viscount Dosville, who had previously challenged Anais. With one of the dancers, he displayed an extravagant dance performance, keeping pace with her steps so skilfully that it was challenging for even the dancer to keep up.

It was clear that he was not a novice when it came to the cabaret.

From the lower floor, someone added harmonies to Ivonne’s singing with a loud voice. There was no need to look down; that voice belonged to Minova the Rooster. He could produce a powerful sound without vocal amplification equipment. It was his specialty.

His singing filled the hall with a powerful resonance.

His performance was remarkable.

Despite this rude interruption into the main vocalist’s show, people couldn’t help but admire his talent. Ivonne also pointed to the balcony seat where he was and gave him a thumbs-up, harmonizing with him.

Glancing at the adjacent seat, I noticed that Anais’ face no longer bore the melancholy expression.

She was now dancing along, shoulders bouncing, and even singing along with the music.

My heart felt a bit lighter.

As time passed, the atmosphere of the show continued to intensify.

On the first floor, there was hardly anyone sitting anymore.

Everyone crowded around the stage, enthusiastically shaking their bodies.

The orchestra, led by Director Yug Maroine, increased the intensity of their performance to the point where it seemed like they were throwing their instruments. Especially the skilled drummer wielded his arms as if possessed, almost tearing the drum apart.

Ivonne and Minova’s voices grew louder with each repetition of the chorus.

In response, the dancing of the people became even more vigorous.

It was a worry that the building might collapse under the weight of their stomping feet and voices.

Just as the performance reached its climax, amidst this deafening noise, Anais approached.

At first, her words were barely audible, and I had to ask several times.

In the end, I had to press my face against hers.

Until our breaths touched each other’s faces.

Her face turned bright red.

“Excuse me… Ringmaster?”

“Yes?”

She smiled cautiously at me and spoke.

“May I ask you one question?”

“Of course.”


­”Secrets are! (Secrets are!)”

­”A woman’s! (A woman’s!)”

­”Greatest charm! (Oh, charm!)”

She hesitated for a moment before continuing.

“If I had approached you with a kinder attitude…”

­”Tears are! (Tears are!)”

­”A woman’s! (A woman’s!)”

­”Strongest weapon! (Oh, weapon!)”

“If I had shown a better side of myself…”

­”Jewels are! (Jewels are!)”

­”A woman’s! (A woman’s!)”

­”Closest friend! (Oh, friend!)”

“Or if I had given you more…”

­”Even if my heart is revealed!”

­”The secret still remains buried!”

“Would anything have changed?”

I could tell.

This was her final question.

­”Even if my smile fades away!”

­”Tears become even stronger!”

I answered honestly.

With a smile.

“No. I don’t think anything would have changed.”

“Is that so…?”

­”Even if my beauty withers away!”

­”Jewels forever shine!”

With a thud, the performance ended.

It was followed by the thunderous cheers of the audience.

The lead vocalist, Ivonne, the chorus girls behind her, the dancers, and the entire orchestra came forward to greet the audience.

It took a few minutes for the commotion to die down.

Not only the theatre staff but also the audience were drenched in sweat and panting.

Everyone had let loose and danced wildly, so they were understandably exhausted.

People drank the beverages placed on the tables voraciously.

“Uh, moving on… there will be introductions of each circus troupe leader and sponsors…”

Bouvalle was almost out of breath as he spoke.

He stood in front of the performers and danced.

His obese body performed an incredible dance that did not match his appearance.

It seemed that the rumour about him being a professional dancer in his youth was not a lie.

With that body, swaying his hips and waist in various ways, he drew both admiration and laughter from the audience.

Looking around at the other balcony seats, everyone seemed to be preparing to go down to the first floor.

“Let’s go down too,” Anais suggested.

Her smile seemed calm, though it was more like resignation.

Watching, I felt a sense of pity.

But I believed this was the best course of action.

The stage allowed me to go only up to TT0’s ending.

I had 2 years and 4 months left within my time limit.

I didn’t want my heart to be attached to a place I would have to leave anyway.

Because the moment of parting would be incredibly difficult and painful.

So, apart from trying to gain mechanical affection from the members, I made an effort not to attach myself emotionally.

There had been a lapse in the boundaries with Yurakne and once with Ella.

That couldn’t happen again.

Should I console myself with memories of people I could never be with again and live a life of stagnation, or should I take a clear and thorough means to change my life?

I decided calmly to pull myself together.

“Hehe, shall we go down as well?” I said.

As we stood up, there was a commotion outside the door.

The owner of the loud voice was Porsche Grape.

­’If you get closer, I will use force!’

The sound of people cheering and the sound of something being hit followed.

Porsche Grape’s resistance didn’t last long.

Soon, with a loud bang, the door opened.

Porsche Grape came towards us, breathing heavily.

“Please come behind me, Master!”

The group that entered through the door was made up of police officers dressed in blue uniforms.

They surrounded us, firmly holding riot batons in their hands.


Among them, there were faces I recognized.

Sabo, the young sergeant from the Luz Law Enforcement Unit, one of the Named characters who had appeared as a monster in TT2.

He looked at us with a triumphant smile.

“You are under arrest on charges of luring, exploiting, and murdering a minor,” he said, pointing his finger at me.

“The Ghost of the Cabaret.”



 
  
    Chapter 58: Opening Ceremony of the Reversal (13)


Even though both the singers and actors had come down from the stage, there were still many people in the hall who seemed intoxicated by the excitement of the performance.

Some swayed their hips and shoulders, while others hummed the memorable melodies with their noses.

Bouvalle, in a strong tone, conveyed that the performance had ended to some stubborn guests who were still holding on to the dancers and throwing tips.

Among them, there were even some well-known dignitaries who were known for their quiet demeanor. The impression left by the welcoming extravaganza of the Rose Windmill was powerful enough to make even such individuals feel excited.

It took quite some time for the guests to find their seats and even more time to sit quietly in their seats.

On the other hand, there were places where people still suspected that the memorial service had not yet ended.

The far end of the step seat overlooking the stage in Hall 1.

The two girls sitting there had displayed excellent manners as spectators throughout the performance.

They sat quietly, not disturbing the enjoyment of others, which was appropriate for viewing.

However, according to cabaret etiquette, they had become the most impolite spectators.

Ella was ready to prove at any moment that she was the most polite person here. If it weren’t for her current situation, she would have jumped out of the window and run to the front of the stage immediately.

That’s how much power this stage had to make people’s hearts race.

Today, she had learned why people often called Yug Maroine “the director.” He wasn’t just a stubborn and obstinate old man. He complained about the industry’s obsession with the commercial and profitability of performances, but his eyes for watching performances were keen.

Otherwise, at his age, he wouldn’t be able to direct a stage like this.

The last stage of his youngest days, dedicated to his final years.

She, too, wanted to enjoy the excitement of that place firsthand.

But she couldn’t.

The reason they were allowed to enter here today was because the theatrepeople they had become friends with had accommodated them. If they were noticed by people outside the theatre, it could have caused controversy. They might accuse him of showing favouritism to a specific circus troupe before the competition even started.

That was something she couldn’t do, not only for the circus troupe but also for the people in the theatre who had shown them kindness.

They could still enjoy the performance here.

The space on the step seat didn’t necessarily have to be quiet.

They could dance and sing as much as they wanted.

The problem was that there was no one to enjoy it with.

The people on the Rose Windmill side left their seats and went out to do their own work once the opening ceremony began.

The only ones left here were Ella and Maya.

And Maya was definitely not the type to get carried away.

Despite Ella’s repeated attempts to persuade her, she coldly refused.

After all, enjoying dancing and singing was more fun when done with others.

Creating a ruckus alone in a quiet space was nothing more than a rural farce.

Even Ella, who had lost her energy, eventually gave up and stared out of the window in a daze.

The clanging of the Rose Windmill was enjoyable just to see and hear.

But the intention of the planner was to have people sing along and dance together with the performance. That’s how the enjoyment was designed to be truly experienced.

“If this is the case, why did she even come to the opening ceremony?”

Maya’s disappointment at not being able to attend the opening ceremony was much greater than expected.

But now that she was at the opening ceremony, she didn’t even try to enjoy the performance.

Just sitting quietly…

This was similar to the reason why Ella disliked magic so much.

She believed that real performances were about interacting with the stage and feeling the atmosphere on the spot.

Watching a video prepared by a magician was not fun at all.

“I guess we’re just not a good match.”

Ella didn’t think that even if they spent not just two but twenty years together, she could become friends with Maya.

However, as the performance neared its end,

At first, Ella was sulking because she couldn’t enjoy the stage and was ignoring Maya. However, she later noticed sadness and anger in Maya’s expression.

Until she entered here, she had been filled with anticipation.

Suddenly, sadness and anger, she thought.

Ella could only think of one reason.

“Was it that shocking?”

No matter how you look at it, there was something going on between Wonderstein and Anais behind closed doors.

If Maya’s observations were accurate, there had definitely been some intimate physical contact.

Ella could imagine Wonderstein holding Anais with tears in her eyes, and his characteristic confident smile as he pressed himself against her.

Both of them would have been undressed.

Anais’s slender body and Wonderstein’s toned and well-built body overlapping…

Ella suddenly felt her face getting hot.

She shook her head.

The little Chick on her shoulder looked at his owner and giggled.

“What do you know? They’re both adults.”

Sponsors and artists getting along with each other in this industry are not uncommon.

Actually, that’s right.

People with a lot of money are thirsty for entertainment, and artists are in need of money, so they often pair up.

It’s a common thing.

But when did those two reach that stage?

They used to hang out together quite often, but…

Did they really go that far even in a hotel?

If that’s the case, the dating rumours are not lies but the truth.

I hope they don’t make it official?

Fortunately, her blushing will be hidden.

That aside, this guy acts all indifferent, but he does everything!

Hmph. Some people assign tasks and then fool around with women.

He said he’d give his all for the Circus Grand Prix, but all he does is talk.

Wait a minute.

If that devil really enjoyed physical intimacy with someone, did he hire Maya for that purpose?

Because she’s pretty, I guess.

No, he hasn’t touched the members so far.

And there’s no way he’d touch a girl with a more than 10-year age difference.

Just looking at how he hasn’t bothered her…

Hey, I’m pretty too.

In fact, isn’t that true?

Ahem.

Or…


Is it just that my face doesn’t catch his eye?

If I think about it that way, it makes me mad.

She thought of Wonderstein, who was playfully smiling at her.

Certainly, he had a ridiculously handsome face.

“With looks like that, he should have no trouble finding a date…”

“…”

“…”

“Eek!”

Ella shouted as she suddenly jumped up from her seat.

The mouse that had been sitting on her shoulder was startled and slipped off.

Luckily, Chick managed to cling to Ella’s shoulder with his tiny paws and didn’t fall to the ground, but he voiced his protest with an angry squeak.

Maya, with a slightly furrowed brow, looked at her and asked, “What’s wrong?”

“No! Nothing! Don’t ask! Don’t ask!” Ella whimpered, clutching her head and repeating her distress.

Then, Ella suddenly lifted her head and pulled five daggers from her pouch.

She began throwing them towards the wooden wall in a swift motion.

The daggers easily embedded themselves into the wall, one after the other, almost like solving a puzzle.

Throwing all five daggers in quick succession, Ella let out a sigh of relief.

She then spread her arms wide towards the only audience member in the room and flashed a smile.

“Ta-da! The art of dagger throwing! What do you think?”

Seeing her perform like this, Maya couldn’t help but think to herself.

She’s not just a regular performer in the circus.

She must be really passionate about it.

“I’m sorry I couldn’t enjoy it with you,” Maya replied.

Maya had her own way of living her life when it came to magic and performance, and she didn’t intend to follow someone else’s style. But she understood that in the performance arena, it was customary to join in the fun, laugh, and enjoy together. She knew how much the assistant ringmaster loved the performances.

For some reason, she felt sorry for interfering and dampening the mood by following her own path.

Ella was taken aback by Maya’s unexpected apology. “Uh, well, it’s fine. You don’t have to apologize. Not everyone likes to take the spotlight. Besides, even if you didn’t came along, I couldn’t enjoy it alone…”

Ella quickly changed the subject, searching for a new topic. She didn’t want to dwell on the reason for her impulsive actions.

“Anyway, why are you feeling upset?”

“Did I really look like that?”

“Yeah. It’s only been a few days, but I’ve gotten pretty good at reading your expressions.”

Maya was slightly surprised. Even among her academy friends, there were very few who had reached this level.

“Was it because of what happened earlier?”

“Yeah.”

Ella’s sharp observation skills surprised Maya once again.

Was she someone who could express her feelings so openly?

Admitting openly that she liked Wonderstein was quite unexpected.

“The Black Magician.”

However, the name that came out of Maya’s mouth was completely different.

Only then did Ella realize her momentary confusion.

“My mother was also an illusionist. Did you know about the Veiled Circus?”

“I do.”

“The place where the Ringmaster of Illusion Magic, Veil Arno, is in charge.

It’s not Ella’s favourite circus troupe, but she had heard their skills are top-notch.

“That’s impressive….”

Ella was about to exclaim in admiration, but she soon closed her mouth.

The Black Magician.

The fact that she mentioned it means there’s a backstory to it.

Tragedy that occurred during the 2nd Circus Grand Prix.

“My mother gave birth to me and shortly afterward had to rush to the Hippodrome for some urgent business. And… she had an accident there.”

“I see….”

Maya took a small metal disc in the shape of a donut, no bigger than a baby’s palm, from her pocket.

Ella knew what it was.

It was a memory disk that Illusion Magicians used to store their memories.

“They found my mother’s body at the accident scene, and she was clutching this.”

Maya flipped over the memory disk and showed the writing on it.

“To my beloved daughter.”

“I want to see what message my mother left. Using my Illusion Magic, directly. But I struggled to learn ordinary Illusion Magic. That’s when the Grand Master helped me.”

“I see.”

Ella reflected on herself for the past few days.

She had treated this girl, who had come chasing after her just because of Wonderstein, with such indifference.

“So, I wanted to participate in the Grand Prix. I wanted to come to the opening ceremony and enjoy the performance together. I’m sorry we couldn’t.”

“No, it’s okay….”

Ella gave a sheepish smile and scratched her head.

“And the dagger throw, that was because of that, right? You couldn’t bear it because you were feeling uncomfortable.”

“Don’t turn people into circus perverts.”

Maya shook her head playfully.

“But why did you scream?”

“Please don’t ask me that….”

Ella sighed again while covering her head.

Maya, as if she couldn’t understand, tilted her head slightly and looked out the window.

Just then, the person she had been waiting for downstairs was coming down the stairs.

“It’s the Ringmaster.”

“It looks like they’re going to have the swearing-in ceremony and introduce the sponsors.”

Ella didn’t raise her head.

She didn’t want to see his face, as she thought it might bring back the memories from earlier.

But Maya’s voice changed.

It was a bit more serious.

“No.”

“Huh?”

“Police.”


Ella raised her head.

Wonderstein and Anais Vergsong, coming down the stairs.

They were surrounded by police officers in blue uniforms.

Wonderstein and Lady Vergsong were followed by Porsche Grape.

The police officers were surrounding them.



 
  
    Chapter 59: Opening Ceremony of the Reversal (14)


The first hall of the Rose Windmill Cabaret was filled with angry voices.

Just half an hour ago, people had been dancing, singing, and shoulder to shoulder, but now they were quarrelling, raising their voices, making insulting gestures.

The police operation this time had not been notified in advance, not even to the manager, Bouvalle, let alone the sponsor, Viscount Mustung.

To enter a building owned by nobles, it was a principle to obtain prior consent.

Even if it was an urgent matter and they couldn’t give advance notice, at least giving a warning before entering was the minimum courtesy.

However, the police did not follow this protocol.

They stormed in like a gang of robbers, smashing doors and wielding batons.

Viscount Mustung upon realizing the situation, turned almost ashen with embarrassment.

Arrogant police officers were dragging away the guests invited by him.

As a noble, there was no greater disgrace than this.

His angry eyes scanned the party guests.

The young cavalrymen from the circus Grand Prix, who was enjoying the attention focused on him, was ignored.

Such an operation was definitely not something a mere sergeant could carry out.

There must be high-ranking nobles looking out for them.

Indeed, there was a group huddled in the corner, peering at them and whispering among themselves.

Some avoided eye contact when they met Mustang’s gaze, while others smiled triumphantly and met his gaze head-on.

Viscount Mustung carefully examined their faces.

The anti-market faction that ridiculed him for running a theatre dedicated to the nobility from a young age. The owners of other theatres who resented the Rose Windmill Cabaret becoming the representative theatre of Charlotia. Shareholders of the Vergsong Company in competition with the market. And the high-ranking bureaucrats of the Luz supported by them. This incident was their collaboration.

Viscount Mustung was furious.

Perhaps it was because of his sense of entitlement.

He was extremely sensitive to his honour and detested rumours about him.

But they really crossed the line this time.

A cold tension hung between the group that had hatched this plot and Viscount Mustung.

Nobles and socialites were quick to perceive such situations, more so than anyone else.

Those who understood how things were going quickly made their choices.

Some criticized this incident, some defended it, and some remained neutral.

“We never used such cowardly tactics in our time! It’s a disgrace! Nobles have their own etiquette!”

“Cowardly, you say? Isn’t he a dangerous suspect? I think the police did a good job.”

“To do this with foreign guests present. Isn’t that embarrassing?”

“Actually, I find the theater’s behaviour, covering up such crimes, more embarrassing.”

“To arrest a mere itinerant magician! The Viscount was just an eyewitness. No problem according to the regulations.”

The neutral ones were foreign dignitaries or those with good relations with both sides.

They carefully chose their words and observed the situation.

In the midst of the confusion, Viscount Mustung approached Baron Vergsong.

The two of them had no prior connection.

It was also distant, and their fields of activity were different.

But this time, they both boarded the same ship.

In the face of a common enemy, they had to cooperate.

“Mrs. Vergsong, as the owner of the theater I apologize for not being able to prevent this.”

“We are equally regretful. We are sorry for causing trouble instead of celebrating such an occasion.”

Lord Mustang appreciated her calm demeanour. She was known for her reputation as a prominent lady of the upper class, but at just 20 years old, she was still a young woman. He had worried that she might panic, but her eyes and her voice were composed, and she had the demeanour of a soldier preparing for battle.

“Do you have any idea what happened?”

“I haven’t heard the details, but I am certain that the gentleman is innocent.”

Lord Mustang noticed a momentary softening in her gaze as she looked at the young blonde man among the police officers.

Indeed, there seemed to be something between the two of them, as the rumours had suggested. Lord Mustang had been involved in philanthropic activities in the performing arts for a long time, and it was understandable that there could be a connection between sponsors and artists. The problem was that it wouldn’t help resolve the current situation.

Rushing to defend him recklessly could only make matters worse.

“Don’t jump to conclusions. There will be nothing unusual today. We should hire a competent lawyer, gather favourable testimonies, and we can win in court.”

Anais nodded after considering Lord Mustang’s advice.

She understood as well.

The wisest choice here was to step back, quietly observe the situation, and strategize. Shouting that the man was innocent here would bring no benefit.

It was not the behaviour befitting the president of the Grand Council. Displaying a loss of control would only strengthen people’s confidence in the rumours.

Stay calm.

Think.

You’re an aristocrat who calculates profits and losses, not a lovesick woman.

Don’t worry about that man.

Don’t show such an expression.

Anais reminded herself.

She couldn’t afford to become an infatuated woman right now.

She needed to be rational.

There would be no trouble.

All they had to do was wait for the trial.

The head of the circus troupe, sponsored by the council, being accused of murder was a significant matter. With the council’s honour on the line, the board of directors would actively support the legal team. Right now, it was best to exercise restraint.

If they waited, everything would work out.

However, their adversaries were more cunning than they had anticipated.

***

I felt relieved as I saw Anais wearing a chilly expression and distancing herself from me.

Luckily.

It seemed like she had also calmly assessed the situation.

Her approaching me here was an opportunity for both me and her to make amends.

Sub-Quest: Trial

You have been charged with the crime of being the Ghost of the Cabaret. Clear your name and restore the Circus’s honor.

Conditions for success:

Prove your innocence before the Circus’s reputation reaches 0. (Current Circus reputation: 21)

Reward for success:

[Circus’s reputation +50]

Penalty for failure:

[Temporary suspension of Circus Grand Prix activities]

When Sabo accused me of being the Ghost of the Cabaret, I was taken aback.

I was about to respond in bewilderment when a quest popped up.


Reading its contents helped me understand the situation.

I was being mistaken for the Ghost of the Cabaret. How did things get so twisted?

The penalty for failing the quest worried me as well.

A temporary suspension of Circus Grand Prix activities? Did that mean I’d be held in custody until my innocence was proven?

With no better alternative at the moment, I followed the instructions of the police officers and headed downstairs.

[Circus’s reputation has decreased by 1.]

[Circus’s reputation has decreased by 2.]

[Circus’s reputation has decreased by 2.]

As I entered the hall, our reputation started plummeting rapidly.

The Cabaret’s patrons were murmuring about my arrest for murder. The news had already spread far and wide.

Our Circus’s reputation had dropped by 5 in the blink of an eye.

At this rate, reaching 0 was just a matter of time.

I hoped that Anais would defend me here.

If the chairwoman of the board publicly supported me, the rumours of me controlling her would spread even further.

Fortunately, she obediently complied with my wishes.

But that only served to slightly extend the quest’s deadline.

“Prove your innocence before the Circus’s reputation reaches 0.”

While the quest was titled “Trial,” it was still a kind of game.

Here, the Circus’s reputation could be considered my “health.”

If my health reached 0, the quest would fail.

The problem was time.

Right now, the hall’s entrance was blocked by the police officers.

In two hours, the patrons would be allowed to leave the hall.

If I didn’t prove my “complete innocence” by then, the quest would fail.

Having even the slightest suspicion would lead to my name appearing in newspapers and magazines all over.

“If that happens, my reputation will be ruined.”

It will plummet straight to 0.

A time limit of 2 hours.

If my reputation reaches 0 within that time, it’s obviously a failure. And even if I manage to defend my reputation, it will still drop to 0 if I don’t prove my innocence.

Of course, if I go through a formal trial, I’m not the criminal, and I’ll be acquitted due to lack of evidence.

The problem is that I didn’t know how long it would take until then, maybe months or years.

The main quest was also likely to fail.

“It will work out. I will hire the best legal team for you,” Anais said, trying to appear supportive, despite her deliberate look of anger.

People might see her teaching me as something to criticize.

“You will definitely be acquitted. So please trust me and wait.”

Although her efforts may seem virtual, they didn’t provide much comfort to me.

What’s the point of being acquitted at that time?

The main quest would already have failed.

At that moment, Viscount Dosville approached us with a smug expression.

“Oh dear, my lady. Are you consoling your lover?”

Anais’s expression turned icy as she looked at him.

“Today, something seemed off, and it seems you had a hand in it too, Lord Dosville.”

“I do have quite a bit of knowledge, don’t I? Being a lowly lord without any territory makes it easy for me to be useful. Thanks to that, I was chosen as the prosecutor for this trial.”

At his words, Anais snorted.

“Hmph. Do you really think you can win against our esteemed legal team with your meager knowledge?”

“Legal team? Huh? I don’t see any here.”

“Of course, they’ll be here for the formal trial.”

At her words, Lord Dosville looked surprised.

“Formal trial? What formal trial? Today’s trial is a summary judgment, isn’t it?”

“What…?”

Behind Lord Dosville, a distinguished elderly man with a bald head and a long white beard emerged.

From what I heard, he seemed to be the judge in charge of the Luz region.

“Lord Dosville is correct, my lord. A summary judgment will be held here.”

“Absurd! Isn’t that something that can only be done by soldiers in wartime?”

Lord Dosville flicked his finger and clicked his tongue.

“Article 13. Summary judgment can be carried out for nobles accused of heinous crimes and vagabonds.”

“What…?”

“Shall I add another one? Article 4. Summary judgment results in a single verdict. Same law, Article 14. Summary judgment allows for immediate execution.”

“Unbelievable…”

Anais turned to me, her face filled with fear and worry.

But I smiled.

It wasn’t because of the man who made me laugh.

“Lady Vergsong, whatever happens, please do not intervene.”

Certainly, the system wouldn’t throw a quest that had no way to be conquered.

There was a way to survive.

“W-What are you talking about,?”

She looked at me with a frightened expression.

When people saw her actions, they started murmuring again.

[The Circus Troupe’s reputation has decreased by 1.]

Look at this.

She should be worried that she’ll be misunderstood if she acts this way towards me.

“For each other’s sake. Porche Grape, please take care of Lady Vergsong.”

Porche Grape nodded solemnly as he looked at me.


Anais’s complexion turned pale as she stepped back, supported by Porche Grape.

I put aside my worries about her for now.

What mattered now was the trial about to take place.

Those who planned this surprise show didn’t seem to have any intention of waiting for a formal trial.

Of course, it was a chance for me to turn things around.



 
  
    Chapter 60: Opening Ceremony of the Reversal (15)


The judge declared the 1st hall of the Rose Windmill Cabaret as a temporary courtroom.

The stage that had been a performance venue until just now suddenly transformed into a courtroom.

However, the actions of the people ascending to the stage were not significantly different from those who had been on it before.

People assigned to their respective roles were acting out their parts.

The only difference was that the actors had no idea how the play would end.

The plaintiff, defendant, court clerk, and witnesses stood in their designated places.

The guests became the audience for this trial.

They surrounded the stage in a circle and positioned themselves on either the defendant’s side, the plaintiff’s side, or somewhere in between, depending on their opinions about the trial.

The elderly judge, dressed in a judicial robe, emerged from behind the stage.

As he casually looked around the left side of the room, he hesitated midway to his seat.

A lavishly decorated chair adorned with all kinds of jewels and flowers awaited him.

This was the seat where Ivonne had been sitting, playing the role of the queen on the stage.

The judge felt out of place in the extravagant setting.

He glanced at the people from the theater’s side with a troubled look.

He had been a judge for over 20 years.

He could easily read the contempt in their faces.

The people from the Rose Windmill Cabaret had expressed their reservations about the trial in their own way.

Perhaps he might have found it more acceptable if this trial was truly for the sake of the victims.

But in their eyes, this was merely a political show for the high and mighty.

It was only natural for the theatre people to have reservations about the trial.

The fact that his long-time drinking buddy, Yug Maroine, was among those who were eyeing him was particularly vexing.

So, they consider me part of their clique.

Looking at the audience, it seemed that most of those on the defendant’s side shared this sentiment.

The robes, the gavel, and even the court clerk all seemed to have been prepared in advance, making it inevitable for people to misunderstand the situation.

But that was not the truth.

He didn’t like being manipulated in this kind of collusion.

But what could he do?

The prosecution had asked about the trial, and he had honestly answered as the presiding judge.

The scheduling and venue of the trial had been set for this time to facilitate the gathering of the suspects and witnesses, and the notification about the trial had been requested officially due to concerns about the suspect’s escape from the Luz Police Station.

The arguments and evidence were all quite persuasive.

So, what could he do?

He could only agree.

The judge made an effort to ignore the mocking gazes of those around him and took his seat.

Today, the main character on the stage had taken the defendant’s seat.

He was a young man who was handsome enough to be an actor.

He seemed to be smiling with an air of nonchalance, as if he didn’t know the gravity of the situation.

The judge quietly clicked his tongue.

He never thought it would be like that.

It was clear that the purpose of distancing oneself from politics in this case was to be understood.

Among them, aside from the deputy of the mounted police, there was no one with the genuine intention of catching the culprit.

I don’t know the exact underlying circumstances, but it seemed like their goal was to tarnish the honour of the opposing nobility for their own gain.

By the time the young man is declared innocent, the reputation of the nobles who supported him would likely have already plummeted.

In the process, they would lose all the opportunities they had worked so hard to obtain.

But what’s so good that they’re laughing like that?

It’s like having a foolish friend.

The judge first examined the suitability of the defendant.

That is, checking if the conditions for an “immediate trial” could be met.

“What is your name?”

“My name is Frank Wonderstein.”

“Do you have any officially provable identity?”

“No.”

“Have you obtained qualifications to substitute for identity documents, such as citizenship, temporary resident status, or protected refugee status in another country?”

“No.”

“Do you happen to know your place of origin?”

“I don’t know.”

“What do you know about your parents?”

“I don’t know.”

An unidentified orphan wanderer.

The Viscount Dosville who was the plaintiff laughed heartily and clapped his hands.

“Unbelievable! I thought so, but he really is the real deal, a wanderer! Isn’t it unnecessary to hold a trial for this?”

He turned towards the audience and exaggeratedly shrugged his shoulders.

In front of him, laughter erupted, and behind him, uncomfortable sighs flowed.

The term “wanderer” mentioned here was not just a literal reference to ordinary travellers or itinerant entertainers.

Article 1 of the relevant law clearly defined “wanderers.”

Those without a fixed residence and unidentifiable in terms of their status.

In this era, wanderers, including gypsies, received even more scorn than those who engaged in certain occupations.

Especially in Charlotia, where agriculture was the mainstay and the system of social hierarchy was deeply rooted, there was a strong aversion to outsiders. They had a particularly intense rejection of foreigners compared to other countries.

Rootless trash.

That was the perception the people here had of wanderers.

In some places, wanderers were even arrested, branded, and turned into slaves.

The defendant’s side received all sorts of mockery from the audience.

“Ha, the head of the Freakshow Circus. You’re in a similar position yourself.”

“Your appearance is quite striking. Are you not the child of a famous courtesan?”

“You might have lived a similar life to your mother when you were younger. Hehe.”

Even in the face of such excessive ridicule, the defendant’s audience could not offer much of a response.

They, too, couldn’t hide their discomfort regarding Wonderstein’s status.

“Why did you, sir, get involved with someone like him?”

“Look at his clothing and demeanour. It’s natural, isn’t it? Could he be lying about being a noble’s servant?”

“It’s because men believe only in appearances and rush into relationships, that’s why.”


This hard-to-swallow remark came from various sources.

Ordinary people would probably have been too embarrassed to show their faces.

However, Wonderstein, who stood at the centre of all this turmoil, remained composed.

He silently endured people’s insults and smiled quietly.

As if he was used to hearing such things.

As if being insulted was part of his daily life.

Anais felt like tears were about to well up.

It felt like she was peering into someone’s deeply private matters that should never be revealed.

She had always thought there was something strange about him.

Whenever the topic of his hometown or background came up, he would quickly change the subject.

He must have some reasons for it.

She never tried to ask first if the other person didn’t bring it up.

Every time, she restrained herself from entertaining negative thoughts.

It can’t be.

It won’t be.

Just look at the way the ringmaster behaves and carries himself.

He must be from a fallen noble or aristocratic lineage.

Even when the Viscount Dosville appeared, reciting laws and regulations, she couldn’t immediately grasp what he was saying.

Although she had studied the law, her knowledge was mainly about economics and commerce.

She didn’t know much about laws like those concerning the Gypsies.

But through the questions and answers with the judge and the Viscount Dosville’s declaration, she finally realized what he was talking about.

Wonderstein was a wanderer with a lower status than commoners.

Prostitutes, jesters, beggars, itinerant people, thieves, those who were born on the road and raised there, with no home or country.

While not referred to as Gypsies, they were essentially no different.

Wanderers.

A dark suspicion that had briefly crossed her mind.

And it turned out to be true.

And in the worst way possible, declared in front of everyone.

Anais tightly clenched her trembling hands.

What should I do?

Even if I try to save the ringmaster, what should I do from now on?

Shall I try to recruit a defence team in this council?

No, they said immediate execution.

Can she save the ringmaster right here and now?

Her thoughts tangled up.

She started to feel short of breath.

Just as tears were about to well up in her eyes, Lord Mustang whispered softly behind her.

“Compose yourself.”

His voice was calm.

“If you show such a reaction, they will assume you have a connection with that man. Immediate trial and execution are not possible without solid evidence and testimony. The Viscount Dosville’s words are groundless. Their goal is to tarnish our reputation, not the trial itself.”

Anais managed to calm her trembling body.

Immediate execution.

Wanderers.

In the midst of those two attacks, she lost her composure.

The words of Lord Mustang were correct.

The trial was just a pretext.

Their goal was to tarnish her reputation and undermine her standing in the society. If she showed signs of losing her judgment here, her power and influence would weaken further, making it even harder to save Wonderstein.

She took a deep breath calmly.

“Thank you, Lord Mustang.”

“You’re welcome.”

Anais was slightly puzzled by Lord Mustang’s composed demeanour.

“Are you alright, my lord?”

“What do you mean?”

“Involving yourself in matters beneath your station…”

“Station?” Lord Mustang chuckled. He gestured with his chin towards the ballet dancers spinning gracefully behind him.

“I’ve heard countless rumours about being a lord who keeps courtesans.”

“Ah.”

He was the owner of the cabaret. At least, it seemed he wouldn’t turn away from Wonderstein’s status.

Anais felt reassured and turned her gaze back to the courtroom.

Viscount Dosville seemed rather disappointed as he struggled to maintain his composure.

“Wretched man.”

Then, Wonderstein looked at her.

Anais could read embarrassment in his smile.

He must feel ashamed, now that his secret was revealed to everyone, especially in front of her.

She wanted to approach him, to offer comfort.

“I did what I did for the money, not because we’re emotionally involved.”

She felt irritated by the situation itself and his nonchalant attitude.

As though he didn’t care.

Nevertheless, there were many eyes on her.

She had to act now.

With a composed expression, she ignored his smile and averted her gaze.

“I see you’re quite angry, my lady.”

“Who wouldn’t be? Anyone would have been deceived by that façade.”

“What a hardship you must be enduring.”

Sympathetic words from the spectators on her side.

With this, there would be no more misunderstandings about her relationship with him.

Viscount Dosville appeared to be disappointed.

Ha, he’s shaking in his boots.

Unintentionally, Anais was about to burst into laughter.


As she continued, her gaze fell on Wonderstein.

Oh.

She inwardly groaned.

The look in Wonderstein’s eyes as he gazed at her.

It seemed to carry an overwhelming sorrow, a poignant bitterness.



 
  
    Chapter 61: Opening Ceremony of the Reversal (16)


Anais bit her lip.

Wonderstein’s lips were clearly curved in a smile.

However, his pupils seemed to be clouded, as if recalling a distant past, rather than looking at her directly.

He had been a wanderer without knowing his parents or a hometown from the day he was born.

He must have had an incredibly tough and difficult life as Anais.

Wherever he went, he had to scrounge for food, find decent work was hard, and once people found out who he was, they probably treated him as a pickpocket, a fraudster, or a potential robber.

That was the perception of gypsies and wanderers in society.

The path he had walked was probably a life filled with tears.

But even after experiencing all of that, how…

How…

…could he smile so brightly?

There was not a trace of darkness in his kindness.

His actions were not meant to protect himself or gain something for himself.

When someone seemed to be in danger, he didn’t hesitate to step in, even if it meant risking his own body.

In dangerous and painful situations, he always thought of others first and acted.

And he never lost his smile in the process.

Sometimes, it was both heart breaking and dazzling at the same time.

She was so blinded by that brilliance that she couldn’t see the wounds hidden behind him.

She couldn’t perceive the darkness locked in the depths of his heart.

What did he think when he saw her avoiding eye contact so calmly just now?

The noblewoman who rushed towards him, claiming to love him based on his appearance, but cast him aside as something dirty when she learned his true identity.

In his life, there must have been more than a few people like that.

People who he thought were friends and trusted, only to turn and leave when they learned the truth.

Anais had a sudden thought.

The reason he had consistently rejected her persistent advances.

Could it have something to do with his scars?

A noblewoman who was the head of a major trading company and a wandering mage from the streets.

He might have been afraid.

She might leave him when she found out the truth.

Perhaps that fear was why he couldn’t open the door to his heart.

If so, her recent action of coldly rejecting his gaze seemed to confirm his anxiety.

Anais clenched her fist so tightly that blood oozed from her fingernails.

She couldn’t forgive herself.

“Please, no matter what happens, do not intervene.”

He had been worried about her from the moment he heard about the trial.

If the owner of a territory and the head of a trading company, who was also a member of the Grand Assembly, stepped forward to defend a murder suspect, what would happen?

The rumours would spread uncontrollably.

And it would deal a huge blow to her reputation.

She might even be dismissed from her position as the head of the assembly, as someone had mentioned earlier from the audience.

He worried about her even in the situation where he himself was cornered.

For each other.

Still, he tried not to make it seem like he was sacrificing himself.

They surrounded each other with the idea that it was for each other.

‘Will I not lose sponsorship if you step down from the chairwomen position? So stay back.’

Huh.

She couldn’t help but laugh unintentionally.

Did he think his kindness was hidden by such a lie?

Does he know?

There’s no man who can play the role of a villain as well as he does.

Who would believe those words with that face and that smile?

Even though I’ve seen how much you’ve sacrificed yourself all along…

You really are a foolish man.

He was a person with a strong and firm heart.

But even for someone like him, it must have been difficult to endure having his shortcomings pointed out in front of hundreds of people. Especially in front of the girl who had confessed to liking him.

Even though he told her not to step forward, human psychology doesn’t work that way.

It’s natural to hope.

Hoping that she might still support him emotionally, even if she were to discover his true identity.

But those expectations of his…

She ruthlessly trampled on them.

She pushed him away.

As if claiming there had been no confession commotion earlier.

She wanted to cry.

But that wasn’t the case.

The disappointment and despair that flickered in his eyes hurt her chest too much.

Anais unknowingly took a step forward.

She wanted to run to him.

She wanted to embrace him.

And she wanted to ask him.

Was he rejecting her all this time because of their difference in status?

And she wanted to answer.

Still, I love you, no matter who you really are.

No matter what your true identity is.

She wanted to say that.

Another step forward.

When Porsche tried to stop her from behind.

Wunderstein looked at her, faintly smiling, then shook his head.

That was a sign of rejection.

Don’t come closer.

Even after he was hurt by her cold attitude, he was still worrying about her to the end.


A foolishly good person.

As Anais tried to take one step back, his lips moved slightly.

Only she from the defendant’s side could understand what he was saying.

We have no relationship, right?

Anais stood still on the spot.

She glared at him with a bitter smile directed at her.

His intentions were clear.

He was trying to protect her.

Furthermore, he even kindly threw in an insult, telling her not to feel guilty.

Step aside, okay?

Because, you and I have no relationship at all.

But do you know that?

You are really… the worst actor.

With such terrible acting…

Causing so much pain in the hearts of the viewers.

“Then let’s begin the trial.”

As he stood up in the defendant’s seat, he seemed like someone climbing the scaffold.

Watching his back, Anais swallowed her tears silently.

***

I was thankful for the smiling man.

Otherwise, my expression would have crumpled when I saw the message that just appeared in the status window.

“The Circus Troupe’s Reputation has decreased by 8 points.”

[Current Reputation of the Circus Troupe: 7]

The exchange with the judge and the Viscount Dosville’s spiteful comments.

I couldn’t immediately grasp what it meant.

A wanderer? Aren’t travellers and itinerant performers all wanderers?

What’s the problem?

Listening to the mockery pouring from the audience, I finally understood a bit too late.

The wanderer they were talking about, the invincible, didn’t just refer to itinerant people.

It meant people who were born wanderers, not listed on any country’s registry, without a name in any local resident register.

It seemed to be quite insulting here.

Maybe because it’s a class-based society.

They were quite sensitive to such things.

Seeing the expressions of our audience change, it seemed that the words thrown by the other party had many offensive expressions.

But I didn’t feel that bad.

This level of insult couldn’t compare to the humiliation I felt when crawling on the streets doing odd jobs during my orphanage days.

And compared to the profanity people used in online broadcasts, what they were saying here was relatively mild.

What bothered me more was the message that appeared in the status window.

My reputation dropped by a whopping 8 points in one go.

Does that mean the position of the leader is that important to the reputation of the circus troupe?

Staring at the status window with a disappointed look, I could feel the gazes of those around me.

My actions of reading the status window seemed to appear as if I was deep in thought, as if contemplating something to those around me.

I quickly lowered the status window.

Then, I met eyes with Anais, who was on the other side of the status window.

She was looking at me with eyes that seemed like she might burst into tears at any moment.

It seemed like she was quite emotional about the Viscount Dosville’s earlier statement.

It was unexpected.

With a nickname like “Iron Mask,” I thought she would remain calm and composed in a crisis.

She wouldn’t do something risky like advocating for me, right?

She wasn’t a foolish woman who would take such risks for a man.

When the rumour about being the Puppeteer first spread, he was just a “wandering magician,” but now he was a “suspected serial killer and a magician of unknown lineage.” If she stepped forward, the rumours would become fact, and her reputation would fall.

She absolutely shouldn’t step forward… This is a disaster!

The woman who had been staring at me took a step forward.

I shook my head.

Don’t come any closer.

But she took one step closer instead.

I could feel the gazes of the people around us converging on her.

This isn’t good.

If I fall any further behind here, it’s over.

I had to remind her that we weren’t involved with each other.

“We’re not involved in any way.”

It was a bit harsh, but I had no choice but to say it to stop her from coming any closer.

She stopped in her tracks and stared at me silently.

I was nervous that she might make another sudden move, but she pretended to relax for a moment, then stepped back.

The attention of the crowd shifted away from her.

Thank goodness.

“Well then, let the trial begin. Defendant, please take your place.”

I stood in the defendant’s seat, located in the middle of the stage.

“Plaintiff, please step forward.”

Viscount Dosville ascended to the stage. He was followed by thunderous cheers and applause.

The judge furrowed his brow for a moment but didn’t intervene.

He then moved on to the next order of business.

“Défense attorney, please step forward.”

The courtroom fell eerily silent.

No one moved.

***

The trial began, and Anais tried to regain her composure.

Although it took the form of a trial, it was no different from the cutthroat battles that took place in the world of business.

It was a game of pushing and pulling.

Right now, the opposition was throwing bait and trying to draw them in.

They couldn’t take the bait. Playing along would be a suicide.

Anais recalled the advice she had received from her uncle about dealing with such situations.

For now, the best course of action was to stay on the sidelines.

“The Lawyer approach.”

Silence fell upon the courtroom.

The plaintiff’s side looked at the defendant’s side, waiting to see who would make the first move.

The defendant’s side also looked around to see who among them would step forward.

“Hello there!”

A man in his thirties with horn-rimmed glasses stood up.

He was Romeo, a playwright for the Rose Windmill Cabaret.

In his younger days, he had studied law at university. Among those associated with Lord Mustang’s, he was the least conspicuous and the most honourable, free from any blemishes on his reputation. He was the ideal candidate to nullify weak evidence and testimonies.

Making him their lawyer was a considerate move by Lord Mustang’s.

However, Anais thought differently.

The Viscount Dosville was not just someone who had dabbled in law. He was cunning and shrewd, adept at improvisation. To challenge him, they needed someone even more exceptional.

Among the nobles and dignitaries in this place, there were a few who fit the bill, but they had no reason to step into this situation. They didn’t want to support someone like Mustang, a trader.

She returned to her merchant instincts.

The best course of action was to remain silent and build a defence team for the formal trial. In the process, there might be some damage to her honour, but she had drawn the line, stating that this was not a personal matter with Wonderstein. The damage would be minimal.

The worst option was to support Wonderstein here and face defeat. That would result in irreversible losses. The council would suspend her authority, and she might be ousted at the shareholders’ meeting.

The only small satisfaction would be helping Wonderstein.

As a merchant, it was a choice she must not make.

But there were more options than just the best and worst.

The best option was…

***

Playwright Romeo stood before the lawyer’s podium.

The crowd’s murmurs could be heard, and he felt his mind go blank.

He had always been behind the scenes, writing plays, and now he was standing on the stage himself.

His heart was pounding, and he could feel cold sweat on his skin.

Nevertheless, when Ivonne, the flower of Luz, left her seat, she held Romeo’s hand firmly and cheered him on.

He looked around the audience, catching the lingering scent of her fragrant cosmetics.

However, he soon noticed something strange.

The commotion and the glances weren’t all directed at him.

The converging point of all those eyes was moving closer to him from the direction of the audience.

Romeo turned to look behind him.

There, a 20-year-old woman with green hair and golden eyes, dressed in a bright green dress, stood confidently.

She turned her gaze to the Wonderstein, who was still staring at her, and smiled sweetly.

“Anais Vergsong, the Baroness of the Vergsong Estate.”

She raised her head defiantly as the attention of the crowd focused on her.

“I am the defendant’s lawyer.”

The courtroom erupted into chaos.


Even the Viscount Dosville looked shocked at her choice.

Wonderstein was equally stunned.

[The circus’s reputation has fallen by 6.]

[Current reputation of the circus: 1.]

This is insane.



 
  
    Chapter 62: Opening Ceremony of the Reversal (17)


The storm caused by Anais stirred up the courtroom.

“Is it true that Lady Anais is head over heels for that man?” someone whispered.

“Indeed, but what’s the use? Her paramour is an wandering murder suspect,” another replied.

“She’s completely lost her mind, tsk tsk. It looks like Lady Vergson’s social standing is now ruined.”

As time passed, the chaotic atmosphere showed no signs of calming down.

Her declaration as the defence attorney was that shocking.

An judge banged his gavel forcefully.

Thunk.

The clear resonance of the ebony wood pierced through the crowd sharply.

“Order! Maintain order!” he shouted several times, eventually calming the commotion with great difficulty.

The presiding judge had also been taken aback by Lady Vergson’s choice of defense, but as a seasoned jurist, he calmly managed the situation.

The accuser, the accused, and the attorney – all the elements of the trial were now in place.

As he was about to open the proceedings, the Viscount Dosville raised his hand and interjected, wearing his characteristic smug smile.

“This is unexpected. Lady Anais herself as the defence attorney. It seems your concerns for your beloved have driven you to this extreme. Worried that your paramour’s head might roll?”

The outcome of the trial no longer mattered. This case was not about catching the criminal; it was about tarnishing the opponent’s honour. Depending on how she responded, the game could be decided in an instant.

All eyes were fixed on Anais, even the judge had forgotten what he was about to say and was staring at her.

Anais took a calm breath and then turned to the audience, displaying a serene smile.

“Heh, it seems such rumours have spread in society. That I am infatuated with my lord.”

She tilted her head as if she found it preposterous.

“I originally planned to announce this after the opening ceremony, but given the circumstances, I think I should reveal it now,” she said in a calm and composed voice.

“All the rumours are based on misunderstandings. There is nothing between me and Ringmaster Wonderstein.”

Here, Anais glanced briefly at the defendant’s seat.

Wonderstein forced a bitter smile.

Viscount Dosville extended his arms as if to express his astonishment.

“So, you climbed into the courtroom for someone with whom you have no connection? For a wandering suspect in a murder case? Impressive! How can you make such a judgment…?”

Anais seemed to ignore his words as if there was no point in responding and continued with her prepared statement.

“You must have heard about my incurable disease.”

When she mentioned her illness, many members of the audience nodded. Some whispered explanations to those who didn’t know.

She waited for people to settle down and then continued speaking.

“Dr. Frank Wonderstein cured my illness. Even medical doctors said it was incurable. I decided to support the circus out of gratitude.”

Her declaration caused a commotion in the courtroom.

“He cured an incurable disease?”

“By a mere magician?”

“She supported an unknown circus for that reason?”

The courtroom became as chaotic as it was earlier.

However, this time, the judge didn’t need to wield the gavel. As Anais continued speaking, everyone began to focus on her words.

“That’s why I became the defence attorney. When someone’s life is at stake, how can I just stand by? It’s for the sake of the noble’s honour.”

After her words, Lord Mustang clenched his fist secretly.

Her becoming the defence attorney was originally a move that would tarnish the noble’s honours. But it had suddenly turned into a noble act.

People nodded in agreement with her words.

“Well, if a benefactor’s life is in danger…”

“It’s more dishonourable to haggle over one’s pride.”

If Viscount Dosville had not thrown the “immediate execution” clause to shake her earlier, people might have wondered why she even had to step forward. However, his strong threat had actually given her a legitimate reason to do so.

He realized he had played into her hands when the realization hit that this was her way of counterattacking. He had not expected this kind of response.

Nevertheless, he did not stay silent. He tried to find flaws in her statement in his own way.

“Was traveling together for a month also a part of repaying that favour?”

It was a decent attack, given the circumstances, but Anais responded with a shrug, as if to say, “Why ask such a thing?”

“It was for follow-up treatment. Can a severe illness like that just be cured overnight?”

“Ugh.”

Viscount Dosville swallowed his frustrated groan.

Despite his anger, he had no more grounds to attack her with the “rumour.”

The audience members were now well aware of who the victor was in this preliminary trial.

It seemed like there was more to this all along.

Come to think of it, it coincided perfectly with the announcement of the sponsor’s support and the sudden improvement in Lady Anais’s health.

I’ve seen Lady Anais’s machines before. Living with such a condition for a lifetime must be incredibly challenging. If someone could cure that illness, then…

That magician is quite remarkable as well. What kind of talent does he possess to heal illnesses that even doctors have given up on?

Travelers and gypsies often possess strange knowledge.

[The Circus Troupe’s Reputation has increased by 10.]

Wonderstein breathed a sigh of relief as he read the message that had just appeared.

Initially, it had seemed like everything was coming to an end, but Lady Anais had turned the situation around with her eloquent speech.

With this, the rumour was effectively neutralized, and they could focus entirely on the case at hand.

However, the trap she had set was not yet over.

As public opinion began to turn in their favour, she shouted a barb in the direction of the prosecuting side.

“Let’s make sure that all the other despicable traps you’ve prepared are completely exposed today.”

The Viscount Dosville swallowed hard.

The choice of the words “other despicable traps” was quite subtle.

Originally, the rumour and the trial were separate matters.

However, she had cleverly linked the rumour and the trial as traps prepared by the other side.

In other words, she subtly implied that just as the rumour had been baseless, the trial was going to turn out the same way.

This was another instance of using the opponent’s moves against them.

They had originally tried to attack by associating the trial with political conspiracy, and now, they were facing a counterattack that framed this trial as their opponent’s political conspiracy.

The previously demoralized audience members from the defendant’s side cheered loudly.

They had gained both credibility and moral high ground.

[The Circus Troupe’s Reputation has increased by 3.]

With a series of logical arguments that lacked strong profanity or dramatic reversals, she had masterfully turned the situation around.

Wonderstein honestly admired her skills.

Among the games he had played, there were many that required intricate strategic battles and cunning manoeuvres.

But those were games played from the perspective of an all-knowing observer, stacking clues and playing the game from behind a monitor.

He lacked the ability to eloquently and convincingly speak in a face-to-face setting where mistakes and retries were not allowed. Her achievement and the confident smile she wore afterward were truly impressive and beautiful.


They locked eyes, both wearing hesitant smiles. It was as if the memories of hurting each other came flooding back when they started to like each other.

Just as she was about to say something to him, a loud shout echoed through the hall.

“Woohoo! Go, Wonderstein!”

The voice was familiar, and everyone in the hall knew its owner. The man with rooster feather ornaments on his back, a rooster comb-like beard, and a mohawk hairstyle rose from his seat, shouting words of encouragement towards Wonderstein.

From the moment the trial began, there had been a group with a somewhat positive view of Wonderstein. When it became clear that Wonderstein was framed, their sympathy for him grew. They even expressed anger when mockery was directed at him from the audience.

These people were from another circus group. While it was becoming common for noble and even lower aristocracy to be part of circus groups nowadays, performers like clowns and acrobats were still looked down upon. Many acrobats were orphaned or commoners, and there were a significant number of wanderers among them.

Originally, the circus itself had its roots in the artistic activities of the wandering Romani people, and they had an inseparable relationship with it. In fact, among the circus troupes, there were usually one or two wanderers among the performers, and there were even troupe leaders who were themselves wanderers.

Even those who weren’t wanderers had experienced unfair treatment because of their status as traveling entertainers. Especially, people who had been leaders of circus groups for over fifteen years had experienced much worse times than today.

That’s why what happened to Wonderstein felt different from the usual.

“Go, Wonderstein!”

Clang, clang.

“Silence! Maintain order!”

The cheers from Minoeva, coupled with the sudden rise in fame, had a positive effect on the audience, which quickly translated into increased reputation for the circus.

Wonderstein looked at the man who had stood up with a determined expression. Minoeva was not a character you would befriend in the game. He had often clashed with other acrobats, was always complaining, and was quite jealous. Many players used him for the sole purpose of sending him off to die.

However, the current Minoeva seemed different from the one in the game. After all, it was a time when he was at the height of his frustration, having been eliminated from the Circus Grand Prix preliminary round two and a half years later.

So, it was only natural that he would harbour resentment and complaints and be envious of others’ success.

It was a case of time changing people, just like Allen and Jo.

Thinking back, Wonderstein realized that Minoeva had every reason to grumble about having his interview stolen.

Watching Minoeva, he felt a strange sense of admiration. It was like the feeling of discovering the good side of an ugly friend.

The atmosphere in the hall had changed dramatically, and Lord Dosville wore an annoyed expression. He felt the piercing gazes of several high-ranking individuals from the prosecution’s side.

“Damn, who would have thought it would turn out like this?”

He glanced at the woman standing at the defense lawyer’s podium.

Anais Vergsong.

The entire twist had started with her appearance.

The fact that she was personally representing the defence was a massive surprise.


It certainly had him at a loss for words.

The judge, only now realizing his intentions, quickly struck the gavel.

Bang, bang.

“Well, then, we will now convene a provisional trial for the Ghost Incident at the Rose Windmill Cabaret.”

The real battle was about to begin.



 
  
    Chapter 63: Opening Ceremony of the Reversal (18)


Three crimes were raised in this case.


	The crime of threatening and attacking the actress Ivonne.

	The crime of murdering the actor Antoine.

	The crime of kidnapping, imprisoning, exploiting, and murdering three minors.



“Kidnapping, imprisoning, and exploitation of minors? When he was just called a serial killer, I had still had some good impression of them…”

“Now that I hear it like this, I’m not sure if it was a good idea for Lady Anais to step in.”

“The Circus Troupe’s reputation has fallen by 2.”

[Current reputation of the Circus Troupe: 13]

As the exact charges were revealed, the looks directed at Wonderstein grew darker.

It was only thanks to Anais that the public’s reaction had been somewhat contained, and if she hadn’t stepped forward, the quest might have failed the moment the judge announced the charges.

The spectators on the defendant’s side quickly regained their composure.

Regardless of what happened, they had no choice but to trust Lady Anais and watch the progress of the trial.

Viscount Dosville, on the other hand, looked disappointed as the people’s reaction quickly faded.

Originally, according to his plan, the public opinion should have shifted the moment the charges were announced.

“Please explain the outline of the case, prosecution.”

“Yes.”

Lord Dosville stepped to the centre of the stage.

He cleared his throat and began his narrative.

“This case began ten years ago.”

His storytelling skills were remarkable, just as the rumours had said. He vividly described the events as if he had been at the scene himself.

Strange incidents occurring during rehearsals.

Rumours about ghosts witnessed in various places in the cabaret building.

Girls disappearing at intervals of two to three years.

Threatening letters and an attack on the actress.

A murder that occurred during the performance.

The revelation of a hidden underground space.

And the discovery of the bodies of missing girls in that place.

His eerie and sinister demeanour heightened the shock and tragedy of the case.

Even those who already knew about the case couldn’t help but feel a natural anger when listening to his words.

“But here’s the thing.”

He had taken the case to dramatic heights and then changed direction.

He targeted the people from the cabaret.

He emphasized how poorly the theatre had handled the situation.

The premature conclusion of the manager, “She probably ran away with a man.”

The director’s callous insistence on continuing the performance despite the actress being attacked.

And even the cold-hearted decision of the theater’s owner to cover up the case.

He carefully selected the parts that were difficult to justify and criticized the theater’s handling of the situation.

His cunning rhetoric effectively piled up negative emotions toward the perpetrator before directing it squarely at the people from the cabaret.

Accusations against the cabaret poured from the prosecution’s side of the courtroom.

The defense’s side also reproached them for mishandling the case.

Anais put on a relaxed smile in the face of the Dosville’s attack, but she was not at ease inside.

She had figured out the reason why he was attacking the Rose Windmill people.

If the Rose Windmill people continued to face accusations, they would naturally start thinking like this:

“The Ghost did the wrong thing, but… it’s that scoundrel who’s the real villain, so why are we the ones being blamed?”

The anger at receiving unfair treatment.

That would naturally be directed at the current suspect, Wonderstein.

The Dosville’s move was not only tarnishing the honour of the Rose Windmill but also aiming to create a rift between them and Anais.

“I just don’t understand why the Rose Windmill people are sitting on the defense’s side! Weren’t you all involved in the murders? Tsk tsk, you’re so quick to hide your shame in front of foreign guests. My, my, I’m embarrassed for you.”

He shook his head, touching his forehead with his hand.

The expressions of the Rose Windmill people soured.

In the end, they had become selfish individuals only looking out for their own interests.

With just a few words, he had changed the dynamics of the confrontation.

Indeed, he was not to be underestimated.

“Lord Mustang’s actions are quite something. It seems like preserving his own honour is more important to him than revealing the truth of the case, right?”

“I’m not sure if sitting here is a good idea…”

Amidst the audience on the defendant’s side, there was a division of opinions.

Lord Dosville maintained a smug expression.

As the commotion grew, the judge pounded his gavel.

Bang, bang.

“Order! Order in the court! This is a legal proceeding, and I kindly request that irrelevant comments from the accused side be restrained.”

“I apologize. Thinking about the victims who were suffering in the cold underground, I became too enraged by their behaviour”

“The accused!”

“…Very well.”

Lord Dosville stepped back, emitting a sigh that made him seem genuinely sympathetic and angry.

[The Circus Troupe’s Reputation has decreased by 3.]

[Current Reputation of the Circus Troupe: 10]

Public opinion had turned against them. The gazes of the audience looking at the courtroom became slightly colder.

The prosecution side was trying to uncover the truth for the victims, while the defence side seemed only concerned with covering up the case. In just a few minutes, the scales of justice had tipped in the opposite direction.

Anais had failed in her attempt to turn the trial into a political conspiracy.

She couldn’t try it again.

If it were Lord Dosville, he would not miss the opportunity to launch such criticism.

“Four people died!”

“Why are they blaming the accuser for not revealing the truth instead of the accused?”

“Both Lord Mustang and Lord Dosville, are they just trying to protect their own reputations?”

The political battle had reached a balance with these arguments.

Now, only a purely legal battle remained.

Anais condensed the details of the case in her mind.

Lord Dosville’s explanation contained too many emotionally charged elements aimed at incitement. She filtered out those parts and focused on summarizing only the facts in her mind.

[List]


	Anais Bergson (20): A charismatic defence attorney with a sharp mind. Me.

	Frank Wonderstein (27): The person who treated my illness. She confessed to him and he is convicted.

	Ella (16): The deputy ringmaster  of the circus troupe. She was in charge of the performance on the day of the incident.

	The Ghost (??): A person who could pass through walls. He lived underground in the cabaret and exploited young girls.

	Ivonne (19): The cabaret’s star singer. She was threatened and attacked by the Ghost.

	Antoine (42): The cabaret’s leading actor. He died after a light fixture fell on him from the ceiling.

	Sabo (22): A sergeant in the mounted police unit. He was the investigator for the Ghost case.

	Lord Dosville (29): The accuser in the case. He is very eloquent.



“Now, let’s begin the examination. The first witness, please step up to the witness stand.”

Amidst the crowd of people from the Rose Windmill, a middle-aged man with a nervous appearance walked forward. He was the overseer who had supervised Hall 1 on the day of the incident, and he seemed uncomfortable with the attention directed at him. He was always cautious and prioritized safety.

In this case, even the police had initially dismissed it after taking his statement, and he never expected to end up in a situation like this.


After a quick introduction, Lord Dosville immediately began the interrogation.

“Please tell us about the events that occurred at the time of Antoine Beau’s death.”

The steward calmly recounted what had happened that day.

A mundane life of a dull man leading a dull life suddenly became fascinating from the moment a murder occurred.

Listening to the testimony in silence, Lord Dosville stopped him at one point.

“Wait a moment! So, there were no outsiders present at the time of the incident, right?”

“That’s correct.”

“What about secret passages? Were any discovered later? Could someone have entered the cabaret through them?”

“We have verified that the passage leading directly to the performance hall is connected to our ‘stage area’ used by our staff. If someone entered through that passage, they would have to pass through the stage area. However, the stage area is a busy space with staff constantly coming and going, making it impossible for anyone to enter or exit without being noticed.”

“I see. In that case, the culprit must have been someone inside the hall at the time of the incident. Was there anyone missing from their seat at that moment?”

“All our staff members provided each other with alibis. The audience remained in their seats. Except for one person.”

At this point, Lord Dosville raised a piece of paper as if he had found the first-place prize in a treasure hunt, waving it high and making a loud noise, surveying the audience.

“Who is that person?”

“That would be him.”

The steward pointed to Wonderstein.

People in the room buzzed with excitement, discussing the testimony he had just given.

There were no traces of an outsider entering.

Access to the ceiling through any other passage was impossible.

The culprit had to be among the people inside.

And there was only one person missing from their seat at the time.

“It looks like we’ve reached a conclusion quickly. Who is the culprit?”

He extended his arms toward the audience on the side of the accused.

The spectators, feeling triumphant, shouted with joy.

“He’s the culprit! That guy is the culprit!”

“The moment the invincible man is pointed out as a suspect, the trial is over!”

“Kill him! Execute him!”

“You filthy scoundrel!”

“Confess your guilt without hesitation!”

Even amid the uproar, Wonderstein remained calm.

He gazed at Anais with a quiet smile.

Of course, his composure was only on the surface.

Inside, he was burning with anxiety.

[Circus Troupe’s Reputation has fallen by 7.]

[Current Reputation of the Circus Troupe: 3.]

With a reputation of only 3 remaining, there was little he could say.

Viscount Dosville would have criticized the audacity of the accused who attempted to make excuses, which could have greatly tarnished his reputation.

In this situation, he had to trust Anais.

He hoped that she would notice the ‘contradictions’ in Lord Dosville’s claims.

“Do we really need to hear further testimony? Your Honour, please render your judgment promptly,” Anais said.

The judge furrowed his brow at the Lord Dossville.

He was well aware that such testimony alone wouldn’t lead to a verdict.

However, he was making such statements to elicit cheers from the audience.

That didn’t sit well with him.

Maintaining a calm demeanour, the judge turned to Anais and said, “…First, we need to hear the defence’s perspective. Counsel, would you like to question the witness we just heard?”

“Is there anything to question? The witness has all stated clear and undeniable facts…”

Viscount Dosville’s face broke into a mocking smile.

He also knew that this level of testimony wouldn’t result in a guilty verdict.

But this immediate trial was nothing more than a political show.

“If the headlines in tomorrow’s newspapers read ‘The Only Suspect Defended by Viscount Vergsong’s as Lawyer,’ it would be enough,” he thought.


Of course, Anais was confident that it wouldn’t come to that.

She rose from her seat, wearing a self-assured smile.

“It seems that the Viscount’s claims are contradictory,” she said.

At her words, Viscount Dossville burst into a bitter laugh.

“How absurd. Do you have any evidence to support your claim that my conclusion, ‘the accused is the only suspect,’ is contradictory? Show me.”



 
  
    Chapter 64: Opening Ceremony of the Reversal (19)


“Take that!”

Anais muttered to herself as she reached into the list of individuals she had prepared and pulled out one person.

[Ghost (??): A supernatural being that can pass through walls. Resides in the underground cabaret and exploits young girls.]

The audience raised their eyebrows in response to the evidence she presented.

What does she mean by “Ghost”?

Lord Dosville’s face displayed a belated realization.

Anais raised her hand to her hip and nodded.

“Lord Dosville mentioned it when explaining the case. The Ghost can pass through walls and is a presence that preys on the cabaret from behind. But if we consider his abilities, regulating the entry and exit of outsiders in the first place becomes meaningless because he can emerge from anywhere.”

The murmurs among the people grew louder.

Come to think of it, her words made sense.

The Ghost could indeed pass through walls.

Lord Dosville’s argument was that since he was the only suspect, he must be the Ghost. However, considering the Ghost’s abilities, it was illogical for him to be the only suspect.

His argument contradicted the contents of the case.

Lord Dosville quickly presented a counterargument.

“In any case, the defendant disappeared during the performance, is that not a fact? If the defendant used his abilities to fly up to the ceiling, it explains…”

Anais slammed her hand on the table.

“Objection! The prosecutor is making conjectures and not presenting any evidence or testimony.”

“Accepted. The prosecutor’s claim is rejected.”

“Grr.”

Lord Dosville shook his head in frustration.

Anais let out a relieved sigh.

This didn’t completely clear Wonderstein of suspicion.

After all, he wasn’t present at the time.

But the “only suspect” logic had been dispelled.

“Circus’s reputation has risen by 2.”

From that point on, the trial was completely in Anais’s favour.

Lord Dosville called a member of the Alchemy Guild as a witness to connect the dots between Anais’s bodyguard, Ivonne, buying the yellow substance on the day of the incident, and the attack being the result of the yellow substance.

When Porsche took the witness stand and testified, “I bought the yellow substance at the request of Wonderstein,” the reputation of the circus plummeted significantly.

The audience in the gallery even started murmuring about lynching.

However, as Anais asked a few questions, the prosecution’s argument quickly revealed its flaws.

“Porsche purchased the yellow substance in the afternoon on the day of the incident. Ivonne was attacked in the morning of that same day. Isn’t the sequence of events reversed?”

“Well, you see, since he used the yellow substance, maybe he bought it to replenish it…”

“Objection! The prosecutor is making conjectures again.”

“Accepted. Please refrain from making baseless claims.”

Lord Dosville had to hold his tongue.

Anais’s questions skilfully dismantled the prosecution’s argument.

His argument was once again shattered.

Here, Viscount Dosville glanced briefly in the direction of the police.

The detective, who had been in charge of the investigation, avoided his gaze with a disapproving expression.

The time of purchase of the yellow rose was not properly investigated, and the person who enthusiastically submitted the relevant information as evidence, exclaiming, “I found it! I found it!” was the one who did so.

If this were a normal courtroom, it would not have been like this.

The prosecutor would have thoroughly examined the details of the case and the evidence, and would have advised against going to trial with such weak evidence.

But today’s trial was not originally intended to win.

It was initiated with the purpose of throwing as many suspicions as possible within two hours to tarnish the reputation of the opponent.

All that was needed was for the questionable image of the opponent to be revealed. Therefore, they only glanced over the logic and credibility of the evidence.

Lord Dosville believed that he had the skill to drag the trial into the mud with just that much.

As long as the opponent was not Anais.

“Objection!”

“Just a moment!”

“Please accept the evidence!”

No matter what conjecture Lord Dosville threw, no matter what loophole he tried to find, Anais immediately countered it on the spot. She didn’t give him any room to breathe.

Wow.

Now, the moment she raised her finger, cheers erupted from the audience.

Even the people on the side of the prosecution turned their tongues in admiration of her argument.

The people surrounding the stage had turned into an audience watching a performance once again, instead of mere spectators.

What they were watching was a dazzling acrobatics of language and logic.

***

Hehe, so this is the famous reputation of that iron-faced woman.

A 20-year-old woman relentlessly cornering Viscount Dosville, who is famous even in Luz.

That’s why Vergsong will continue to prosper day by day.

Didn’t I say I was going to sell all the shares of the company earlier?

Haha, I made a mistake. Let’s move on.

Among the cheering crowd, Supervisor Yug Maroine felt a pleasant rage.

The performance he had prepared so diligently for today would soon be forgotten in people’s minds.

Today’s show, which unfolded in Rose Windmill Hall No. 1, was this very moment.

[The circus troupe’s reputation has increased by 3.]

[The circus troupe’s reputation has increased by 4.]

[The circus troupe’s reputation has increased by 6.]

As Anais broke each of her opponent’s arguments, the reputation skyrocketed.

She had surpassed the previous highest of 40.

The incurable disease of the iron-faced Anais has been cured by a magician!

A circus troupe led by the man she personally defended!

That alone had greatly increased the reputation.

If Wonderstein had defended himself, he would not have achieved this level of results.

Even if he had used all the means at his disposal to boost his reputation, it would have been a very precarious game just barely escaping failure at the last moment.

Even more so, if his reputation had plummeted as low as 3 or below, it would have been extremely challenging for him to even speak.

The ‘Ghost’ who had visited her hospital room? Well, this person looked completely different from this Wonderstein person, right? Everything, from height to voice, was different.

With Ivonne’s testimony, the examination of the witnesses had come to an end.Lord Dosville had tried to extract the ‘two ghost theory’ from her to link it to Wonderstein, but she had no intention of cooperating with someone who had built up so much resentment against the Rose Windmill people.

As he listened to her testimony, Wonderstein felt a small doubt.


When he met her, he was wearing ‘Derek’s vocal cords,’ so it was true that his voice was different. But how should he interpret the claim that his height was completely different? Was it just an attempt to mislead Lord Dosville?

At that moment, Ivonne returned to her seat and their eyes met.

He saw her red lips slightly curling up through her lush red wavy hair.

Ah, she had figured it out.

From the point of healing Anais’s illness, she must have realized that he was the ‘Ghost’ who had appeared in her hospital room.

As all the examinations were thwarted, the plaintiff’s side brought out their last card.

It was the testimony of Sergeant Sabo, who had been in charge of the investigation of the case.

He showed various careless aspects, but he was still the person in charge of the investigation.

Even the tiniest suspicions he had uncovered could be gathered to create some small news.

His testimony began.

He indeed met the expectations of the plaintiff’s side.

His testimony would occupy a whole page in tomorrow’s newspaper with the title ‘The Much-Awaited Revelation of Sergeant Sabo of the Luz Mounted Police.’

“There’s a one-year gap between the last victim! And coincidentally, the defendant’s circus troupe started their activities nine months ago! Isn’t that quite fitting? The monster that lurked underground has now emerged into the light of day!”

His claims were filled with baseless speculations to the point that not even Lord Dosville, who was on the same side, knew what to say in his defence.

“He was even looking for a new victim! I heard this circus troupe has not one, but two 16-year-old girls!”

The expressions of the circus troupe members soured.

What did it matter if the circus troupe had some kids?

“I also have a theory about the motive of the culprit. To elevate his circus troupe’s name, he brought Ivonne down from the stage and made his second-in-command perform on stage. Why do you think he went into the underground? I believe it’s related to the reason he came back into the world. It’s because he is the ‘Black Magician’ who attacked the Circus Grand Prix seventeen years ago! He has come out from the theatre’s underground to try what he did in the past again!”

Sabo shouted, scolding Wonderstein.

Sighs and moans echoed throughout the hall.

The judge barely restrained himself from throwing his gavel to smash Sabo’s head.

Anais lowered her head as if in disdain.

Lord Dosville glared at her while tapping his fingers.

“17 years ago… Did the defendant commit such an act when he was 10 years old?”

“Well, if we consider using magic to manipulate the body…”

She didn’t even want to respond at this point.

Viscount Dosville let out a deep sigh and turned around.

The audience in the courtroom had significantly dwindled.

Those who had taken sides based on friendship or political logic had all left, leaving only the core members who had conspired. Their expressions didn’t look good either. They had plotted to tarnish the opponent’s reputation, but it seemed to backfire as they now found themselves entangled in public opinion. The dilemma had became worse by the eccentric police officer over there.

“Your Honor, can we now deliver the verdict?” Anais asked, her tone filled with impatience.

With a sombre expression, Lord Dosville nodded in agreement.

Continuing further from this point would only prolong the inevitable.

As the judge prepared to give the verdict and raised the gavel, the door of Courtroom 1 suddenly opened with a loud bang, and a police officer rushed in.

All eyes were on him.

He was flustered by the attention he received but approached the highest-ranking officer here in terms of the organizational hierarchy, the head of the Luz Police Department.

The head had been pulled up into the air multiple times over the past few weeks and thrown down, his body wrapped in bandages.

He had maintained neutrality throughout the incident.

As the head listened to his subordinate’s report, he nodded with a serious expression.

“Oh, it’s come to this.”

The head skimmed through the report his subordinate handed to him and then submitted it to the judge.

The judge carefully read its contents.

All eyes in the hall were now fixed on him.

What was in that report?

Lord Dosville watched with a glimmer of hope, while Anais anxiously observed the judge’s lips.


As the person with the least patience let out the first sigh, the judge finally spoke.

“Just now, an inspection report from the Luz Police Department has arrived. It pertains to an unidentified corpse found at the end of the sewer two weeks ago. The corpse was missing one arm, and the inspection confirmed that the arm found in the Cabaret’s basement matches the cut mark. Furthermore, it has been confirmed that this corpse is the owner of several years’ worth of vital traces left in the Cabaret’s basement.”

It took some time for everyone to fully grasp the meaning of what the judge was saying. However, by looking at Viscount Dosville tightly closed eyes and Baroness Vergsong’s broad smile, it was clear that everyone soon understood the implications.

“I declare the defendant innocent.”

The joyful sound of the wooden gavel hitting the desk was followed by thunderous cheers.



 
  
    Chapter 65: Opening Ceremony of the Reversal (20)


[“You have completed the ‘Subquest – Trial.'”]

[As a reward, you receive ‘+50 Circus Troupe Reputation.’]

[Current Circus Troupe Reputation: 96]

[As a reward for reaching 50 Circus Troupe Reputation, you are granted the ‘Dressing Room.’]

[Ella’s favourability has increased by 1.]

[Maya’s favourability has increased by 1.]

[As a reward for achieving an average favourability of 10 for the members, you receive a ‘Skill Book.’]

Messages appeared in succession along with the judge’s verdict.

I felt the tension dissipating.

The final inspection report felt like entering a forced victory event in a game.

This quest, in the end, was a structure that would be resolved if you defended your reputation for two hours.

I had prepared to be held for months…

It was quite a surprising twist.

Of course, I had no complaints.

But I couldn’t help but wonder what would have happened if my reputation had dropped to zero before the report arrived. Would it have led to the ‘Circus Grand Prix activities temporarily suspended’ through some process?

Would the report catch fire on its way here?

There was no way to know at this point.

That was not the only question on my mind.

I also couldn’t understand why Ella and Maya’s favourability had increased.

What did my acquittal event have to do with them?

Was it just a coincidence that something happened outside while our timing happened to overlap?

I thought about asking them later but soon dismissed the idea.

There was something that had piqued my interest even more.

: Skill Book (Unlocked at 10）

: [Unlocked at 25］

: [Unlocked at 40］

: [Unlocked at 60］

: [Unlocked at 80］

: Dressing Room (Unlocked at 50）

: [Unlocked at 150］

: [Unlocked at 300］

: [Unlocked at 500］

: [Unlocked at 800］

The skill book floated in the reward window, just like the “Phantom’s Mask” from before. It was retrieved by hand.

The dressing room was added as a functional feature under the “Member Management” section.

I wanted to examine both of them closely, but now was not the time.

First, I should express my gratitude.

I stood up hesitantly from the advocate’s seat and looked at Anais.

Sweat beads formed on her thin, pale neck.

Her complexion looked quite worn out.

She had been suffering for a long time, and her physical strength was considerably weak. Just walking from the carriage left her breathless, and she struggled to find a seat.

Her complexion had improved compared to before, but her overall physical strength was still lacking due to the lack of absolute exercise.

However, when she stood in the courtroom to argue, she showed no signs of weakness. With her back straight and a consistent, confident attitude, she argued for over an hour.

All for me, of all people…

I had caused her deep emotional wounds…

She reached for the desk, as if her legs had given way.

I tried to approach her as usual to offer support, but it was her bodyguard, Porsche Grape, who lifted her up by the shoulders.

He glanced at me with a slight tilt of his head.

I could tell what he was trying to convey.

Many eyes were watching us now.

There was no need to give them another reason to gossip, especially after the recent reconciliation.

And, one more thing, it was the words she had thrown at me earlier that made me hesitate.

“I wish you had just pushed me away.”

“I wish you hadn’t smiled at me.”

“I wish you had told me you didn’t like me.”

My kindness and smiles could make things even more difficult for her.

I was the one who had rejected her advances.

I still don’t know how to talk to her.

I feel terribly sorry and incredibly grateful to her.

Fortunately, both she and I didn’t have the luxury of paying attention to each other for a while.

When the judge declared the end of the trial, the audience rushed up onto the stage and surrounded us.

The nobility and the dignitaries were heading towards Anais, while the cabaret and circus people were crowding around me.

“Well done! You did great!”

Cock-a-doodle-doo Minova smacked my back and exclaimed.

“The ringmaster is the face of the circus. Always be careful of your appearance. If your dignity falls, it affects the members.”

Veil Arno looked over his shoulder behind the stage and said.

“I felt so refreshed inside. I’m from the same hometown. Nice to meet you.”

A young ringmaster I didn’t recognize grabbed my hand and shook it vigorously while an old ringmaster I didn’t know also nodded in appreciation.

“The young friend has great courage and ability. It’s a monster circus… not my preferred field, but it might be worth watching.”

“May I ask what your inspiration is?”

Several people spoke at the same time, and it was chaotic.

Anais was in a similar situation.

She seemed even more exhausted than me.

If Lord Mustang had not skilfully interjected himself among the people, she might have collapsed right there.

“Lady Vergsong, how about going back to your lodgings and resting for the day?”

Anais made a sound that resembled a sigh.

“Hasn’t the event not finished yet?”

“There is time for the ringmasters to prepare and for the sponsors to be introduced. But…”

Mustang grinned and looked around at the people.


“Everyone here will agree. You have already splendidly revealed who you are. Tonight, the news will spread worldwide. By tomorrow morning, the whole world will know about your performance. And everyone here can testify to your determination towards Ringmaster Wonderstein. Most importantly, I am the owner of one of the six theatres in Grand Prix and also the sponsor. I will allow it. Haha, aren’t we comrades who fought together?”

At his’s words, the people cheered and exclaimed in excitement.

He smiled faintly as he looked at her.

Three bosses who represented the Rose Windmill Cabaret.

The director, Yug Maroine.

The owner, Bouvalle.

The sponsor, Mustang Huck.

The roles of the three were clear.

Maroine was a tough guy with an obsession for the performances, Bouvalle was a skilled operator who schemed to generate profit, and Mustang Huck was a politician who balanced between the noble world and the common world.

By showing Anais some small consideration, he both took advantage of her favour and asserted his presence.

If he stayed still, the news tomorrow would only highlight Anais’s solo performance, so he needed to subtly imprint in people’s minds that it was a joint effort of Huck and her.

“I’ll call the carriage to the back door. If we go out through the main entrance, we’ll be swarmed by reporters.”

This statement was no different. It seemed like a gesture of consideration for Anais, but it was essentially a declaration that he would step forward and handle things in front of the media.

Anais also accepted his proposal without complaint.

I thought it was a good idea.

After all, this was his territory and front yard.

Stopping at this point was good for both sides, as we had to take the test here, and we had to consider his reputation as well.

So, we arrived at the back courtyard of the cabaret.

While waiting for the carriage to arrive, we rested in the lounge.

When we entered the small lounge with only three sofas, Anais finally collapsed onto the couch as if her strength had given way.

“Phew, phew.”

“Are you okay?”

Anais was breathing heavily and looked exhausted, but at the same time, she seemed proud.

“Phew, it’s been years since I’ve been in front of people like this. I’ve always used my illness as an excuse to stay away. After I took the position of chairman, I handed most of the work over to Uncle Pierre.”

Pierre.

When his name was mentioned, Anais’s complexion darkened again.

She seemed to be thinking the same thing I was.

Today’s crisis started with Pierre spreading malicious rumors about her. Maybe he was involved behind the scenes in framing her.

She looked at my face and nodded.

“Probably. In the high society, there’s a saying like this. If you want to attack the other’s family, seduce the eldest son. Unless we want to completely sever ties with the upper society, the enemies probably had some degree of connection with the opposition faction within the Society. In reality, this attack was more about my personal issues than the Society itself.”

She said that and covered her forehead and eyes with her hand, then leaned her head back silently.

And she didn’t even flinch.

Could it be that she had fallen asleep out of exhaustion?

About five minutes had passed like that when she suddenly spoke up.

“Lord.”

“Yes?”

She still covered her face with her arms, and her lips trembled.

It seemed like she had something she wanted to say.

“My lawyer’s fees are quite expensive, aren’t they?”

Out of nowhere, she brought up this question.

I thought she might be joking, so I chuckled and replied, “Haha, how much should I pay?”

“Money is not a problem. I have plenty of it. But… well, I called it the last question earlier, but I’m sorry for asking another one. So… um…”

She hesitated for a moment, then lightly bit her lower lip and continued, “Is the reason you rejected me, still because of our difference in social status?”

I stopped laughing at her question.

I couldn’t see her expression because her arms were still covering her face, but the seriousness in her voice was unmistakable.

I pondered for a moment.

The gap between nobility and an wanderer’s status.

I had experienced what that disparity meant from the inside.

The easiest way to answer her question would be to say, “Yes, that’s right.” She would probably understand and accept it.

But that wouldn’t be courteous to her.

She had not only crossed the social gap but also stood in court to defend me.

She could have risked losing her position as the head of the family if she had made a wrong move.

Just as I had shown Yurakne the meaning of the smile.

Just as I had made a promise to Ella about two and a half years work from now.

I couldn’t give her the full truth, but I resolved to answer her with as much sincerity as I could.

“Anais, I have staked everything on reaching the Grand Prix circus main event. So, I have no room for anything else in my heart. The reason I rejected your feelings is because of that.”

She lifted her arms and looked at me.

“Is it that important to you?”

Her voice carried a hint of disappointment.

I decided to be more honest.

To tell her the truth as much as I could.

“To be honest, the Grand Prix circus itself is not that important. What’s important is the reward that comes with it.”

Anais clenched her chest.

“I see…”

She looked at me with a sad expression.

I thought she must be quite disappointed with me.

“In two and a half years, I don’t know what will happen to me. I can’t make a promise with no certainty.”

I let out a small sigh.

“No, I’m more of a coward than you might think.”

“No, you…”

I shook my head.


Cutting off her lingering feelings here would be the best thing for her.

“Anais, you’re a beautiful person. You’re a magnificent, capable, and attractive woman. At first, I might not have known, but I understand now. If I were in a different situation, I might have accepted your feelings. But right now… I can’t do that.”

I thought my words would firmly sever her attachment.

“Thank you for your honesty, Lord.”

With a sad look on her face, Anais thanked me.



 
  
    Chapter 66: Opening Ceremony of the Reversal (End)


Anais lay on the couch, stretched out like a wet towel.

Her whole body felt heavy as if it was tied down with iron.

Even moving a single finger was difficult.

In her heart, she wished she could just close her eyes and fall asleep like this.

But she couldn’t do that.

There was a knot she had to untangle.

It wasn’t a problem that could be solved with the 24-hour massage service at the Metropol Hotel.

It was something that was embedded in her heart, not in her muscles.

“Did he reject me because of the difference in our status?” Anais cautiously spoke, being careful not to touch a sore spot.

Fortunately, there was no sign of that in Wonderstein’s face.

He seemed to be carefully considering something before slowly opening his mouth.

“Miss, I’ve put everything on the line to advance to the Circus Grand Prix main event. So, I don’t have the capacity to hold anything else in my heart. That’s why I rejected your feelings.”

Anais could intuitively sense that his words were sincere, but at the same time, he was hiding something.

“Is it really that important?”

Her voice sounded a bit irritated, and Wonderstein responded with a sly smile.

“To tell the truth, the Circus Grand Prix itself isn’t all that important. What’s important is the reward that comes with it.”

Anais raised her head.

She was a person who excelled in both wealth and honour.

She had displayed her wealth many times, but he had shown no interest at all.

He didn’t even entertain proposals that showcased her abilities on a grand scale.

What exactly did he hope to gain by putting everything he had at stake?

She sighed inwardly as she pondered this question.

She had a hunch about what it might be.

Among the acrobats advancing to the finals of Circus Grand Prix, various rights were promised in addition to prizes and trophies.

One of them was the citizenship of Sky City Hippodrome.

Contrary to its appealing name, Hippodrome citizenship was not a substantial reward.

Due to the constraints of the aerial city, real estate was scarce, and property prices were exorbitant, unlike most cities on the ground. Obtaining citizenship was practically just a decorative passport if you didn’t have a place to live.

Important rights, including voting, required residency in Hippodrome for a certain number of days each year.

However, if you made it to the finals, your reputation alone would allow you to make a living anywhere in the world without any hindrance.

For most acrobats, Hippodrome citizenship was just an extra, compared to other rewards.

But for someone, it could be more precious than money or fame.

For someone desperately seeking official recognition of themselves.

“I see…”

Only now did she understand.

Why he, who had been indifferent to money and fame, was so obsessed with the Circus Grand Prix.

Perhaps there were other acrobats in other circuses who also coveted citizenship.

Obtaining official status was an elusive goal for those like the wanderers.

Naturally, those born as wanderers couldn’t possibly achieve anything significant in the public eye. Street performances, crude carpentry, theft, and peddling were their entire repertoire of skills.

This competition might have unexpectedly become an opportunity for such people.

“Two and a half years from now, I can’t predict what will happen to me. I couldn’t make an uncertain promise.”

The Circus Grand Prix had returned after 17 years.

The date of the next competition was uncertain.

It might even be the last chance in their lifetime.

“Yes, I’m more of a coward than you might think. Huhu, surprised?”

The meeting between the nameless wanderer and the lord of a small domain.

The world did not view their meeting favourably.

He probably anticipated that revealing his identity would lead to a confrontation like the one today.

However, she couldn’t dare to call him a coward.

He was someone who would help others even at the risk of his own life.

There was probably some consideration for himself in his reason for rejecting her advances.

“No, it’s not like that. I am…”

“Lady Anais is a beautiful person. beautiful, capable, and attractive. I might not have realized it at first, but I do now. If I were in a different situation, I would have accepted your heart, but now… I can’t.”

Anais read the meaning hidden between his words. He wasn’t distancing himself from her because he disliked her. It was simply a matter of social status and circumstances. But at the same time, his words also carried hope. Could she wait for him?

Right now, it wasn’t possible, but in two and a half years, after he officially gained his status, things would be different.

But why did he have to go through all that trouble?

Anais bit her lip and hesitated, then spoke up.

“If what you desire is the official status, I could help you with that. If you become a resident of Vergsong estate, it’s enough. The master of Vergsong family is me. I can certainly arrange that. Moreover, didn’t you save my life? There’s enough reason for it, and there won’t be any downside.”

“Haha.”

But there was a faint sneer in his smile as he looked at her.

Ah, she realized that she had misunderstood something.

If he really wanted social status, he would have mentioned it when he treated her illness. He hadn’t asked for anything other than becoming a sponsor for Circus Grand prix.

Did I misunderstand something? Did I delude myself?

Anais asked with a trembling voice.

“What is it that you truly desire, Sir?”

“What do I truly desire? Well…”

He paused for a moment, then said, “I desire to walk on my own two feet and live my life.”

He said that and smiled at her.

“Was that a bit vague?”

Anais nodded her head. She understood what he meant.

He was talking to her. He didn’t want to live as someone’s possession.

She had been a fool.

He may be a wanderer, but he is not a slave.

Excited by the thought that she could make him her property, she couldn’t help but utter words that hurt his feelings again.

“I’m sorry. I said something stupid.”

If she had been a cold, calculating, she could have used any means necessary to get what she wanted, to have him in her possession.

But she couldn’t do that now.

She suddenly remembered something that happened in a mining town ten years ago.

Negotiating with a man is somewhat similar to this. You need the skill to push and pull, to grasp and shake your opponent.

Her uncle had said that.


Would following his teachings completely put her in control of him?

“I’ll support you.”

But her uncle had also said something else.

“Whatever you need, just tell me. I’ll help with anything.”

Shouldn’t one say that there’s no choice when it comes to something you desperately want? It’s worth losing everything else.

For her uncle, it was his wife and daughter who were such beings.

Something he desperately wanted.

It’s worth losing everything else.

In one word: love.

That’s what’s pounding in her heart right now.

“I’ll pray that you get what you desire.”

Wonderstein must have realized her feelings because he smiled the brightest smile he had ever smiled and nodded.

“Thank you, Lady Vergsong.”

They smiled at each other like that.

They felt the misunderstandings that had built up between them melting away.

“Lady Vergsong, the carriage has arrived.”

Porsche Grape, who had been guarding outside the door, entered.

Behind him, Ella and Maya stood.

“They told the staff to come this way,” Ella said, avoiding the gaze of Anais and Wonderstein.

Maya also glanced at the two and then quickly turned her head.

What could have happened between the two of them?

For some reason, it felt like their relationship was better than before.

“Wonderstein, and this is…”

Porsche Grape took out a small note from his pocket and handed it to Anais.

The note was folded in the shape of a personal letter.

“Once again, you came and went without a word.”

Anais said this and tucked the note into her bosom.

Wonderstein knew what it was but pretended not to. It would seem very strange if he acted like he knew.

“Shall we go back to the lodging…”

As she was about to take a step, her body suddenly buckled forward.

Wonderstein instinctively reached out to support her.

Porsche Grape hurried over in surprise.

Examining the master’s condition, he let out a sigh of relief.

“Thank goodness. She is just tired.”

She closed her eyes and fell asleep as if she had fainted.

She had exhausted herself too much today.

Both mentally and physically.

Wonderstein held her in his arms and was about to take her to the carriage.

“Shall I escort you to the bedroom?”

Seeing his master holding tightly and smiling, Porsche Grape looked troubled.

As he was about to stop Wonderstein, Ella and Maya blocked his way.

They glared at him with a somewhat hostile attitude.

“Are you out of your mind? Carrying someone all the way to the bedroom?”

“Please put her down, Wonderstein.”

They pulled Anais out of Wonderstein’s arms and supported her.

Porsche Grape nodded as if everything was fine, but Wonderstein raised his eyebrows.

Why are they so angry?
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4-2) Hound Mars

One of the two supporters you can collect in the tutorial stage is Hound Mars.

Hound Mars is, of course, a supporter that experienced players don’t use, but there’s no better friend for beginners.

This character has been a bit controversial since its release.

They even created an official add-on for the Trill Trill series to explore each aspect.

Still, thanks to Hound Mars, even beginners can easily progress through the story. Isn’t that an advantage?

Oh, and one thing to note!

Remember that items discovered through Mars do not count toward challenge achievements!

Name: Mars

Age: 40

Affection: 100

Title: Hound

Occupation: Resolver

Recruitment Condition: Discover the “Dog-Shaped Paper Folding” at Vergsong Mansion.

Attributes:


	[Map Exploration]: Displays the locations of NPCs and monsters on the map.

	[Information Gathering]: Bright light appears around the heads of NPCs with clues.

	[Collecting]: Automatically collects coins or items near the ground.

	[Item Discovery]: Hidden or buried items float in the air when approached.

	[Weakness Detection]: Emphasizes the weak points of enemies.

	[Investigation]: Can check all character profiles without doing any affection work.



Hound Mars had worked for over ten years for the Vergsong company.

However, very few people within the company knew of his existence.

Even those who did know mostly called him the “Hound.”

Only the Chairman and Vice Chairman knew his real name.

He served, Cinepecus, who loved rumours, reputation, and gossip.

In other words, he was a warlock.

This term distinguished him from the magicians who unravelled the mysteries of magical powers. Anyone who borrowed the power of the Cinépécus was also considered a warlolck. Even an acrobat who had mastered Inspira could be called a warlolck in principle.

He excelled in tracking and gathering information, living up to his role as a follower of Cinépécus.

In the Abyss, Cinépécus’ domain was known as the “Garden of Whispers,” where echoes of gossip collected from all corners of the world resided.

Mars could briefly visit the Garden of Whispers with his mind to collect information. About three weeks ago, while tracking Pierre, he discovered that periodic information about the master was being transmitted to him.

“Who is the one in Luz passing on her whereabouts to Pierre?”

Like smoke, a snake living in the Garden of Whispers twisted its body and picked up something. Mars opened his eyes. He had identified the target.

About two weeks ago, he had come across rumours of the master’s love affair circulating around Pierre’s faction. He asked a different question this time.

“Who is actively spreading this rumour in Luz?”

Again, the snake in the Garden of Whispers picked up something, revealing the same target as before.

About a week ago, while pursuing the trail of Pierre’s faction, he discovered the conspiracy behind the upcoming “trial.” A young police lieutenant led the investigation, and other nobles were at the forefront of forming the faction. However, someone was orchestrating the situation from behind.

“Who orchestrated this conspiracy?”

The snake once again seized the same target.

The hound had arrived in the city of Luz today.

It was to aid his master, who had become entangled in the conspiracy.

However, his master had brilliantly overcome the crisis on her own.

She didn’t need assistance.

The hound conveyed a brief greeting to his master via a note and left the cabaret. He returned to the Garden of Whispers and posed another question.

“Who hid the autopsy report of the ghost’s body, and who delayed its release until the situation demanded it?”

In response to the question, the smoky snake lifted the target’s shoulders into the air.

The target remained the same as before.

The hound had a knack for uncovering hidden or buried targets.

This was another application of his ability.

“Ah!”

The head of the Luz police department was lifted into the air.

He was the one who had been working behind the scenes in this city, conveying Anais’s movements to Pierre, spreading rumours of their affair, and sabotaging this investigation.

He had done many things, but the most critical one was delaying the report on the unidentified body’s autopsy as long as possible.

If the defence in today’s temporary trial couldn’t quickly counter it and was drawn out, he would have kept the report hidden until it was reported in the morning news.

“Are you doing this again? W-who on earth are you?”

The hound had already sent records and ledgers containing his misdeeds to various newspapers.

With this, the threat to his master in this city would be eliminated for a while.

The hound turned around when he heard the man’s cry and saw the police officers who had arrived to pull him down from the air.

He pondered on who his next prey would be.

In the garden of whispers, there were voices that couldn’t be heard.

First, it was when he truly didn’t want his name to be mentioned by people.

Most of the followers of Cinepecus entered here. They were accustomed to hiding their true names and moving in the shadows. Many of the invincible ones who operated in the underworld were also included here.

Secondly, they were high-ranking priests of the Holy Church. They had the power to exclude the authority of the demons dwelling in the Abyss. By the time they became bishops, there was hardly any information that could be collected about them other than their names or brief profiles. The Pope, inquisitors, or saints were as blank as a white page.

Lastly, they were the ones referred to as “apostles” among the worshippers of other demons.

Apostles represented the will of the respective demon in this world.

They could be considered as performing a role similar to that of the “priests” of religion.

The power of Cinepecus was not absorbed by the abilities of the other demons within the body of the apostle.

The hound sniffed the air.

Since the rumour of the affair had spread, he had been thoroughly investigating the man beside his master.

He even utilized the whispers in the garden.

But not a single name came to mind.

The second one was definitely not the one.

The first or the third were undoubtedly the right ones.

If the hound had come to Loose today and the status as the wanderer had not been revealed, he didn’t know if he would have left a warning to his master to be cautious of him.

The notion that a magician was an unholy being was a deliberate propaganda spread by the Holy Church, but there was no way that an apostle, a being of the same status, would have even a drop of blood on his hands while representing the will of the demon.

He hesitated for a moment and then headed in the direction of the Caribbean.

He provisionally concluded that the man beside his master was harmless.

What was important now was to thoroughly investigate for who Mars was serving.

The Whispering Garden was still buzzing with whispers even after Mars came out.

The Whispering Garden had accumulated a wealth of information.

For hundreds, even thousands of years, all the rumours and conversations that had travelled the world were buried deep beneath the garden.

Among them, there was a fragment of a conversation that had taken place ten years ago between an uncle and his niece.


“No, remember this. If you’re wandering in the desert and someone suddenly appears in front of you holding water that you desperately want, it might contain poison.”

The long-buried whispers rose like dust and then disappeared.

The girl in the dream denied her uncle’s words.

What she had discovered was truly sweet and warm.

A smile formed on her sleeping lips.



 
  
    Chapter 67: Test of the Rose Windmill Cabaret(1)


Gascon was the manager of the “Tomato Greenhouse.”

The Tomato Greenhouse referred to the garden area located northwest of the closed black palace, which was where the official residence of Charlotia’s ruler. Being the manager of the Tomato Greenhouse was no different from being called Charlotia’s top gardener.

The reason Gascon wasn’t called the royal gardener was that Charlotia no longer had a royal family.

The royal people had been executed, the palace closed, and the queen had disappeared.

Gascon was the top candidate to be called the royal gardener on the day the missing Queen Charlotte returned. Every time he entered the official residence, he would imagine himself as the royal gardener.

However, the queen who had disappeared before he turned 10 had not been found even when he was over 60 years old. Queen Charlotte was now considered a character from a fairy tale used to explain why this country was called “Charlotia.”

Among the younger generation who did not remember the queen’s reign, there was a growing opinion that it might be better to recognize the reigning family as the royal family. They thought the fact that the reigning family governed the country itself undermined the country’s reputation.

Gascon inwardly scoffed at these foolish remarks when he saw young people making such naïve comments in the tavern. But he refrained from getting angry as he didn’t want to come off as an old man muttering, “The queen’s time was better.”

Foolish people.

Don’t they realize that assigning an unseen figure as the country’s owner can have a unifying effect on a divided nation? Look at the Papal States and the Pope.

Gascon had held the position of Tomato Greenhouse manager for over 30 years.

Three decades was enough time for a person who considered digging in the earth and tending to plants as his calling to develop a political perspective. Especially someone in a position where they could observe the laughter and tears of Charlotia’s top leader from beyond the bushes.

Gascon remembered the first time he entered the official residence.

The country’s leader was a much weaker figure than he had expected.

His role was always to cater to the whims of the aristocracy, carefully navigating the politics and conflicts between noble factions, and sometimes even pretending to be helpless to play to his advantage.

His son had more strength than his father, so the act of helplessness was no longer necessary.

His grandson, the current ruler, had recently ascended to the throne, but the gardener was convinced he was worse off than his predecessor.

This was because the previous ruler could at least raise his voice to his wife and handle the estate’s hunting dogs, but the current ruler couldn’t even confront his own mother or control the garden’s hunting dogs.

Just by looking at that, it was clear that he was less capable than his father.

Even those who hadn’t known him for 30 years, like the gardener, could sense it.

The gardener had heard a few days ago that the garden in the Metropol Hotel of Luz was in disarray.

It was a place he had perfected the landscaping of, and the former ruler’s wife had praised it. He used to visit once a year to maintain its shape.

When he heard about the accident, he naturally thought he would be called.

The woman who had been the former ruler’s wife was now the current ruler’s mother, and the current ruler couldn’t defy his mother’s words.

However, no orders came from the current ruler’s residence for his trip.

The current ruler hadn’t suddenly started rebelling against his mother.

But that didn’t mean he was foolish enough to leave the garden of the hotel where influential nobles often stayed unattended when he didn’t have to.

When he heard the gardener’s request to go to Luz, he gave an awkward smile and dodged the question.

Instead, he suggested going on vacation.

Gascon, with his thirty-year experience, could sense there was a political issue at hand.

If the gardener, armed with the purity of the artisan spirit from thirty years ago, had still been around, he would have packed his trunk with his equipment and left for the Luz-bound airship, whether asked to or not.

However, he was not the same as he was in his youth.

Firstly, he was too old to lift a trunk containing all his equipment by himself.

Secondly, he had learned over the years that it was best not to meddle in political disputes.

Politicians often interpreted even a meaningless flower message or a particular form of garden landscaping in the background as an implication directed towards them.

The former head gardener of estate was dismissed thanks to a complaint he made to the authorities after seeing a seagull prostrating itself in front of the emblematic animal of a rival family, which he believed was a political signal.

Though the times were not quite as treacherous now, Gascon always tried to be cautious.

The Lord of Charlotia was trained from generation to generation to express the phrase ‘I am neutral’ through physical signals, verbal narratives, or political actions whenever necessary.

At this moment, he seemed to want to avoid any political interpretation that sending his own gardener to Luz for garden repairs could imply taking the side of the noble who had rented the hotel.

In preparation for later events, the Lord granted his gardener a special 30day vacation.

This provided him with an excuse for not having sent the gardener to Luz.

The elderly gardener exchanging a flight ticket to Flolande for a ticket to Luz was not because he suddenly disliked the warm sun in Flolande or was captivated by the glamour of Luz.

It was not due to anger at the current situation, which was insulting the work he had dedicated his life to.

Over the past 30 years, the gardener had also learned politics.

He was prepared for the day when the Lady of the Sebjeong Family would learn the truth and become angry. So, he came to Luz during his vacation to secretly visited the Metropole Hotel.

The hotel manager gladly agreed to keep it a secret upon the request of the top gardener of Charlotia. He offered him a corner room with fewer chances of encountering other guests.

Gascon opened his trunk and took out a worn straw hat, putting it on, and donned a pair of overalls. Besides his work clothes, the trunk was filled with various tools such as a hoe, hammer, measuring tape, lighter, soap, pliers, pruning scissors, hand shears, a small saw, nails for fastening, rings, and rubber bands for tying.

He had brought these things with him, worrying about the state of the southern garden even while on vacation, and they proved useful at this moment.

Taking only a few basic measuring tools and marking chalk, Gascon went out to the garden.

The garden looked as if a bomb had gone off.

The earth was turned upside down, with scorched areas in the center, and flowers and trees were tangled like discarded rubbish.

“It seems some troublemakers have had their way.”

He frowned as he looked at the expensive landscaping plants strewn on the ground. He had been carefully nurturing them, regulating water and sunlight from the time they were just seedlings, but they all seemed to be completely ruined.

“From here to there, I’ll need to completely redesign, and, well, here, I can just replace the plants from the arboretum. Over there, a little pruning should suffice…”

Muttering to himself, Gascon surveyed the garden. In the corner, he noticed someone standing there.

The person held garden tools, a knife, and scissors in his hands, carefully inspecting a tree he had just suggested pruning.

“Hmm, did they hire a gardener at the hotel? I never heard anything about that from the estate manager.”

Gascon scrutinized the person with interest. The young man had blonde hair, blue eyes, and a well-sculpted face. He was tall, with fair and smooth skin. His appearance did not fit that of a typical gardener. His attire resembled what you’d expect someone working in the hotel to wear. He seemed to be a young man hired to clean up the damaged remnants.

Gascon muttered inwardly, “If he came to work, he should be working. Looks can be deceiving.”

The gardener muttered something to himself. At that moment, he suddenly brought the knife to the edge of the peeled tree bark.

Gascon involuntarily shivered as he watched the movement. The way he handled the knife was far too smooth and precise for someone who appeared to have no knowledge of gardening. It was the skill of an experienced gardener who had been studying trees for decades.

Carefully, he continued to work. What was astonishing was not just his appearance. His skill in handling the damaged bark was impeccable. The apprentices working under Gascon were far less skilled than this young man.

Gascon watched with a slightly tense expression, waiting to see what the young man would do next.

Peeling the bark was not something that could be done haphazardly by tearing off the damaged parts. It required the ability to examine the inner layers, inspect the direction of the tree’s growth, and predict the shape and thickness of the new bark as it regrew. It was a task that couldn’t be solved with mere manual dexterity.

It required the experience of observing how a tree grew and recovered over a long period of time.

For someone like Gascon, just a quick examination of the inner layers would reveal precisely where to cut.

All things considered, there was only one correct line where the knife had to be inserted at this particular wounded section of the tree. If the line deviated by just 1cm, the completion rate dropped to 90%, and if it deviated by 2cm, the completion rate plummeted below 50%.

Gascon couldn’t understand why he was so nervous.

Just because his knife skills had been slightly proficient just now, there was no reason to be surprised.

Although his appearance didn’t show it, he seemed to be in his mid-twenties, so he could have had about ten years of experience.

So, his skill was understandable.

Peeling the skin was not something a young man like him could grasp just by looking at it for a moment.

The best that gardeners of his age could do was to bring a gardening manual and calculate things here and there, or first cut and then watch it grow, trimming a bit at a time.

The young man pressed the knife against the bark.

There was no tension on his face at all.

Only a calm smile was there.

His knife moved.

“Ah.”

Gascon involuntarily made a sound.



It was because the knife had entered the line he had predicted with an accuracy of 0.1 cm.

His knife skills were truly perfect.

“Who are you?”

The young man turned to the old man.

Gascon unconsciously swallowed his saliva.
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The young man’s blade, which had been entering at a perfect angle, wavered and went slightly off target the moment he made a sound.

As a result, the blade accidentally grazed the inner cambium(??) of the trunk.

A hazy liquid sprayed out.

“Oh, this…”

With that, the trimming of the bark was ruined. Unless the inner cambium of that portion was completely cut off, that type of tree would never grow into a beautiful shape.

The blade wielded by the young man might look like an ordinary strike to an onlooker, but Gascon could tell.

It was a highly concentrated skill that required precise control down to one’s fingertips, and it wouldn’t come out without utmost focus.

In such a situation, anyone who quietly approached and disrupted that focus was bound to irritate the person. And that annoyance was bound to show on their face.

Courtesy is about considering those around you.

For someone who had entered the realm of perfect concentration, there was nothing outside.

It was only going inward.

This was a phenomenon similar to what magicians call a meditative state.

In such a situation, emotions unintentionally surfaced on a person’s face.

It was not easy to hide.

Were there no stories of such incidents?

A living saintly monk, revered by many, finally reached the end of a long period of fasting till death. But when his mischievous disciple attempted to steal his last meal, the monk, not even realizing it himself, furrowed his brows and cursed, recognizing that his own practice had gone astray, and he returned to prayer.

Even the ascetic monk who had endured such hardships found it difficult to conceal emotions in a state of perfect concentration.

Irritation. Anger. Disgust. Contempt.

Gascon didn’t doubt that the young man would show these emotions towards him for disrupting his focus.

But the old man was surprised by an unexpected sight.

“Who are you?”

He couldn’t find a single trace of dark emotions on his face as he gazed at him.

Only pure curiosity.

He looked at him with the innocent, eager eyes of a child.

“Um, sorry. I disturbed your work.”

The old man unintentionally lowered his head.

If his disciples had seen this, they would be astonished.

The old troublemaker, a grumpy old man, apologizing to a young stranger.

Gascon couldn’t understand why he was acting this way.

He would have preferred it if the young man had expressed anger or cursed at him; he could have brushed it off with confidence…

“No, I just swung without any particular thought, haha.”

The young man burst into laughter.

When Gascon heard his laughter, he felt as though something has pierced his chest.

Swung without any thought?

Gascon let out a hollow laugh without even realizing it himself.

Many craftsmen had reached the pinnacle of their craft. No matter how untalented someone may be, dedicating their life to a single field often resulted in producing one or two masterpieces from the ocean of devotion.

Among craftsmen, there were those who were unwaveringly dedicated to their craft and had no attachment to any other field.

However, it was difficult to find someone who had no obsession with the pinnacle of their craft, even if they were a master who had transcended their life.

Most of them hoped to create a masterpiece that they could offer in life.

But here was a kind of human he had never seen before since he was born.

He appeared to be no more than 30 years old, but the skills he had mastered in his body far exceeded those of veteran craftsmen who had honed their craft for decades, and his experience seemed equally impressive.

Despite possessing such skill, there was not a hint of arrogance or conceit in him.

Where did this fellow come from?

“Have you ever learned garden work?”

The young man hesitated for a moment before nodding.

“No. I just learned a little bit by watching over someone’s shoulder.”

When he worked as a garden assistant, Gascon also used to steal techniques. He nodded.

“I saw a little earlier, and… it seems you have some talent.”

“Thank you.”

“But with that level of skill, do you dare to lay hands on this expensive garden?”

Gascon said with an annoyed tone. Even young people without any ambition tend to get irritated when they hear such disparaging remarks.

“I’m sorry.”

“Doing it this way will ruin the garden. If you do as I instruct, you might avoid causing too much damage. What do you say? Can you follow my directions?”

Gascon tried to provoke the young man’s competitive spirit.

The young man who appeared to be quite carefree, he wanted to see his passionate performance.

It was an emotion he had never felt in his entire life.

However, the words that came out of his mouth were shocking.

“I have no intention of becoming a gardener.”

“What, what did you say…?”

Gascon’s face twisted in disbelief.

He couldn’t understand what he was talking about.

And he couldn’t understand why he was so angry at his words.

“Then why did you work on this garden?”

He shouted angrily.

The young man smiled awkwardly.

“Just wanted to test my skills…”

“Test your skills? With your meager abilities? Haha! This guy is a real joke. What can you possibly test with such pathetic skills!”

Gascon was genuinely furious.

With his level of talent, he could achieve anything, and yet…

“Indeed, that’s how it is. It’s only natural that he had no ambition. If he’s a guy with such a rotten and arrogant mindset.”

It was clear that he had some extraordinary skills.

Discovering the hidden pruning point earlier must have been a mere stroke of luck.

“Now, pick up the knife and scissors! I, the manager of the Tomato Greenhouse, will show you how truly difficult garden work can be!”

The stubbornness in his words made the young man look embarrassed, but he reluctantly got up and followed Gascon’s instructions.

So, under Gascon’s guidance, the young man pruned branches, wiped petals, arranged stones, and tidied up stems.

As Gascon watched the young man work, his anger melted away like snow in the sun.

He wasn’t just someone with slightly better skills.

If there were such things as garden gods, he could be considered one.

His claim of not having learned proper gardening techniques was not out of humility or deceit. It was because he nonchalantly ignored or surpassed what should have been common knowledge in the industry.


“I’m amazed, truly amazed. What an astonishing talent.”

But what surprised Gascon even more was the young man’s attitude, which seemed detached from his own fate.

He didn’t show the slightest interest in the salary or benefits he was receiving, as if the matter had nothing to do with him, offering only a faint, wistful smile.

The old gardener was curious.

What had turned this young man, who was no more than his twenties, into an old man who had lived a full life?

After the young man bid farewell and left, Gascon summoned the hotel manager to inquire about his identity.

Upon hearing the old man’s explanation, the manager nodded.

“That would be Ringmaster Wonderstein.”

“And who is that?”

“Didn’t you hear about the Circus Grand Prix opening ceremony in the news the day before yesterday?

“I was on a plane at that time,” he said. He was then recounted about the conspiracy and trial that took place at the Rose Windmill Cabaret.

If Wonderstein had heard it, he would have pointed out that there was some exaggeration in his account.

He hadn’t even received a rotten tomato baptism, hadn’t been dragged onto the stage like a dog by angry nobles, and hadn’t been spat on in the face.

Gascon, upon hearing the story, let out an uncomfortable groan.

He had always considered Wonderstein to be a fallen aristocrat or at least a court jester based on his appearance and behaviour. After all, a gardener was someone who worked for nobility or a major household. It required a certain status and formality. In practice, it was a profession bordering on the nobility.

He had never heard of gardeners who were Gypsies or wandering gardeners.

“I’m a gardener?”

His smile and the look in his eyes that appeared with it.

The old gardener now understood what that meant.

Such talent thwarted by social status.

If this had happened just a while ago, he would have felt disillusioned by his proposal.

In the midst of his heart pounding with anger and pity, the old gardener realized why he had become increasingly sarcastic and cowardly, resenting the young and finding fault in everything.

It was because he lacked talent to find a successor.

Gascon, who had become the manager of a tomato greenhouse in his thirties, had not found any replacement talent in the thirty years since.

So everything had become meaningless.

He was annoyed and frustrated with everything because he constantly felt that he had invested his whole life in the garden but it would crumble when he died.

And the reason he had found pleasure in watching the young Wonderstein was the exact opposite.

Only now did he understand the true feelings that his teacher had expressed, saying he was fortunate to leave.

Suddenly, he envied his teacher.

He, too, wanted to leave like that.

A fire was ignited in his decaying heart, emitting a foul odor.

“Have my legacy.”

Politics, status, power.

Suddenly, none of that was frightening at all.

For the first time in a long while, he felt like he had returned to being a pure artisan.

That afternoon, rumours spread across Charlotia about Sebjeong’s support for the Vergsong family in the dispute that had spilled over among the nobility in this region.

Originally, he had maintained a somewhat ambiguous stance on this issue.

In ordinary circumstances, what Sebjeong did was his own business, but many people were disappointed in his actions in a situation where the nation’s prestige was at stake due to a major incident during an international event.

However, was his attitude all just a ruse?

He secretly dispatched Gascon Halidon, the Tomato Greenhouse gardener, to the hotel where the Vergsong family was staying. Sending the gardener was a way of conveying a message.

In conflicts among nobles, it was common for Sebjeong to subtly insert a message when he got involved.

According to Sebjeong’s usual personality, it would probably end with just restoring the garden.

Make amends and go back to his usual place.

However, the audacity continued.

In the restored hotel, a new sculpture was erected, something that had not been there before.

The meaning of it was clear to anyone, even those who had only skimmed the surface of the incident.

He had bent the rose vines into a windmill shape, and even the presence of white roses symbolizing innocence and acquittal sent a very obvious message.

The Sebjeong family was well-known for its generations of strict neutrality and a conservative attitude.

There was even a saying that the one who underestimated Sebjeong’s power the most was Sebjeong themselves.

But this Sebjeong family was acting differently.


Was the rumour that the new Sebjeong was more timid and foolish than his father distorted?

Or was it Sebjeong’s own disguise?

It hadn’t been long since he took office, yet he had lifted his head.

The nobles of Luz tried to subtly uncover clues about Sebjeong’s true intentions by inviting the gardener to their residence, but he urgently boarded an airship and returned, so they couldn’t ask him.

One thing was certain, the power struggle among the nobility in the Luz region had ended in the victory of the Lord Mustang and the Vergsong family, that much was certain.
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I ended up spending the morning in the garden, caught by a strange old man. Wearing a straw hat, overalls, and holding tools, he appeared to be a gardener hired by the hotel. It seemed he came to repair the damage we caused with the explosion.

He approached me and, after silently observing my work, suddenly started to nag. I could quickly sense his intention from the words he threw at me. Despite lecturing me on skills and professional spirit, he ultimately just wanted me to do the work as he instructed.

Even though I didn’t like his attitude of bossing me around under the pretext of helping, I decided to go along with it. The garden was already in ruins, and there were a few things I wanted to experiment with using the new skills I acquired.

He continued giving orders while occasionally pointing out what I was lacking. Hours passed like this, and suddenly it was lunchtime. Despite feeling it was enough, the old man didn’t stop assigning tasks.

He tried hard to maintain an annoyed expression, but the sagging of his cheeks betrayed his satisfaction. Probably happy to earn money while I worked under him. It seemed like he had no shame, subtly suggesting how nice it would be if I continued working under him.

Fortunately, the hotel manager intervened at the right moment. He informed me that Ella was looking for me. As I left, I noticed the old man exchanging words with the manager, sending a regretful look my way.

Such an audacious old man. I resisted the urge to say something back.

My understanding of the newly acquired item, the ‘Skill Book,’ deepened. The Skill Book was a reward obtained when the average favourability of the members reached 10. Its appearance resembled what I knew from games – an old book with a bright earth-coloured leather cover.

The main trio of Tril Triilo could use the Skill Book to unlock new skills or enhance existing ones. However, mastering all skills in one game was impossible. The number of Skill Books available in the game was clearly limited compared to the potential number of skills.

Each Skill Book had to be strategically used, shaping the playstyle significantly. Common and typical compositions included a warrior focusing on sword and shield skills, a rogue specializing in ranged skills, and a defence mage primarily increasing the level and intensity of summoned entities.

Still, there were unconventional ways to play, such as a warrior combining push and stun skills to create an infinite stun effect, a rogue using triple jumps and evasive skills to avoid all attacks, or a mage flying across the map using telekinesis (essential for speed running!).

Additionally, there were tank warriors who enhanced resistance training, Armor, and a thorn cloak to deal damage through contact, rogue negotiators who maximized the use of conversation skills to skip battles, and Lego mages who utilized a combination of polymorphic skills and engineering techniques.

Thanks to this variety, starting a new game felt like experiencing a completely different game by trying different playstyles. Considering the six supporter character combinations, even players who had seen multiple endings often finished the game without experiencing half of the available playstyles.

The efficiency of the Skill Books I obtained was similar to those in the game, and they could also be developed or enhanced. However, unlike in the game, there were no restrictions here – all skills could be applied universally.

From horse riding to archery, it went without saying, and even skills like pencil spinning or pouring coffee were possible.

I unfolded the skill book.

Skill Book:

­1. [Gardening］

­2. [To unlock this skill slot, 100 Debulroot is required.］

­3. [To unlock this skill slot, 200 Debulroot is required.］

­4. [To unlock this skill slot, 300 Debulroot is required.］

­5. [To unlock this skill slot, 500 Debulroot is required.］

­[Massage］[Cooking］

There was currently only one skill equipped in the available slot. To unlock the remaining slots, Debulroot was needed, with a maximum of five skills that could be equipped at once.

Over the past few days, I experimented with several skills.

Massage: Debulroot x35

Cooking: Debulroot x70

Gardening: Debulroot x45

When I equipped these skills in the skill book slots, I reached a level of mastery beyond that of experts in those fields.

The first skill I experimented with was massage.

The moment I equipped the massage skill, I gained a level of hand technique surpassing even the renowned masseurs in the metropolis. With a unique body structure, I could instinctively feel where to manipulate Yurakne’s muscles and joints.

­”Ah, Master!”

My massage skills were perfect. Yurakne, who had never experienced 100% satisfaction before, finally felt the sensation others praised as “melting body” yesterday.

She draped herself in a sleeveless shirt and lay down to receive my touch.

­”Third shoulder, how does it feel?”

­”Uh, go-good!”

­”Fourth shoulder, how about here?”

­”Ah! Ugh!”

­”Fifth shoulder? This area…”

­”Um, M-Master? Can you go lower, please?”

Her face turned crimson as she made the request.

Instead of continuing to knead her two arms around the waist, I chuckled and realized that my ‘skill’ was sending signals. Yurakne was not asking for a massage point.

­”Huh? Do you want me to massage there?”

­”Ah…no, I, you misunderstood! No…”

The massage was successful, but not every skill yielded the same results. Areas with strong aesthetic influence couldn’t be satisfied with skills alone. Even in the realm of artisan skills I experimented with just now, there were flaws.

General skills, aesthetic skills, artisan skills.

Through three experiments, I felt the utility and limitations of the skill book.

Name: Frank Wonderstein

Age: 27

Occupation: Biomancer

­Debulroots: (67/200）

­Muscle Strength: 4.0 (3 sets of 1000）

­Tissue Resilience: 4.0 (Plate Armor）

­Cell Regeneration: 4.0 (Cheetah）

Traits: [Smiling Man］

In the past few weeks, I used accumulated Debulroots to enhance the three basic abilities to 4.0. Now, I could exert strength similar to the ‘knights’ of this era.

However, I postponed further enhancement. It required 20 Debulroot for each category to increase from 3.0 to 4.0. From 4.0 to 5.0, it needed 30 for each, and from 5.0 to 6.0, it demanded 50 for each. As with any increasing ability, the resource requirements grew.

Climbing the hotel stairs, I changed into my usual attire.

A light flick of the fingers in the air was enough.

[Changed to ‘Wonderstein’s Casual Wear.］

[‘Hotel Attendant’ attire has been restored. 1 Debulroot will be charged for laundry and repairs.］

‘Laundry and mending expenses, huh? This ability doesn’t come cheap either.’

They demanded a rental fee when I first got it. The ‘[Dressing Room]’ was an additional feature added to the ‘[Member Management]’ as a reward for achieving a circus troupe reputation of 50.

I could remember and retrieve clothing I had seen or touched whenever I wanted. The amazing thing was that the clothes provided fit the wearer’s body perfectly. This feature applied not only to me but to all members. In other words, with just a snap of my fingers, I could dress all members in the same suit as mine, or change them into hotel staff uniforms, just like before.

I closed the dressing room function by flicking my finger again. Although I could manipulate the status window with just my willpower, there was a reason to manually control the dressing room function.

It was because of the mistake I made yesterday.

That was…

“Oops, Master!”

As I was about to speak, I came face to face with Yurakne.

She was coming down the stairs, her purple hair tied up with a hairpin. When she saw me, she was surprised and turned her face away. A blush rose on her brown skin.

She seemed unsure of what to do, fidgeting with her six arms.

“Hello.”

I smiled calmly at her, unlike her bewildered expression.

Of course, internally, I was just as embarrassed as she was.

It was because of the mistake I made yesterday.

Due to that…

“Uh, good morning, or, uh, afternoon. Well, you know, the weather… ahaha.”

Yurakne awkwardly greeted me.

Since the incident during our tea time yesterday, we had not met until now.


But there was no time to dwell on that.

Behind her, the deputy leader and the skeleton jester came down the stairs.

“Why are you all acting like that?”

Ella raised an eyebrow.

While Yurakne and I were trying to avoid the embarrassment, Sven, the skeleton, cheerfully shouted while dodging Yurakne’s attacks.

“I saw it! Haha! A woman soaked in sweat going in and coming out in different clothes…!”

“Shut up, Sven!”

Yurakne’s face turned even redder as she waved her six arms in embarrassment.

The skeleton skilfully avoided her attacks.

Meanwhile, he grinned and made eye contact with me, showing a relaxed attitude.

After the incident at the opening ceremony was widely reported, the favourability of the members gradually increased. Some even awkwardly greeted me when we met.

But this skeleton guy took it to another level.

Since then, he had started playing pranks or making jokes near me.

I sighed inwardly.

This was the nature of these ‘jesters.’

They didn’t know how to hold back even in life-threatening situations.

When they faced the emperor, they threw sarcastic remarks about the political situation of the empire, resulting in them getting torn apart, or when they threw jokes about a flirtatious duchess in front of the duke himself, I heard stories of them losing their heads.

Of course, those who had the courage to act on it were just a handful, but the jesters fantasized about dying like that in their lifetime.

Sven, who had been somewhat cautious and restrained until now, couldn’t hold back anymore and started venting his jester temperament as the atmosphere loosened.

Moreover, I had no intention of getting angry.


Ella scolded them as she passed by.

“That’s enough playing around. Let’s go quickly.”

Yurakne and Sven stopped the playful scuffle, and I took the lead. The two followed me.

As Ella hurriedly ran ahead, she signalled from the carriage.

Today was the day to announce the assignment for the test held at the Rose Windmill Cabaret.
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Ella seemed more spirited than usual.

It was evident from her attire.

From the sharp edges of her clothes, sleeves, and even the neatly folded parts of her skirt, to the shine of her shoes and shoulders reflecting light to the point where it could illuminate a person’s face, it all indicated an extra effort. Even the feather decoration on her hat seemed to have been completely replaced, radiating a purple shine.

Even the animals she raised were adorned with accessories.

Black bow ties adorned the neck of Pigeon Dub, and a pink ribbon hung from the tail tip of Mouse Chick. Both wore small hats identical to the one Ella had on her head.

Where did she find such accessories?

In response to my question, Ella shrugged her shoulders nonchalantly.

“This? I bought the materials at the fabric store and personally stitched them.”

She tapped the hats of the pigeon and mouse with her fingertips.

Despite all the accessories, Ella handled them well, and the animals emitted a pleasant sound without bothering her.

“Ella’s versatility knows no bounds, hehe.”

“Well, what’s that supposed to mean, all of a sudden…”

Ella pouted, avoiding eye contact, lips pursed.

I smiled at her in response.

“But why is your drawing skill like that?”

“Ugh.”

Her face contorted when the topic of drawing came up.

Laughter spilled from the mouths of Yurakne and Sven, who had been silent until now.

Everyone remembered what happened the day before yesterday.

“Hehe, that thing, right? It was really impressive.”

“Haha, I don’t know what you drew, but it had the right appearance to fit into our circus troupe.”

At Sven’s words, Yurakne poked his side.

“That was the ringmaster’s idea.”

“Oh, I see! I thought it was some hungry monkey variant with golden fur…”

“Shh, quiet!”

Ella shouted loudly.

She pressed the hat down on her face, her face red, and glanced at me.

“Wh-why bring up something unnecessary…”

“I’m sorry. I wonder how you drew it in the first place…”

“I don’t know! I don’t remember! Don’t worry about it since it’s burned!”

Ella sat down roughly, pressing the hat down as if to cover her eyes.

“Maya will handle it well. She said she learned to draw from a young age. If I had learned, I might have been able to do something similar…”

Ella had gathered the members the day before yesterday and suggested drawing a signboard.

Considering the information obtained from the opening ceremony and the cabaret staff, it seemed that gaining the favour of the city residents would play a significant role in the test.

To achieve that, wouldn’t it be helpful to have a large signboard in front of the hotel? A signboard was one of the important promotional tools for a performance.

We had one that was drawn for us by the Aksville Merchant Association in the past.

However, it was makeshift and quite crude compared to what other circus troupes had.

So, we decided to draw a new signboard.

Even in the age of illusionists, using a painter for this kind of work was still more practical.

A signboard had to be displayed outside for several days or weeks, and unless dozens of magicians were involved, maintaining such an illusion consistently was impossible.

Even Maya, touted as a genius, found it challenging to maintain an illusion of the size suitable for a signboard for more than an hour.

So Ella confidently took up the brush to start drawing on the signboard.

Given her outstanding talents in various fields, it was expected that she would do well this time too.

However, the result was dismal.

She seriously considered reattaching the signboard provided by the Aksville Merchant Guild, which the members had broken in half.

It was regrettable not to see it with my own eyes.

“I’ll do the drawing.”

Maya, who was not as skilled, took up the brush and palette.

She had learned painting from her father, who was a painter when she was young.

Considering her ability to shape fantasies, drawing a signboard at the entrance of the circus was well within her capabilities.

Once she started working, she concentrated to a frightening extent.

She even refused to participate in the preliminary task presentation.

Despite Yurakne’s persuasion that it wouldn’t take long, she shook her head.

Today’s event had no time for a celebration performance or introducing notable figures.

It was just a simple meal with snacks, presentation of test assignments, and a few rounds of drawing lots.

Maybe we would sit for about an hour and then leave.

It was possible to go out with Yurakne and Sven, thanks to that.

The members still felt uncomfortable going to crowded places. Today, being a short stay, the two of them could be less reserved.

The venue for the event was the same as the opening ceremony, the 1st Hall of the Rose Windmill Cabaret.

This was my third visit.

I couldn’t help but look up at the ceiling where the light had fallen, and my gaze went to the stage where I had stood as the accused for no reason.

This place always brought me unpleasant memories.

Today, I hoped nothing bad would happen.

“Hey, you’re here.”

A man with a red mohawk and a red beard, shaking like a rooster on the opposite table, approached me.

Minova.

The director of the Satbyeol Circus.

The first impression wasn’t good, but after he sided with me in the trial, I developed some goodwill towards him.

“Haha, greetings! Is this the deputy head? Nice to meet you! Oh, and this here is a beautiful lady! Hm, you’re covering your face. Well, whatever, haha!”

I responded to his cheerful greeting, inquiring about each other’s well-being, and laughed back at him.

However, I felt a slight sense of discomfort inside.

Can people change so much?

It was hard to imagine that this cheerful guy would turn into such a malicious person in just two years.

Minova was a singer and a strongman. Perhaps that’s why he had a large build and well-developed muscles.

His upper body was relatively larger than his lower body, especially his widely spread shoulders were impressive.

Estimating roughly, each shoulder seemed to be over 30 cm.

Whether he wanted to emphasize it or not, he had a large doll on one shoulder.

Matching his nickname of “Rooster,” the doll was shaped like a chick.

As I stared at it in surprise, the chick doll suddenly spoke.


“Hello….”

I was startled, but thanks to the smiling man, I knew from the start that it was a person and nodded casually.

A face was revealed under the hood.

A girl who was not even five years old.

She wore a yellow one-piece animal pajama with fluffy yellow fur attached.

The one I thought was a doll turned out to be her.

Minova smiled as if he had been waiting for someone to discover her.

“Let me introduce you! This is Ruelle Yang, our adorable deputy head!”

He shouted, lifting the girl on his shoulder.

The girl in his hand blushed and covered her face with yellow wing decorations.

“I-it’s not like that… He is just my dad, and I am his daughter…”

Ruelle struggled to escape from her dad’s grasp.

Her actions looked like a baby chick trying to break free, making me naturally smile. Ella and the other members also burst into laughter. The sight of the flustered child was just too adorable.

Perhaps due to the commotion, the attention of the people around us focused on our group.

“What’s going on? Who are they?”

“Hey, isn’t that Wonderstein from the news?”

“Wow, he’s handsome. Feast for eyes for sure!”

“Who’s the guy on the opposite side?”

“I don’t know.”

“He looks like the ringmaster of a circus or something.”

“Ugh, it’s too loud. His voice is so annoyingly loud.”

Most eyes were on me due to the trial incident that occurred at the opening ceremony.

However, Ruelle seemed to think the attention was because of her dad’s loudness, covering her face with her wings and letting out a cute sigh.

I looked at her with a pleased smile and then asked Minova, “You have a daughter?”

“Of course! I’m over 40 now, do you think I didn’t get married?”

His words gave me a solid feeling, as if something firm hit my head.

In TT1, he expressed some concern about missing members, but he never mentioned anything about his family. There was no mention of a daughter in his profile or background.

The reason he became twisted two years later.

The reason he acts unusually friendly towards me.

These two things were connected.

I whispered to him, “Is she sick?”

Minova’s shoulders twitched.

“Wow! Cute! So cute!”

Ella separated Ruelle from Minova and hugged her. She loved animals and cute things, and Ruelle in her chick pyjamas was something she could jump around with joy about.

Minova looked at the scene with a pleased expression and then whispered to me with a slightly sunken expression, “How did you know?”

“I just felt it.”

“Of course…! You really cured Vergsong’s disease, huh?”

After saying that, he closed his mouth.

It felt like he wanted to say more but hesitated.

Even a fool could guess what he wanted to say.

Before giving a hasty answer, I used the diagnostic function of the Evolution Research Lab to check her illness.

Fortunately, it was a treatable disease.

The institute quickly provided an estimate. “It can be fixed.”

There was no need for questions, but I answered, “I can do it.”

Minova looked surprised for a moment, but soon he hardened his expression.

“Sorry. I should have asked first.”

“Ohoho, don’t worry about it.”

At that moment, the girl in chick pajamas shouted towards us, “Dad, look at this!”

There, Ella’s rat and dove were showing off their talents for a single audience member.

Chick stood on both legs, did a backflip, and Dub, with folded wings, demonstrated a precarious aerial turn.

Minova, who had a serious expression, laughed heartily as he looked at his daughter smiling widely.

Ruelle, as if she had done something amazing by raising animals, pestered Ella to show her something else.

Minova looked at that scene for a moment, then mumbled with a softened voice, “It’s a strange thing. Having a child.”


“Is that so?”

He let out a deep sigh.

“Even though I look like this now, when I was young, I was quite a scoundrel. I was a wandering acrobat, but in reality, I also did robbery and theft. I did anything for money. I hit people, robbed them, set fires… I didn’t care about others’ suffering. I wasted the money I earned on alcohol and women, complaining about the world. I used to despise and envy those who lived harder and better than me.”

He clenched his fist and then opened it as he spoke.

He was talking about the past, but it sounded like he was talking about the future to me.
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“She was a baby who hadn’t even been born for a month. She didnt know what kind of person I am, what kind of life I’ve lived. But the little one held my hand tightly and smiled brightly. At that moment, I thought, I want to protect this child’s smile. I want to be a father without shame in front of this child. Such feelings welled up in my heart. I never imagined in my entire life that a person like me would feel that way… Haha, and so, the crazy brawler disappeared from the world that day.”

Minova continued with similar ramblings several more times.

It was a detailed explanation of how the wild and aggressive fighter, who used to shoot through the world without hesitation, ended up folding his wings and staying with them. He described in detail how his beak and claws, once used to torment others, were broken.

‘Minova harbors a vague anger towards the world and jealousy towards others, with nowhere to vent his resentment.’

So much detail has been omitted in his description.

I silently criticized the indifference of the Tril Trilo production team.

“Is it okay to reveal such personal matters to someone you’ve just met? Especially if it’s a story you haven’t told your daughter. What if I use this as a weakness?”

At that moment, his expression, which had seemed carefree, became rugged.

His warm gaze flashed sharp, like that of a predator.

“Hey, you… are you going to tell Ruelle?”

A mix of hot breath and growling came out of his mouth.

A fierce light that only someone who had experienced all the ups and downs of back alleys could emit flickered in his eyes.

I was surprised internally but, thanks to the smiling man, I could maintain a calm appearance.

I raised both palms and shrugged.

“Haha, there’s no way. I won’t tell anyone. But, we were talking about curing Ruelle’s disease, weren’t we?”

Upon my words, he made a surprised expression.

His attitude wasn’t that of someone making a request.

I bit my tongue silently.

Even if he softened because of his daughter, it seemed his fiery temperament hadn’t disappeared.

The crazy brawler didn’t vanish from the world that day.

He scratched his head, which still had a mohawk, as if thinking deeply.

“Uh, sorry… I didn’t realize my old habits were resurfacing unconsciously…”

“It’s okay.”

As I shrugged my shoulders, he looked at me with a slightly admiring gaze.

“Your skills are impressive, but your courage is remarkable too. When I spew out my anger, everyone freezes in shock…”

“A person imitating a crazy fighting rooster is not as intimidating as you think.”

At my joke, he sighed deeply and shook his head.

“Ugh. This attire, seriously….”

At that moment, Ruelle’s scream echoed.

“N-No, don’t look!”

Minova’s head snapped back like lightning, still wearing the fierce expression of a fighting rooster he had just demonstrated.

I turned my head towards the source of the crying.

A child, sitting on the floor, holding her head and sobbing.

The three of the members of my group, exchanged awkward glances as they surrounded her.

Ruelle’s animal-themed pyjamas were far from ordinary. Rich yellow fur covered it, with chicken-foot-shaped shoes on the legs, wing decorations on the arms, and a hood resembling a chick’s head, allowing it to be worn like a mask.

It was more like a costume for a doll than pyjamas.

The first time I saw her, I even mistook her for a chick doll.

But now, the hood covering the part resembling a chick’s head was removed.

“Don’t look!”

Ruelle shouted with a voice mixed with tears.

Her head, hidden beneath the hood, was revealed.

Whispers could be heard from all around, gossiping about her.

According to Minova, she was over four years old.

However, her hair was sparse, resembling that of a newborn or an elderly person.

She clutched her hair and whimpered, “Uwuu,” shedding tears.

She was a girl, not a boy.

Could that be a symptom of the disease too?

“R-Ruelle….”

Ella stood by her side, unsure of what to do.

In her hand was the chick head that Ruelle had been wearing.

It seemed like she did it out of curiosity or mischief, unveiling something the girl wanted to hide.

“S-Sorry. I didn’t know….”

Ella quickly put the chick mask back on Ruelle’s head.

Then, she took out a handkerchief, wiped away the tears on the girl’s cheeks, and comforted her with a trembling voice.

Minova let out a deep sigh.

Seemingly relieved that his daughter hadn’t suffered any harm.

“Because of a medicine called ‘Milky Way’ made by the Alchemy Guild. It’s developed as a cure for the ‘Curse Plague,’ but it’s said to have effects on tumour suppression as well. However, as you can see… the side effects are severe. It makes the stomach uncomfortable and sometimes causes bleeding. Losing hair is nothing compared to the pain she’s going through. Oh, of course, the child is most saddened by the loss of her hair….”

He embraced the exhausted Ruelle, who had cried a lot and lost her energy.

She seemed frail, and even this much seemed to quickly tire her, as she began to drift off to sleep.

“Ruelle… I’m sorry about earlier,” Ella apologized.

Ruelle shook her head in response. “It’s okay… I’m sorry too… I screamed because I was startled…”

Ruelle smiled widely as she spoke.

“Sister, will you show me your skills in taming later?”

The answer came not from Ella but from the animals she raised. Chick climbed onto the owner’s shoulder, extending its front paws and showing a thumbs-up gesture, while Dub sat on the owner’s hat, making a V-shape with its two wings.

Sometimes, it made me wonder if those really were animals.

Without seeing what they did, Ella nodded as if she already knew.

“Yeah, they like the idea too.”

“Hehe, then see you later… Goodbye, little ones…”

That way, Ruelle, with her face buried in her father’s shoulder, fell asleep.

Minova gently stroked her back and said, “A daughter is the only connection between the world and me. Without this child, the world has no value to me. I can do anything for her sake.”

He repeated the last words once more.

“Anything.”

I understood well what he wanted to say.

He would pay any price to cure his daughter’s illness.

I nodded, reassuring him not to worry.

“We can discuss the details after the event is over.”

“Got it.”

Minova and Ruelle left for their seats.

Ella stared blankly at their backs, tightly gripping the handkerchief that wiped away Ruelle’s tears.


I recognized what it was.

It was the item I picked up for her from the mansion.

“Great. Family, huh…”

Her voice contained a poignant emotion.

I could understand her feelings now.

I, too, grew up in an orphanage.

Just like she grew up in a circus school.

Most of my friends from the orphanage died when the director went crazy.

Just like she lost most of her friends to Wonderstein.

A wanderer who lost the place of birth and upbringing.

She was in a situation similar to mine.

I was about to throw some comforting words at her when I stopped midway.

I became aware of who I was.

I wasn’t the boy who survived in the orphanage anymore.

I am Wonderstein.

Her enemy.

Me comforting her would only seem like a desperate pretence.

Claiming to understand her would sound like mockery.

There was nothing I could do for her.

Just smiling silently, that’s all.

“What are you looking at?”

Ella extended her lips unevenly, glancing at me.

I shook my head.

“No, I just thought you still kept that handkerchief well. You know, at the hotel, they give you a luxury handkerchief as a gift every day.”

Ella looked down at the handkerchief in her hand, then spat it out.

“It’s my mom’s heirloom.”

I nodded.

I thought it might be something precious just because she said so.

“Do you have memories of your mother?”

“No. Master said so. The dying woman entrusted me to Master along with this handkerchief.”

Ella suddenly frowned deeply and then shook her head as if she didn’t want to talk anymore.

I understood.

I was Wonderstein.

Not the right person to share such stories with.

In the somewhat subdued atmosphere, we took our assigned seats.

***

The preliminary event proceeded in a more subdued atmosphere than the opening ceremony.

There were no music, spotlights, or shows.

Amidst the murmur of the crowd, the organizer, Bouvalle, stood on the stage.

As an experienced host, he skillfully captivated the audience’s attention.

“What do you think is the most important thing in a performance?” he asked abruptly.

A sudden question.

Participants seemed momentarily startled, but quickly each voiced their thoughts.

Unlike an academy presentation or a corporate executive meeting, there was no one hesitating or watching their words.

They were all the people on the stage.

Accustomed to attention and living to be noticed.

They expressed their opinions without hesitation.

Some spoke about acting skills,

some mentioned the importance of the script.

Someone emphasized individual talents and skills,

while another argued that originality was crucial.

Bouvalle listened quietly, nodding his head.

“Yes, everything you’ve said is important. However, I think the most crucial thing is…”

He drew a circle with his thumb and forefinger, revealing a slight smile.

“Money.”

A sense of disappointment and ridicule passed through the participants.

Yeah, money is important.

Without it, how can you stage a performance?

But what’s the big deal?

This is a competition, right? Shouldn’t you freely showcase your skills regardless of money?

Come to think of it, why did a manager take charge of today’s event? I thought Director Maroine would be here.

Bouvalle remained unfazed by the hostile attitude of the people.

Those who considered themselves artists were always like this.

They would get angry if you openly talked about money in their creative activities.

These naive individuals who didn’t know how the world worked.

Nevertheless, Bouvalle found it pleasing that at least one person at each table was calmly listening to his words.

Even without checking name tags, it was evident. They were probably the leaders of each circus troupe.

After all, dealing with ‘management’ must be a headache for them every day.

“Oh, the young one over there seems to understand, despite her age.”

The young deputy head of the Wonderstein Circus.

It was known that she got along well with his employees.

She was also the possessor of the talent that Director Maroine coveted.

Could she possibly understand management too?

“Hmm, does it sound a bit vulgar when I say money? Then shall I say ‘success’?”

The commotion subsided a bit.

Bouvalle wore a satisfied smile.

“When I talk about success here, I’m not simply referring to attracting a large audience.”

He pointed his finger at the snacks and drinks on each participant’s table.

“I mean, me. I’m a liquor seller. Haha, it’s okay. It’s not a wrong statement. In fact, the majority of our theater’s revenue comes not from admission fees but from what people consume. The entrance fee is just enough to cover the basic expenses. Sometimes we even give away tickets for free.”

Free admission tickets.

Profits from what people eat and drink.

Both Wonderstein and Ella recalled the same memory.

When they came to see the Rose Windmill Circus in the past, wasn’t it because of free admission tickets?

It sounded good being free, but they ended up spending a lot at the food stands.

“Free to Enter, Pay to Enjoy.”

A smile formed on Bouvalle’s lips.

“How much profit can you generate when the entrance fee is free?”

He spread his arms wide.


Thud, thud, applause!

With the same lively movements seen during the opening ceremony, Bouvalle lightly tapped the stage like an excited calf.

Then, behind him, a long scroll unravelled from the ceiling to the floor, displaying the title he had just revealed.

He shouted towards the participants.

“That is the challenge of this test!”
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Bouvalle’s declaration stirred up the hall like a beehive knocked down.

Free admission.

It was one of the long-standing controversies in the entertainment industry.

It hadn’t been warmly welcomed by people on the positive side.

It was notorious for exploiting performers and ruining shows.

“If admission is free, the performance can only be of low quality!” shouted an old magician as he rose from his seat.

A middle-aged acrobat sitting at the table across from him slapped the table with his palm, echoing his words.

“That’s right! Excessive discounts diminish the value of the performance!”

Those critical of free admission were mostly older individuals.

Most of them had succumbed to the sweet talk of merchants in their youth and suffered for years.

Entertainers who had honed their skills but were immature in worldly affairs.

Many lacked the ability to understand the rigid clauses in contracts, and some couldn’t even read. They simply signed the contract, lured by the idea that they could earn money while traveling.

That’s how merchants easily attracted the talented performers.

One of the common methods merchants used to exploit them was the ‘free admission’ tactic.

At that time, merchants tempted performers with the clause, “A percentage of the admission fees will be paid to the performers.” However, when the performers arrived at the market or inn and entered the show, the merchants shamelessly claimed, “Admission prices will be set according to the situation,” using it as an excuse to offer free admission.

With no income from admission fees, performers couldn’t settle their payments according to the contract.

By the time they realized they had been deceived, it was already too late. If they refused to perform, merchants threatened them with the contract’s penalty clauses or subtly hinted at gaining no reputation unless they complied.

So many talented individuals had to unfold their skills for free next to the places where merchants sold their goods.

Compensation was meager, limited to a bed, three meals, and occasionally a small amount under the guise of an effort fee.

Considering the profits merchants were making, it was an outrageous exploitation.

If they had allowed proper performances, the artists might have burned their artistic souls for their own improvement.

But the merchants invaded even that territory.

They urged performers to skip the boring parts and focus on the dramatic elements, interfered in scriptwriting, forced unnecessary nudity or action scenes, and insisted on promoting the show by using the names of their flagship products.

Even among the current industry figures, many had traces of their past in their nicknames.

Magician ‘Ignite’ derived his name from matches, illusionist ‘Bigfoot’ from shoe insoles, and acrobat ‘Barikan’ from the product name of grass-cutting scissors.

It wasn’t only the contracting parties that were affected by such tyranny.

Due to them, local playgrounds and theaters also faced financial difficulties.

People didn’t bother looking for a permanent performance venue since they could watch shows for free anywhere.

The exploitation of labor during the Industrial Revolution era, with the development of nitrogen fertilizers and increased agricultural production, explosive population growth, the decline of small-scale farming, and rapid urbanization.

The labor exploitation phenomenon of the Industrial Revolution era, influenced by various complex factors, also affected the entertainment industry.

It was a hungry and tough time for performers.

About 20 years ago, thanks to the Circus Grand Prix, acrobats gathered to share industry conditions, speak out against unfair contracts, and collectively take action, leading to a significant reduction in unfair treatment.

The Grand Prix Circus, in its purest sense, was more of a gathering of performers, singers, clowns, and entertainers than a festival. Given this context, it was natural for older individuals to harbour resentment towards free admission. Even in the present improved situation, prejudices persisted.

They viewed free performances as a system that made it easy for merchants to take advantage, as clear revenue metrics (number of spectators multiplied by admission fees) were not available. In the chaotic marketplace, devoid of curtains and seating, shameful times came to mind when performers resorted to contextless tricks and acts to catch the attention of passersby.

However, the perspectives of young acrobats differed in many ways. The itinerant circus that appeared alongside wandering peddlers was a nostalgic memory from their childhood. In the early days of emerging popular culture, permanent theaters, influenced either by aristocratic or decadent tendencies from entertainment districts, lacked popularity. Expensive admission fees further heightened these barriers.

On the contrary, free circuses, being held in open spaces, were easily accessible to everyone, featuring entertaining and lively performances. Merchants may have lacked an eye for the artistic quality of the shows, but their commercial acumen was exceptional. They understood what could attract people, demanded it from performers, and, as a result, the circus gained increasing popularity and development among the masses.

Modern circuses, in the contemporary sense, were born from this evolution. Although industry veterans who worked as court jesters, party entertainers, and actors in operas and theaters enjoyed reminiscing about the past, merchants significantly contributed to the popularization of the circus.

The free circus remembered by young acrobats was precisely that. When they gathered and shared stories, they naturally discussed the talents that impressed them in their childhood, leading them to idolize the circus.

Anecdotes like purchasing magic vinegar from peddlers to become a levitation artist or accidentally setting their homes on fire while secretly making fireworks to mimic a fire-eater were common topics in their conversations.

Another notable difference between young acrobats and their elder peers was the environment during their debut in the industry. Around the time they began learning their skills, the treatment of acrobats had significantly improved compared to the past.

Thanks to the Grand Prix Circus, the conditions for acrobats had considerably improved, and after a terror incident at the second Grand Prix Circus that resulted in the death of many veterans, the scarcity of performers led to a significant increase in the value of acrobats. Therefore, the proposed free admission performances usually came with reasonable compensation and conditions.

With such circumstances, the stark difference in opinions on free performances between the two groups was inevitable. While young acrobats experienced less hardship and enjoyed prosperous times, the vague resentment and hostile attitudes from the older acrobats were not progressive.

Bouvalle enjoyed all these discussions. The stories they shared were akin to discussing the history of the windmill itself. The nobleman who wanted to transform the theatre into a more wholesome art venue, the merchant who sought a revolutionary change in the theater’s revenue structure, and the artist who wanted to pioneer new territories in the performing arts—all three aspirations converged to create this place.

It was needless to explain that each represented the sponsor Lord Mustang, the owner Bouvalle, and the director Maroine. From the moment Bouvalle chose “Free to Enter, Pay to Enjoy” as the test theme, he anticipated all these debates. He had already prepared a detailed explanatory article intertwining the history of cabarets for tomorrow’s newspaper.

If well-promoted, Lord Mustang could shed the stigma of being a procurer accompanying courtesans and emerge as a visionary in the performing arts industry.

To achieve that, calming the immediate turmoil is a priority.

“Selling alcohol openly?”

“Is that an entertainment or acrobatics?”

“Kirku is good at scheming.”

“This is not a circus!”

“The Grand Prix Circus has also distorted its purpose! Originally, it should work for the rights of performing artists!”

“These darn merchants are using the competition as an excuse to strangle us again!”

The loud voices belonged mainly to the elderly acrobats, who were usually the directors or veterans of a circus troupe, making it difficult for younger acrobats with opposing opinions to freely counter.

Eventually, the commotion subsided when the director, Yug Maroine, appeared. As he stepped onto the stage, he slammed the floor with his cane.

“Silence!”

Wearing round sunglasses, the thin and wiry old man scanned the audience with his gaze, instantly quieting the hall. Maroine’s charisma in the industry was formidable.

“Do you fear me?”

Despite not having a loud voice, each word he spoke had something that resonated with the souls of the people.

“When I became the director of the cabaret, many laughed. The old Maroine, entering and teaching dance and songs to the women who poured me drinks like a ghost. They mocked my challenge. I remember there were a few here too.”

Maroine singled out a few people with his cane, and they avoided his gaze with fake coughs.

“But what about it?”

He extended his cane like a sword and shouted, “Did you not see the opening ceremony the day before yesterday? My swan song, ‘Quan-Quan.’ Can you call that simply providing entertainment for the women pouring drinks? Ha! If I had yielded to the tastes of the old folks at the Imperial Theater, I could never have created such a thing.”

He swept his gaze over the acrobats with his cane.

“What about you? Isn’t your purpose to play and eat with your talents as an accompaniment? Shouting that the free performance is not proper and preparing excuses for defeat? Is what you’re doing really circus? In front of the great Kirku, can you proudly shout, ‘I came to dance!’? You bourgeois!”

His words were provocative, yet they kindled a fire in the hearts of the acrobats.

The elderly magician, who was initially against the free performance, was the first to stand up.

“Hey, Maroine! Who are you calling bourgeois! Saying something after secretly talking behind someone’s back!”

A middle-aged acrobat sitting opposite him banged the table with his palm, raising his head.

“I came to dance! Haha, that’s fine. It seems like a joke, but let’s dance together in harmony!”

In this way, one by one, the directors expressed their determination, facing the stage, other tables, and their own members.

“Cock-a-doodle-doo! Let’s go! Haha! Let’s achieve the best performance in this preliminary round!”

Of course, the loudest voice belonged to Minova, the rooster.

He shook his red crest, rallying the members.

There were requests from the surroundings to lower their voices.

The table where the Wonderstein Circus Troupe sat was relatively quiet.

Sven and Yurakne whispered to each other while watching the other circus members, and Ella, observing the situation quietly, spoke quietly to the ringmaster sitting next to her.

“How about it? Are you confident? Just because the members diligently memorized the script doesn’t guarantee they’ll pass, right?”

In response to Ella’s words, Wonderstein nodded confidently, wearing a self-assured smile.

“Hoho, of course.”


Ella shook her head in disbelief.

“You’ve never been on stage before, have you?”

“I have.”

At his confident attitude, Ella raised an eyebrow, looking skeptical.

“In front of a few people? Maybe a hundred?”

Upon hearing Ella’s words, he grinned and nodded playfully.

“More than that?”

She raised her head, smirking.

“Perhaps 1,000?”

“No.”

After taking a moment to exhale, he replied, “30,000.”

“Insane. There’s no way there’s a stage that big.”

Dismissing him, Ella turned her head abruptly.

This guy is playing with people again.

Watching the next proceedings of the event, she suddenly realized that there was indeed such a place.

The Sky City Hippodrome.

The aerial theater called Wonder Stage, which had collapsed due to a terrorist attack 17 years ago, was now under reconstruction.

She had heard that it could accommodate tens of thousands of people.

No way…

At that moment, Bouvalle called out for each circus to come forward for the draw of the test’s groups.


Finally!

Thoughts about Wonder Stage quickly disappeared from Ella’s mind.

Is it starting?

Wonderstein also stopped reminiscing about the highest viewer count on his Twitch livestream.
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The trade center on the outskirts of Luz was a place for merchants visiting the city.

On the first floor of the centre, there were counters processing harbour affairs. Merchants applied for anchorage, unloading, and facility usage, paying the corresponding fees.

The second floor of the center was rented for transactions between merchants. The bulletin board at the entrance of the second floor displayed a schedule of who was meeting where today.

One particular entry caught attention:

6:00 AM – 8:00 AM: Vergsong Merchant…

8:00 AM – 10:00 AM: Vergsong Merchant…

10:00 AM – 12:00 PM: Vergsong Merchant…

2:00 PM – 4:00 PM: Vergsong Merchant…

4:00 PM – 6:00 PM: Vergsong Merchant Union & LifeNitz Trading

Except for a 2-hour lunch break, Bergson Trading had reserved the same seminar room for the entire day.

This wasn’t unusual, as important negotiations often spanned multiple days. What was strange was that the negotiation partner changed every two hours, resembling a rotating door of parents scolding their summoned children.

Those who avidly read the newspaper might recognize the names on the list and appreciate the metaphor. All the people Vergsong Merchant Union met with today had been on the side which accused of conspiring during the opening ceremony trial. While the discussions in the grand seminar room might take the form of consultations, they were similar to discussions about compensation issues before and after the trial.

The only difference was that instead of swords and guns, the opening ceremony incident resembled a political war. The opponents in these negotiations had suffered a surprise attack. It was only natural for them to pay the price.

Anais had achieved significant success in the previous four negotiations. Despite the other party trying to reduce war compensation, their efforts were futile in front of her, a prominent figure in reciprocal negotiations. The envoys sitting across from her had to discard most of their prepared materials and leave their seats.

Perhaps internally, some officials would take responsibility and step down after this incident.

Now, Anais faced her fifth guest and felt a bit tense. This negotiation partner wasn’t as easy-going as the previous ones—LifeNitz Trading.

“A tomato gift voucher?”

Anais raised her voice upon hearing the compensation offered by LifeNitz. Here, a “gift” referred to a sales contract promising future physical delivery. It was a method often used in trading agricultural products. LifeNitz Trading offering a tomato gift voucher meant they were transferring several years’ worth of tomato purchase rights to Vergsong Merchant Union.

Anais wasn’t ignorant of this. She was astonished at the audacity of LifeNitz Trading presenting such an offer.

The current value of tomato gifts was close to negligible. Tomatoes were a symbol of Charlotia, associated with Queen Charlotte’s “Golden Tomato” legend. Tomatoes frequently graced Charlotian tables and were a major export product. However, in recent years, the price of tomatoes had steadily declined due to an excess of cultivation.

This overabundance of tomatoes was the primary reason for the consistent decrease in their value.

Especially in June and July, when tomatoes pour in, prices hit rock bottom. Receiving a tomato baptism has become an annual event for the residents of failed tomato farms, thanks to the nobles who encouraged them to grow tomatoes by providing fertilizer, cutting taxes, and so on.

Of course, the Vergsong territory avoided such a disgraceful event because Anais predicted the price collapse several years ago.

Offering tomato gift vouchers now was essentially saying, “I won’t give you anything at all.”

No, it could be seen as insulting in a way.

Those who couldn’t read the obvious value collapse were treated as fools in the market.

Anais glared at the person sitting across the table.

She knew that LifeNitz Trading would not offer proper compensation. However, she didn’t expect them to be so shameless about it.

The activity overlap between LifeNitz Trading and Vergsong Merchant Union was mainly in the Caribbean region.

In other words, the only way for Vergsong to attack LifeNitz was through the trade network in the Caribbean.

The problem was that most of the points in the Caribbean were controlled by Uncle Pierre.

They wouldn’t cooperate with Anais on this trial.

They had already spread rumours within the trading community and played their part.

It was clear that LifeNitz Trading could only come out like this because they knew the internal situation of Vergsong Merchant Union.

In the end, negotiations were settled.

With enemies already within the trading community, Anais couldn’t afford to have a conflict with LifeNitz Trading.

Anais, filled with resentment, mashed the poorly cooked baked tomatoes with a fork at the dinner table.

It was the first time she had suffered such humiliation since taking the position of chairwoman.

The news of sending Gascon Halidon, the gardener of the tomato greenhouse at the Metropole Hotel, slightly eased her mood.

Anais’ eyes gleamed sharply.

If Sebjeong supports their side, negotiations with political figures would be easier.

She decided to put the past behind and started planning strategies for the future.

“I wonder if the Ringmaster is doing well.”

Anais looked towards the direction of the Rose Windmill Cabaret.

He, too, would be fighting in his own battlefield.

She decided not to interfere more than necessary.

He was a man who wanted to prove himself.

***

The lottery has ended.

The format of this exam is a one-on-one duel.

Every week, two circus troupes compete in sales, and the one with higher sales receives a ‘star.’

“The participants for the first week’s match will now be announced.”

Naturally, the side that goes first in the exam felt a significant burden.

There was little time to prepare for the exam, and there were no precedents to refer to.

However, since it was a one-on-one match, the order of the match did not affect the outcome of the exam.

“All members are magicians! No one steps onto the stage! Presenting the show that brings visual delight purely through illusion led by the renowned illusionist, Veil Arno… The Silver Veil Circus!”

A person draped in white cloth with a silver cloth stepped onto the stage.

Veil Arno.

Although referred to as ‘he’ due to his deep voice, no one knew whether he was a man or a woman because no one had seen his real face.

There were even rumors that everything about him on stage was an illusion.

Following him was a chubby woman with short stature and a slender woman with a hood pulled deep, holding a crystal ball. The former was the assistant director of Silver Veil’s circus, and the latter was a newcomer who recently joined the circus after working as a fortune teller.

“I hope we have a fair match.”

Arno quietly expressed his ambition as the director.

Bouvalle resisted the urge to point out, “Don’t reveal your identity and say such things!”

He then handed over cue cards to introduce the opponent for Silver Veil Circus.

After confirming the name of the opponent, he glanced at Yug Maroine sitting next to him and grinned mischievously.

“In his youth, he walked into the Bastige Prison and escaped on his own! Even if he fell into the infinite abyss of the Abyss, he could escape! The master of escape magic known as Escape King!”

“What kind of person is that?”

Maroine muttered next to Bouvalle.

“Featuring the legendary magician Lweeni… Pandora Magic Show!”

An old magician with flowing white beard walked out.

He swayed an orange cloak and confidently moved forward. He was the same magician who had protested against the free admission earlier and even shouted at Maroine.

Compared to the lean Maroine, he had a large and sturdy physique.

His footsteps, stepping one by one, looked powerful.

Behind him, a man with chains wrapped around his body, moving the chains like part of his body, and a woman holding a cube with question marks on all six sides followed him. The box made strange noises as it wobbled alone.

“I’ll easily pass the test prepared by Maroine!”

The old magician Lweeni spoke with a surprisingly refreshing voice for his age.

Cheers from the audience followed.

Although he was a veteran in the industry, his flashy showmanship made him popular even among the younger generation.


Maroine felt somewhat distorted when he saw him confidently performing in his own field.

Maroine and Lweeni were famous for their rivalry in the industry.

One was called the director, directing dozens of staff and overseeing, while the other, even in old age, continued to personally perform almost one-man shows involving escapes.

The performance styles of the two, who had been in opposition since their youth, did not narrow the gap even as they grew older.

Bouvalle chuckled as he watched the two old men glaring at each other.

He knew that such sensational stories would help with success.

He then moved on to the next step.

It was time to introduce the two participants who would join in the second week.

“Boasting a systematic and orderly movement like the military! The 12-story human tower, ‘Hourglass,’ made up of 88 acrobats, is famous! Led by the undeniably skilled leader, Hopps, the Papal Circus!”

A middle-aged acrobat took the stage.

The man who had been sitting at the table opposite the magician Lweeni stood up and responded to his words with enthusiasm.

Hopps pulled a trumpet from his pocket and blew it loudly.

Suddenly, a giant, over 3 meters tall, marched out in a disciplined and dignified manner, like a military soldier.

What was astonishing was that he wasn’t a real giant. Eight performers supported each other to create the illusion of a single massive figure.

The movements were so precise and coordinated that it seemed impossible without rigorous practice.

“How about that? Our new performance, ‘Leviathan’! It’s simplified with only eight members, but the real thing involves over 30 skilled performers!”

As he blew the trumpet again, the giant, composed of eight performers, demonstrated various acrobatics.

The audience cheered at the unbelievable spectacle.

Bouvalle continued to introduce the next participant.

“Haha, a familiar name we haven’t seen in a while! This troupe was formed by a former Rose Windmill member who left and created his own theater! Hoho, known for spectacular choreography, led by the former cabaret lead dancer and current choreographer Sol… Mango Troupe!”

A messy-bearded man in his early 40s, with unbuttoned shirt revealing his strong chest and abdominal muscles, took the stage.

He walked with rhythmic shoulder movements, and behind him, dancers imitated his every move flawlessly.

When he pointed his fingers towards the ceiling and paused, the dancers mirrored him by pointing in the opposite direction.

He raised the microphone volume to the maximum and gestured towards the Papal Circus.

“You seem to like a circus like the military! Got it? Circus is all about excitement! It’s okay to deviate from the script a bit! Shake it as you please!”

Hopps, the director of the Papal Circus, smiled awkwardly and nodded.

Sol then introduced himself to Maroine, an old friend.

“Hey, long time no see! Maroine!”

Maroine sighed deeply and turned away.

Seeing him, the nightmare of how he used to excitedly ruin the stage several times resurfaced.

Sol then shouted to Mare, the choreographer standing next to Maroine.

“I’m back, master!”

Mare, avoiding eye contact, didn’t respond.

Despite being old friends, it was embarrassing to claim friendship in front of so many people, especially seeing Sol’s immature behavior.

“I’ll follow my own path even if I die!”

Bouvalle calmed Sol down and sent him off the stage.

He continued to announce the next participant for the third week.

“This man has an amazing voice! Rumor has it that if he becomes the host of an event, he can even get words out of a monk in meditation! The host of the event, with Minova the Rooster, is… Satbyeol Circus!”

A man with black feather decorations on his back, shaking a red scepter, appeared on stage.

A young girl dressed as a chick sat on his shoulder.

Behind him, acrobats with bent postures followed him, bending their waists in all directions towards the audience.

Minova laughed loudly, waving towards the opposite side of the stage.

“Hey, I don’t know who the opponents are, but you’re finished! Surrender early and leave for the next city to increase your chances of catching a falling star! If you don’t leave, I’ll kick your ass!”

And then, he regretted those words a moment later.

“Formed less than half a year ago! Most of the members are rookies with only few experiences! The sensational reversal drama that unfolded at the opening ceremony! At the centre of it was a man! Led by the magician Frank Wonderstein, it’s… Wonderstein Circus!”

A blond handsome man, a girl in a red circus costume, a clown with a skull mask hiding his face, and a woman with purple hair tied with a hairpin appeared on stage.

Minova looked at the man standing in front of them with a bewildered expression.


Wonderstein smiled and extended his hand for a handshake.

“Let’s have a fair competition.”

“Uh… yeah, let’s do that.”

Awkward greetings were exchanged, and the two teams left the stage.

Thus, the schedule for the day concluded after the introduction of 20 circus troupes.
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Wonderstein looked around the entrance of the theater before getting on the carriage.

People from the circus who had participated in the event were walking out of the 335 theater.

There was no one among them waiting for him.

As the last participating team came out, the theatre doors closed.

In the end, the person he was looking for did not come out.

It seemed that the Satbyeol Circus had left as soon as the event was over.

“Ringmaster?”

Yurakne stuck her head out of the carriage door.

She seemed curious about why he had suddenly stopped in the middle.

The members didn’t know that Ruelle was seriously ill or that he and Minova had made a promise.

Wonderstein smiled at her and nodded.

“No, let’s go.”

He took one last look around the parking lot and then got on the carriage.

On the way from the cabaret to the hotel.

Wonderstein, was silently looking out the window as if thinking about something.

The three people except him discussed the strategy for the exam.

They took turns reading the detailed rules of the exam provided in the guide that was given to them at the cabaret.

*All employees, including chefs and waiters, must be circus members (including hired employees).

*The cost of all products provided to customers will be based on the market price recorded in the Luz Trade Hall.

*Performance will be evaluated based on net profit, calculated by subtracting costs from sales.

The reason for introducing such rules was to prevent the exam from being swayed by the wealth of sponsors.

Otherwise, there would be room for sponsors to invite dozens of top chefs from somewhere, buy rare local products cheaply, or provide expensive drinks and food below cost to inflate sales.

Ella and the other two were most concerned about the employee clause among the rules.

Including the ringmaster, there were a total of 12 people.

If the stone-like Marisa and the Triamere triplets, who were inseparable, were excluded from the count, the active workforce was only nine.

Even if the hired ratmen were added, there were only 20 people in total.

Compared to other large circuses, they were overwhelmingly short of manpower.

The stage for the competition was the 2nd and 3rd halls of the Rose Windmill Cabaret.

The two places were symmetrically cantered around the stage, just like the step stones.

It wasn’t as big as the 1st hall, but it was clearly too crowded for 20 people to operate.

“We have to perform, but what should we do? There are people going up on stage. The number of waiters is decreasing.”

“Just take turns. After all, we planned our circus in an exhibition style. Let’s have one person go up on stage at a time. The rest will work, and when it’s their turn, they can go up on stage.”

“Ha ha, a solo stage. It’ll be tough for those shy ones, won’t it?”

At that moment, Wonderstein, who had been listening quietly, intervened in their conversation.

“How is the practice status of our members?”

Ella furrowed her brows at his words.

“You ask too quickly. Do you know it’s only been a month since the last time?”

“Oh, was it?”

“It shouldn’t be like this. You’re the ringmaster.”

“I trust Ella.”

He nonchalantly brushed it off, and Ella snorted.

In any case, he was all talk and no action.

Talking to him only made her tired.

“Did I mention last time? When you’ve crafted the script 100%, you should have at least 20% done before the competition starts. Thanks to everyone’s hard work for a month, we can say we’ve achieved about 23%.”

“23%… Can we pass the preliminary round with that?”

“I don’t know. This task doesn’t depend solely on our efforts, right? The fate is also influenced by how incompetent the opponent is.”

“Haha, true.”

Wonderstein laughed quietly while looking into the air.

Ella glanced at him suspiciously.

“Are you not having any strange thoughts?”

“What? What are you thinking about?”

“Nothing. Just…”

Ella vaguely replied.

There was no need to offer ideas from her side intentionally.

Because mentioning threats or accidents might make him actually carry them out.

So, what Wonderstein said next was enough to make her heart sink.

“Isn’t the hotel where the Satbyeol Circus stays nearby?”

Ella’s grip tightened.

The paper she was holding crumpled slightly.

A sense of unease hit her.

Unlike the tense Ella, Yurakne and Sven nodded vigorously without any suspicion about his intention.

“Satbyeol Circus? Yes, there it is. I can see the balloon over there.”

A yellow chicken-shaped balloon, several meters long, swayed in the wind on the rooftop of a hotel.

It was released in Luz when the Satbyeol Circus arrived in Luz.

It was more effective than a sign in letting people know about the circus’s presence.

Minova, the rooster, had a voice that was based on lung capacity several tens of times larger than that of an ordinary person.

Inflating a balloon of that size in an instant was one of his proud skills.

Wonderstein looked at the balloon for a moment, lost in memories of experiences from the game, then stopped the carriage.

“You guys go on ahead. I suddenly remembered something I need to do.”

He got off the carriage and, with his black cloak fluttering, disappeared into the dark alley.

Yurakne raised her eyebrows, and Sven shrugged beside her.

Ella looked at his retreating figure with trembling eyes.

She had let her guard down.

Being too obedient for a while had made her less vigilant.

He was a person who could become ruthless for his goals.

Wasn’t he the man who destroyed an entire village just to take her with him?

Although he seemed indifferent to everything, he was unusually obsessed with the Circus Grand Prix.

It wouldn’t be strange if he did something drastic to the opponent to pass the preliminary round.

The image of Ruelle, who smiled innocently at her, came to her mind.


Overlapping with the faces of her dead friends from school.

Wonderstein didn’t show any mercy because of young age.

He ruthlessly broke the necks of young children, pierced their stomachs, tore apart their chests, and blew off their heads.

Ella covered her mouth with her hand.

A sob rose from within.

Hee-ang.

Along with the cry of the horse, the carriage started moving again.

She couldn’t take her eyes off his disappearing figure.

She had to stop him.

But what could she do in front of him?

If the devil decided to act, there was nothing she could do.

The contract she made with him had two conditions.

The first was that he would not harm her and the remaining friends in exchange for helping him with his work.

The second was that if she made it to the main stage of the Circus Grand Prix, she would free the performers and never appear in front of them again.

The lives of others were not included in the protection clause.

Initially, she didn’t even consider proposing conditions, as he wouldn’t have accepted them.

Is there nothing to do but watch quietly?

Then, a voice whispered in her heart.

It was her own voice.

The promise is not the only thing, right?

“Sister, will you show your taming skills later?”

“Yeah, the kids seem to like it.”

Alright. She promised to show more than just taming skills.

She made a promise related to the performance.

The show must go on.

She thought about the weight of those words.

Thunk.

She opened the door of the running carriage.

“Hey, miss?”

Ignoring the surprised voice of the driver, she jumped out of the carriage.

It was a dangerous move for an ordinary person, but for an exceptional acrobat like her, it was easy.

“Hey, where are you going, Ella?”

“Hehe, it seemed like she was about to vomit earlier. Don’t you think she can’t get motion sickness?”

“Yeah! I don’t feel well! I’ll take a short walk and be back!”

Having landed on the ground, she waved lightly to the people inside the carriage with a worried look.

She had to let them not worry about her for even a moment.

Then, a few minutes later, she returned to the path the carriage had taken.

The sky that was bright when she left the cabaret had darkened, and the gas lamps on the street were lit.

Soon, she could reach the place where Wonderstein had descended.

She threw the pigeon sleeping in her hat into the sky.

The pigeon shot up in the air, maintaining the sleeping posture, and then fell back into the hat.

Ella’s face twisted slightly.

“Hey, lazy.”

Ella shook her hat, but the pigeon, with closed eyes, did not move at all.

It just repeated a whimpering sound similar to sleep talking and tossed its body a bit.

This kid…

When it fell just now, she clearly saw it twist its body slightly to adjust the landing point.

It was being lazy.

Ehyo.

Must be very tired.

She gave up on the pigeon and took out the mouse from her pocket instead.

Chick, the mouse, wagged its tail and waited for her to let it down to the ground.

“Understand? Watch out for Wonderstein, that guy.”

The mouse, at a rapid pace, ran into the darkness and disappeared.

Inspira Spirit Link.

The grace she received from Kirku.

She could share the vision and hearing of the animals she tamed.

She sat in a nearby cafe, waiting for Chick to reach his destination.

After a few minutes, calling Chick’s name three times and closing her eyes, the sight she was now seeing entered her eyes.

‘Ugh!’

Ella internally screamed at the scene right in front of her.

Wonderstein, his face was right there.

Fortunately, he seemed not to have noticed Chick hiding between the bookshelves.

“I’m sorry for going back earlier even after you promised to cure my daughter’s illness?”

Ella shuddered.

Illness?

She recalled Ruelle’s scattered hair.

If it was a trivial illness, she wouldn’t have come out like that.

“So, as if I had already fought a duel, I made a fuss and came back to the dormitory first. I loudly declared that I would defeat you and get the cure in front of my daughter. I wanted to be a cool father in front of my daughter.”

His eyes burned with intensity.

“But curing my daughter’s illness is more important than my pride. Damn it! My pride means nothing! I’m prepared to do anything! So… please cure my daughter’s illness!”


Minova bowed deeply.

It would have surprised anyone who knew him.

Through rumors and brief encounters, Ella knew that as well.

How much parents feel for their children.

Ella now understood Wonderstein’s intentions.
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The current situation was similar to what Ella had experienced at the Vergsong mansion.

Treating someone else’s illness and gaining something in return.

Ella had a rough idea of what he might demand.

Perhaps he was aiming for a forfeit.

There were regulations regarding forfeits in the detailed rules, and everything seemed fine on that front.

The situation was much better than the worst-case scenario she had anticipated.

No one had died or been injured.

In fact, things had turned out well.

Ruelle’s illness would be cured, and they would easily obtain the first star.

It was a good deal for both sides.

But…

Why did a corner of her heart feel empty?

Ella remembered the day Wonderstein first showed her the script.

She had dismissed the idea that a devil who knew nothing about the human heart could create a proper script.

Her dismissive attitude vanished the moment she read the script.

His script was on par with the works of masters, if not surpassing them in terms of dialogue and scene execution.

When she closed the last page of the script, she couldn’t deny that she was captivated by his work.

She thought that with him, they could aim for the Grand Circus Prix main event.

However, she couldn’t easily admit those feelings.

He was an enemy who had murdered her neighbors and friends.

She couldn’t forgive herself for wanting to be with him.

That’s why she spent several days agonizing and suppressing her emotions alone.

But now, she felt foolish for having such doubts.

He may have devilish talent for the circus, but he lacked affection.

To him, the circus was merely a means to an end.

He didn’t even consider testing the results of their month-long practice.

No, he had already sensed their efforts and results when he asked about progress after just a month.

“You believe in Miss Ella, right?”

Nonsense.

From the beginning, it didn’t matter how hard they worked or what results they achieved.

To him, they were just scarecrows set up to deceive the world, like playing the role of an ordinary and kind young man.

Did he secretly mock the efforts she made, staying up late for nights to achieve results?

And there was a much simpler way.

“Whatever it takes, you say? Haha, sure.”

Wonderstein accepted Minova’s proposal.

Ella sneered inwardly.

But it was hard to hold back the tears in her eyes.

He approached the girl in chick pajamas who was crouched on the corner bed.

His hand touched her neck.

The muscles in her neck spasmed.

Her complexion first paled, then turned dark with a groan-like sound.

After a few seconds passed.

Wonderstein removed his hand from her neck.

“It’s done.”

“Ah, it’s done?”

Minova’s expression changed desperately.

As if he couldn’t believe that the disease could be cured in such a short time.

Wonderstein looked at his face, smiling slyly, then shook his head.

“The treatment is complete.”

“Treat…ment? Really…?”

“Come and see for yourself.”

Minova approached her daughter with an expression of disbelief.

His daughter, who was constantly sweating and emitting a rough breath due to the pain of the tumour inside her, now had a serene complexion as she breathed lightly.

“Really, really… cured?”

“Yes.”

Minova managed to swallow back his tears, his expression somewhat confused.

“That… Is there any side effect, perhaps?”

“Haha, how can I deceive someone who would curse and kill me if I made a mistake?”

Minova looked a bit puzzled at his joke.

“That… well… yes… anyway, thank you… really, thank you.”

He said so and looked back at his daughter’s peaceful sleeping figure.

It was still hard to believe.

The figure of his daughter peacefully sleeping.

With that potent potion, even extending one’s life is said to be within limits.

Minova swallowed the saliva after drinking the potion and then spoke.

“Well, as promised, I’m ready to do anything.”

“Is that so?”

Wonderstein smiled as he looked at him quietly.

“We will win the duel that will take place in three weeks.”

“Th-that’s… well….”

Minova sighed at the thought.

“Are we surrendering…?”

He couldn’t call it quitting after saying that. In fact, considering the life of his daughter, it wasn’t such a significant price to pay. If he were to lose, he could go to the back of the line and wait for the next turn. Teams eliminated in the second or fourth week or those who completed tests in other cities would be the next opponents.

It was just a waste of about three more months. He was willing to accept that.

Wonderstein seemed satisfied with his declaration.

“Oh, surrendering? Are you giving up?”

He asked as if he couldn’t understand the situation at all.

‘Alright. He wants to make it clear that this is not a backdoor deal or coercion.’

Minova nodded in humiliation.


“W-Well, yes…”

“What reason would you like to announce for that?”

“Because of my health…”

As Minova offered a vague excuse, Wonderstein lowered his head.

“No, let’s go with this. Our assistant ringmaster is much cuter.”

At his words, Minova’s mouth opened wide in surprise.

“What… did you say?”

Ella was equally surprised. Inside, she screamed as if in shock.

Is this guy crazy?

Suddenly talking nonsense like this?

Minova couldn’t understand what he was getting at.

“Hey, do you really think your assistant ringmaster is cuter?”

Wonderstein smiled and nodded as if he was satisfied with his statement.

“It’s the truth, isn’t it? Honestly, she’s a thousand times more adorable than that little kid.”

Minova’s face twisted in disbelief.

He could endure anything else, but he couldn’t stand this guy messing with his daughter.

“This guy! Stop joking around! Our Ruelle is cuter!”

“But what can she do other than sit on your shoulders? Our assistant ringmaster is competent. She handles everything she’s tasked with.”

“Our Ruelle can do that too!”

“Ella even sings well.”

“My daughter sings well too! Ruelle, get up! Quickly sing the song we practiced last time!”

At his angry shout, Ruelle woke up with a bewildered expression.

“Dad, what’s happening… I’m tired…”

“It’s better not to push yourself right now. Your stamina must have been greatly depleted from the treatment.”

Minova gasped at his words.

“Why didn’t you say so earlier, you fool! Ruelle, don’t sing! Go back to sleep!”

“Dad, it’s noisy…”

Ruelle, with a whining sound, fell asleep again.

Wonderstein looked at her and shook his head.

“Even her stamina is good.”

“Ugh! Are you going to keep provoking me?”

“Well, since you don’t seem to accept defeat, shall we make a bet? If you win in the match three weeks from now, I’ll withdraw my statement.”

“Fine! I swear on my name, Kirku, I’ll fight you with all my might.”

“Good.”

And so, the conversation between the two leaders came to an end.

***

I left the hotel.

Minova barely managed to avoid having my butt kicked thanks to the other members restraining him.

*Sub Quest – The Test of the Rose Windmill Cabaret

: Pass the test and obtain the star.

Conditions for success

: Pass the preliminary round in Luz on the first attempt.

Reward upon success

: Grant the [Devil’s BGM] trait to all circus members. The power is proportional to the fame earned during the performance.

No penalty upon failure

: None.

This quest was similar to the ‘First Performance’ quest achieved in Aksville. The similarity lay in the reward being proportional to the fame earned during the performance.

The essence of the performance was taken for granted when Minova announced his withdrawal; it sent a shiver down my spine.

Winning in such a manner would undoubtedly result in a clear quest, but the rewards were expected to be meager. Engaging in a fierce competition with the opponent, creating a spectacle, and gaining fame made it easier to elevate one’s reputation.

Above all, for the members, this was a very valuable experience.

It was as if a novice who had just started the game was trying to clear the first boss battle without much effort. So, I provoked him to arouse his enthusiasm.

Thanks to that, the confrontation proceeded smoothly.

It was unexpected that he would even pledge to Kirku.

It would have sufficed to gracefully acknowledge and concede if he felt indebted.

But he went beyond that, rushing in with excitement, declaring his armistice.

It took only about a minute.

A loud voice echoed from the hotel entrance.

“Hey, Director Wonderstein!”

When I turned my head, Minova was running towards us, breathing heavily.

What’s this, is he still trying to provoke?

However, I was a little surprised by his subsequent actions.

“Thank you!”

He said that and then bowed to the ground.

Behind him, the members showed expressions of surprise.

I would have made a similar expression if I could.

I nodded towards him and turned to walk towards the hotel.

The promise to heal Ruelle was made before the quest was even assigned.

At that time, the details of the test and the opponent were unknown.

There was no particular reason to step forward; I just wanted to give a small gift.

“I can do anything for my child! Please, please fix my child’s body!”

I was five or six years old, I can’t quite remember.

It happened to be the same age as Ruelle.

I didn’t want to leave a debt of the heart to the opponent I had to face.

So, I stepped forward.

As I was walking towards the point where I got off the carriage, I saw a familiar figure in the distance.

“Hey, why is Ella here?”

To my question, she blushed a little and avoided my gaze.

“Just. I was worried that you might do something strange again… Why did you go to the Satbeyol Circus?”

“Nothing special. Just did a bit of boasting.”

“…Really?”

She seemed to stutter for some reason.

I wondered if I said something strange.

I nodded at her to reassure her.

“Just… we have something better than what they guys have.”

“…Is that so?”

Ella seemed to accept it reluctantly.

After provoking her, I continued the conversation.

“Now, just trust the assistant ringmaster.”

“Insane.”

Her face turned red as she walked ahead quickly.

Nevertheless, I couldn’t help it.

There was no one else in this circus except her.

So, we arrived at the hotel on foot.

I wonder if Maya’s sign was completed.

I lost words when I saw it.

It’s a good title.

Typography was also excellent.

The drawing was flawless.

If there was something a bit annoying, it seemed like the personal feelings of the artist who drew the sign were excessively reflected.

“Maya, who is this woman…!”

Ella sharpened her voice.


“Just over there.”

“Huh? Where?”

I pointed to a corner of the sign, smiling.

I quietly followed her gaze.

I saw Ella blushing as she turned away from my gaze.



 
  
    Chapter 76: Test of the Rose Windmill Cabaret(10)


When I crossed over into this world, I found it difficult to confront the members directly.

Some of them were afraid of me, but I, too, was afraid of them in my own way.

It wasn’t because of their appearance.

Unlike the people in this world who might find them intimidating, their looks didn’t bother me much.

Womon was a muscular and charismatic Giant character often seen in games and movies.

Sven, although a symbol of terror for people in the past, was amusing to watch move around, considering the widespread usage of skeletons in the modern era.

The disabilities that Yurakne, Triamere, and Bendict had reminded me of friends I had in the orphanage in the past, making them feel familiar. Even the dwarf Jobel was just a person with short stature, a common sight in every neighbourhood.

The reason I found it hard to face them was not because of their appearance but because of their actions portrayed in the games.

Womon was a cannibal who would hang people on hooks and cook them, Sven was a madman who hunted people, skinned them, and wore their leather like clothes, and Yurakne was a supernatural being who would tie up men and extract bodily fluids from them.

Monsters who could potentially rip my throat apart if I showed any weakness.

I kept my guard up, thinking like that.

Of course, such suspicions didn’t last long.

They were only similar to the bosses of TT1 in appearance; I soon realized they were ordinary individuals with many wounds inside.

Some took longer to adapt due to their appearances.

They were the Rat Men, who worked as laborers in the circus.

As their name suggests, they were a race with the appearance of rats.

Rats were symbols of uncleanliness and disgust alongside cockroaches for modern people.

My perception of them was not much different from ordinary people.

When I saw their stiff fur, twitching whiskers, wriggling nose, and pink, wrinkled front paws, curses unintentionally escaped me. If there hadn’t been a laughing man, I might have wet myself the moment I faced them.

But the people here didn’t find Rat Men as repulsive as I did.

People might look at them as lacking in some way or like dirty colored people, but they didn’t see them as monsters.

It was a very strange thing.

Emotionally, it didn’t resonate, but it wasn’t something I couldn’t understand.

Whether something is a monster or not ultimately depends on the ‘familiarity.’

If a dinosaur or a three-legged insect-like creature appeared in reality, we wouldn’t treat it as a monster.

However, creatures like a six-legged cat or a snake with eight arms or a human-sized cockroach would be treated as ‘monsters.’

The psychological aversion to calling something a monster or recoiling from it came from the strangeness beyond familiarity.

The difference in perspective between the members and the Rat Men in this place could also be understood in that way.

In two months, I also became somewhat accustomed to the Rat Men.

They didn’t seem as grotesque as before.

Surprisingly, they didn’t fear me as they did before.

Rat Men were a race with an innate sense of reading cues and atmosphere.

They instinctively felt that I was no longer a threatening presence.

Now, confidently walking past me was a routine sight.

There was even a time when they gathered under the balcony of my bedroom at dawn, roasting and eating a sparrow they had caught somewhere while singing.

Not long ago, a child took money from me, claiming he needed it to buy medicine for a sick sibling. Later, I found him sprawled in a corner of the yard, intoxicated by marijuana.

At such times, it was both amusing and somehow damaging to my pride. Am I perceived as more approachable than the former Wonderstein?

I observed unexpected behaviors similar to what I mentioned earlier, where they would roll their eyes, watch my expression, or flick their beards, trying to gauge the atmosphere, like humans do.

The societal prejudice of the “cunning and treacherous species” didn’t seem entirely baseless.

Their behavior was repulsive.

There was a reason why Wonderstein regularly summoned them to instil fear.

When they only showed a sly grin, they truly looked down on people.

But I couldn’t do that.

In the relatively smooth relationship with the members, I didn’t want to step forward and create an atmosphere of fear.

Anyway, I had a capable deputy.

The most approachable target for the rat-men was Wumon, the youngest.

Despite his fierce appearance and the terrifying nickname of a vampire, his inner self was very innocent and gentle.

The rat-men noticed that and would slyly steal his food, pretend to stab his cooking utensils with materials they carried, and engage in teasing.

From Wumon’s perspective, it was nothing, and he just laughed it off. However, Ella didn’t ignore it.

Whenever the rat-men crossed the line, she would step forward with a whip.

Then, they would immediately lower their heads, bend their waists, and act pitiful, claiming, “Ouch! It hurts! It hurts! Humans! If you hit us, we cry!”

“Babies cry too! Moms and dads! Please don’t hit us! We cry!”

“Whip whip! Human society! Scary! Rat-men! Miserable!”

Rat-men with tearful eyes and pitiful expressions.

When Wumon, who used to be tormented, stepped forward to stop Ella, they would cry miserably.

Of course, false tears didn’t work in front of her.

Whenever they did that, she would coldly wield the whip at them.

The first time I witnessed that scene, I was so shocked that I unintentionally screamed inside.

Seeing Ella, who had always been calm, desperately making others begging was a first.

Of course, after experiencing their nature firsthand, I secretly gave her a thumbs up whenever she wielded the whip.

I learned that she intentionally portrayed coldness and strictness for educational purposes.

By watching her handle them, it was clear why her occupation was a “beast tamer.”

Thanks to her, the rat-men followed her orders obediently, and she always took care of dealing with them.

Today’s guest reception training was the same.

She called the rat-men to the garden and taught them how to welcome guests, serve food, and respond to requests.

Ella adjusted her collar, folded her hands in front of her belly, and politely bowed before saying, “Welcome to Wonderstein Circus!”

“Wonder Circus! Welcome!”

If she demonstrated first, the rat-men would imitate, chanting, “What would you like to order?”

“Order! Say it!”

However, despite watching for a while, it didn’t seem like there was much progress in their practice.

The rat-men found it challenging to string words together to form long sentences.

“What would you like to order?”

“Order! Say it!”

However, after more than 30 minutes of trying to train them, Ella eventually gave up.

“Alright, let’s stop.”

They straightened their back in response to her words.

“Alright!”

“Boss! Demands! Too difficult!”

“Our way! Convenient!”


Ella tilted her head as if puzzled.

“Fine. Do as you wish. After all, guests won’t expect much from the rat men employees.”

The rat men shouted with joy as they rushed out of the garden.

From the sounds of their chatter, it seemed like they were heading to the back garden of the hotel, perhaps to gather honey from a beehive they found there.

Ella watched their backs as she murmured to herself.

“Those rascals.”

“Weren’t the demands too much for the rat men?”

In response to my question, she chuckled as if saying it wasn’t a big deal.

“They’re just bluffing. Both the lines and the actions were a mess. They don’t have any obligation. They just navigate between profit and balance. This time, it’s their move, thinking this place is their territory.”

Ella adjusted the whip on her waist.

It was called a beast-taming whip, but I had never seen her use it on any animals other than the rat men.

“Oh, right. What about the discussion with Lady Vergsong?”

“I couldn’t talk to her. She went to another region early in the morning. She is quite busy these days handling post-trial matters.”

“Is that so? Well, then we don’t have much to do right now. Let’s take it easy since there’s still three weeks left. Want to watch the members’ practice together?”

“Sure.”

Just a week ago, I couldn’t have imagined wandering around their practice.

I always had to step back if the members were uncomfortable.

However, after the trial, the members didn’t seem as uncomfortable sharing the same space with me anymore.

“When juggling two skulls, the speed keeps mismatching because the other white ball and the skulls have different weights. What should I do?”

“Well, in that case, focus on reflexively snapping only when you throw the skulls….”

As soon as she heard the difficult part the members were struggling with, Ella immediately provided a solution.

“Should I keep applying pine pollen powder to my hands?”

“Sis, you can use both arms alternately. People won’t notice what the other hand is doing during the performance.”

She accurately grasped the physical characteristics of the members and provided appropriate advice.

“Wumon, your crying sounds are the scariest when you’re scared. So when you’re doing an angry scene, think of something frightening.”

“Like this? Kwaah!”

“…Nggh, give it some time and scream. Alright!”

She used her knowledge to address issues that I wouldn’t have known about without observing the members closely.

I couldn’t help but admire her skills as I followed her around.

Maya was redrawing the sign at Ella’s request.

Pointing to the spot next to me where I was standing, Ella said,

“Move me there.”

Maya, after hearing her request, glanced at her with a slightly displeased look, then followed her request and drew the picture.

Thus, the entire group focused on final practice.

Every day, there were slight adjustments to posture, movements, acting, and drawings.


Five days passed quickly.

Under the completed sign.

Ella gathered all the members and turned around, smiling confidently.

“25%.”

The first week of the test had begun.



 
  
    Chapter 77: Test of the Rose Windmill Cabaret(11)


The 2nd and 3rd halls of the Rose Windmill Cabaret rarely opened during daytime.

The cabaret’s main events took place at night, and the availability of performers during the day was limited. Typically, only the 1st hall was used for daytime performances.

Third Monday of June.

After a long time, both the 2nd and 3rd halls of the Rose Windmill were open simultaneously.

It was due to a special performance by an external theatre troupe.

The performances continued until Saturday.

Two circus troupes participating in the Grand Circus Prix each occupied one hall and competed against each other.

This special performance was not limited to just this week.

For the next two years, circus troupes from around the world would take turns competing every week.

The residents of the town, living off entertainment and accommodation, couldn’t help but smile at the thought of the overflowing guests and tourists for the next two years.

The ticket booth in front of the cabaret was filled with guests waiting to exchange their tickets.

The theme of the duel presented by the Rose Windmill was ‘Free to Enter, Pay to Enjoy.’

Although admission was free, not everyone could just enter and watch.

The theatre management had prepared a system to exclude those who couldn’t afford to spend money.

[100 Zirco Coins] = 1-day admission, general seating.

[180 Zirco Coins] = 1-day admission, A-grade reserved seating.

[400 Zirco Coins] = 2-day admission, A-grade reserved seating.

[700 Zirco Coins] = 2-day admission, S-grade reserved seating.

[1200 Zirco Coins] = …

…

[5000 Zirco Coins] = 6-day advance admission, VIP reserved seating.

[※Note: Only purchases made with included admission tickets and Zirco Coins can be used for purchases inside the cabaret.］

Zirco Coins were a kind of virtual currency usable inside the theater.

Each person could only purchase one admission ticket, and the amount of Zirco Coins usable for each ticket was fixed.

In other words, there was a minimum and maximum amount of currency that could be used per person.

This served to filter out those who couldn’t afford a minimum purchasing power while preventing sponsors from indiscriminately pouring money to benefit one side in the profit-sharing activity.

While admission was free, it meant that once inside the theatre, freely moving between the 2nd and 3rd halls was allowed. However, to become a participant in this ‘profit game,’ actual admission fees were practically required.

Wonderstein marveled at Bouvalle’s business acumen.

What he envisioned were casinos and theme parks.

Entering was easy, but to enjoy the games, one needed chips, similar to casinos.

Similarly, entering a theme park was easy, but to participate in the games, one needed tokens, introducing differentiated pricing for entry tickets and currency for use in the internal shops, much like a theme park.

Combining it with Zirco Coins, the entry ticket encompassed the right to enjoy differentiated services, the currency for using the shops, and the betting currency for participating in voting games.

Even those who had reservations about free shows couldn’t complain when they saw Bouvalle selling entry tickets.

Some circus groups protested the tiered pricing of entry tickets.

Dramas targeting the nobility argued for the removal of the 100-coin tier, advocating for an upward levelling, while those entertaining the common folk insisted on eliminating high-tier options like 5000 coins, pushing for a downward levelling.

However, Bouvalle countered such protests with rational arguments.

“Each pricing tier is based on the revenue structure analyzed from years of free shows at our theater. It reflects the consumption distribution of the audience who visit here to enjoy free shows.”

Indeed, tickets for different tiers were sold with similar competition rates.

Those aiming for profits through upscale or budget strategies had to rethink their tactics to target different audience segments.

Grand Prix participants didn’t need to wait for a ticket draw.

Each circus group received five ‘6-day advance tickets’ and 10,000 Zirco Coins.

This served the role of evaluating each other among competitors.

While other circus groups might compete to see who would get the tickets within the five slots, fortunately, the Monster Circus had a limited number of people who could go out anyway.

Wonderstein, Ella, Yurakne, Maya, and Sven naturally obtained the entry tickets.

The group also fairly divided the 10,000 Zircoins, with 2000 each.

“As you have to use it for six days, use it wisely.”

Ignoring the director’s advice, the group made a bet on which side would win in the upcoming competition, betting Zirco coins on it.

The Zirco Coins received this week could only be used for this week’s competition.

Sales and net profit were announced every day, so they decided to exchange Zirco Coins on the 6th day based on the results up to the 5th day.

Wonderstein and Maya bet 200 Zirco Coins each on the Silver Veil Circus, while the other three bet 200 Zirco Coins each on the Pandora Magic Show.

At the time of bet, the Pandora Magic Show was leading 3:2.

However, at the point of deciding which show to watch first upon entering the theatre, the tables turned.

Silver Veil Circus.

Pandora Magic Show.

Both had earned a long-standing reputation in the industry.

One specialized in illusion magic, while the other focused on escape magic.

The two show styles were distinctly different.

One side provided a show purely with illusions without sending anyone onto the stage, while the other side featured the iconic magician, Lweeni, who had been at the center of the stage for decades.

“I’ve seen the Escape King’s show in Vegas before. The narrative, suspense, and humour all worked organically in the live setting. He truly is a veteran who has been in the industry for decades? As for illusion shows… well, I haven’t seen the shows, but illusion shows are usually just one-time tricks. It’s likely to get tiring after a few ‘wow, amazing’ moments…”

Ella expressed her opinion, but the opinions of others, excluding her, leaned towards the illusion show.

Magic, like escape tricks, was common even on the streets, but people were curious about the skill of the illusion magic at the industry’s peak.

In the end, the five decided to determine what to watch first through rock-paper-scissors.

4:1.

It seemed impossible to lose.

Surprisingly, Ella won three out of two consecutive rock-paper-scissors games against four opponents, never losing or tying once, securing victory with eight consecutive wins.

“All right! Let’s go watch the escape show!”

Maya looked at Ella, who clenched her fist triumphantly, with an expression that she couldn’t believe it.

“Tell me honestly, Vice Captain, did you receive a blessing as a magician? It wasn’t just rock-paper-scissors, right?”

Instead of answering, Ella lightly loosened one wrist and quickly demonstrated the forms of rock, paper, and scissors.

Dozens of changes occurred in just 2 or 3 seconds.

It was a rapid movement to the point where afterimages were visible, and the sound of the wind could be heard.

“It’s nothing special. It’s just using a bit of intuition and hand skills.”

The four decided not to expect fairness in games involving Ella’s sleight of hand and followed her towards Hall 3.

The atmosphere in the hall where the Pandora Magic Show was held was festive, like a festival.

An elderly man wearing an orange cloak appeared on stage.

Escape King Lweeni.

With his pure white hair and robust physique, he exuded the dignity of a seasoned veteran in the industry.

His name burst out like cheers from all around.

He responded to the audience’s calls, neither too arrogant nor too humble.


Walking to the center of the stage, he raised his finger and shouted.

“You won’t be able to take your eyes off for even a second!”

His iconic line was echoed by many in the crowd.

Ella raised one hand on her side and raised her index finger, mimicking his gesture.

Lweeni, despite his age, exuded energy in every aspect of his voice and actions.

Even his sense of humor was unremarkably good enough for all generations to enjoy without feeling burdened.

Making fun of a few audience members, both giving and receiving jokes, was done with such ease that everyone could laugh without discomfort. His self-deprecating jokes flowed naturally.

Before starting the escape magic, he had already elevated the atmosphere significantly with just his talk show.

The first magic he prepared was escaping from a glass container filled with water.

The glass container gilded, water leaking in, the elderly magician jumped up, using cotton to plug the holes, trying to buy time.

Of course, it was futile. The gilding on the glass widened, and the magician banged on the glass wall, screaming in desperation.

The performance was both comical and filled with a sense of crisis, capturing everyone’s attention on Lweeni’s show.

His confident declaration that no one could take their eyes off even for a second turned out to be true.

Maya, who rarely got excited, found herself leaning forward with her hand gripping the armrest tighter than usual.

Wonderstein lamented the unfortunate situation where he couldn’t naturally immerse himself in his own circumstances due to the laughing man.

The water level in the glass rose.

His whole body was submerged in water.

Bubbles foamed from his mouth, and his complexion turned pale.

It simply didn’t look like an act anymore.

Time stood still as Lweeni, still submerged, just emitted bubbles and struggled weakly.

It was only then that the audience realized something was wrong.

An uneasy murmur spread through the audience.

The chaos extended to the stage.

Employees of Pandora Magic Show rushed onto the stage from below to assess the situation.

Amidst this, Lweeni’s movements slowed down.

His complexion turned purple.

He was drowning.

A muscular employee, wielding a hammer, leaped onto the stage.

He swung the hammer to shatter the tank.

Bang!

With the thunderous noise, all the lights in the hall went out.

People let out terrified screams.

Sobs mixed with the clamor.

After what felt like several seconds, lights returned.

Only one.

One spotlight illuminated the back of the audience.

There, the elderly magician, drenched in water, leaned against the wall, exhaling rough breaths.

“Heh, heh… This doesn’t feel the same as it used to when I was younger.”

He smiled wryly.

After a moment of silence, a thunderous cheer and applause followed.

The lights fully recovered.

The tank on the stage was intact.

The sound heard earlier wasn’t the hammer breaking the glass.

Not a single drop of water fell on the path from the stage to the audience.

During the short intermission, Ella shouted with a triumphant expression.

“81%!”

“81%? What does that mean?”

“It’s the script recreation value. What we practiced. If we reach that level, we can compete with the show we just witnessed.”

Some kind of performance power?

“Is that accurate?”

“Just a feeling. A feeling.”


Upon Ella’s words, Wonderstein nodded.

“But it seems Pandora’s side didn’t prepare for a different strategy.”

“No need for fancy tricks in a good show.”

In reality, they ordered drinks and snacks at the table to watch Lweeni’s next show.

In this way, in the three segments of Lweeni’s show, they spent over 1500 Zirco Coins.
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The Wonderstein and his team, who appeared in the Pandora Magic Show, stopped by the concession stand on their way to the Silver Veil Circus.

The concession stand was also divided between the two circus sides.

Ella picked up a shiny, sturdy metal piece from the Pandora stand in front of the concession stand.

“If you’ve seen the Escape King’s show, you should buy this.”

The metal piece she held had the following inscription:

<Escape King’s 114 Puzzle Series No. Rose />

Escape King Lweeni used to provide a simple metal puzzle made of the local landmarks or specialties as a gift to the audience whenever he finished a performance in an area.

Originally, it was distributed to all the spectators, but this time, with free admission, it was being sold at the concession stand.

Lweeni’s escape puzzles were small geometric metal pieces intertwined in a seemingly simple manner, requiring disassembly to solve.

Although they looked simple on the surface, solving them was not that easy.

People who couldn’t solve them would twist and turn them for a month and still couldn’t solve them.

What Lweeni presented this time was a ‘Rose,’ a hexagonal flower formed by three Y-shaped metal pieces combining.

From its name to its form, it was clearly designed for this competition.

The area in front of the concession stand was filled with fans trying to solve the puzzle and discussing it.

Lweeni’s puzzles were so popular that when a new one was released, the solution was guaranteed to be featured in the next circus magazine.

While they didn’t watch Lweeni’s performance, collecting his puzzles was a hobby for many.

“How about each of us buying one and trying to solve it?”

The price of the puzzle was not cheap, but since they received free coins, there was no burden in using them.

They sat around the table in front of the concession stand with the escape puzzles until the next show started in the Silver Veil.

“Why isn’t this working?”

“I wish my bones were connected this tightly…”

Watching Yurakne and Sven struggle with the puzzle, Ella shook her head.

“It’s useless to exert force. If it doesn’t be at the exact angle and position, it’s immovable. Even if you solve it quickly, it will take hours.”

“I solved it.”

“What?”

Maya was the fastest to solve the puzzle.

As soon as she took the puzzle in her hands, she observed the shape of the pieces, rotated them a few times, and dismantled the combination in one go.

“How did you do that?”

Ella looked at her with wide eyes.

Maya turned to Ella and spoke with an emotionless yet somewhat mocking tone.

“A little intuition and manual skill.”

Receiving the same line she threw earlier, Ella made a resentful expression.

Maya ignored the commotion around and observed the disassembled puzzle’s details.

She was interested in the specific junctions of the metal pieces.

Spectacular reactions came from the people around who were solving puzzles.

“Wow! What’s this, miss?”

“She solved the puzzle right away in her seat!”

“What grade is this puzzle?”

“It’s a 4th grade! Third from the top!”

Lweeni’s fans, solving puzzles around, gathered around the table where the group was sitting.

Lweeni had given grades to his puzzles himself, with 6 being the highest and 1 the lowest. Grade 6 appeared only once, and Grade 5 came out once every two or three years. The 4th grade that Maya solved was considered the most challenging by regular standards.

However, she solved it within minutes of buying it, so it was natural for people to be astonished.

“Someone already solved it?”

Hearing the commotion in front of the concession stand, someone rushed out from hole 3.

From afar, the Wonderstein could recognize who he was.

A man with his face and upper body covered in chains.

He was one of the two members Lweeni brought to the lottery ceremony.

Due to his appearance with chains wrapped all over, he got the nickname ‘Chain Tail,’ and he was an acrobat.

He sighed as he looked at the three dismantled pieces in Maya’s hands.

“Really! Solving a Grade 4 puzzle so quickly.”

“Is there a problem with the pieces, by any chance?”

A fanatical and nervously looking thin man among Lweeni’s enthusiastic fans protested in a rough voice.

As soon as he entered the theater, he rushed to the snack bar, bought a puzzle, and fiddled with the pieces instead of watching the performance.

Lweeni’s puzzles were rewarded to the first solver.

Eager to try it out, he sat stubbornly in front of the snack bar without watching the performance, holding the puzzle.

But when a girl, who had watched the entire show up to part 3, quickly solved it shortly after getting the pieces, irritation surged within him.

He gave him a disdainful look.

His gray eyes flickered through the gaps of the chain.

“A problem? Our trap puzzles have never had issues with the products.”

The fan who spoke up against his cold tone shrugged his shoulders and stepped back.

The Chail Tail realized it, he got unnecessarily excited, then added in a softened tone.

“Now that I’ve looked, there seems to be no problem. So please refrain from baseless accusations. Miss, to receive the prize, ‘assembly’ is also required. Would you like to give it a try?”

Maya, who had been deeply immersed in the analysis of the structural connections, was not pleased with the interruption.

Normally, she would have snapped, ‘I don’t want to.’ and focused only on her work.

But she felt the gaze of Wonderstein watching her.

For the sake of his dignity, she couldn’t afford to act so stubbornly.

She inserted and turned the three pieces in her hand with precise order and angles.

There was no hesitation or forced attempt to push them together.

The geometric patterns of the slots clicked together, returning to the initially connected form.

Around them, cheers erupted.

While disassembly could sometimes be achieved with enough force, reassembly was impossible without a precise understanding of the puzzle.

She had genuinely grasped and solved the structure of the puzzle.

Some fans who claimed to be Luck looked perplexed and withdrew.

The Chain Tail nodded approvingly as he saw the rose she created.

“I admit it. I recognize you as the No.114, solver of the rose. I will now provide the prize.”

The Chain tail behind the chain, as the nickname suggested, moved like a tail, swaying.

At the end of the iron tail, a shiny piece of metal hung.

It was an object identical in shape to the puzzles people bought.

He moved the iron tail and placed it in front of Maya.


“This is the original of No.114. I made it following our leader’s design. Other puzzles are made by molding this in bronze. Feel free to keep it, or you can put it up for auction. It sells for a good price. Oh, it’s not gold. It’s made of brass.”

After finishing his words, the chain tail, dragging the iron tail, left.

Once he disappeared, Lweeni’s fans crowded around Maya.

“Do you mind if I touch it? Can I buy it from you?”

Some even grabbed her arms and shook them.

Maya’s expression turned irritated.

Of course, to ordinary people, her face remained expressionless.

Only Wonderstein and Ella could sense her emotions.

“Please step back now.”

Wonderstein blocked the crowd rushing towards Maya.

The person who had grabbed her arm was forced to let go.

Strength 4.0.

Thanks to the strength, people easily retreated.

“Wow! What, what is this?”

“Is he a superman?”

“He doesn’t even look that strong….”

People were amazed by Wonderstein’s strength and staggered backward.

“Are you okay?”

Maya looked at Wonderstein, who was smiling at her, with her usual expressionless face.

He, who was confident that he could read her expression, was equally surprised at the lack of any emotions on her face.

She looked down at the prize in her hand and then handed it to Wonderstein unexpectedly.

“Here.”

Wonderstein smiled perplexedly as he looked at it.

“Why are you giving this to me?”

“I don’t need it.”

Maya, who had placed the item on the table, turned her attention back to observing the joints of the sculpture.

Her attitude was so cool and indifferent that it was confusing.

Wonderstein, with a perplexed smile, picked up the gift.

“Thank you, I’ll take it.”

As he put it in his arms, Maya’s mouth curled up ever so slightly.

Since she had her head down, only Ella sitting next to her could notice her smile.

Maya chuckled at Ella, who was staring at her intently.

“Want me to teach you how to solve puzzles?”

“I’m fine. I can do it alone.”

Ella turned her head away and struggled with the puzzle for several minutes.

She had solved many of Lweeni’s trap puzzle series.

In the corner of the circus school, there were dozens of puzzles covered in children’s fingerprints.

It was one of the favourite pastimes for the circus dreamers.

Sometimes bets were made on who would complete the full conquest first.

The bet ended when Ella, around 13 or 14 years old, winning.

“Done!”

Just before going in to watch the Silver Veil performance, Ella finally solved the puzzle.

Sven, who was next to her, congratulated her with a smirk.

He added a short tease.

“Third place, Deputy Director, hahaha.”

He was the second in the group to complete the puzzle.

Thanks to Maya explaining the solution, Sven was able to solve the puzzle a few minutes before.

“Building bones every day makes things like this enjoyable!”

He bought a bunch of puzzle series at the snack bar and brought them in his arms.

He said they were leftovers from the previous region.

Wonderstein nodded at his words about sharing them with members who couldn’t see the performance.

Well, doing this back and forth would make time fly.

“I forgot about the remaining members. I’ll pay for it.”

“Ohoho! Director! He is not stingy one! Well then, thank you! Kekke!”

[Sven’s favorability has increased by 1.]

With that, the only member who couldn’t solve the puzzle was Yurakne.

Even after listening to Maya’s explanation, she was still unable to find the solution while struggling with the metal sculpture.

“Yiik.”

“Miss Yurakne, that’s not something you solve with strength.”

Wonderstein grabbed her shoulders and calmed her down.

Unknowingly, her arms around her back and waist were tense, causing her to struggle even more.

She was twisting the metal sculpture with the force of breaking a puzzle made of bones.

Yurakne, who exerted all her strength, blushed when she met the director’s gaze.

She wanted a hole to hide in.

But there was something else that made her face even redder.

In her frustration with the puzzle, Wonderstein tried to help her solve it by holding her hands and directly solving the puzzle.


“Uh…….”

His hand tightly grasped her hand. Yurakne couldn’t even think of resisting and was led by his hand. His face was almost right next to hers.

Maya’s expression froze as she witnessed the scene, and Ella’s eyebrows raised.

Wonderstein, focused on solving the puzzle, didn’t notice the changes around him.

“So, if we twist it at this angle….”

Wonderstein had captured the moment Maya solved the puzzle in his mind. He was always ready to help Yurakne with the puzzle.

However, he postponed confirming whether she would be acknowledged for solving the puzzle until the end.

Unaware that Yurakne’s face had turned as red as a persimmon, he anxiously stared at the notification while solving the puzzle.

Click.

Three Y-shaped pieces of metal dismantled with a sound on the ground.

Simultaneously, a notification popped up.

[You have achieved the ‘Chapter Quest – Time Attack! Puzzle King!’ ]

[As a reward, ‘Debulroots x20’ is provided.]

Wonderstein breathed a sigh of relief.

Fortunately, it seemed that she would be acknowledged for solving the puzzle even with this approach.

He had recently accumulated Debulroots for experimenting with skill books and the dressing room.

Two weeks were left for the program he and Ella had thought about.

Even small quests like this couldn’t be missed.

“I didn’t realize time was flying while solving the puzzle. Well then, shall we go watch the Silver Veil’s performance?”

Wonderstein led the way with a bright smile.

His steps were light.

He had worried whether the members could solve the puzzle within an hour, but luckily, they had just managed to complete the quest.

Ella and Maya looked at each other, realizing that they both had the same thought.

Anyway, that carefree personality of his.

Is it really okay for them to leave him like that?


The skeleton jester continued to laugh while looking at Yurakne, whose face was still flushed.

“Oh, modest lady. Hold my hand once….”

“Shut up, Sven!”

Thump.

Yurakne’s punch made his head wobble as if it might roll off.
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The ‘Kinema,’ which could be considered the magnum opus of the Silver Veil Circus, was a large-scale illusion show that mobilized dozens of magicians.

The expansive stage was densely covered with three-dimensional illusions.

A fake castle rose, and behind it, fake mountains emerged, and a fake river flowed.

In the midst of the battlefield where fake cannons spewed fire, a fake knight charged towards fake demons.

Thousands of intricate miniatures moved simultaneously, each playing its role, creating a spectacular scene.

Blood and flesh were omitted to consider the audience, but the clashes in the explosions and dust were undoubtedly thrilling.

Some characters on the battlefield were occasionally magnified to advance the narrative.

A handsome young knight seemed to be the protagonist of the story.

He bravely led the knighthood from the forefront.

“The real army isn’t like that! Why is the commander at the front…”

“Please be quiet while watching!”

A retired officer complained, but he quickly fell silent under his wife’s stern gaze.

Audiences who hadn’t expected large-scale war scenes from the beginning couldn’t close their mouths in awe of the overwhelming spectacle.

After the initial war scenes, scenes of the coronation ceremony, the castle’s ball, and romantic scenes with the queen followed.

“Oh, Queen, bless my journey.”

“Alright. Come here. I will bestow upon you the best blessing I can offer.”

Unlike most plays of this era, Kinema included explicit love scenes rarely seen in performances.

In plays, love was usually expressed through shadows cast on a screen and the moans heard through them.

However, Kinema’s love scenes were more explicit compared to other performances.

The naked body of the male protagonist and the silhouette of the female protagonist were blatantly revealed.

Although it was less suggestive than Earth’s pornography, it was scandalous enough for the audience in this place.

Some modest individuals averted their eyes from the stage, but most enjoyed the spectacle.

There were even those who, in embarrassment, grabbed the person next to them and exclaimed.

Among the Wonderstein group, Yurakne was the most prominent.

“Oh my, what should I do? What should I do?”

She grabbed Wonderstein’s arm and twisted her body, playfully hitting his shoulders.

Even if Yurakne were to hit him with a club, he wouldn’t be hurt seriously, given his issue reliance rating of 4.0 armor.

but instead she mercilessly twisted his arm, almost making him shed tears but cant because of the Smiling Man.

“Miss Yurakne, please be quiet…”

“Kyah, Ela! Maya! Cover your eyes!”

Upon hearing her words, even Wonderstein thought it wasn’t quite right for the children to see, but he nodded his head after hearing Ela say, “Its not even a real person, so what.”

Kinema’s illusion lacked subtlety as it focused on scale and dynamic scenes, lagging behind in delicacy.

Especially in parts where the faces of characters were enlarged, it was quite noticeable.

It felt like watching the CG of a game from the early to mid-2010s.

“So, the young knight set out on a quest to the west, holding the queen’s promise in his heart.”

All dialogues, soliloquies, and even commentary were handled by a single person.

The deputy leader of the Silver Veil referred to as Byeonsa was doing all the narration.

The small and plump witch imitated various voices to match the dynamic changes in the illusion, vividly conveying the content of the video.

Behind the stage, magicians were gathered around several memory disks were implementing the illusion according to the changes.

No matter how skilled Arno of the Silver Veil Circus was, he couldn’t create dynamic illusions covering an entire stage alone for hours.

Each memory disk was operated by wizards responsible for backgrounds, props, characters, and effects, taking turns in their roles.

The Kinema of the silver screen resembled Earth’s early movies but had some advantages, notably 3D technology.

“Whoa!”

“Wow!”

“Look at that!”

Some people pointed and screamed, standing on the second-floor balcony behind the stage.

There, a winged black dragon, the size of a calf, stood on its hind legs, peering down at the stage from the darkness.

It revealed itself, having crouched within the deep mountain range.

The vertically slit pupils of the reptilian eyes followed the protagonists approaching it.

The massive black dragon spread its wings and soared towards the audience.

Screams and rough exhales echoed from various directions.

The dragon passed over the heads of the people.

There was no physical force in the illusion.

However, the flames enveloping the dragon’s body were real, and the hot aura licked over the heads of the people.

Among the astonished spectators, none screamed louder than Yurakne.

“Kyaaah!”

She screamed louder than the dragon’s roar.

She clung tightly to Wonderstein, shouting and shaking.

“D-Director! It’s a dragon!”

“Y-Yura, calm down. It’s an illusion,….”

“Kyaaah! Dont come over here!”

She shouted louder than the dragon’s cry.

She shook Wonderstein’s shoulders and back violently, drawing attention to them.

Ella covered her face with her hands and bowed her head beside them.

Maya, who usually cared little about others’ gazes, felt a sense of embarrassment.

Even Sven, who enjoyed such attention, felt the urge to detach his head and hide it beneath his seat.

What a disgrace.

Ella muttered to herself.

Behind the stage, Arno, the Memory Master, smiled.

As the fantasy shows advanced, a trend emerged, demanding more tranquillity from the audience.

He didn’t like that. He had been active in the circus since its early days.

He missed the times when people cheered with astonishment at the mysterious and screamed in fear at the frightening.

His gaze moved from Yurakne, passed Maya, and stopped at Wonderstein.

That woman is affiliated with him too.

He looked at Maya.

A child who retained both the appearance of someone he had loved and the image of his nemesis.

Receiving a letter from the child’s father, he thought he had to take care of her…

Of all places, she had to end up there.

“Director?”


One of the members interrupted his contemplation from backstage.

Having to adjust the clashes between different illusions, he momentarily had another thought, while the protagonist party continued walking through the forest.

“Sorry.”

He quickly averted his gaze from Maya and promptly corrected the error.

Seems like it’s a forest enchanted with illusions.

Snap out of it!

If the leader loses focus, everyone dies!

Fortunately, the mistake just now was skilfully covered up by the deputy on the spot.

He completely cleared Wonderstein’s group from his mind and did his best to implement the performance.

Kinema also ended like an escape king’s magic, with praise from the audience.

“It’s not bad. It’s the first time I’ve seen an illusion implemented in such detail on this scale.”

Ella seemed satisfied as she smiled.

Next to her, Yurakne clenched her fist and grinned.

“But the reconnaissance doesn’t make much sense. We came to see what strategy the other team would use, right? But both sides just unfolded conventional performances.”

Sven, standing nearby, spoke with a mocking tone.

“Haha, instead of exploring the strengths, we just exposed ourself! We let everyone know that we have a scaredy-cat who can produce an incredible high-pitched sound.”

“Ugh.”

Blushing, Yurakne bowed her head deeply.

The reaction from her in Kinema, seen by the audience, had been seized by the deputy leader who was in charge of the curtain, and it added a big laugh to the curtain call.

Next to her, Wonderstein, with a teasing smile, said:

“Hehe, I agree with Sven’s words. We even risked losing power. My arm almost broke.”

“Director!”

Yurakne shouted in surprise.

After giving her a smile, he turned to look at all the members.

“But there were results in exploring the power.”

Wonderstein pointed to the direction of the Silver Veil’s stall.

There, the audience was lining up to buy desserts sold from behind the curtain.

However, the number of people waiting was significantly larger than at Pandora’s food stall.

“It’s quite substantial. Are they all very hungry?”

“Then isn’t it better to buy food at Pandora’s stall? Why are they all lining up for desserts like that?”

Wonderstein, smiling, pointed to the menu depicted on the stall sign.

There, a lemon cheesecake and sweet honey soda were drawn.

“Don’t you all feel attracted to those desserts over there?”

“Lemon cheesecake? I’ve never heard of such food. Is sweet honey soda tasty?”

“I’ve never seen it before. But for some reason, it feels very familiar.”

“What is it? Quite appealing….”

Looking at the reactions of the members, Wonderstein grinned and pointed to the stall sign.

There were more people waiting in line than at Pandora’s food stall.

“It’s okay. I’ve recorded it well in the sketchbook.”

During the visit to Kinema, Wonderstein suddenly asked her to record the performance through the sketchbook.

Maya’s sketchbook had the power to automatically draw the subject she saw. If it was a moving object, it divided it into multiple frames like a high-speed camera.

“But due to the sketchbook’s limited lifespan, I could only capture about a minute.”

“That should be enough.”

Wonderstein took Maya’s sketchbook and handed it over, one page at a time.

The thickness was thin, probably because it was a magic tool, but it could store over a thousand drawings at once.

Examining the drawings in detail, he handed the sketchbook to the team.

“Some scenes from the fight against the elite crows in that forest?”

“Yeah, the drawing is really well done.”

Without thinking, they flipped through the pages, but their hands stopped when they reached the middle.

There was a drawing inserted in between, similar to what they had seen before.

[Lemon Cheek Cake Tastes Good!]

White letters on a black background.

Everyone tilted their heads at the sudden advertisement phrase.

“What is this?”

“Lemon cheese cake?”

“Was there such a scene?”

“I’ve never seen it. But for some reason, it feels very familiar.”

Looking at the members’ reactions, Wonderstein turned to Maya.

“Maya, did you see something else in the middle?”

“Not at all. I never took my eyes off the performance.”

Wonderstein continued to recommend looking through the sketchbook.

The next scenes continued with the performance they had seen, but after flipping about ten or twenty pages, a similar drawing was inserted again.

[Let’s drink honey soda!]

The members continued to flip through the pages.


Advertisement phrases and vividly implemented illusion drawings promoting the goods and items sold at Silver Veil circus stall were intermittently inserted.

Maya, covering the sketchbook, stared at it silently.

“What is this?”

Wonderstein, with a gentle smile, spoke to her.

“It’s a kind of suggestion. Illusion teams were placed in between the illusions, inserting these advertisement phrases and drawings. Very briefly. At a speed that is difficult for people to analyse and recognize ‘what is this.’ But people can definitely read at the speed of perception. It’s the speed between ‘sensation’ and ‘recognition.’ People tend to be drawn to familiar things, right? Our heads must have seen this drawing and phrase thousands of times subconsciously throughout the two-hour performance. Thanks to that, it was engraved in our minds. The positive promotion and image of the items sold at Silver Veil Stall”
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Subliminal.

That was definitely the name.

After giving a rough explanation, Wonderstein looked at Maya.

From the moment she heard the explanation, she had been lost in thought.

Now, it was the area she had to figure out.

In fact, Wonderstein didn’t know much more about the veiled masterpiece than what he had just explained.

It was just something he had seen passing by on the broadcast.

Even that was only possible because of Wonderstein’s superhuman vision; otherwise, it would have been difficult to capture.

All he could do was provide clues like this.

In reality, the method the Silver Veil used was much more effective than what was seen on the broadcast.

He couldn’t produce an immediate and powerful effect like the murmuring people in front of the store, as if under the influence of some hypnotic or suggestive magic.

It was some magical force unknown to him.

While Maya was lost in thought, Ella, beside her, jumped around angrily.

“This is a violation of the rules!”

She repeated the crumpled piece of paper she had read dozens of times, holding it up.

“Look! It’s clearly stated in the rules! The use of psychoactive substances and mental magic results in immediate disqualification!”

“Shh! Be quiet. People are staring. Shouldn’t you remember? Participants who spread malicious slander or incite others in other teams are also disqualified, right?”

With Yurakne’s comfort, Ella barely managed to catch her breath and calm down.

The thought that unfair trickery had infiltrated a fair competition made her lose self-control.

Wonderstein sensed a flash in Maya’s eyes, who had been lost in thought.

“Maya, can we consider this mental magic?”

All eyes were now on Maya.

She was a top student at the magic academy.

Although she didn’t acquire the desired illusions, her theoretical knowledge was outstanding enough to make academy professors marvel.

Maya recalled the five types of mysteries related to human spirit and communication that she learned at the academy.

Surface Phase (?), Active Spirit (?), Structured Mind (?), Projection of Essence (?), Essence of Deity (?).

Among them, ‘Surface’ required for unfolding illusion magic was the mystery closest to the edge of the mental realm, half belonging to the material realm and half to the mental realm.

The act of conjuring illusions belonged to material realm magic.

Reading and opening someone else’s mystery belonged to mental realm magic.

The act of seducing others was certainly mental realm magic, but creating beauty through mystery and seducing others in that way could not be considered mental realm magic.

The method the Silver Veil used seemed to play on that boundary.

“It’s on the edge.”

“Will this lead to disqualification?”

“No, at least not immediately according to the definition of mental magic in the magical world.”

She explained the system of mental magic called ‘Surface Disturbance of Mind’ and various magical theories about how the Silver Veil influenced the higher mental realm through mystery.

Others couldn’t understand her words.

What nonsense is this?

Ella rubbed her temples, feeling a headache coming on.

Wonderstein was in the same position as them.

It would have been better to just answer yes or no, but bringing in theories made it difficult to interrupt.

Finally, Maya’s explanation came to an end.

After finishing her response, she scrutinized Wonderstein’s expression.

He nodded as if satisfied.

“Well, Maya, you are indeed remarkable.”

Smiling broadly, he looked at her.

Seeing him smile so happily, Maya sighed inwardly.

She knew that the ringmaster had a genius perspective that anyone would find difficult to follow when it came to magic theory.

Although he had not received formal education due to his circumstances and environment, Maya did not show any lack of respect for him on the day of the opening ceremony. No, she even developed a greater sense of reverence.

He must have had all the answers in his mind just now.

A man who had penetrated all of Silver Veil Arno’s techniques would certainly be familiar with the basic forms of mental magic.

However, instead of immediately providing an answer, he gave her time to think.

Through a series of questions and answers, he allowed her to draw her own conclusions.

It was as if he was guiding a disciple onto the right path without asserting himself, turning the attention as if she had organized the theory herself.

As if she had developed the new illusion magic.

He knew.

That even if he presented magical theories without a recognized status, without coming out of school, and without knowing how to use magic, he would only be laughed at in academia.

He knew he could lose the theory and be chased away if he made a mistake.

Or maybe he didn’t even know what betrayal felt like.

So, he might have given up altogether.

Yet, whenever he had the opportunity, he tried to pass something on to her.

Like this sketchbook, whose origin was unknown.

It was a perfectly prepared item for her.

Although she rejected it, she could not call him that way, but she considered him a true master.

“Have you heard the explanation? So it is.”

Ella looked at Wonderstein, who was smiling obliquely, and pursed her lips awkwardly.

She wanted to refute, but since she couldn’t understand what was being said, she had nothing to say.

She endured it because she felt like she might hear a headache again if she teased.

Maya, who had only explained the theory, suddenly became annoying.

Her explanation somehow sounded like praising the magician.

Of course, there was also anger at herself for feeling frustrated by her ‘learned feeling’.

Wonderstein seemed to see through her feelings and asked her a question she could answer confidently.

“How about it? If you compare Silver Veil’s Kinema with Pandora’s Escape Show? Just talking about the performance.”

Ella stopped being angry.

And for a moment, she closed her eyes, calmly evaluating every element of the show she had just seen from start to finish. She excluded even her own antipathy toward the illusion show.

She soon opened her eyes and said one number.

“75%.”

“You said Pandora’s Magic Show was 81% just now. Is Pandora really superior?”

Wonderstein also thought that she might not say that after watching the show.

He did admire the sophisticated illusion.


But that was only in the early stages and moment by moment.

In the end, the essence of Kinema was like theater.

The acting of the characters and the content of the script are important.

In that respect, Kinema was much inferior to ordinary theater.

The expressions and movements of the characters were impressive from a distance but not natural when enlarged.

The story, to speak kindly, was universal, and to speak badly, somewhat childish.

Since there were limitations in the expression of characters, naturally, emotions had to be dealt with as shallow as possible, and the narrative had to be shown more in action.

Compared to Lweeni’s show, which perfectly grasped the breath of the stage and captivated the audience without realizing the passage of time, it was somewhat lacking.

“Then, will this competition end with the victory of Pandora’s Magic Show?”

“There’s that implied effect just now.”

“Haha, I’ll just take Pandora’s side if I win the bet!”

“Well… More importantly… No. We’ll know after some time.”

Naturally, Ella, who was confident that the Escape King would win, spoke with a somewhat uncertain voice.

The meaning of her delaying the answer could be understood by Wonderstein on the third day.

What the Escape King presented that day was ‘Escape in the Flames’ and ‘Rock Breaking Escape’.

Ella, with a slightly tired expression, walked out of the hall and said.

“67%.”

No one asked Ella why her ratings had dropped.

On the second day, there was uncertainty, but now they all felt it.

That the Escape King was exhausted.

Ella sat in the snack bar, looking around at people and said,

“In a performance, consistency is the next most important thing after perfection.”

She sighed slightly as she saw the food Yurakne bought from the snack bar, which was lemon cheesecake and honey soda.

She hesitated to be drawn to the intention of the Silver Veil, but it seemed her sister couldn’t stand it anymore.

“No, in a way, it’s more important than perfection. Regardless of where, when, or who performs, the quality of the performance must always be maintained consistently.”

She picked up the food, resisting the claim that lemon cheesecake was delicious.

“Pandora Magic Show relies heavily on the skills of magician Lweeni. This is very fatal in terms of consistency. If Lweeni stumbles, the show is over. There is no one to replace him. So, he must always manage his body in the best condition. But this time, he didn’t do that. Logically, a solo stage that lasts almost 10 hours a day is exhausting enough to collapse in a single day. But Lweeni repeated it for three days straight, dragging his old body.”

Today’s fire magic also included the ‘escape failure’ acting seen in the glass escape on the first day.

Originally, he would have his body engulfed in flames, frantically running around, rolling on the floor, and pretending to die before exploding and appearing in the audience.

But this time, Lweeni skipped the burning and rolling reactions and appeared in the audience right after the explosion.

His movements were not natural, and the break time was considerably longer compared to the first and second days.

His tired expression was evident on his face appearing in the empty space.

Clearly, his stamina had dropped.

“A illusion show stands in complete contrast to that. It must have a consistent quality that is so difficult for humans to imitate.”

The group nodded at her words.

If you replayed the memory disk, the same video would play whenever. The illusion show maintained almost perfect consistency.

While there were roles for the director to adjust in the middle and the assistant director, compared to other performances, it was overwhelmingly easy to maintain a certain quality.

Originally, Lweeni would delegate the middle part to his disciples for stamina management.

But this time, it was a short-term match lasting only six days, so Lweeni forced himself to raise the tension.

But he overestimated his own stamina.

Lweeni’s skills dropped to the 50s on the fourth day.

Eventually, the afternoon performance that day was taken over by other acrobats from Pandora.

A man with iron chains all over his body showcased glass craftsmanship using a red-hot metal rod with a chain-tail, drawing fiery trails in the air.

The woman holding the cube, who appeared with Lweeni in the draw, was a master of escape art. She bent her waist almost in half, twisted her back, and tucked her legs and feet between her back and waist, demonstrating the trick of fitting into the box she was holding.

Ella evaluated them at 46% and 39%, respectively.

They were inferior to the Escape King’s magic, but thanks to them, Lweeni’s burden was reduced, and his escape magic could maintain a rating in the 70s.

In this way, it seemed that the veil had the upper hand.

However, that was not the case.

Maintaining consistency was not always a plus in a performance.

Silver Veil’s Kinema maintained an almost perfect consistency.

In other words, it became a statement that it was not worth watching repeatedly.

People who owned high-value coins in the VIP audience had a significant impact on this match.

They mainly bought a 6-day pass.

Unlike those who bought tickets for the day or 2 days, they enjoyed the show for several days in a row.

Silver Veil’s Kinema quickly became boring.

Since there was no room to change the scenario repeatedly, they had to watch it again because it was the same, so there was little value in watching it again.

On the other hand, Pandora Magic Show was enjoyable even if it was the same type of magic.

Lweeni’s eloquence and charisma in the industry provided a different kind of fun each time.

“This is the power of a master!”


Ella clenched her fist.

So, for the first five days, the performance of the two was outstanding.

Slightly, Pandora seemed to have the upper hand, so Wonderstein and Maya each had to pay 200 Zirco Coins for the betting fee.

The confrontation between the two who reached the top of the industry was excellent enough to worry about comparing the participants of the second week.

So, the last day of the sixth day finally came to an end, and the time for the announcement of the results was approaching.
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Fourth Sunday of June.

The number of people in Cabaret’s Hall 1 was several times more than two weeks ago during the draw ceremony.

All members of the Circus, who were participating in the duel, were present.

The people from the Silver Veil Circus were all illusionists.

They expressed the philosophy that ‘appearance is deceiving’ by covering their bodies with hooded robes and large cloaks.

The leader, Veil Arno, concealed his face with a silvery thread, and the deputy leader had wrapped herself tightly in a large cloth, revealing only her eyes.

While others were animatedly discussing the results of the duel, Veil Arno, the leader, remained silent.

He was always known for maintaining composure.

His chilly voice complemented his image.

However, this appearance was a mask crafted by time.

The deputy leader noticed the leader’s trembling hands.

Her  timid and worrisome nature remained unchanged over the years.

“Feeling tense?”

He heard the deputy leader’s words and sighed.

Was it that noticeable?

“The first opponent was not favorable. The Escape King.”

“That’s something the opponent might think too, right? Are we just an unknown circus? The opponent must have felt the pressure. The Escape King collapsed under the pressure too.”

Veil Arno pondered the deputy leader’s consolation for a moment, then spoke.

“Should we have gone with the serialized content a few days ago?”

He noticed that the VIP seats had been empty from the middle of the performance.

Those who purchased the 6-day pass found the repetitive narrative boring.

The deputy leader shook his head.

“We would have missed the 1-day pass and 2-day pass audience.”

“That’s true. It was a challenging task.”

“Still, we managed to push it to the edge.”

“Thanks to the newcomers.”

Their gaze turned to a corner.

At the end of the row where the officers were seated, there was a young woman playing with a crystal bead, engaging in various antics.

As a newcomer, she could sit next to the leader and other officers because she was responsible for managing a memory disk.

“It seems the sales of ‘inserted’ products are doing well.”

This time, the idea to insert advertisements during the illusion was hers.

Her previous profession was a fortune-teller.

Using suggestion to control and guide the actions of guests was her specialty.

“It feels somewhat unethical, but…”

“If the opponent wasn’t Pandora, I wouldn’t have resorted to such methods.”

Meanwhile, the atmosphere on Pandora’s side was the opposite of the Veil.

The leader was excitedly shouting, and most of the members were calm.

Lweeni looked around her squad and nodded vigorously.

“We will win.”

However, there was no response from the squad members.

The expressions of the members looking at the leader were cold.

A woman’s head popped out of a cube, and she spoke.

“It would be troublesome if we don’t win. We showed even the unreleased work we were planning to use in the main event.”

Upon her words, Lweeni blushed and coughed awkwardly.

Yesterday afternoon.

Despite the concerns and warnings from other members that it might not be appropriate, Lweeni brought out the unreleased work he had saved just in case.

It wasn’t a card to be played in a place like this.

It was something that should be revealed on a bigger stage after consistent promotion, even if not in the main event.

However, he couldn’t bear the thought of losing, so on the last day of the competition, he suddenly threw a large bomb.

“To be honest, would you have pulled that out if this weren’t Yuge Maroine’s theater?”

“I was winning even without pulling it out.”

“It was a pointless move.”

“Ugh.”

Lweeni sighed, unable to come up with a response to the complaints of the members.

Yug Maroine, the director of the Rose Windmill Cabaret.

Decades of rivalry in the industry.

Certainly, the strong desire not to show a losing side in front of that guy played a significant role.

About 30 minutes passed like that.

Behind the stage, Bouvalle walked out with a thoughtful expression on his face.

He was greatly excited about the income that exceeded expectations.

“The count has just finished.”

He looked down at the progress card in his hand.

“Free to Enter, Pay to Enjoy. 1st Week Showdown. The Silver Veil Circus vs. Pandora Magic Show. I will announce the winner.”

All eyes turned to Bouvalle when he raised his arm.

Even the journalists prepared to take notes for their articles.

“The winner is…”

As he lowered his arm, spotlights moved.

People’s attention naturally focused on where the light gathered.

There…

“Pandora Magic Show!”

With Bouvallle’s declaration, thunderous cheers and applause poured toward them.

Among those who were momentarily surveying the venue and trying to understand the situation, the first to regain composure was, of course, the magician Lweeni.

He raised his finger to the sky and shouted his representative line.

“You can’t take your eyes off me for even a second!”

Bouvalle explained the outcome of the match, comparing day-to-day earnings and strategies.

What made the difference in the end was his escape puzzle.

On the 6th day, people had to spend the remaining coins, and apparently, Lweeni’s puzzle, which was advantageous for storage and refund rather than food, became the target.

In fact, three people who won bets at the Wonderstein Circus had no suitable place to spend the coins and ended up buying additional puzzles.

In the world of illusions that started and ended with fantasy, there were no tangible goods to leave on the Silver veil side.


That difference decided the victory.

“Souvenirs sell well during trips for this reason. People experience intangible treasures but still want to hold tangible trinkets.”

Bouvalle added a brief comment.

Amidst the commotion, the winner and loser looked at each other.

It was not an easy contest.

They maintained a close gap until the very end, fluctuating between victory and defeat.

Veil Arno and Escape King had little interaction despite their long activity in the industry.

Most of what they heard about each other was through rumors.

Both learned a lot and gained a lot from this match.

Although the form of someone winning and someone losing prevailed in this competition, both knew well that it did not necessarily determine the superiority of performers, but rather the format of a duel.

After all, this defeat did not lead to elimination from the competition.

Two years was left.

There were plenty more opportunities.

They stood up from their seats.

It was time to shake off the aftermath of victory and defeat and exchange greetings as industry veterans.

Just as they were about to step away from each other, someone shouted.

“Wait!”

The voice sharply cut through the tumult of noise.

“I object to the decision just made!”

Among those present, many had also attended the opening ceremony.

The words “wait” and “objection” made me reflexively shudder, a memory from that day.

Even the owner of that voice was someone I had heard that day.

“Viscount Dosville…?”

The face of Bouvalle, who saw the owner of the voice, wrinkled in displeasure.

That audacious individual.

Why did he come back here?

After making a scene like that.

“What’s the matter?”

Bouvalle said with an unpleasant expression.

Viscount Dosville responded with an innocent look.

“Why? Did I come to the wrong place? I am a guest who received an invitation during the opening ceremony and is a VIP of this cabaret.”

Viscount Dosville was known for his laxity.

Engaging in a verbal dispute with him would only be tiresome.

Bouvalle sighed, touching his forehead with his hand.

“Fine, Viscount. Then why did you step forward?”

Viscount Dosville’s appearance was shabbier than during the opening ceremony.

Even his beard seemed unkempt, and his hair was not well-groomed.

After the incident, he had been expelled from the mansion where he worked as a tutor, and even the law firm that used him as a legal consultant terminated his contract.

Everyone was watching the reactions of Baron Vergsong and Marquis Mustang.

Thanks to them, he had become a pauper overnight without income from the city nobility.

He laughed like a madman, spreading his arms wide.

“Well, it’s to ensure fairness in the competition. There seems to be a problem with the results.”

“Our theater had no issues.”

Bouvalle replied with a rough voice.

“No, there were issues. Significant ones that could affect the results. Don’t the rules include the following clause?”

He pretended to read as if there were papers in front of him.

“It is allowed to offer prizes or goods to induce purchases. However, the price of the prizes or goods is deducted only from the sales.”

Bouvalle responded with an uneven voice.

“There was no such act of offering prizes on both sides.”

“No, there was.”

He pointed his finger to a specific place.

The attention of the people turned to that direction.

He pointed to the Wonderstein Circus Troupe.

He smiled at the white-haired girl in the beret, who was clearly the recipient of a valuable item.

“Didn’t that young lady there receive an item of considerable value?”

Sighs and gasps were heard everywhere.

The story of the genius magician who solved a 4-level escape puzzle on the spot had become quite a topic.

She had taken the original puzzle with her.

It could be considered a prize for purchasing the puzzle.

A middle-aged man with glasses, who also served as an accountant for Pandora, stood up.

“Well, but this is not a trick introduced for the competition. Offering the original to the first solver is a tradition of our circus.”

“No, no, no. Whether it was introduced for the competition or not is not the important point. If such a method is used, it could ruin the theme presented in this competition. Do I need to explain why this rule was introduced?”

“But that original is not for sale. It has no price! If you only deduct the cost of materials, the result would…”

Viscount Dosville showed a cruel smile filled with pleasure.

“No, no. It’s not just the cost of raw materials. I understand that the rule is based on the transaction value recorded in the Luz Trading Hall. Let me tell you. I went to the hall the day before yesterday and examined the ledger. And guess what? It was definitely there.”

He pulled out a crumpled piece of paper from his pocket.

It had the stamp of the trading hall.

“Yes. The originals of the escape puzzle series have gone through Luz twice in the last six months. Both times, the tariffs assessed at that time are recorded. Tariffs, metals, decorations. If you reverse calculate from these, you can deduce the market price. Oh, what a price it is. Haha, truly befitting of the Puzzle King.”

The murmurs of the people grew louder.

Half of the public agreed with his statement, arguing that it should be considered a problem, while the other half insisted that everyone in the industry already knew about the puzzles of the Puzzle King, so what was the problem.

Viscount Dosville looked around with a cruel smile, pleased with the chaos he had created.

“Think carefully. If this is allowed once, who knows what prizes will be offered and what tricks will emerge in the next rounds? It needs to be clear.”

His words struck a chord.

If, for every ten bottles of liquor consumed, someone offered a diamond ring as a prize, people would go crazy buying only the liquor.


The regulation of prizes and goods was introduced to prevent such misconduct.

Allowing the escape puzzle would open the door for other circus troupes to cleverly bypass the rules.

“The declaration of the winner will be temporarily suspended. After a management meeting, we will announce it again…”

Bouvalle disappeared hastily behind the stage.

The atmosphere in the hall, filled with the excitement of the contest, sank coldly.
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It didn’t take long for Bouvalle to return.

He climbed onto the stage with a somber expression, bowing towards the audience.

“Apologies for keeping you waiting. We acknowledge that there was a mistake on the part of our organizers.”

He pulled out a crumpled paper from his pocket.

“Lord Dosville had, kindly, researched and determined the pricing basis.

In recent years, a new puzzle series had been created with a certain ratio between mass-produced items and originals forming the price. As the puzzle series exceeded 100 and the production quantity and demand from enthusiasts remained steady, a kind of market price had been established.

Depending on the difficulty of the puzzle, the original ranged from 200 to 600 times the mass-produced item.

The organizing committee assigned a value 500 times that of the original puzzle received by Maya.

According to the rules, the price of the prize, i.e., the value of 500 puzzles, was deducted from the revenue.”

Lweeni’s face tightened as he listened to the explanation.

The members couldn’t hide their expressions of disappointment either.

No one bothered to do the calculations.

The result was set.

Bouvalle raised his hand, and the spotlight moved in the opposite direction.

“The winner is the Silver Veil Circus!”

Delayed applause and cheers followed.

Compared to what Pandora had received, it was considerably smaller, and people’s expressions seemed awkward.

The reactions of those who received the award were also lacklustre.

It felt like stealing a prize that someone else should have received.

Arno was not comfortable either.

He didn’t think that the original provided as a prize had accounted for the sales of 500 puzzles.

In reality, the award was given around lunchtime on the first day of the competition.

The prize had hardly played a role in revenue growth.

Excluding 500 was an unfair measure.

But what could he do at this point?

Forfeit?

The thought crossed his mind momentarily, but he shook his head.

He and the members hadn’t approached the competition with a light heart to throw away the victory that had come to them.

Moreover, surrendering at this point would only lead to the other side saying, “Oh, thank you,” without receiving the award.

Should he point out the 500 parts?

When he thought about excluding the sales before the puzzle was solved…

When his thoughts reached that point, he met eyes with Lweeni on the other side.

He looked much older than when he confidently declared victory.

He gave a bitter smile and lowered his head towards Arno.

While pretending to guide him to the center of the stage, Bouvallewhispered softly.

“Even if you exclude, it’s still your victory.”

Ah.

It seemed that the organizers had anticipated such objections and had calculated for them.

Arno made up his mind.

If he hesitated here, the situation would only become more confusing.

Standing in the center of the stage, he expressed his feelings of victory.

Half of the content was about how excellently the opponent had fought.

Knowing his feelings, when he finished his speech, the cheers and applause directed at him were much louder than before.

Pandora’s people also congratulated him.

Lweeni’s expression looked a bit more resigned than before.

***

The first week’s showdown was thrilling.

Each participant showcased distinct performances, unexpected factors that determined sales, and even surprising twists.

Of course, the person who brought about the outcome wasn’t warmly welcomed.

“Ella supported Pandora, didn’t she? It’s a shame.”

“Well, there’s nothing wrong with the Viscount’s words. It couldn’t be helped.”

Ella sat inside the carriage, holding onto her notebook and diligently writing something.

From the first day, she had been diligently taking notes whenever she came across good ideas or strategies. And she incorporated them into our program.

She embraced the good aspects and corrected the shortcomings.

Late-night work was frequent.

She was currently re-evaluating the “products and prizes” clause.

Just to make sure our prepared program wouldn’t cause any problems.

“How is it? Is there any chance that our ‘thing’ might violate the rules?”

Ella scratched the back of her head while flipping through her notes.

Her hair was untidy, and dark circles lingered beneath her eyes.

She mentioned working overnight analyzing sales, strategies, and performances.

As the time for our performance approached, she slept less and less.

“I checked again, fortunately, there are no issues. In the first place, the prize side… Pandora made a mistake. If he had been a bit more careful in reviewing and cautious in setting the rules, there wouldn’t have been any problems…”

Ella said with a regretful expression.

She flipped through her notes with one hand while twirling a pen with the other.

And not with both fingers but with just one finger.

Yet, the pen didn’t escape her hand.

While spinning the pen, the center of the centrifugal force of her constantly changing finger position kept moving.

It was truly a remarkable talent.

Others next to her looked at her hand skills with astonished eyes.

However, she continued to talk about her evaluation of this round, seemingly oblivious to the attention directed at her.

“I’m also worried about the stamina of the Escape King. He has to continue this journey for over two years, and I don’t know if he can maintain that form.”

She said that and then tossed the spinning pen.

The pen found its way into the thin tip of a portable ink bottle.

“Wow!”

Yurakne exclaimed and clapped, Sven laughed loudly, and Maya blinked while alternating between the pen and Ella’s hand.

Ella, aware or unaware of the attention she was receiving, looked up, smiling shyly.

“What’s so surprising about this?”

She was a born acrobat.


Although she looked quite exhausted, receiving applause seemed to energize her, and she went on to showcase a few more tricks using the pen.

And so, we enjoyed Ella’s small performance, losing track of time, and arrived at the hotel.

“Oh, right. Did you get the tickets and coins for the second week?”

Just before getting off the carriage, she grabbed my arm and asked.

I showed her the pouch in my hand.

“For now. But we decided not to go, didn’t we?”

As we prepared for the third week’s competition, we needed to wrap up what we had prepared during the second week. There was no time to leisurely watch performances.

Ella clapped her hands.

“It’s okay. I’ll go alone.”

“Alone?”

“Yeah. I have less to do now. On the contrary, you and Maya have more to do now.”

I couldn’t easily agree with her words.

While it was true that she had fewer tasks, it was also true that Maya and I had more to do. Yet, she still had more tasks than the two of us combined.

“I won’t be gone for long. Just consider it as reconnaissance… laughs.”

The girl jumped off the carriage.

However, her landing posture was somewhat strange.

Her body swayed a little, though not much.

For anyone else, it would have been a perfectly normal move.

But I had seen her get off the carriage several times in the past few weeks.

She had never stumbled or hesitated before while getting on or off the carriage. She moved smoothly, like flowing water.

But now, something was off.

“Ella.”

“Yeah?”

“Taking care of your stamina is not someone else’s concern. Aren’t you pushing yourself too hard?”

At my words, she gave me a surprised expression.

I, too, was momentarily taken aback by my own words.

Who had been taking on all the responsibilities for her lately?

It was me.

She looked at me with a slightly annoyed expression.

Before I could say anything, she chuckled.

“Don’t worry. Helping this circus troupe run smoothly is part of the contract. Besides, I’m not really pushing myself too hard. I’ve been doing this for the whole month.”

The whole month?

Before I could respond, she swiftly walked into the building.

The next day, we started preparing for the performance in earnest.

Our current script digestion rate was 25%.

Now was the time to double that.

The performance wasn’t just about the actors.

Even if the cast mastered all the acting and skills in the script, it couldn’t exceed 50%.

Costumes, props, set, special effects.

All of these contributed to the completeness of the performance.

Ella believed that her handmade tools could add about 20%.

So, she had been focusing on improving the abilities of the troupe members.

While costumes, props, and set took time to create, they were enough when completed.

But there was significant progress compared to the original plan.

Maya’s joining had greatly improved the quality of props and set.

Despite the tight schedule, thanks to an additional three weeks, we barely managed to meet the deadline for special effects.

Maya could now create illusions like explosions, lightning, and fog.

Most importantly, there was significant progress in costumes.

Ella doubted that Maya could improve costumes by more than 4% no matter how hard she tried.

That’s where my new ability shone.

The Dressing room.

I had recorded and cataloged the clothes I had seen and touched. By paying Debulroot rent, I could create and dress anyone in the desired clothes. Of course, the added function of ‘cast management’ made it possible only for myself and the troupe members.

One good thing about this ability was that the clothes adjusted to the wearer’s body size.

Thanks to this, we could venture into unexplored territory.

“Yrahp!”

Wumon tore open a wooden box with a crowbar.

Inside, there was a red-energized Armor borrowed from Anais.

We had three stages of battle against ‘vampires’ in the game.

Wearing an apron and wielding a knife, the ‘bloodstain.’

Wearing chainmail and holding a hammer, the ‘forge.’

Wearing armor and wielding a hook, the ‘furnace.’

We could easily arrange the first two for Wumon.

However, the problem was the last one.

No matter how hard we tried, we couldn’t find armor for him.


His physique was massive, and his body shape was different from an ordinary human.

His abnormally broad shoulders, the odd shape of muscles, and the disproportionate length of arms and legs.

So, Ella had given up on finding armor for him.

Not to mention, it wasn’t easy to find suitable clothing for each troupe member due to their individual physical characteristics.

But thanks to my dressing room ability, we could solve most of these problems.



 
  
    Chapter 83: Test of the Rose Windmill Cabaret(17)



“[Crimson Plated Armor] has been added to the costume room.”

A notification window appeared, and a speech bubble with ‘New!’ attached appeared in the costume room catalog, showcasing the armor.

With this, I could equip this Armor on members whenever I wanted.

“Wumon, step forward.”

A giant with a menacing appearance, featuring large horns and tusks, stood in front of me, his skin a deep red hue.

He looked around with an awkward expression, chuckling to himself. I raised an eyebrow as I observed him.

It was hard to believe that this guy was just a 10-year-old boy.

He glanced at me with fearful eyes, and with a gaze that seemed like I could devour a person, he nervously spoke.

“Ah, will it hurt?”

“You won’t even feel it; it’ll be over quickly.”

The members formed a circle around us.

“Then, let’s go.”

“Yes.”

I designated him as the target, chose the armor, and snapped my fingers.

A faint light flashed and enveloped his body.

The effects of the dressing room activated in an instant.

With a clinking sound, a suit of Armor identical to the one in the box appeared on his body.

Moreover, it was adjusted in size and proportion to fit his physique.

The members stared wide-eyed at him.

I went to him and touched the Armor, expressing admiration continuously.

“Wow!”

“Is this the leader’s new magic?”

“Amazing! Cool, Wumon!”

Wumon opened the visor and smiled.

With the crimson armor and that expression, he looked like a demonic general.

The members took turns coming forward to receive their tailored clothes.

Among them, Yurakne and the triplets, the Triamere, were the most pleased with the dressing room’s ability. They always had to make holes or add wrinkles to ready-made clothes to fit their unique bodies. However, the clothes coming out of the dressing room fit them perfectly, as if they were tailor-made.

Sven, who had been stuffing cotton into his clothes to give them shape, didn’t need to do that with the clothes provided by the dressing room. The sponge-like moulding material automatically filled the necessary parts.

Perhaps due to their peculiar bodies, they were genuinely pleased with the situation of having ‘clothes that fit their bodies.’

I could understand their feelings better than anyone else.

“Ringmaster, can I really destroy this Armor?”

Wumon, still seemingly disbelieving, looked at the Armor on his body and asked.

“Of course. I can restore it anytime with my magic.”

The good thing about the clothes from the dressing room was that, even if they got dirty or damaged, as long as you paid the cleaning and repair fees in debulroots, you could instantly make them look brand new.

Wumon, while still looking amazed, spoke, “It’s really great.”

Ella looked around at the members with a satisfied smile.

Thanks to this, the digestion rate of the script increased significantly.

Members = 25%.

Fantasy background, props, special effects = 22%.

Clothing = 9%.

Total = 56%.

We had finally surpassed a script digestion rate of 50%.

Ella was more than 10% higher than what she had planned a month ago.

“Is this enough to be in the top tier among the participants?”

“Not yet.”

She investigated around 100 circus troupes participating in the Circus Grand Prix in her own way.

Famous circus troupes were already well-known, and it was easy to investigate this time because many magazines had articles analysing the participants.

She believed that our current skills were positioned slightly below the middle. If we didn’t compete with the industry’s best like Silver Veil or Pandora, we could face opponents who were worth challenging.

Moreover, the 56% figure was calculated based on the average of the members. By extending the amount of performance of Womon, who had the highest scores, and reducing the performance of the lowest-scoring Triplets and Jobel, we could actually raise our skill level to nearly 60% during the performance.

“How about Satbyeol Circus?”

“They are probably similar to us.”

Minova’s circus troupe was a ‘planned circus troupe’ created for this competition.

Sponsors recruited experienced individuals to form an organization for the competition.

There were quite a few individuals that Ella was aware of among them.

After researching their reputation and evaluations, she assessed their skills as being on a similar level to ours.

“Don’t worry. Business is the most important thing, right? Your idea is great. It will surely be well-received. Your magic of changing clothes is beyond expectations. Now, Maya just needs to do well.”

It was my idea.

It required both Maya’s and my abilities.

For this, Maya had been practicing not only illusion magic but also telekinesis for the past week.

I stood behind her, watching the black powder fluttering above her palm.

Her magical control was so precise that no one of her age could match, but she had not mastered telekinesis as well due to focusing solely on illusion magic during that time.

The powder subtly deviated from its original position.

“Maya, are you okay?”

“I can do it.”

She said with a determined voice.

Fortunately, she considered the tasks assigned to her not as work but as a type of performance and diligently devoted herself to them.

A commendable child.

In this way, we spent time each in our own ways, going through the procedures.

The second week passed quickly.

***

Ella opened her eyes at 4 in the morning.

She had slept a little past 2 in the morning, so she had slept for just over 2 hours.

Feeling as if her entire body was tied with iron, she got up.

Her mind was clearer than expected considering how fatigued her body felt.

To somehow digest the schedule, she had been consistently drinking caffeinated drinks in the morning and evening. This allowed her to move her body until it completely crumbled, and even if she slept a little, she quickly woke up. No matter how tired her body was, her mind remained sharp, allowing her to somehow drag her body around.

“Let’s endure a little more. There’s only about a week left now. Let’s endure a little more and then take a break.”

She got up with difficulty and sat in front of the desk, immersed in the task of revising the script.

The script provided by Wonderstein had many unconventional elements that didn’t fit the current format of this era.

Ella liked it, but for commercial success, some parts had to be modified.


The dialogue was the main issue.

While the latest trend in the entertainment industry preferred natural everyday dialogue, what was still popular among the masses was elegant and dramatic dialogue.

The performers didn’t need to speak like aristocrats or poets since they were free spirited, but having at least a minimum of formality made it more acceptable to people.

In this way, for two hours, she delved into the script, refining the language based on reference books she had brought.

At 6, she drank a cup of coffee and went out to the garden to maintain the practice tools for the members.

No matter how busy she was, she never neglected this.

Each member was precious to her.

A single glitch in a safety device could result in a significant loss if someone got injured during practice.

During the morning hours, she checked the practice status of the members.

Movements, skills, lines—she meticulously reviewed and provided feedback on every little detail.

After finishing the morning schedule, she headed to the cabaret.

It was to analyze the second-week competition.

At this moment, it felt like all the fatigue evaporated.

Watching a performance was always enjoyable.

The acrobats of the Papal Circus, under the command of their leader Hopps, acted like a well-disciplined army.

The zigzag structure of the interlocking human tower distributed the load widely, and those bearing the weight directly positioned themselves with bones perpendicular to the ground, relying on the strength of the bones themselves rather than joints.

The theory was one thing, but executing it precisely with a large number of people was not easy.

Papal Circus’s main performance, “Hourglass,” lived up to its reputation. Eighty-eight acrobats built a 12-story human tower, narrowing as it reached the middle.

Most surprising was the 6th and 7th floors, each with only one acrobat, holding the weight with their arms interlocked, palms facing each other.

She was familiar with the principles of tower building from her school days, but executing it with a large number of people was extremely challenging.

The next act, Papael Circus’s new piece, “Leviathan,” was also impressive.

Over thirty acrobats gathered to form a giant human figure, not just mimicking the shape but also imitating every movement of a human.

Kneeling, standing up, turning, backflips, rope skipping, hula-hooping, and even dancing to the music—they did it all.

In a scene where a giant knife hanging from the ceiling split the waist of the human structure made of 32 people, screams erupted from the audience.

But when the shattered Leviathan rose with 16 people on each side, the audience erupted in cheers and applause.

The two delivered a delightful double comedy that was almost embarrassing even compared to Allen and Jo’s.

Later, the two split into 8 pairs during the opening ceremony and repeated the process until all 32 acrobats stood in a line and greeted the audience.

Ella scored their performances as follows:


	Hourglass: 62%

	Leviathan: 68%



She rated them lower than Pandora’s acts, as the shows were too rigid.

Even though acrobatics involved risks, conveying such tension to the audience made it difficult to enjoy the show.

The circus leader Hopps and the acrobats in tights, with their stern expressions and rigid approach, made the audience feel uneasy.

The Mango Troupe’s performance, on the other hand, stood on the opposite side of Papal Circus.

Their show was not particularly innovative—it was an enhanced version of the Rose Windmill Cabaret show they had seen during the opening ceremony.

Since the troupe’s lead, Sol, was a former director of the Rose Windmill’s dance team, it was natural.

However, Sol knew how to entertain people.

Even if the script deviated or ad-libs were thrown in to match the atmosphere, he made sure everyone left with a smile, their faces cool.

Moreover, unlike Hopps, who didn’t care about song and dance fitting the product, Sol was enthusiastic about adapting songs and dances to the performance.

Although the lyrics of the stage set for the Circus Grand Prix were absurdly cheap, the simple melody and easy-to-understand lyrics were addictive.

People who enjoyed singing along and dancing unknowingly hummed the song repeatedly and ended up buying items from the Mango Troupe’s concession stand.

Ella rated their performance at 54%, a score she had never considered giving before, but their exceptional interaction with the audience boosted their score.

Their determination to do business was evident, making them more likely to win the competition than Papal Circus, which only had popcorn and soda in its concession stand.

And then came Saturday.

The crown of victory leaned toward the Mango Troupe.

“Do you have no pride? Do you think it’s good to win with such low-class songs and dances? A second-rate dancer in harmony with the masses!”

Hopps stood up angrily, and Sol responded with provocative taunts.

Eventually, a fight broke out between the two circus groups.

Ella wanted to see the end of the fight, but she had a lot to do, so she quickly left the theatre.

She had a lot to do in the evening hours.

She checked the role assignments and guest reception routes for the ratmen, reviewed the details of the wonders and program, and examined points to modify in Maya’s background, props, and special effects illusions.

…Yawn.

“Oh no.”

Ella’s eyes snapped open.

She almost fell asleep without realizing it.

No, she couldn’t.

There wasn’t much time left.

She had to endure.


Just a little longer, and she could see the results.

Today is Saturday.

Just one more week.

Let’s endure until next week.

She gritted her teeth and drank the coffee she had brought from the concession stand, jotting down the ideas she had acquired today in her notes.



 
  
    Chapter 84: Test of the Rose Windmill Cabaret(18)


Ella returned to the hotel, and by the time she had completed all the day’s schedule, it was past midnight.

Now, it was Sunday.

Today was, without a doubt, the busiest day.

In the morning, she had to go to the cabaret to set up the equipment necessary for the performance. While the cabaret’s staff would assist, she needed to personally oversee and adjust the finer details, such as the placement of lights and props. Small changes could make a significant difference in the performance.

Fortunately, it didn’t take much time to consider everything. Over the past two weeks, she hadn’t just visited the cabaret for the sake of watching. She had examined the shape of the hall and the structure of the stage, constantly pondering, “How would we do it?” Sometimes, she gained ideas from performances of other teams.

All her ideas were recorded and organized in her notebook, and she had finished the preparations for the stage by the morning.

The crucial factor was the performers.

They needed to become accustomed to the atmosphere of the theater. It was different from the time when a few actions behind iron bars and growls would suffice.

Rehearsals were essential.

No matter how well the script was chosen and practiced, if things didn’t align on the stage, it could all go wrong.

It was necessary to act on a real stage, as in an actual performance.

Fortunately, the cabaret staff were cooperative with the contestants. Whenever she requested, they were willing to play the role of the audience.

Ella leaned back in her chair and closed her eyes.

She needed to sleep by now for the sake of tomorrow. However, her heart wasn’t calming down. Even sitting still, the pounding of her heart echoed in her ears.

Perhaps she had consumed too much coffee during the day.

Her body felt like a soaked sponge, constantly sagging, but her mind was clear.

It felt as if someone was forcibly lifting her eyelids.

She needed to sleep…

So that she could move tomorrow…

At that moment, a squirming sensation was felt inside her hat and pocket.

“Gugu gugu…”

“Chik chik…”

Two creatures, a pigeon and a mouse, both seemed to be restless. They were nocturnal animals, well-tamed to sleep according to their owner’s pattern, but lately, as she stayed awake until dawn, they too couldn’t sleep properly.

They had slept throughout the afternoon and were now awake.

“Shall we go for a walk outside? Get some fresh air, come back, and maybe take a warm shower. That might help you sleep.”

“Groo. Gururu!”

“Jjijit! Jjijit!”

At the mention of a walk, the creatures became excited. Ella finished her tasks, put on her coat, and stood up.

Before leaving the room, she glanced at herself in the mirror.

A pale girl, as if she had seen something terrifying, was staring back at her.

Was she really this pale?

Even Maya’s seemingly indifferent remark, everyone’s worries, including the stagehands, seemed genuine.

“Assistant Ringmaster! You look tired!”

“Right! You should take a break!”

“Let’s stop the lessons!”

Of course, to her, those sounded like empty words.

Except for one person.

“Ella, if you need help, feel free to ask.”

The smiling face of Wonderstein came to her mind.

Empty words.

If she were to lie down because she was unwell, there would be no one to do the work.

His words were contradictory.

However, she knew she was lying.

She needed help.

A lot of it.

But she didn’t want it.

She had to endure.

She had to run even harder.

“We shouldn’t have fun together.”

She had to suffer even more.

The reason she worked hard for the competition was his promise, “I’ll set you free in two and a half years.”

Not because she wished for it but because she had no choice but to do

When that person praised her, was she happy?

When that person acknowledged her, was she proud?

In the hope of remaining as someone I would continue to hate and resent.

In the joy that feels like committing a crime against dead friends.

She continued to torture herself.

However, the fact that she had such obsessions showed that her true feelings were the opposite.

“No.”

Ella muttered, opening her eyes like that.

She realized she was sitting on a stone in the garden.

The flow from leaving the room to coming here was blurry.

She had moved in a daze.

After releasing the children to roam freely, she sat down and dozed off.

Ella looked around the garden.

The garden she had blown up like a bomb had regained its former beauty.

Upon closer inspection, it seemed even better than before.

“It’s not allowed. The members could have been hurt. Ella could have died.”

When she suggested making another bomb, he spoke, blocking her.

Like an adult.

With a tone sincerely concerned about her.

Nonsense.

It’s fake.

Don’t be fooled.

Ella checked the time.

It had been a whopping 30 minutes.

It was time to go back.

Ella stood up and stretched.

Her body shivered on the cold ground.


Stretching her hands above her head, the tense muscles and joints relaxed with a crackling sound.

At that moment.

“Ugh.”

Her breath caught in her throat.

Her heart tightened.

A dizzying sensation of free fall pulled through her whole body.

“Haak….”

It felt like blood was draining from her head.

Her surroundings spun rapidly.

Oh.

Can’t do this.

Can’t sleep.

I have to prepare for the performance.

As her body relaxed, her vision darkened.

Thud.

Ella’s body slumped forward.

She couldn’t get up in the position she fell.

“Chirp chirp?”

“Squeak squeak!”

It took the two animals playing hide and seek in the garden 10 minutes to notice their owner’s condition.

“Squeak?”

“Grrr!”

The pigeon pecked at its owner’s ear, and the mouse tugged at her finger.

But she didn’t move.

***

So far, how many times have I proposed?

However, every time she hear such words, she makes a disgusted expression and rejects me.

Can’t I just quickly take care of her while she’s unconscious?

As I pondered this, voices from the room reached me.

“She opened her eyes!”

“Assistant Ringmaster, are you okay?”

Yurakne and I entered the room together.

Ella was slowly opening her eyes and looking around at the members.

“Ugh, what… what time is it… what time?”

I opened the status window to check the time.

“It’s 5 AM.”

The members, upon seeing me, were startled and stepped back.

I moved through them and stood in front of the bed.

She looked up at me and mumbled.

“I have to go… move my things first…”

“The luggage is being loaded by the rental men right now. Don’t worry.”

“And the stage setup…”

“Ella, don’t you have notes? Other members can handle it.”

“Rehearsal on-site… adjustments…”

Ella, trying to get up.

I gently pushed her shoulders, urging her to lie down again.

At that moment, our eyes met.

Fear appeared in her eyes.

“No… I don’t want to… don’t do it… that’s…”

“Ella.”

“Please… don’t do it…”

Ella murmured, then drifted back to sleep.

The worried voices of the members filled the room.

I looked at the quest window that appeared before my eyes.

[Member Quest – Raise a Child without Using Debulroots]

Ella does not want the Ringmaster’s ‘treatment.’

Conditions for Completion:

Do not touch her until she recovers…*

I closed the quest window immediately.

Member quests – they were a kind of wish fulfillment system.

I had benefited greatly from it.

Thanks to it, I could understand what members wanted, and by fulfilling those desires, I could increase their favourability.

However, there was a flaw.

If they didn’t have the intention to request something, it wouldn’t react. And what they desired might not be in their best interest.

So when Ella collapsed unconscious, the quest did not respond.

However, what she wished for during her semi-conscious state was reflected in the quest.

“Ringmaster.”

Yurakne held onto my hand tightly.

I nodded.

Member quests were just wishes.

I had relied on the power of the wish fulfilment system too much.

It was my fault.

Even if I became hated, there was no choice.

Right now, treating her was the priority.

I opened the Evolution Research Centre and placed my hand on her body.

And…

I stood there silently for a few seconds.

The members looked at me with hopeful eyes, waiting for something.

I removed my hand.

“Ringmaster, is it… is it done?”

Yurakne whispered, looking at me.

Ella still trembled, not regaining consciousness.

I shook my head.

“Wait for the doctor.”

“Ringmaster?”

“I have a potion in my room that Anais gave me. Let’s try giving her that first.”

“Ringmaster, wait a moment!”

I pushed away Yurakne’s hand and left the room.

And I walked alone down the corridor.

Ella was a mysterious existence.


She was not a character that appeared in the original work.

I couldn’t understand why Wonderstein wanted to take her.

I checked the notification that appeared in the status window again.

The message I received for the first time since coming to this world.

[Diagnosis inconclusive. The target is immune to Debublroots.］
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Arriving in the room, I rummaged through it.

It was filled with all sorts of potions, from air fresheners to cosmetics to bath salts.

They were gifts from Anais.

I picked up a bottle, undoubtedly a potion meant to aid recovery.

On my way back to Ella’s room, I took out the message again.

However, no matter how many times I read it, there was no information beyond what was written.

There were a few vague ideas, but at this point, they were just speculative thoughts.

There was a lack of clues to draw a conclusion.

What exactly happened between Wonderstein and Ella was a mystery.

If I pressed her about it, maybe I could learn something.

But I couldn’t bring myself to do it.

It would be delving into the child’s painful memories.

And there was another reason it was difficult to ask.

I was the one who caused it.

Asking what happened back then would be strange.

She might see it as another attempt by the devil to play tricks.

I closed the notification.

It was better to stop hasty speculations and focus on the clues given now.

Debulroots Immunity.

How should I interpret this?

I had attempted to use Debulroots on other members before.

Their desire for a ‘normal body’ was something I understood well.

If possible, I wanted to make them whole again.

I had consulted the Evolution Research Lab.

Their response at that time was:

[Unique traits cannot be changed.]

The same notification appeared as when I tried to remove my ‘The Smiling Man.’

It was impossible to alter their innate appearance using Debulroots.

Because of their unique traits.

Wonderstein wasn’t simply gathering people who looked peculiar.

There was something behind it.

Organizing my thoughts, I arrived at Ella’s room without realizing it.

In the room, an unfamiliar middle-aged man was holding Ella’s wrist and checking her pulse.

Had the doctor arrived already?

Yurakne approached with a relieved face.

“We have a doctor among the guests staying here.”

Due to the influx of tourists coming to see the Circus Grand Prix, Luz was currently facing a shortage of accommodations.

Even with plenty of money, some people had to sleep in carriages because there were no rooms available.

Anais and Vergsong’s associates had temporarily left Luz, and during that time, they offered empty rooms to guests with connections to the associates.

It was better than leaving dozens of rooms empty in the hotel, especially in the current situation.

And fortunately, there was a doctor among them.

“How is she?”

In response to my question, the doctor smiled, a smile he must have used thousands of times to reassure worried family members.

“Don’t worry too much. It’s orthostatic hypotension. Did she sit crouched down and suddenly stretch while getting up? She fainted due to a rapid drop in blood pressure, causing a lack of oxygen to the brain.”

Was Ella’s body so weak?

He nodded as if understanding my gaze.

“It was probably a combination of stress, fatigue, lack of sleep, and irregular lifestyle. If she drink a nutritional potion and get a good rest, she will recover soon.”

In the end, it was said that she collapsed due to overexertion.

Fortunately, it wasn’t a serious illness.

It was easy to guess why she had pushed herself unnecessarily.

The circus was her sanctuary.

Minimizing reliance on Wonderstein must have been a matter of pride for her.

The doctor stood up, having done everything he could.

“You can get a nutritional potion at the alchemy guild once the day brightens.”

“Can’t we use this potion?”

I handed him a bottle of medicine from the room.

He examined the label of the potion and widened his eyes.

“Oh, this one is famous for being hard to find! But, using something like this for a child…”

“It doesn’t matter.”

Judging by the doctor’s reaction, it seemed like a valuable and expensive item.

It was probably a waste to use it for a simple illness.

However, what mattered now was her health.

I wanted to do everything I could.

I offered the potion to the doctor once again.

I insisted, and he finally accepted the potion.

He seemed puzzled as he examined the label.

Then, he looked up at me with a surprised expression.

“Ah, this is… a potion for men’s stamina.”

“…”

“Do you see the name? ‘Wife’s Tears.'”

Suddenly, embarrassment overwhelmed me.

If there hadn’t been the laughing man, I would have blushed.

Why did Anais give me this?

Was it a gift set from the alchemy guild, like cosmetics and bath salts, packaged together?

Looking around, everyone was holding back their laughter.

But no one dared to mock Wonderstein.

Only Sven, whose clown nature had activated, was biting his lip, trying not to laugh.

At that moment, laughter emanated from the bed.

“Kik… Kik…”


Ella was looking at me with her eyes half-closed, a trembling smile on her face.

She spoke with a faint voice.

“D-did… see everything… that day, in the bedroom?”

Maya suddenly intervened between us, appearing somewhat desperate.

Her actions seemed a bit hurried.

She pulled Ella’s blanket up to cover her chin.

“It’s a high fever. She’s been talking nonsense since earlier.”

“Kik Kik… Maya, you too… saw it together…”

Ella mumbled, holding onto the blanket.

Certainly, she still seemed disoriented.

Having lain in the cold rain for an hour, it was understandable.

“Director, it’s time to go to the theatre.”

Maya, with a somewhat urgent demeanour, pointed to the clock.

By now, it must be six o’clock.

The baggage that the lateen had brought and unloaded would be unpacked and set up.

“Is it already that time?”

“Let’s go and prepare for the performance.”

“I think that’s a good idea.”

“But what about Ella?”

The room became noisy.

At the same time, scattered side quests of the members came to mind.

Opinions among the members were split in half.

I carefully read through each quest and sorted them all out.

At this moment, I couldn’t be led by their wishes.

I stood in the centre of the room.

The members, who had been shouting randomly, closed their mouths and looked at me.

I smiled at all of them.

“Tomorrow is the performance. No one can skip today’s rehearsal.”

“But what about Ella?”

“We can ask the hotel staff for help. Honestly, the hotel staff can take care of people better than we can. Just try their massage service, and you’ll know.”

Sighs escaped from various places at my words.

“Everyone, please go to your rooms and bring your luggage. Let’s meet in the lobby.”

Members went to their respective rooms, leaving only Ella and me.

After a few minutes passed like that,

“Ugh….”

She, who had the blanket pulled over her, peeked her eyes out from under the blanket.

As our eyes met, she was startled and looked elsewhere.

What’s her intention?

I walked to where she was looking. As soon as I stood there, she quickly averted her gaze again.

I moved to where her gaze turned. She averted her eyes once more.

We repeated this eye-catching game a few times.

Finally, she gave up running away and mumbled while glancing at me.

“What is it…”

“Hehe, surrendering?”

“Ugh… Why are you bothering me? I’m already tired…”

“Because you keep avoiding eye contact.”

After taking a deep breath, I brought up what I had intended to say.

“Don’t you have anything you want to say to me about this incident?”

I hoped she would express her anger toward me.

It was my fault that she ended up like this.

If I heard her venting her dissatisfaction, my heart would have felt a bit relieved.

So, I deliberately acted annoying towards her.

However, what she said was entirely unexpected.

“I’m sorry….”

I stared at her blankly.

She’s apologizing?

Why?

“Ella, why are you apologizing?”

“Taking care of oneself is important. See, because I couldn’t do that, I became a burden to the team in the end.”

This is not right.

No matter how diligent she is, this was not the case.

“No one thinks that way. Everyone knows how much you’ve suffered, Ella. Wasn’t your hard work for everyone?”

She hesitated for a moment before responding.

“No. That’s not it. I had a choice… I took on unnecessary hardships that I didn’t have to endure. Do you understand why?”

She sighed softly and revealed her hidden feelings.

I sighed inwardly with regret.

Since when did this child’s heart become so troubled?

“Considering what happened between you and me, it’s understandable why Ella acted that way.”

“No.”

She shook her head.

“Performance is a commitment… Even if the partner is someone you dislike, if you’re cast as lovers, you have to act like lovers on stage. Even if they are enemies… if you took on the role of catching each other on the trapeze… you have to reach out. That’s the principle. But for personal reasons, I ruined that. Then, the punishment goes to the circus. Like the ghost incident… Yeah, I received the punishment…”

While speaking, her voice gradually regained strength.

She grabbed the edge of the bed and tried to get up.

“Stay lying down.”

“I have to go… I have things to do…”

“Ella is unwell. You need to rest.”

“The show must go on. I can’t ruin it… Ugh.”

Her attempt to stand faltered.

She supported herself with her elbows and fists, looking at me with determination.

“If I’m not there… who will be the ringmaster…?”

“I will do it.”

Her eyebrows furrowed.

“You…?”

“I wrote the script. Did you forget?”

Her breathing wavered a bit at my words.

“But standing on the stage is a completely different matter. You…”

“I told you. I performed in front of 30,000 people.”

Although it was behind a monitor.

To reassure her, I put on the most confident smile I could muster.

“Trust us and take a rest, Ella. Understand? Recovering your health comes first.”

I was about to leave the room like that but stopped.

I didn’t say the most important thing.

I stayed in the room just to say this.

“Ella, Yang.”

“…Yes?”

I took a moment to catch my breath and turned to her with a smile.

“I’m sorry for making you handle all the difficult things.”


“What…?”

Leaving Ella, who was staring at me blankly, I quickly went downstairs.

The members were all gathered in the lobby, each holding their tools.

“Let’s go.”

Three carriages, carrying all of us, dashed towards the cabaret, piercing through the pouring rain.
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I unfolded the notes I had received from Ella.

Her notes contained all the necessary information for the performance.

From the arrangement of the stage props to the movements of each member, light jokes to be thrown in between acts, effective gestures, and the angles and brightness of the lighting depending on the situation, and so on.

It was an extensive volume to the point where the reader might feel fatigued.

However, I meticulously read through each page, not skipping a single detail.

As I read, I paused for a moment at a certain passage in the middle.

It was about the role of subduing Womon’s rampage.

The word ‘Wonderstein?’ was written and crudely erased with a pen, leaving traces behind.

He could have easily granted such a request…

I sighed bitterly and moved past that section.

Wonderstein’s name continued to appear later, but each time it was crossed out.

I couldn’t know the emotions behind why she repeatedly wrote and erased this name.

By the time I finished reading the last page of the notes, it was already around lunchtime.

I sighed deeply as I closed the notes.

Her blood, sweat, and tears were poured into these notes.

I recalled her lying on the bed, shedding cold sweat, blaming herself.

Did she deliberately go through unnecessary hardships?

All her efforts were elevating the perfection of every detail in the performance.

If Ella collapsed because Kirku considered her efforts useless and cursed her, then he didn’t deserve to be called the God of the Circus.

Thanks to her notes, we knew how to prepare the stage.

I directed the cabaret workers according to the contents of the notes.

Naturally, it was less efficient than having the owner of the notes give direct orders.

Ella said she would finish the work in the morning and start rehearsing in the afternoon, but we still hadn’t completed our preparations.

The members had diligently practiced their acting and talents, but they had no knowledge of handling stage equipment or installing devices.

The only reason we were able to progress smoothly so far was thanks to the rats.

“Lighting! Tighten the screws on the upper part! Use the left-handed screws for the lower part!”

“Pole! Connect with a triple knot!”

Ella took the time to consistently teach them, and it was worthwhile.

The rats were quick-witted, had bad habits, and were notorious for their cunning.

Conversely, they were also quick on the uptake, skilled with their hands, and had good work habits.

It wasn’t for nothing that the saying goes half of the world’s pickpockets are rats.

Their skill in swiftly handling complex frame assemblies was truly astonishing.

Even the employees who had worked at the Rose Windmill for a long time couldn’t hide their amazement at their work.

“Did rats always handle things so well?”

“Are they better than our new members?”

The skill with which they handled complicated frame assemblies was truly impressive.

Even Mare, an experienced choreographer who had worked in the industry for over 20 years, couldn’t help but admire them.

“Amazing. Riggers are not easy to handle. I also tried to teach dance a long time ago but gave up. How did you do it?”

I couldn’t help but let laughter escape my lips.

“It’s thanks to our assistant ringmaster.”

“Oh, Miss Ella! Impressive. How did she develop such skills at that age?”

Choreographer Mare continued to praise Ella.

Her acting, singing skills, sociability, and more.

I sensed that Mare had something else to say.

Sure enough, she soon got to the point.

“I also wanted recognition from Director Maroine in the past, so I went crazy, not caring about anything and throwing myself into everything.”

Choreographer Mare.

I recalled her background.

She was the abandoned daughter of Yug Maroine, who had gone mad for theatre and roamed the world.

As if it were a twist of fate, they encountered each other on the same theatre stage.

A father who forcefully pushed away his daughter, fearing contempt once her true identity was revealed.

A daughter who wanted to be acknowledged with skill rather than blood ties in front of a father she pushed away.

They knew each other’s identities, but until the moment of death, they never realized that the other had figured it out.

“That child also seeks your recognition, Lord. Please don’t make it too hard for her.”

I had no intention of correcting her misunderstanding that deluded our relationship. How would she react if she knew that I had massacred Ella’s friends and neighbours, dragging her around as bait for a contract?

As she left and I sat there blankly, a sudden rooster crow was heard from behind.

“Cock-a-doodle-doo.”

Without even turning around, I recognized who made that sound.

“Are you here for reconnaissance, Mr. Minova?”

“It’s been a while.”

Approaching, he stood beside me.

Surveying the hall for a moment, he spoke in a sympathetic voice.

“Tsk tsk, it seems the preparations for the stage aren’t complete yet. Will there be time for rehearsal?”

“We’ll manage.”

A moment of silence passed between us.

I glanced at his somewhat uneasy expression and couldn’t help but smirk.

“How is your daughter?”

“She’s getting better. Much better.”

“Are you sleeping well?”

“Of course. It’s been a long time since I welcomed such a peaceful night…”

Minova spoke with a much more relaxed expression than before.

“Your matter, I heard about it. Is her body alright?”

“She overexerted a bit, that’s all. The doctor said a week of rest should do.”

“Can’t your healing magic handle it?”

“My magic requires some special conditions.”

He nodded in understanding.

“It seemed like extraordinary skills from the beginning. Curing an incurable disease with just a touch. Something like that probably requires a price.”

He spoke as if acknowledging Ella’s improvement and then stood up.

“I made a promise to Kirku. There won’t be any leniency for your circumstances.”


“That’s how it should be. Someone who places their daughter on the position of Assistant Ringmaster just because she’s his daughter deserves no leniency.”

“Well, Ruelle earned that position with her skills!”

“Haha, I suppose so.”

Minova’s face contorted suddenly.

“Will it really end up like that? Don’t forget the promise you made. The winner acknowledges the superiority of the other’s Assistant Ringmaster!”

“Of course.”

Minova left.

In the late afternoon, the work was almost finished.

The members went on stage for rehearsal.

They demonstrated excellent acting, just like they practiced.

The employees of the Rose Windmill played the role of the audience.

All the staff, including those with connections to Ella, gathered.

Among them was Director Yug Maroine.

He watched the actors’ performance and nodded with a satisfied expression.

“Creating a performance of this level with the Monster Circus. The future of that girl is frightening.”

“I’ll convey your praise to Ella. She’ll be pleased with the director’s compliment.”

“Don’t be too modest. Did you write the script?”

“Did Ella tell you that?”

“She did. Every time. It was cute how she tried to hide the desire to brag.”

“Is that so.”

After finishing rehearsal, the members went to the restaurant for a belated dinner.

I stayed alone on the stage and opened the script.

The stage and the acting were all set.

The only remaining issue was one.

Could I handle the role of the master of ceremonies well?

Memorizing the script was not a problem. I had already memorized it in the morning, considering Ella’s constant revisions.

Facing the audience didn’t make me nervous either. The smiling man always masked his composure.

Right. That was the problem.

That smiling man.

Ella knew how to control the atmosphere of the stage.

She knew how to bring out emotions from people with appropriate acting and voice in tense or chilling scenes.

But I could only smile. Nothing else.

Even when delivering tense lines, all I could do was smirk.

The effectiveness of the actors’ performances was diminished.

No matter how hard I tried to suppress my smile, my lips wouldn’t budge.

In fact, it was easy to make it look chilling.

Just pull out a few Mentula blades from behind, let a bunch of tentacles sprout from your arms, and replace eyes with tooth-filled mouths.

But it couldn’t be helped.

It was because my image was damaged.

The Black Magician.

17 years ago, I didn’t know how much of himself Wonderstein had revealed.

At least, his human form wasn’t disclosed.

If people could associate him with a form, it was better not to resemble it.

One could freely mold and distort their own body, how many could there be?

In the end, rather than modifying my body, I had to make people scared with just makeup.

Was that possible?

Even I, a man, couldn’t help but think Wonderstein’s appearance and smile were ‘cool.’

How could I disguise this smile and not undermine the terrifying image of the members?

I tried to recall the appearance of the members.

Except for the unique appearances, they were not much different from ordinary humans.

Why were they called monsters by people?

I realized it was because they deviated from the average.

If Dwarf Jobel grows taller, he might not be treated as a monster, but if he exceeds 10 meters, he would still be treated as a monster.

The Triamere triplets, if they reduce their heads, might not be treated as monsters, but if they have zero heads, they would be seen as monsters.

In the end, the important thing was not to deviate too much.

Thinking the other way around, to appear as a monster, one just needed to deviate from the norm.

I had been trying to suppress or hide this smile with makeup.

But did I really need to do that?

An idea flashed in my mind.



The last Monday of June.

Week 3 of the competition.

The audience in Cabaret was divided into two main groups as they entered Hall 3.

Those who came purely to watch the circus and those who came to see the ringmaster Wonderstein.

Their numbers were similar, but the latter seemed to be slightly more.

The incident at the opening ceremony was a big spectacle.

Many women cast admiring glances at the stage, to a man rumoured to be so handsome that even the president Vergsong got involved in a scandal.

It was said that his dazzling smile could melt anyone.

There were people swearing to ignore the monsters and only focus on Wonderstein’s appearance.

The door of the hall closed, and all the lights dimmed.

Only one spotlight illuminated the stage.

After a moment, footsteps could be heard.

Thud, thud.

Someone was walking onto the stage.

The spotlight started from his shoes and slowly revealed his lower body, upper body, and head.

The more his figure was revealed, the more fear spread across the faces of the people.

An orange shirt, purple tailcoat, flames like red roses on the chest.

Messy green hair.

A face as white as a blank sheet, with bright red lips that reached to the ears.

As people realized that his white face and red lips were just makeup, the eerie feeling they felt when they looked at him didn’t fade away.


People learned for the first time today that clown makeup could look so scary.

“Welcome to the Monster Circus. I am the ringmaster, Frank Wonderstein.”

He looked at the audience with a stern expression, then gave them a chilling smile.

“Why are you all so serious?”

The laughing man stood on the stage.
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Most of the people who came to see the Monster Circus were already familiar with the face of Wonderstein. His pictures were featured in newspapers and magazines, and Maya’s sign, painted at the entrance of the hall, made it impossible to miss.

Blonde hair, blue eyes, and a sculpted face.

Tall stature with a well-proportioned figure.

A lively smile.

In this era, photographs were blurry, making it difficult to grasp people’s appearances clearly. Portraits were often seen as deceptive due to common retouching tricks.

However, those who had seen him in person unanimously agreed that there was no exaggeration in the rumors about him. Even those who mocked him with his status admitted that he deserved recognition in that aspect.

So, those who came expecting a handsome man were shocked by the unexpected appearance of a grotesque clown. Even other circus performers who had encountered him a few times felt the same way.

During the trial, they had advocated for him, but they didn’t consider him a genuine colleague in the industry.

The Monster Circus was a show scorned in the industry.

Not only did they drag unfortunate people into their performances, but engaging in suspicious magic tricks and captivating women made them appear even more despicable.

The audience, who came to watch the show today, intended to mock and find something to ridicule.

A circus showcasing so-called “monsters” seemed rather mundane. Just exhibit someone peculiar and move on, no need to be surprised.

That’s why what he did to give them a ‘shock’ was hard to believe.

If it was just makeup, it wouldn’t have been so surprising.

He portrayed his character fittingly, a character that was disturbingly similar to the ‘Black Magician Wonderstein’ from the game.

The unsettling gaze, the slightly off laughter, and the gestures that touched the nerves of the viewers—all were devices that subtly revealed his inhumanity and created discomfort.

The laughing man, with a clean face, appeared unexpectedly dishevelled, as if he had just emerged from highly concentrated waste.

No, if it were just makeup, it wouldn’t have been so shocking.

He skillfully portrayed the character that suited him.

“Now, shall we introduce the monster?”

His manner of presentation was ordinary, despite his appearance.

He greeted normally, cracked jokes, and introduced the members in a mundane manner.

However, with just one word or gesture, there was a mysterious power that sent shivers down people’s spines.

He was imitating the movements and lines of dialogue of the ‘Black Magician Wonderstein’ from the game.

The subtly disturbing gaze, the laughter that seemed out of place, and the actions that disturbed the viewers—all created a similar effect here.

The smiling man twisted and contorted, as if covering or revealing his mouth in a bizarre pose.

“Hahaha, gentlemen, you better be careful. This person has a somewhat discerning taste. Let me introduce you. The only woman among the monster members, the spider lady!”

Rustle.

A sound of something crawling echoed from the ceiling.

As people looked upward, all the lights went out simultaneously.

Purple flames flickered. Beyond them, a figure with multiple legs revealed its silhouette.

“Tasty-looking men are plentiful, aren’t they? Oh, of course. I don’t mind women either. Hehehe, sometimes you need something to chew on.”

Yurakne’s voice contained a vibrancy that didn’t match her usual nonchalant demeanour.

It was worthwhile practicing under Ella’s guidance.

Dim lighting illuminated the ceiling.

In a matter of seconds, people screamed at the transformed scene inside the hall.

“What, what is that?”

“T-That’s a spider web….”

“Ugh, I hate this kind of thing…”

White threads crisscrossed, creating intricate patterns between the steel frames of the ceiling. Sticky fluids dripped down the strands.

Throughout the spider webs, patches the size of a person were hanging.

Inside the patches, something wriggled, resembling the movement of something squirming.

“It’s really moving…”

“Don’t worry. It’s, it must be a prop for sure.”

“Yeah, an illusion or something.”

One of the audience members uttered those words when suddenly, with a sharp splitting sound, something poured out from inside, splattering a green, sticky, and bloody fluid.

Everyone entering the Monster Circus had signed up for the ‘Wet Seat’ category.

It was a common occurrence in circuses where the audience could become part of the show or even have the stage extended into the seating area. In other words, they were warned to be prepared for the possibility of getting dirty.

The Monster Circus, uniquely, even included a category for ‘moisture induced by the audience.’ It was a humorous way of cautioning people that it might be scary enough to make them wet themselves.

Despite signing up, the audience had no intention of willingly accepting such an unidentified liquid.

Those close to the stage recoiled with disgusted expressions.

However, soon they had to worry about the moisture they themselves were causing.

Amidst the slimy fluid that had spilled on the stage, something was squirming.

“Uwaaah!”

“Th-there!”

“It’s a person!”

A skeletal figure emerged, wriggling between the broken props. His green, gooey substance mixed with blood formed a sticky mass.

He reached out towards the audience, moaning.

“Help me… This, this isn’t part of the show… That ringmaster is a real devil…”

At that moment, the threads hanging from the ceiling trembled.

People who looked up screamed.

The spider woman revealed herself. She had makeup that truly resembled a spider. The eerie light emanating from her makeup was fitting for the image of a sinister spider queen.

Using her six arms on two legs, she crawled through a complex web. With eight legs in total, she moved just like a real spider.

Wonderstein was anxious watching her, fearing she might accidentally grab a fake spiderweb without a rope.

Most of the spiderwebs hanging from the ceiling were not real; they were illusions created by Maya, with real ropes hidden in between for tightrope walking.

Yurakne was worried that, due to nervousness, the spider woman might grab a fake spiderweb without a rope.

Luckily, she flawlessly maneuvered through the spiderweb, using the magic “Ghost’s Ensnarement” provided to her.

Thunk.

From between her palms, a spiderweb shot out and attached to the ceiling.

While it might have seemed like the spider stuck to the wall like a real spider, she had actually grabbed the hidden rope between the fake spiderwebs.

She held onto it and crawled down using her eight legs.

To the spectators, it looked like she stuck to the wall like a spider, but in reality, she was holding onto the hidden rope between the fake spiderwebs.

She crawled down, still wriggling, towards the skeleton man on the ground.

“Ugh, please, save me… This isn’t a show… That ringmaster is a real monster…”

“Enough of your useless babbling.”

The spider woman grabbed the limbs of the skeleton man with her back and waist arms.

Then, using her remaining two arms, she gripped his neck, squeezing.

Crunch.

“Kuuuuh…”


Flesh splattered around.

The skull rolled on the floor.

The sound echoing through the silent hall was undoubtedly real.

People swallowed nervously.

The spider woman looked around the audience, her tongue flickering.

“Oh my, hoho. I showed you something quite gruesome. Nice to meet you, delicious humans.”

Whispers and sighs echoed from all directions.

“Is, is it really safe here?”

“I told you. The monsters follow the ringmaster’s control well…”

“Where did they bring such horrifying things from?”

Wonderstein glanced briefly at the skull on the floor, smiling.

The jaw joint of the skull made a rattling sound.

He was also laughing.

The show began to peak thanks to the spider lady, and Wonderstein once again gained momentum when he resurrected the skeleton of the deceased with the shell of a human. The performance reached its climax as it passed the triplets, the cursed fairy, and the appearance of the vampire.

Many people learned the reason for the entry of the category ‘moisture caused by the audience’ in wet places.

Intermission.

Stagehands sniffled through the audience, changing seats and wiping some areas with rags.

***

Ella could leave the hotel on Monday afternoon.

To convince the doctor that she needed at least a week of rest, she even demonstrated her skills in front of him.

“It’s really okay. Look.”

“Oh, no! Uh, this is…!”

Her body bounced like a spring and spun in mid-air.

She demonstrated difficult acrobatics in succession.

One-armed handstand, lightning somersault, backward flip…

She skillfully avoided people and furniture by twisting her body through the narrow spaces.

“Alright, that’s enough.”

Finally, the doctor reluctantly allowed her to go out. However, even as he gave permission, he still had an unpleasant expression.

He allowed her to go out not because he believed she had recovered, but as part of the process to prevent her from demonstrating a free fall from the second floor, almost like a threat to the doctor.

“Absolutely, do not go on stage.”

“Yes, yes. I understand!”

Ella shouted energetically.

The doctor sighed, nodded, and left the room with the hotel staff.

Once she confirmed that everyone had left, Ella gasped and sat on the floor.

Cold sweat ran down the back of her neck.

Sweat clung to her back as well.

In her weakened state due to the flu, moving her body hastily had drained her energy in an instant.

What she did on the second floor, preparing to perform a mid-air fall, was almost a threat to the doctor.

If she had really jumped, she would have lost balance and suffered a serious injury.

Ella threw her sweat-soaked pyjamas away and entered the shower.

She turned on the shower and leaned her forehead against the wall.

Her body felt like a boiling pot.

“He really didn’t treat me.”

It was unexpected.

She thought he would at least touch her body.

Ella knew.

His kindness was only for a specific purpose.

It wasn’t because he genuinely cared about her health.

She was aware that his kindness was driven by necessity.

“He must have started the last performance of the day by now.”

Ella sat on the shower room wall, leaning her back against it.

The warm water warmed her body.

The doctor’s words, saying it would take a week to recover from fatigue, seemed true.

She wanted to faint and fall asleep just like this.

It was even more difficult to control her body due to the strain just now.

But she couldn’t do that.

She had to check if the members were doing well as they practiced and if that guy was doing well as the host.

Helping him fulfil his role as the ringmaster was her role as the assistant-ringmaster.


That was the contract.

Ella got up from her seat.

The moment she turned off the shower, a chill struck her. Her body shivered.

She wanted to turn on the warm water again and lie down on the floor.

But she gritted her teeth and left the shower room.



 
  
    Chapter 88: Test of the Rose Windmill Cabaret(22)


Ella found her usual crimson circus costume.

Although it had gotten soaked in the rain early yesterday morning, she knew that the hotel’s laundry service would have it crisp and dry in just half a day.

She needed that outfit in case she had to take on the role of the ringmaster instead of Wonderstein.

Even though she had promised not to go on stage, she was willing to step up if the situation demanded.

However, her plan was immediately thwarted.

“After finishing the laundry, I found that there were many places where the stitches had come loose on the master’s costume. I entrusted it to a skilled seamstress for repairs. It will take some time.”

“How long will it take?”

“They said you can pick it up on Saturday afternoon.”

Even a fool could tell that the old man’s words were a lie.

It wouldn’t take days to tidy up a few loose threads, and Saturday afternoon was too obvious.

At the very least, it meant she shouldn’t go on stage for this competition.

It was clear that the moment she was allowed to go out, he immediately contacted the laundry to get rid of her clothes.

Ella felt frustrated being thwarted repeatedly by him since yesterday.

But it was unavoidable.

Despite being sharp and quick-witted for her age, she couldn’t match the experience of the butler who had served the family for decades.

Butler Batel, following Anais’s orders, left Vergsong Mansion and arrived in Luz yesterday afternoon.

He came to provide support for the circus so that they could focus on the exam this week.

Wonderstein had asked him to take care of Ella, probably because the hotel staff would find it difficult to confront her.

The old butler saw through Ella’s tactics.

The young lady, who worked tirelessly despite her poor health, was a familiar opponent to him.

When she secretly tried to go to the performance venue last night, he anticipated it and waited under the window. His agile movements, honed from his youth as an excellent mercenary, were not inferior to Ella’s acrobatics. If she had been in good health, she might have escaped from his hands, but in her weakened state, she couldn’t slip away.

Moreover, he noticed that she had secretly spit out the pill hidden under her tongue. In return, he secretly added medicine to her snacks. Thanks to that, Ella slept deeply all afternoon, and her plan to watch the performance using Inspira failed.

When she woke up, almost a day had passed, and Ella felt her heart sink.

She was embarrassed, not just because her skills were repeatedly repelled, but for some reason, it felt awkward.

She tasted the humiliation she used to feel every time she competed with her master.

She looked out the window with a grim face from inside the carriage.

The butler observed her with a satisfied smile.

Ella glared at the butler.

“Gee, is it fun to win against a kid?”

“Haha, you misunderstood my laughter. No, not at all. I was just reminded of Anais when she was young. Just stay calm. I won’t stop you from watching the performance.”

“I’m just worried.”

“Do you not trust Director Wonderstein?”

At his words, Ella trembled.

Not trust him?

It was as if the words had climbed up her throat. Wasn’t it he she definitely wont trust?

But she couldn’t bring herself to say it.

Like it or not, he was the director of the circus she belonged to.

She looked awkwardly at the butler.

“Oh, no… It’s just… I don’t know.”

“Why are you so anxious, then?”

“For some reason, I feel worried if I’m not doing it myself.”

The butler nodded understandingly.

“I know that Ella is smart and talented. But try trusting and relying on the people around you a little more. Our mistress also tried to handle everything on her own when she first took on the role of chairwoman. But thanks to Pierre…”

The butler stopped talking.

It was an inappropriate example.

The person she trusted and relied on ultimately turned out to be a traitor.

“Anyway, if you’re the one leading a group, it’s a virtue to entrust and hold your position. Understand?”

“Got it. I’ll wait quietly. Like a good girl. Is that okay?”

With that, she finished speaking and leaned back in her seat.

The butler’s words made sense.

She still had two more years ahead, and there could be worse situations than this.

Each time, she couldn’t handle everything on her own. Waiting was also important.

“That aside, why isn’t Lady Vergsong coming?”

“She said she might be able to make it on the last day.”

“She seems quite busy too.”

“To be honest, she has been quite lazy during this time.”

Anais was the host of the gathering.

In the midst of the chaos within the society due to Pierre, who was already handling practical matters, disappearing and leisurely traveling on a cruise or relaxing at the hotel, the situation seemed absurd.

Rumours that a magician had captivated Lady Vergsong had gained credibility, given the circumstances.

Upon arriving at the cabaret, Ella immediately headed to Hall 3.

People were just coming out of the hall after the performance had ended.

She stood there, frozen.

Cold sweat covered her back.

She was afraid of finding disappointed, angry, or mocking expressions.

Fortunately, there was no sign of anger; people seemed exhausted rather than disappointed.

No, the fact that they stayed until the end was evidence of a successful performance.

Passing comments reached her ears.

“It was amazing.”

“He’s a good actor.”

“Actor? Didn’t he say everything was fake?”

“This guy watched the same show as us, right? The actors were real. Acting is about capturing and devouring people, not a fake show.”

“We saw everyone coming out and greeting at the end.”

Ella’s lips trembled.

The audience’s reaction wasn’t as bad as she had feared.

Moreover, the feedback from people who seemed to be other circus members was positive.

“It gave me chills.”

“Monster Circus… not something to laugh at.”

“I thought it was just a simple human exhibition.”

“They turned it into excellent entertainment.”


Thanks to this, strength returned to Ella’s steps as she headed towards the backstage area.

She ignored the greetings from the Rose Windmill staff who knew her but maintained a cold demeanor.

Right now, other people didn’t matter to her.

Her colleagues.

She wanted to see them.

Quietly, her butler followed behind her.

Finally, the two arrived at the rehearsal room of Hall 3.

The first to notice them as they entered were the triplets who had been stretching at the entrance.

“Assistant Director?”

“Assistant Director! She’s here!”

The triplets chattered excitedly, drawing the attention of the other members.

“What?”

“Ella is here?”

“Is your body completely healed?”

The butler, surprised, stepped back.

Everyone was in their fearsome monster makeup.

“Hey, Ella.”

“Why are you here?”

“Is your body okay?”

Ella reassured the worried members, sitting on the sofa and surrounded by them, listening to their stories.

They chattered about each other’s performances, how the audience reacted, and Wonderstein, who acted as the emcee, showed a surprising performance.

A clown makeup, indeed.

It was more than she had expected.

At that moment, Ella realized that someone was missing among them.

Wonderstein.

“Where did he go?”

“Him? Oh, the director. He’s in the break room back there, all alone.”

“Why?”

Womon scratched his head awkwardly.

“Well, it’s… He thinks that if he’s around, the members can’t rest comfortably.”

“Oh…”

Ella’s complexion stiffened.

It was uncomfortable when someone higher up was in the midst of the lower-ranked members. However, Ella knew that Wonderstein didn’t say that with such intention. He had been the target of avoidance by the members until now. Even though he took the stage this time due to the special circumstances, he usually kept his distance from the members and left the work to Ella. Normally, she would have accepted his behaviour without question, but seeing him act like that on a day like today made her feel uneasy.

As the commotion settled down a bit, Maya, who had been sitting in a corner with a sketchbook, approached Ella.

“Assistant.”

“Oh, Maya! How was it? Any mistakes in the illusion? Oh, and how did the product you planned do? Did it sell well? Were people’s reactions okay?”

Maya endured Ella shaking her shoulders with an expressionless face.

“It went well. The product sold well. More than we expected.”

“Oh, really? That’s a relief!”

Ella let out a sigh of relief, and Maya, with a displeased voice, said, “You should worry about your own body, you fool.”

She wanted to brush off the annoyance, but she couldn’t be rude to someone who was in pain.

“Rest assured, everyone. Let’s congratulate Ella!”

Jobel’s words made everyone stand up.

“Sounds good.”

“It’s our first performance.”

“We have another performance tomorrow, so let’s just have one drink each.”

The members were stopped by the butler as they tried to go to the kitchen.

He came to the Rose Windmill for such occasions.

“Please rest, everyone. I will prepare some snacks for you.”

As he left, the rehearsal room became even more lively.

It included Sven mimicking Yurakne’s actions.

“Ahahaha, nice to meet you. Lovely humans you all look.”

Laughter erupted.

Even Maya, who was drawing alone in the corner, smirked slightly.

Only Yurakne blushed deeply, burying her face in embarrassment.

“Uuh, s-stop that….”

“Hehe, I wanted to show it to Assistant too. What was the next line…?”

“S-stop it, I said!”

“Hahaha, why, Yurakne? It was a splendid performance.”

“Right, right. I bet Yurakne sold the most of that ‘product’ today.”

While the members laughed and chatted loudly, Ella sat quietly on the sofa, looking at the empty spot.

The largest and most ornate chair in the rehearsal room.

It was the seat of Director Wonderstein.

It was empty.

He avoided being present on a day like this.

Probably because the members would feel uncomfortable.

In fact, even now that he could face them, except for Maya, there was no member who felt comfortable with him.

Yurakne overcame it with acting, Sven with jokes, and Ella with resentment.

Honestly, it was better for the atmosphere that he wasn’t there.

Ella also agreed with that.

But…

This wasn’t right.

They went on stage together, performed, and even filled in for an injured colleague.


Despite all that, he was being avoided.

No matter how you looked at it, this situation was not right.

“Uh… excuse me for a moment…”

She quietly slipped away from her seat.

She headed to the break room where Wonderstein was.



 
  
    Chapter 89: Test of the Rose Windmill Cabaret(23)


“Ella Yang.”

Wonderstein watched her as if he had been waiting for her to come in.

His face bore the ever-present, unchanging smile.

A cheeky and playful smile that seemed to uplift people.

As she looked at his smiling face, Ella felt irritation creeping in, but at the same time, her heart eased a bit.

Well then.

Why did I worry about him?

I have other things to care about.

“You knew I was coming?”

She raised her head as much as possible and tried to speak in a cold tone.

She made an effort to sound distant in case he sensed that she found him despicable.

“How could I not know when you were chattering so loudly?”

Laughter erupted from outside again.

It seemed like Sven was imitating someone once more.

Ella noticed that there was a warm cup of tea in his hands.

“You never take your hands off the teacup.”

“I like tea.”

“But you never touched the tea served at the hotel.”

“The tea made by Miss Yurakne is different, hehe. Leaving that aside, what brings you here? You still don’t seem fully recovered.”

He said, examining her complexion.

She scratched her head.

“Well, I was worried, honestly.”

“About me?”

His teasing tone made Ella’s expression noticeably furrow.

“Who would worry about someone like you? I was worried that you might ruin the performance! What if tomatoes start flying!”

“Tomatoes?”

She lowered her voice a bit.

The mention of worrying about him made her oddly excited and agitated.

“It’s considered the ultimate disgrace for performers on stage. If the audience finds the show boring, they throw tomatoes.”

Wonderstein let out an intrigued laugh.

“Is that so?”

“It’s just a rumor. According to a magazine investigation, it only happened once in the last 30 years.”

She clenched her fist and scrutinized the purple circus costume he was wearing.

“Did you create this outfit with your magic again?”

“How did you know?”

“Where else would a perfectly fitting outfit appear overnight? Well, let me see… It’s a decent combination. The clown face on that outfit gives quite a creepy vibe. Putting that aside, did you already wipe off the clown makeup? I wanted to see it…”

“You can see it again tomorrow. At least during this test, I’ll continue to be the clown. You didn’t come here expecting to perform on stage, did you?”

Ella crossed her legs and chuckled.

“Don’t worry. Even if I wanted to, I don’t have any clothes. The butler grandpa took my costume. He’s always smiling on the outside but secretly raising a trapdoor spider inside him. Anyway, how about talking about the performance? I’m curious about how it went.”

“Don’t you already know from the other members?”

“Everyone has a different feeling about it. I want to hear it from the clown’s perspective.”

As the conversation turned to the circus, Ella straightened up, sparkling with enthusiasm.

Wonderstein silently laughed to himself.

Anyway, she’s an unstoppable circus maniac.

He began by explaining how he came up with the makeup and some gestures or phrases that Ella even requested to re-enact.

Although acting one-on-one with her felt embarrassing, thanks to the laughing man, he could naturally exhibit somewhat awkward human acting.

Ella nodded seriously and said, “Your script… You wrote it after seeing and writing it during the clown part, right?”

The part she had the most revisions on in the script he gave her was the clown part.

Something about the focus of the conversation or the punchline of the laughter seemed off, so they spent quite a bit of time fixing it.

However, looking at it now, it was a performance that suited Wonderstein’s character very well.

The inability to control laughter from time to time, the peculiar teasing attitude—all of it.

In TT1, Wonderstein was faithful to the concept of the circus troupe leader. Whenever entering a boss battle, he would suddenly appear from somewhere to introduce the members and comment on the changes in the boss’s attack phases, adding jokes in between.

Ella, who didn’t know about that, admired him once again.

It seemed like he had been considering his own clown character from the moment he started writing the script.

Seeing her expression, he silently laughed again.

In any case, she’s an incurable circus maniac.

He explained from the moment he wrote the first script, and Ella, who had experienced the beginning to the ending curtain call, clicked her tongue.

Delicious.

Despite the breath and flow being a bit lacking compared to what she directed, it was definitely a tasty stage.

“Unexpectedly well done.”

“Me? Well, thank you.”

Wonderstein felt quite proud of her praise.

Despite boasting about the highest viewer count on his Twitch livestream and putting on airs, the internet livestream and the real stage were inevitably different. He had used every trick in the book, imitating the Wonderstein character in the game, hiding awkward expressions with makeup, and barely managing to finish the performance.

Now, hearing a sincere “well done” from the precise Ella, he could finally relax.

“To be honest… I couldn’t trust you.”

“Is that so?”

“Yeah. How could I trust someone like you? A suspicious person who hides behind a mask.”

Wonderstein had no words to respond to Ella’s statement.

In the past, he had indeed been such a person, and the present him couldn’t be called an entirely honest person either.

“But now I understand one thing. Your passion for the circus is genuine.”

Why he was so obsessed with the circus, Wonderstein couldn’t comprehend. With such immense power, she could not comprehend why he would settle for being a mere circus director.

Still, watching him write scripts, show kindness to the members, witness the effort he put into getting on stage, and proposing a bold challenge to the rooster Minova, it seemed that at least his passion for the circus was real.

“So, I’ll entrust the remaining five days to you. At least now, I can believe in you on stage.”

Even though it was a temporary relationship, even though it was a relationship that would not continue, even though it was not a connection formed out of goodwill, regarding the circus, they had come to trust each other.

“But it’s quite ironic, isn’t it? The way to fit into the members’ monstrous acting was for you to give up human acting.”

Wonderstein sighed inwardly.

I also played the role of Wonderstein…

But he couldn’t make excuses. To clear up that misunderstanding, he needed her to understand that he was not Wonderstein. And such an argument would likely fall on deaf ears. She would probably think he was mocking her.

At that moment, there was a commotion outside.


It seemed the housekeeper had brought alcohol and snacks.

Wonderstein gestured for her to go check.

She hesitated for a moment, then stood up. Grabbing the doorknob, she turned around to look at him.

“Over there… How about going out and saying a word of congratulations?”

“Me?”

“Well, I mean… If the director avoids it, wouldn’t Grandpa Housekeeper find it strange? And… above all, this is our circus’s official first performance, right? It would be disappointing without a word from the director.”

At her suggestion, Wonderstein hesitated for a moment.

No quest for rejecting the members appeared.

Under normal circumstances, he would have refused.

He didn’t want to do anything that could jeopardize the goodwill of the members.

However, it wasn’t the case now.

Since witnessing Ella collapse once, he had become somewhat indifferent to the system.

“Alright.”

The practice room was adorned with quite a lavish spread.

When the troupe went out to eat, the food that was was spread something they had never experienced before.

They used to always barely managed to grab whatever the kitchen offered and brought it out in a hurry.

Even when they went outside regular meal hours, they could only get bread or fruit at best.

But Batel brought back a luxurious meal even during regular meal hours.

Wonderstein wondered if this was the skill of the butler who had been taking care of the mansion’s servants for a long time.

Ella stepped forward.

In her hand was a glass filled with juice.

“Thank you all so much for your hard work today. You all covered for me so well even though I was absent. We still have five days left, so let’s not relax too much. Let’s just have a simple drink and enjoy.”

She raised her glass high and exclaimed, “To the Grand Circus Prix!”

“To the Grand Circus Prix!”

The members echoed her last words.

She looked at Wonderstein with eyes that seemed to ask if he had anything to say.

The gaze of the other members also turned towards him.

He was still a difficult ringmaster, but it wasn’t as uncomfortable as before.

Standing on the stage together was an amazing experience.

In a moment, he closed the distance he had been trying to narrow for the past three months.

Wonderstein smiled at them, raising his glass.

“For the health of our assistant ringmaster.”

“For the health!”

Laughter appeared on the faces of the members.

Glasses clinked together, making a lively sound.

[Ella’s favorability has increased by 5.]

[Sven’s favorability has increased by 3.]

[Bendict’s favourability has increased by 2.]

[Maya’s favorability has increased by 1.]

…

[Yurakne’s favorability has increased by 4. As a reward for achieving favorability 30, <Inspira: Wall Climbing> is granted to Yurakne. Current favorability: 33 (Next reward: favorability 50)]

[Womon’s favorability has increased by 3. As a reward for achieving favorability 15, <Inspira: Blade Juggling> is granted to Womon. Current favorability: 16 (Next reward: favorability 30)]

Notification windows poured down like a flood.

The members clearly didn’t anticipate him coming out.

So, the member quests didn’t appear.

The system was accurate.

However, sometimes crossing the line of hesitation could bring people closer.

Wonderstein realized that he had forgotten about human relationships for a long time.

He communicated with people only through the monitor, locked in the room.

He earned a living by meeting the demands of viewers.

Even here, he lived a not-so-different life.

The system merely replaced the role of a computer.

But today, he finally stepped out of that.

Laughing and chatting with people, he felt like he had returned to the orphanage days.

Triamere enthusiastically talked about the performance today.

Ella echoed the story she heard earlier as if hearing it for the first time.

No one could forget the moment of stepping onto the stage for the first time.

Sven pointed at the food on the table, shouting, “Fresh meat!” imitating Womon’s performance. Womon, irritated by his continuous teasing, turned his head as if disgusted.

Bendict and Jobel silently exchanged drinks in a corner. Looking at the bottles of alcohol in front of them, it seemed like they had already forgotten Ella’s suggestion to drink moderately.

Yurakne grabbed Wonderstein and kept asking how her fire performance was. She blushed when praised and looked disappointed when told it didn’t suit her.

Maya sat alone in a corner, quietly drawing and sipping her drink.

Ella leaned her face on a cold glass, secretly smiling.

This was it.

This was it.

Exactly this.

This was the scene he had seen on the day they first met,

The day he invited her to join,

The scenery she had been looking forward to.

If she could endure like this for the next two years and three months…

It was well worth trying.

She stood up abruptly.

“Well then, I’ll show you a solo performance!”

She picked up chopsticks and spun a plate on top of them.

It wasn’t surprising up to that point.

She then placed another plate on top of the spinning one using the chopsticks.

“What, what’s this?”

“Is that even possible?”

“Amazing.”

As the number of plates and chopsticks increased, the audience’s admiration grew.


Amidst the enthusiastic applause of the audience, she could finally laugh freely among her circus colleagues.

Until the day she parted ways with him.

Without anyone getting hurt or dying.

Just like this.

Let it continue.



 
  
    Chapter 90: Test of the Rose Windmill Cabaret(24)


The planning circus troupe was usually organized temporarily for a specific purpose. Even in this Circus Grand Prix, there were quite a few planning circus troupes created by sponsors.

Satbyeol Circus was one of them.

When Ella examined the composition of Satbyeol Circus, she didn’t think it was well-organized. While they had renowned acrobats, that was about it. They lacked the vibrant personalities that Pandora, Silver Veil, Papal, Mango, and others had.

She estimated their performance level to be around the early 50s at best.

However, as their performance began and 30 minutes passed, she had to revise her evaluation. Their skills were not necessarily superior to the general assessment; most of the acrobats were between elite and second-rate.

There was nothing particularly special in the event program. They showcased strength demonstrations, tightrope walking, ground skills, animal training, shooting, and the traditional five acts.

It was, as expected, a miscellaneous store of circus acts categorized by type.

However, the skill of the ringmaster handling them was extraordinary.

Rooster Minova.

He had gained some fame as a singer and strongman, but his real talent shone elsewhere. Despite his somewhat rough and rude demeanour, his skill in leading the stage was excellent. His ability to interpret the acrobats’ talents, unearth jokes, and convey them to the audience was top-notch.

Moreover, on the stage, there was another host who could balance out his rough image.

That was none other than his daughter and the deputy ringmaster of the circus, Ruelle.

“Well, the next act will be a tightrope performance by two acrobats… doing a mid-air swing….”

The adorable girl in chick clothing climbed up, shyly surveying the audience, evoking warm smiles.

As they enjoyed the performance, an hour quickly passed.

“Well then, see you again next time!”

All the Satbyeol acrobats came out to bid farewell.

Ella was satisfied.

“A hosting duo…”

She recalled their performance this morning.

The members did reasonably well.

Except for Bendict and Jobel.

Despite Ella warning them yesterday, they ended up getting drunk, suffered from hangovers until this morning, and managed to cause an accident on stage.

Bendict tripped over his own bandages, getting entangled and showcasing a slapstick of rolling around. Jobel vomited heavily on the stage.

Ella’s heart pounded when Bendict made a mistake.

His sequence was the first among the members.

The mistake he made could affect the subsequent performers.

Fortunately, at that moment, Wonderstein played the role of a host excellently.

He maintained perfect composure no matter what unfolded in front of him. He didn’t convey any of the previous chaos and confusion to the next in line.

At times like this, Ella found Wonderstein’s inhuman side reassuring.

A smile with no hint of wavering, like a doll.

Circus officials praised his perfect self-control, but Ella knew it wasn’t an act; it was his true self.

Having watched the performance, she felt restless.

She, too, wanted to stand on the stage.

As the main host, I didn’t have enough stamina, the assistant ringmaster should handle it well. However, would he accept my proposal?

Ella stood up and scored the Satbyeol Circus.

57%.

Although their scores were similar, it couldn’t determine the victory or defeat. The outcome would be decided by the creativity of the prizes.

Ella left the hall. In the middle of Halls 2 and 3, the concession stands of the two circuses were lined up side by side. Satbyeol Circus, being a planning-oriented circus, had professionals in each field. The food they sold at the stands was prepared by professional chefs. They were not only skilled in cooking but also in captivating performances, being former acrobats. Meatballs juggled in the air, pizza dough twirled on people’s fingers, and flames erupted from the pan to the ceiling. It was a spectacle that could be considered a show in itself.

In contrast, the concession stand of the Monster Circus was modest. There were no flashy attractions or appetizing food. The staff running the stand were all rats. With their skills, it was challenging to create impressive dishes. Therefore, their sales strategy had its limitations. They focused on tomato dishes, which were well-received in Charlotia due to being both delicious and affordable. Tomato spaghetti, tomato juice, tomato canapé, etc. These were foods that could be found even in the remotest countryside of Charlotia.

The contrast in the quality of the two stands was stark. However, Ella was not discouraged. The food at the stands was just to meet expectations for them anyway. They had prepared separate items.

“Oh! Legendary costume revealed! Tuxedo!”

The shouts of someone nearby attracted the attention of those around.

A man held up a card, on which the word ‘Tuxedo’ was written in orange ink.

“If it’s a legendary, there aren’t many types, right?”

“Oh, wow! I scratched five, and I got one rare costume!”

“Jealous.”

The man who pulled the legendary card looked around with a triumphant expression. He even placed the card on the lapel of his jacket.

“I’ll be back!”

He greeted his companions and entered the back door of Hall 3.

Inside the practice room where the man entered, there were six makeshift tents. Each tent had the nicknames of the Monster Circus members written on them.

After briefly contemplating, the man went to stand in front of the tent with the nickname of the vampire.

Yet, what impressed him the most was still that.

More than anything, drawing the picture was the best part.

The man who entered the tent came out after a while, holding a large picture.

In it, a vampire in a tuxedo was about to devour a person, while a man in front of him screamed.

This was Wonderstein’s invention.

Providing an opportunity for the audience to take pictures with monsters and then giving them the photos.

He thought of this idea by recalling the mascots in theme parks taking pictures with dolls and printing them on the spot. However, the cameras of this era took a long time for development, and their quality was poor, making them unsuitable as souvenirs. Instead, they had something similar to modern cameras with Maya’s sketchbook.

The reward for raising Maya’s favorability to 15 was this. It perfectly captured the scenes in Maya’s vision on the sketchbook.

With just this, she could play a role similar to a camera.

Of course, she couldn’t tear pages from the valuable magical sketchbook to give to customers.

Maya looked at the drawn picture and accurately reproduced it on a nearby canvas.

Using her psychic power, she controlled the fluid like a mist, spraying it on the blank paper to create an image as if printed by a printer. This required a level of fluid control with psychic power that was extremely precise.

Wonderstein hesitated to make such a demanding request. There were barely three weeks left until the competition, and expecting her to acquire printer-level fluid control skills seemed harsh.

“Maya, don’t overdo it. Just a regular oil painting level is enough.”

“No, I can do it.”

Maya thought that she had received a favor from him that would be hard to repay for a lifetime. However, he thought that just two and a half years of service would be sufficient. During that period, she couldn’t show any signs of incompetence.

Microscopic control of psychic forces.

It was a highly challenging task at the level of the Magic Academy’s graduation project, and she had less than three weeks to complete it.

She doubted if it could be done within such a short time.

However, she was one of the most exceptional geniuses in the history of the academy.

Just days before the showdown, she managed to control fluids at a level comparable to color printing.

The moment she drew the first picture with psychic forces, Maya realized another fact.

That she could finally impart physical force to illusions.

Traditional illusion magic using ‘Chi’ required a high level of willpower to imbue illusions with physicality. However, Maya’s illusion magic was about implementing the surface of illusions as polyhedra. There was no need for willpower. You just had to coat the surface of the polyhedron with psychic forces.

With the ability to manipulate paint at the level of powder using psychic forces, Maya could now do it.

Her admiration for Wonderstein deepened even more.

Even while running the circus, he was always thinking about how to grow himself. Ella thought Wonderstein’s idea was good.


Since the performers worked for their drawings, there were no issues with raw material costs aside from paper and paint. The problem was the selling price.

If they set too high a price, they couldn’t attract low-coin owners who could only afford 100 or 200 coins. On the other hand, if they set too low a price, it would be difficult to extract profits from VIPs who spent thousands of coins. People wouldn’t have a reason to buy an item that cheap.

That’s where Wonderstein came up with another trick.

He utilized his costume-changing ability.

He created a costume catalog, assigning different prices to each costume.

Those with high coins could draw portraits of performers with legendary or premium outfits like a crimson-plated vampire, a black widow, a spider lady, or a court jester skeleton.

Meanwhile, those with fewer coins had to settle for basic outfits.

Those who had coins wanted a differentiated service compared to those below them. They enjoyed the envious glances of others as they purchased high-priced costume cards at the store.

Wonderstein’s cunning didn’t end there.

He gave a ‘chance’ to those with low coins.

He set up a probability-based lottery next to the store.

He divided costume cards into common, rare, premium, and legendary grades according to the catalog, placed them in boxes, and introduced a system where they could be drawn with appropriate probabilities.

Wonderstein knew how much money the probability-based lottery and costume sales could generate.

Unused costume cards could be exchanged for food at the store, lowering psychological barriers and prompting people to spend their remaining money on another draw instead of on Monster Circus food.

The fact that it was something anyone could eat easily meant that it was a food with a universal taste. People exchanged general and rare cards for monster circus dishes without complaint.

Tomatoes were almost free as raw materials, so it wasn’t a big loss strategy.

With this, despite the overwhelming gap in store quality, on the first day, Monster Circus narrowly surpassed Satbeyol Circus in sales.

Ella found it hard to remain silent while watching all of this.

A duel through circus performances!

The blood of an acrobat flowed through her veins.

“Let me go on stage too!”

“I told you I’m the host, didn’t I?”

Ella stared directly at Wonderstein, who was dressed as a clown.

Although he didn’t give a name to that costume, she called it ‘Joker.’

“I get it. It’s impossible for me to be the host. So at least let me assist from the side.”

“Assistant? It’s not in the script.”

“I’ve come up with something. You just need to learn a few reactions. I’ll take care of the rest.”

“Well, but I’m worried about Ella’s health…”

“I really won’t overdo it!”

Wonderstein chuckled in response to her sparkling eyes.

Indeed, she was an uncontrollable circus maniac.

“Okay. But what about the costume? You said you won’t wear the clothes I made.”

“If you dressed as a clown, then I should wear a clown costume.”

She took out the clothes she had prepared from her bag.

It was a clown costume with split branches, alternating in red and black.

Ella wanted to go on stage for the next performance, so they cant go without practising.

Even though only a few lines were added to the script, going on stage without coordinating even once was a risky venture.

Strangely, Ella wasn’t worried at all.

Was it because of this self-confidence?

The jester and the clown.


Their acting was like a duo that had been harmonizing for a long time, without a single misstep.

Ella added appropriate remarks and jokes to match Wonderstein’s bizarre acting, and Wonderstein calmly coordinated the stage progress without being flustered by her sudden ad-libs.

So, until Friday, Monster Circus and Satbeyol Circus continued their intense competition in both performances and merchandise.

The sales until Friday were almost equal.

And the decisive Saturday arrived.
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Saturday was an important day in terms of the competition.

In the previous two encounters, more than 20% of the sales occurred on this day.

On the side of Satbyeol Circus, Minova was actively engaging in promotional activities in front of the concession stand from the morning.

Looking back at the past competitions, Saturday sales were higher in souvenir sales than in food and drinks.

He worked hard to deal with the remaining inventory.

“Cheap, cheap. A ladle that doesn’t stick to rice! Buy 2, get 2 free! Plus, we’ll give you a functional cushion excellent for preventing hemorrhoids, a must-have for people sitting at a desk!”

The planning circus team had a strong influence from sponsors.

As a result, on the Satbyeol side, many items had to be displayed on the shelves to promote the sponsors’ products.

Minova sighed inwardly as he recalled the instructions from the sponsors.

Even if there was some loss in profit, all these items had to be sold.

The Monster Circus was relatively free in their business approach.

Vergsong did not demand anything from them.

They actively promoted card sales.

Ella conducted a promotion event in front of the life-sized signs of the monster members that Maya had carefully drawn for the past few days.

“If you dont buy today, you won’t be able to buy it again! On the last day, if a rare card comes out, you’ll have the opportunity to draw one more time! In addition, those who purchase 10 cards at once will receive the special legendary card ‘Maiden’s Luck’ guaranteed!”

Snake charmer Suab found the offer intriguing.

One legendary card for buying 10 cards!

It was a deal that couldn’t be missed.

Out of the 11 cards, she could get portraits of all the monster members with 6, and the remaining 5 ordinary cards could be exchanged for food at the concession stand. The cost-effectiveness was unbeatable.

Of course, she didn’t have that much money.

She and her companions had bought the cheapest coins.

But if the three of them pooled their money, they could afford it.

She turned to the two men standing behind her and said, “Hey, you guys. Take out the coins. Let’s buy that.”

However, despite her urging, the two men pretended not to hear and avoided eye contact.

“What are you doing? That’s the best deal right now.”

“Uh….”

“Well, it’s just that….”

Alan and Jo cleared their throats and slowly opened their mouths.

“Well, it’s true, but….”

“We don’t have… money….”

At their words, Suab widened her eyes.

“What are you talking about? We divided 150 coins each earlier!”

“Um, we… bought a lot of things.”

Suab finally noticed that their pockets were quite bulging.

Come to think of it, these two were wandering around the Satbyeol Circus concession stand earlier….

“You guys….”

“No, listen!”

“These are really good!”

They quickly took out the items they had bought, explaining their functions.

“This is a toothbrush with silver ingredients. It has a mysterious alchemical effect….”

“These are socks with added fragrance. They say the foot is the second heart, right? Charcoal’s antibacterial and deodorizing effects….”

“This is a health-boosting massage tool….”

“And this is a nutritional supplement that’s good for cardiovascular health if you take one a day….”

They explained the functions of the items they had bought in a rush.

In this absurd situation, Suab forgot to get angry.

These so-called acrobats were deceived by the deceptive sales tactics and bought such useless things.

“You also bought three of each, right?”

“You are crazy. I clearly said to save money until we receive the portraits. Why did you guys buy these useless things?”

Seeing her getting angry, Alan and Jo lowered their heads.

To be honest, there was a bit of embarrassment in going to receive the portraits.

It felt like attending the wedding of a former girlfriend you dumped.

A few weeks ago, they received an offer to join the circus from Wonderstein.

At that time, they thought of the monster circus as a place where people were displayed miserably and avoided it at all costs. So, they made excuses and quickly escaped from there.

But now, facing the awkward situation of going to receive souvenirs, especially in front of Wonderstein, was quite embarrassing.

Especially seeing his face.

They had been kind to even the anonymous acrobats, but they became too arrogant in front of the director of the circus troupe participating in the competition.

“…It’s already in the past. Anyway, what you guys said seems right. Going to receive a portrait does seem a bit conspicuous.”

They bought tomato juice with the remaining money and sat at a table in front of the concession stand.

Suab sighed deeply as she looked up at the ceiling.

“Oh, my goodness. I didn’t expect this journey to be so poor until we leave our hometown.”

“We thought we would be on a small stage within three months.”

“Hmph. You even thought about making money with the mediocre comedy.”

In response to her grumbling, Jo yelled angrily.

“The path of art is long and difficult. And you shouldn’t speak down to us!”

Allen looked at her with a cold expression.

“You gambled away the money we manage together in a gambling den.”

Suab made a bitter expression.

Gambling was inevitably associated with such competitions. Even in the Luz’s betting ring, bets were placed on the weekly showdown.

In the first week, she bet heavily on the Pandora Magic Show and lost.

“Oh, until the fifth day, I got all the matches right! If that damn bastard Dosville or Dogville didn’t interfere, I would have won! It was a whopping 20 times!”

At that moment, the bell announcing the start of the performance 15 minutes before rang.

The three of them tidied up and stood up.

Behind them, Minova’s desperate cry trying to sell items before the performance started was heard.

“Durable and tear-resistant nylon socks!”



Wonderstein watched Ella returning from the morning promotion event.

She collapsed on the sofa as soon as she entered the practice room.

Her face was filled with overall fatigue.

“Ella, are you okay?”

“Huh? What… me? I’m fine. Totally fine.”


She half-closed her eyes, then suddenly lifted her head in surprise.

Wonderstein inwardly sighed deeply.

“We decided to leave the concession stand to Ratman.”

“They’ll handle it skillfully.”

She yawned and got up from her seat, pacing around the room to wake herself up.

Wonderstein regretted allowing her to participate in the performance a few days ago.

The lines were supposed to end with just a few, but as the episodes progressed, her lines kept increasing. Unfortunately, there was no part she could just pass by.

As she improvised on the script, the lines continued to grow, and now they had reached a point where he and the co-host appeared as equal hosts.

Wonderstein wasn’t angry that his share of the spotlight was taken away. No, to be honest, he found this situation enjoyable.

On the internet broadcast, he mainly played single-player games, and the content was mostly super-play, hidden content exploration, and reenacting ridiculous situations, rather than laughing and chatting with others.

So, participating in a stage together for the first time was fun.

When he descended from the stage, he felt a sense of regret.

However, he was more concerned about her health than anything else.

He didn’t want to experience that helpless situation he felt when he saw her collapsing in the rain and saw the message appearing, indicating a debuff immune system.

“Wouldn’t it be better to go to the break room and take a nap?”

“Now? There are only 10 minutes left until the performance starts. You won’t send me off the stage after coming all the way here, right? Today is the last day. I just need to endure a few more hours. Hey, why are you acting like this? Are you scared? Huh? Huh?”

Ella playfully smiled, poking Wonderstein’s waist without realizing it.

Wonderstein, not finding the right words to respond to her sudden action, just stared at her with a slightly embarrassed smile.

She, meeting his gaze, was surprised and withdrew her hand.

She realized what she had just done and was horrified.

Although a jester and the joker were close friends in the setting, Ella, who hated him, had no problem acting together on stage.

That was just an attribute given to smooth progress.

She was just acting as that character.

However, did she get too immersed in the act these past few days?

She behaved and spoke like a friend even in daily life.

‘I must be crazy.’

She felt her face turning red.

She grabbed the first face she saw in the waiting room and changed the subject.

“But why is Wumon acting so gloomy?”

Wonderstein, realizing that she was trying to divert attention, played along.

“Hehe, He posed as a model more than 20 times this morning.”

“Any strange requests from customers?”

Wonderstein smiled awkwardly.

“About half of them… were vampire maid outfits.”

Vampire maid. Ella felt even more dirty.

“…There are many humans with strange tastes. So, why is Yurakne upset? Because she’s not the first?”

“No. They brought a misprinted blank card and demanded a nude photo.”

“Crazy……”

Time passed quickly.

The stage manager entered and announced that the performance would start in two minutes.

Wonderstein looked at her unsteady steps and said, “Ella, it’s okay, you don’t have to do this. You can rest inside.”

“Ah, persistent. It’s okay, I’m fine with it. And stop bringing it up all the time. I…”

She stopped talking and closed her mouth.

“Yes?”

“Oh, no, nothing…”

She couldn’t bring herself to say the rest and swallowed her words.

Contract.

It was the tool that bound Wonderstein and her together.

It was meant to help him lead the circus troupe effectively.

But standing on the stage wasn’t just because of that.

It was because standing on stage was enjoyable.

Even though she could never forgive that man.

Even though she could never like that man.

Still, it was enjoyable.

When they stood on stage together…

She couldn’t deny that.

“Miss Clown?”

Wonderstein called her as she was lost in thought.

“What?”

She looked around.

She felt hundreds of eyes staring at her.

“Um…?”

She was perplexed by the sudden change of events.

What’s happening all of a sudden?

Her head felt dizzy.

She tried to recall what was happening.

She realized that she had fallen asleep standing on stage.

She had felt a sudden wave of drowsiness in the warm, lit space.

“Ah.”

She panicked.

What part of the script is it now?

Do I have to deliver my lines?

What were my lines?

Just a moment of confusion.

Her mischievous friend, realizing the situation and trying to cover for her, was interrupted by someone in the audience screaming.

“What is this girl doing!”

Simultaneously, something flew from the edge of her vision.

She quickly detected it with her peripheral vision.

It was a flying blade, and she was the one catching it.

With her reflexes, she could easily dodge such a slow attack.

But maybe due to accumulated fatigue, her head sensed it, but her body didn’t move.

Thump.

Her vision turned red.

Her body swayed from the impact.

“Ah.”

The scent of fresh grass tickled her nose.

She knew what it was.

It was something she had been smelling incessantly at their snack stand for the past few days.

It was a tomato.

She realized the situation.

Someone had thrown a tomato at her.

“A clown making a living with tricks can’t even dodge this? Tsk tsk, pathetic. Pathetic.”


Laughter erupted from various corners of the audience.

There were a few young people in shabby suits in those places.

Some of the spectators who recognized them whispered.

Luz gamblers from Luz Gambling Den.

Among them, Lord Dosville stood with a mocking smile.
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Ella stood there, oblivious to the tomatoes falling in front of her, lost in thought.

She had just been hit with tomatoes on stage.

For someone who took pride in being part of the circus, this was akin to publicly receiving a slap.

She barely held back tears welling up from the embarrassment.

Not revealing her emotions on stage was the minimum dignity for an actress.

She glanced at the direction from which the tomatoes were thrown.

There was a man smirking at her.

She knew who he was.

Lord Dosville.

The man who had accused Wonderstein during the opening ceremony.

Though she didn’t recognize the others with him, they seemed to be enjoying the spectacle, laughing at her expense.

Seeing them, her embarrassment disappeared like melting snow.

In its place, anger surged.

Ella had never lost a fight even during her school days.

She could take down guys a head or two taller than her.

She never backed down even if she got hurt and blood flowed.

The most important thing in a fight was not to show fear.

As she was about to step forward, she stopped in her tracks.

Lord Dosville’s eyes gleamed like a predator targeting its prey.

The henchmen beside him reeked strongly of acting.

In that moment, Ella realized something.

They weren’t just causing trouble for the sake of it; there was intent behind it.

Ella turned her head briefly.

Wonderstein was approaching her from the opposite side of the stage.

His face was painted white, and his lips were adorned with red lipstick, forming a smile.

Ella winced at his smile.

His show was being disrupted.

She wondered if he might do something to retaliate.

Maybe not kill someone in front of so many people, but humiliating them was nothing to him.

In that case, things could spiral out of control.

Disqualification in this competition was one thing, but it could lead to an irreversible situation for them.

“The Monster Circus acts like a monster circus!”

“As expected, these wandering folks have no restraint. It’s infuriating.”

“Aren’t the members dangerous? If they can’t control themselves, who can they control?”

It couldn’t happen.

She couldn’t let the efforts of the past two months go to waste.

Ella looked towards Lord Dosville.

Her pride was wounded, but she had to lower her head.

To retaliate was what the other party wanted.

Just as she was about to bow to apologize, an intangible force held her body in place.

“What are you doing, idiot?”

A cold voice.

Ella turned to the side of the stage, away from the audience’s view.

In the backstage, a girl with white hair wearing a reddish-brown beret was looking at her.

Maya tied Ella’s body with telekinesis.

“What are you doing? Let me go.”

“Don’t bow to those humans. You’re the assistant leader of our circus.”

“Who said I wanted to bow? Besides, I got hit with tomatoes because of me…”

“You didn’t get hit with tomatoes. I blocked them.”

“…What?”

Ella blinked.

Come to think of it, something was off.

Certainly, smashed tomatoes spread before her eyes, and the smell of their contents wafted, but she felt nothing on her skin.

The tomatoes seemed to flow down as if blocked by an invisible wall right in front of her eyes.

“The leader asked. He’s worried you might collapse again. Be prepared to unleash your powers at any time,” Maya said.

“Ah…”

At that moment, a gentle hand rested on her shoulder.

Ella raised her head to look at the owner of the hand.

Her partner, the Joker, was smiling.

“You were surprised, weren’t you? Don’t worry. From here on, I’ll take care of it.”

Rather than feeling reassured, Ella became more uneasy with his assurance.

“Don’t interfere. This was my mistake.”

“Taking responsibility for a subordinate’s mistake is the role of a superior, isn’t it?”

Wonderstein smirked. Contrary to her expectations, he didn’t seem angry.

But Ella wasn’t comforted.

Wasn’t he the one who always wore such a terrifying expression while committing dreadful acts?

“What are you going to do?”

“After cutting off arms and legs, I’ll sew the mouth shut.”

“You!”

“Hoho, just kidding! Don’t worry, I’ll handle it smoothly. Please step aside.”

They stood still, staring at each other.

Ella couldn’t hold back and spoke first.

“Really?”

“On stage, didn’t we agree to trust each other? Trust your friend, the Joker.”

On stage…

Ella bit her lip and nodded.

“…Alright.”

When Maya clapped her hands, the force that restrained Ella’s body was released.

The smashed tomato fell to the floor, but there was not a single fragment on her face or clothing.


The expressions of the gamblers, who were laughing heartily, froze for a moment.

Even the usually composed Lord Dosville showed a hint of surprise on his face for the first time.

However, he quickly regained his composure.

The situation was still within the range he had anticipated.

Since the trial case of the opening ceremony, all the sponsorships and jobs that used to come to him had dried up.

He had lost a carriage to repossession, and without money to pay rent, he had to move from one friend’s place to another for food and lodging.

The opportunity that came to him was this tournament held at the cabaret.

He was good at understanding the rules and exploiting their weaknesses.

When he heard the news that Maya received the escape king’s puzzle prize, he waited quietly for the moment when the victory of the silver screen was declared and then stepped forward to flip the game board.

Thanks to that, he received a substantial reward from the bigshots of the gambling world, as promised.

“Indeed!”

“Hehe, if you ever have a plan like this again, feel free to come anytime.”

In the second week’s confrontation, due to the overwhelming sales of Mango, he didn’t have the opportunity to step forward.

But the third week seemed worth a try.

Lord Marquis had prepared several scenarios depending on the circumstances.

Winning the Saturday admission ticket was a welcome event for him.

It was the scenario he liked the most because he could publicly make a fool of Wonderstein, who had caused his defeat.

Lord Marquis’s mind was racing as he watched Wonderstein.

Apology, rebuttal, ignorance, anger.

He had confidence that no matter what excuse he made, he could grab the tail of the conversation and lead it into a quagmire.

“Just now, on the stage, you threw tomatoes at our assistant-leader…”

“Oh, Director. It’s just a simple jest! A jest! Don’t acrobats in the circus often do similar things to the audience? Has anyone ever gotten hurt?”

Lord Dosville spread his arms, and the men around him responded with laughter.

Some of the guests showed uneasy expressions.

They didn’t like the troublemakers either. However, if the circus side took it seriously and stood up to them, only those who came to enjoy the performance would be at a loss.

Wonderstein smiled leisurely.

“Lord Dosville.”

He picked up a tomato that had fallen to the ground.

The eyes of the people watching him narrowed.

The tomato that had been damaged in his hands was restored to its original state.

“Surely you signed the ‘Wet Spot,’ didn’t you?”

Lord Dosville frowned for a moment.

He recalled the clauses behind the admission ticket.

<Wet Spot: During the performance, costumes may get dirty./>

He was a keen person.

Wonderstein knew what he wanted to say.

“Could it be…?”

Wonderstein, holding the tomato, threw it with all his strength—3,000 times the force—towards Lord Dosville’s face.

Plop.

The tomato scattered red fragments around, far beyond what had happened before.

“Ugh! Crack! Crack!”

Lord Dosville spat out as if some of the tomato had entered his throat.

Wonderstein looked at him smugly and spread his arms towards the audience.

“This is definitely a good revenge, isn’t it?”

Static settled in the arena.

After a while, the people shouted in excitement.

The audience didn’t dislike fights. They just didn’t like unpleasant curses and emotional fights while trying to enjoy the show.

If it was a pleasant retaliation like this, they welcomed it.

Wonderstein looked at Lord Dosville’s gang and recalled the annoying trolls.

Apologizing to people who intentionally provoked and attacked was just another opportunity.

It was better to cheerfully counterattack.

Lord Dosville, with a tomato stuck to his neck, chuckled while grinding his teeth.

He had been hit unexpectedly, but he still believed that the situation was on his side.

If the opponent challenged him to a fight, they could mess up the performance as planned.

“Hey! Tomato! Give me a tomato!”

He urgently called the ratmen who was pushing a food cart on the other side.

Retaliation? Is that so?

Okay. Did he just return my words?

Fine. Wait. I’ll give you a dose of retaliation.

Lord Dosville desperately asked for tomatoes.

However, the ratmen, staring at him, extended his hands.

“Squeak! Tomato! Five Zirco coins per one!”

“What nonsense! Fresh tomatoes are free!”

In recent years, Charlotia was in chaos due to an oversupply of tomatoes.

Even in cheap restaurants, boxes of tomatoes were stacked at the entrance, suggesting to eat them as a dessert.

There was no exception here.

The Monster Circus gave out fresh tomatoes for free inside the venue.

They had no intention of making a profit by selling food.

Filling the audience’s stomachs and preventing them from eating food from the opposition was enough.

But now, the rat men called out five Zirco coins for one tomato.

Considering the current market price outside, it was almost like extortion, if not worse.

The ratman snapped his fingers and shouted.

“Just now! The price has changed!”

“What?”

Lord Dosville looked in the direction the rat man was pointing.

There, an illusion created by Maya announced the discontinuation of free tomato distribution and the introduction of charges.

It was Wonderstein’s instruction.

Even though it was a joke, there were humans who flooded the chat with that kind of talk.

Humans who couldn’t just stop disrupting.

Moreover, he couldn’t ignore them, and leaving them as they were would disrupt the flow of the broadcast.

At such times, he set the ‘donation’ option in the chat.

To chat, you had to pay a certain amount of money.

In other words, the right to disrupt the broadcast had to be bought with money.

Now, just like that.

“Oh, Marquis? Are you going to buy tomatoes?”

Lord Dosville gnashed his teeth at Wonderstein’s jest.

His purpose was not to throw tomatoes at him but to create a menacing atmosphere.

Buying tomatoes and throwing them would be foolish.


It just made him look like a clown.

People wouldn’t feel uncomfortable; they would laugh watching the show that he and Wonderstein put on.

Lord Dosville smiled and looked at the smug Wonderstein.

He had overlooked another experience gained from his broadcasting career.

No matter how many restrictions you set, viewers may go beyond it.



 
  
    Chapter 93: Test of the Rose Windmill Cabaret(27)


Anais’ flight arrived around Saturday noon.

The maid went to the airport to greet her in person.

A state-of-the-art airship with a body length of over 100 meters.

Four large propellers were attached to the left and right sides of the airship, front and back, responsible for propulsion. Dozens of small propellers were attached to the frame supporting the gondola, used to assist the rotation of the hull and maintain balance.

The airship descended at a diagonal angle without horizontal adjustment, slowly coming down and stopping abruptly at the landing position.

The skill of the pilot was evident.

The children in the immigration lobby cheered louder as the airship approached.

The maid smiled quietly.

Seeing them, she recalled her childhood when she went to the river every day to watch steamships.

The door of the gondola opened.

A slim woman, dressed in an elegant blouse with a tailored vest and a skirt, descended from the airship.

Under a hat with a short brim and a bulging shape, long green hair fluttered.

Since Anais always took first class on the airship, she should be the first to disembark.

Her bodyguard, Captain Porsche, and her secretary and maid followed behind her.

Anais, guided by the maid, boarded the carriage.

Blagnac Airport served as a gateway for northern canal cities.

It was about a 3 to 4-hour carriage ride from Luz.

“We might arrive late in the afternoon.”

“Fortunately, we should be able to catch the last performance. So, tell me. How was the competition? How is the director?”

When Anais heard about the theme of this competition, she thought Wonderstein might seek advice from her, as she was an expert in commerce.

However, he only asked for a few costumes and armor, not making any other requests.

She was worried whether he could pull it off.

She didn’t doubt his abilities, but creating a good performance and making a profit were different realms.

During the carriage ride, she listened to stories from the past week from the maid.

The deputy director Ella collapsing from overwork, Wonderstein dressing as a clown and going on stage, the portraits they presented, and the progress of the competition.

She admired him as a merchant.

Wonderstein’s commercial skills were astonishing.

Both the items he presented and the sales methods he used were unbelievably sophisticated.

It wasn’t a matter of experience or expertise.

It required a genius sense that could penetrate human psychology and the flow of money.

Anais felt her heart pounding.

It was a delightful thing to see the man she admired showing talent in her field as well.

Upon arriving in Luz, Anais headed to the cabaret without unpacking her luggage.

She held a gift in her arms as she got off the carriage.

After the last performance, she planned to rush to him, congratulate him, and personally give him the gift.

With such happy steps, Anais entered the hall and suddenly came to a stop.

“W-What is this?”

She had a momentary imagination that the monsters had caused a riot and killed all the spectators, because the floor and walls of the hall were entirely stained in red. Of course, amidst the pungent smell of freshly cut grass, she soon realized that it was tomatoes.

She was aware of the theatrical idiom related to tomatoes.

“Did the director ruin the show? Did the audience protest by throwing tomatoes?” She wondered.

While entertaining such ominous thoughts, Wonderstein walked out from the rehearsal room.

“Miss Anais, you’ve arrived.”

“Director… what happened here?”

Wonderstein spoke with a tired smile, explaining the events that occurred during the first performance of the day. It all started with the Lord Dosville appearing with thugs, and Wonderstein retaliating with tomatoes.

“Did Dosville create all this?”

The gift box in her hand was crushed. Flames flickered in her eyes. The audacious perpetrator, Lord Dosville, needed to be utterly destroyed.

Wonderstein calmed her with a composed voice, “Oh, no. In a way, he’s a victim.”

“What do you mean?”

Lweeni, the director of Pandora Magic Show, unexpectedly reignited the case that he thought had been concluded.

He had been tormented by nightmares since Dosville humiliated him. It infuriated him that someone ignorant about circus matters interfered with logic.

When Wonderstein bravely counterattacked, he was the first to applaud. Feeling the release of a decade-long frustration, he couldn’t stop there. Grabbing a tomato from the ratman, he threw it at Dosville, who was struggling to get up.

Dosville retaliated by throwing a tomato back, hitting Lweeni in the buttocks.

Indignant, Lweeni retorted, “Doesn’t the clause about wet spots include ‘moisture caused by the audience’?”

Originally a light-hearted warning mixed with a joke about the possibility of urination, Dosville shamelessly argued that everyone had the right to throw tomatoes, and no one could complain even if they got hit.

Sol, the head of the Mango Troupe sitting next to him, chimed in. He had a long-standing grudge against Dosville.

In this place, anyone had the right to throw tomatoes, and no one could complain, he proudly declared.

It was a mistake.

“Mr. Hopps, the director of Papal Circus, apparently couldn’t stand Sol wandering around here despite gaining fame and decided to confront him. So, when Sol said those words, Hopps threw a tomato at Sol. Sol counterattacked with a tomato, but it hit the wrong person…”

Wonderstein skipped the rest of the story.

Anais sighed. It was something she could guess.

The person who had already flipped a tomato was no longer fearful. The coins that had to be spent today were a mere formality. After getting hit once, even a fleeing spectator changed their attitude 180 degrees, enthusiastically buying tomatoes to throw with the intention of hitting someone else. They all danced joyfully until every inch of the hall was covered in red.

Wonderstein nodded excitedly, “All subsequent performances have been canceled. The cabaret staff rushed in and cleaned it up, but, hehe, it might affect the teams competing in the fourth week.”

“But this isn’t an income test through entrance fees. Even if the performance is stopped, focusing on business would be…”

To her words, Wonderstein gave a bitter smile.

“Meanwhile, Maya’s sketchbook got hit by a tomato.”

“A sketchbook…?”

“She was in charge of the core of our illustration outsourcing… no, portrait sales. Even though it’s a Madogu, perhaps because its essence is paper, it couldn’t exert its power after getting soaked.”

Wonderstein glanced in the direction of the practice room.

Maya was putting all her knowledge into restoring the sketchbook, but so far, there was no progress.

Anais spoke with a regretful expression, “With the profits so far, couldn’t we manage somehow? If tomatoes were sold at such a high price, the profit should have been substantial, right?”

“We had to refund all the cards that couldn’t be used due to the portrait work becoming impossible. With that, the loss equaled the profit from selling tomatoes. Haha, now all the members are gathered in front of the store, selling food and drinks, but it seems like the gap is not closing. In the end, we…”

Wonderstein started to say something but stopped.

Anais guessed what he wanted to say.

Defeat.

He was about to say that.

She was thinking the same thing just a few seconds ago.

But it wasn’t over yet.

There was still hope.

She clutched a gift box in her arms.


“I went to the tomato greenhouse this time because of the issues with pre-and post-processing.”

“Tomatoes?”

Wonderstein was puzzled by her unexpected words.

Tomatoes again.

What could be the meaning of a tomato greenhouse?

“Tomatoes were originally not crops on this continent.”

Most of the people living in the current Columbia continent were descendants of immigrants from old world.

They sought the New World to find the Holy Land and established a new society, but their lingering attachments and nostalgia for the land they left behind still deeply affected their consciousness.

That’s why the existence of Princess Charlotte was special.

She was the only royal among the immigrants.

Her ability to be crowned queen when the country was founded, even though she was of noble descent, was due to the symbolism of her lineage.

Tomatoes were something she brought from her homeland.

The widely cultivated tomatoes now grew on vines, but the first tomatoes she brought were from a tree.

Golden tomatoes.

The ancestor of all tomatoes.

The tomatoes people currently ate were derived from branches cut from a tree that Charlotte had planted in the ground.

“The only tree bearing tomatoes is preserved in the palace garden northwest of here, in the ‘Tomato Greenhouse.’ After the queen went missing, a sub-palace was set up there. It was a symbol of guarding one tree of tomatoes in place of the queen. Of course, the actual care of the tree is done by the gardener.”

She presented the gift box.

“I haven’t tasted it myself, but they say the golden tomatoes have a flavor that doesn’t seem to belong to this world. Only 30 fruits are produced from the tomato tree in a year. The queen sends it as a gift whenever an important diplomatic or political message is needed. People joke that it’s the queen’s greatest power. However, the queen doesn’t decide on all the fruits. The first fruit harvested belongs to the gardener who takes care of the tree.”


Anais opened the box.

Inside, a subtly golden tomato was wrapped in silk.

“Hehe, when I visited the sub-palace for pre-and post-processing issues this time, the gardener of the Tomato Greenhouse gave me this as a gift. He apologized as a craftsman for leaving the garden of a prestigious hotel untouched for political reasons. He said he wanted to apologize by giving me this. He also apologized to other guests who stayed at the hotel.”

Wonderstein now understood why she was telling him this.

She extended the box to him and said, “What if we put this up for sale as a product?”
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The monster circus, having lost its only source of income, struggled to generate profits after the morning.

The meager amount they did manage to earn came from the members of the three circus groups involved in the tomato fight, who, out of remorse, donated their remaining coins.

Yurakne’s encouragement not to lose hope, given the many who hadn’t spent their coins, felt empty.

Those still holding coins were merely waiting for the inevitable ‘final round.’

Since they could still buy things until the end, they delayed spending as much as possible in the faint hope that something might change.

The outcome was practically decided.

“Is this the end?”

Although Ella didn’t show it in front of the members, inside, she couldn’t help but feel a constant sense of disappointment.

After all the desperate efforts, she ended up failing.

Of course, losing this time didn’t mean the end of the competition.

They could take their turn again in two or three months for another test.

But could they win even if they tried again?

The theme of the test set by the 6 theaters had remained the same for two years.

In other words, the test they would face in two and a half months would be identical to the current one.

The only reason they could contend with other large circuses with a group of about 20 people was because of Maya’s magical tool, the Sketchbook.

When asked how to repair or obtain it again, Wonderstein shook his head.

“It’s a one-of-a-kind item. Repairing it would probably be difficult.”

Upon hearing this, everyone despaired.

On the other hand, Maya, the owner of the item, remained calm.

She showed only a slight reaction, like biting her lip or letting out a sigh.

It seemed like a very indifferent attitude to others.

As if she never had any attachment to the item in the first place.

But Ella knew better.

For Maya, it was an expression similar to choking back tears.

She looked towards the practice room.

Maya had been locked in there for several hours, struggling to restore the Sketchbook.

She had rushed to the alchemy guild, presented her academy student ID, and brought all sorts of elixirs to spray on the Sketchbook.

However, the Sketchbook showed no reaction whatsoever.

Each page was only covered in tomato juice like decals.

With each failed attempt, her complexion darkened.

Ella felt uneasy watching Maya being so shaken.

Maya, using telekinesis, skilfully deflected the barrage of tomatoes raining down on her on the stage.

Especially around Ela, not a single fragment was allowed to pass.

She was determined to strictly follow Wonderstein’s request.

Perhaps because of that.

Maya was negligent in defending herself. She didn’t see the blind tomato coming from behind and ended up being hit by the Sketchbook.

The thrower was just an ordinary audience member who happened to aim for Maya while enthusiastically aiming for the unpainted areas. Because her hair was a shade of blue.

As the Sketchbook got wet, the drawings inside melted away with various liquids of unknown colours, making sounds like moans and screams, seeping into the floor and disappearing.

And no matter what Maya looked at, the images no longer came to mind on the paper.

Even after losing the magical power, Wonderstein didn’t express anger towards Maya for losing the Sketchbook.

There were no words of reproach.

He consoled her with just one word, expressing his sympathy with a smile.

Maya couldn’t bear herself, feeling pathetic.

The sketchbook he gave her was no ordinary item.

If he was a magician, he would easily recognize the power of the sketchbook.

It was not a human-made object; it came from the world of Abyss, where the demons reside.

Stories about demons’ magical tools were widely spread in the world.

Like a lamp that appears when rubbed, granting wishes.

Or shoes that, when worn, make you dance until death if you’re a fairy.

Or a horyeong disease that sucks in and confines people.

One of the characteristics of demons’ magical tools was that they exhibited supernatural power without any magical or mechanical principles.

The sketchbook Wonderstein gave her was a perfect item for her.

Even without the inscription “Maya’s Sketchbook” in gold leaf on the front, she could tell.

He knew she liked drawing, understood the weaknesses of her magic, and obtained this tool for her.

What it conveyed was clear.

He obtained it from the demon for her sake.

It must not have been an easy opportunity.

However, he used it for the girl he had only seen for a few days.

She didn’t know what price he paid.

Considering his personality, he would casually say it was nothing special.

Why would he generously give it to himself like this?

She couldn’t understand.

Still, one thing was certain.

Now, she couldn’t consider anyone else as her mentor.

But he told her not to call him that.

At first, she didn’t know, but now she knew the reason.

He was a magician.

One who uses the power of demons.

Since he brought the magical tool, she vaguely guessed, but she became sure when she saw him using magic to change clothes.

The magic he used was unrelated to the rules that constitute this world.

There were no traces of magic power or changes in the natural order; it just manifested “casually.”

The power of the demon was evident.

The status of the invincible.

The power of magic.

Both were not welcome in the world.

Moreover, he was the director of the circus.

It took Veil Arno ten years to finally be accepted as an academy member.

The academic world was a rigid and conservative place.

Magicians were no different.


If she declared Wonderstein as her mentor and walked around with him, it was obvious she would be treated with contempt in the academic world.

He must have worried about that.

Worried that his disciple might be ignored wherever she went.

Maya felt grateful for his thoughts but also pitied him.

She had an idea of what kind of demon’s power he was using.

The probability of it being Kirku was high.

His ability suited his devotees’ playful nature.

By the way, Inspira who changes clothes…

How did he acquire such power?

She heard that Inspira gives appropriate abilities to those with outstanding circus skills…

The image that came to her mind at that moment was Vergsong’s self-composed music and his figure walking out of the bedroom.

Thinking about his appearance, he must have been involved with many women before.

No way…

“Crunch.”

At that moment, the door to the practice room opened, and the two people who had just appeared in her imagination entered.

It was Wonderstein and Anais.

He smiled at Maya, who was clutching her sketchbook tightly.

“Are you still at it, Maya?”

“…It’s my fault.”

Wonderstein found it surprising that she seemed to feel a greater sense of responsibility than he had expected.

Her personality in the game was indifferent, unfeeling, and blunt. She focused only on her own work without consideration for others.

To see her admitting her mistake was unexpected. Perhaps it was because she was still young.

There were many aspects in which she was more immature than her in-game persona.

Wonderstein couldn’t help but smile at her admirable side. Discovering unexpected human traits in characters he thought he knew everything about, like with Minova, was enjoyable.

“Maya, how about leaving that behind and going outside with us?”

“I have nothing to do outside.”

“Why not? This is a festival. You should enjoy it.”

“Enjoy what?”

He chuckled and showed her the box in his hand.

“Don’t you see? Our final trump card.”

30 minutes until the end of the competition.

People who had just watched the final performance of the Satbeyol Circus rushed to the concession stand.

It was time to spend all the remaining coins.

“Wonderstein’s side is finished now.”

“He said he can’t draw portraits anymore.”

“In business, you shouldn’t focus on just one item.”

“Let’s go. There’s nothing decent left in the concession stand.”

As people went to the lobby, they were greeted by an unexpected sight.

The concession stand in front of the Statbyeol Circus was empty, and the one in front of the Monster Circus was crowded with people.

Curious about what had happened, they asked those who had just come out.

And they learned that the “Golden Tomato” was offered as a prize in the card draw.

“Is it a scam?”

“Why is the Golden Tomato here?”

The Golden Tomato was a legendary fruit said to be tasted only by rulers of a nation, religious leaders, or the CEOs of major corporations. The news that such an item appeared at the concession stand was hard to believe.

“It’s guaranteed by Vergsong Merchant Union.”

“Vergsong? Oh, right. Vergsong was the sponsor of the Monster Circus!”

“Then it might be possible…”

People hurriedly ran towards the concession stand.

They worried that the cards might be sold out if they were late.

At that moment, someone among those coming out from Hall 2 shouted, “Wait! I have an objection!”

People’s attention turned to the corner.

There was Lord Dosville, diligently opening card packs.

“Why are you looking at me? He’s the one who shouted.”

Dosville Marquis pointed to a man who had just made the noise. He was one of the thugs who had caused trouble at the Monster Circus earlier.

He looked surprised when he saw Lord Dosvillle opening card packs.

“No, just regular cards again.”

Dosville Marquis threw the cards onto the table with a sigh.

People’s attention continued to focus on him.

The people felt a slight sense of victory that he had lost earlier.

“Even though Lord Dosville promised not to do this while we went to see the Satbyeol Circus side, why are you opening card packs on the Monster Circus side? You said, if the prize was set, it would be cheating…”

“Oh, those idiots again.”

Dosville rolled his eyes.

“Gifts are not cheating. It’s not cheating. It’s just excluding the value of the prize from the sales as agreed.”

“Anyway… does this mean the Monster Circus lost? The Golden Tomato is… quite expensive, isn’t it?”

The thug spoke in a somewhat softened tone.

Many people were in chaos, even though they had rushed to the concession stand after hearing about the Golden Tomato. The sudden doubt about whether they could really receive it lingered.


“If you set a prize, it’s not considered cheating. It’s not. According to the rules, we exclude the value of the prize from the sales.”

After Lord Dosville  finished explaining, people finally started moving with all their might.

The remaining time was 20 minutes.

Everyone started tearing open card packs as if they were crazy.

Even street thugs were mixed in with the crowd.
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Legend card, special card, rare card, common card.

Four types of cards, each assigned a score.

And until the closing time, the person who composed the deck with the highest score would be promised a prize.

There were some restrictions, though.

First, you couldn’t include the same type of legend card in the deck. For cards other than legend cards, you could only include up to two of the same type. The score was calculated by pairing matching cards, with three of a kind counting as a pair. Lastly, the deck had to be composed of 30 cards or fewer.

Of course, to win, you needed to fill all 30 cards, and this was a quantity that was difficult to collect alone. Even those who bought high-value tickets had already spent a lot of coins, making it challenging.

People exchanged their drawn cards with each other or joined forces to create decks.

“Wait! I have one legend card and one special card. Please fit them into the deck.”

“What cards are they?”

“The legend is a crimson-plated armor, and the special is a general’s dress uniform.”

“Sorry, but we already have the crimson-plated armor. Check with another team.”

“Wait! Did you say you have a general’s dress uniform? How about exchanging it with us? We have one general’s dress uniform on our side. We’ll give you one special card and one rare card from our side.”

As I hurriedly put on makeup, I heard voices from outside.

I didn’t expect to go on stage again today and had already removed my makeup, thinking there wouldn’t be another occasion for the clown.

After a week of repeating the makeup, I had become proficient enough to do it alone.

I laughed aloud while looking at myself in the mirror.

Now, the appearance and the laughter were familiar to me.

The only regret was that my long-time partner wasn’t by my side.

Ella was asleep on the table when I came out with a tomato.

She was the one who fell asleep on stage with a delicate posture.

Since she had been enduring with forced humour, so it was no wonder her energy was depleted.

I took the sleeping Ella and returned to the hotel.

She had nothing to do here anymore.

As I waited, it was already 7 PM.

The bell announcing the end of the third-week showdown at the Rose Windmill Cabaret rang.

The members, who had finished their makeup, were waiting for me in the practice room.

Yurakne, dressed as the Black Countess, looked at me and said, “There was a call from the hotel. Both of them arrived safely.”

“That’s a relief. Let’s do our best until the end. We don’t know the result, but let’s not neglect our acting.”

I took them to the lobby.

The audience had formed pairs, eagerly waiting for us.

On the other side of the snack bar, members of the Satbyeol Circus were looking at us.

They, too, seemed quite bewildered by the unexpected situation that had unfolded at the last minute.

Batel, Anais’s butler, was in our snack bar kitchen making cocktails.

He skillfully wielded a knife without showing any signs of tension, even under the gaze of hundreds of people.

With a sharp sound, the tomato split open, and golden juice spilled out.

After a few more swings of the knife, the tomato flesh was finely diced and fell into a glass bowl.

He mixed various liquors and herbs in it.

Finally, he divided it into three glasses.

The last touch was decorating it with pre-cut tomato pieces.

People looked at the three shining golden cocktails with greedy eyes.

One was for Anais, one was for me, and the remaining one was for the winner.

To avoid any impropriety in using the tomato received as a gift as a prize, we had prepared it in this form.

Among the crowd with greedy eyes fixed on the cocktails, Lord Dosville was also there.

He met my eyes and smirked.

Despite his initial intention to interfere, he soon closed his mouth and retreated without saying a word.

It seemed he had already guessed my intentions.

For now, he cooperated with us to get the prize, but if we failed, he would attack us again during the settlement tomorrow. He was a person who could overturn his own logic if necessary.

Anais, anticipating this, had been studying the rules of the final showdown hard.

There would be a heated debate, just like during the trial.

I had to believe in her now.

I finished a brief greeting and immediately proceeded to the drawing.

The first team to submit their deck scored 215 points.

As the first score was announced, half of the participants looked disappointed.

The deck they created did not reach that score.

With each opening of the decks, the highest score kept changing.

Later on, it reached up to 262 points.

The owners of that deck stepped forward with confidence.

However, before they could come to me, their place was taken by someone else.

“281 points!”

As I declared, the people who were stepping forward froze in their tracks.

The audience murmured, looking at each other.

Who owned that deck?

Since I was on the stage, I could easily identify who it was.

Lord Dosville walked out with a group of thugs behind him.

They hadn’t come purely to enjoy the performance in the first place.

So, they barely spent any coins, allowing them to draw many cards.

He smirked with a malicious smile, tilting his head.

“I wonder if I can join the two of you for the cocktail party?”

His eyes, gazing at the cocktails, were sharp.

It was a tomato that came out less than 30 times a year.

Arithmetically, having a glass of that cocktail was an impossible occurrence within a year.

The thought of tasting something rumoured made his eyes light up.

Just by drinking it, he would become a topic in the social circles again.

I couldn’t decide whether to be angry or happy about it.

If he got hold of it, I would have one less formidable enemy in tomorrow’s settlement.

But I wasn’t pleased that he, who had been tormenting us repeatedly, was taking possession of this precious item.

I looked around at the audience.

Everyone was looking at us with dismayed expressions.

It seemed like there wouldn’t be a score higher than this.


I opened the remaining envelopes one by one.

There were no updates to the scores.

Now, in front of me was the last envelope.

I opened it and pulled out the deck.

The first five cards were legendary cards.

100 points.

I scored it and moved on to the next five cards.

Another 100 points.

I was surprised and quickly flipped the cards.

The next five cards were also legendary cards!

Another 100 points!

With just that, it had already surpassed Dosville’s score.

The following cards were equally astonishing.

One legendary card and all the rest were pairs of rare cards.

I shouted the score.

“425 points!”

An overwhelming difference compared to the second place.

Astonishment was written on everyone’s faces.

Especially the expression on the Lord Dosville face was worth seeing.

I flipped the envelope to check the name of the submitter.

This is insane.

There was no laughing man among them; they had the same expression as everyone else.

***

Ella woke up and immediately sat up.

The blanket slid down.

She realized she was wearing pajamas.

‘What happened?’

She looked around.

The place she was lying down was her room in the hotel.

She didn’t know how she ended up here.

Wasn’t she in the middle of the competition?

And it was definitely towards the end.

Could it be that she fainted again?

Her heart pounded at the ominous thought.

The butler Batel, who was sitting on the sofa in the corner reading a book, greeted her as she looked confused.

“Are you awake, Madam Ringmaster?”

Ella looked at the old man who had become close to her over the past few days.

He had a talent for naturally comforting people with his expression and voice.

She felt her heartbeat calming down a bit.

“What’s going on, Mr. Batel? Why am I here? And what about the others?”

“The others have all gone to participate in the settlement.”

“Settlement? Wait, does that mean today is Sunday?”

Only now did she realize how bright it was outside.

The butler nodded.

“You’ve been asleep for 16 hours.”

She felt her pulse calming down a bit.

“I see. Batel, can you tell me what happened during the competition?”

However, the caretaker who had approached her suddenly gently pushed her shoulders upright.

“I was asked to make sure you don’t leave the bed under any circumstances.”

“Uh, by whom?”

“Director Wonderstein.”

Ella felt her body go limp.

Was it resignation or trust?

The moment she heard his name, a feeling of ‘Well, whatever’ came over her.

She sighed deeply and lay back on the bed as he pushed her back.

“Okay. What happened?”

Bartel calmly explained the events of the previous day.

The arrival of Anais and the golden tomato.

Up to the dramatic draw of the last reversal.

Despite her relief at having overcome the crisis, she felt something akin to defeat.

She didn’t want support from sponsors for the exam…

“So, what about the cocktail? Did the Lord Dosville win the prize?”

“No, he didn’t. Quite gracefully, he came in second place.”

The caretaker burst into laughter.

He had mentioned Lord Dosville a few times while they were together. He couldn’t like someone who spread rumors about Anais and engaged in behind-the-scenes manoeuvring.

Ella smirked.

She enjoyed seeing a person who threw tomatoes at her get a taste of his own medicine.

“Well, by now, there must be a tremendous commotion going on.”

“Haha, well…”

The caretaker smiled somewhat mysteriously.

Ella raised her eyebrows, trying to figure out what he meant, but at that moment, they heard the sound of carriages coming in from outside.

The caretaker smiled and stood up.

“It seems that the party has returned. Well, whether it’s a celebration or consolation, I don’t know, but I’ll go prepare a small party.”

“I’ll help too.”

She grabbed the edge of the bed to get up, but the caretaker gently pushed her back down.

“The director told you to rest.”

“I’m really okay!”

Despite her words, the caretaker smiled and said, “What happened when you disobeyed the doctor’s advice and went on stage?”

“Uh, it was fatal.”

She remembered collapsing on stage yesterday, and a sense of defeat similar to that moment washed over her.

The old man covered her up to her neck with the blanket and left the room.

After the caretaker left, it didn’t take long for the sound of people coming up to be heard.

Ella leaned toward the door, listening to the lively voices of the members passing through the corridor.

They seemed excited, whether it was because they had shaken off the pressure of the exam, or because of the joy of victory, it was hard to tell.

Amidst this, the door opened.

She felt a strange sense of relief when she saw the person entering the room.

Of course.

It was Wonderstein.

He was wearing his usual black suit with a black cape.

Even though it had only been a few days, she felt a twinge of regret at not being able to see the playful side of him again.

Would she never see that appearance again?

While others were in an uproar about his eccentricity, she felt a sense of comfort in that appearance.

“Did you sleep well?”

“Yeah.”

Wonderstein took off his hat and hung it on the hanger.

“The other members are removing their makeup, so I came.”

“They went with makeup on?”

“It seems that the monster members are afraid that standing on stage with ordinary faces, which would kill the impression. Was it an excessive worry?”

“No, no. You did well.”

She smiled quietly under the blanket.

“You seem more like a director now.”

“Oh, really?”

They talked for a while about the events of the past week.

They didn’t mention the results of the contest at all.

As they chatted, when Wonderstein’s laughter subsided, Ella brought up the conversation she had wanted to have.

“I heard the story about yesterday from Grandpa Bartel.”

“Is that so?”

After taking a deep breath, Ella spoke.


“How did the settlement go?”

Wonderstein looked at her for a moment before opening his mouth.

“The organizers discussed the results”

He gave a smile that was hard to read emotionally.

“The profits from the golden tomato have been treated as if they never existed.”



 
  
    Chapter 96: Test of the Rose Windmill Cabaret (End)


“It’s over.”

Ella tightly closed her eyes.

A deep sense of disappointment washed over her as the efforts of the past two months seemed to have been in vain.

However, simultaneously, a strange sense of relief lingered in a corner of her heart.

She couldn’t confidently identify its nature.

But in a fleeting moment, she recalled a play she had seen when she was young.

During the closing remarks on stage, a nobleman suddenly barged in, pushing aside the male lead and shaking hands with the female lead before the audience.

The male lead, who seemed the most courageous and splendid man in the world, couldn’t respond and was pushed aside. The female lead, who appeared destined for the male lead, submitted to the nobleman.

Later, as she grew older, she learned that such incidents were common in the performance industry.

However, it was a scene that had shocked the young Ella, who saw the world on stage as independent.

“At least I didn’t lose my place.”

She said, being careful not to let her lips curl up.

“Didn’t your lawyer defend you?” she asked.

Wonderstein raised his head in response to her question.

“The lawyer did not defend me.”

“What?”

Wonderstein smiled as he saw the doubt on Ella’s face.

“Mr. Bartel didn’t tell you everything, it seems. There was no need for a defence.”

The golden tomato lottery that took place last night.

The person who scored the highest was none other than Minova, the leader of the Satbeyol Circus.

“Can’t we use the coins we earned? So we spent most of today’s earned coins on purchasing cards.”

With his declaration, everyone in the hall was astonished.

Wonderstein remained outwardly calm, but internally, he was equally baffled.

Technically, there was nothing wrong with his statement according to the rules.

They could buy items from each other’s stalls.

In fact, Minova’s daughter, Ruelle, drew a portrait with Womon and bought a massage stick from the Satbyeol side, helping the members relax.

Of course, it was permitted with the intention of selling attractive items that even competitors would buy.

Pouring all the earned coins into buying goods and sweeping them away was something the organizers couldn’t have imagined.

He even revealed that, during the audience’s viewing of their performance, his staff collected cards.

People were angry at this absurd situation.

“Is this even reasonable?”

“While we were watching the performance, they pulled off such a trick behind our backs?”

“Do you have no dignity, you idiot!”

In response to people’s complaints, Minova scoffed and shouted.

“Who cares if we lose a few coins in the end! Oh, if you have complaints, come forward and tell me directly!”

In the face of Minova’s shameless reply, people were left speechless.

Few dared to confront a man with shoulders wider than 30cm on each side.

Even Lord Dosville, who was confident in his bluffing, bit his tongue and stepped back.

Minova continued to shout a few more times, puffing up his muscles to dismiss people’s complaints.

While his rude and arrogant way of handling things was entertaining to watch, experiencing it first-hand was intolerable.

“There are all kinds of people in this world.”

“Just as the rumors say. Just as the rumors say.”

“I heard he was arrogant, and he’s still nothing more than a thug!”

However, no matter how angry they were, the last word could not be spoken in front of him.

Especially in a situation where his daughter was watching.

Minova’s head suddenly turned.

“What did you just say?”

He lifted the man who had just spoken by the collar.

“Ah, the acrobat is attacking people!”

“Dad, stop it!”

“Manager, please restrain yourself!”

Ruelle and the subordinate members rushed in and barely managed to calm him down.

After everyone left, Minova looked at Wonderstein with a sullen expression.

“Sorry, it was unavoidable because of the sponsor’s command. They wanted to have this even if we lose.”

The sponsor.

Only then did Wonderstein understand why Minova went to such lengths to get the cocktail.

“Why provoke fights among people?”

Wonderstein realized that the sudden change in his demeanor was an act when he saw Minova scratching his head awkwardly.

“Well, the sponsor asked me to keep a low profile and not let any gossip spread in his name. Haha, I just played the villain role, taking the beatings instead.”

This was something he used to do often during his days of surviving by fighting and getting paid in return.

After resolving a situation through a brawl, well-dressed individuals would appear, picking up the spoils as he received money in return.

“Don’t worry too much. My reputation isn’t that great anyway. And this circus troupe is set to disband after the tournament.”

He said it, but he didn’t seem too pleased. After all, he had embarked on a new life, and repeating similar actions to his past didn’t leave him feeling refreshed.

That was the drawback of a planned circus troupe. When selling goods, he had to follow the sponsor’s instructions, and even now, at a crucial moment in the match, he had to abandon the possibility of victory due to the sponsor’s greed.

“Is it okay to win like this?”

“Why? Because the sponsor has more power?”

“Exactly.”

Minova burst into laughter.

“Hahaha, so if we won because some gambling thugs caused a commotion, would I have felt proud?”

Wonderstein fell silent; he hadn’t thought of it that way.

“You won this match. I vouch for that as your opponent.”

He patted Wonderstein on the shoulder.

“Oh, then the bet…”

“The bet?”

“The one we made before the match. Since Minova lost, it means she acknowledges that our Ella is better than Ruelle, right?”

Minova’s expression turned fierce at his playful remark.

“This guy? Don’t make me laugh! Hey, take the cocktail! I’m demanding a refund!”

“Even though it’s a 1-lotties?”

With the events unfolding, Anais didn’t feel the need to argue about the golden tomato.


With their final earnings reduced to zero, Satbyeol had also spent most of the coins that day to follow the sponsor’s orders.

In the settlement, victory was confirmed to the Monster Circus.

Wonderstein took out a gem from his pocket.

It emitted a red light slightly larger than a coin.

“It’s a star.”

Ella accepted the offered gem and observed it closely.

It was shaped like a rose with layers of petals.

There was also a badge clip attached to it, making it wearable.

Ella sat quietly, gently fiddling with the star.

You need to collect seven of these to ascend to the Wonder Stage.

After a moment of silence, she spoke.

“In the end, whether here or there, we all ended up being manipulated by the sponsors.”

Ella threw the star she held into the air and caught it again.

“I understand why others distanced themselves from this free performance. It feels like dancing bears in a money game played by merchants. The efforts to improve the quality of the performance are neglected.”

“Neglected?”

“Like Maya’s illusion.”

Wonderstein nodded, understanding her words. Maya spent a significant amount of magic power on printing the drawings.

So, in this performance, it was inevitable to simplify the illusion element significantly.

As she said, the quality of the performance suffered due to external factors.

Free to Play, Pay to Win.

Many games he enjoyed in real life followed this pattern.

Offering free play, emphasizing limited items and gacha draws to make money, all the while neglecting the actual development of the game.

The theme presented at the Rose Windmill Circus inevitably lowered the quality of the performance.

Since the entrance fee was free, no matter how hard they tried in the performance, it wouldn’t translate into profits.

There were already signs of this in the second-week match.

Papal Circus, with sincere acrobatics, lost to Mango Troupe, which focused on repetitive and addictive logo songs geared towards product sales.

The image of Bouvalle, who always emphasized the importance of money, came to mind.

Having managed a cabaret for a long time, he couldn’t have been unaware of such a situation.

Without a doubt, he had intended for this situation from the beginning.

“It’s not like what Bouvalle said is entirely wrong. Success is important. Our stages, props, equipment, and labour costs all come from money. But that’s not everything.”

“I agree.”

Although the theme of the competition forced him to borrow the business practices of game developers, his true favourite games were not like that.

He preferred games like the Tril Trilo series, filled with collection and exploration elements, offering high freedom.

“Alright. We’ve got the badge now. Shall we research for the next test?”

Ella reached for her notes, but Wonderstein blocked her hand.

She glared at him, lips pursed.

“Oh, come on. Reading a book is okay.”

“It’s not that…”

At that moment, her room’s door opened, and someone peeked in.

It was Yurakne.

She glanced at the two, then grinned.

“Oh, Director, Ella hasn’t changed into her clothes yet?”

“We’re just having a chat. We’ll be down in a moment.”

Wonderstein placed Ella’s notes on the table.

“We should have a celebration party for passing the test.”

“Oh, right. That’s true.”

Ella hurriedly changed into the clothes she had taken to the tailor for alterations. The dress that had been sent for repairs returned looking as good as new. She changed from her nightwear into a blouse and skirt, wearing the performance costume over it. She also put on a hat.

Naturally, the dove entered her hat like it was her home, and the mouse perched on her shoulder.

Ella came out of the room, and Wonderstein extended a piece of jewellery toward her.

“This.”

“Oh, the star?”

After a brief pause, Wonderstein smiled and said, “Ella, take it.”

“What?”

“Ella Yang deserves to have it.”

“But you’re the Director…”

“Just take it.”

At his firm words, Ella seized the jewel with determination.

“All right. No objections?”

She hesitated on where to attach it for a moment, then clipped it onto the collar of her performance costume.

Even amid her red performance costume, the sparkling red jewel shone brightly.

The two walked together to the dining hall.

No words were exchanged.

But perhaps due to spending several days on stage together, the companionship felt much more comfortable than before for Ella.

Then, suddenly, she had one question.

It was a question she had carried with her from before.

“By the way, why are you so determined to reach the finals of the Circus Grand Prix?”

“Hoho, because what I want is there.”

“What do you want? Can’t you just take it with your own strength?”

“Yes. That’s right.”

“Is it something so valuable?”

In response to her question, he pointed to the badge on Ella’s chest.

“It’s something more valuable than that jewel.”

They arrived at the entrance of the banquet hall.

The other members were already there, and the place was buzzing with excitement.

Before entering, he gave his final words of advice.

“We’ll leave for the next city only after Ella Yang’s body has fully recovered. So, don’t push yourself too hard and focus on recovering.”

Ella tried to say she was fine, but she stopped.

It would be excessively shameless for someone who had already collapsed twice to boast about being perfectly fine.


Yeah. From now on, she shouldn’t cause trouble like this.

She will work harder to become stronger.

No matter what happens, she won’t be pushed off the stage.

The door to the banquet hall opened.

Cheers and laughter from the members welcoming her filled the air.



 
  
    Chapter 97: Pursuers Behind


Sebjeong’s reign faced an unexpected political crisis just one year after her coronation.

It all began with a letter he held in his hands.

It wasn’t a petition for independence from some province, a claim of someone declaring themselves queen, or even a eulogy containing slander against the monarch herself.

It was Gascon Halidon’s resignation letter, the greenhouse gardener.

Some might question why the retirement of a mere gardener would lead to a political crisis. Although he served as the gardener at the monarch’s residence, his tasks were no different from those of gardeners elsewhere. His work primarily involved tending to flowers and trimming trees.

However, his presence had a significant impact on the agricultural production at the monarch’s residence.

The only agricultural product coming from here was the golden tomato, referred to as the Queen’s Gracious Gift.

In the days when the queen personally cared for the tomato trees, they yielded over a hundred golden tomatoes each year. However, since her disappearance, the tomato production had been steadily declining.

The tomato trees withered away like a dog waiting for its absent owner. Despite the efforts of gardeners from across the country gathering and consulting, they couldn’t restore the tomato production.

After thirty years of disappearance, the harvest had dwindled to less than ten.

The political status of the ruling Sebjeong family, who took it upon themselves to manage the tomato greenhouse, also plummeted accordingly.

Then, thirty years ago, Gascon Halidon, a genius gardener, appeared and restored the harvest to thirty.

There was no fixed method to how he cultivated the tomato trees. Sometimes he played the piano to serenade them, other times he carefully wiped the branches with a warm cloth, and occasionally, he even used dragon dung as fertilizer.

When asked about his methods, Gascon would reply with cryptic words, “Listen to the sound the tree makes.”

For thirty years, the tomato trees consistently produced golden tomatoes.

However, now he suddenly expressed his desire to retire, and as the new monarch, Sebjeong couldn’t help but see it as a political crisis.

That’s why he cancelled his afternoon schedule and urgently arranged a meeting with the gardener.

“Sir, how can you leave so suddenly?”

Sebjeong used the term of address he used in his childhood, trying to appeal to him emotionally.

He had always tried to maintain authority since ascending to Charlotia’s position. So, the fact that he was pleading with an old man like a child indicated the significance of this matter.

But even the persuasion from Sebjeong , the most powerful figure in Charlotia, couldn’t change the old man’s decision.

“I am aware of my limitations and intend to step down.”

“Sir, what makes you think you’re lacking? Mr. Halidon, you are the world’s greatest gardener, aren’t you? Please be honest. Is it because of insufficient pay?”

Gascon slowly raised his head.

“Please think of it as for the sake of the future.”

“The future?”

“Yes. I will bring in someone who can succeed me, or rather, someone more exceptional than me.”

“Is there really someone like that?”

Sebjeong asked with a softened voice.

If he was looking for a successor, that would be good news.

But whether it was possible remained uncertain.

He had tried to find a successor several times before, but none of the candidates caught his eye.

“There is. Without a doubt.”

With Sebjeong additional assurances, Gascon was finally able to leave.

Leaving the Sebjeong residence, he carried a travel bag and boarded a carriage.

Looking at the distant sky, he murmured.

“There’s no one else but him.”

Gascon Halidon.

At the age of 68, he left his position as the gardener of the tomato greenhouse, setting out on a journey to bring back the young apprentice he had marked.

***

The elderly priest, Tisianne, of the Luz Church looked at the guest sitting in the sanctuary with displeasure in her eyes.

The Church of the Holy Spirit had the duty to protect guests at all times, known as the Sanctuary.

In the past, when the church’s authority was strong, even individuals accused of serious crimes like murder or robbery could find refuge here, immune to arrest by the police.

While the duty of the sanctuary still existed, there was no obligation for the priest to be fond of someone who went against her personal moral beliefs.

The priest could sense an unpleasant odor from the man sitting in front of her, a type of smell that others couldn’t detect. Once, who served as an inquisitor at the Tribunal of Heresy, only he could handle such odors.

She wrinkled her nose, detecting a strong presence of magic.

“It seems I’m not to your liking,” the man said.

The priest looked embarrassed at his words, but she couldn’t afford to be rude; after all, the guest before her was sent from above. She couldn’t act disrespectfully.

The man raised both arms to show he meant no harm. “I understand. You probably didn’t expect the leader of the team investigating the ‘Black Magician’ to be a magician himself.”

Before the opening of the Circus Grand Prix, notifications were sent to various churches, instructing them to send anyone with information on the Black Magician to the higher authorities. Rumor had it that a team from six nations had gathered to track down the Black Mage.

Tisianne learned of the incident in Dosville long after the trial case exploded in the cabaret. It seemed too far-fetched to be related to the Black Magician, especially considering the trial itself was exposed as a political scheme and the Black Magician’s name was mentioned only once at the very end.

Nevertheless, even the slightest piece of information seemed crucial, prompting the authorities to send someone to investigate. Unexpectedly, the leader of the team himself came, and the fact that he was a mage was beyond her imagination.

The priest submitted a brief report summarizing the incident, so the investigator requested more detailed information. However, since it happened two months ago and the priest didn’t delve into the details, she couldn’t provide much beyond what was covered in magazines and newspapers.

“I heard there was a police officer who investigated the case,” he said.

Upon his words, Tisianne recalled a young sergeant from the mounted police force, with whom she had been acquainted. It felt like a distant memory when they had dealt with acrobats causing a ruckus together, inserting some order into them.

“Sabo, right? He was transferred to a remote area,” she replied.

“Well, is it possible to meet the leader of the circus troupe involved in the incident?”

“That won’t be possible. The Wonderstein Circus left Luz three days ago.”

Disappointed, the team leader put down the report. “What about investigative materials related to the case?”

“I heard you were coming yesterday, so I tried to retrieve them, but due to political issues, it seems they were simply discarded. Oh, wait. There is one person. He was involved as the accused in the case and might have read all the investigative materials.”

The team leader’s face brightened at the news. “Where is he?”

“It’s quite convenient. He’s currently a guest at the church.”

Tisianne led him to a small attic in the church, where the Lord Dosville, now reduced to a beggar’s appearance, awaited. As he woke up from his sleep, he instinctively sensed danger upon seeing the man in front of him.

In the past, he might have confidently confronted the questioning man, tearing into him to extract answers. However, after being harassed by creditors and utilizing the sanctuary to survive, he had become timid.

He answered the man’s questions honestly. Listening to his explanation, the team leader nodded.

Indeed, the incident was not worth their attention. It was merely a farce caused by the political schemes of nobles and the speculations of investigators.

The team leader regretfully thought he had wasted his time.

Nevertheless, he had come in anticipation of finding some clues related to the incident at the Circus Grand Prix. Disappointed, he stood up.

The old priest suggested he rest for the night, as it was getting late. However, he was not oblivious enough to mistake her well-intentioned words.

“No, I must leave now. I’m meeting with colleagues not far from here.”

Above all, it was ludicrous for the Apostle of Magic to be dependent on the church.

***

The Nevada desert north of Vegas.

In its entrance, there used to be a small town called Alamo in the past.

The reason for using the past tense was that it no longer existed in the present.

About a year ago, Alamo was wiped out in a sudden attack by demons.

Alamo was just an ordinary town where travelers passing through the wasteland would rest their weary necks.

There was one peculiar aspect to it.

Namely, there was a school that taught circus skills to orphaned children with nowhere else to go.


It was one of the places that sprang up hastily to address the shortage of circus performers after the Circus Grand Prix terror 17 years ago.

The children there also met their demise a few months ago in the same incident.

The appearance of demons meant that this area was loosely connected to the Abyss.

The survivors abandoned the town and moved elsewhere.

On the hill next to the town, there were erected hundreds of graves.

The surviving people roughly assembled them after salvaging the bodies.

They looked shabby, perhaps because they were made by tearing apart wooden boards.

A young man stood there.

In his early twenties, he had a tall stature and brown curly hair.

He gently caressed each grave with eyes filled with sorrow.

Not a single child had no memories, and there was no child left without a lasting impression.

He sighed and looked up at the sky.

“Is it really true?”

His question was met by a small freckled boy standing a bit away from him. He understood the meaning behind the young man’s question, devoid of a subject or object.

“Really. I’ve said it many times.”

“It’s just hard to believe.”

“Damn, it’s hard for us to believe too! Could it be… Ella, my sister…”

The boy swallowed the impending tears and turned his head.

The young man approached and tapped his back.

“Sorry. I asked a pointless question again.”

“No, it’s… We find it hard to believe too.”

Watching the boy shedding tears, the young man wore a bitter expression.

The young man and Ella were like family, having spent their childhood together.

They often competed for the top two ranks in school.

Ella, as he knew her, was an amazing girl with endless talent for acrobatics.

She was tougher than anyone, yet bright and affectionate.

That she summoned demons and killed everyone in the town, including school friends, was unthinkable.

Even if he heard the same story from all the surviving kids, he wouldn’t have believed it without seeing the pictures.

“Captain!”

A girl in her late teens ran towards him from below the hill.

In her hand, she held a magazine.

The young man looked at the pictures on the page she was offering.

Although the photos of this era were not clear and sharp, there was no difficulty in recognizing the faces of people he already knew.

Among them, a girl in circus attire in one photo caught his eye.

It was undoubtedly someone he knew.

“Ella.”

Just a moment ago, the young man’s heart was in turmoil.

He was far away when the incident occurred, so he couldn’t feel the reality even after hearing the explanation from the surviving kids.

But looking at her expression in the photo, he felt something surging within him.

She was smiling brightly.

Having observed her for many years, he could see through her acting.

That wasn’t acting.

She was genuinely laughing happily.

Even after the deaths of friends here.

And the sorrow of the survivors.

She seemed like someone who didn’t know anything.

The young man regarded her as a completely unfamiliar person.

What are you doing there?

Friends have died.

The master has fallen.

Why are you laughing there?

Huh?

“What are we going to do?”

In response to the girl’s question, the young man folded the magazine and looked up.

“Did you tell the master?”

“No, he will surely stop me.”

Since that incident, the master had been lying in the Vegas hospital.

Not only physically injured, but also deeply wounded in his heart for not being able to prevent the deaths of his disciples in front of his eyes.

He told the children not to care about this matter at all.

He told them not to talk to anyone about it. It would be dangerous for everyone.

He offered to help them find a place in another circus and advised them to forget and live quietly.

Some of the surviving children left like that.

But there were children who couldn’t forget.

Including five students, including the young man.

“We were all family. The world may easily forget orphans like us, but we must not forget. Future, career, and all that don’t matter. I will seek revenge.”

The girl said so and looked at the young man with suspicious eyes.

It seemed that she was bothered by the fact that he had been indecisive and wavering until now.

“But can the captain do it? The captain liked Ella.”

At her words, the young man blushed slightly.

“That’s not for you to say.”

“…About half of the school kids liked Ella.”

A big boy came up from below the hill, carrying a pile of baggage on his back.

And on top of that baggage, a girl in clown attire held a dagger and stared at the young man with a lively glint in her eyes.

“Why hesitate? Liked her? What does that matter? That girl is a traitor! Let’s kill her! Let’s kill Ella!”

“Yeah.”

The young man nodded.

He looked at the children gathered here and spoke.

“It’s better to leave now if you’re leaving. I’ve never seen the devil you’re talking about and I can’t guarantee survival against it.”

“Don’t worry.”

“We’re going together.”

“Our goal is the same! Devils or whatever, it doesn’t matter. We just need to kill that girl!”

“I will never back down either.”

The young man looked towards the distant north, clenching his fist.

The hesitant feelings were blown away by the wind.

He thought of the graves of his friends and Ella’s bright smiling face.

They overlapped.


And he swore to muster the nonexistent hatred.

Ella.

He would kill her.

And he would avenge his friends.

The five people harboring resentment towards one person set out on their journey.



 
  
    Chapter 98: Curse Plague (1)


After spending three weeks on vacation in Luz, we headed to the next city.

Our second destination was “Yeterinpuurk,” the northernmost city of the Kievan Empire among the six cities.

Unable to use an airship, we embarked on our journey by carriage.

Originally, we had planned to travel down the river and then take a boat across the sea. However, two problems prevented us from doing so.

The first problem was the lack of a boat willing to take us. Despite gaining some recognition and dispelling prejudices through the Cabaret performances, our fame was limited to those in the industry or familiar with the area around Luz. The sailors, being superstitious and conservative, still viewed the members with suspicion.

It would have been great if we could secure the Emerald Silk, the Vergsong Merchant Union’s ship that I used before when coming to Luz. Unfortunately, the guild’s captain was too busy with their schedule, and traveling to distant places like Yeterinpuurk was not feasible.

Moreover, Anais was not around, making such a request even more challenging. She had left for Vegas due to the union’s business, parting ways with us during her time at the union.

The second reason we couldn’t take a boat was Maya.

Surprisingly, she was extremely prone to seasickness. Even the swaying of the carriage was unbearable for her, forcing her to lie inside throughout the journey.

Her face, already quite pale, became even more ashen every time she got off the carriage to take a break. It was pitiful to witness.

So, Yurakne accompanied her, driving the carriage and taking care of her.

I wondered if her strong pride would allow her to accept such help willingly, but fortunately, it seemed that they were getting along without any major issues.

Frequent stops for Maya to rest were essential. Luckily, the road to Kiev was well-maintained, and the members had developed a good working rhythm during the Cabaret performances. Despite the leisurely pace, we could cover more distance in a day than before.

Five days after leaving Luz, we reached the border area between Charlotia and Kiev.

While the members rested around the camp, I climbed a nearby hill.

To the west, the northern end of the Sierra Madre mountain range, known as the roof of the world, stretched like a screen. To the east, the Huz Sea, large enough for an entire country to fit inside, unfolded.

Seeing both the peaks of the mountains and the horizon at the same time was a breath-taking experience.

Standing on the hill, feeling the wind on my face, I savored the view.

As I wandered around, I heard the distant sound of bells announcing mealtime.

I descended to the open ground where the carriages were parked.

For lunch, we had a dish of steamed chicken, potatoes, and tomatoes that we bought in a village we passed by yesterday.

In the past, our meals during travel were simple, but with Yurakne as a sous-chef, our cooking options had significantly expanded.

“How is it? The potatoes! Are they cooked well?”

“Yeah, it’s delicious! Nicely cooked!”

Satisfied with Ella’s praise, the Ratman retreated with cheerful squeaks.

He, the guy called Lupa, the ratman who took over the kitchen at the snack bar, seemed to have developed quite an interest in cooking. Every meal, he stuck close to Yurakne, learning to cook.

Ratmen, originally, only ate what was left, wore only a piece of cloth around their waists, and slept crouched under the carriage.

But living in a hotel, an experience they had never had before, brought changes to their habits.

They ate neatly plated meals, wore clothes made by sneakily taking hotel towels, and even the towels that Womon thought were torn up while making roast chicken turned out to be the ones they had covered themselves with. Now, they slept on the floor with a simple mat spread out.

I smiled as I watched the ratmen eating chicken and potatoes from the bowls in a corner of the open field.

It seemed that the idea that they were inherently dirty and unhygienic was more of an environmental bias.

“But why can’t we take a flying ship? It would be more comfortable to fly over mountains or seas.”

Womon was a 10-year-old kid who had been living in the mountains with his mom until recently, so he was naturally curious about the world.

He used to ask questions to people around him whenever he saw something new.

Before, it was Ella who mostly answered those questions.

The other members were isolated from society, lacking basic knowledge. Ella, who knew a lot, used to provide answers.

But now, our circus’s only educated member had taken over that role.

“You can’t fly a ship to the west of the Sierra Madre. The auroras from the North Pole mess up the intricate magic circuits.”

“What are auroras?”

“The foundation rock of our world is a mineral with a strong magnetic field, and the… It’s the trim emitted by the Abyssal demons. They consume too many souls and belch out the remains into the void. Due to the curses of the ghosts entwined with the auroras, flying ships kept crashing, so they don’t operate flying ships.”

Ella interrupted Maya’s explanation.

Maya glanced at her and said, “Don’t interrupt. Especially with such an unreasonable explanation.”

“We all grew up knowing this. What does it matter if it’s the foundation rock or magnetic fields?”

“It’s a scientific fact.”

“Boring.”

Maya turned her head as if she didn’t want to mix words anymore.

Looking at Womon’s perplexed expression in the middle, Ella said, “If you go to Yeterinpuurk, you might see the auroras a few times. It’s like shimmering curtains in the sky.”

“Oh… so flying ships can only be used east of the mountain range because of that?”

“Yeah. The ghosts entwined with the auroras can’t surpass the blessings on the mountain range in Sierra Madre.”

Maya made a small clicking sound with her tongue, but Ella pretended not to hear.

I laughed as I watched the two of them.

Maya, who wasn’t originally the type to openly express annoyance, seemed to have become sharp-nerved, perhaps due to motion sickness.

After lunch, the members gathered and read an article in a magazine released a while ago.

Under the title ‘Opening New Horizons for the Monster Circus,’ there was a group photo with everyone, capturing the memories of that day.

Listening to Ella reading the article, vivid memories of that day came flooding back.

The overall evaluation was good.

It praised the script I wrote, the progress with Ella, and the makeup of the members.

However, three members received a ‘failure’ in acting.

In a way, it was only one person, but…

“These critics… Are they blind?”

“They say acting and acrobatics are all a mess?”

“Hmph.”

Hanssten, Dunnadol and Sevram expressed their dissatisfaction in loud voices, and Hanssten, the calmest of the triplets, frowned and spoke with a stern expression.

If the evaluation of the three is known to have brought down the average, there would be both anger and embarrassment among their colleagues.

While others were heard trying to console them, I continued reading my magazine.

There, evaluations of other circus troupes that had performed at the Rose Windmill Cabaret were also included.

Pandora Magic Show ★★

Composition A, Skill B, Acting B, Direction B, Personality B

: The skill of the escape master, Escape King Lweeni, lives up to its reputation. However, a decrease in acting due to insufficient stamina and inadequate development of the reversed elements. It seems challenging to reach three stars.

Silver Veil Circus ★★

Composition D, Skill A, Acting D, Direction S, Personality A

: One spectacular sight is excellent. However, dismal character depiction and a childish plot structure make the audience feel embarrassed.

Papal Circus ★

Composition C, Skill S, Acting C, Direction B, Personality C

: As expected from a graduate of Lecachef, the skill is outstanding. However, there are many shortcomings beyond that to call it top-notch.

Mango Troupe

Composition C, Skill C, Acting A, Direction D, Personality C

: The ambitious dream of a cabaret’s ace dancer. Did Maroine only teach dancing and nothing else? Lucky enough to earn stars in their own backyard, but it’s difficult to continue like this.

Satbyeol Circus


Composition B, Skill B, Acting B, Direction C, Personality D

: Decent acrobats on a decent stage, but the impression of miscellaneous items cannot be erased. Only thanks to the progress of the rooster Minovra, it seems worth watching.

Monster Circus

Composition A, Skill D, Acting D, Direction D, Personality S

: Elevated the monster circus, which was just a human exhibition, to a level where it could be tolerated as it is. The members’ acting relies heavily on makeup, and their skills are at an embarrassing level to be called acrobats. It’s recommended to use props rather than crude illusions.

“How is our evaluation in that magazine?” Yurakne asked, and I gave an awkward smile.

I couldn’t bring myself to read such harsh criticisms out loud.

Ella looked at my face and smirked, saying, “You don’t have anything good to say, do you? That place is full of complaints anyway.”

The two circus magazines, Wa and Ne, had distinct personalities.

Wa enjoyed detailed descriptions and technical aspects of performances, almost like telling a story to children. On the other hand, Ne provided brief comments, focusing on characteristic information for those well-versed in performances.

“But didn’t they say that Christian Guide is the one that awards us stars?”

To participate in the main round of the Circus Grand Prix, you needed seven stars.

Among them, six were awarded by the six major theaters, but three were substituted with star ratings from the Christian Guide.


In other words, even if you passed all the tests of the six major theaters, if you didn’t receive at least one star from the Christian Guide, you couldn’t advance to the main round.

“But our circus troupe doesn’t have any stars?”

Ella said with an annoyed expression, “I checked earlier. It’s not just us; Satbyeol and Mango didn’t get any stars either. Papal has one, and Silver Veil and Pandora should have around two. I knew it wasn’t easy to get stars from the Christian Guide, but I didn’t expect our evaluation to be this bad.”

“Hahaha, Pandora or Silver Veil with two stars? Amazing. How remarkable must a place be to get three stars?”

Among the 118 circus troupes participating in the Circus Grand Prix, half, like us, didn’t receive any stars. And only three places received three stars.



 
  
    Chapter 99: Curse Plague (2)


Ella unfolded a page of the magazine.

There was a special feature on circus troupes that received three stars, featuring colorful photos. The quality of the paper was much fancier than our page, and the images of the performers seemed vivid, as if they had been retouched with paint through the artist’s brush.

She summarized the contents of the article for us. The first was a place called the ‘Golden Carnival.’ It was the only planned circus troupe among those that received three stars. Unlike the casual image associated with planned circuses due to Satbyeol Circus, this place excelled in scale and support.

Managed by a professional executive with extensive experience in operating large theatres, they owned an airship for inter-city travel, and even had a specialized medical team for the health and safety of the members. The performers were renowned acrobats, standing out compared to other circus leaders.

I looked at the pictures in the magazine. A middle-aged man with oval glasses and a stylish mustacho was standing tall. The man at the pinnacle of the current circus industry, the magician ‘Lord Fantastic.’

He held an impressive four Inspiras, something that was considered nearly impossible for anyone else to achieve in a lifetime.

The pinnacle… I felt an inexplicable sense of competition.

The second three-star circus was ‘Lekachep 25.’ It consisted of graduates from the prestigious ‘Lekachep Circus School.’ Only one person could join each year, and that person was the top graduate of the year. Therefore, Lekachep 25 consisted of acrobats from the 1st to the 25th graduating class.

“However, the student known as the 26th top graduate this year reportedly declined the offer and returned to his hometown…”

Ella’s expression turned pale as she read the article. She was a graduate of a circus school from a small rural town. Being in a circus troupe composed entirely of top graduates from a prestigious school must have made her feel somewhat inferior.

The last of the three-star circuses was ‘Wheel Circus.’ It was the world’s oldest circus troupe, comprised of 4,000 members from the gypsy people, making it the largest in the world.

As Ella explained, some of them had appeared as supporters or enemies in TT1. However, learning about the history of the circus troupe they belonged to was a first for us.

The Golden Carnival, organized around the industry’s leader.

Lekachep 25, an elite group of graduates from a prestigious school.

Wheel Circus, the largest and oldest circus with gypsy members.

None of them seemed easy to deal with.

If we had faced them in a Cabaret Showdown, could we have won against them? Even against Satbyeol, we had a close match. Winning against them would have been nearly impossible.

I looked at Ella and forced a wry smile.

Three months ago, she confidently claimed that if she could fully digest the script I wrote, victory was possible.

“Can we win against those three?”

After reading the article and standing still in a daze, she glanced at me, corrected her expression seriously, and nodded.

“…Of course.”

She frowned for a moment in response to my question, then looked into the distance as if searching for memories.

“A few years ago, I saw a performance of Lekachep 25. Of course, back then, it was called Lekachep 22.”

“I see,”

“If I were to rate it based on that time… well, around 88%?”

88%.

It was the highest score she had ever given.

“Considering 22 members scored 88%, that’s about 4% per member. Now with 25 members, it would be 100%, right?”

In response to my words, Ella mumbled in a voice barely audible.

“Nonsense… where did you get that calculation?”

“Haha, well, with three more members, it must have progressed more than back then, right?”

“Well, maybe. Perhaps it’s even over 90% now… If the 26th member joined, it might have actually reached 100%…”

“What?”

Surprised, Ella tilted her head with a puzzled expression.

“Oh, no. It’s nothing… Anyway, the preliminary rounds end on May 31st, two years from now. We have to work harder.”

I nodded in response to her words.

Although the endpoint of the main quest seemed near, there was still a long way to go.

After finishing our lunch, we got back on the carriage.

The mountainous path stretched ahead, and the sun was setting faster than usual.

If we didn’t want to spend the night in the forest, we had to hurry along the road.

“Ringmaster!”

Just as the carriage was about to depart, Yurakne ran towards me, holding a familiar thermos in her arms.

The moment I saw it, I almost sighed.

That thermos was an item I had used frequently in the past three months.

And it was also an item I didn’t want to see again.

“I took the time to brew some tea earlier.”

She extended the thermos with a wide smile.

I couldn’t refuse.

“Why don’t you take a break…”

I said with genuine sympathy.

She looked at me with a knowing expression.

“You didn’t look for the carriage after we started the journey. Hehe, I know you did it for my sake.”

‘No, not really… I just really didn’t want to drink it again…’

The reason I no longer drank the tea was because I had completed the ‘Yurakne’s Sincerity’ quest, which rewarded me with a favourability of 15.

*Sub Quest – Yurakne’s Sincerity

: Yurakne becomes more earnest as you drink tea, gradually expressing deeper sincerity.

Conditions for completion

: Drink 1000 cups of tea brewed by Yurakne (with intervals of at least 1 hour).

Reward upon success

: [Yurakne’s Sincerity] increases by 0.1% per cup.

No penalty for failure

This was the quest that was added after reaching her favorability of 15.

Thanks to diligently drinking tea for three months, I was able to fulfill the 1000 cups requirement. As a result, I could raise the ‘Yurakne’s Sincerity’ trait to its maximum level.

Trait: Yurakne’s Sincerity

Applicable to: Tea brewed by Yurakne

Effect: When you drink the tea, the three basic attributes of Wonderstein increase by 100% for one hour.

Requirements: Yurakne’s favourability of 15

A doubling of the three basic attributes for an hour.

At first, I thought it was a great trait.

However, when I actually got into the preparations for the performance, the increased combat power was of no use.

What’s the point of becoming stronger and tougher?

My goal was to participate in the Circus Grand Prix, not world domination.

Driven by the gamer’s instinct to clear quests in front of me, I endured the agony of drinking tea, even though it was unbearable.

Looking at the completed quest window, I felt proud that I no longer needed to drink tea.

However, it seemed that Yurakne thought I was refraining from drinking tea, so she secretly prepared tea for me.

Unable to refuse her offer, I accepted the thermos she handed me, thinking about the 1000 cups of tea she had brewed for me. Smiling brightly, she assured me that she wouldn’t bother me with tea during our travels anymore.

With her cheerful voice still in my ears, I watched Yurakne walk away. I carefully placed the tea-filled bottle into my cloak pocket.

We rode along a winding hillside road with the sea on the right and mountains on the left.


***

When Maya opened her eyes, the sun had already completely disappeared beyond the mountains. The inside of the carriage was pitch dark, with only faint outlines of people discernible.

She heard the rhythmic breathing from across the seat—six stretched-out arms. It was Yurakne. Maya, feeling a queasy sensation in her chest, stood up.

Using her brief memory, she could vividly recreate a perfect three-dimensional space in her mind. Closing her eyes, however, didn’t help with motion sickness.

The swaying had stopped, but the queasiness remained. She opened the carriage door and stepped outside. It was dim, and the light from the carriage lantern barely illuminated the path.

Carefully avoiding the snoring horses, Maya walked towards the front. Wonderstein stood there, having just received torches and bundles from Sven and Bendict.

“Ah, Maya, are you awake?” Wonderstein smiled at her.

Maya returned a faint smile. To others, she might have looked less awake, her chubby face seemingly still drowsy, but…

While gazing at Wonderstein, she asked, “Where are you going?”

“To the village. I want to ask if we can use the clearing inside the village as a campsite.”

It wasn’t easy for members of the Monster Circus to enter villages. Especially in smaller villages and rural areas, outsiders were often treated with suspicion. Nomads like them were never allowed to enter, for fear they might turn into marauders at any moment.

The probability of Monster Circus members entering a village was even lower. The world was connected to the Abyss, the habitat of demons, and nobody knew when and where the dimensional barriers might be torn open, allowing demons to emerge.

The places where strong spiritual traces of humans lingered were less likely to be invaded. And the weaker and less spiritual a place was, the higher the chances of encountering demons.

The Night Forest was such a place.

Of course, it was all relative. Even in places with a high probability, the actual risk of encountering demons was very low. Most of the encounters were with creatures like wildcats, driven away by the mere presence of the Abyss.

The main reason for seeking a place near a village to sleep was to avoid bugs and dew, rather than fear of demons.

Maya had been constantly suffering from motion sickness during their travels. She hadn’t known that Wonderstein had been going through all this trouble every day to find a place to sleep.

Wonderstein had been going alone, probably because he wanted to avoid drawing attention. In Luz, she never got the impression that the members of the circus were shunned.

“Did you always go alone, Director?”

“Haha, Ella used to come with me, but today, for some reason, she didn’t even take a nap and collapsed just now. So, I had to go alone. Actually, I didn’t expect the sun to set so quickly. I underestimated the mountains.”

As he finished speaking, Maya said, “I’ll go with you.”


Wonderstein looked at her and smiled gently.

“You can rest inside the carriage.”

“No, I’ve slept enough. And… I don’t like carriages.”

“Well, I don’t mind, it keeps me from getting bored.”

Maya put on a thin coat and stepped out of the carriage. It was July, but being in the north and close to the mountains made the nights chilly. Together, Wonderstein and Maya walked towards the place where the light flickered and smoke rose.



 
  
    Chapter 100: Curse Plague (3)

The night road to the village was dark. Although the lights of the buildings in the distance were relatively bright, the shadows of the trees were cast heavily on the path. Wonderstein switched the lantern to his other hand, illuminating the ground beneath Maya’s feet. Thanks to his tissue resilience, akin to “plate armor,” he… 




 
  
    Chapter 101: Curse Plague (4)

Ismi Plateau was the name of the high coastal area sandwiched between the Sierra Madre Mountains and the Huz Sea. In the front yard, there were borders; in the mountains behind, there were dragons; neighboring the area were sturdy mountain people, and within the region, there were abundant undeveloped resources. It was a place with… 




 
  
    Chapter 102: Curse Plague(5)

The man who had been receiving treatment stumbled backward with a loud crash. “Aaargh!” With a terrified expression, he screamed at Wonderstein. He had just come out after consuming several harsh drinks. He had only mustered the courage to inflict a wound upon himself under the influence of alcohol, knowing that he wouldn’t be able… 




 
  
    Chapter 103: Curse Plague(6)

Maya had a cat named Wally when she was young. Wally was a Castew breed with a dense blue background and a pattern of red and white crossing each other. Wally was the only presence that could bring even a faint smile to her face, excluding her father. However, within a year of raising him,… 




 
  
    Chapter 104: Curse Plague (7)

The church was not far from the village hall. Beyond the buildings on the hill, a dome rose in a circular shape. It was said that patients in critical condition had gathered there. We couldn’t afford to delay even for a moment, so we hastened our steps. However, an unexpected obstacle blocked our path. “Oh,… 




 
  
    Chapter 105: Curse Plague(8)

Wonderstein moved slowly, each step sending a sharp pain coursing up his thigh from the injured leg making contact with the ground. Still, he managed to smile, thanks to the smiling man. Ivanenko, watching the limping figure, cautiously approached him. “Are you okay?” His tone had become exceedingly polite. The man, despite suffering such a… 




 
  
    Chapter 106: Curse Plague(9)

Her first impression in the game could be described as unfavourable. Appearing with an elaborate flower ornament on her head, she addressed the warriors, stating she could handle Wonderstein and the Dock Cult so they should leave. This demeanour was undoubtedly that of a haughty lady with a princess syndrome affected by the game. However,… 




 
  
    Chapter 107: Curse Plague(10)

Ella woke up about three hours after Wonderstein and Maya left the village. As she fumbled through the darkness, she discovered sticky traces around her eyes. It was the mark of teardrops. It seemed she had cried in her sleep. Ella sighed and wiped her face with a handkerchief. Crybaby Ella. Do you cry at… 




 
  
    Chapter 108: Curse Plague(11)

The healing ritual at the Church of Dvallchep unfolded in a somewhat bizarre manner. A man and a woman, both dressed as priests, competed with each other, exchanging glances as they loudly announced their respective records after treating a patient. “56th!” Several beams of light levitated in the air and pierced the infected areas of… 




 
  
    Chapter 109: Curse Plague(12)

If a traveler were to visit Dvallchep today, they might suspect that it’s the Christmas season. Throughout the streets, hymns echoed, and every house was adorned with red lanterns. Moreover, the sight of residents lined up in front of the cathedral resembled the scene of people waiting in line for communion at the church on… 




 
  
    Chapter 110: Curse Plague(13)

“Now, is it safe?” The girl almost fell asleep, feeling a sense of relief spreading through her body. What barely held her consciousness together was a chilling voice that came from beside her. “Wake up. It’s not over yet.” The girl, who was about to catch a cold, snapped her eyes open. Although the monsters… 




 
  
    Chapter 111: Curse Plague(14)

Perhaps the answer was there from the beginning, and I didn’t realize it. Why are the members treated as having a “unique characteristic” due to their innate bodies? If they were just ordinary humans born with a different appearance, Wonderstein’s bio-manipulation abilities should have worked on them. However, the system viewed their heterogeneous bodies as… 




 
  
    Chapter 112: Curse Plague(15)

The disintegration didn’t cause everything to disappear like erasing with an eraser. Only the core parts made of debulroots were destroyed. The structure, about a dozen meters in size, couldn’t withstand it, and the skeleton collapsed, with tightly connected muscles tearing apart, unable to overcome the limits of tensile strength. The material that composed its… 




 
  
    Chapter 113: Curse Plague(16)

Wonderstein and Maya had been gone for over 5 hours, but there was still no news about the two. Ella couldn’t hide her anxiety. Dinner time had long passed. It was clear that something was wrong with the two. Her anxiety reached its peak when the reconnaissance they attempted an hour ago failed. Dub and… 




 
  
    Chapter 114: Curse Plague(17)

Wonderstein summarized the achievements he gained from going down to the village this time. Due to absorbing the residual debulroot remaining in the guy while defeating the flesh lump, the status window was again burdened and unavailable. He calculated the remaining amount through mental arithmetic. The total debulroots had decreased compared to before entering the… 




 
  
    Chapter 115: Curse Plague(18)

The demon lurked near the Church, emitting a growling sound. He glared inside the building with eyes full of dissatisfaction. Until he discovered the humans gathered here, he was in a good mood. “Again, again… a monster! A monster has appeared!” “Ah, damn it! This cursed village!” The sensation of catching terrified humans and tearing… 




 
  
    Chapter 116: Curse Plague (19)

The orb soared through the surrounding air with fierce momentum, distorting the atmosphere. Strength, skill, timing. Everything went according to her calculations. “Kyuruk?” Zakanuba intensely twisted his body, confirming the size and trajectory of the approaching orb. The telekinetic orb failed to even graze it, hitting the building behind instead. Kugung. The building’s outer wall… 




 
  
    Chapter 117: Curse Plague(20)

The ground trembled. The storm swept through the open field. Dirt and rocks flew up and then settled back down. The circus members who were running towards Ella stood frozen in their tracks. The expressions on their faces were beyond words, filled with shock and despair. As if confirming the kill, the demon slammed its… 




 
  
    Chapter 118: Curse Plague(21)

The members began to tidy up the surroundings. They took out the intact luggage from the broken carriage and loaded it into another carriage. They also took care of the bodies of the residents who had fallen victim to the demons. Although they were willing to wield weapons against them, they felt uneasy about leaving… 




 
  
    Chapter 119: Curse Plague(22)

It was a demon who rushed at her as if to pounce on her, but when it actually came before her, its actions became cautious. It had already been teased by her several times. It wondered if this too might be a trap and remained vigilant. It sniffed around her fallen body. It didn’t seem… 




 
  
    Chapter 120: Curse Plague(23)

Endless descent towards infinite space. The emotions felt by the two demons as they tumbled through the dark sky were fear. It was similar to the feeling that humans facing the abyss would experience. Bayern, who unintentionally imparted a lesson in karma to the demonds, ceased using his abilities. No matter how much he was… 




 
  
    Chapter 121: Curse Plague(24)

Fluttering through the black curtains, the chill of the abyss swept in. It was a cold wind that froze the soul. A giant demon slowly emerged from there. The black cloth fluttering behind it resembled the shape of wings. The Reaper, Noua Zakanuba. He looked around at the people surrounding him. Those who met his… 




 
  
    Chapter 122: Curse Plague(25)

The claw sliced through half of the carriage in one fell swoop. Ella wrapped her head and bowed her body. It was the best she could do. Shards rained down over her head. But the expected onslaught from the demon did not come. She gently opened her eyes and looked up. Something was blocking the… 




 
  
    Chapter 123: Curse Plague(26)

Wonderstein extended his fist, leaving behind a trail of dozens of meters of deep marks in the ground. Dust rose thickly like smoke along the path. At the end of the trail, there stood a rocky mountain that hadn’t existed just moments before. It was where there had originally been a cliff along a hill… 




 
  
    Chapter 124: Curse Plague(27)


Two demons charged at each other again.

The reaper wrapped his body tightly, folding his fluttering wings, while Wonderstein discarded his cumbersome coat and hat, lightening his body.

The fight resumed.

Sharp friction and fierce explosions followed one after another.

The battle continued to unfold in favor of the reaper.

Wonderstein was busy dodging the demon’s attacks.

Given her keen eye for martial arts, Ella could recognize the desperate determination in his movements.

The words he had just uttered.

It was the first time he had poured out his inner thoughts.

The kindness and smiles towards the members.

Was it his genuine sincerity, not pretense?

Thanks to that, she had one more thing she wanted to ask him.

But at this rate, she would die before he could answer her question.

The reaper’s scythe had a wide attack range, but once he attacked, there was an opening.

Cleverly, the reaper placed the opening within the range of his next attack.

Because of this, Wonderstein couldn’t recklessly step into it.

She couldn’t understand him.

You… fool?

It’s a matter of life and death.

But what does a few memories matter…?

If he had used a strategy to stall until sunrise, she would have understood.

But he continued to attack as if he lacked time.

Watching the duel, she could understand why he rushed the fight.

At some point, his recovery speed noticeably slowed down.

His seemingly invincible strength also had a time limit.

She should have noticed from the fact that he didn’t use his specialty, body modification.

It was clear that he had poured all his resources into enhancing his current physical abilities.

Swoosh.

The reaper’s scythe swiftly slashed past his shoulder.

[Tissue Resiliance: 6.0->5.0］

He lost experience points again.

Wonderstein hesitated for a moment before quickly preparing for the next attack.

Ella sighed deeply in frustration.

What had just been taken from him?

Memories of preparing the script together?

Or memories of fighting against the Ghost together?

Memories of performing together on stage?

But… why ‘together’?

Ella blushed.

Unintentionally, she prioritized memories of being together with him.

There’s no way memories with her would be that prominent.

Logically, happy memories should be memories with a lover.

Didn’t he Vergsong’s memory?

Surely, the time when he shared love with her…

Lost in her absurd thoughts, Wonderstein leaped back into the scythe’s range again.

He aimed to seize the opportunity to attack the opponent.

Ella watched him with a frustrated gaze.

His attack and evasion techniques were perfect.

They could be straight from a textbook.

But because of momentary judgment and hesitation, he always missed opportunities.

Even now.

He had several chances, but he couldn’t seize them.

That stupid human.

Unable to bear it any longer, she stood up and shouted.

“What are you doing! You should have turned right there!”

But her voice came out much softer than she had thought.

Her frozen throat had not fully loosened yet.

Trying to shout a few more times, only the sound of her throat tearing could be heard.

Just as she prepared to speak, his voice reached her.

‘Ella?’

It sounded like he was speaking right next to her.

While looking around, Ella saw him still fighting far away.

‘What, what’s going on? How are you doing this?’

I’t’s another one of my magic tricks. Even if we’re far apart, I can convey sound as if I’m right next to you.’

‘What?’

‘Fortunately, that horned rabbit won’t hear. If you have something to say, go ahead.’

The ability he was currently using was a reward unlocked after the Rose Windmill Cabaret’s competition ended and the Circus’s reputation surpassed 150.

It was a new member management ability called ‘Sound Room’, following the ‘Dressing Room’.

Like the Dressing Room, this ability was useful for performances.

In the member management window, you could adjust the amplification and blocking of sounds for each target, amplifying the sounds of individual members, blocking out unwanted noise during performances, or delivering instructions to specific actors backstage.

Just like now, if Ella’s voice was blocked for other targets and the equalizer was adjusted to ‘conversation’ for Wonderstein alone, it would be like having a 1:1 voice chat telepathically.

‘It’s a fascinating magic. But how come I’m not hearing you talking?’

‘Uh… just because.’

Wonderstein blinked at the notification that popped up in front of him.

[“Achievement unlocked: ‘Can you hear me?’ quest completed.”]

The “Can you hear me?” quest was a device that the system used to inform him of the desires of the members.

Ella, unaware of it, continued to focus on him even as he fought.

Blushing slightly, she muttered in a low voice.

‘Just glancing around, all you do is keep getting hit.’


‘Just getting hit, huh? I’ve had a few hits too.’

‘Noisy. Trying to assert your pride. You haven’t landed a decisive blow yet. Do you even have any intention of winning?’

‘Of course, I do.’

‘Hmph. After work, you promised to answer my question. You’re not going to claim memory loss from getting hit, are you?’

‘That’s not it.’

‘Alright. From now on, move as I say. You don’t have much time to exert your strength.’

‘…How did you know?’

‘Hmph. You’re giving away that you’re in a hurry. Don’t you think the other side also knows? So let’s finish this quickly!’

‘Hehe, alright. Shall we see your skills? Give me your instructions.’

‘Leave it to me!’

The reaper nudged Wonderstein to the left with his scythe.

His opponent moved so easily in the direction he wanted.

Indeed, he was a human with excellent skills but poor foresight.

The reaper pushed the handle from the opposite side of the stabbed scythe, directing it in the same direction as the opponent moved.

That’s when his breathing changed.

Wonderstein, with agile movements he hadn’t shown before, immediately stepped to the left to dodge and lunged towards his opponent’s scythe.

As if he had read his opponent’s moves.

Thanks to that, the scythe, which was about to swing, was blocked from the handle.

‘Kik! W-What is this…?’

‘Now’s the time! One-two!’

Following Ella’s instructions, Wonderstein unleashed a barrage of left-right punches.

Knowing his opponent’s incredible strength, the reaper quickly bent his waist backward.

He was taken aback by the sudden attack, but he had a technique to deal with it.

His tongue…

Ella didn’t forget what it had caught earlier.

‘Don’t chase after his head! Strike his abdomen with your knee!’

Wonderstein acted according to her instructions.

Thud.

The reaper’s waist was broken.

He extended his tongue, only to have it bitten by teeth.

“Kkiik!”

Spitting out his severed tongue, the reaper rolled back a few times.

He looked at Wonderstein with suspicion.

‘What’s going on? It feels like someone else suddenly took over.’

‘You’ve become too predictable to play with. Let’s finish this.’

His provocation made the reaper grit his teeth.

However, regardless of his emotions, his response was calm.

He knew that there was a time constraint on Wonderstein’s power.

Rushing in head-on would only result in more losses for him.

So, he reverted to his initial strategy, calmly deflecting his attacks to buy time.

Of course, Ella didn’t stand idly by.

With unparalleled foresight and judgment never seen before, she constantly pushed him.

Thanks to Ella’s help, their duel reached an impasse.

A relentless exchange of blows ensued.

‘What should we do? He doesn’t fall for provocations either. At this rate, my stamina will run out first.’

‘I, I know…there isn’t enough time to injure him severely.’

At that moment, Wonderstein noticed Valentina waking up from unconsciousness.

She was standing, supporting a man who seemed to be her companion.

Both of them looked at Wonderstein, who was fighting the reaper, with faces of disbelief.

“Miss Valentina!”

“Did you call?”

She straightened up and looked at him with wide eyes.

Wonderstein chuckled at seeing her like that.

“Do you know any other way to defeat the reaper?”

At his question, Valentina stared at him for a moment, then shouted.

“The gate! Push him back into the abyssal veil! But more than that, just stall for time…”

“We don’t have time for that! Thank you!”

Wonderstein didn’t miss the reaper’s momentary confusion.

Her words seemed to be true.

‘Did you hear, Ella?’

‘Tell me honestly. How much power do you have left?’

‘Well, about 10 minutes?’

‘We’re cutting it close. Let’s do our best!’

The reaper had to keep retreating towards the gate, knowing what his opponent was aiming for.

Ella continued to force him with two options.

The reaper had to choose between suffering significant damage or retreating towards the gate he came from.

The reaper inevitably chose the latter option.

He didn’t have a compelling reason to kill his opponent. After all, this was just an outing he took for amusement, and there was nothing to regret about withdrawing at this point.

It would have been more problematic if he had chosen the former and ended up suffering fatal injuries, risking his life needlessly.

‘But retreating like this is too much of a blow to my pride. Let me take one more thing with me.’

The reaper turned the black cloth that had been protecting his body into the shape of wings once again.

And he had secretly prepared a technique using it.

He had decided in advance whom to use it against and at what timing.

‘Now’s the time! Charge!’

‘Understood!’

Now, the fluttering black curtain was positioned right behind Noua Zakanuba.

Wonderstein pushed him back with a storm-like assault.

The reaper had been waiting for this moment.

He swiftly released the black cloth hanging behind him like a long tail, flying towards his target like lightning.

Directly towards Valentina, who was supporting Bayern!

“Oops!”

Even Ella had not anticipated this move.

Because the cape attached to the reaper’s back had not been expected to deform to such an extent.

“Ah, Captain!”

“Valentina!”

In an instant, she, wrapped in the black cloth, was pulled towards Noua Zakanuba.

Bayern reached out to her, but couldn’t grasp her, and ended up collapsing to the ground, coughing up blood.

Wonderstein tried to rush forward to grab her, but the reaper extended his hand, restraining him.

“If you come any closer, I’ll jump into the gate.”

“Ugh, I-I’m sorry. I’ve, I’ve been caught.”

If he moved suddenly, Valentina would be in danger.

Wonderstein had no choice but to watch the reaper’s actions from afar.

The reaper dragged Valentina to a position where he could throw her into the gate with a single flick of his foot.

Then, he untied the black cloth and wrapped it around his weapon.

Ella realized what he was about to do.

It was the long-range snipe that he had prepared.

The reaper poured all his remaining energy from the black wings into his scythe.

Then he aimed it at Wonderstein, preparing to snipe.

“Please stand there quietly and take it. If you dodge, I’ll throw this woman into the gate.”

The reaper’s intentions were clear.

If Wonderstein took the hit and died or suffered a fatal injury, he would have achieved his goal of killing him, and if Wonderstein managed to block it, he would simply retreat into the Abyss.

‘What happens if you gets hit? Can you block it?’

‘I don’t know…’

Wonderstein had seen his Tissue Resilience drop from 6.0 to 5.0 earlier. Consequently, his boosted abilities had also decreased from 12.0 to 10.0. Could he block such an attack with his current defensive capabilities?

The reaper grinned, baring his teeth.

While a long-range snipe didn’t have the absolute severing power of a direct attack, if he focused all his strength into the snipe, it would have similar power.

Even if he couldn’t kill, he could definitely inflict a fatal injury.

He launched the prepared snipe at Wonderstein.

The black crescent attack silently cleaved through the air.

“Haha! Take this! If you dodge, this woman dies… Huh?”

The reaper looked down at his feet in surprise.

The woman was gone.

She had been taken away by someone who had been hiding near him.

Someone who had seized the opportunity to rescue her.

“Now’s the time!”

The person who lifted Valentina was none other than Knight Ivanenko.

After laying Maya on the bed and giving her a sedative to calm her down, he came here to join the fight.

However, seeing their confrontation, he judged it wasn’t a fight he should intervene in and quietly hid, only watching for the right moment to intervene.

But seeing Valentina in danger, he seized the chance and rescued her, unnoticed by the reaper.

“Haha! That guy…!”

Being pushed to his limits, the reaper hadn’t detected him.

The reaper reflexively tried to chase after them again.

But he couldn’t.

Taking advantage of the opportunity created by Ivanenko, Wonderstein dodged the snipe and immediately rushed towards the reaper.

“Well done, Knight Ivanenko!”

His fist approached the reaper’s eyes.

For the first time in his life, Noua Zakanuba screamed in terror.

“Kkieeek!”


Wonderstein smiled as he looked at him.

“Goodbye, reaper.”

His fist pierced through the reaper’s forehead.

Thunk. Squelch.

His skull shattered, and blood, flesh, and brain matter exploded like fireworks.
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The reaper’s body fell backward.

The black gate of the Abyss, fluttering behind him, gently enveloped his body.

Noua Zakanuba slowly sank towards the abyss like a corpse thrown into a swamp.

At the same time, the curse that the reaper had cast was lifted.

The members, who had been writhing on the ground in nightmares, gradually opened their eyes.

The doves and mice, frozen in their master’s embrace, also regained consciousness, coughing as they thawed.

The grass, which had been covered in frost, began to regain its original green color.

Ella, confirming that everyone was unharmed, looked back at Wonderstein.

He was still standing there, watching the disappearing reaper beyond the gate.

She made a complicated expression as she looked at his back.

Normally, she would have thought, ‘He must have saved us because we needed him!’ She would have dismissed his kindness and kindness as something he had carefully crafted.

But this time, she couldn’t do that.

She remembered a conversation they had when he confronted the reaper.

His words about not wanting to be robbed of the memories they had built over the past few months.

That was undoubtedly his sincerity.

Of course, he was still a person who hid more than he revealed.

His purpose in ascending to the main stage of the Grand Prix Circus, the reason for gathering the monster members, the relationship between the curse plague and him, why he massacred so many people – everything was shrouded in mystery.

Still, he seemed a little different from yesterday.

She smiled at him and said, “Thank you. You’ve worked hard too…”

It was a word she awkwardly uttered, trying to hide her embarrassment.

But Wonderstein stood still as if he hadn’t heard her words.

She pursed her lips, as if annoyed.

“Ignoring me?”

She murmured until he responded, but she couldn’t continue speaking as he suddenly bent forward.

The time of blessing brought by Yurakne’s Sincerity had ended.

Pain and fatigue overwhelmed his entire body.

He momentarily felt dizzy, almost on the verge of fainting, before barely regaining consciousness.

“Cough.”

With a cough, blood gushed out.

It was a dark red clot.

Although he had used Yurakne’s Sincerity over a thousand times before, this was the first time such a thing had happened.

It was due to the difference in how he had used his abilities.

Until now, even when drinking tea, he hadn’t done anything significant with his enhanced strength.

He had quitely waited for an hour before drinking the next cup.

But this time, he had pushed the enhanced strength to its limit.

He had believed in his toughness and accepted the shock as it was, and had also used up his regenerative power like flowing water.

Thus, all the accumulated stress on his body rushed to him at once when it was released.

Yurakne’s Sincerity was a buff that allowed him to exert the strength of 12.0 with a body of 6.0, not a temporary modification to turn his body into a 12.0.

“Cough, ugh… cough cough.”

If there were any debuffs left, he would have done a temporary modification.

But there was none left.

As the debuffs reached zero, the chat connected to Ella was also turned off.

“Hey, you?”

She called him cautiously, but her voice didn’t reach him.

It was then that she realized that the connection between him and her had been severed.

Ella looked around.

The other members were still struggling to recover, the Nun was busy checking on her colleague, and the knight had left to fetch medical supplies from the chruch.

There was no one else to take care of him now except her.

She ran towards him.

As she got closer to him, she could clearly see him lying on the ground, bleeding profusely.

“El… Ella?”

He looked at her barely, panting.

Ella’s complexion turned pale.

It was the first time she had seen him in such a weak state.

“Huhu… m-my body… is going haywire…”

His muscles, pushed beyond their limit by the excessive strength, were tearing apart like a bunch of threads twisted with scissors.

The rate at which his body was breaking was faster than his regenerative power could catch up with.

“Is… is this because you used that power?”

“Yes, huhu. I… overdid it… But then…”

He laughed as he looked at the object in her hand.

It was a dagger.

She was surprised and put it in her arms.

She didn’t realize she was still holding onto it, which she had taken out while confronting the reaper.

it was given to Ella by me.

“I, I can’t believe this!”

“Grr, hehe, I thought you were going to kill me…. hehe, as you can see, it’s a perfect opportunity, isn’t it…?”

At his words, Ella shot him a glare.

How this demon viewed people.

She cried out in frustration.

“Shut up! I told you I have a lot to ask you! I can’t kill you before that!”

“Hoho, is that so…? cough heh….”

She noticed that he struggled to speak or even breathe because of the blood stuck in his mouth.

So she supported his body and helped him spit out what was in his mouth.

After vomiting blood and bits of organs several times, he seemed relieved.

“I’m feeling a bit better now…”

“Sorry, but I don’t know what else to do.”

His body was thrashing about uncontrollably.

His skin tore apart on its own, blood gushing out, muscles twisting and breaking bones in between.

Even a skilled doctor would not know what to do in such cases.


“The convulsions will subside soon. The problem is the bleeding…”

That’s when it happened.

From the entrance of the village, Ivanenko rushed in carrying something in his arms.

“Is everyone alright? I’ve brought bandages, ointments, emergency potions, healing herbs, and more! Anyone in urgent need…”

“Just wait a moment. I’ll get what’s needed.”

She carefully laid him down on the ground and stood up.

A brief smile passed between them, reassuring each other.

Their images reflected in the crimson eyes of the demon.

A black gate of the abyss wavering in the darkness.

Most had merged with the darkness, but one gate still fluttered.

The demon glanced outside through that remaining gap.

Most of his body was destroyed, but he remained conscious.

Thanks to immediately channeling his body through the abyssal gateway upon being hit, he miraculously avoided death.

The black energies enveloping his body aided in his recovery.

He looked at Wonderstein writhing on the ground.

As predicted, his power had a time limit.

It was a pity.

If he had held on a little longer, he might have won.

The remaining strength of the demon was barely enough to move one arm.

It was the arm holding the scythe.

He gazed at the closing gap, his last chance.

If he could strike through that gap…

Ella noticed the people focusing their attention behind her.

“Huh?”

Turning around, Ella spotted what was emerging through the gate.

A blade of pitch-black color that seemed to absorb light.

It was the demon’s scythe.

“Watch out!”

Before Ella could shout, Wonderstein also noticed it and tried to move his body.

If he rolled just once to the side…

Then, the demon flashed his last remaining eye.

Wherever his breath or gaze reached, it imposed a freezing curse.

“Ugh!”

Wonderstein’s body stiffened against the ground.

The demon’s scythe struck down upon him.

***

The old priest of the Dvallchep Church opened his eyes the next day at dawn.

He sighed, remembering the incident of losing consciousness.

It was embarrassing.

To faint after treating just 20 people.

Even though he used to be the assistant bishop of the diocese.

Today, he resolved to treat at least 30, no, 40 people.

Thinking of the residents who were waiting for him anxiously, he steeled himself and opened the door to go out.

However, as he entered the church, he could only stop in his tracks.

There was no one waiting for him there.

Only one person.

The old janitor was sweeping the floor with a broom.

“Wh-what’s this?”

“Father!”

The janitor looked at him with a delighted expression, almost excessively so.

Tears welled up in the priest’s eyes as he knelt before him, bowing his head.

“Oh, Father!”

“Why, why are you like this? Huh? What happened? Where are all the patients?”

“W-well, you see…”

At that moment, the door to the kitchen of the church opened with a creak.

A nun with pink hair poked her head out and shouted.

“Mr. Janitor! Please go wake up the priest now… huh? Father, are you awake? That’s good! Let’s have a meal together!”

“A m-meal? Wait, who are you? What’s going on here?”

“We’ll explain everything during the meal! Come quickly!”

Perplexed, the old priest had no choice but to follow her into the dining hall.

Their companions in the kitchen brought out food.

There was a timid-looking man with a hesitant gaze.

As they ate, they briefly recounted what had happened the day before.

The patients infected by the cursed plague turning into monsters, the attack of the demonic horde, even the appearance of Reaper.

The priest’s complexion grew paler as he listened, almost as if he would faint.

“So, then, most of the villagers…”

“Not most, but all… of them.”

“All? Weren’t there any villagers left in the church?”

“Uh… one of the attacks by Zakanuba hit the church roof…”

At that moment, the janitor beside them burst into tears.

“Everyone except me was underneath it and got crushed to death!”

“Ah…”

The priest sighed, leaning back in his chair.

He closed his eyes for a moment and said a prayer for the souls of the deceased.

“I suppose it’s difficult to stay sane. Listen, could you go to the church basement and fetch some cheese and wine.”

After dismissing the janitor from the dining hall, the priest glanced at the two remaining people before speaking.

“Are you the Black Magician Search Party?”

“How did you know?”

“A team of exorcists capable of confronting high-ranking demons like Zakanuba, with both a mage and a nun, there’s only one I know of. Despite appearances, I used to be the assistant bishop of the diocese. I keep tabs on that kind of news. Yes, you must be here because of the information I recently disseminated.”

The information he disseminated was about a doctor in the village.

He had arrived in the village about ten years ago.

Although skilled, he didn’t disclose much about his background.

Then, not long ago, news came of the Grand Circus being held.

He rushed to the church and confessed his sins.

“He was part of the medical team at the Grand Circus two times, 17 years ago.”

“Such a prestigious medical team… Why would someone like that hide away as a country doctor?”

“He claimed to have seen the Black Magician himself.”

At the priest’s words, both individuals showed signs of tension.

They had met many people who claimed to have seen the Black Magician so far.

But it was the first time they had heard the story of someone who wasn’t in a mental hospital.

“After seeing him, he seemed to have abandoned his medical duty and fled the city. He ran away without even paying attention to the groaning victims of the terror… “

“What about him…?”

Bayern asked with a hesitant attitude.

The priest gave them the answer they had already expected.

“He died at the beginning of the plague.”

“Ah… I see. Then, can we see the painting he supposedly drew?”

That was the reason they came here in the first place.

The news that the priest had obtained a painting of the Black Magician had been relayed to the higher authorities.

The priest got up from his seat for a moment and took out a small scroll.

Bayern and Valentina unfolded the scroll he handed them.

“What’s this?”

It had a strange shape, resembling a human but not quite human.

Having undergone exorcism training, Valentina had seen even more horrific depictions of demons.

Her surprise was not because of the odd appearance of the creature.

It was because several distinctive features of its body caught her attention.

Legs extending like tentacles with blades at the end.

A spear-like bone protruding from arm-like appendages.

It was clearly in a similar form to the monstrosity that attacked the church last night, having transformed its body.


Valentina provided a detailed description of the creature.

Upon hearing it, Bayern and the priest locked eyes.

The three of them reached the same conclusion.

The Black Magician.

He is related to the Curse Plague.
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The three people momentarily closed their mouths and exchanged glances.

The shock from the sudden information thrown at them was significant.

The Black Magician and Debulroots.

The two have been widely known for their notorious reputation.

But were they connected?

That inevitably led to one inference.

“Could it be that the Curse Plague was caused by the Black Magician?” the priest muttered incredulously.

Bayern nodded, opening his mouth.

“Sister Valentina conducted a forensic investigation into the incident of the Abyss gate opening in the early hours.”

The appearance of demons was always accompanied by supernatural traces.

Exorcists could statistically analyze them to determine the cause of the connection to the Abyss.

“The investigation revealed that the proportion of the plague caused by mass spirits was 20%, environmental factors 10%, and ‘rituals’ related to mages 60%.”

At the mention of rituals, the priest’s expression showed surprise.

“I- Is that true? Rituals?”

Rituals concerning mages meant all forms of communication with spirits.

Through rituals, mages could receive requests or rewards from spirits, trade with them, and ask them for favours.

Contrary to what the Church preached, rituals didn’t necessarily involve blood sacrifices or decadent acts.

For example, a common ritual for communicating with Kirku was through ‘performances’. Acrobats, magicians, and actors could showcase their talents and receive applause and enthusiasm from the audience, offering prayers to the spirit Kirku.

In return, they would receive an ethereal power called Inspira.

Most powers bestowed by spirits needed regular rituals to maintain them, so mages conducted rituals in their own ways according to the spirits they served.

Unless accompanied by crimes, there seemed to be no reason for the oppression of spirit beliefs in the world.

However, there was one problem with rituals for spirits.

The very act of communicating with spirits widened the passage between this world and the Abyss.

The primary justification for the Church’s oppression of spirit beliefs was precisely that.

In the past, when all kinds of primitive beliefs prevailed, terrifying demons roamed the earth, and humans had to rely on feeble light to get through the night.

Nowadays, with airships soaring in the sky and steam locomotives running on the ground, those gloomy fairy tales that were once hard to believe reflected the reality of the time.

But since the Church raised its power, many indigenous beliefs were considered sinful evils threatening humanity and were eradicated.

Thanks to that, there were now people who lived their whole lives without ever seeing a demon.

Even in the history of oppression, fortunately, rituals for Kirku were determined to counteract the opening of the Abyss by providing spiritual encouragement through performances, allowing them to continue under the guise of religious solemnity.

However, the age of interpreting everything as a confrontation between light and darkness had long ended.

With growing resentment against the Church’s dominance and advancements in mage studies, the oppression of spirit beliefs hadn’t regained its former strength.

Mages now preferred to conduct rituals in quiet places in bustling cities rather than in remote villages where people were dying from diseases.

Unless deliberately summoning demons….

“A large-scale ritual significant enough for a high-ranking demon to appear…”

“Didn’t someone suspicious appear nearby?”

“You’d better ask Ivanenko. He came to this village right after the plague broke out and supervised all the security. If there’s any news, it would have reached him. Oh, speaking of which, where’s Ivanenko? I heard he was present when they expelled the demon…”

In response to the priest’s question, Bayern exchanged quick glances with Valentina and then spoke.

“He went to inform nearby villages. He’ll be back soon.”

The Tracking party left the church.

They politely declined the priest’s offer of wine.

As they reached the town hall, Ivanenko arrived on horseback.

“What happened to the circus troupe?”

“I’ve taken them to the beach.”

Valentina looked concerned.

“Is everything alright? Even if it’s tomorrow, rumours might spread nearby.”

“Any conspicuous members got inside the carriage or covered with a blanket. They handled it skilfully, as if they were accustomed to such things. Besides, they have the pass I gave, so there shouldn’t be any checks within the hills.”

A whole village was wiped out this time.

The monsters and demons killed the people, but outsiders would think they died due to a curse plague.

That’s why the place was quarantined.

But how did only the monster circus survive in a scene where everyone else died?

They had no idea what the terrified locals might think.

There was a high probability that they would riot, claiming they should kill them before they spread the plague again.

To appease such residents, the lord could personally lead the military.

Even if they defended them, it was obvious that they would come out saying, ‘It’s because of them that the demon appeared!’

Staying here, they didn’t know what would happen.

So, inevitably, they were sent away without even recovering from their injuries.

It was an unbearable treatment for the heroes who defeated the demons.

The fact that Bayern and Valentina didn’t tell the priest about Wonderstein was also because of that.

Spiritual protection of the area was the duty of the priest.

It was also difficult for him to avoid blame for the opening of the passage to the Abyss.

The lone knight who survived in the aftermath of the town being swept away by a gang of thieves couldn’t maintain his position either.

He didn’t know whether to let the witch trials, like situations, slide or instigate them to restore public opinion.

So he kept the monster circus story hidden.

Fortunately(?), the people in the church were slaughtered, and since the gatekeeper was a somewhat dim-witted person and Wonderstein was not present at the time, it was easy to deceive and pass off.

Before going up to the church, Ivanenko and the two had a conversation.

“By the way, I heard that you, Sir Ivanenko, have been in charge of the security of this village since the early stages of the plague.”

“That’s right….”

“Have you ever heard of the Black Magician?”

“I think I read about it in the newspaper a long time ago…”

Bayern summarized the description of the person accused of the circus grand prix terror and their pursuit.

“I don’t know how that’s related to this incident.”

“We obtained a picture of the Black Magician, and this person may be the perpetrator of this incident.”

Valentina took out the picture from her bosom and showed it.

As Ivanenko examined the picture, his expression hardened.

“This is…?”

Bayern looked at him with shining eyes.

His reaction was clearly that of someone who knew something.

With trembling eyes, the knight examined the picture, swallowing hard.

It was the first time he had seen such a grotesque figure, but he could recognize three things about it.


Spider legs extending from the back with blades at the end.

A spear made of bones shooting out from the outstretched arm.

And finally, teeth and a long tongue visible through the split palm.

It was clearly the appearance Wonderstein showed when he fought Zakanuba in the hall.

He pulled out the blade and slashed at him, pierced him with the spear, and tore him apart with his hands.

The Black Magician who attacked the circus grand prix.

The culprit who spread the Curse Plague.

The creator of the flesh monster.

The leader of the monster circus.

Ivanenko’s head heated up.

Could it be…

“Do you know something?”

Bayern cautiously asked, observing his pale complexion.

“Uh..”

Ivanenko trembled as he turned away, his hands shaking.

What should he do?

Should he honestly express his doubts?

He looked back at the painting.

The image of Wonderstein overlapped it.

Simultaneously, the image of Wonderstein he had seen himself also came to mind.

The one who treated the sick while enduring pain.

The one who forgave the woman who attacked him.

The one who protected people and fought monsters.

The one who saved his life from the demon.

The one who writhed on the floor covered in blood.

Ivanenko took a deep breath and responded calmly.

“It resembles the monstrous creature that appeared in the church.”

His answer left Bayern with a disappointed expression.

Come to think of it, there were knights present when the creature appeared in the church.

It wasn’t strange for him to recognize the physical characteristics of the Black Magician.

Seeing Valentina embrace the painting again, Bayern asked another question.

“Have there been any sightings of suspicious individuals? Anything related to the Black Magician?”

This was a question regarding official duties.

Putting aside personal feelings, Ivanenko responded with his beliefs and conscience as a knight.

“No. I haven’t heard of any.”

He said honestly.

He hadn’t heard any such sightings.

He had seen it himself.

That was the end of what he could gain here.

Bayern and Valentina bid him farewell and left the village.

They passed through the scene of yesterday’s fierce battle.

Bayern examined the remaining traces.

The demon was incredibly powerful.

What could be the identity of Wonderstein, who defeated him alone?

According to Valentina’s observation, he was likely a user of Kirku’s power.

If it was that the case, yesterday’s actions could be understood through his abilities.

Inspira, the blessing bestowed by the God of Circus Kirku, possessed unpredictable power.

In short, chaos.

It only diminished people’s guard because it relied on revealing and showing itself to many people.

“Just in case, that Wonderstein…”

Bayern tried to make a cautious guess, but Valentina shot him a sharp look, silencing him.

“He arrived here a few days after the curse plague spread!”

“But isn’t it suspicious? That the one treating Debulroots…”

“Look at the members of the circus he leads! It’s highly probable that he found a way to use his abilities for treatment!”

“Still, the fact that the incident occurred just when he appeared…”

“I’ve been watching Wonderstein closely the whole time! He focused solely on treating people, without any other activities! If he had done anything suspicious, even a fool like me would have noticed! If Wonderstein could perform rituals just by waving his fingers, then it would be possible!”

Bayern chuckled at Valentina’s assertiveness.

“Seems like you’ve taken quite a liking to him?”

“Oh! W-What are you talking about! I was just stating the facts! I have no personal feelings whatsoever!”

“Alright, alright…”

Bayern conceded to her words and moved on.

Indeed, if there was a way to communicate quietly with the mages, he wouldn’t have bothered with such tedious tasks every fortnight.

Especially the followers of Kirku.

They were usually noisy and flashy.

“That aside… I’m worried about the Director and that girl, the Assistant Director.”

Valentina expressed regret as she turned towards the beach road.

They couldn’t properly care for their injured bodies.

They had to settle for emergency treatment using first aid kits, as they couldn’t poke fun at the mages.

“We have a busy road ahead of us.”

“I know…”

They couldn’t casually impale the mages, so they had to settle for emergency treatment using their tools.

“We’re in a hurry.”

“I know….”

Looking at her gloomy expression, Bayern shook his head as if to say he couldn’t do anything.

“Let’s stop by the next place and check it out if we have time.”

“Oh, I see! Hehe, did you know? It seems like Captain’s temperament has improved a bit!”

If it was yesterday, he would have pulled the cheek of the subordinate who gave such an arrogant answer and scolded him.

But thanks to yesterday’s excessive use of power, his personality had undergone quite a reversal.


As soon as he returned to the village, he felt that he had changed himself by changing his clothes, getting a haircut, and shaving.

Even when he used his ability with the Reaper’s scythe, he didn’t feel the side effects that much…

It was probably because he had rushed too much to use his abilities at the end.

“How did this happen…?”

Bayern briefly glanced in the direction the monster circus troupe had left, then hurriedly followed Valentina, who was bouncing up and down, to the next destination.



 
  
    Chapter 127: Curse Plague(30)



A group of carriages traveled along the coast.

The carriages were adorned with bright colors, and the luggage compartments were filled with equipment used for performances.

It was obvious to anyone that they were a wandering circus troupe.

The first to witness them was a quick-footed child from the village who spread the news.

Children from the village gathered along the roadside.

They looked at the approaching caravan with expectant eyes.

The village they lived in was the largest in the area, conveniently located right next to the main road.

The weekly market always took place here.

The children naturally thought the circus would stop by their village.

However, the rat men sitting on the sidelines with annoyed expressions blocked the road.

“Shoo! Get out of here!”

“No business today! Move along!”

They paid no attention to the children’s protests and drove the carriages through.

The children dispersed with exclamations of disappointment.

“How dare those rat men!”

“Let’s see their faces! Who do they think they are!”

Some of the ruffians among the children who were mingling in the crowd confronted the carriages, but they stepped back in surprise when the masked clown sitting at the front extended something towards them.

It was a pass stamped with the lord’s emblem.

Although the villagers were ignorant of many things, they knew well the significance of the lord’s emblem.

They saw it every time they were conscripted for labor or when taxes were collected.

“It seems the token given by the knight has its uses.”

Sven, who had successfully used it to settle disputes several times before, whistled cheerfully.

But there was no one to respond to his words with agreement.

Everyone was tired.

They hadn’t slept properly because they had been fighting off demons all night.

And now, on top of worrying about pursuers, they were irritated.

Sven, being a skeleton, was the only one who didn’t need to eat or rest, so he could act as usual, displaying calmness and laughter.

Yurakne wiped the sweat from Womon’s feverish body, which was lying in agony within our confines.

The broken tip of his horn was swollen and red with clotted blood.

He was the one among us who had fought the demons most fiercely.

It was regrettable for her to have to lay him on the hard and rattling iron-barred floor instead of a comfortable bed.

But they couldn’t afford to rest.

They had to leave this area as quickly as possible before news of Dvallchep’s tragedy spread, and they didn’t know how the lord, upon hearing the news, would react.

They continued to travel along the coastal road without stopping for a moment.

They took turns driving the carriages through the night.

Thanks to Ivanenko’s pass, they were able to exchange tired horses at each station.

Thanks to that, they managed to barely escape the Ismi Plateau by around noon the next day.

Wonderstein also woke up around that time.

He looked at the woman who had fallen asleep while nursing, her head resting on his chest with three pairs of arms supporting her forehead, cheek, and chin, making her look comfortable.

Although he insisted he was fine, she stubbornly insisted on taking care of him.

He cleared his throat loudly and called out to her.

“Miss Yurakne.”

“Umm…? Huh? …Director, you’re awake!”

Yurakne looked at him, rubbing her eyes, and smiled brightly.

Her usually neatly tied hair with a hairpin was now disheveled, and her eyes were squinted.

It seemed like she had a tough time while he was unconscious.

He patted her back gently.

“Is everything alright?”

“Yes. Nothing happened. Everyone just collapsed from exhaustion.”

He knew one person was missing from that ‘everyone.’

“Is Ella okay?”

At his words, her complexion turned pale, and she shook her head.

“Not yet… She hasn’t regained consciousness…”

“I see…”

Wonderstein smiled.

Yurakne trembled for a moment at his smile, but soon looked at him with a pitiful gaze.

“Director…”

“I want to go outside and comfort the other members. But it’s impossible with this face.”

A moment of silence passed inside the carriage.

Yurakne hesitated for a moment before cautiously speaking.

“What if we just tell the truth now…?”

“…”

“Back then, speaking up wouldn’t have solved anything, it would’ve only led to more misunderstandings. But not now. Everyone… must be ready to accept you now.”

Wonderstein also thought her words were right.

“Alright… When Ella wakes up, let’s gather everyone and tell them.”

At his words, Yurakne smiled brightly.

“That’s a good idea.”

At that moment, shouts were heard from outside.

Jobel cried out with tears or a trembling voice.

“Assistant Director has woken up!”

The eyes of the two met.

Their eyes were filled with joy and worry at the same time.

***

The tip of the scythe attached to the Reaper’s scythe pierced through flesh.

Blood splattered on Wonderstein’s face.

It was an attack he could have easily avoided.

He had been watching it coming out of the space since the scythe pierced through.

But he hesitated due to a sudden message that popped up.

[Ella’s favourability has increased by 8. As a reward for reaching favourability 30, <Inspira: Hat Magic> is provided to Ella. Current favourability: 36 (Next reward: favourability 50)]


Ella’s favourability level surpassed the second barrier.

It would have been good news under normal circumstances, but a few seconds of hesitation in a desperate situation were significant.

“Dodge!”

Before Ella could shout, he threw himself to the side.

However, the Reaper’s curse of frost was faster.

His body stuck to the ground because of the ice.

It was a superficial ice.

No matter how injured he was, he could break it with enough force.

But he didn’t have the luxury to do that right now, with the scythe about to pierce through.

There was no time.

Squish.

The black blade tore through flesh.

“Ugh… Kuh…”

It felt like it pierced through his lungs.

Moans mixed with the sound of the wind escaping.

Wonderstein muttered the name of the person who blocked the attack for him, the one who took the Reaper’s scythe in his place.

“Ella…?”

A familiar crimson uniform blocked his view.

The black blade protruding from her small back was visible.

She burst into hollow laughter as she looked at what pierced her chest.

“Ha…ha…haha…… It, it hurts a lot… Did you felt the same…?”

As the gate closed completely, the reaper’s scythe disappeared with it.

Blood poured out onto the floor through the gap in her opened chest.

“Ah……”

Wonderstein staggered and caught her falling body.

She leaned against his chest, trembling, her unfocused eyes staring into the distance as her chin quivered.

“This… feels strange…”

Notifications of the completion of the quest by defeating the reaper popped up one after another.

A reward of debulroots came in, but it couldn’t heal Ella.

She was immune to debulroots.

He frantically checked his status window for anything, but the Dressing Roomroom, Sound Room, and skill book were all useless in this situation.

“Ella… Why… Why is this happening…?”

At his words, Ella weakly smiled with trembling lips.

“I-I don’t know… I, I just couldn’t stand by… watching you bleed and tremble…”

He felt an overwhelming sense of regret.

He should have just stopped her.

He could have healed himself with the debulroots he received as a reward for defeating the reaper…

Even if he got stabbed, he would have lost only a few basic stats and that would have been it…

“I’m sorry… There’s nothing I can do for you.”

As if expecting his words, Ella nodded her head.

“I, I thought so… Even your body now… in that condition… It’s… It’s okay to die… We’ve been through so much together… Many times I’ve doubted… but now…”

“Ella!”

“Assistant Director!”

Members rushed over from afar.

But there was nothing they could do.

Ella’s lifeless face indicated that her life was slipping away.

The reaper’s scythe had pierced her heart.

It wasn’t a wound that could be healed with bandages, ointments, or recovery potions.

“But to lose happy memories… It’s a bit regrettable… Th-the effort put into these past few months… It feels… empty…”

She echoed Wonderstein’s words from earlier.

Then, suddenly, she took short, gasping breaths in succession.

Her lips quivered as if trying to smile but failing.

“K-k… Shall I tell you something funny…? A… A considerable number of the regrettable memories… have been from the past few months…? Um, e-exactly after meeting Vergsong…?”

Wonderstein closed his eyes tightly at her words.

She…

“It’s strange…? I… despised you so much…”

Tears streamed down her cheeks.

“I-I guess… I don’t want to admit it… but… d-during the time with you… I… I guess… I was happy…”

Her eyes closed.

Wonderstein heard the members sobbing behind him.

He intended to move her, thinking that the members should also be given the opportunity to bid her farewell.

At that moment, someone’s hand pressed on his shoulder.

“Stay calm. She’s alive. She’s just asleep.”

“…What?”

The one blocking him was none other than Bayern.

He showed his palm and said, “When she was stabbed, I used the Power of Reversal.”

“Ah…!”

The members gasped at his words.

They had seen him fight.

Reversing gravity, turning water into fire, deflecting incoming attacks…

Although they couldn’t understand the principle, they could roughly grasp the contents from the name “Power of Reversal” and the fact that it reversed the situation.

After hearing the explanation, Wonderstein realized that it was because of his power that the reaper initially couldn’t lift the scythe.

Come to think of it, the girl with closed eyes wasn’t dead. She was just sleeping peacefully, breathing softly.

And it was also her first time shedding blood.

It was only a few drops that fell, which had accumulated since the moment she was stabbed.

He smiled faintly and said, “So… is Ella okay? Did something… change about her?”

Bayern shook his head with a dubious expression.

“I don’t know. Normally, my power of reversal doesn’t last long. It’s impossible to change someone else’s essence with it.”

He said so and covered her wound.

“But this time, the power of reversal was applied when the reaper’s scythe hit. So the situation becomes a bit complicated.”

The reaper’s scythe absorbs ‘happy memories’ from the person it hits.

Bayern answered that he didn’t know if it was reversed to absorb ‘unhappy memories,’ or if it was reversed to plant ‘happy memories,’ or if it was reversed to ‘nothing happens at all,’ or if the ability didn’t reverse at all.

“I couldn’t properly set the criteria because I used my power desperately. So, I’m not sure. But it’s certain that physical impacts turned into ‘nothing.’ However, mentally… we’ll have to wait and see.”

Bayern left, leaving behind the possibility that the awakened Ella might not remember anything.


It was quite a helpless attitude, but they couldn’t detain him as he had a long way to go.

It was grateful enough that he had saved Ella’s life.

Moreover, he was the leader of the Black Magician Search Party.

Wonderstein, who thought there was no point in staying together, hastily accepted Ivanenko’s suggestion to leave the territory.

Wonderstein prayed earnestly that it had been reversed to ‘nothing happens at all.’



 
  
    Chapter 128: Curse Plague(End)


While Yurakne checked on Ella’s condition, the rest of the members waited in front of the carriage.

Although they were all exhausted, there was a clear expression of joy on their faces.

Even Womon, who had been lying on the iron bars, got up and shouted with excitement.

Their excitement wasn’t solely because Ella had awakened.

I knew the reason why, so I stood where their eyes couldn’t reach.

Their gaze towards me felt burdensome.

It was fine if they knew that I had saved them.

I felt proud seeing the sudden rise in favourability from all members.

However, the emotions in their eyes as they looked at me descending from the carriage went beyond gratitude.

Awe, anticipation, and hope.

From their cautious approach, I could tell they had heard the story from Valentina about me curing the Curse Plague

“Is it true?”

“About the Director…?”

“The Curse Plague…?”

I couldn’t bring myself to give any answer in front of their trembling gazes.

I could guess what they wanted to ask.

‘If that’s the case…’

‘Could you perhaps… treat our bodies too…?’

I reflexively tried to shake my head but managed to stop myself just in time.

[Intrinsic characteristics cannot be changed.]

They were firmly intertwined with the devolution at the genetic level.

Even with the power of Biomancer, their bodies couldn’t be changed.

“Director…?”

I couldn’t deny it, but I couldn’t bring myself to say it.

It was difficult to trample on the hope they barely held.

At that moment, it was fortunate that Yurakne intervened.

“Let’s talk about this later! First, let’s make sure our assistant-director is safe.”

When she mentioned Ella, they understood and stepped back.

“Everyone wait here. I’ll check on her first.”

Yurakne’s attitude was strangely calm.

She too was a victim of the curse plague.

She could have questioned me about curing the curse plague as well, but she didn’t say a word about it, just like now.

Why?

I heard Ella and Yurakne talking inside the carriage.

With the ‘Audio Room’ function, I could eavesdrop on their conversation.

But I didn’t use it.

After experiencing a major crisis, I couldn’t use debulroots recklessly.

I wanted to gather it as much as possible just in case.

Moreover, I didn’t feel comfortable using the status window itself.

I had learned the side effects of it through this incident.

I sat on a rock a little away from the carriage.

I heard the rat men chatting from the side.

“Assistant Director! Lost her memory! Dried rat meat jerky! Betting two sheets!”

“No way! She’ll be fine! Dried rat meat jerky! Betting three sheets!”

Ironically, they were betting on whether Ella’s memory would be intact.

Anyway, they were the luckiest ones in this circus.

Speaking of which… Are they eating rat meat?

At that moment, the carriage door opened, and Yurakne called the members.

She said Ella might be confused, so each member should go and report.

I also tried to go, but a girl with white hair approached from the other side.

“Director.”

Maya hugged her cardigan tightly with a pale complexion.

The injured areas were all treated by me, but that didn’t mean the shock and fatigue from the fight had been recovered.

“Maya, are you okay?”

“Yes. Thanks to you, Director. And you?”

She spoke with a chilly tone, but I could read the concern underlying her voice.

“I’m fine.”

I looked at the members approaching Ella.

She exchanged greetings with them with a pleasant face.

Fortunately, she seemed to have no major injuries.

“I’m sorry. I put everyone in danger because of my greed.”

If she had been seriously impaired, I would have found it hard to forgive myself.

She risked her life for me.

And left me with the words that she was happy to be with me.

I used her, hiding the truth for my own purposes…

She approached me sincerely in every aspect, to the point of innocence.

Hatred and affection.

A self-deprecating laugh escaped me.

Even if I was called a demon ringmaster who deceives people, I wouldn’t have anything to say.

“Director, it’s not your fault.”

I couldn’t agree with Maya’s words of comfort.

“No. It’s my fault.”

I could confidently answer, knowing the truth, even if she might think otherwise.

This incident was all because of me.

Just before we left, Valentina completed an epidemiological investigation into the cause of the Abyss Passage opening.

She said that offerings to the demons accounted for more than half of the cause.

Offerings.

I remembered a passage I had skimmed through in a book before.

Offerings to the demons meant communicating with them in every way.


The demons receive requests or rewards from offerings.

When I saw that passage, I briefly thought.

‘It’s similar to a status window.’

Through the status window, I received quests from the ‘system,’ received rewards from the system, and could use supernatural abilities provided by the system.

If you replace the word ‘system’ with ‘demon’, the status window could be synonymous with ‘offering.’

I had a vague suspicion about the existence I called the system.

The biggest clue was the incident where Ella agonized over her favourability of 15.

Why did the blessing given by the demon Kirku come and go with just one ‘affection’ for her?

There was only one answer.

Behind what I called the system was Kirku.

The status window could be called the ‘Inspira’ he gave me.

It could be considered a special ability because it was unpredictable chaos unlike the abilities of other mages.

What talent did I show?

Me, who couldn’t even go to the bathroom without help.

But even I had one talent.

Playing games.

Among them, TTT was special.

I was a professional gamer.

If showing talent in front of many people and receiving cheers and applause was called a ‘performance,’ then I deserved Kirku’s favor.

Didn’t Inspira give abilities appropriate to the talents shown by each individual?

If so, receiving a status window from a game could be considered the most suitable Inspira for me.

Everything fell into place.

But I didn’t take it seriously.

After all, whether it was a system or Kirku, it was still a transcendent force that I couldn’t change just by knowing it.

But I didn’t consider the side effects of the offerings.

Two days ago, I brought Debulroots under my control and caused an “overload” on the status window.

I also used the thousands of Debulroots I acquired through control to enhance my abilities.

If the status window played the role of a ritual, I had essentially performed a ritual of immense scale.

By communicating with Kirku, I had wide-opened the pathway to the Abyss.

Using the status window weakens the barrier with the Abyss!

So far, I had only used a small number of Debulroots, mostly in urban areas, so I hadn’t experienced any side effects.

The residents of Dvallchep blamed me.

They said that all tragedies occurred because of me.

That statement wasn’t entirely false.

I was involved in the curse plague, inciting fanatics, opening the pathway to the Abyss.

Moreover, I was the one who turned the members into monsters, telling them that while I could control everything, I couldn’t fix their bodies.

It was an excessive evil.

Now, even attempting to build rapport with them was seen as a betrayal.

But amidst all this, the damned smiling man still smiled.

“Director, there’s no need to blame yourself.”

“Did it seem like I was?”

I smiled back at Maya.

“I was just a little tired. Just tired…”

Maya’s eyes trembled as she looked at me.

At that moment, Yurakne called us.

“Both of you, come here!”

Maya and I walked towards Ella.

The girl in the red uniform was muttering among the bustling members.

“I’m really fine! I remember everything! Why are you all acting so cautiously?”

It was her usual energetic voice.

Seeing her well, I could lift a bit of my gloomy mood.

We pushed through the members and stepped forward.

Ella, sitting at the entrance of the carriage, looked at Maya and then spoke in an uneasy tone.

“Maya.”

“Assistant Director.”

She glanced over Maya’s body and muttered.

“You’re fine.”

Maya’s brow furrowed at her words.

I quickly intervened before they clashed again.

“Ella, Maya fought somewhere else. Alone.”

At my words, Ella withdrew her gaze and stared at me intently.

Then she chuckled.

“But who are you?”

With her single question, the audience froze.

Everyone’s expressions solidified.

Yurakne looked back and forth between Ella and me, covering her mouth.

I also felt a sense of tension inwardly.

There seemed to be nothing wrong, but…

Could it be that it erased unhappy memories, so the memories of Wonderstein were completely gone…?

“Assistant-Director…?”

“Ella…?”

“Ella… your memory…?”

As everyone barely managed to utter a few words with mouths that wouldn’t close, a gust of wind blew.

“Phew.”

Ella’s lips twitched.

She looked around at our faces, then burst into laughter, grabbing onto the edge of the coat.

“Hahaha!”

She rolled around on the floor of the carriage, causing everyone to stand bewildered, unsure of what to do, while she caught her breath and wiped away tears.

“Why are you all so naive? Falling for something like this… really?”

Seeing the mischievous smirk on her face, we realized it was all just a prank.

Maya stifled a groan beside me.

Ella turned to me, poking fun, “How could I not recognize that face?”

Sticking out her tongue, she crossed her arms and grumbled, “Seriously. Forget everything else, how could I forget that devil? Feeding off people like slaves.”

An expression of discontent.

An annoyed tone.

It was the usual her.

The members nodded at each other, understanding.

Ella stroked her chest and muttered, “It’s not like it’s a scythe though? Getting stabbed with a kitchen knife would hurt more.”

Leaning against the carriage wall, she kicked her legs.

I breathed a sigh of relief inwardly.

I thought my heart would drop out at the end, but at least her memory seemed intact.

We couldn’t verify all of her past, but at least everything with us seemed genuine.

“Well, lucky us,” she said, casting a displeased look my way, her eyes narrowed.

Then she got up from her seat and walked towards me.

Right in front of me.

Close enough to touch noses.

She looked up at me and said, “What are you worried about? There’s no way I’d forget you.”

“Of course. How could I…” I started to say.

Then, she suddenly tapped her forehead against my chest.

As I froze in surprise, about to push her away, she murmured, “You’re my first audience…”

There was no annoyance in her voice this time.

Instead, it was filled with warmth and longing.

“Next to Master…,” she continued.

“Ella?” I interrupted, grasping her shoulders as a sudden sense of unease washed over me.

Looking into her eyes, I was speechless.

The pupils glistened with tears.

“Above all else…,” she whispered.

Then she wrapped her arms tightly around my waist, burying herself into my embrace.

I couldn’t resist and simply accepted her hug.

She rubbed her cheek against my shirt and said, “You’re the person I love most in the world.”

A sudden silence fell upon us.

The members’ faces showed astonishment.

If I could, I would have probably made the same expression.


Ella wiped away tears with her hands and pushed me away.

“That was a bit embarrassing just now! Geez, I can’t believe… taking advantage of an innocent girl’s feelings, what kind of heartless employer would do that…” she muttered, rolling her eyes.

Then she looked up at me, smiling brightly.

“Anyway, I’m glad you’re safe, Director.”

We all stood there, unable to breathe, as if rooted to the spot.



 
  
    Chapter 129: Interlude: Garden of Whispers


The Caribbean Sea, which borders three countries on the eastern side of the continent of Columbia, was known as the “most dangerous sea in the world.”

It was not unusual for news of ships disappearing day after day to be reported in the newspapers, so gaining such notoriety was not surprising.

Indeed, maritime incidents in the Caribbean Sea were a favourite topic for magazine journalists.

It was an easy pick.

As the publication date approached and there was nothing to fill the pages, the editor instructed a reporter at leisure to write a special feature on disappearances in the Caribbean Sea.

The reporter then searched through the recently disappeared ship list and found a captain living near highly-rated restaurants in the area. They would then travel there, enjoy their business trip expenses, and submit an article to the editorial department by simply changing the names of the ships and cargo from their previous Caribbean Sea article.

Thanks to such practices by the editorial department and reporters, a magazine that was once mocked as “Monthly Caribbean Sea” by competitors now cleverly retaliated by publishing a special feature on “Misunderstandings about Caribbean Sea Disappearances.”

The article explained that there were two reasons why the Caribbean Sea was misunderstood as the most dangerous sea:

One was its accessibility.

Places like the infamous “Plague of Sargasso” were never approached by people in the first place. The sight of gigantic tentacles that seemed to reach the sky could be seen even hundreds of kilometers away.

This meant that people naturally avoided the area, thus preventing accidents.

The other reason was frequency.

The Caribbean Sea was the busiest sea in the world.

Due to the Sierra Madre mountain range crossing the continent, most trade between the eastern and central parts of the continent was conducted by sea, making the Caribbean Sea the center of it all.

With many ships coming and going, it was natural that many accidents occurred.

The person who wrote the article was a freelance journalist famous for his accurate information gathering and sharp insights into the backgrounds of various incidents. Thanks to his articles, magazine journalists were unable to write Caribbean Sea disappearance specials and accompanying restaurant exploration articles for some time.

Amidst the laughter and dismissal of this incident, some sharp individuals could smell a conspiracy behind the scenes.

The article the journalist had originally been preparing was about “Collusion between Caribbean Sea Pirates and Top Officials, and the Emerging Cult Behind Them.”

However, he suddenly changed course and wrote an article claiming that the Caribbean Sea was safer than people thought.

Something seemed off, and acquaintances who contacted him found out that his house had recently been destroyed in a gas explosion.

They were fearful.

The journalist’s closest friend was no exception.

However, his reasons were different from others.

The journalist had entrusted his friend with the material he had gathered to escape the threats of the cult.

But it had disappeared from his room on the day he had promised to sell it to the cult members.

Who could have stolen it?

Did his friend realize his intentions and secretly came to take it?

Or did the cultists invade his room because they didn’t want to pay?

In a café terrace a few kilometers away from where he was panicking, the Hound Mars was drinking beer with ice, using the acquired material as a coaster.

Mars was an expert in gathering information and tracking, like other Cinepecus trackers.

Cinepecus enjoyed rumors, fame, and gossip.

He gave his followers the right to enjoy walks in his garden, the Garden of Whispers.

It echoed with whispers collected from all over the world.

Mars usually collected information and traced its origins through there.

But sometimes, it was more efficient to infiltrate the scene directly to get information.

The amount of information available in the garden was too vast, and it was difficult to distinguish between “whispers” and “chatter.”

The former meant valuable information or facts, while the latter meant worthless information or lies.

“Chatter is a waste of life.”

Mars turned his mentor’s words into a maxim and considered silence a virtue.

He sipped his beer, each sip adding information under the warm sunlight. There was no way he would utter a single useless word.

Mars noted several things from the information the journalist had investigated:

An island suspected to be the cult’s headquarters.

Key members of the cult identified as senior officials.

And the channels they used to communicate with the outside world.

After reading through all the documents, Mars entered the Garden of Whispers.

He closed his eyes and sent his mind there.

He debated the information he obtained from the journalist’s materials.

Most of it was factual.

He was indeed a competent journalist.

Mars thought he should read the articles he had written when he had time.

His actions were more hurried than usual.

There was a reason for that.

The master of the Vergsong Merchant Union, whom he serves, had been exposed to a conspiracy of the pirates.

It hadn’t been long since it happened.

Tracking down the betrayer of the company, Pierre Mopasan, was difficult.

Pierre was the brother of Gerald Vergsong, the former owner of the company.

He was also the co-founder and vice president of the company.

He knew Mars’s existence, his abilities, and how he worked.

He was more adept at avoiding pursuit than anyone.

He used aliases instead of his real name.

It was different names for each contact.

It worked very effectively against the sorcerers of Cinepecus.

Tracking his movements in the Garden of Whispers became many times more difficult.

But a few days ago, Mars happened to catch a snippet of conversation in the garden.

“Welcome, Mr. Pierre.”

“…Rouagel.”

It was a brief conversation that took place on Pirate Island Freeport.

Rouagel.

That was the alias Pierre was using alongside the pirates.

Thanks to that, Mars could access some information he didn’t know before.

One of them was the conspiracy against his master.

He used the journalist’s research to find a route and infiltrated the island where the pirate’s headquarters were located. Being a sorcerer, he could neutralize some of the devices prepared by the pirates.

The island was named Genoa.

After Pierre was accused of embezzlement, fraud, and attempted murder, the company’s audit team focused intensively on his wrongdoing.

This island was also on that list.

However, this island was assigned a lower priority for investigation by the audit team.

It was because this island was in a hard-to-reach area of the sea, and at first glance, it looked like a remote area covered with mangroves and tropical rainforests.

The audit team judged that it was unlikely that the materials and funds he embezzled would flow into such a place.

But that was a mistake.


Amidst the dense jungle, the pirates had erected towering structures.

They were things Mars had never seen before.

Small trains raced along tracks that undulated up and down.

Circular steel structures, tens of meters in diameter, rotated with seats for people.

Swings hung on chains swayed back and forth.

You couldn’t see these things from outside the island…

There was no doubt that the power of magic was involved.

Mars mingled among the workers and made his way in.

There was a sign at the entrance that read “Wonder Island.”

In addition to those things, many buildings were being constructed here and there on Wonder Island.

Even so, the purpose of those buildings could not be determined no matter how much you looked at them.

Mars, who had been pretending to work, spotted ratmen prowling around the construction site, and gathering the site supervisors.

“There are only a few roller coasters in the world that use centrifugal force! And the rotating wheels were designed by me! Zap Zap!”

Unlike ordinary ratmen, he spoke very fluently.

Moreover, he was wearing a white gown and protective goggles with dark lenses over his eyes.

Most notably, his head was striking.

His skull was wide open, covered not with skin but with a transparent glass tube.

A massive, pink, convoluted brain was exposed.

Mars recognized him as one of the leaders of the cult from the files.

Then, as he turned around, the person behind him became visible.

He wasn’t talking to the site supervisors.

He was shouting before a girl with rabbit ears.

She had the appearance and status worthy of being addressed by a cult leader with honorifics.

He could only think of one person.

“The cult leader.”

Then it happened.

The blaring sound of sirens shook the entire island.

As the workers panicked, a cult mage approached and reported to the cult leader.

“Intruders! Traces found at the Florenland gate leading into the island!”

The girl with rabbit ears screamed in anger, and the ratman beside her looked embarrassed.

The workers followed the mage’s instructions and returned to their lodgings.

Taking advantage of the lax surveillance, Mars quietly slipped away from the crowd.

He hid his body in a secluded spot and closed his eyes.

He wasn’t worried about finding a way out.

He had a perfect escape plan.

But he couldn’t just leave without gaining anything.

He attempted to access the Garden of Whisper as a test.

The attempt was successful.

Various sounds gathered around him, centered on the island.

Sounds that couldn’t be heard from the outside were audible within the island.

He ignored everything else.

He focused solely on the conspiracy surrounding Vergsong.

“Intruders are somewhere here!”

“Chase him!”

Is there someone who can detect the use of magic?

Shortly after he accessed the garden, trackers began to converge nearby.

Mars organized the gathered information in his mind and employed a prepared method.

“I will erase my name.”

Cinepecus mages had to conceal their names for life.

If someone recognized their existence and called their name, they could hear where the sound came from, even if they were on the opposite side of the world.

Therefore, they only told their names to very few people and strictly advised against mentioning it carelessly.

They were destined to be socially isolated, eavesdropping on rumors and wandering through alleys.

Using too many aliases was also not allowed, as it could replace their real name.

So, it was easier for them to give up living by communicating with others and just live.

For them, the ritual of erasing their name meant the extinction of their existence.

It was throwing oneself into the Garden of Whispers without leaving anything behind.

A person who used to wander without a name vanished without a trace.

But Mars wasn’t worried.

His master performed a ritual periodically, as agreed upon, calling his name.

When she calls his name, he could finally become Mars again.

Through that ritual, he could regain his identity amidst the flood of information and choose to return to this world.

“The next ritual is in a few days. I can stop the conspiracy.”

He found enough clues in the information he just acquired.

He activated the magic to erase his name.

“Here!”

“Traces over here!”

The mages pinpointed a bush and rushed to surround it.

But when they soaked the bush, there was no one there.

“I can’t believe they would allow an intrusion onto the main island. It’s fortunate that we’ve been preparing countermeasures since the data was stolen.”

Lele Rohe, also known as the High Priestess of the Voodoo, asked the mage next to her.

“What do you think?”

He was one of the Cinepecus mages under the control of Voodoo.

He confidently nodded his head.

“We succeeded.”

They spread this fake plan across the island from the moment they heard that someone suspected of being the Hound, Mars, had stolen data.

They held fake meetings, issued fake orders, and whispered fake rumors.


Voodoo was a union of magicians.

They collected more magic than anywhere else in the world and researched how to use it.

On the other hand, they also found many ways to neutralize the opponent’s abilities.

They prevented the spread of information outside by opening gateways to the Abyss throughout the island or spreading rumors in the Garden of Whispers.

Lele Rohe laughed, wondering what results the fake news would bring.



 
  
    Chapter 130: Black and Gold – 1


Yeterinpuurk was a city located at the eastern end of the Kievan Empire.

Although it was located far from the center of the empire, it played an important role in many aspects.

Firstly, it was one of the few non-freezing ports owned by the empire.

The Kievan Empire, known as the “Frozen Empire” due to its long winters, received harsh winds from the North Pole.

As a result, the development of transportation networks lagged behind.

One-third of the year was snowy, with one-third of that being heavy snowfall.

Maintaining roads under such conditions was no easy task.

Due to the phenomenon of auroras, flying airships was impossible, and even sophisticated magical equipment would malfunction, leaving the traditional powerhouse in recent years ridiculed by other countries as a “hibernating bear.”

In this era, relying solely on the power coming from a large territory and population had its limitations for development.

Therefore, non-freezing ports were precious to the empire.

Despite its geographically and socially different background within the empire, Yeterinpuurk was not disconnected from the mainstream culture of the empire.

It was one of the cultural centers of the empire.

Due to its location at the eastern end, many nobles who had been expelled from the central politics had been exiled here since ancient times.

And culture and arts flourished around the exiled nobles.

As a result, it had become a city where nobles from all over the empire came to enjoy vacations.

The fact that it could hold one of the six theaters where the Circus Grand Prix preliminaries were held was also due to this cultural strength. Although the theatre people still looked down on the benefits of the non-freezing port.

Along the coast of the city, there were mansion complexes formed along the hills, and most nobles who had some power within the empire owned villas there.

Of course, whether the nobles themselves would visit here once a year was questionable.

Most of the guests filling the villas were influential people associated with them.

The reason why the “Golden Carnival” circus troupe could stay in one of the baron’s villas was due to the connections of their sponsors and their reputation.

The name of being a candidate for the winner of the Circus Grand Prix was enough of a decoration for the baron to boast to his other villa guests. He gave them a building in exchange for showing performances to other villa guests once or twice a week.

The Golden Carnival was a planned circus troupe.

The purpose of the sponsor organizing the circus troupe was to show off and promote themselves through performances.

Yet the circus troupe, which had been organized with such effort, had excellent skills and passed all the tests in a year and then took a break for the rest of the year, did not fit the purpose of sponsorship.

So the circus troupe had to slowly conquer theaters wherever the sponsor demanded, showing their faces and slowly expanding.

That was why the Golden Carnival was spending time here waiting for the second test after passing the first test.

The head of the Golden Carnival was known to have as many as four Inspiras.

He always wore a golden suit, a golden cloak, and a long golden hat wherever he went.

The raised mustache and the golden-rimmed glasses on his left eye were his symbols.

Lord Fantastic.

He was on his way back from having dinner invited by another influential person staying at the villa.

His eloquent speech and amazing talents were always welcome at any dinner.

A merchant sent by the sponsor expressed his gratitude to him.

“As expected, there was a reason why the chairman told us to trust only the director! Thanks to you, the business talk went well.”

“Making people happy is my job. I’m glad if I could help.”

“You are amazing! Unlike clowns who sell cheap laughter, not vulgar, not arrogant like actors blind to art, not showing off like acrobats performing dangerous stunts! High-ranking people find somewhat conceited artists a bit uncomfortable.”

“Adapting to the audience is also a skill.”

“Indeed, there are reasons why you are the best in the industry! Ah, isn’t that your daughter over there?”

In the backyard where the circus troupe was staying.

There was a 10-year-old girl with flowing golden hair, wearing sweaty workout clothes, focusing on acrobatic training.

Despite her age, she was tall and had a well-developed body.

It was all thanks to perfect management of exercise and diet from a young age.

She put daggers between her fingers and threw eight at once, hitting the target 20 meters away with no error.

The merchant opened his mouth to applaud, but Lord Fantastic, who was next to him, stopped him.

The training program still had more to go.

She prepared eight more daggers.

And she threw them at another target in a different position.

They all hit the mark again.

She succeeded like that four times in a row.

Fifth time.

As she turned her gaze from the target to the courtyard, holding a dagger in her hand,

She locked eyes with her father across the courtyard.

Ah.

Already in the motion of throwing, she missed the timing to release her finger.

One dagger landed slightly off-center from the target, the other completely missed and stuck into the tree behind.

She had made a mistake.

She felt a cold stare passing through her back.

It didn’t matter whose it was.

“Reyna! What a waste! You were doing well until the fourth one. Why did you… act like you’ve seen a ghost… Oh, dear…”

The lanky man in his thirties, who had been helping her practice, approached her but stopped in his tracks upon seeing the director across the courtyard.

“Oh, what a pity. Still, to have such exceptional skills, Miss Reyna. I envy you.”

“You flatter me.”

Lord Fantastic flashed a commercial smile to the merchant beside him, but his gaze towards her was cold.

‘Did I slip up that badly?’

‘You might as well have wet yourself in front of hundreds, thousands of people.’

”Slip-up,’ you say?’

‘Why do trash excuses keep coming out of your mouth?’

His usual tone of voice was conveyed without words.

Lord Fantastic and his guest went inside the building.

Reyna stood there trembling.

The lanky man sighed deeply and shook his head.

That trauma machine, anyway.

“Phew, of all times, for the director to come there… It’s okay. Let’s practice again… Hey, Reyna! Where are you going?”

“I’ll go get some fresh air.”

There was a terrace extending towards the cliff in the backyard.

It was made of bricks, with half of the view showing the Yeterinpuurk cityscape and the other half showing the mansions of other nobles.

Since all the rooms faced towards the sea, naturally, the backyard faced inland.

It must have been about 20 meters high.

Reyna leaned against the railing and looked down.


The wind came up from the cliff.

Her blonde hair fluttered in the wind.

Then, laughter of a young man echoed from the dark alley below the cliff.

It was refreshing and clear, a sound that made you smile involuntarily.

Next to it followed the murmuring voices of a girl similar to her.

Lovers?

A noble lady and her suitor?

Or… father and daughter?

Sometimes she envied them.

Such ordinary relationships.

Between them, there would be no circus, no harsh training, no inexplicable affection.

After a moment, the girl’s voice, now playful, switched to a voice that seemed to suggest the young man was daydreaming.

The alley below the cliff led to the street on the other side.

Their figures would soon be revealed under the streetlight.

Their faces, looking at each other with sincere affection…

Just seeing that would make her heart even more unsettled.

Reyna pulled herself together.

I’m different from those ordinary kids.

I am the daughter of Lord Fantastic, the world’s greatest acrobat and magician.

I have to practice more and more.

So that dad won’t be disappointed.

She finished her rest and went back into the courtyard.

Right after that, two shadows walking down the dark alley were revealed under the streetlight.

A blond man in a black suit and cloak, and a black-haired girl in a red military uniform.

Ella looked up at Wonderstein and spoke with a mocking tone.

“Feeling good? Did you enjoy the mistress’ lips so much?”

He gave an awkward smile.

“It’s a Kievan custom, you know. Kissing on the cheek. The master was going to do it to you too, Ella.”

“I dodged it! You just accepted it.”

“If both parties avoid it, wouldn’t it be rude?”

“Hmph. Kievan people have standards too. They don’t kiss just anyone on the cheek. Doing it to someone you’ve just met is a sign of liking them. Remember how the mistress kissed your cheek then ran next door giggling?”

“Well, that was embarrassing indeed. But we did get twice as much fruit in return…”

“In return?”

Ella raised an eyebrow.

Wonderstein didn’t flinch and added an explanation.

“As a courtesy for accommodating their customs.”

“Hmph. Well, you’re quite the talker.”

At that moment, Ella’s foot stumbled, and she staggered.

It was the third time in a row.

Wonderstein knew the reason.

“Ella.”

“Why, why…?”

“Could you loosen your arms a bit?”

“Huh? Arms? Oh, um, sure. Is it too hot…? Haha, even in the north, August is still August…”

She loosened her arms and stepped back.

Though she tried to maintain an indifferent expression, she couldn’t hide the slight relaxation.

Her gaze sank, and a shallow sigh escaped her lips.

Wonderstein smiled and extended his arms again.

“Isn’t it difficult to link arms due to the height difference? Our steps keep getting tangled. Hold hands instead.”

“Sure, fine! Well, there’s a 30cm difference between you and me anyway!”

She tightly grasped Wonderstein’s hand.

Her gloves, always worn, were now gone.

Her fingers intertwined with his.

She chuckled softly.

“Alright. It’s nice to go around like this.”

“You’ve been through a lot alone in Luz.”

“That’s why I collapsed.”

She sniffed dismissively.

“Ella insisted on doing it alone.”

Wonderstein tossed the remark, discreetly observing her reaction.

She suddenly stared into space with unfocused eyes.

After a moment of waiting, she blinked and shook her head.

“…Why did I insist on doing it alone?”

“Don’t you remember?”

Ella only murmured and shook her head.

“I guess I was too greedy. You wrote such a great script, I couldn’t mess it up by being careless.”

“…Is that so?”

Wonderstein nodded with a somewhat regretful smile.

They soon arrived at the villa provided by their sponsor.

Except for the caretaker’s room, most of the rooms were dark.

“Oops! Are these people all asleep? I even bought fruit!”

“We said we’d eat outside and come back. The physical training in the daytime was tough.”

“Ugh, how could you expect to pass the second test when you’re so tired…”

Wonderstein smiled at Ella’s grumbling.

“Aren’t you tired too, Ella?”

At his words, Ella widened her eyes and nodded slightly.

“Oh, no! I’m fine!”

“Someone who can sleep on a tightrope shouldn’t have any problem linking arms.”

He pushed her shoulder playfully, causing her to stumble.

“Ugh! …Oh? Hehe, busted.”

She scratched the back of her head awkwardly.

“You’re so tired, why did you force yourself to come along?”

“…Just because. I felt uneasy leaving only you.”

“I almost had to carry you back on the way.”

Hearing that, Ella inwardly sighed with regret.

Why didn’t she think of that?

‘No. No.’

If she showed weakness, she might not be taken again later.

“Can’t you not even submit a test application after enduring such hardship…”

She sighed in response, and he seemed unable to argue, smiling.

“I wouldn’t have been able to stop you anyway.”

He looked like he was smiling.

“I understand. Go rest for now. We have a schedule tomorrow, right?”

At his words, Ella seemed a bit disappointed, but she suppressed her desires.

Everyone else was asleep… It was a perfect opportunity for the two of them to be alone…

However, as much as she loved Wonderstein, she also valued training and planning.

It was best for her to go in and rest now.

“Okay. I have to practice again from dawn.”

“Yes. Goodnight then.”

“Yeah. You too…”

As Ella was about to enter her room, she suddenly felt an impulse.

She turned back and approached him confidently.

“Ella, what’s this, Kievan Culture?”

With a light kick, she adjusted her height to match his.

Then she offered him a Kievan-style greeting.

Squish.

“Hehe.”

As she landed on the ground, she quickly turned around and dashed into the building.

It was too embarrassing to look him straight in the face.

“Sleep well then.”

Wonderstein shook his hand and Ella disappeared into the dormitory.

“Huh, really.”

Wonderstein sighed.

If the members were awake, they would be shocked once again.

Despite getting used to it now, Ella’s attitude was still difficult to adapt to.

But at least there was no one else around.

If the other members saw this embarrassing situation…

“Director…”

A voice came from behind like a ghost.

Wonderstein quickly turned around.

There stood Maya in her pajamas, looking somewhat dejected.

She had less stamina compared to other members, so she had gone to sleep during training, but she seemed to have just woken up.

She stared at Wonderstein face intently before speaking.

“Did you submit the application…?”

“Yes…”

“Did you go with the assistant-director…?”

“Yes…”

An awkward silence followed.

A chilly breeze passed between them.

Maya’s expression wasn’t clearly visible in the darkness.

Anyway, it would probably be expressionless…

She approached him and stared at his face.

What was she thinking?

After hesitating for a moment, she bowed slightly.

“Goodnight.”

She said and disappeared into the dorm without waiting for his response.

It seemed like she hadn’t fully woken up yet.

Wonderstein peeled and ate a fruit he bought from the market.

It wasn’t very sweet, perhaps because it was from a cold region.

He stood in the backyard of the villa, looking at the sea.

Maybe it was because they were in the north?


Or because it was a coastal area?

Even though it was summer, the wind was cool.

It was mid-August.

It had been over two weeks since they left Dvallchep.

They were in Yeterinpuurk, the second city where the Circus Grand Prix preliminaries were held.



 
  
    Chapter 131: Black and Gold – 2


Two weeks ago.

The members who noticed an issue with Ella’s memory waited until she fell asleep again before gathering for a meeting.

Maya explained the state Ella was in.

“The mysteries of the human mind are divided into five stages.”

Surface Appearance, Active Thinking, Reflective Emotions, Structured Thoughts, Essence of the Spirit.

The first stage, ‘Surface Appearance,’ was a mystery used by illusionists. It was primarily used to manifest images in the mind as visual information.

“The part affected by the Reaper’s Scythe is stage 3, ‘Reflective Emotions.'”

Having lived in the circus, Maya was accustomed to speaking plainly.

But members who hadn’t received proper education still found it difficult to understand her words.

While everyone sat in confusion, curious Womon, perhaps thanks to his own thinking, asked a question.

“Wait a minute! Maya, earlier didn’t you say memory is stage 4?”

“Right. Actually, what the Reaper’s Scythe affects isn’t memory. It’s emotion. Do you remember how you felt when indirectly affected by the Reaper’s Scythe?”

As if reluctant to recall, the members shivered at her question.

“It was depressingly unusual.”

“Old unpleasant memories kept coming up…”

“Haha, even trying to think of a funny joke ended in frustration.”

Maya nodded.

“In fact, the Reaper’s Scythe doesn’t directly extract your memories. It stimulates emotions, inducing you to recall such memories.”

Wonderstein nodded as he mentally organized the mysteries of the mind she explained.

Stage 1, ‘Surface,’ is imagination.

Stage 2, ‘Thinking,’ is thought.

Stage 3, ‘Emotion,’ is emotion.

Stage 4, ‘Thoughts,’ is memory.

Stage 5, ‘Spirit,’ is the soul.

The mysteries of the mind operate in sequence by stages.

That is, imagination stems from thinking, thinking from emotion, emotion from memory, and memory from the soul.

While unsure about other things, they were certain that stage 4 was based on stage 5.

Because it was what he was experiencing firsthand.

“The workings of the mind usually proceed forward. But sometimes they work backward. When someone is directly hit by the Reaper’s Scythe, a filter forms in stage 3, ‘Emotion.’ A barrier of emotion prevents happy memories from affecting the lower stages. Although memories themselves are preserved in the brain.”

“Ah.”

A few quick-witted members nodded.

“It means memories can be distorted by emotion. Even if memories are accurately recorded in stage 4, if distortion occurs in stage 3, we cannot think correctly in stage 2. Currently, the Assistant Director seems to have the added ability of the Reaper’s Scythe to stimulate ‘unhappy emotions,’ filtering memories. It seems to have… changed her thinking.”

Everyone had seen what that change in thinking led to.

Maya sighed as she recalled that scene.

The Assistant Director rushing into the commander’s embrace.

And the Director accepting it with a smile.

Somehow… somehow… it felt odd.

“If memories are deleted, they’re difficult to recover. They need to be drawn from stage 5, the soul. But if memories don’t come to mind due to emotion in stage 3, the problem becomes simpler.”

“What should we do?”

“The most basic method is to give strong emotional stimulation. If emotions fluctuate, the filter shakes as well. Psychologists use this method to draw out dormant memories. However, in her s case, this method is risky to use. Because she was hit by the Reaper’s Scythe. There were various methods, but the most reliable treatment method is magic. As I mentioned to the director earlier.”

Wonderstein nodded.

Of course, he didn’t understand the theory she spoke of at all.

However, he could grasp the essential content.

A magician proficient in mental magic was needed.

He looked around at the members and concluded.

“When we get to the next city, I’ll ask Vergsong Family to issue a request for a mental magician. Let’s not mention anything about the past that Ella doesn’t remember until she revives her memories. As Maya mentioned, it could be dangerous to provoke emotions.”

All members agreed with the director’s opinion.

Wonderstein sighed inwardly.

What he just said to them was a lie.

He hadn’t made up his mind yet.

There was a very fatal problem with the treatment method Maya mentioned.

It was that Ella’s suppressed memories would be revealed to the treating mage.

That meant Wonderstein’s misdeeds would also be exposed.

Until he found a way to deal with that problem, he couldn’t attempt the treatment.

After concluding the first agenda, the meeting moved on to the second agenda.

“Can you heal us?”

Everyone hesitated to speak, but Womon came straight to the point.

All eyes were on him.

Wonderstein had been constantly pondering this issue since earlier.

What would be the right answer to give them?

To be honest, he couldn’t heal them.

Their innate characteristics were ‘unique traits’ that couldn’t be manipulated even by the power of the system.

But it was difficult for him to readily admit the truth to them.

Their hopeful expressions were overwhelming.

He understood their hearts better than anyone else.

In reality, if he told the truth, they would be disappointed.

No, they might not even easily believe his words in the first place.

They didn’t know whether to plead or try to negotiate.

Disappointment would come next.

Even the children from the orphanage were like that.

They were filled with more distrust and cynicism towards the world, cursing the orphanage, the director, the foundation, but there was one thing they found hard to accept.

The fact that the pastor who promised to heal their bodies was a fraud.

When the pastor was dragged away by the police, the media explained it as ‘brainwashed by a cult religion’, but the truth was a little different.

The pastor’s laying on of hands, raising the paralysed, and curing the disfigured patients.

It was the most popular performance among the orphanage friends.

It was a kind of hope pornography.

They might have vaguely thought it was fake.

But still, they enjoyed indulging in the fantasy.

Isn’t that the same with YouTube?


<Reasons why the world nods to the Korean government />

<White women? If you’re a Korean man, you’ll be popular />

<Foreign actors who fell for the charm of kimchi />

So-called ‘patriotic YouTubers’ who inflate patriotism with unreasonable statistics and exaggeration.

People enjoyed it even though they knew it was fake news.

They wanted to get drunk on it.

Forget their miserable reality.

They were the same.

They wanted to get high on hope, even if it was just for a moment.

As evidence piled up that the pastor was indeed a fraud, many inmates committed suicide.

The tens of millions of won donated to the church?

That wasn’t important.

What mattered was that the hope they had clung to for years was trampled.

Wonderstein looked at the members.

He could see that the hope they held was not just for a day or two.

His guess was correct.

The members had been harbouring suspicions for a while now.

Ever since witnessing Wonderstein’s abilities.

Of course, once they knew, they couldn’t approach him for a while out of fear.

Even after the fear subsided, they couldn’t bring themselves to speak, fearing negative responses.

They just did their best not to disturb his mood.

While waiting for that day to come.

And now, that day had arrived.

Wonderstein cautiously parted his lips as he looked at them.

“…Yes. It’s possible.”

He surprised himself with such an answer.

And quickly added reasons.

Because it would make it easier to win their favor.

Because it would make it easier to ignite their enthusiasm.

Because it would make them easier to control.

He tried to convince himself, but the biggest motivation came not from his mind but from his heart.

He didn’t want to crush their hope.

He stopped the members who were about to shout.

“But it can’t happen right away. It’s still difficult to find a treatment without side effects. So… it’ll be in the next two years. Please help me make it to the main stage of the Circus Grand Prix. I’ll continue researching ways to restore your bodies during that time.”

At his words, the members looked at each other and smiled.

“Of course!”

“I had a feeling it would be like this! I’ve been suspicious since before! Why did he gather us anyway?”

“You said last time that the director was going to use us as sacrifices for black magic!”

“Ugh, when did I say that?”

“Haha, the director is having a hard time! Can’t we just do what we’ve been doing?”

“Don’t worry about it even if two years might not be enough!”

“That’s right! We’ll serve the director for about 10 years!”

“That’s too long!”

The meeting ended in a lively atmosphere.

In the end, Wonderstein didn’t reveal anything about the ‘The Smiling Man.’

He didn’t even think about it or prepare to bring it up.

When he had considered it, it was because he didn’t want to build more walls between himself and the members.

But he had already deceived them twice.

He deceived them about Ella’s recovery.

And he deceived them about the treatment for the members.

He couldn’t bring himself to say something like, “To be honest, I have something to say.”

Two weeks passed like this.

During that time, there was never a shortage of laughter in the Monster Circus.

Ella laughed, and the members laughed.

And even Wonderstein, looking at them, laughed.

“Director…?”

“Oh, Yurakne.”

A woman with purple hair tied up with a comb approached.

Yurakne had become the most comfortable person to face recently.

Talking with her was comfortable, and the tea she brewed was comforting.

Being with her made him feel at ease.

There were various reasons, but the biggest reason was her gaze.

Unlike the other members who looked at him as if worshipping him when he passed by, she looked at him with the same eyes as before.

She was the only one who remained calm when the others were excited about the promise he made.

Was it because her appearance and functions were the least obstructive?

She was the only one who wasn’t excited about the promise he made.

“Why are you like this?”

“That… the alchemist has something to say about Ella’s condition…”

Alchemist.

He was another concern for Wonderstein, who was rapidly rising lately.

When he arrived at Yeterinpuurk, he inquired about memory treatment to Anais.

Other than recruiting a mental mage, there was another way.

Anais suggested the method of the alchemist guild.

The alchemist guild has visions that work on the mental mysteries by burning herbs and inhaling their scents.

Since he couldn’t find a mental mage for Ella, he invited an alchemist guild member.


Although he thought it would take some time since it was one of the few master ranks of the alchemist guild, he arrived in Yeterinpuurk in a few days.

As if someone beside Anais was urging him to meet him.

“Master.”

Wonderstein entered a room in the annex of the villa.

There was Gascon Halidon, the master of herbalism in the alchemist guild and the former manager of the tomato greenhouse.
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The elderly gardener left the job he had worked for 30 years and went to the headquarters of Vergsong Merchant Union in Vegas.

He requested a meeting with the chairwoman.

Anais Vergsong was not someone you can easily meet just because you wanted to.

No matter if he was the former manager of a tomato greenhouse, there was a big difference in status between him and the chairwoman of the conglomerate.

But Gascon was sure he would meet her.

He pretended to be just an old man who knew only grass and trees, but in reality, he was cunning and shrewd. Having resided in the Sebjeong Manor for 30 years, he had acquired a keen sense and astuteness not unlike seasoned politicians.

As Anais read the letter he had sent, she felt a bitter taste in her mouth.

The letter contained greetings reminiscing about their last meeting, but the true intention was as follows:

“Have you not received the gift I gave you? Please fulfil my request as well.”

If what he had given her were just ordinary items, she would have reciprocated with something more expensive and washed her hands of it.

But she couldn’t do that with the Golden Tomato.

It was harvested from a tree that was only one of its kind in the world, yielding fewer than 100 fruits a year.

The Sebjeong sent it as a gift to royal families and major figures of various countries every year.

When ranked among the world’s powerful, more than half of the Top 100 were recipients of this gift.

So, even if she received it not from the Sebjeong but from the gardener, the news elevated her reputation momentarily.

There’s no such thing as a free lunch in the world.

If you received something, you had to give back something of equal value. That was the rule of this world.

She admitted to herself that she had been naive.

She had fallen for the stubborn demeanor of the old craftsman.

Her uncle’s advice came to mind.

“Whenever you receive something as a favor, leave evidence of it.”

If it were someone with a thicker skin on the field, this wouldn’t have happened.

The world would have known in one way or another that it was a gift from the gardener as an act of contrition.

But she chose to end it with the conversation that had taken place between them.

She relied too much on the formal position of the Sebjeong and overlooked the risk of informal conversation.

Her lack of experience in dealing with people was now glaringly evident.

She had no choice but to usher the old man into the reception room.

“Welcome, Mr. Halidon. I was quite surprised to hear about your unexpected retirement not long ago.”

She said as if she had been interested in the contents of the document she had received from the secretary’s office five minutes ago.

Anais couldn’t fathom the intention behind his visit no matter how much she thought about it.

There was no reason for him to draw the line by using a card like the Golden Tomato.

So, after exchanging brief greetings, when he brought up the main topic, she couldn’t help but be quite surprised.

“You want to meet Director Wonderstein?”

She never expected that name to come out of his mouth.

She asked, barely concealing her confusion.

“May I know the reason?”

“I want to make him my disciple.”

He exclaimed about how amazing Wonderstein’s skills were, which he witnessed.

Anais felt a mixture of perplexity and delight.

To think that the manager of a tomato greenhouse had talents worth praising.

What kind of childhood did he have, after all?

She was glad that someone other than herself recognized his worth.

But wanting to make him a disciple was an absurd notion.

The Wonderstein she knew was a man who dedicated himself to the circus.

Would he really accept the old man’s proposal?

For now, she said she understood and sent Gascon away.

As the chairwoman of Vergsong, it was a problem she didn’t need to ponder further.

It was a great business deal if only with one introduction, she could solve the Golden Tomato’s dilemma.

But personally, she needed to think a little more.

“Will he accept that old man?”

She opened the drawer.

There were letters exchanged between them over the past few months.

Most of the letters she sent were mundane everyday stories, while his letters mostly consisted of progress reports on training and financial expenditure.

To others, it might seem incomprehensible why Anais kept these letters as if they were love letters.

But to her, they meant something different.

A man and a woman, concentrating on their own work and dreams from afar, exchanging news only through letters.

Encouraging each other until one’s dream finally came true, leading to a confession.

It was romantic.

She let out a bashful smile.

While pondering how to handle the matter of the gas tank, a letter arrived from Yeterinpuurk.

It was from Wonderstein, stating that the Ella was involved in an accident and suffered memory loss, needing help.

Since using mental magic was risky, he asked to explore other methods.

Anais agreed immediately, trusting his judgment in medical matters.

She chose Wonderstein’s suggestion of utilizing the power of the Alchemist Guild for treatment.

This way, she could address both issues simultaneously.

Gascon was one of the Masters of the Alchemist Guild.

Of course, being a Master didn’t grant him significant power.

The Alchemist Guild wasn’t a secretive cult as it might appear to outsiders.

It was more like a guild of craftsmen and experts trading skills, information, and materials, akin to a merchants’ association controlling the distribution and pricing of goods.

The position of the Gascon as a Master of herbalism was similar to that of a chairman of a modern farming cooperative.

He warmly welcomed her proposal.

If he could make Wonderstein owe a debt, it made it easier for him to agree.

“Nice to meet you Director Wonderstein. Our meeting is fateful. Do you remember?”

“… The gardener inspiration I met at the hotel?”

He introduced his other identity.

“An alchemist… I see. I apologize for calling you an inspiration.”

“No, no. I find that title ‘inspiration’ quite endearing and appealing. Haha, keep calling me that.”

Gascon offered a friendly laugh.

He did so to leave a good impression on Wonderstein by any means necessary.


“Have you tried many of these treatment methods?”

“Don’t worry. I even occasionally assisted the wife of the Lord of Sebjeong when she felt unwell, and when the Lord suffered severe headaches during work, I provided incense for him.”

For the first few days, Gascon focused on devising Ella’s treatment plan.

He blended various herbs, gradually adjusting the proportions to suit her body.

But as time passed, he became more talkative.

“Are you still not interested in gardening?”

“Cultivating plants isn’t just about landscaping in gardens.”

“It’s just a pity to waste your talents because of your circumstances.”

“It’s not necessarily about following in my footsteps. You could become the manager of the ginseng field at the Kiev royal palace or set foot in the Mandrake garden protected by the Alchemist Guild.”

Gascon called him repeatedly, saying that learning to cultivate plants would be beneficial.

Of course, Wonderstein’s response remained consistent.

“Is that so?”

“Indeed.”

“Is that right?”

It was perfect indifference.

In the first place, his use of gardening skills at the Luz Hotel was to evaluate the efficacy of the skill book.

He had no interest in tasks like gardening.

Above all, he had no time to spare for such matters given his current objectives.

As if that weren’t troublesome enough, another problem arose recently.

As soon as she opened the door and entered, she greeted him with that.

“What kind of treatment are you doing again? I’m really fine! It’s eating up too much time, and my practice time is decreasing!”

“Do you think a wound from the Grim Reaper’s scythe will heal just by sleeping and waking up? There’s something called post-traumatic stress!”

“You treated me for days! But there’s been no improvement? Grandpa isn’t getting any better?”

“What, Grandpa? Oh, you foolish girl! Back then, we were just adjusting the medication mixture, the real treatment starts today!”

“Foolish girl? You, you old geezer… Oh, sorry, Director!”

“Oh, old geezer… huh? You’re here?”

The faces of the two people, distorted with anger, softened immediately upon seeing Wonderstein.

Wonderstein looked at them with an awkward smile.

Gascon and Ella.

Their shouting matches had been responsible for half of the recent noise coming from this villa.

Their relationship hadn’t always been like this.

Initially, Ella reciprocated Wonderstein’s polite gestures of respect towards the old man.

But as Gascon kept leading Wonderstein astray, their relationship took a sharp turn.

Ella started behaving rudely towards him, picking fights, while Gascon, trying to make him his disciple, complained about her unnecessarily, accusing her of circus-like behaviors and distracting Wonderstein with talk of training and competition strategies.

“Director, please persuade this girl.”

Wonderstein looked at the black-haired girl who was refusing treatment.

She sat on the bed with a stubborn expression.

“Miss Ella, didn’t we say the treatment is absolutely necessary?”

She pouted at his words.

“Why do you keep insisting on treatment? Am I going crazy or something?”

“That’s not it…”

“I don’t want to entrust my body to that old man! Do you not worry about what he might do while I’m asleep?”

“What!”

Gascon was about to burst out but Wonderstein stopped him.

“Alright. Then shall I administer the treatment?”

Their faces lit up simultaneously at his words.

“What? Really?”

“Ha, is it true?”

Ella was glad that he would personally take care of her, and Gascon was relieved that he could finally teach him something.

Wonderstein registered the prescription in his skill book.

Of course, that alone couldn’t cure Ella.

He knew from past experience that the skill book only taught one-dimensional skills.

Detailed instructions had to come from Gascon.

“Yes, yes. So, you have to apply the leeches to eight different acupoints…”

As Gascon imparted the treatment plan, he seemed to be unable to stop talking.

Wasn’t this guy who seemed to have no interest in his own skills effortlessly executing everything he was taught in one go?

‘What a waste to use such talent for mere tricks! I must accept him as my disciple!’

After an hour of learning the instructions, Wonderstein began Ella’s treatment.

Ella, who came out of the adjacent room wearing pajamas, found the room filled with smoke.

The area around the bed was dense with smoke emanating from the censers.

She looked around for Wonderstein.

“Do I… do I have to lie down on the bed and inhale this…?”

At that moment, the masked figure appeared behind her.

“Hehe, it’s okay. I’ll lay you down.”

“Wa, wait… w-what!”

He slipped his arms under her legs and waist and lifted her up.

Her small body fit snugly into his embrace.

“W-what are you doing! Let go!”

She blushed deeply and tried to wriggle out of his arms, but to no avail.

He held her struggling form and approached the bed directly.

The smoke from the censers enveloped her.

She gasped for breath.

Her pupils became dazed and she stared blankly into space.

She quickly slipped into a semi-conscious state.

“Ah… dangerously…”

“I heard you pretended to drink before to deceive Master, hehe. I’m sorry. I should have prevented that.”

He mocked her in her intoxicated state and laid her down on the bed.

“Now, relax. Lift your right arm.”

“Umm…”

She obediently followed his instructions like a doll.

He placed herbal remedies soaked in heat on her arms, neck, and forehead.

“Mmm…”

With each relaxation, moans escaped from her lips.

Finally, he placed the gas-prepared elixir in her mouth.

“Now, chew it finely and let it melt in your mouth.”

“Got it…”

It was a drug that stimulated her memory center.

Confirming her struggle with the elixir, he hung curtains around her bed and left the room.

Thud.

The door closed.

At that moment, Ella’s pupils, who had been staring blankly into space, regained their light.

As she exhaled the held breath, smoke escaped around her nose.

She hadn’t actually been intoxicated by the smoke.

The moment he appeared behind her, she understood the situation and immediately held her breath and prepared to fake being intoxicated.

He continued to speak to confirm her intoxication, but making sounds without inhaling breath was possible with the ventriloquism she had mastered.

“Ugh, I won’t give in there…”

Remembering what had just happened, her face flushed with anger.

When she was embraced by him, she almost choked trying to hold back her breath.

As his finger momentarily entered and exited her mouth to place the elixir, she almost couldn’t hold back from exhaling.

“Anyway…”

She stuck out her tongue and spat out the elixir hidden beneath it.

The elixir was almost intact, with hardly any damage.

She had only pretended to chew it, not actually swallowing it.


Since she had dried her saliva beneath her tongue beforehand, it didn’t dissolve.

“Guess treatment isn’t needed after all.”

She quietly hid it in her pocket.

Then, she inhaled the smoke and drifted off to sleep, dreaming of pleasant dreams.

There were no bad memories at all.
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On August 11th, it had been exactly 10 weeks since the start of the Circus Grand Prix.

On this day, the restrictions on recruiting new members, which the competition organizers had prohibited, were partially lifted.

These regulations were introduced to prevent negative collusion and transactions among participants.

For example, if circus troupes conspired to exchange members or if groups favourable for passing certain tests lingered in a city, switching teams and taking the tests each time, it would undermine the fairness of the competition and make the festival unenjoyable for the spectators.

Therefore, during the first 10 weeks, all types of recruitment and transactions were completely prohibited.

After that period, some were allowed under certain conditions.

The contents of the tests held at the 6 theaters had already been disclosed.

Thanks to this, participants knew what talents they needed to pass the tests and what skills they lacked.

Because of this, on the day the prohibition was lifted, fierce competition erupted among circus troupes in cities with the 6 theaters to recruit new members.

However, Yeterinpuurk was an exception.

Even though it was the 11th, participants staying here weren’t as passionate about recruiting.

This was because of the special event scheduled for the following Monday.

Most circus troupes in the city had left vacancies for new members for that day.

Our circus troupe, which always struggled with a shortage of people, was no exception.

Perhaps due to our performance in Luz, there were quite a few acrobats who knew we were a Monster Circus.

If it had been before the opening ceremony, we might have welcomed them, but not now.

The acrobats who came to us were all inferior in skill compared to our improved abilities.

Indeed, anyone confident in their own abilities would not try to join our circus at this point, waiting instead for the following Monday.

According to the competition regulations, we could only recruit one more person at the moment.

We couldn’t afford to give away the precious single spot to just anyone.

Like other circus troupes, we decided to wait for the following Monday and sent all the visitors away.

And the day we had been waiting for arrived.

We had breakfast early and set off in the carriage to the villa.

“We don’t need tightrope walkers. Yurakne is so excellent at it. The same goes for the jugglers. Where would we find anyone like Womon? It wouldn’t be bad if someone could handle bandages like Bendict. The problem is the ground acts. Jobel’s skills are still lacking a lot. If we’re going to supplement, it would be good to pick someone who is excellent at ground acts. Ground acts are more effective when there are several people.”

Ella sat beside me, passing over her notes while chattering.

She was sticking to me with her hat pressed against my cheek.

She continued to make eye contact with me, exchanging winks or smiles during the conversation.

It would have been unimaginable in the past.

For the past three weeks, I had roughly figured out what her memory was like.

Her unfortunate memories of me were either erased or distorted.

The massacre incident she had in her hometown, which was her biggest trauma, was packaged as if there was an epidemic in her hometown and I had saved them, reducing the number of victims significantly.

For her, I was the saviour of her hometown, the first audience member who shared in her love for the circus, a co-founder who started the circus together, and the partner on stage.

The only change was the part about her hometown.

But just that changed her attitude by 180 degrees.

Her affection and trust towards me were unimaginably strong.

Her murmurs about her favourite person were never empty words.

Of course, Ella’s visible favorability rating remained the same.

There was no change in it, as the notification before the Reaper’s Scythe didn’t allow even a slight variation.

Perhaps the magical increase in favourability was not acknowledged by the system.

Ella’s current state was due to the curse by the Reaper’s Scythe, not a natural change of heart.

“Hey, are you listening?”

She noticed that I was thinking something else and looked at me sharply.

But before I could make an excuse, she looked worried and asked,

“Did you not sleep well? Your light was on in your room until late last night.”

Then, laughter burst out from my left.

“Hehe, of course. I was teaching alchemy late into the night yesterday.”

The old man sitting to my left chuckled and spoke to Ella.

Upon hearing his words, her expression twisted slightly.

“What? Is that really you? You stayed up late studying herbs on such an important day?”

“Studying herbs? How dare you! Plants are far better than raising animals!”

“It seemed like no fun at all though?”

Voices came from both sides.

Gascon, using his status as a guest of the circus and an elder, occupied the seat beside me.

Thanks to him, Yurakne, who always sat next to me, was pushed aside.

Watching Ella and Gascon argue, Sven, sitting behind us, burst into laughter.

“Hehe, come to think of it, since those two showed up like that, you two haven’t been able to sit next to the boss at all… Hrk!”

Sven’s neck was twisted to the right by an unseen force, and his spine was bent to the left from an attack from an unseen angle.

The most likely suspects were Maya and Yurakne sitting on either side of him, but the two were standing with their arms crossed, looking out the window.

Of course, I knew they had other arms hidden, so I quietly smiled.

“Ella, please stop. I’m interested in caring for plants, it’s just for you.”

Gascon groaned in dissatisfaction.

“It’s all for Ella’s treatment.”

At my words, Ella looked sheepish, avoiding my gaze and turning her head away.

“Ah… T-treatment, right? That’s right. Sorry….”

Every time I mentioned treatment, she seemed uncomfortable.

I took it as a positive sign.

With each treatment session, it was clear that some unhappy memories were gradually resurfacing.

While they might fade in the moments of waking from a dream, with each successive treatment, it seemed possible to bring them back as actual memories.

Seeing progress in her treatment made me feel a bit relieved.

It might take a bit longer than using mental magic, but I felt satisfied with this method, minus the annoying eavesdropper.

“The next treatment method will be about adhesion, I’ll teach you after you learn about it.”

“What does adhesion have to do with pharmacy?”

“…If you don’t like it, don’t learn.”

With a rough expression like an old man and a child, he turned his head away, so I had no choice but to laugh and persuade him.

“Understood, Master. I’ll learn.”

“Nng! I don’t have to get treatment, so you won’t learn!”

“You can’t do that. It’s for Ella’s sake.”

“Heh…”

As the carriage settled down, I checked the notification window.


As expected, there was nothing there.

For the past three weeks, I had habitually opened the quest notification window.

Just in case a new member quest appeared.

Member quests were provided by the system in the form of quests, detecting the desires of the members.

However, despite three weeks passing since their wishes were accepted, no member quest to heal them had appeared.

Based on past experiences, quests were never impossible or conflicting with the main quest.

If that wasnt the case, Ella’s repeated demands to release all the members would have triggered it hundreds of times, and the members’ desires to move to another area when escaping the Ismi Plateau would have triggered it immediately.

And thinking inversely about that fact, the fact that no quests appeared despite their desires meant that it was deemed impossible from the perspective of the ‘system’, or rather the perspective of the Circus God, Kirku.

Was it really impossible?

Or, was there a possible way, but treating them conflicted with the situation the main quest was inducing?

I hoped for the latter.

I wanted to somehow fulfil their desires.

No matter how well-intentioned, indulging in false flattery for the sake of enjoying the benefits of their favor is akin to becoming a human no different from the pseudo-pastor who exploited my childhood.

I wanted to find a way to truly heal the members’ bodies in the remaining two years of our journey.

It took a whopping hour and a half to reach the square in front of the theater from the villa.

Yeterinpuurk was the largest city in the eastern part.

It was several times the population and size of Luz.

Of course, in the game, it was implemented to be similar in size to Luz, only as a setting devastated by monsters.

I watched as the carriage entered familiar scenery.

“Wow!”

“This is the first time I’ve seen such a big place!”

Excited voices erupted from beside and behind me.

Ella, Yurakne, and Sven couldn’t close their mouths as they looked out the window at the unfolding scenery.

Even Maya, usually calm, looked around with amazed eyes.

Only Gascon, who claimed to have been inside the Imperial Palace, didn’t make a fuss.

I felt like I had returned to my long-lost hometown.

“This is Tettromino, the center of Yeterinpuurk.”

A huge square, large enough to accommodate tens of thousands of people, spread out before us.

Not only its size but also the unusual blocks on the ground were noteworthy.

Blocks representing all the characters that could be formed with J, L, T, Z, S, O, I, four squares were laid out on the ground in various colors, tightly packed without a gap.

They seemed to be randomly placed without any rules.

Because of its size and the peculiar shape of the blocks on the ground, various rumors spread about this square.

Rumors such as solving the mystery hidden in the patterns of the blocks would invite one to the magician’s palace, or dozens of mathematicians rushing in to figure it out only to collectively go insane, or a secret treasure hidden in the location of the one missing black square ‘missing block’ somewhere in the square.

I smiled, recalling the special feature I had done introducing Easter eggs hidden throughout the map related to these rumours.

At that moment, people’s voices and gazes focused on one place.

“Wow! Look at that! That’s…”

“Wow, amazing.”

“It’s incredible.”

The end of the direction the carriage was heading.

In one corner of the square stood a building emitting colors so intense it hurt the eyes.

That was our destination for today.

Nine towers of varying heights were asymmetrically arranged around a central pointed spire.

On top of the towers were onion-shaped domes, each painted in a different way: some with a single color, some with two colors spiraling, some with three colors in a grid pattern, each tower painted differently.


It was a dazzling building displaying the architect’s strong determination to use every kind of color in existence.

That was the main dungeon appearing in the Yeterinpuurk stage of TT2.

One of the six theaters where the preliminary rounds of the Grand Prix Circus are held.

The elite acrobat training ground known as the best in the industry.

It was the Lekachep Circus School.



 
  
    Chapter 134: Black and Gold – 5


The Lekachep Circus School was established 28 years ago.

At that time, the emperor of the empire was making every effort to break the prestige of the church over nearly two centuries.

He abolished the sermons of bishops, which were essential for imperial ceremonies, and replaced them with the mockery of jesters. The targets of ridicule were mainly corrupt nobles and clergy.

Furthermore, he encouraged people to go to the theater instead of the church every Sunday. In the capital, the emperor himself even went as far as to personally oversee the construction of a national theater.

The most radical move he made was to acquire venerable cathedrals and convert them into theaters.

The “Saint Victor Church” in Yeterinpuurk also suffered such a fate.

The Saint Victor Church was a memorial built on the site where Saint Victor had provided relief to the sick and the poor without taking any money. Due to his miracles of healing the crippled and opening the eyes of the blind, the cathedral was also known as the “Palace of Miracles”.

The emperor who seized ownership of the Palace of Miracles sent palace jesters as managers and turned it into a place to train acrobats.

The jesters summoned all the painters in the city to paint the cathedral, which was originally pure, in various vibrant colors.

And he recruited five renowned acrobats of the time as instructors.

Thus, a place was created where one jester and five acrobats came together, and that was the “Lekachep Circus School.”

Regarding the emperor’s actions, the church warned that an era of darkness with devils from the abyss roaming the earth could be revived, but such a thing did not happen even after decades.

The emperor believed that the advancement of education and technology would strengthen human spiritual power and overcome fear of the darkness.

In fact, among intellectuals nowadays, there was a saying that “books and lamps” were what the devils from the abyss feared the most, so the emperor could be considered a visionary who looked ahead of his time.

The statue of the emperor standing in front of the circus school was erected based on such a background.

For the elderly locals in Yeterinpuurk, the building still known as the Palace of Miracles was bustling with many people in front of it.

Since the start of the Circus Grand Prix, tourists often visited this place to watch the competition, but today the scale was several times larger than usual.

Among them, the proportion of teenagers was particularly high.

Dressed in various colorful clothes, they seemed nervous under the gaze of the spectators and acrobats.

The reason the circus troupes staying in Yeterinpuurk did not hastily recruit them but waited for today was because of this.

Today was the day of the entrance exam for new students at the Lekachep Circus School.

Lekachep had a reputation for producing outstanding acrobats every year.

Almost half of the currently renowned stars were graduates of Lekachep.

Among the teenagers who came to enroll here, there were children whose parents were directors of major circus troupes and disciples of famous acrobats.

The reason the contestants came here was to scout students who performed well on the entrance exam.

While Lekachep’s admission qualifications were something everyone coveted, participating in the Circus Grand Prix was equally prestigious.

Moreover, if one advanced to the finals and stood on the stage of the Sky City Hippodrome, the Wonder Stage, it was an honor that any acrobat would not disdain.

Originally, Lekachep did not allow such overt scouting activities.

However, when it was selected as one of the six theaters, Lekachep temporarily allowed scouting only during the competition period.

Rather, it actively created a rule called the “Draft” to prevent students from being unfairly contracted.

Therefore, circus people who came to watch the entrance exam had to follow the rules of the draft and could not contact the children until the exam was over.

After completing the registration, the aspiring students finally began to relax a little and engage in various conversations with other nearby applicants.

They talked about what talents they specialized in, which acrobat they hoped to become, whether they would enroll or join a troupe, and which circus troupe they were aiming for.

The children who came here often lived lives quite different from their peers. Perhaps that’s why they enjoyed the fact that they were surrounded by many friends who were similar to themselves.

At that moment, a girl pointed somewhere and shouted.

“It’s the Golden Carnival!”

The children who had been chatting, and the adults who had been watching them, turned their heads in the direction she pointed.

The Golden Carnival.

One of the three circuses that received three stars.

A dream team led by the current No. 1 magician in the industry, Lord Fantastic.

They had come to Yeterinpuurk.

Could it be that Lord Fantastic himself had come out?

The square in front of the school fell silent in an instant.

The circus people, who had attracted everyone’s attention, looked puzzled.

A golden-haired magician in a black cloak, a tanned old man, a jester wearing a skull mask, a woman dressed in thick clothes as if it were midsummer, and a teenage girl.

“Who… are they?”

“Golden Carnival?”

“Why, yes. One of the three-star circuses I explained last time.”

“One of the contenders for victory.”

“But why do they look at us and say such things…?”

Wonderstein saw the girl who shouted while grabbing her belly button and bursting into laughter.

“Hehe, looks like there’s a prankster among us.”

In TT2, this place had transformed into a den where minds ran wild, much like a Rose Windmill Cabaret, thanks to the gems imbued with Wonderstein’s spirit.

The bosses and elites here were mainly professors and students.

But Wonderstein didn’t expect to encounter a familiar student.

The background for TT2 was events four years ahead in the future.

“They haven’t enrolled yet.”

“Not yet.”

The girl who had just fooled thousands of people was now appearing as a senior named in the game.

Dubbed the Shepherd Girl, she chose to tame wolves as a minor.

Those who hadn’t been fooled sighed with disappointment as they looked at the girl.

“Just a prank. Another prank. Clowns really…”

“Haha, I like it though? A clown must still jest even in front of an emperor, right?”

“She can’t tell right from wrong. What a shame. She’ll get herself into trouble.”

“I actually think the opposite? She sold her face well. If she calculated and did it, then that’s truly wicked.”

People grumbled about the Shepherd Girl but also discussed those who unexpectedly garnered attention.

“But who are those people?”

“The guy is quite handsome!”

“Oh, that’s right. The trial at Luz’s opening ceremony!”

“What was his name again…?”

“Frank Wonderstein!”

“That’s it! The Director of the Monster Circus! Wonderstein!”

“And the kid next to him, isn’t she the assistant director, the young clown girl?”

“Wait, then the guy with the skull mask next to them…”

Ella smiled as she watched people muttering about them.

Once obscure, they had suddenly become so famous.

Not only Wonderstein but also those recognizing her and speculating about Sven and Yurakne’s identities.

Of course, those who had such detailed information were not mere spectators but industry insiders, but even that made Ella feel proud.

“The Wonderstein Circus is passing by!”


Ella pretended to harmlessly block people who weren’t even in the way, leading the procession.

Since they had attracted attention, it was best to make their names stick a little more in people’s minds.

She raised her thumb towards the Shepherd Girl, who was drawing a V with her fingers from afar.

Meanwhile, the real Golden Carnival group coming from the opposite direction was taken aback by the unexpected turn of events. Just as they were starting to reveal their faces and draw attention from the surrounding crowd, a female clown among the examinees spotted them and diverted her gaze to another direction, pointing in the opposite direction.

People only realized that the Golden Carnival had entered the correctional facility halfway through.

“Hey, they’re here.”

“Hey, the real Golden Carnival is here!”

However, perhaps due to the Shepherd Girl effect, the speed at which attention was drawn and the response were slower than expected. At this point, trying to attract attention would only shift the impact of the first appearance to the side of Wonderstein, after the steam had already dissipated.

Lord Fantastic’s face was smiling, but his mustache trembled with anger.

“Father….”

Reyna, standing beside him, tried to console him, but it had the opposite effect.

Fantastic glared at his daughter with cold eyes.

“Outside, it’s ‘sir.'”

“…Yes, sir.”

“How many times do I have to tell you? You foolish girl.”

He said it with a dismissive tone, then swaggered towards the man who looked like a professor standing in front of the school building, his golden cape billowing behind him.

“Hey, seems like there are a lot of promising newcomers this year, huh?”

Lord Fantastic was someone who could dress himself up as needed.

He greeted the professor with a familiar face, as if meeting an old friend from his hometown, and then looked around at the test takers.

The gazes directed at him deepened with awe.

That was exactly what he intended.

By showcasing his acquaintance with the professors to aspiring students who hadn’t even passed the entrance exam yet, he wanted to make them feel the vast difference in status.

He had no hesitation in employing his top-notch skills and strategies.

To him, everything, whether it be performances, festivals, or raising children, was a game.

“Reyna, are you okay?”

A man in his thirties from the Golden Carnival approached her, his voice trembling.

He whispered to her while covering her face with his back so that people couldn’t see her.

Reyna gave him a slightly melancholic smile.

“I’m fine. It’s not the first or second time he’s done this. He’s obsessed with the circus.”

“Ah…”

Despite her venomous words, tears glistened in her eyes, causing the man to feel awkward.

“Let’s go. We can’t let Lord Fantastic’s daughter show any signs of sadness, can we?”

As they passed each other, Reyna quickly adjusted her expression.

She transformed into the proud and noble “Golden Libra.”

She lifted her chin and looked around at the children gathered in front of the school, her eyes filled with arrogance.

“Wow, who’s that?”

“She’s so beautiful.”

“Oh, isn’t that Lord Fantastic’s daughter?”

“Ah, the Golden Libra…”

“Poor thing. Always compared to her father.”

“Could we end up like that too?”

There was not a single flaw in her expression as she stood before the crowd.

There were students on the school building watching her from above.

“Ugh, why is that girl acting so arrogantly?”

“She seems to like the ‘Golden Libra.’ Ha, bet she’s interested in Charlie Senior.”

Students who had finished preparing for the exam with the help of professors were discussing and gossiping while looking down at the crowd.

These exam takers seemed to lack a backbone.

That circus troupe below, they could easily wipe out anyone below the director.

The audience seemed more interested in what was under the girls’ skirts than the circus itself.

That’s what the kids were gossiping about, recalling the legendary entrance exam that took place four years ago.

Back then, Lord Fantastic had also brought his daughter.

He intended to embarrass Lekachep by having his “masterpiece” achieve the highest score in all subjects of the entrance exam.

Was this the best a top-notch family could produce?

In fact, his plan almost succeeded.

Reyna had rewritten all the records of the top scorer at the time.

However, there was a newcomer who appeared like a comet at that time.

That was Charlie.


He had no parents, and his mentor wasn’t a famous acrobat.

He was from an unknown circus school in the countryside.

It was one of those places that sprang up like mushrooms to supply the lack of acrobats after the terrorist attack 17 years ago.

And the Golden Libra ended up losing to a country bumpkin.

Out of a total of 25 entrance exam tasks, he lost 12 and won 13.
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The examiners for Lekachep entrance exam were current students.

That didn’t mean that the students themselves graded the exams.

It meant that the criteria for scoring in the entrance assignment was determined by the records achievable when current students took the same exam.

The conditions for achieving the highest score in each assignment was simple.

It was simply to surpass the achievements of current students.

So, receiving the highest score in any assignment of the entrance exam meant being superior to anyone currently attending the school in that particular skill.

Charlie received the highest score in total for 25 assignments of the entrance exam.

In other words, he surpassed everyone currently attending the school from the moment he entered.

Of those, 13 surpassed the record of the Golden Libra, Reyna.

Modest Charlie always corrected that whenever this story came up, saying it was 12 wins, 12 losses, and 1 draw, not 13 wins.

He said he was lucky to win against Reyna in the last assignment.

There was a trap in the last assignment.

It was something only students who had been trained by Lekachep School for years could recognize.

But Charlie and Reyna were experiencing it for the first time.

Reyna , who took the challenge first, couldn’t avoid it and made a mistake, and Charlie, after seeing her mistake, exposed the trap and achieved the highest score.

Charlie always said.

That at that time, if he had taken the assignment first, their scores would have been reversed.

Indeed, how much difference would there have been between the two over the four years?

Would Charlie still be inferior?

Unfortunately, it was impossible to know.

Charlie graduated and returned to his hometown a month ago.

He even gave up the opportunity to join the elite circus troupe ‘Lekachep 25’, which only accepts top graduates.

Although everyone objected, he did not listen.

Students worried if they could defend their scores with their records.

Because Lord Fantastic’s daughter applied for the entrance exam again this time.

It was because of the ‘draft’ rule imposed on the participants by the school.

To admit new members to the circus troupe, one existing member had to be released.

And the order of selecting members in the draft was determined by the grades received by the released member in the entrance exam.

Even knowing this draft rule, Lord Fantastic’s intention to release his daughter and send her to the exam was clear.

He believed that his daughter could defeat all the examinees.

Last time, thanks to a rookie like Charlie happening to be among the examinees, it was prevented, but this time, it was difficult to expect such luck.

They had to somehow defend their scores with the skills of current students.

“Let’s have confidence. We’ve honed our skills at Lekachep for a few years, haven’t we?”

“Yeah. What’s so great about the Golden Libra anyway?”

“When that kid was running around under her dad’s popularity, we were working hard.”

“Well, yeah.”

As friends chattered calmly, a female student with blue hair, who had achieved top records in more than half of the 25 tests, sharply glared at Reyna, who entered the auditorium.

Her name was Clara.

She was Charlie’s junior by a year and the current top student at the school.

She had an especially resentful look in her eyes compared to other students.

She knew how great an existence her opponent was.

That she was a genius far superior to herself.

She used to idolize Reyna once upon a time.

But not anymore.

Clara couldn’t stand her.

She remembered what had happened a few months ago, just before graduation.

She wanted to sort out her feelings for Charlie before he left the school.

She confessed to him.

But he rejected her feelings.

“Why? Is it because I’m not good enough?”

“No, no. You’re a great friend, Clara. But I… I already have feelings for someone else.”

Clara’s expression was shocked by his words.

“W-Who is it?”

“Uh… It’s a bit embarrassing to say.”

“I want to know! Is it someone from the circus? Or a student from our school? It’s not… a professor, is it?”

Clara knew that he was close to Professor Taming.

He excelled in every field, but he particularly devoted himself to the subject of Professor Taming.

While the other professors were elders who had held their positions since the founding of the school, the Professor Taming was a woman in her mid-30s. Everyone whispered about how smitten they were with each other, especially after sightings of them walking together late at night.

Charlie chuckled awkwardly, recalling the rumors circulating around campus.

“No, no, definitely not. She is not someone from our school. Yes, She is a circus performer. More skilled than anyone else…”

Clara couldn’t help but interject emotionally.

“More skilled than anyone else? Are you saying she is more skilled than me? I might not be as good as Senior Charlie, but I’m still the top student in our grade.”

“Well, even though it’s you… I mean, it won’t work out with her. I haven’t even competed yet…”

The moment she heard that, she realized whom he was referring to.

The person he hadn’t competed against yet.

The person he always said he tied with.

“Golden Libra” Reyna Maguire.

The illegitimate daughter of “Lord Fantastic” Simon Maguire, the greatest magician in the industry.

Clara was her fan.

With looks and physique that surpassed her age, and outstanding skills, she was the most prominent teenage circus prodigy in the world.

Many people envied her, but Clara didn’t.

She always appeared flawless on stage, showing only perfection without any hint of emotion.

She was the embodiment of Clara’s idol.

But not anymore.

That day, as soon as she returned to the dormitory, Clara tore down all of Reyna’s posters on the wall.

She threw away all the articles and performance memorabilia she had collected.

Someone who once shone so brightly from afar now felt so repulsive by her side.

Clara glanced over the exam assignments set up in the auditorium, her tongue clicking.

Reyna Maguire.


Once her idol.

She wanted to see her miserable.

***

The people entering the auditorium were divided into two groups.

The examinees and the circus representatives who came to watch them.

The examinees looked around the auditorium, observing the various contraptions set up with curiosity.

These were the tasks they had to complete today.

Some looked nervous, some excited.

Of course, there was no one as excited as Ella.

“Wow! Look at that! What’s that? Some kind of training device using jumping ability and balance? I’ve never seen anything like that! Is that a device for measuring strength using centrifugal force? Look at the angle of the springs; if you just swing it, wouldn’t your arms get twisted because of muscle structure?”

Ella wandered around the auditorium with an excited face.

Wonderstein was relieved to see that even though she lost her memory, this aspect of her hadn’t changed at all.

“Miss Ella, you went to circus school, didn’t you? Were there no such things there?”

“Would there be such things at our poor rural school? They were all personally crafted by Master. The training effect was good, but… Oh, wait! How does that one work?”

Wonderstein glanced at the contraption Ella pointed at, then explained its workings and usage.

She widened her eyes and looked up at him.

“Why didn’t I think of that?”

“Well, it’s just something you see at a glance.”

“Then what about that one?”

Ella was amazed by Wonderstein’s ability to answer smoothly every time she pointed at the equipment.

With each glance at him, Ella’s admiration and affection deepened.

Impressive.

He’s an extraordinary man.

Sculpted looks and gentle speech.

A soft laugh and a caring heart.

Above all, his knowledge and versatile skills in her favourite field.

She wanted to shout to the world.

This is the director I’ve chosen.

This is the person I admire.

This is the man I love.

She remembered standing side by side with him on stage.

She wanted to stand beside him someday without any makeup.

Wonderstein and Ella!

The ultimate duo!

“Hehe.”

Wonderstein chuckled softly as he looked at her happily.

Not even a fitness enthusiast.

There couldn’t be another girl who loved training equipment as much as her in the world.

“Do you really like it that much?”

“…What? What are you suddenly talking about in a crowded place!”

“…Pardon?”

Only then did Ella realize that he was referring to the acrobatic equipment.

She was startled, as if a thief had stepped on her foot own foot while lost in her thoughts.

“Oh, that… No, no, hehe. Anyway, it’s impressive, isn’t it, director? Knowing all of that at a glance…”

It was natural that Wonderstein could see through the workings of the equipment before him.

The acrobatic equipment used for the 25 tasks prepared by Lekachep Circus School were all from TT2.

About half were tools applicable for conquering mazes, and the other half came out broken and operated as traps.

At that moment, six men and women stepped onto the stage with papers ringing in hand.

They were professors from the circus school.

“Our principal is currently away on business… So, I’ll greet you on his behalf. I’m Elpara, the vice principal of Lekachep Circus School, and I teach the ‘tightrope walking’ course.”

A woman in her fifties, wearing a black tricorn hat and a black velvet dress, stood on the platform.

She was one of the five acrobats who founded Lekachev.

Lekachep’s curriculum was divided into seven main categories.

Commonly known as the ‘traditional five disciplines,’ the five acrobatic disciplines were each promoted by one of the five founders.

The strength show by Yakovlev.

Tightrope walking by Elpara.

Ground skills by Kyle.

Shooting by Legault

Taming by Ursus

These five were once renowned in the circus industry as the ‘Famous Five’ thirty years ago.

Then, according to the proposal of the emperor’s jester, they established a school together and took on teaching positions.

Here, only Ursus of Taming retired, while the other four continued to teach, not only now but also four years later.

The Quartet.

They were the final bosses of the Yeterinpuurk stage of TT2.

Wonderstein smiled as he watched them step forward one by one.

Perhaps because they boasted the most murderous difficulty level throughout TTT, they were firmly etched in memory.

When a young female professor in charge of taming came out, it became a bit uncomfortable.

She appeared as an ally in TT2.

Just like with the ghost of Cabaret, when everyone was engulfed in madness, the only one who remained sane was originally someone who was intoxicated with their own madness.

She was no exception.

“That person is none other than the apprentice of Ursus! I even have her autograph. A friend got it for me….”

Ella glanced at her with a twinkle in her eye.

Wonderstein thought he had heard the name Ursus somewhere.

As he recollected, he remembered the opening ceremony.

Just in case he made a mistake, Ella had prepared lines for the interview in advance.

His name was mentioned there.

Was the most respected acrobat also Ursus?

At that time, without much thought, he recited the lines she gave him.

Because he was a famous acrobat in taming, he thought he must be worthy of respect.

But to think he was once a member of the Famous Five.

Since the game always mentioned only the Quartret, he didn’t even know of the existence.

It did seem odd that only Professor Taming was in her 30s…


“I believe it would be a tragedy if what happened to the late mentor Ursus was to be repeated. I hope the organizers of the competition have caught the ‘Black Magician’ they prepared a task force for.”

Professor Taming mentioned a terror incident from 17 years ago.

Ursus participated in that and died, she said.

Wonderstein accepted another accumulated evil without surprise or much concern.

“Then please have the circus groups participating in the draft release their members. I repeat, once released, the examinees should not have any contact with circus groups during the exam.”



 
  
    Chapter 136: Black and Gold – 7


Some of the acrobats wore confident smiles, while others wore sour expressions.

The former would likely be members strategically sent out, while the latter would be members sent out due to their lack of skill.

Still, both had to do their best in the audition; the former to secure the circus’s priority in selection, and the latter to be selected again somewhere else.

“Silk Circus!”

From the group in the corner of the auditorium, a young woman in a hooded robe emerged.

Although their philosophy was that extraversion was fake, she was an exception. While she wore the hood, it only barely covered her shoulders.

Underneath the cloak, she revealed a slim waist as she rolled a fist-sized crystal bead in her hand, walking towards the group of candidates.

“Hehehe, so the Silk Circus is here too. I remember seeing that lady once….”

As Sven chuckled, Yurakne recalled something she had read in a magazine.

“I heard she’s a newcomer. I remember seeing her in an interview featured in a magazine… She’s the one who came up with that ‘subliminal’ thing, right?”

“Hahaha, I remember. Wasn’t she from a fortune teller background?”

Thanks to the circus magazine featuring updates from various preliminary rounds, participants could easily gather information about their competitors.

They had also heard through the magazine that the Silk Circus had once failed in Lekachep’s audition.

Ella had mentioned that Silk would be retaking the audition with them in October.

The announcer called out the names of the circus troupes one by one.

While he tried not to show favoritism in his proceedings, his voice unintentionally rose as he prepared to announce the next name.

“Golden Carnival!”

All eyes in the room shifted to one place.

There stood a group of people who remained unruffled despite the thousands of eyes upon them.

Their calmness emanated from their acclaimed skills, often referred to as the best dream team.

Lord Fantastic, the leader, turned to his daughter and said, “Reyna, I believe in you.”

For the first time, a warm smile adorned Simon Maguire’s lips.

To an outsider, it might have seemed like a father cheering on his child with pure sincerity.

However, Reyna knew better.

That smile was as fake as it could be.

His words of “I believe in you” were no different from a gunman’s words to his gun.

Reyna despised herself for being swayed by his warm words.

But she hated herself even more for craving it.

She tightened her grip on the whip in her hand.

“Yes, Father. I will do my best.”

With the whip swinging at her waist, she stepped forward, unfazed by the thousands of eyes upon her.

Her turbulent emotions remained concealed, her outward demeanor exuding flawless confidence.

Her shimmering long blonde hair.

A towering height and well-built figure reminiscent of a model.

Add to that, fair skin and a beautiful face.

It was evident to everyone that what was once called Lord Fantastic’s “masterpiece” wasn’t merely a result of his enthusiasm.

The chorus of admiration from the crowd made Reyna sneer inwardly.

“A well-made product indeed.”

Everything she had cultivated and achieved was all orchestrated by her father for profit.

From her smile and speech to even the clothes she wore, everything was manufactured through his discipline and verbal abuse.

Last night, she had to endure correction at his hands once again.

Her father hadn’t been this severe before.

Of course, when she was younger, he had verged on abuse, but once she had gained some proficiency, he would only chastise her lightly a couple of times a week.

However, as he leaped into the grand arena of the Circus Grand Prix, his nerves sharpened progressively.

Since coming to this city, where he tasted defeat, his edginess peaked, pouring out icy daggers whenever she made even a small mistake.

She had long discarded hope that things would improve if she did well.

She was destined to live like this forever.

All she wanted was not something big.

She just wanted a normal father who would praise her for her efforts, comfort her when she was tired.

Suddenly, she remembered the two people she had seen from the terrace a few days ago.

Although they were passing strangers, they strangely kept coming to mind.

She recalled the warm laughter of the man.

She remembered the girl’s overflowing affectionate chatter.

She was envious.

“Get rid of it! Such childish antics. You are the daughter of Lord Fantastic. Not even a slight gap is allowed.”

She reassured herself by murmuring the words her father had almost indoctrinated into her mind.

Wonderstein smiled as he watched her come out onto the stage.

Reyna Maguire.

It had been a long time indeed.

She was one of the supporting characters in TTT.

And she was the only supporter to appear consistently throughout the trilogy.

In TT1, she appeared as a nuisance, screaming in confusion amidst the monster attacks.

In TT2, she progressed a bit, acting a bit more sassy but still serving as a reliable ally.

In TT3, she filled in Maya’s shortcomings and came out as a friend, sharing her friendship.

Her first impression was of an irritable and unstable baggage, but as the series progressed, she showed an increasingly mature side.

Those who initially disliked her for being annoying ended up becoming her fans after finishing the trilogy.

Reyna of the Golden Carnival.

Maya of the Silver Veil Circus.

The two were beloved by fans, referred to as Gold and Silver.

Wonderstein felt both gladness and apprehension.

She was even younger than the Reyna who had completely collapsed mentally in TT1.

The past descriptions of her unfolded one by one as the subsequent series progressed.

How unstable could her ego be behind that seemingly perfect expression?

“Reyna Maguire? Is she famous? She seems very popular.”

Except for Ella, the other members were ignorant of the circus industry.

In response to Yurakne’s question, Wonderstein smiled pleasantly and said, “She’s 17 this year. A prodigy with no rivals among her peers. A promising acrobat for the future.”

Everyone nodded in agreement with his words, except for one who objected.

“What did you say? No rivals among her peers?”

Ella widened her eyes and glared at him.


She was not so arrogant as to claim there was no one better than her in the world.

However, it was hard for her to tolerate Wonderstein praising another acrobat of the same age in front of her.

He realized she was starting to look fierce and added hastily, “It’s not my opinion, it’s just… the setting… I mean, that’s how the world sees it.”

“I don’t care about what the world thinks. What matters is how you see it. You’ve never said such things to me! Damn it… hurting my pride…”

Ella remembered another incident from her childhood.

The protagonist, who had been pushed aside and stood in the corner looking pathetic after losing her partner actress to a wealthy sponsor, was her.

The shocking scene she witnessed when she was young still lingered vividly in her mind.

This man was her partner.

He was the one she chose as her partner.

She couldn’t give up her seat to anyone else.

As Wonderstein pondered how to calm the situation, the voice calling out to them from the stage interrupted.

“Wonderstein Circus!”

The emcee called out to them from the stage.

According to the original plan, Ella was supposed to leave here.

However, she seemed to have no intention of moving until she heard a definite answer from Wonderstein, staring at him as if challenging him.

As he hurried to reassure her, Sven shouted loudly from behind.

“Ella is fired!”

Ella, momentarily taken aback by his sudden action, soon glared at him.

“What on earth are you doing, you skeleton-inspired troublemaker!”

“Hehe, why not prove who’s better, right, Assistant Director?”

“…What?”

Ella’s eyebrows furrowed.

“What’s with the Golden Libra? We think you’re the best. Go out there and show them what you’ve got. And then come back and tell the Director that Ella Yang is the best!”

“…Well said after a long time.”

She then jumped up and dashed forward.

And facing Wonderstein, she said, waving her red sequined robe roughly, “I’m watching you from here! If you dare touch Reyna, I’ll crush you!”

Sven chuckled amusedly, and Wonderstein nodded as if he couldn’t stop her.

“Is Reyna that amazing?” Maya, who had never shown any interest in the circus industry, asked.

She was the one who knew how exceptional the Assistant Director was from watching her closely.

It was unimaginable for her to lose to someone in acrobatics.

And to someone of the same age.

“Of course. I’m looking forward to her future. She’ll mature even more in about seven years… Hoho.”

Wonderstein said so, smiling as he glanced at Reyna.

Maya turned her head in disappointment.

Her mentor was someone to be admired, but not when it came to women.

That was clear from what she had witnessed.

Whether it was in a public place or at work, he didn’t hesitate to touch Yurakne, a member, and even laughed and accepted it when the Assistant Director rushed to him.

But now he was giggling while looking at a girl from another circus troupe.

It’s not cool at all.

It’s not respectable at all.

It’s disappointing.

Do you like girls that much?

That’s weird.

If you like girls so much…

Why don’t you show any interest in me…?

…

Maya’s mind stopped for a moment.

What was I just thinking?

What…

Wonderstein looked at her blankly, not knowing what to think.

“Maya Rendekub, what are you thinking?”

What am I thinking?

Maya felt her face flush.

She stood up abruptly.

“…I’ll be outside.”

“The entrance exam is about to start soon, you know?”

“I’m not interested.”

Wonderstein suddenly laughed as if she was angry, puzzled by her sudden departure.

Gascon, standing behind him, tried hard to suppress his laughter.

‘Look at this guy?’

He had been staying in the circus troupe for a few days, gradually realizing how things worked inside.

The members adored the Director as if worshipping him.

There was no interference of any authority.

It was just pure gratitude and respect being expressed.

He thought his disciple was overflowing with talent.

But there was a problem.

It was women.

Even Lady Vergsong seemed to have feelings for him, and the circus atmosphere never ceased within the troupe.

Not that it was a bad thing.

A wandering acrobat’s career couldn’t last forever.

Once you meet someone you love and start a family, you naturally find a place to settle down.

Those who cultivate plants need to settle somewhere.

Otherwise, the act of cultivating plants itself doesn’t hold.

The problem was Ella, who never left his side for a moment.

As long as he was entwined with that circus enthusiast, my disciple couldn’t escape the life of a wanderer.

The goal was to rid him of that thorn in his side.

Strategically speaking, it would be best to push forward a rival for her.

Anais was difficult. She was too far away.

Maya was also difficult. She lacked initiative.

The most viable contender was Yurakne.

Thanks to thirty years in the political hub, Gascon was sharp.

He noticed that Wonderstein was gradually leaning on her emotionally.

She knew how to care for people.

Though he was reluctant to admit it, she had thoroughly soothed his heart while focusing solely on comforting him.

Men tend to get tired of those who get jealous for no reason.

But she knew how to wisely care for a man.

Pushing her towards Wonderstein, letting go of the circus girl, and settling her in one place would be the best path for his disciple.

Gascon looked at the two sitting side by side.

Indeed, it would be best to leave them alone.

“Ahem, look here. Mister Skeleton. Would you mind stepping outside with me for a moment?”

Gascon tried to clear the space for the two of them.

But the skeleton clown he called looked at him with a smirk.

“Me?”

“Yeah?”

There was a strange suspicion mixed in with his always cheerful voice.

Gascon was taken aback.

“Excuse me, but how old are you, Mr. Gascon?”

His question made Gascon feel uneasy.

“60……almost 70 now……”

“I’m in my 90s.”

His words made Gascon swallow hard.

“Uh… I see… really?”

He had grown old too.

There was no need to suddenly raise his voice like this.

But there was a subtle sense of respect in Sven’s tone that made him keep his manners.

The skeleton clown burst into laughter at his hesitation.

“Haha, that’s right. I’ve been bored all this time because there are only young friends around, but thanks for talking to me so kindly. Then, shall I call you brother, brother?”

“Uh… oh, okay?”

“Brother.”


When he said it seriously, Gascon found himself responding in kind without realizing it.

“……Brother?”

“Haha, that’s great! I understand what you want to say! Even I’m quick on the uptake! Shall we go outside then?”

In a sudden turn of events, the two ended up leaving, citing the stuffiness of the air in the auditorium as an excuse.

Only the two of them remained in the audience seats.
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Yurakne quickly moved to the seat next to Wonderstein.

Before the two old men left, they clenched their fists towards her.

It was a clear show of support.

She suppressed the laughter trying to come out with both arms covering her mouth.

“Uhuhu, I didn’t expect it at all… Thank you, thank you.”

Her arms attached to her back and waist tried to flutter with joy.

She barely suppressed it and said,

“But did you know Sven was over 90? I’ve heard he’s old… Have I been abusing the elderly by hitting him so much?”

Wonderstein looked at her like a child and burst into laughter.

“Hahaha, well, don’t believe the clown’s words too much. It could just be a joke.”

Name: Sven

Age: 59

Favorability: 20 (Next reward: Favorability 30)

Title: Skull Clown

Occupation: Clown

Trait: Inspira-Clown’s Falsehood

Target: Sven’s Audience

Effect: The target exerts a weak hypnotic effect on people other than the members. The effect is nullified if used while laughing.

Requirements: Sven’s Favourability x15

Three weeks ago, thanks to the promise to help the members, their favourability all exceeded 15.

Sven received Inspira at that time.

Clowns were different from acrobats.

While acrobats were admired for their ‘success’, clowns received applause for their ‘failures’.

Perhaps that’s why the blessings they received were somewhat twisted.

Just looking at Sven’s Inspira was enough to tell.

He had never deceived the audience with lies.

Instead, he seemed to enjoy telling obviously false lies to elicit reactions like “Does that make any sense?”.

Perhaps because of that.

By lying, he ended up receiving the blessings that people believe his lies.

Even Gascon, who didn’t lose in verbal sparring with Ella, was completely drawn into his lies; whenever he spoke without a hint of laughter, Gascon nodded absentmindedly.

It seemed very effective for light jokes.

“That aside, it’s been a while. Being alone with the leader.”

Yurakne naturally pulled his arm and linked arms.

If it was Ella, Wonderstein might have felt discomfort and awkwardness.

It wouldn’t have been different with Anais.

And might have pushed Maya away.

But Yurakne pulled off this approach as if it was a natural rhythm.

Her smile and gaze, though somewhat hesitant, seemed to make it impossible for the other party to push her away, but rather to embrace her more.

This was why Gascon rated her so highly.

The tactics of a woman who once got hold of a man and even led him to marriage.

It was something the other three didn’t have.

“I’ve been busy too, you know. I should’ve given Gascon a break now and then. In Luz, I made sure to have tea with you once a day…”

Wonderstein said regretfully.

Yurakne, expecting this, took out something from her bag.

“Ta-da! I knew it so I brought tea! Surprised?”

What she held out was a red thermos.

What Anais had given her was split in two by the Grim Reaper’s scythe.

So he hadn’t been able to drink tea for a while.

Even after arriving at the villa, he had barely managed to have a cup when it coincided with her time.

“He was such a tea lover…”

Yurakne heard that he hadn’t asked Anais for a new thermos.

It seemed a bit shameless to demand a thermos for tea while a healer was requested because Ella was ill.

She had been saddened by the sight of him carrying around the thermos that Anais had given him every day.

What’s inside is my tea!

Should I shout that out loud, to the point of impulse?

Yurakne heard that he didn’t ask Anais for a new thermos.

It seemed a bit shameless to demand a thermos when requesting a healer for Ella.

But here was the opportunity.

Wanderstein accepted the thermos she handed over with a welcoming smile.

He missed having tea these days because he got used to it when completing the quest.

Drinking it made him feel relaxed.

She didn’t know that he could overcome the crisis thanks to the tea she brewed.

“I know you’ve been holding back for my sake all this time. But I do have time to make a cup of tea for the Director. Please feel free to ask anytime.”

The villa they were staying at belonged to a nobleman with ties to Anais.

The villa had caretakers, security guards, and servants, but they had all been given vacations and sent away.

They were employees of the nobility.

They were different from the staff of a first-class hotel.

They couldn’t hide their contempt and hatred for the members of the Monster Circus.

So Yurakne personally prepared meals for the members and cleaned the mansion.

The ratmen helped, but it was not easy to train for exams and do physical training at the same time.

“I’m fine. The Director is also busy with Ella’s affairs… And… making such a promise to us.”

Promise.

Wanderstein’s hand, which was carrying the cup to his mouth, stopped at the word.

“Can we really get out of this body?”

“…We’ll have to try.”

As a habit, Wanderstein checked the quest notification window again.

The member quest still didn’t appear.

Kirku still judged the members’ wish as ‘impossible’.

“Oh, it’s not that I don’t believe in your abilities! But… I just… think it’s okay to stay like this.”


Wanderstein recalled that she had only passively responded when he had said he would heal their bodies. Was it because of her calmness or simply because she didn’t want it?

“Miss Yurakne, are you feeling better now?

“Oh, no. I want to be as normal as possible… But if there are side effects to the treatment…”

“Side effects?”

Her tone in her last words was different from before.

There was a sharp yet somewhat poignant emotion in it.

She bit her lip and clenched it.

Her story could be helpful information for the treatment research he was conducting.

But he couldn’t bring up that story.

It contained memories that were too painful for her, ones she didn’t want to reveal to anyone.

That was when it happened.

The timing was good, the sound of a horn was heard.

“Get out, get out!”

“No, really, we’re teenagers!”

“Yes! Really! We’re 17 years old!”

At the entrance to the hall, two men were grappling with the guards.

Yurakne looked at the two and made a puzzled sound.

“Hey, those two…”

“It’s been a while.”

The two men arguing with the guards were the comedy duo Allen and Jo that he had met in Luz.

They were urging to be allowed to take the entrance exam by bringing fake IDs claiming they were 17 years old.

“Then at least show some sincerity by shaving off that tiny mustache!”

“No way! Don’t you dare shave it off!”

“I’m serious!”

With a swift grab of their backs, Professor Yakovlev caught them and escorted them out.

Behind them, their companion, snake handler Suab, covered her face in embarrassment with her hands.

“That’s unacceptable, you idiots….”

During the brief commotion, all preparations for the exam were completed.

A man with a pale complexion, dressed in a black suit with a black cloak, stepped onto the stage.

“Well then, let’s begin the freshman selection exam! I am Professor Legault, in charge of supervising the exam.”

Although similar to Wonderstein’s attire, he differed with a red-lined cloak and a red bow tie, and his coat was raised high.

With his appearance, the students also entered.

They each took their places in pairs in front of 100 equipment of 25 different kinds.

They were the assistant invigilators for today’s exam.

The examinees, dressed in gym clothes and sneakers provided by the school, stood at the starting line.

Those who came purely for the exam wore turquoise gym clothes, while those from the circus wore pink gym clothes.

Regardless of the type of examinee, no one approached Reyna Maguire’s vicinity.

An aura that was untouchable emanated from her.

Then, a black-haired girl in pink gym clothes stood right next to her.

Reyna remained unfazed.

She had anticipated that someone would come to challenge her to some extent.

It didn’t matter who it was.

She would just reveal her skills.

Reyna calmly glanced at the girl who stood before her with an imposing attitude.

“Could you move aside?”

Despite the intimidating demeanour, she didn’t seem to falter, which indicated that she wasn’t just any ordinary girl.

“Why? Are you scared of being compared?”

Reyna chuckled lightly and then averted her gaze from her.

Verbal sparring would only tarnish the dignity of a “Golden Libra.”

Showing her skills was enough.

Bang.

With the starting signal, the students poured into the auditorium.

Some dashed towards the equipment right in front of them.

Some strategically sought out equipment that suited them.

And some hesitated in the middle, observing the situation.

They came in all shapes and forms.

Reyna headed towards the equipment on the innermost side.

There was no other reason.

She was simply drawn to the side with fewer people at the moment.

“She’s quite fast.”

Reyna briefly glanced at Ella, who was sticking close to her.

Although Ella seemed smaller than her and was about 20 cm shorter, her leg muscles were unusually elastic. Her running posture and movements were perfect.

Reyna admired inwardly but was not surprised.

It was a competition among the world’s top circus troupes.

Having such talent was only natural.

Even so, no one could defeat her.

Surely there wouldn’t be another newcomer like Charlie who deviated from the norm.

Reyna chose one of the equipment on the inside.

It had a mark indicating ground skills.

Ground skills required patience, perseverance, endurance, and stamina.

Such quick types might excel in tightrope walking, but they often showed weakness in ground skills.

Reyna intended to demonstrate the difference in skill to the girl who confronted her.

“Measurement apparatus number 19. ‘Self-Goal Keeper’! Let me explain the rules.”

The rules were simple.

It involved catching balls shot from a giant slingshot.

Zero points for failing to catch the ball or if any part of the body except the soles touched the ground.

Even if the ball was not blocked before the line drawn on the ground, it still resulted in zero points.

The score depended on how close to the line in front the ball was blocked.

“Get out of the way! This isn’t a sport for girls like you!”

A rough-looking guy in pink gym clothes stepped forward.

He arrived panting almost at the end of the explanation and squeezed in front of Reyna and Ella.

Given his nervous gaze and hasty actions, he was clearly a member expelled due to skill.

There was no reason to refuse to show a demonstration.

Perhaps Ella thought the same as she allowed him to go first like Reyna did.

“Hmph. I’m fortunate it’s this kind of test. I lack a bit of finesse, that’s all. Strength doesn’t easily disappear.”

The man put on gloves and stood on the X mark.

Twang.

The slingshot made of rubber and rubber stretched as if it might break.

The students turning the crank cast glances at the man, and he nodded in return.

The latch of the crank snapped open with a bang.

Simultaneously, the ball shot out like a bullet.

Even though he was expelled, he still had the skill to compete in the Circus Grand Prix.

He caught the ball with both hands without falling or missing.

He looked around.

People were staring at him in astonishment.

He chuckled and tossed the ball to the ground.

His palm was slightly grazed, and his thigh felt sore, but it was bearable.

“It’s nothing, Lekachep! If only my family was wealthy, I would’ve passed here when I was young.”


However, his confident smile quickly faded.

“Beep! Self-goal! 0 points! You crossed the line!”

“What?”

Perplexed, the man looked at the ground.

From the X mark where he stood, a trail of rubber sole marks stretched out, clearly indicating that he had crossed the line despite being told not to.
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At the point marked X, the distance to the line was exactly 1 meter.

The man who caught the flying ball had been pushed more than 1 meter from his original position.

“This can’t be happening… so suddenly…”

The smell of gunpowder rose faintly from the ground.

“Next!”

Although the student signaled for him to leave, the man shouted back, shaking his head.

“Give me another chance! Something went wrong!”

He picked up the fallen ball from the ground and shouted again, but the student shook their head.

“Please go down! There are other examinees waiting behind you!”

Mockery poured from the audience towards him.

“What are you doing? Hurry up and go down!”

“You were so confident before.”

“With that physique, being pushed back so much… hilarious.”

“Is it water balloons instead of muscles?”

“I understand why he was expelled.”

The man’s face darkened.

He had trusted his strength too much.

He hadn’t noticed that the ground was inclined to slip in a certain direction.

This was not a test of strength, but a test of skill in standing firmly on the ground.

Thanks to the darkened mark on the ground, he finally realized that the ground’s surface was different from other places.

“Ugh.”

A score of 0.

It felt unfair.

He could do better if given another chance…

The man activated the wisdom he had acquired through his physique.

He raised his voice and forced it.

“This is unfair! I didn’t hear the explanation properly!”

In response to his protest, the student rebuffed him coldly.

“You were the one in a hurry.”

“That… those girls pushed me aside, so I hurried! They pushed me into an atmosphere where I had to take the test quickly!”

People looked at him with incredulous expressions.

Cutting in line first and then shamelessly acting like this.

He really was an incompetent human being.

“Anyway, let me retake the test! I can really do it!”

The student in charge of the “own-goal keeper” exchanged glances with another student.

They had seen examinees resort to all sorts of tactics during entrance exams over the past few years.

When persuasion failed to make them understand, they knew there was a better way through experience.

One of the students stepped forward.

He stood at the point where the rubber marks began.

“Try pushing me off from this X mark. Then we’ll admit that our explanation was insufficient and allow you to retake the test.”

A vein bulged on the giant’s forehead.

Dare to challenge him to a test of strength?

“What kind of circus performer are you?”

“Ground skills.”

“Ha! Do you think you’re ‘Hopps the Indestructible’? You won’t move an inch from there, will you?”

“Of course not…”

The student couldn’t finish his sentence.

The man had already launched himself at him.

It was a calculated move to prevent the opponent from reacting.

Despite the sneak attack, he remained unfazed.

Compared to the intimidating presence of Professor Yakovlev, this was nothing.

He leaned his body diagonally, pulling the man’s arm and grabbing his leg at the same time.

It was a martial art that utilized the opponent’s strength.

“Huh?”

The man’s body floated up and spun in the air.

Thud.

His back hit the ground.

The hand that had grabbed his leg was now pressing against his stomach.

It was such a pathetic ending compared to the momentum he had built up.

“You’re out.”

By the time the man realized what had happened, it was already all over.

Cheers for the student and jeers for the man poured out from the audience seats simultaneously.

“Poor thing, this pig!”

“Get down already!”

“Pathetic! Lekachep!”

“Even the circus team must feel sorry. They must be dead last in the draft order.”

“They should be thankful they let go of such a person.”

The man tightly closed his eyes.

There was no greater disgrace in the world.

He, with over 8 years of experience as a skilled acrobat, was defeated by a mere teenager.

He and the other examinees felt the height of Lekachep’s barrier.

This was the skill of the world’s top elite acrobats.

The student lifted the man lying on the ground and dragged him outside without resistance.

He rolled on the ground lethargically, without any intention to resist.

“Sniff, sniff, sniff.”

Reyna looked at the man crying on the ground with disdainful eyes and climbed onto the equipment.

She didn’t even glance at the marks on the ground.

Even without explanations, she could guess that the ground was designed to be slippery.

She had taken the entrance exam four years ago.


The content of the task was different then, but the way they set traps remained the same.

Clumsy.

Ping.

As the crank was released, the taut rubber band was loosened.

The ball shot out.

With her feet slightly wider than shoulder-width apart, she pulled the ball to her chest and twisted her body at the same time.

So that the foot serving as the pivot became perpendicular to the direction the ball was flying.

Thunk.

The impact that struck her body flowed down her leg bones and onto the ground.

The angles of her outstretched legs and the motion of receiving the ball were perfect.

Her body moved only about an inch.

There was a saying that ground skills were done with bones, not muscles.

There were various techniques in ground skills, but there was one technique that permeated all ground skills.

It was directing the impact into the bones.

An impact perpendicular to the bones could fracture them.

An oblique impact could twist the joints.

But horizontal force was like a building column to the bones.

It directed the applied force downward.

If one tried to resist the impact with muscle strength without understanding this basic principle, they would end up like the man lying there.

The audience who witnessed her acrobatics swallowed their saliva.

The neat result was too different from the fact that the huge lump had been pushed over a meter.

Even those who had seen it firsthand doubted their memory, wondering if the ball had been slower than before.

“So what’s the score?”

“How many centimeters?”

The student standing at the entrance of the apparatus measured the distance from where her toe touched to the line.

A hint of pity crossed his eyes.

One defensive line had been breached.

“81.3cm!”

“Wow!”

“What’s the highest score for current students?”

“63.4cm!”

“It’s the highest score!”

The difference was nearly 20cm from the current student’s highest record.

Reyna looked around as if she didn’t care much, then descended from the apparatus.

On the opposite side of the auditorium, her colleagues were there.

Next to a male colleague who waved cheerfully was his father.

He nodded lightly.

His eyes were still cold, and his mouth was still firm, but it was clearly a sign of praise.

Yeah.

That’s enough.

Reyna clenched her fist and headed towards the next measuring equipment.

From behind came the sound of her next competitor stepping up.

She didn’t turn around.

She had no hobby of feeling superior while looking at someone less skilled.

To her, the circus was merely a means to gain her father’s approval.

Squeak.

She could tell by the sound of shoes dragging against the floor.

There must have been at least a few dozen centimetres.

But as she glanced up at the audience seats, she paused for a moment.

All eyes were directed behind her.

Toward where she had left.

What surprised her was the excitement and anticipation reflected on their faces.

They were all getting ready to jump up from their seats in anticipation of the announcement of the records.

From behind her came the voice of the student who had measured her record earlier.

“98.7cm!”

Reyna felt her heart sink.

Turning around, she saw Ella standing proudly with a triumphant expression, the ball snugly tucked against her waist.

Right above the marked spot.

The auditorium erupted into chaos as if a bomb had dropped.

“It’s, it’s a new record! And an incredible feat she just did…”

“I can’t believe it.”

“Yeah. Not just the record, but what that kid just did…”

When people around asked what happened, those who witnessed Ella’s acrobatics explained what they saw.

From their actions and a few words, Reyna could piece together what had happened.

Ella caught the flying ball with one hand and used one foot as a pivot to spin right there, turning it into a rotational movement.

It was like a bomb dropped on the hall.

“Unbelievable.”

“Technically possible, but with a human body?”

Not dropping such a fast-moving ball with one hand alone was already a challenge.

Maintaining a perfect circular motion without any deviation was also challenging.

And to end up standing right there after spinning was also challenging.

Reyna could do it too, in theory.

But that would involve rehearsing the same move several times, not spontaneously performing it like Ella did.

No, attempting such an absurd ‘acrobatic feat’ on such an important occasion was already evidence enough that she wasn’t ordinary.

Ella extended her arms in gratitude towards the applauding audience and the aspiring students.

“Thank you! I’m Ella, the Assistant Director of Wonderstein Circus!”

With her back straight, she hopped around, waving her hands in all directions.

Perhaps it was the energetic vibe she exuded.

Even among the supervisors who should maintain neutrality, there were students who responded enthusiastically to her performance.

“Ella! Ella! Ella!”

Some of the audience even chanted her name.

Professor Legault, who was overseeing the exam, asked for restraint.

But even his face couldn’t hide the excitement.

As Ella descended from the apparatus, she flashed a radiant smile towards a certain direction.

There, a young couple who seemed to be her parents were waving at her.

Her parents?

At least they were similar beings.

Before feeling envious, an uneasy feeling passed through Reyna’s spine.

Parents.

It was a word that made her nervous.

She slowly scanned the audience.

There was her father, with twisted lips, awkwardly smiling.

His eyes, looking in this direction, gleamed with intense emotions.

“You’re not going to do that? Then I’ll go first!”

Ella pushed past her and climbed onto the next equipment.

She seemed to have no interest in Reyna now.

Her pure enjoyment seemed to be focused solely on the equipment.

The name of the next apparatus she climbed was ‘Outfielder Ground Ball.’

The goal was to catch balls flying from all directions for one minute and throw them into the net basket.

This measured talent in tightrope walking, agility, and balance.

Once again, she passed the test with remarkable skill.

She sent all 50 flying balls home.

The student record is 46.

“Did you just see that?”

“Catching in mid-air and throwing back in mid-air!”

“And using both hands separately!”

“What about throwing it backwards without even looking?”

“That’s not human skill.”

Ella waved V signs several times towards the cheering crowd before descending beneath the equipment.

Raina watched all of her movements.

There was no intention to analyze anything.

She simply couldn’t dare to look in that direction, afraid of how her father might be looking at her right now.


“Next!”

The supervisor called her name.

You can do it, Reyna.

You can catch all 50 too, right?

Reyna encouraged herself as she climbed onto the apparatus.



 
  
    Chapter 139: Black and Gold – 10


Following the signal, the balls flew towards her.

She calmly caught them and tossed them into the net basket.

No matter from what angle they came, her balance never faltered.

Her nickname, ‘Golden Libra’, was attributed to her absolute sense of equilibrium.

People admired her movements.

Her body moved like a machine, without any unnecessary motions.

It was a sharp contrast to Ella’s flashy improvisations.

She occasionally delighted the audience with performances that captivated onlookers.

Instead of immediately putting the balls into the basket, she juggled them with one hand, threw them in rapid succession, or caught them in her hand as they flew towards her, displaying tricks as if the thrown balls went into the net while the deflected ones were neatly caught in her hand.

Yet, none of these performances affected her exam scores, which was truly remarkable.

But there was none of that in Reyna’s movements.

She didn’t waste a single wrist flick.

She only moved as much as necessary when needed.

Thanks to her, the audience realized something.

Until now, everyone thought of Reyna as a “genius”.

Because her abilities were overwhelmingly superior to her peers’.

But when compared side by side with a real genius, they could see.

That all of her movements and skills were accumulated through relentless effort.

One minute had passed.

Reyna also succeeded in putting all 50 balls into the basket.

She even set a new record!

Just 5 seconds before the end of the exam, the last ball was thrown.

Typically, exam takers would scramble to pick up the dropped balls during that time, trying to throw even one more into the net.

But thanks to having already put in the previous 49, she ended the test by catching the last ball in her palm and putting it into the net.

So it took Reyna 55.4 seconds to put in all the balls.

She was faster than Ella’s recorded 55.8 seconds.

The reason was simply the difference in reach.

Reyna’s height was 178cm.

Ella’s height was 162cm.

Because of the difference in height, the last 0.4 seconds widened.

It was a narrowly won victory.

Raina turned to the audience.

She expected to see her father’s face, sneering at her victory.

That alone was enough for her to feel relieved.

Just the absence of scorn and ridicule.

But what she witnessed there was an unbelievable sight.

Her father was wearing a bright smile.

Moreover, his hands were clapping!

Reyna almost forgot to feign surprise and burst into laughter.

To see her cold and indifferent father showing such a reaction.

Her body trembled with overwhelming emotion.

She was finally acknowledged.

In front of so many people, he finally praised her achievements sincerely.

She wanted to shout ‘Dad!’ in a loud voice.

But her inflated expectations rapidly cooled down.

It felt like something heavy and solid was blocking her throat.

She realized.

She had made an absurd mistake.

She hadn’t misread the other’s expression.

Her father was clearly still applauding and smiling.

He just wasn’t looking at her.

His gaze was fixed on the contraption called ‘The Crazy Tomato Baptism’.

And there…

“Wow!”

“Amazing!”

“Ella! Ella!”

The audience erupted into a mixture of enthusiastic cheers.

Ella realized that fake tomatoes were no longer flying towards her and checked her body.

Her robe was clean.

Only the floor was smeared with paint.

“0% contamination! Maximum score achieved!”

The examiner’s shout echoed through the entire auditorium.

Ella turned around in the spot and looked up at the ceiling.

Sprays of paint splattered on the ground as she twirled around.

The air was filled with droplets of various colors.

Ella twisted her body among them, narrowly avoiding them.

Though the paint splattered again on the floor, not a single drop stained her clothes!

People were now not just amazed but astounded, screaming in disbelief.

“What, what is that?”

“Wow!”

“Ella! E-Ella!”

Ella skipped through the paint like a child playing in the rain.

She knew exactly how the droplets would splash when stepped on.

She arrived in front of the examiner and removed her shoes, and still, her clothes remained spotless.

“We can reuse this!”

Ella handed her raincoat to the supervising student.

As prospective freshmen, the examinees were initially treated as juniors.

Even so, they felt intimidated by Ella.

Her skill and the charisma emanating from her ease overwhelmed them.


Ella checked the record for ‘Outfielder in Dodgeball’ and admired Reyna standing before her.

“You beat my record? Feeling a bit jealous. Can’t challenge again? Too bad…”

Hearing her taunt, Reyna felt the urge to slap her.

She clenched her fist so hard her nails dug into her palm.

“Hey.”

Reyna tried hard not to show the whirlwind of emotions inside.

“Could you leave me alone?”

Ella’s cheerful face stiffened for a moment before relaxing again.

“Sorry, sorry. We were rivals, right? I got carried away.”

With that, Ella left to take the next exam.

Reyna returned to her seat.

Earlier, she hadn’t misinterpreted anything.

Her father’s gaze was still fixed on Ella.

Reyna sat down, barely suppressing the urge to cry.

I can do well.

If I do well.

Still, she’s just someone else.

I’m daddy’s girl.

Yes. Winning.

Even if it’s 13 wins and 12 losses.

Winning means…

With that determination, Reyna took the next exam.

Simon Maguire paid no attention to whether his daughter behaved like that or not.

Currently, he was busy examining Ella’s next test.

Ever since Ella passed the first test, he couldn’t take his eyes off her.

He was a fervent disciple of Kirku, who had received four Inspiras.

How could he not get excited by such exceptional talent?

“Director, Reyna has overturned another record of the opponent!”

Being members of the Golden Carnival, Reyna’s colleagues still paid enough attention to her.

However, Lord Fantastic glanced over there briefly and scoffed.

“I saw. Nothing but a bit of novelty. It’s the strength coming from the difference in physique. That’s how she won.”

At his response, his colleagues exchanged awkward glances and turned their heads away.

They were tired of his indifference towards his daughter.

Simon locked eyes with Reyna as she descended from the apparatus.

Even in precarious situations, she maintained a composed expression and posture.

Despite her well-groomed appearance, the person who trained her could clearly see the hidden turmoil behind her mask.

For a moment, he felt sorry for her.

But it was fleeting.

His heart quickly closed off.

Like he did with Ella, he didn’t smile at her.

He didn’t nod his head or clap, nor did he offer any response.

He simply turned his head towards Ella’s seventh task that had just begun.

***

Maya, coming out of school, wandered aimlessly around the Tettromino Plaza.

There was no space left between the seven types of blocks that filled the ground.

She soon sat at a table in front of a cafe directly facing the plaza.

From her bag, she pulled out a flat, doughnut-shaped metal disk.

Memory Disk.

It was a tool used by illusion magicians to record their illusions.

Only illusion magicians could record on it, and only illusion magicians could play it back.

This was an heirloom left by her mother.

Her mother, shortly after giving birth to her, ascended to the Sky City upon a friend’s request due to a shortage of labour but met with a disaster soon after.

This item was what she held in her arms until her mother’s dying moment.

The surface of the memory disk had writing that said it was left for her daughter.

Over the seventeen years, the writing had almost faded, but Maya’s goal to replay it with her own hands remained deeply ingrained in her heart.

Ordinary illusion magicians pursuing mysteries could easily play it back, but what she used was no ordinary illusion.

To implement this, she had to find other memory disks, carve each pattern onto them, and infer them inductively.

It would take at least a year.

But recently, she had opened her eyes to mysteries.

She had stepped into the mystery of the ‘void,’ which she had thought was unreachable.

In the process of fighting demons and the struggle between life and death, emotions spread on the blank canvas of her mind.

Thanks to that, she could create illusions through the workings of her heart, not calculations.

Although only one type.

Meow…

A phantom cat stretched out in front of her.

It walked and acted just like the Wally she remembered.

There was no need to calculate each movement.

It was enough to recall from memory.

Maya continued to recall it while infusing magic into the memory disk.

Various colors flashed on the surface of the metal disk, and the illusion popped out.

Dead cat bodies were scattered around.

One cat lay crushed under a pile of cat bricks.

The cat looked straight at her and meowed.

But with the appearance of another cat, the cat’s expression turned fearful, blood splattering, and the illusion was interrupted.

Every cat that appeared looked exactly like Wally, both in appearance and fur color.

This was a memory disk she had reconstructed to the best of her current abilities.

“Why oong……”

Beside her, Wally grimaced as if he had seen something dreadful.

As it was evident, the mystery she had grasped did little to aid in implementing the memory disk.

The only thing she could create with the newfound mystery was memories of Wally the cat.

The illusion she had just replayed was a foolish one, with almost every element composed of Wally.

The general idea could be inferred, but the implemented illusion was so, it even made her doubt if she had read the disk correctly. It could simply be a reflection of the vague imagery she had about the terror.

This was not thorough calculation but magic driven by the heart.

This was the result of her efforts over the past three weeks.

Maya tucked the disk back into her arms.

When stuck, it was right to seek guidance from her master.

Surely, he would provide insights into unexpected avenues.

But she didn’t want that.

If so, he would still see her as a needy child, a disciple in need of guidance, rather than a competent… magician.

If it didn’t work out, she had an inductive method she had planned from the beginning, so she had no fear of what would happen if she couldn’t implement the illusion.

So, how could she expand the realm of the mystery she possessed?

What was the trigger that created the vessel of her mind?

She recalled when Wally was first implemented.

At that time, she was holding the exhausted leader in her arms.

She felt the emotions she had felt when she rushed out of the hall.

So what should she do?

Should she embrace the director again?

“Bebbebabebebet.”

Wally giggled beside her, making a windy sound.

Maya barely restrained herself from spanking him.

Then, she heard someone calling her from afar.

“Maya! Hothot, it’s almost time, won’t you come back in?”

Sven waved at her.

Beside him was Gascon staggering around as if he had lost his mind.

“Can you support this person with telekinesis? I tried, and almost dislocated my arm. As you know, my joints are weak… Hothot!”

Before he could finish speaking, she was already supporting the staggering old man with telekinesis.

“What happened?”

“Well… someone handed him vodka, saying it was watered-down beer… and he believed it… he drank 250mL in one go…”

“….”


“Uweaek!”

Gascon vomited violently.

Wally, underneath it, took the brunt of it.

“Woong!”

It was fortunate that it was an illusion.
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The 400 or so people taking the entrance exam needed more than six hours to complete all the tasks, as some tasks required quite a bit of time to prepare for again after taking the exam once.

However, by the time the exam was over, it had been only more than two hours since it started.

With only around 100 students remaining in line, if each of them completed just one or two remaining tasks, the exam would be finished.

The initial prediction that it would take more than six hours was based on the assumption that all 400 people would have the ability to complete all the tasks.

“Hey, could someone pass me the sutures over here!”

“Do we have any more bandages?”

“Alright, let’s see here. After setting three bones, we’ll be done. One… there we go!”

“Ahh!”

Groans and cries continued to erupt from a corner of the auditorium.

It had been ongoing since the beginning of the exam.

One doctor and two nurses hurriedly moved among the patients lying on beds.

Their treatments were swift and precise.

If a patient had suffered a simple injury like a sprained ankle, they quickly left that bed.

But there was no rest for them.

The student supervisors continued to bring in injured students at a steady pace.

Dr. Nahimov, the head of the school infirmary, frowned as he examined a newly arrived patient.

“What’s this? How did this happen?”

The examinee brought in had one eyeball bulging out of its socket.

Except for the students with fractured skulls or ruptured testicles, this patient was the most severe among those seen today.

Fortunately, the student who brought him in explained.

“The eyeball is a prop prepared by the examinee! He thought it would be fun to do a reaction with a bulging eyeball…”

Dr. Nahimov thought it was fortunate that this examinee wouldn’t pass the exam.

Every April 1st, on the Day of Kirku, limbs were cut off to deceive people, or pranksters wearing costumes of cursed diseases came looking for them. There had been enough of that.

Lekachep was the school with the highest rate of injuries and illness in the world.

It wasn’t that the professors here were easily fooled by students’ antics and fake medical certificates.

It was a testament to the intensity of training received here.

Getting scratched during class was routine, and every day, some part of the body was twisted, broken, or fractured. Occasionally, students suffered burns or were bitten by animals.

The opportunity for Dr. Nahimov to become a member of the Imperial Academy was the paper he wrote on “Emergency Treatment and Future Treatment Plans for Trauma Patients,” thanks to over 20 years of work here.

“It’s more chaotic than usual today.”

He removed the fake eyeball and began treating the broken nose and bruised eye underneath.

Lekachep’s entrance exam was as notorious as its classes.

It was always known for producing a large number of injured.

Just completing all 25 exams was enough to pass.

But this year’s entrance ceremony had an unusually high number of injuries.

Some students blindly rushed in for a chance to participate in the Grand Prix of the Circus, while others were incited by the two geniuses.

Students who attempted Ella’s unconventional tricks ended up with broken fingers or arms, and many who tried to mimic Reyna’s innate sense of balance ended up with injured backs or legs, crawling out.

Thanks to the two who caused the problems, when they presented the final task, there were barely 100 people taking the exam normally.

Even the professors, who had been busy with their own tasks, now sat leisurely watching the exam.

Ella and Reyna.

Their scores so far were tied at 12 wins and 12 losses.

With superior physique and absolute sense of balance, Reyna excelled in “Strength Show” and “Tightrope Walking,” while Ella, with her remarkable perception and natural friendliness, excelled in “Shooting” and “Taming.” In “Ground Skills,” Reyna excelled where toughness was needed, while Ella excelled where flexibility was required.

Both showed exceptional skills, but what surprised the professors the most was Ella’s skill in “Taming.”

“Squawk! Squawk!”

“Huh? Hahaha! What’s this? Are you here to cheer?”

A creature with the head of an eagle and the body of a lion, only with wings folded, nestled its head against her chest and cooed like a pet.

The griffin, mainly tamed in the Kievan Empire, was known to be an animal nearly impossible to tame without forming a thorough bond with its trainer from infancy, due to its strong will and pride.

While the one Lekachep possessed was relatively tame, it was definitely not one to expect to beg like a puppy to someone it was meeting for the first time.

This griffin was one of the tasks in this entrance exam.

Feeding, petting, riding, and so on.

Completing a few such tasks could earn the highest score.

Among the students, no one had yet ridden on the griffin’s back.

Even the closest student attempted to ride forcefully, only to get hit by the griffin’s claws and end up with a broken arm.

“Charlie did it about a year before graduation.”

But today, Ella achieved the unbelievable feat of riding on the griffin’s back in a place where she was seeing it for the first time.

She didn’t stop there.

In “Lynx Interpreter,” she interpreted all types of vocalizations and body language of the lynx, and in the “Obstacle Race,” she moved like a horse she had never seen before, effortlessly passing through all obstacles and even competing for the top record.

Her talent for taming was beyond measure.

Professors were curious about who raised her.

Her posture and movements were clearly “Lekachep-style.”

The first training students received when they enrolled was posture correction.

Greetings, landings, jumps, hand movements, and foot movements were all corrected in the form of “Lekachep-style.”

Whatever acrobatics they performed, their unique style was evident in their movements.

Thanks to that, they could judge whether someone was a fellow student or not by looking at their hand gestures or foot movements.

Surprisingly, Ella’s was fluent in perfect Lekachep-style.

“What’s up with that kid?”

“Could she have been raised in the circus?”

It had been 28 years since the establishment of the Lekachep Circus School.

As a result, there were many alumni who worked as teachers outside the school.

But among the students raised there, there was no one who mastered Lekachep-style as perfectly as Ella.

The method was naturally learned over several years due to the competitive and harsh environment created by Lekachep itself.

It wasn’t something that could be learned just by teaching.

“Maybe. Perhaps she naturally learned it while touring here for a few days, like Charlie did.”

“I can’t believe it. I thought there was only one genius like that in this generation.”

“Let’s ask her in detail when we meet her later.”

The griffin barely managed to be led away by students majoring in taming.

When Ella gestured for him to calm down, he stopped resisting and obediently exited the stage.

The 25th task was special.

It remained closed until all 24 tasks were completed by the participants.

About a hundred participants gathered to challenge this test.


In this test, 40 people were drafted.

And the number of students admitted to Lekachep varied each year, but it was usually around 60.

So, just being here meant their admission was somewhat guaranteed.

Professor Legault, nicknamed “the Vampire” for his ability to suck the life out of students, stepped forward. His eyes sparkled above his raised collar.

“Our entrance exam is made up of tasks devised by graduates who have pooled their experiences to help future students. They seem to follow a similar pattern every four years, reflecting their experiences.”

Wonderstein in the audience nodded as if understanding.

That’s why there were many tools he had seen in TT2 in today’s test.

The tools seen in the game, including the shepherd girl, were probably created by the top students who had just enrolled and would graduate by the time the game was released.

“The 25th one was inspired by the graduation project submitted by the top student of the 26th class last year. We were surprised when we saw the proposal because it was too attractive to be used only for entrance exams. We were considering the format of the test for the Circus Grand Prix when we were inspired by that idea and decided to adopt it as the test for the Grand Prix. Allow me to introduce the work that inspired us! ‘Start! Dream Race,’ designed by the top graduate of the 26th class!”

The curtain blocking the back of the auditorium was lifted.

Beyond it, the presence of a massive steel structure was revealed.

It occupied about half of the auditorium.

Through the dense steel beams, like the skeleton of a building, various obstacles were arranged, and ten tracks stretched out from the starting line, intersecting between them.

At the sight of it, exclamations erupted among the competing teams.

“That’s…”

“Ah, so that’s what it was for?”

“A student came up with that?”

Those who had already taken the test were surprised by its familiarity, and those who had heard about it through magazines were amazed to see it in person.

The theme of the test proposed by the Lekachep Circus School was ‘skill’.

They saw acrobatics as the most important aspect of the circus.

Initially, the school planned a test similar to the entrance exam.

It was a scoring system based on dozens of devices.

Although it felt somewhat lacking for a festival, there seemed to be no other way.

Then, Charlie’s graduation project inspired them.

He combined the equipment seen in the entrance exam to create a sort of obstacle race.

“The rules of the ‘Start! Dream Race’ are simple. Ten runners stand on each track and must overcome obstacles to reach the finish line.”

The Lekachep Grand Prix test was held once a month.

Their test was similar in format to the 25th task they were currently seeing.

Ten circus groups raced for three stars.

However, the scale was incomparable.

The entire building of the school, known as the Miracle Palace or Magic Palace, became the stage.

“So, this is what Charlie made?”

Ella smiled as she examined every corner of the steel structure.

“He’s amazing, isn’t he? If what the professors say is true, he practically created one of the preliminary rounds of the Grand Prix?”

Ella wondered how great it would have been if he was here.

He’s from the Lekachep.

He even refused the invitation to join an elite Circus Troupe Lekachep 25…

Why did he go back to his hometown?

There’s nothing much there…

Nothing…

Oh…?

Suddenly, her head throbbed.

The scenery of her hometown, Alamo, flashed through her mind.

The sprawling desert and the majestic wall of the Sierra Madre Mountains to the west appeared.

The master and friends, kind villagers.

And…

Monsters.

The ones who killed everyone…

Ella rubbed her throbbing head.

That damn inspiration was clouding her mind.

She almost got confused just now.

The cursed plague that killed everyone was in Dvallchep, it wasn’t her hometown.

The monster appeared there too.

She experienced a confusion of misplaced memories.

Ella resolved to look for more clues when she returned to figure out more.

She stood at the starting line.

Next to her was Reyna, her rival in this test.

“It’s the last one. Who do you think will win?”


“Me.”

“Oh really?”

Ella grinned, baring her teeth.

Great. This tension is what she needs.

With the sound of the ground pounding, ten challengers raced down their respective tracks.
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The two people who were leading the way were Ella and Reyna.

When other people arrived at the first obstacle, they were already passing through the second one.

Ella felt like she had gone back in time.

The hills and valleys near the village were their playground.

On days off from practice, they played and trained using the terrain features as tools.

They held onto vines, dug tunnels, climbed trees, and scaled cliffs.

Charlie’s graduation project was a reflection of their childhood.

Every time they passed an obstacle, it felt like Charlie was sitting next to them, saying, “Remember this?”

While reminiscing, her movements were swift and agile.

No one in the stands noticed that she was lost in thought.

Only Reyna, running alongside her, could sense her relaxation.

She thought Ella was teasing her.

She hummed a tune, looking around as if inviting her to listen.

As if saying, “I’ll play along since I’m going to win anyway.”

Her father never took his eyes off the girl throughout the entire test.

A joyful smile, which he had never directed at her, adorned his face as he watched her.

Shock and frustration overwhelmed her.

She kept comforting herself, thinking that if she tried harder, did better, maybe he would finally acknowledge her.

But her father remained consistently indifferent and sarcastic towards her.

Even when she broke the record she had set twelve times, her father only maintained a stoic expression.

Reyna glanced at the adjacent track, silently sharpening her resolve.

Yeah. Father wouldn’t approve of a tie.

Only winning matters.

Winning in the end.

“That fox who stole my place.”

Surprisingly, when Reyna muttered those words silently, someone else was murmuring the same phrase towards her.

Clara was tidying up equipment and tallying scores with her friends.

Students from Lekachep took breaks to watch the final race.

They all seemed relieved, perhaps because their duties as supervisors were over.

Except Clara.

She responded casually to her friends while observing Reyna’s actions with a stern face.

She no longer cared about thwarting Reyna’s solo performance.

Ella was the reason for that.

24 loss and 1 win would be shameful, but 12 wins and 13 losses was not. The audience would praise her defeats as much as they praised the victor.

Now, simply handing her a defeat was not enough.

She wanted to see her suffer greatly.

But how could she trap the acrobat with such absolute sense of balance?

Clara got a hint from the three years spent in Lekachep.

The more skilled tightrope walkers were, the more dangerous the practice was.

Practices that made their agility and balance a disadvantage.

She decided to utilize that.

She had sent her trained tinkering fairy to the control room.

She arranged for the mechanism to be activated when Reyna reached the obstacle.

Finally, Clara smiled as she watched them leap into her trap.

Having climbed the cliff by rock climbing, Ella and Reyna paused for a moment.

They looked at the final obstacle ahead of them.

It was ropes stretched between the cliffs.

Hundreds of small ropes were intricately tangled, resembling spider webs.

Tightrope walking.

Reyna was excited at the thought of winning.

So far, she had always had the upper hand over Ella in tightrope walking.

Confident in her absolute sense of balance, she leaped onto the ropes.

But as soon as she put weight on one of the ropes, it snapped with a ping, and the latch came loose, cutting the rope.

She didn’t step right into the trap.

She picked her way across the cliff, avoiding the fake ropes.

Ella followed her at a similar pace on the adjacent track.

It was when the two of them were halfway across the cliff.

When the condition set by the owner was met, the tinkering fairy pulled the lever in the engine room down.

With a clanking sound, hundreds of hooks supporting the ropes from both cliffs were released simultaneously.

From weak hooks that automatically released when a certain weight was detected to sturdy hooks that could easily bear several people, all of them were released.

Except for the twenty ropes caught on the fixed hooks, all were released.

“What?”

“What’s this?”

Hundreds of ropes fell simultaneously.

Dozens of ropes wrapped around the bodies of the two as they plummeted.

Fortunately, they didn’t hit the ground, but they found themselves suspended in mid-air like caught prey in a spider’s web.

“Damn it, Charlie. Did you even implement this?”

Ella cursed as she struggled to untangle the ropes pressing against her arms and legs.

The cliff with the vines was a route they often took when they were young.

They had to avoid the rotten vines and only grab onto the sturdy ones.

But sometimes, areas like this where all the vines came loose at once and fell down in a rush also existed.

Remembering that experience, Ella carefully untied the ropes.

Reyna moved her arms and legs.

The ropes tangled mercilessly.

She looked anxiously at Ella.

Unfortunately, her opponent was hanging above her.

“No, I can’t lose.”

Reyna quickly untangled the messy pile of ropes.

She was captivated by the thought of clearing away these things pressing against her body and climbing up quickly.


But that was Clara’s trap.

Lekachep, who paid utmost attention to safety, occasionally faced unexpected accidents when dealing with the daily repetition of dozens of students going up and down thousands of times.

There had been an accident last year during training when all the ropes came loose.

Tangled up in ropes, Clara quickly tried to remove the things clinging to her body.

Then she could land on the mat below.

At that moment, senior Charlie shouted with a fearful expression.

“Don’t move, everyone!”

He carefully untied the ropes tangled around each person’s body.

The students who didn’t understand why he was doing that at first later understood the reason.

“It’s more dangerous to have a few real ropes mixed in than all fake ropes.”

What was supporting their bodies in the air were dozens of tangled fake ropes.

If those were randomly thrown away?

Only one or two real ropes would be left hanging on their bodies.

That was the problem.

The real ropes were hung on the pulley.

And to prevent the rope from suddenly coming loose, the pulley had a safety device that stopped it every few turns.

In this case, that safety device turned into a death switch.

If the body fell down due to gravity but the real rope suddenly stopped halfway?

If it caught around the wrist or ankle, the shoulder or knee could dislocate.

It would be fortunate if that happened.

But if it caught around the neck?

The neck would break.

Students had always vaguely regarded the real ropes as lifelines, but in situations like this, they could have the opposite effect.

The usual training was actually a weakness.

After carefully untying the rope, Charlie landed with Clara in his arms.

She had always admired and cared for her senior.

But it was from that moment on that she truly harbored feelings of affection.

Clara found fate quite amusing.

Who knew this experience would be so useful?

She examined where the real rope was wrapped around Reyna’s body.

One on her left shoulder.

And…

“Ha, ha, almost there….”

Reyna didn’t know what could happen in such a situation.

Because she always practiced with perfectly prepared equipment.

If she was an ordinary student, she would have stuttered for a long time before finally starting to untie the rope with her body trembling. Then she would have been advised to stay still by the surprised professors and students rushing over.

But Reyna was excellent.

Her innate sense and reflexes turned the situation into a crisis in an instant.

When the acrobats realized what was happening and stood up in shock, she was already about to shake off the last pile of rope.

Ella cursed Charlie inwardly for setting up such a dangerous trap.

Putting something like this when he knew some kids could almost die on the cliff.

Idiot Charlie.

I’ll talk to him later.

He should be scolded.

As she carefully pulled the rope, she suddenly looked down to see what had happened to Reyna.

She saw her effortlessly unraveling what was entangled with her body.

“No, you idiot!”

Reyna didn’t know why Ella was yelling at her.

Only a sense of urgency to untie this and run to the finish line was working in her mind.

Thinking that she had thrown down the pile of rope.

At the moment of falling, she felt a strong tension catching her body.

Her left shoulder was twisted backward.

And something pressed against her neck.

Thud.

The sound of bones breaking was heard.

Reyna’s body, hanging on the rope, shook from side to side.

“Aaaah!”

“Someone’s dead!”

The audience screamed.

Students also looked on in contemplation.

But the top acrobats, including Lord Fantastic and Wonderstein, and the professors, let out a complicated sigh.

“Ugh, gasp, gasp.”

Tears rolled down the cheeks.

I almost died.

Her body shook uncontrollably.

Her neck felt stiff and burning.

She thought her neck was broken.

It almost happened for real.

But right before that, the rope stopped.

“Ha, ha.”

Thanks to someone holding onto the rope.

Reyna looked up.

Ella was holding the rope wrapped around her neck.

The sound of joints breaking came from Ella’s arm.

“Haha… Whew, thankfully….” Ella laughed.

But her condition was far from normal.

The hand gripping Reyna’s rope had its skin completely stripped off due to friction, and the elbow and shoulder joints were dislocated, swaying loosely.

Moreover, in her haste to throw off the rope binding her body, she hadn’t managed to loosen it properly. The rope on her opposite wrist was pulled tight by the one descending from above, exposing raw flesh where the skin had been stripped off. Additionally, that arm seemed dislocated as well, with bones protruding through the joints.

“What… do…? Untie… the one around the neck….”

“Uh… okay….”

Reyna, unaware she was stuttering, hastily untied the rope.

The rope entwined around her left arm came loose, and she grabbed it with her right hand, hanging onto it.

Confirming that Reyna was completely freed, Ella let go.

The freed rope swayed from side to side.

Reyna was free now.

Though her left arm was broken and her neck still tingled, she could use her right arm to climb up the rope.

But Ella still couldn’t move from her spot, her arms outstretched.

“How… did you…?”

“What’s… the matter…? It’s impossible… with this arm….”

She said with a bitter smile.

“Quickly, go… You have to get first place so I can at least hold on to second.”

Trying to hold back tears at Ella’s pitiful state, Reyna crawled up for comfort.

On the opposite cliff, other challengers were arriving.

They looked dismayed at the dwindling ropes.

Meanwhile, Reyna climbed up the rope and crossed the finish line.

Professor Legault, who had been absentminded, shouted her name.

“First place! Reyna Maguire!”

There was no cheer.

Only sporadic applause.

Reyna looked down at the cliff.

Supervising students were untying the rope from Ella’s hand and pulling her down.

Dr. Nahimov from the school infirmary rushed over.

She glanced around the stands.

Her father was looking at her.

But his expression was odd.

It was a mix of smiling and crying, angry and happy, emotions that couldn’t possibly coexist.

The expressions on others’ faces were similar.

She confirmed faces admiring, pitying, mocking her.

Did they think she stole first place?

Then, in that whispering, she caught a single word.


Oh.

She closed her eyes tightly and then opened them slowly.

She lowered her trembling head and looked down slowly.

Her pants were soaked.

A sour smell wafted up.
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“Start! Dream Race” has been temporarily suspended.

The students who were about to run waited for a while.

At first, some people thought that the rope had broken and it was a trap set by the school, but as they saw the situation unfolding, they realized it was an accident.

Professors went into the control room to investigate the cause of the incident.

The faces of the students who were in charge of preparing for this assignment turned pale.

“No, what’s going on? Why is everything falling apart like this!”

“What happened?”

“We all did the final check together.”

“We definitely locked all the mechanisms….”

Some of the more sensitive ones shed tears, feeling guilty for bringing shame to the school.

Among the murmuring friends, Clara felt her heart pounding like crazy.

Her fairy didn’t come back.

There was no time to escape.

Ella.

It was because of her.

Ella grabbed the rope with unreasonable reflexes and strength, lifting the breathless Reyna and immediately withdrawing herself, quickly resolving the situation.

The tinkering fairy would probably be hiding somewhere in the control room to avoid being noticed by others.

But that wasn’t reassuring enough.

The professors were not naive people.

Especially the four of them had been the world’s best acrobats for the past 28 years, playing all sorts of hide-and-seek and tag.

It was unimaginable that they would fail to find just one tinkering fairy.

She thought it was a sacrifice she had to make, but now that she might be suspected, she trembled.

The reality she had ignored out of jealousy began to return.

Her mind was filled with excuses.

It was for the honor of the school.

We were just going to make it a joke, we didn’t expect it to go this far.

I don’t know anything. The tinkering fairy moved on its own.

If it’s revealed that the students did it, the professors will also be suspected as accomplices. Let’s just cover it up as an accident.

“We found it!”

Someone peeked their head out of the control room window.

Clara confirmed who it was and almost burst into tears.

It was Professor Taming.

She was the youngest professor in her thirties at Lekachep and the only apprentice of Ursus, the deceased member of the Famous Five.

She was Clara’s favourite professor.

When rumors of her affair with Charlie Senior circulated among the students, she often stepped forward to defend the professor.

Of course, it was a behavior filled with her own wishes that it would never happen…..

Taming also liked her, often listening to her various worries like a mother or an older sister.

But of all people, why did she have to find out about the dirty deed she had done?

Clara hoped this was a dream.

The four of them gathered where she called out.

A kind-looking woman with a friendly smile was waiting for them in the control room, holding something in her hand.

“Professor Taming, did you find something?”

Elpara, the vice principal and tightrope walking professor, had a cold tone.

If any evidence of negligence in equipment management came out, she wouldn’t let the students off easily.

Thanks to her strict attitude, she was nicknamed the “witch” and was a source of fear for the students.

Taming felt a little ashamed when she stepped forward with such a fierce spirit because she remembered her old memories.

But she had been a professor here for a few years now.

She smiled brightly and showed them something in her hand.

It was a creature the size of a puppy in the shape of a human.

Its neck was twisted as if it had been broken.

“A tinkering fairy?”

Yakovlev, the strong professor nicknamed “Beast” because of his thick fur, looked surprised.

Taming smiled, thinking his expression was as innocent as a calf.

“It seems it came into the school out of curiosity about the large machinery and played around, but it seems to have run away in surprise and got its neck caught between the gears.”

She showed them the dead fairy’s body.

It was the first time in her life that she had encountered a fairy like this infiltrating the school.

“It was found inside the equipment in the control room. It seems it got scared and tried to run away but ended up getting stuck between the gears.”

She explained what had happened to the dead fairy.

The twisted neck oozed a sparkling blue powder instead of red blood.

His skin and flesh were fragmented, scattering like confetti.

This was the land spanning between the material world and the Abyss, Jormungandr, where his existence was probably being restored.

The “performance” was a ritual for Kirku.

Originally, the ritual widened the passage between this world and the Abyss.

However, the performance, by stimulating emotions and intensifying fervor beyond widening the passage, strengthened spiritual defenses. Therefore, demonic appearances during performances were unheard of.

But for those beings dwelling in the realm between the Abyss and this world, it was an opportunity to cross over.

Especially, a positive and festive atmosphere acted as a lure for them.

Large-scale performances or festivals inevitably attracted fairies or spirits.

Some sneaked around playing pranks, while others disguised themselves as humans, mingling in the crowds.

However, in Lekachep, fairies or spirits had never appeared.

“Strange indeed. This place used to be known as the ‘Miracle Palace,’ not just a circus school. To have spiritual beings trespassing here….” murmured Professor Legault, revealing his pale complexion between the long folds of his robe.

“Perhaps over time, the barrier has weakened?” suggested Professor Yakovlev.

“That might be the case. What do you think, Professor Golgo?”

She turned to Golgo, the last to arrive, who was wiping sweat from his bald head, panting heavily.

He was the only professor who hadn’t trained in acrobatics.

His physical abilities were notably lacking compared to the others.

Instead, he excelled in designing and maintaining stage machinery.

He had just checked for any issues with the apparatus on his way here.

“No problem, Headmaster. The machinery is perfect. Maybe it was as Professor Taming said, some mischievous fairy playing tricks.”

“I see. I briefly wondered if perhaps there might be a presence akin to the ‘Ghost of Cabaret’ living in our school. Anyway, a fairy… It’s not surprising given the array of talented acrobats bustling about. Let’s be more cautious.”


The professors descended to explain the situation.

Students, upon hearing it was just fairy mischief, were angry but had no time to curse or protest.

Resuming the exams was permitted.

They had to quickly reinstall equipment and prepare.

Professor Taming fetched her pet snake to check for any other fairies.

She discreetly loosened her stiff fingers, frowning.

It wasn’t pleasant pinching the neck of a mischievous fairy.

Whether it resembled a human or possessed a cheerful demeanor didn’t matter.

It was just another valuable creature in her collection.

Still, she had saved a student thanks to it, so it wasn’t all bad.

Taming found Clara.

She was retying ropes among her friends.

She seemed somewhat uneasy, her eyes occasionally darting around.

“Clara, would you mind helping me a bit? There are some parts of this interior structure I’m not familiar with.”

“Huh? Oh, sure!”

Clara, already searching for an excuse to explore the machinery room, readily accepted Taming’s offer.

In a secluded spot, Taming pulled out a small glass jar from her pocket.

“Here, Clara dear.”

Inside the jar was Clara’s pet fairy.

“Ah…”

Clara didn’t know how to react.

She wasn’t surprised her fairy was trapped in a small glass jar.

She knew about Taming’s powers.

She had the ability to confine captured creatures in jars.

She was surprised that Professor Taming had noticed what she had done.

Fortunately, her body didn’t tremble like before.

The fact that the professor had found and hidden the potion meant she was covering for her.

“Are you okay, Clara?”

“I… What about the other professors?”

Clara asked, holding the fairy popping out of the glass jar in her arms.

Her hand, caressing his back, trembled.

Taming patted her shoulder reassuringly as if to say, “Don’t worry, I’ve got you.”

A warm smile and comforting words.

It was the usual demeanor of her favorite professor.

Clara felt something welling up in her chest.

“Um, I, well… you see… Professor… I…”

Clara tried to explain why she did what she did, but Taming interrupted her as they heard students finishing their work and descending downstairs.

“Hush, we’ll talk later. Come to my room tonight.”

Clara nodded, swallowing her tears.

She placed the fairy back in the jar and left the laboratory.

Before going downstairs, she glanced back once more.

The professor still wore her gentle smile.

Clara descended feeling completely relieved.

If she had heard what Taming might be muttering inwardly, she wouldn’t have been able to relax like that.

‘Always feel it, but to get a grip on someone, you have to go through this troublesome process of putting on a leash. Why can’t humans be contained in glass jars?’

She called back her serpent into the jar and left the laboratory.

***

“Do you understand? You must not overexert yourself for the next two months!”

“I got it.”

“I warned you! Fractures can become habitual! Even seniors above you disregarded my advice and regretted it later!”

“I said I got it!”

Though Ella shouted so, Dr. Nahimov looked at her skeptically.

He had been dealing with students for over twenty years.

Now, he could predict whether this guy would break the rules in a month or two just by listening to their tone.

‘Can’t even last a week.’

Her attitude seemed just like Professor Taming in old days.

To those who only saw her calm demeanor now, they would never know, but she was quite a chatterbox in her student days.

It seemed as if she had changed completely after losing her mentor, but…

“If you’re going to move, buy some healing potions from the Alchemy Guild and apply them diligently. Get the most expensive ones!”

“Got it!”

Ella hurriedly left the infirmary, expecting Dr. Nahimov’s nagging to continue.

‘How am I supposed to take the exams in October if I rest for two months?’

She had set her treatment period for a week, as Dr. Nahimov had predicted.

Of course, she had no intention of applying potions.

She had a more trustworthy presence.

Wonderstein.

Ella was thinking of asking him for treatment.

He even cured Anais’s incurable disease.

He also treated Ruelle’s terminal illness.

He resolved the terrifying epidemic known as the Curse Plague.

She had never seen a better healer in her life.

He could even reattach a severed neck!

…Huh?

Ella tilted her head.

Reattach a severed neck?

Ella shuddered.

Why did she even imagine such a horrific thing?

As amazing as he was, such a thing couldn’t be possible.

As she left the infirmary, she found her companions waiting for her.

“You are here Director.”

“Haha, Ella, is the treatment finished?”

“Are you okay? Did the doctor say it’s okay to move right away?”

“Haha, plenty of flesh, bones are well attached… looks perfectly fine, doesn’t it? Of course!”

“Hmph. Someone who had to take the entrance exam twice sure is something.”

She awkwardly smiled at them, showing her arm wrapped in plaster.

“Sorry for worrying you! Ah, I made a mistake at the end.”

“You were trying to help someone else. It can’t be helped.”

Wonderstein approached her.

For a moment, she felt strange.

A sensation like something chilling passing through her skin.

She saw the twisted shadow looming behind Wonderstein.

Tentacles, teeth, large eyes, and thorns.

And even the reattached neck.

Cold sweat soaked her back.

She screamed involuntarily.

“Don’t touch my body!”

Wonderstein stopped in his tracks, and the rest of the group looked at her in surprise.

Ella gasped for breath.

She didn’t even know why she reacted like this.

The image she conjured disappeared from her mind quickly.

Ella managed to calm her breathing and mumbled.

“Sorry… I, I don’t know… something weird… don’t know… the neck… no… am I dead?”

She muttered incomprehensible words in a daze.

Her condition didn’t seem normal at all.

The group exchanged looks.

Didn’t we say not to trigger emotions, Maya?

­Right.

­What happened, Alchemist? You said there wouldn’t be any side effects!

­Uh, well, you see, that’s…

Wonderstein gestured for them to quiet down and approached Ella cautiously.

He smiled reassuringly at her trembling figure.

“Looks like your body isn’t quite back to normal due to the injury.”

“Huh? Uh, yeah… I guess so.”

She muttered with a slightly uncertain voice.

“Perhaps it would be best for the alchemist’s treatment to rest until Ella’s body recovers?”

Yurakne said, looking at Gascon with a slightly angry expression.

The other companions stared at him pointedly.

He nodded slowly, as if resigned.

“Yeah, that’s right. But it’s a bit strange… suddenly entering a trance… could it be because of the shock of the test…”

Wonderstein interrupted him with a raised hand.

His words would only further confuse Ella in the current situation.

He pointed towards the School.

“Let’s go. The draft will start soon.”

Seeing his smile, Ella erased her doubtful expression.

Right. We have to go to the Circus Grand Prix, don’t we?

That’s our promise.


Wonderstein and the circus.

Her two favorite things in the world reassured her mind.

She firmly held his hand and nodded.

“Yeah!”

The two led the way, followed by Yurakne and Maya, who wore a slightly complicated expression, and Gascon, still scratching his head, and Sven, who teased him playfully, in the rear.
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Before proceeding with the draft, the exam scores were announced.

A total of 456 people took the exam, including 434 examinees and 22 expelled members.

Among them, the top 44 were scheduled to be selected through the draft.

“Ah!”

The circus performer who had initially squeezed in front of Ella and Reyna, only to be embarrassed, screamed and collapsed to the floor. He failed to make it into the top 44. Several other expelled members in pink tracksuits sighed in despair.

If they were just being expelled, it wouldn’t have been so agonizing.

Because there was hope that they could somehow promote themselves and be rehired.

But being expelled through this exam felt like being branded as “incompetent” in front of everyone.

“I worked so hard for this exam, fearing this would happen….”

Their chances of participating in the Grand Prix again were close to zero.

Due to regulations, each member had to be carefully chosen one by one, and no circus troupe would choose those labelled as incompetent.

The audience quickly lost interest in the losers.

Instead, they turned their eyes to the hotly debated figures of this exam.

Reyna and Ella.

The two of them had tied up to the 24th task, but the difference emerged in the final task.

Ella was disqualified due to an injury.

As a result, Reyna became 1st and Ella 2nd in the draft selection ranking.

However, no one inside the gym thought of Ella as 2nd.

Even Reyna, who became 1st, agreed with that.

Ella had saved her life.

Even at the cost of her own elimination.

The true 1st place was hers.

Reyna had no complaints about how people perceived it.

The problem lay elsewhere.

“Ugh, where’s that smell coming from?”

“Look at that. Acting all high and mighty. Ridiculous.”

“Does being 1st place make you feel good like that?”

“Ridiculous! Ridiculous!”

As she walked by, some of the Lekachep students openly mocked or scoffed at her.

Among them, Clara was the most diligent.

She subtly fuelled the atmosphere to allow others to interject a word or two.

Reyna had to exert all her strength not to blush.

Eventually, standing on the stage, she gathered courage and looked at the audience.

Her father wasn’t looking at her.

He pretended to prepare for the draft by shuffling through a pile of contracts.

Reyna realized it was her father’s act of deliberately ignoring the competitors’ taunts.

He didn’t need to prepare for the draft.

The Golden Carnival had agreed with the sponsors not to select additional members in the draft before the entrance exam.

Their participation in this event was simply to showcase their overwhelming power.

The desire of her father to step on Lekachep once and for all, and the sponsors’ desire to promote their name, coincided.

Additional recruits had already been decided as top-notch acrobats currently active.

The Golden Carnival would conclude the selection in regaining Rayna.

Reyna inwardly sighed with relief.

It was fortunate.

It was better that her father was avoiding eye contact and pretending to be busy.

If he had looked at her with disdain here, she wouldn’t have been able to bear it.

This was how the draft proceeded.

First, the examinees and expelled members were mixed together, and the top 44 were arranged in order of scores.

Then, the 22 circus troupes could recruit new members in order.

Naturally, those who scored higher than all the examinees would usually return to their original circus troupe. That is, this was a handicap imposed on circus troupes that had such exceptional members.

To ensure fair competition, circus troupes with such members would have to take back the members they had sent out and go to the end of the line.

Actual recruitment began with facing the examinees in this order.

That’s how the 22 circus troupes each select 2 out of 44, and the draft ends.

They could use the veto right.

However, it could only be used once per team.

However, even if the assignment was mandatory, it didn’t mean you had to be tied to it.

If selected in this draft, it was not a formal employment but a temporary contract.

There were also students who wanted to enroll and came to visit, but it was not feasible to force them to work for two years.

So the temporary contract was only valid for two weeks, until the day before the September 1st enrollment ceremony.

After two weeks, the individuals could choose whether to stay with the circus or leave.

Leaving and enrolling elsewhere was a possibility, but there were restrictions on joining another circus after leaving.

The circus accepting these individuals had to send one member in exchange to the original circus.

This was called a ‘trade.’

Wonderstein felt like he was watching a real pro baseball game.

There were mechanisms in place to prevent top circuses from monopolizing personnel, as well as mandatory assignments in order, mandatory probation periods, and regulations regarding trades.

Because of the system where circuses were automatically assigned based on ranking, the draft was practically over when the rankings were announced.

The veto right usage per team was the only variable.

Of course, giving up on selecting altogether was also possible.

But Wonderstein had no intention of giving up this precious right.

While passing the exam at the Rose Windmill Cabaret had raised their reputation a bit, it was still difficult for them to directly recruit outstanding acrobats.

For them, the only opportunity to recruit top-tier acrobats was to utilize the mandatory assignment regulation of this draft.

They had to figure out how to train the selected acrobats during the two-week temporary contract period to make them stay.

For this, those from existing members were more advantageous than students.

While students could escape through ‘enrolment,’ members couldn’t.

Once selected, they could at least obtain one acrobat through ‘trade.’

Their turn was the second.

First, they would get Ella back, and then pick the 24th (22 + 2).

Wonderstein also kept an eye on those around the 24th, as there could be fluctuations depending on who used the ‘veto right.’

After the announcement of the grades, a woman in her fifties with a long robe and a bent hat stepped onto the platform.


It was Elpara, the Vice Principal and tightrope walking professor.

She briefly explained the purpose of this exam.

The entrance exam evaluated the talents of strength, agility, endurance, charisma, intelligence, and luck, symbolizing the seven ‘S.P.E.C.I.A.L’ abilities.

“Here, in addition to the traditional five disciplines known as Strength, Perception, Endurance, Charisma, and Intelligence, we added Acrobatics and Performing Arts, totalling seven subjects to symbolize your ‘SPECIAL’ abilities.”

Seven professors representing these seven attributes came forward and introduced themselves again. The Prinicpal and Clown professor, who was also the founder of this school, was absent due to business trips.

The basic selections from 1st to 44th and additional selections from 45th to 66th were arranged in front of the platform.

In front of them, 22 circus directors took their seats.

“1st. Reyna Maguire.”

There were some murmurs from the audience.

However, Reyna walked stiffly without any hesitation.

She looked around the audience.

Her father was still pretending to tidy up contracts and checks.

No.

That was a bit odd.

Her father wasn’t the type to act like that just because someone said something.

He would have retorted boldly if anything.

But to pretend to be busy because of his daughter?

Earlier, she hadn’t thought much about it, but that was not like her father at all.

Reyna saw him pulling out contracts and papers from among the pile of papers.

Suddenly, a thought flashed through her mind.

It was a terrifying and disturbing thought.

Her stomach felt heavy.

No, no.

That couldn’t be true.

“Surely not…”

A smirk played on Lord Fantastic’s lips.

It was undoubtedly directed towards his daughter.

As his lips parted, unexpected words echoed through the auditorium.

“I refuse.”

Silence fell.

People thought they must have misheard something.

Refuse?

Refusing his daughter?

Even Professor Elphara, who stood on the dais, was taken aback.

Confusion flickered across her face, which always seemed to be swept by a cold wind.

“You refuse?”

“Yes.”

It was a remarkably calm response.

Elphara paused briefly, contemplating something, before stepping forward again to continue with the proceedings.

She was a strict person, not one to show emotions in formal settings.

“…Number 2, Ella!”

A girl with plaster on her arm stepped forward.

She blinked incessantly, not knowing what was happening.

What could that man possibly be thinking…?

Lord Fantastic looked at her and chuckled before saying,

“We’ll take her.”

The auditorium erupted into chaos, akin to a bomb dropping.

Among the most excited were, of course, the Monster Circus faction.

“Ha-ha, this is a big deal.”

“What should we do? What should we do? Are they really going to steal Ella?”

Yurakne trembled, not knowing what to do.

Maya calmed her down with a steady voice.

“They absolutely can’t. We can bring her back through a trade. It’s in two weeks.”

Wonderstein also knew the rules.

After this draft, there was a temporary contract period of two weeks before the selected ones were given the choice again. To stay, to enroll, or to transfer.

And if the selector wanted to transfer, and the receiving circus was willing, there was no way to stop it.

The only option the opposing circus had was a ‘Trade’.

There was no worry about Ella.

They could just treat her as a two-week visitor.

The problem was Reyna.

In that brief moment, people speculated various possibilities.

Among them was the opinion that ‘Lord Fantastic is trying to enroll his daughter in Lekachep and is doing this’.

Since there were still about two years left until the competition, they speculated that he could enroll his daughter in Lekachep for training purposes for a year or two and then call her back later.

However, looking at Reyna’s expression now, that speculation turned out to be untrue.

No, even if it was true, it was clear that it wasn’t something Reyna and he had discussed beforehand.

Her usually relaxed face was pale, trembling as if it could break at any moment.

“Bastard.”

Wonderstein cursed inwardly, seeing her spirit crumbling.

Of course, it was directed not at her but at her father sitting there.

Anyway, he had to send Ella away for two weeks.

But choosing her over his daughter was to humiliate and torment her.

Wonderstein’s eyes, knowing all the circumstances, clearly saw his heart.

A new member of Silver Veil Circus, the number three starter, stepped forward.

But Wonderstein had already decided whom to pick.

To later “trade” for Ella, he needed something to offer in return.

“Number one. We will acquire Reyna Maguire.”

Lord Fantastic chuckled as if he had expected that.

He felt bad for seemingly moving according to his intentions, but Wonderstein had no other choice.

Bringing Reyna was the cleanest deal.

Reyna remained standing in her place, still looking at her father with a blank face, unaware that she had been chosen.

She seemed completely drained of spirit by the shock.

But there was no trace of sympathy in Lord Fantastic’s eyes as he looked at her.

She wouldn’t understand why she was receiving such looks.

Why her father was looking at her with such cold eyes.

Wonderstein recalled the lament she had made in the game.

Whenever she was treated cruelly by her dad, she always pulled out an album.

Her childhood was captured there.

Looking at her young self, smiling brightly between her dad and mom, she would sigh and spend the night in tears.

Her dad and mom in the photo cherished Reyna deeply.

Even when she pulled her dad’s mustache, he just awkwardly laughed through his tears.

Wonderstein knew her past shown on TTT.


He had watched her process of getting closer to the truth with each series.

In TT2, she partially learned the truth.

The Reyna in the photo she looked at was not actually her.

Reyna Maguire, the biological daughter of Simon Maguire, died at the age of three.

The current Golden Libra Reyna was a child purchased later.
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During my time in the orphanage, prospective parents who wished to become parents often visited.

Of course, they weren’t coming to rescue a child like me.

Our orphanage mainly housed children with disabilities, but there were also a few perfectly healthy ones.

They came to adopt them.

For couples to adopt through normal channels, they had to be on a waiting list for at least five years. However, with private orphanages like ours, adoption could happen immediately with cooperation from local authorities.

The foundation of our orphanage was affiliated with a fringe religious sect, and they had a tight grip on influential people in the area.

Politicians, military personnel, government officials, and so on.

With their support, there was nothing they couldn’t do legally or illegally.

The director would make parents pay money under the guise of donations to the sect and sell the children.

We envied the children being adopted.

Seeing people willing to pay so much money for a child made it clear that they were undoubtedly wealthy.

It was evident that they were good people who loved children very much.

We thought those children entering those homes would surely live happily.

Looking back, only that much money couldn’t prove someone’s wealth.

Paying that much money didn’t guarantee that they would raise the child with love.

But for us, who scraped together pennies to pay bribes, it was a fortune that we could barely imagine in a lifetime.

The parents who bestowed such grace for the sake of an orphan seemed like saints that would never exist in the world again.

We blessed them as they left.

Wishing them to live happily.

However, some children returned to the orphanage shortly after leaving, sometimes within months.

They were abandoned.

Parents who abandoned their children always made excuses like “the child had more problems than expected.”

But that was a ridiculous excuse.

Where in the world can you find a child without problems?

Even parents raising their biological children always faced headaches because of their children.

If there were problems, they were with the parents, not the children.

Parents who came to adopt children were divided into two main types.

Those who had to adopt because they couldn’t have biological children, and those who lost a child due to an accident and came to adopt a child resembling their deceased child.

At first glance, it seemed like novice parents would accept a child hastily and then couldn’t bear it, but overwhelmingly, it was the latter who returned to the orphanage.

I still don’t know what mindset they had when they adopted the children.

It could have been to heal their wounds through the child, or sympathy could have been triggered by seeing the child struggling.

They must have been initially pleased to have a child who would replace the one they lost.

They would have promised to give the love they couldn’t give to the deceased child to this child.

But as time passed, they would have gradually realized.

That the child they brought home wasn’t the deceased child.

They would have discovered that they no longer mourned the deceased child because of the child they adopted and would have fallen into self-reproach.

Leaving a fake doll in place and forgetting about the real child.

When they realized what they had done wrong, it was already too late.

The love they gave to the adopted child was actually given to the deceased child.

It would have been fortunate if they just accepted that the two were completely separate entities.

But there were also parents who denied the existence of the adopted child itself.

The wrong child was receiving the love that their child should have received.

The wrong child was sitting in the place where their child should have been.

It filled the parents with bewildering terror and strange anger.

Clearly, it was their own choice, yet they resented the child.

Especially for someone as proud as Lord Fantastic, living with the daily reminder of his mistake must have been a tremendous blow to his pride.

But he couldn’t accept abandoning the child.

Because that would mean admitting his mistake.

So what he chose was to blame Reyna.

It wasn’t him abandoning her, but her abandoning him, ending this fake relationship.

Of course, Reyna had no idea about the background mentioned above.

She wouldn’t know the truth until four years later.

I turned to look at her sitting next in the carriage.

She had a solid expression, flawless like a fortress.

But to me, it looked like a glass castle that could collapse with a single crack.

Often, as they passed under the streetlights, the light would spill into the carriage, and each time, she saw something sparkling in the corner of her eye.

She glanced at the corner of her eye right away, but…

When our abandoned friends returned, we didn’t know how to treat them.

We didn’t know whether to welcome them back to the orphanage or to laugh together, asking if the food at their new home was terrible.

Though our blood didn’t match, we had formed a strong bond within the orphanage.

There was a family-like connection among us.

But as time passed, I began to doubt whether the metaphor was appropriate.

Becoming a family seemed more difficult and distant than becoming like a family.

We couldn’t figure out what our abandoned friends had done wrong.

Even now, as adults who understand everything, it was still hard to accept it emotionally.

Like the heart of a man like Lord Fantastic.

“This is our villa. The view from the cliff is really nice!”

“Haha, just think of it as a vacation and relax!”

Yurakne and Sven went to great lengths to entertain the guest.

But she didn’t even smile a little.

She still held her chin up and wore a cool expression.

We got off the carriage and stood in front of the alley leading up to the mansion.

Anais’s villa, which she had arranged for us, had a garden facing the cliff, allowing the monster members to roam around the yard without attracting the attention of outsiders.

Thanks to that, we couldn’t drive directly to the mansion and had to walk a bit.

“This place…”

Reyna, who was walking up the alley with me, stopped for a moment as she faced a certain cliff.

I followed her gaze up.

Wasn’t that the biggest mansion in the vicinity?

“Why are you like this?”


“That’s our lodging.”

As she said that, she stared at me intently.

It was a face that seemed to have realized something.

“The Golden Carnival’s?”

“Yes.”

“Haha, it was close by.”

I felt relieved to know that the noble mansion where they were staying was right next door.

But when I saw Ella walking towards the Golden Carnival camp in the hall, I felt anxious.

According to regulations, we could get her back in two weeks.

I knew there were many good people in the Golden Carnival.

Among the 99 supporters featured in TT1, the Golden Carnival had the most members.

But seeing Reyna standing there so miserable made me worry for no reason.

I wondered if Lord Fantastic was doing something to Ella.

“Please follow Ella. You have the qualification of therapist.”

“That’s right! It’s inappropriate to send her alone! I’m worried!”

Yurakne agreed, but Gascon wore a puzzled expression.

“You decided not to treat her, didn’t you?”

This old man is acting up now?

I asked him again, this time adding the word “teacher.”

Gascon looked pleased at first, but then quickly regained his composure and nodded.

“No! An old man like me has a denture virus, so it’s dangerous to approach a teenage girl!”

He said such nonsense with such a serious face.

At first, I thought he was just sulking.

But I gradually realized that something was off.

“Are you serious?”

“Oh, come on! Do you doubt my words? This circus troupe is always like this, but can the document be forged. Isn’t that right, hyung?”

Gascon’s head turned.

We looked at Sven.

He chuckled awkwardly, rubbing his jawbone.

“Haha… I never thought a few jokes earlier would lead to this…”

“Denture virus!”

Gascon exclaimed loudly, rolling his eyes.

I sighed inwardly as I watched him.

It was Sven’s Inspira.

His lies, stripped of laughter, exerted a weak hypnosis on those outside the group.

It would wear off over time.

Even the caretaker of the villa, who had planned a summer vacation to the Arctic and realized he had been deceived after only three days, had come swaggering to us.

Sven had tried to play another prank on him, but those wary of hypnosis didn’t buy it well.

It was a ‘weak’ hypnosis, after all.

Sven said he had hypnotized Gascon earlier to leave Ella alone for a while.

Denture virus, he called it.

It might have been a light joke, but it only complicated things now.

“What should we do? If we leave Ella alone…”

“If it weren’t for the denture virus, I would’ve gone myself!”

Gascon raised his voice like a drunk person.

He even smelled of strong alcohol.

It seemed the hypnosis worked better because of his drunkenness.

I realized I had no choice.

There was only one way to undo Sven’s hypnosis.

Putting Gascon into the circus troupe.

I conveyed to the organizers that we would ‘forfeit’ the second selection.

And I accepted Gascon into the circus troupe.

[‘Gasutong Halidon’ has been added to the member list.]

As the notification popped up, Gascon blinked.

He, who had just warned of the danger of the denture virus and told Maya to back off, now grinned.

“What, what’s going on?”

I explained to him about Sven’s Inspira.

I also taught him that he was 59 years old, not in his 90s.

“You, you son of a skeleton! You really got me…”

“Hot, I’m sorry about this.”

“Just a while ago, you called the vodka diluted beer…!”

I stopped Gascon from reaching for Sven.

That wasn’t important right now.

“Please go see Ella. Right away.”

“Oh, got it.”

He left for the Golden Carnival camp immediately.

The power that came with the business card stating he was the master of the Alchemy Guild and former manager of the Tomato Greenhouse was significant.

As soon as he identified himself as Ella’s attending physician, even the Golden Carnival side couldn’t refuse.

Ella’s name was still listed in the member management roster.

Fortunately, the system still recognized her as part of our group.

This meant we could use the “Voice Chat” through the “Sound Room” and the “Member Quest” function would work too.

Now that I knew she was right next door, I could rush over anytime if things got desperate.

I gave Reyna Ella’s room.

She glanced at me briefly then nodded her head.

“Thank you. I might be considered an uninvited guest from your perspective…”

I chuckled and extended my hand.

“Haha, no, not at all. Doesn’t it suit the circus folks to accommodate jokes? Hoho. Anyway, we’re going to trade in two weeks. Don’t worry too much. Until then, Reyna, you’re our guest.”

“…Yes.”

“If you need anything, just ring for Ratman. They take shifts even at dawn, so it’s no problem anytime.”

“…Yes.”

I wanted to offer some comforting words seeing her gloomy mood, but I couldn’t jest carelessly.

As an outsider, pretending to know about the lady’s circumstances would be ridiculous.

Above all, she was playing the “Golden Libra,” so she might not accept such casual comfort.

“For now, rest well today. Let’s talk in detail tomorrow.”


“Thank you.”

I closed the door and stepped out.

Just before going down the stairs, I heard something like a sob from down the corridor.

It seemed to be mixed with whimpering.

I hesitated for a moment before letting out a sigh and descending the stairs.
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Arriving at the Golden Carnival’s lodging, Ella found herself assigned to Reyna’s former room.

The journey here felt familiar, only to realize their villa was right across the street.

Ella contemplated sending a pigeon to Wonderstein but decided against it.

She received the time he agreed to “contact” from Gascon.

She could converse with him in a little while; there was no need to show the locals’ wariness by sending pigeons flitting around.

She lay on the bed and activated Inspira.

It was a “Spirit Link” that allowed her to share the senses of her trained animals.

She sent Chick to explore every nook and cranny of the mansion.

While doing so, she overheard the members of the Golden Carnival gathering in the lounge, discussing.

“Is the Ringmaster really in his right mind?”

“He’s certainly diligent in adhering to the sponsor’s demands.”

“Wasn’t it a request to create a spectacle every month?”

“So why send Reyna away and bring in some unheard-of girl?”

“It’s like selling a phoenix and buying a chicken.”

Ella choked up.

She knew she wouldn’t be welcomed here.

Still, speaking so disparagingly compared to Reyna was too much.

Fortunately, one of the members who came for the entrance exam today was there.

He defended her.

“Don’t take it out on the poor girl. She didn’t come here just to be berated. She’s got skills. Comparable to Reyna’s, if not more.”

“What? Another one like Reyna?”

“If there hadn’t been an accident last time, Reyna would’ve lost 13-12.”

“Haha, who would’ve thought such geniuses would come in pairs in one era.”

“But there’s also Charlie. That makes three.”

“Listen. How she caught the flying ball… “

The member recounted Ella’s performance at the school, leaving the others amazed.

Ella smiled inwardly, nodding her head.

Yes, that’s more like it.

But as the conversation shifted to draft talk, the atmosphere turned grim again.

On this, Ella had no defense.

She also didn’t expect Lord Fantastic to choose her over his daughter.

The members felt the same.

“He’s at it again.”

“Why does he have to treat Reyna so badly?”

“Is it because of the obsession with being the best?”

“It’s too much, no matter what.”

Ella listened to their conversation, feeling relieved.

The members of the Golden Carnival were all famous people from before.

The person who teased her earlier about being a chicken was one of the acrobats she admired.

As a fan or as a junior in the industry, Ella genuinely wanted to become friends with them.

But she hesitated because she couldn’t understand Lord Fantastic’s intentions.

However, from what they said, it seemed he didn’t bring her here with any special intentions.

It seemed he had scolded his daughter like this several times before.

She was surprised to learn there was a shadow even on someone as perfect as her.

But she didn’t feel sorry for her.

Her friends from school had it worse off.

Just being able to eat three meals a day was a blessing.

“So, should I consider myself here for a two-week visit?”

She said they had group practice tomorrow.

Thinking about observing the training of first-class acrobats, she involuntarily hummed a tune.

Getting up from bed, she explored Reyna’s room.

Despite being a mansion owned by a noble, the interior of the room wasn’t much different from where she stayed.

There was a mat on the floor for practicing acrobatics, and there were light tools in the corner for stretching.

And by the bedside were books stuck in.

They were familiar covers.

Most of them were circus magazines.

Ella, who thought she was on the same circus side road, found something strange.

Dust sat white on the magazines stuck in the bookshelf.

It was the same until last month’s issue.

As soon as she received the books, she put them on the bookshelf and didn’t touch them as if they were.

Even going through past issues, there were ones that weren’t even unwrapped.

Ella looked through the magazines.

There were places where she had read a few.

All those articles contained the same content.

It was an interview where Lord Fantastic mentioned his daughter.

Ella looked around the room again.

Now, she noticed a few things she hadn’t seen before.

It was because they weren’t there that she didn’t notice.

The owner of this room hadn’t put up a poster of their favorite acrobat on the wall like Ella.

The owner of this room hadn’t collected tickets from shows they had seen unlike Ella.

The owner of this room didn’t have any circus-related souvenirs or toys unlike Ella.

Ella remembered the girl who, despite her warm approach, responded coldly.

She remembered her father sitting in the audience, only focusing on the difficult moves and not smiling even once.

She remembered what her fellow acrobats said about her father.

She just thought he was a boring lover obsessed with winning.

But now, the other person’s face was starting to show.

‘He doesn’t do it because he likes the circus.’

But how could she have such excellent skills?

Ella felt jealousy welling up inside her.


She picked up the oldest book on the shelf.

It was the family album.

There was a young Reyna imitating acrobatics with awkward movements between her smiling father and mother.

‘I don’t even know my dad or mom…’

Ella muttered softly, thinking of Reyna who would be with Wonderstein by now.

“She should be grateful just to have a family….”

She waited for the time to come to talk to her partner.

***

The next day, Reyna arrived at the training ground early in the morning.

Wonderstein looked at her in her workout clothes before sunrise.

Ella also got up early to practice from dawn, so it had become a habit for him too.

He didn’t do morning practice in Luz, but he had no choice but to help with morning practice here because he would be scolded if he didn’t.

Reyna’s eyes had traces of being washed away, although she tried to hide them.

Maybe she cried all night.

Wonderstein approached her from behind.

“Would you like to do the usual training routine of Ella?”

As she finished her warm-up exercises and looked at the training equipment set up in the yard, her body stopped for a moment.

Ella.

Her face stiffened at the mention of that name.

Even when she lost to Charlie, she didn’t feel any emotions towards Charlie himself.

But Ella was different.

The wench who took her father away.

The girl who showed the behaviour of a circus maniac that she hated during the exam.

Today’s morning training was ‘board breaking.’

Wonderstein threw prepared boards and instructed her on the movements.

As directed by him, she broke the boards with a punch, split them with a palm strike, and kicked them with two kicks.

The boards rotated and flew, and if you didn’t attack at the right timing, you could get hurt by hitting the edge.

But she smashed the boards flawlessly with precise movements and speed.

‘I’m competing with that girl right now. My father is watching.’

She repeated this to herself, focusing her concentration.

Wonderstein smiled as he watched her effortlessly catch the thrown 2nd and 3rd boards, from various angles. She truly had the skills of a “top-ranked” individual. She easily replicated the training which Ella did.

After more than two hours had passed, the members came out to the yard for breakfast.

The members watched the two of them practicing.

“Is that kid who is Assistant Director Ella Yang’s peer?”

“Looks much older than her….”

Everyone nodded at Bendict’s words.

“That aside, she’s quite a beauty.”

“Yeah, indeed.”

Without realizing it, Womon chimed in, and one of the triplets made a face as if to say, “This guy is hopeless.”

“Womon, you can’t keep your mind straight when you see a pretty girl?”

“You were all giddy when Maya came by….”

“M-Me? When was that?”

“At first, you were following Ella around saying she’s pretty.”

“Stop lying all the time! Ugh!”

“Eek! Womon’s mad!”

“Run!”

“Kick kick kick!”

The triplets lived for teasing the large, innocent 10-year-old boy regularly.

Womon looked at Maya standing beside him, unable to contain himself.

Ironically, Maya glanced at him once and showed no interest.

Watching Womon’s reddening face, Yurakne chuckled.

Then, Sven, who had been quiet, remarked.

“Haha, come to think of it, don’t they seem like an old family?”

It was the moment the last board was thrown.

He said it without much thought.

Watching the blond man and woman throwing and catching the boards reminded him of a father and daughter playing catch, despite the apparent age difference making them seem more like siblings.

“Oh.”

The term ‘old family’ distracted Reyna’s concentration.

She missed the timing to deflect the last board.

With a sound, the edge of the board hit her fist and fell away.

Failure.

Leaving one board completely intact.

“I lost again.”

She shrugged and closed her eyes tightly.

Her body trembled.

It was a habit ingrained in her body over the past ten years.

Whenever she made a mistake, a chilling gaze would be directed at her.

But there was no reprimand.

Instead, cheers and applause followed.

“Amazing! Look at all the board pieces scattered around!”

“The kid who beat Ella, huh?”

“Wow, impressive! I couldn’t even break one coming at me!”

“I couldn’t even smash the one holding still!”

Wonderstein approached her with a smile.

“Well done! Hoho, indeed, the name ‘Golden Libra’ suits you perfectly.”

It was only then that Reyna realized this place wasnt Golden Carnival.

This wasn’t a real confrontation, and her father wasn’t watching.

The moment she realized that fact, a sense of relief tingled and passed through her armpits.

She looked up at Wonderstein, who extended his hand towards her.

Instead of criticizing her final mistake, he praised her for doing well.

Judging by the atmosphere among the members around her, it didn’t seem like she was being treated specially as a guest.

“She must have practiced in an atmosphere like this. That girl.”

But how could she possess such outstanding skills?

Reyna felt jealousy welling up within her.

She pushed Wonderstein’s hand away and stood up from her seat.

Last night, she came to realize something here.

The two men and women who walked arm in arm through the alley she had passed a few days ago.

Their laughter and voices.

Upon comparison, it was clear.

They were undoubtedly the man who was the leader here and the girl who had taken her place.

She had tried to downplay their harmony by asserting that her path was different from theirs.

But what was this sight?

She was outdone even in the acrobatics she prided herself on, and her father’s expectations were also snatched away by that girl.

“If practice is over, let’s have a meal together!”

“We’ve prepared a welcome ceremony for the new member who joined us yesterday!”

“Haha, I’ve never tasted it, but I recognize Yurakne’s cooking skills!”

Reyna looked at the meal set up on the garden table with the monster members.

The image of Ella enjoying herself with loved ones came to mind.


Somehow, she felt rebellious.

She turned her back towards the building.

“I’ll have my meal alone in my room.”

It was just like her usual cold and indifferent character.

She walked past the bewildered members and went inside the building.
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A large iron plate was spinning around on a metal rod, resembling a gigantic form of plate spinning.

On the plate were five large balls, and five acrobats each ran on top of a ball, rolling it with their feet.

With every movement of the balls, the plate wobbled precariously.

The acrobats dashed, leaped, stood on one leg, and somersaulted in the air to the rhythm of the music.

Their movements were spontaneous yet precise.

With each exquisite breath of the five, the plate’s balance seemed to falter, but it gracefully restored equilibrium, tracing smooth curves.

As the plate leaned to one side, the balls spilled onto the stage one by one.

Five balls lined up in a row.

The five acrobats on top of them exchanged final greetings.

The signal announcing the intermission rang out, and applause poured from all directions.

It was directed towards the youngest of the five acrobats.

Ella gracefully walked atop the balls as if walking on solid ground, bowing gently in all directions.

“Thank you! Thank you!”

She finished her greetings and turned to her fellow performers with a reminiscent expression.

“How was it?”

The four acrobats looked at her and raised their thumbs.

“Bravo!”

“Amazing!”

“Handling the rolling five-person plate in just two attempts!”

“It’s not like she was born with absolute balance like Reyna!”

As Ella slid down from the balls, the acrobats who had been watching gathered around her.

They patted her head or tapped her shoulders.

“Haha! Even with plaster on your arms, you showed such agility?”

“Amazing, truly amazing.”

“How about becoming my disciple after the competition?”

“What nonsense! What is there to learn from your skills? Come to my theater!”

“Humph. Neither of you could be her master. You’d be stripped of everything in a day.”

Ella recoiled from their touch and exclaimed.

“That’s a false offer, you know? I’ll definitely report you.”

Her words elicited laughter from the acrobats.

She looked at them with a somewhat displeased expression.

“I’m already the Assistant Director of a Circus Troupe. I’ll pass on being treated like a child.”

She straightened her crumpled hat with plaster-covered arms and sighed.

The acrobats chuckled at her appearance.

The Golden Carnival, nicknamed the Dream Team, had no shortage of experience and skill among its members.

However, due to the strictness and perfectionism of their director, Lord Fantastic, the atmosphere during rehearsals was tense.

They had temporarily come together for this Grand Prix, and with each member being a renowned acrobat in their own right, a comfortable atmosphere was not easily formed.

Even Reyna, the youngest, had a cold and mature personality, and her presence only made the atmosphere more chilly.

But Ella was different.

From the moment she entered, she greeted the seniors with a lively face and sprinkled jokes throughout the rehearsal to keep the heavy atmosphere at bay.

Most of the members of the Golden Carnival were in their thirties or older, so they welcomed the appearance of a youthful presence like her.

Some members initially expressed reluctance when she expressed her desire to participate in morning rehearsals.

However, even they couldn’t help but admire her remarkable talent and passion.

Even now, there were still members who opposed her participation in rehearsals, but their reasons were different now.

They were worried that she might push herself too hard and get injured again.

“If injuries become habitual, the lifespan of an acrobat shortens. Be careful.”

“Are you worried about me now?”

“About you. Even though it’s temporary, you’re one of us now.”

Even Lord Fantastic, who would normally be stern, spoke gently to her.

Even Simon Maguire himself seemed surprised at the change in his attitude.

Was practicing circus this enjoyable?

He seemed to be unintentionally influenced by her positive energy.

Perhaps Reyna’s invisible burden was also a factor.

“But who made this ‘rolling five-person plate’?”

“I am that person.”

Lord Fantastic snorted his mustache and said.

“Where did you come up with this acrobatics….”

“From ‘The Dancing Top’ by DeFord, right?”

At Ella’s words, Simon smiled subtly.

Impressive.

“Your knowledge is truly astonishing.”

“I read it in the textbook. It’s about using centrifugal force during rotation to assist balance, right? Pretend, and it becomes real! So, what are we doing for morning training now? More of the director’s original acrobatics?”

“Hahaha, thinking about morning training already when we just finished breakfast? Let’s start with the meal first.”

They headed to the dining hall.

Even the members who usually ate alone joined them.

Soon laughter erupted in the dining hall.

At the center of it all was Ella.

Every time she spoke, smiles lit up the acrobats’ faces.

Her talent and passion as a junior in the industry were impressive.

It was grateful when she pretended to know their names, nicknames, and signature skills.

It was adorable when she reacted to the playful pranks of the members.

The members thought that such a joyful breakfast hadn’t happened since the founding of the Golden Carnival.

Not even when they received stars.

So, even Director Lord Fantastic had the same thought.

***

Regular contact time that night.

I listened to Ella’s excited chatter for over 30 minutes.

‘And then… I even did ‘Burning Wheel’! It’s where three charioteers get into a huge wheel…!’

I checked the clock and confirmed it was time for my appointment with Gascon.


‘Haha, let’s talk about that later. Anyway, I’m glad. I was worried you might be suffering. Was it fun?’

‘Yeah! Of course! Where else can you practice with top-notch acrobats? Heh, just out of curiosity, you’re not jealous, are you? Worried? What if I don’t come back?’

I checked her status in the ‘Member Management’ window.

There was still no change in her favourability level, still at 31.

‘Not at all. Ella is still my Assistant Director.’

At my words, she suddenly stammered something like empty words and then giggled awkwardly.

‘Um… what… what nonsense… Oh, no, it’s just… a natural thing… Um… hehe.’

‘I think I should stop now. It’s time for Gascon to come in.’

‘Already…? Um, I don’t want that… You’re not the one doing it… I thought I could rest while bandaging.’

Suddenly, she murmured with a strained voice.

It was an awkward smoke screen.

‘Yeah, how much flying around did you do during the day for you to say that?’

‘Um… Is that so? Um, someone’s knocking on the door outside. Well, I’ll see you tomorrow. Same time for contact?’

‘Let’s do that.’

I closed the chat window with Ella in the ‘Sound Room’ and waited for about 30 minutes.

Then I found Gascon Halidon in the member list and initiated a conversation.

‘Mentor.’

…

‘Mentor?’

Something seemed wrong, so I tried to check his status again, but a response came from the other side.

The voice was of an old man.

‘I can’t hold back.’

I changed my tone to a more serious one and spoke.

‘Master.’

‘Yeah, my disciple.’

It felt strange to use casual language with someone I used to address formally until yesterday.

Still, since the person was an old man, I didn’t feel uncomfortable using informal language.

‘How did it go? How is Ella?’

Laughter was heard from the other side.

‘Heh heh, my guess was right. Seems like this girl Ella has been pretending to take medicine all this time. She acted quite well, but I could tell just by glancing at her complexion and breathing.’

‘I was in her room.’

I forced a bitter smile.

‘I was naïve to think that just because someone had a liking for me, they would unquestioningly listen to me.’

‘…Is that so?’

‘Hehehe, well, that’s that for today. I administered the medicine by vapor inhalation. It might not be as effective, but it will definitely aid in the treatment.’

‘I see. Please take care.’

‘Of course, disciple. That aside, how many pages have you covered in my bitter herbology primer…?’

‘Huh? M-Master? My, my powers… is… fading…’

‘Hey? Hey! Hey!’

I quickly hung up.

With Ella already missing, my workload had doubled.

And when would I have time to memorize herbs and trees?

What worried me more was how to teach the new acrobatics to the members tomorrow.

Demonstrating it with the ‘Skill Book’ was one thing, but teaching it to them was another problem altogether.

Acquiring skills through the Skill Book was a natural process for me, but understanding the process of acquisition with my mind was not.

Avoiding Gascon’s teachings might be for that reason.

If he tried to properly impart knowledge, my incompetence would soon be exposed.

In fact, I wasn’t anything close to a genius.

Gascon’s abilities were needed now for Ella.

I needed to make the most of his time until she fully recovered.

Then, I heard a knocking on the door from outside.

The only person who would visit me at this hour would be Yurakne.

Naturally, I was surprised when I opened the door.

Standing there was Reyna.

“What’s the matter?”

I motioned for her to come in and sit on the couch.

“Master.”

She hesitated for a moment before speaking.

“Do I have nothing else to do?”

“Something to do?”

“Yes. It’s uncomfortable to just sit around even though I’m a guest.”

I didn’t immediately understand why she was saying this.

She hadn’t appeared in front of us since morning.

She had been absorbed in her own practice while having meals in the room.

The impulsive Triplets cursed at her, but the other members didn’t seem to mind.

It was the appropriate reaction since Ella was extraordinary.

I knew she was emotionally withdrawn, so I just left her alone.

But now she’s asking for work?

When I expressed my doubts, she stuttered out her words.

“Well… about the attitude I showed this morning… I’m afraid the members might misunderstand… I don’t… I don’t disdain them…”

Her expression remained cold.

But what came out of her mouth was incredibly timid.

Looking at her tentatively opening up, I felt a sense of discomfort.

Memories of the orphanage came flooding back.

At the same time, I remembered her in TT1.

Despite appearing cold on the outside, there was a big child inside her.

Contrary to her outward appearance, seeming more mature for her age, her inner self was immature compared to her age.

Having her by my side for a few months, I had mistaken her.

She seemed so mature for her age that I had assumed Reyna, who seemed even more mature for her age, was psychologically more mature than her.

We were like that in the orphanage.

Given strict etiquette training during the age when we should be mischievous and playing around.

We couldn’t behave obediently to survive under the violence of the superintendent.


It wasn’t because our personalities were mature.

Her behavior in the morning wasn’t her true self; it was a childish mistake born out of emotional insecurity.

“Hehe, apologizing to the members, huh? Well…”

I smiled, remembering what she would do in TT3.

“Could you possibly lead them?”
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A week had passed since Reyna was put in charge of the members’ practice.

It was truly an excellent decision.

At first, the members were reluctant to the idea of her teaching them.

Even kind-hearted Ella, once she got into training, didn’t spare them and pushed them ruthlessly.

But judging from Reyna’s demeanor, she seemed like she would push them even harder without showing any mercy.

However, when they actually started training, her training style was different from what they had expected.

Her tone and expression remained cold, but her words were kind and considerate.

She always thought from the perspective of a learner.

She quickly noticed what made them struggle and what confused them.

And instead of simply throwing solutions at them, she explained in a way that was easy for them to understand from their perspective.

This was the opposite of Ella’s teaching style.

Ella was always lively and led the training joyfully mixing jokes, but what came out of her mouth were demands so harsh they felt mechanical.

Ella could accurately assess the limits of the members and only gave instructions accordingly.

There was neither too much nor too little.

Her teachings made sense from a perspective that sees everything.

But from the perspective of following instructions, it meant blindly following without understanding or reasoning.

If only her instructions were wrong, there would have been room for criticism.

But her commands were always precise.

Thus, the process of the members learning skills under her was quite challenging and demanding.

On the other hand, Reyna emphasized on fostering the mindset of accepting problems rather than direct instructions.

Ella, who loved the circus and found training enjoyable, couldn’t quite understand what made the members suffer.

“Can’t they just do it?”

While Reyna, who disliked the circus and was afraid of training, had to prioritize this kind of nurturing mindset as she had to constantly encourage herself.

“I’ll explain why we need to do it like this.”

Both were born with genius talent, but this difference brought about a difference in their teaching styles.

There was no doubt which training was more enthusiastic and enjoyable for the members.

Before long, they began to enjoy learning from Reyna.

The talent for education.

It was an ability Reyna herself didn’t even know she had.

Wonderstein knew she was going to be a teacher at the circus school from TT3.

Since it was mentioned in the story that the school became famous shortly after it was founded, he just wanted to try it out.

But he didn’t expect her to do so well.

Under Reyna’s guidance, the members sometimes solved problems on their own, sometimes tried various practices. Reyna only helped when absolutely necessary.

She knew how much correcting for minor mistakes could disrupt a learner’s focus.

This training style greatly stimulated the members’ interest in acrobatics.

Around the time when Reyna had been in charge of the members’ training for a week, the members clamoured for her to stay and continue teaching them.

Wonderstein, hearing the members’ opinions conveyed by Yurakne, smiled and nodded.

“The Assistant Director is still Ella, right? Haha, Ella must be pleased that she has fewer duties now. But what about the trade?”

“They’re suggesting letting Gascon be traded instead.”

At that, I laughed even louder.

That was all I could ask for.

Because it could resolve a headache.

It was Gascon’s mistake to be accidentally enrolled in the circus troupe at the entrance exam that day.

As a guest, Wonderstein couldn’t interfere with Gascon’s whereabouts.

But it was different if he was a member.

“According to the rules of this draft, if a selected person wants to leave, we can’t stop them. Just like Ella can come here from there, if Reyna wants to leave us and go back there, we can’t stop her. Haha, maybe the trade will go as planned after all.”

Yurakne smiled without saying anything in response.

‘This person sometimes seemed really clueless.’

‘Did he really not know?’

‘That Reyna was wavering?’

Reyna’s morning guidance session ended.

After lunch, the members went into individual practice in the afternoon.

Reyna’s practice was assisted by Wonderstein.

Technically, there was no one else who could match her.

“Haha, you did well today too. Thanks to you, the members seem to have mastered the trampoline technique.”

“Thank you.”

She clenched her teeth at his praise.

To hold back laughter.

She had come to know about his skills while training with Wonderstein for over a week.

Contrary to his amiable appearance, he was thoroughly trained and disciplined.

At first, she had doubted why such a neat person was in charge.

But now she understood.

He had the skill to lead with Ella as his deputy.

His technique was flawless.

Even if he said he was 27?

At that age, could he stand equal to his father, who was at the top of the industry?

Many acrobats had praised her before, but nothing had moved Reyna’s heart.

Because they were all beneath her father.

But Wonderstein was different.

He was undoubtedly a skilled individual equal to her father.

Such a person praised her.

Several times every day, even for her small successes.

Until now, besides her father, no one had given her the satisfaction she felt.

And the joy she felt wasn’t simply because she was acknowledged by him.

She enjoyed the task itself.

Teaching others was a first for her.

Her father had always instructed her not to reveal her background to others.

Always maintain an icy demeanor and be sparing with words.

Until now, she had lived according to her father’s orders.


But this time, she broke it for the first time.

Because the leader of where she was now was him.

She advised the members and passed on her skills according to his orders.

And now, even without his orders, she wanted to continue this work.

She didn’t know that teaching someone could be such a rewarding task.

Always being criticized and feeling powerless, she had often fallen into depression whenever she failed.

But it wasn’t true.

She could be a strength to someone.

That, more than anything, pleased her.

“Today’s afternoon training… Haha, again, breaking boards.”

Wonderstein took a board out of the warehouse.

It was the training that Reyna had failed on the first day.

Before they knew it, the other members crowded around the two to watch the practice.

They now understood why Reyna had avoided them on the first day.

She was Ella’s rival.

“Reyna, cheer up!”

“Let’s see you succeed wonderfully!”

Sven thought he should fuel her struggle against Ella.

“Ella slept with your boyfriend!”

“What nonsense!”

Yurakne rebuked him.

Reyna adjusted her posture.

Her father wasn’t there. The heavy burden on her shoulders had disappeared.

Someone who acknowledged her was helping her practice. Power surged through her body.

Those who supported her were watching. A solid confidence that she would never fail rooted itself within her.

And the training began.

Her movements were perfect like the first day.

The boards all broke in her hands.

The atmosphere emanating from her was different from the first day.

The members also felt it, but they couldn’t figure out what was different.

It was something only Reyna herself could feel as she moved her body.

In the past, she had focused only on the present target, performing streamlined movements without any excess.

She had refrained instinctively from critiquing herself, even for minor mistakes or failures.

It was similar to the phenomenon of a new employee who, filled with enthusiasm, would shrink and barely manage to do only what was required when subjected to pressure.

But Reyna had now shed the self-consciousness that had held her back for ten years.

While executing precise movements, she also thought about the future.

As a result, her body began to move smoothly in curves.

She now understood the freedom of movement that Ella had displayed.

What she possessed in her heart was not the confidence that she could not fail.

It was the confidence that she could fail, allowing her to adopt a bold attitude.

“Oh, she’s smiling!”

At Womon’s exclamation, all eyes turned to her.

And no one could hide their surprise.

She, who had spent more than a week with them, had never smiled once.

Yet, her lips were now adorned with a bright smile.

That smile shone as dazzlingly as her golden hair.

“Haha, seeing both of them smile together… doesn’t it seem… like a women’s thing?”

At Sven’s remark, Yurakne, standing beside him, hastily nudged his shoulder.

She was now aware of Reyna’s position under the director.

She worried that his words might unnecessarily provoke Reyna.

His words definitely had an impact on Reyna.

All her attention was focused on Wonderstein, who was throwing planks.

She watched as the last plank flew toward her, just like it had a week ago, with the same angle and speed, as if copied from memory.

He was undoubtedly able to perfectly control even a slight tremor in his fingertips.

He possessed remarkable skills, yet also seemed to have insight and consideration for the feelings of those beneath him.

When he first suggested training the members, she doubted if he was merely shirking troublesome tasks.

But now she could be certain.

He saw teaching others as greatly beneficial to her.

And he did not hesitate to extend that to someone who would surely become his enemy.

She was envious of Ella.

To be under such a person.

Then, suddenly, a sticky desire rose in a corner of her heart.

What if this continued?

When she was first rejected at the draft, she feared she had been completely abandoned by her father.

She wished she could go back there in two weeks.

But now her thoughts had changed.

Director Frank Wonderstein and Assistant Director Reyna Maguire!

Two men and women walking side by side on the street, laughing heartily.

What if it was her standing there instead of Ella?

She thrust out her fist, bubbling with determination from within.

Her posture, movements, timing, and strikes all flowed seamlessly with perfect coordination.

With a thud, the plank flew backward.

The members cheered as they witnessed it.

Yurakne wore a worried expression.

All the planks that had been split until now fell right where they were.

But this time, the plank flew backward, just like on the first day.

Yurakne approached the plank that had fallen to the ground and examined it.

“Oh!”

She exclaimed as she looked at it.

There was a hole in the plank.

The size of a fist.

Wonderstein laughed heartily and clapped his hands together.

“Well done! Excellent job! Especially the last move was art. Haha, even Ella only did ‘that’ once….”


It was an unparalleled praise.

For a moment, she felt she had achieved something worthy of her position as his deputy.

“Thanks to you, Director.”

Reyna nodded slightly.

Her smile was even brighter than before.
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Maya has been going out alone for a week.

She would leave the hotel when the sun rises and return when it sets.

She had a fixed place she visited every day.

It was Tettromino Plaza, the center of Yeterinpuurk.

There were a total of 7 types of shapes that could be formed by combining 4 squares.

J, L, T, Z, S, O, I.

These 7 blocks were arranged on the ground with no gap, each with its own color from red to purple.

The length of one square piece is 15cm.

Calculating, there were found to be 10 million square tiles here, meaning 2.5 million Tettromino blocks.

Maya walked quickly as she scanned the blocks on the floor.

There was a limit to the combinations that could be made with the 7 blocks.

Not long after examining the ground, she discovered a pattern.

Several Tettromino blocks combined to form around 500 patterns.

Maya assigned numbers to those patterns.

They kept repeating.

The problem was that the sequence of these patterns was irregular.

In some cases, pattern 43 and pattern 187 repeated, while in others, only pattern 368 appeared continuously.

She had memorized over a million blocks in the past 10 days.

Her head was storing all those patterns.

She tried recalling a million blocks.

Starting from the beginning.

A few minutes later, she sighed, holding her throbbing head.

Sweat dripped from her cheeks and neck.

Even though Maya was a genius, such work put a tremendous burden on her brain.

It wasn’t just about confirming what she had memorized.

It involved hypothesizing and verifying any regularities within.

To do this, she had to use her available computational power to the maximum.

Maya went to a nearby cafe and sat down.

She cooled off with a cold coffee.

Rumors that scholars trying to uncover the meaning hidden in the Tettromino Plaza floor had collectively gone mad didn’t seem exaggerated.

They could easily grasp the 2.5 million blocks.

And they could even organize the combinable patterns within.

The problem was what the irregular arrangement of these patterns meant.

Such patterns were likely to be substituted with symbols from a specific field.

The blocks in the plaza were said to have been transcribed from some design left by a certain clergyman.

The probability was high that it was related to theology or magic.

But even when Maya tried substituting any symbols or signs she knew from theology or magic, no clues were found.

Should she give up?

It was a problem that even world-class scholars had failed to solve despite gathering together to contemplate.

It was impossible for her to solve it in just 10 days, even if she was Maya.

In fact, Maya didn’t come here every day to examine the blocks for any specific purpose.

She had nothing else to do.

The theme of the exam set by the Lekachep Circus School was ‘Skill.’

They wanted to evaluate ‘acrobatics itself,’ not things like acting, scriptwriting, directing, or box office success.

So, there was nothing for her to do in this exam.

She often felt exhausted during physical training.

She couldn’t possibly do acrobatics.

When Ella was here, she stuck around the villa.

She was concerned about Ella, who kept clinging to the director.

But since Reyna came, Maya thought there was no need for her to be worried.

She took out a golden flat disk from her pocket.

A memory disk.

In fact, solving this was the most important thing to her.

But no matter how much she thought about it, there was little progress.

So she decided to explore the mystery of the Tettromino Plaza floor while cooling her head.

Of course, instead of cooling her head, it only added to her worries… but…

An illusion of 7 Tettromino blocks shaped in her mind.

“Even the director wouldn’t understand this, right?”

Gyaang.

A red-haired cat climbed onto her thigh.

He purred and rubbed his head against her abdomen.

Maya pretended to pet his head.

Wally, wagging his tail, exposed his belly.

He was delightful, not like a blocky calculation at all.

He was a creation of her mind.

The cat’s illusion combined with memories buried deep in her mind of the deceased Wally, making him appear so alive.

She knew the most effective way to read a memory disk.

It was to further enhance this illusion of the mind.

But it wasn’t as easy as it sounded.

If wanting could lead to enlightenment, she wouldn’t have struggled with illusion magic until now.

There were ways to guess.

Maya awakened Wally by embracing the Director Wonderstein.

Then something stimulated her mind.

She could try it again.

Starting with embracing, then rubbing his cheek or kissing his lips…

“Meow!”

Wally looked up at her, frowning as if reproaching her.

She pretended not to notice his gaze.

She knew why he was behaving like this now.


He was an illusion formed by her mind.

And there was only one person who could stimulate her mind.

Every time she thought of that person, Wally sensed it and reacted.

And when she harbored feelings of guilt about him, the cat expressed discomfort as well.

Maya felt a little embarrassed.

She realized that scolding Wally whenever he acted up was like reproaching her own illicit fantasies.

Then, a wrinkled hand approached her table.

“Miss, would you like some candy?”

The cafe owner, an old woman, offered a basket of candies wrapped in colourful paper.

Maya looked at her blankly and said in an indifferent voice.

“I didn’t ask for any.”

“Haha, I’m just giving it to you. Does your head hurt? Trying to unlock the secrets of the square…?”

Maya was about to ask how she knew, then she realized that the old woman was looking at the illusion that had appeared before her.

7 colored Tettromino blocks.

If she couldn’t figure out what she was agonizing over after seeing this, she was a fool.

“Many smart people besides you have come here. Using your head is the best. Try it.”

“Thank you.”

She took one candy and put it in her mouth.

She had eaten a lot of candies when she was home.

She didn’t think there was anything special about it.

No, she even thought it would taste worse.

Because sugarcane, the raw material of candy, mainly grew in the equatorial regions.

But as soon as she put it in her mouth, a softness she had never tasted before enveloped her tongue.

“So soft.”

At her words, the old woman nodded with pride as a local.

“That’s right. It’s a product of the Slagbrot Bakery.”

“A bakery?”

“Oh, it’s not a bakery now, it’s a bakery factory. When you get old, you keep thinking about the old days, haha. Do you see it over there, across the square?”

The city’s main institutions, such as the city hall, courthouse, police station, and newspaper, surrounded this large plaza.

Among them, the most magnificent building was the Lekachep Circus School, painted in all natural colors, but the largest building was a huge factory with a shiny metal exterior emitting cotton candy-like smoke.

Dozens of wagons carrying large boxes were constantly coming in and out.

Maya looked at the large sign at the entrance.

Next to the factory gate was a door where people were lined up, clearly not factory workers.

Half of them were adults, and half were children.

“Miss, are you still not an adult?”

“No.”

“Then go there. The Candyman is friendly to children.”

“The Candyman?”

“Haha, that’s the nickname of the boss. Have you heard of the custom unique to this city? On Halloween, children dress up as monsters and go around the houses getting cookies as gifts. That was started by Mr. Slagbort here. He allowed children to visit the factory only once in their lifetime. If accompanied by an adult.”

At that moment, Maya remembered the offer from the director two weeks ago.

“Maya, would you like to visit the Candy factory?”

“I’m not a child.”

She was in the midst of intense research on her own when he asked.

She didn’t like being treated like a child by Wonderstein.

In the midst of that, suggesting a candy factory tour?

She replied coldly and ended the conversation.

But that was suggesting an outing just for the two of them?

Ways to cultivate illusions in the mind!

She quickly dismissed the Tettromino fantasies.

What am I doing here right now?

Those two weeks without Ella were an opportunity!

Maya sprang up from her seat.

She bowed slightly towards the café owner.

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

Maya left the café owner with a satisfied smile and headed back to her accommodation a little earlier than usual.

***

The day of trades quickly approached.

Ella realized that she would have to return to her original circus troupe next Tuesday.

The Monster Circus.

Where Wonderstein was.

A smile formed on her lips.

At the same time, her heart thumped.

Her pulse carried a sense of unease unlike before.

Meeting Wonderstein again was both welcoming and strangely unsettling.

Why was that?

Was life here too enjoyable?

She had spent the best ten days at the Golden Carnival.

Performing the best acrobatics with the best acrobats.

It felt like her horizons had expanded several times over.

It was also fun to debate with Lord Fantastic about acrobatics every night.

This was something she hadn’t experienced with Wonderstein.

She used to think he was as much of a circus enthusiast as herself.

But after getting closer since Dvallchep, she realized he was different from her expectations.

He hardly watched performances, was ignorant about cultural phenomena or basic to the industry. And he had no interest in what performance to put on after the Circus Grand Prix.

She acknowledged his writing skills, knowledge about other circuses, and amazing acrobatic skills, but she realized he didn’t truly love the circus.

He was like Reyna.

Doing circus only out of necessity, not because he loved it.

Yet her affection for him remained unchanged.

She still admired and liked him.

But there were doubts.

Why didn’t she know his true intentions until now?

Why didn’t they have conversations unrelated to work in Luz?

Then, she heard a knock on her door.

It was Lord Fantastic, as usual, coming to her room.

“What story are we going to discuss today? The tightrope theory from ‘E’?”

“Haha, that’s a delightful topic, but there’s something more important.”

He said they would go out to the city for lunch tomorrow.

The owner of the villa they were staying in had come to the city.

“He’s a Marquis, right? Should I go too? I’m not even an official member.”

“Haha, he’s also a circus enthusiast. He’s curious about the face that appeared like a comet during the entrance exams.”

At that, Ella chuckled and smiled.

“Alright then! That’s good news. Who is he?”


Simon tapped the invitation card in his hand.

“Do you know the name Candyman?”

“No.”

He smiled back at her shaking his head.

“It’s Marquis Wilhelm Slagbrot. He’s the lord of the vast Candy Turnip Plain and the owner of the Slagbrot Factory here in Yeterinpurrk.”
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Reyna’s skills improved day by day.

After successfully breaking the plank, she seemed to have cast off any constraints that held her back.

She surpassed the training sessions Ella classified as ‘difficult’ with top scores over the past three days.

Now, only one remained.

The training called ‘Frisell.’

Reyna swiftly caught the randomly flying cards from all directions with one hand.

After grabbing the last card, she spread out her palm.

Between her five fingers.

Between four gaps, 52 cards were neatly arranged, from A to K, for each suit: hearts, clubs, diamonds, and spades.

The training required identifying the suits and numbers on the flying cards and catching them between her fingers.

It demanded extreme cognitive ability.

This was something Ella had never succeeded in, but Reyna accomplished it in one try.

Just as the members were about to cheer, the rough voice of Bendict, coming through the bandages, stopped them.

“Where did the Joker card go?”

“Huh?”

“Come to think of it, there are two more cards. The Black Joker and the Red Joker.”

In Frisell, among the flying 54 cards, two hidden Joker cards had to be filtered out.

If she even briefly held onto them, it meant disqualification.

But there was no sign of the Joker cards anywhere on the floor.

“Did I shuffle them incorrectly?”

“Maybe? Didn’t we leave them hidden between the clothes when we played cards the other day?”

“What? Hey, you guys always said the Joker pops out whenever we need it!”

As the members murmured, Wonderstein grinned and pulled out a card from his suit pocket.

A joker dressed in black was depicted on it.

At the same time, Reyna also took out a card from her front pocket.

There was a joker dressed in red.

Amidst the raining cards, she precisely caught only those two and put them into her and Wonderstein’s pockets.

This was a trick Ella couldn’t pull off.

The members cheered.

With this, she completed all of Ella’s challenges in just ten days.

In the midst of the passionate scene, Reyna still maintained her cool expression.

She was also very pleased, but retaining her composure after successfully performing acrobatics was a habit ingrained in her.

Sven rattled his skull as he exclaimed, “Haha, Reyna has conquered all of Ella’s training! With this, Reyna’s ambition has gone one step further!”

At his words, her stiff expression softened slightly.

“Oh, no! W-who’s aiming for the Assistant Director position…?”

The skeleton clown teased her with a playful tone.

“Huh? I didn’t say I was aiming for Assistant Director Position. I just mentioned ‘ambition,’ right?”

“T-that’s… well, you’ve been teasing me about it the whole time…”

All the members burst into laughter at her puzzled reaction.

The most changed thing, above all, was her attitude.

A bit of softness crept into her rigid military-like tone.

Instead of standing firm against the members’ jokes, she blushed and became flustered.

Looking at her now, it was hard to believe she was the same person as the cold one on the first day.

“Reyna.”

Wonderstein approached Reyna.

She looked at him, startled.

“Yes?”

“Do you want to be our Assistant Director?”

She decided to answer honestly.

Regardless of the possibility, she was curious about his reaction.

“I… “

She opened her mouth.

But at the same time, Wonderstein laughed and extended his hand.

“I know. Your competitive spirit against Ella shines through. Reyna, you should go back to the Golden Carnival.”

“Yes? Oh, no, I didn’t mean…”

“It’s okay. Haha, I was just joking.”

“Ah…”

If the atmosphere continued like this, Reyna couldn’t assert herself again.

She could handle direct confrontations with ease, but when teased or gently rebuffed, she became flustered and hesitated, missing her chance.

Perhaps it was due to her father’s sarcastic way of speaking that she had always struggled with.

In front of such straightforward questions, she became calm instead.

The members exchanged glances as they observed Reyna’s demeanor.

“Does the Director really not know?”

“She’s always been emotionally erratic.”

“That demonic prodigy, even that aspect is…”

“If you’re going to approach someone, do it like Ella…”

Coincidentally, Ella was the person Reyna thought of. If only she had been as proactive as Ella. She heard from acquaintances at the Golden Carnival how well Ella was doing there. Despite her young age, she quickly befriended older members without hesitation.

Reyna, on the other hand, mostly kept to herself, even during her months at the Golden Carnival. Those who did become close to her did so out of pity for her being mistreated by her father, not because she actively pursued relationships.

Until now, she didn’t mind. Her mind was filled with thoughts of becoming the best acrobat her father wanted her to be. She believed herself to be strong enough, able to remain composed even in front of esteemed individuals.

But when someone she genuinely wanted to be with appeared, things changed. She found it difficult to express herself freely. It dawned on her that her confidence wasn’t rooted in her abilities but rather in self-deception.

No matter what others thought, as long as she performed the “Golden Libra,” it was enough for her. She hadn’t truly communicated with people; she had merely acted behind a wall, alone.

But when someone she couldn’t dismiss as a “wall” appeared, she became timid. She felt pathetic. What was the Golden Reyna? Fool, outcast, failure.

Wonderstein smirked as he noticed Reyna’s melancholy expression. He thought she was sad about returning to the Golden Carnival.

“Reyna, my dear.”

Wonderstein’s hand gently stroked her head, radiating warmth.

“Ah…”

A whimper escaped her lips. It had been a long time since she received such affectionate treatment, except for the forgotten times.

“Thanks to you, the members have enjoyed learning acrobatics so much. You’ve worked hard in less than two weeks. Thank you.”

Thank you.


Oddly enough, that was what Reyna wanted to say to him. He instilled confidence in her, showed her how to improve her skills, and provided her with the belief that she could help others. The training designed by Ella required handling multiple variables simultaneously.

If it was the Golden Carnival, a specialized support team would have provided equipment. But Wonderstein didn’t have such resources. Thus, someone had to serve as a sparring partner, possessing skills equivalent to the trainee.

Even though the trainee changed, Wonderstein adjusted effortlessly. He observed Reyna’s height, arm length, and jumping ability to accurately gauge her capabilities and threw daggers toward an appropriate limit.

This wasn’t just talent; it required observing her movements several times to understand her abilities.

There was only one occasion where she showcased her movements in front of him—the freshman selection test. He had been watching her since then.

His concern and interest in her were not merely out of obligation for her presence but out of genuine care. He was glad that she was here.

“I’m the one who should be grateful.”

However, it was Reyna’s misunderstanding.

Wonderstein had ‘Skill book’ that was rewarded an average favourability of 15.

He heard that the task for the second qualifier was ‘skill’, so he expanded the space for the skill book by 2 slots.

He assisted her training by equipping acrobatic skills alternately in the skill book.

For example, just equipping ‘throwing skills’ in the skill book made it clear where to throw daggers or planks to reach the desired target and where to throw so that the opponent couldn’t intercept.

To exaggerate a bit, it was as clear-cut as in a construction simulation game where the buildable area is shown in green and the non-buildable area in red.

Above all, Reyna’s training was something he had experienced with Ella before.

He knew what skills were needed for each training session.

Training and encouragement.

Wonderstein thought he had given her everything he could offer.

Today is Friday.

There weren’t many days left now.

He decided to indulge his own desires a little now.

He brought up the proposal he had been holding back.

“Next Tuesday is the return day, right?”

“But?”

“So, what I mean is, would you like to go out for a bit over the weekend?”

Going out?

Outing?

Several synonyms swirled confusingly in her mind.

Reyna replied nervously.

“Go, going out? I-I’m okay, but… if you go with me, it won’t be fun…”

Reyna knew she wasn’t good at conversation.

And her ability to adapt to others was also lacking.

She remembered the scene where he and Ella walked through the alley chatting happily.

Despite leaving a good impression of herself through training and education, she didn’t want to be compared unfavorably and labeled as ‘boring’ just by going out with him for no reason.

Wonderstein grew impatient and urged her.

“Haha, there won’t be much to talk about, will there? We’re just going to see something fun. But we need one more person.”

Reyna breathed a sigh of relief at his words.

That’s right.

He, the circus director, wasn’t suggesting going flower viewing or anything like that.

“What kind of performance is it?”

“It’s not a performance. We’re going to Slagbrot Factory.”

Wonderstein said enthusiastically.

The Slagbrot Factory was one of the two major dungeons in Yeterinpuurk.

Wanting to go on a ‘pilgrimage’ to places featured in the game was a pure desire as a gamer.

In Luz, he unintentionally went ghost hunting and explored the sewers.

But there was simply no opportunity here.

The sewers were originally uninhabited.

So he could freely open the closed well lids and go in.

But the place he wanted to go to now was a currently operational factory.

He had to follow the regular route.

‘Tour with children or teenagers’ was the easiest way to enter.

However, the two teenagers in his circus troupe refused.

‘Spend a day there?’

‘I’m not a kid.’

Although there was Womon, the only time he could go out was during the Halloween season.

But unfortunately, at that time, factory tours were temporarily suspended due to a candy distribution event.

Yurakne looked at Wonderstein and Reyna entering the villa together and said with a regretful voice, “It’s a shame. If only I was three years younger, I could pass of as a teenager.”

Sven glanced at her briefly and replied seriously, “Not 10 years?”

Maya returned to the villa just as Yurakne was choking Sven.

Maya looked at the two of them with an expressionless face and said, “Is the training over?”

Yurakne nodded as she released her grip on Sven’s neck. “Yes. Just now.”

“Haha, feels like my neck bone got squished!” Sven stood up and brushed himself off.

Maya looked around the yard. “Where’s the Director?”

“Oh, the Director is inside discussing tomorrow’s outing with Reyna. He’ll be there,” Sven replied.

An uneasy feeling pierced Maya’s entire body. “…An outing?”

“Yeah! To the Slagbrot Bakery Factory…”

As Maya listened to Sven’s explanation, she stood frozen in place, unable to move.

She stared at the villa building with a dumbfounded expression.

Woof…

Wally stood next to her with a forlorn face.

Did he make that expression when he lost his cozy spot in the box?

Maya gritted her teeth.

She thought Reyna was just a guest staying over, so she didn’t guard herself.


But she underestimated the Director’s abilities too much.

In just under two weeks…?

Meow…

Wally let out a mournful cry.

It was like a cat who had been robbed by a stray dog.
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Just a hundred years ago, 99% of the sugar on the market was made in one way.

It was by distilling the juice squeezed from sugarcane.

Sugarcane was a crop that could only be grown in humid tropical climates.

So in the empire where more than half of the territory belonged to the cold climate, there was always a shortage of sugar.

With the Industrial Revolution, the supply of sugar exploded, but the situation did not improve.

The empire’s distribution network was unstable due to slow development of transportation networks.

Moreover, the demand for sugar greatly increased due to the outbreak of civil war.

Nobles had to distribute high-calorie sugars to soldiers to maintain their combat effectiveness and morale.

It was a time when many nobles died in civil war and many new nobles were born.

Although there were various radical upward mobility news, becoming a son-in-law of a marquis and a son-in-law of a duke was considered disgraceful even at that time.

The dozens of marquis titles that the previous emperor distributed to relatives for the authority of the aristocracy were nothing more than hollow honours that only maintained dignity.

However, when the emperor died suddenly without an heir, the marquis titles became the right to vote for the next emperor.

While some marquises were considered walking ballot papers, there were also marquises who wielded real power directly.

The marquis who became the son-in-law of Wilhelm Slagbrot was one of those ambitious people.

At that time, Wilhelm was a renowned pastry chef in Yeterinpurrk.

He baked various strange pastries in ways that other craftsmen had never thought of.

The most surprising of his mysterious secrets was sugar production.

He developed a technique to extract sugar from sugar beets, which were used as livestock feed at the time.

It was amazing, but it didn’t attract much attention.

Most alchemists had that level of vision.

The real value of the extraction method depended on profitability and material purity.

There were already hundreds of ways to produce sugar.

However, in the realm of ‘industry’, sugarcane was the only one used. It was because it had the highest profitability and purity.

So alchemists didn’t think much of Wilhelm’s method.

“It’s just a strategy to mystify his own pastries.”

“No matter where you extract it, chemically, it’s no different, but people are easily deceived.”

It was a coincidence that the marquis who would later become his craftsman found him.

He came to Yeterinpurrk for a rest from the long civil war without an escape route and happened to eat a pastry in a bakery. It was sweeter and tastier than any pastry he had ever tasted.

And it was cheaper.

At that moment, he heard rumors about Wilhelm’s sugar extraction method.

The marquis foresaw that the outcome of the civil war would be determined by vodka and sugar.

Moreover, sugar beets were a crop that could be easily found anywhere in the empire.

He saw the value of Wilhelm’s sugar extraction method.

It wasn’t long before the marquis, faced with Wilhelm’s cries demanding nothing but his pretty and renowned youngest daughter in return. Wilhelm stormed out with a sword to slit the thief’s throat who dared to covet his daughter.

In the midst of his frenzy, he noticed his daughter standing between him and the intruder.

During his short stay in Yeterinpuurk, the two individuals, unbeknownst to him, fell in love and secretly met each other.

The fact that his daughter suddenly wanted to eat pastries and dragged him to the pastry shop a few days ago was no coincidence.

Seeing his youngest daughter, who always cooed and laughed at him, shedding tears and shouting angrily at him for the sake of another man, he was shocked.

He finally approved of their marriage a month later.

A large confectionery industrial complex was built in Yeterinpurrk six months later.

It was seven years later that the heir supported by the marquis became the emperor after the civil war ended.

It was fifteen years later that Wilhelm, supported by the marquis, won in the internal struggle of the marquisate and was also recognized as a marquis.

Although more than fifty years had passed since Wilhelm became a marquis, he still preferred to be called ‘Candyman’ rather than Marquis Slagbrot.

Many believed it was a nickname derived from his pastry artisan days, but the truth was slightly different.

During the trend when lovers gave each other sweet nicknames, he called her Raspberry and it was her who game him the nickname Candyman.

Sitting on his home office chair, he listened to the factory manager reporting on the business situation, wrinkling his nose.

Not only was he skilled in running the factory, but he also had a knack for understanding his superiors’ moods.

Raspberry Pie and lemon cheesecake.

The two snacks on the home office desk were favourites of his departed wife and daughter.

Though he was too old to see now, when he smelled them, he could recall the smiling faces of the two people who loved his treats.

Their voices too.

“Heh, you think eating these cheered you up yesterday.”

“Haha, how could anything made by His Lordship not be delicious?”

Wilhelm coughed loudly.

The factory manager, startled, looked at him.

He worried that maybe Wilhelm had found some flaw in the business report.

But the Marquis reassured him with a wave of his hand.

He had just cleared his throat to dispel the tears that were welling up from memories of the past.

Ever since he lost his sight, he had developed a habit of being wary of how he appeared to others.

“All right. What’s on the agenda for today?”

“Yes. First, you’ll inspect the snack production facility, then have lunch with the Golden Carnival acrobats, and afterward…”

The Candyman felt the sunlight stroking his cheek through the window.

Though he couldn’t see, he could smell the scent carried on the breeze.

Somehow, he had a very welcoming feeling that a special guest would come today.

***

Slagbrot Pastry Factory welcomed visitors every day.

Anyone who hadn’t yet become an adult was eligible to visit.

There was no admission fee. You just needed one guardian to accompany you.

It might only happen once in a lifetime, but children could gather unforgettable memories and go home with arms full of snack gifts.

And if they was lucky, it might not just be a once-in-a-lifetime experience.

Ten or twenty years later, some people returned with their own children to visit the factory again.

Ella passed through the crowd lining up in front of the factory in a carriage.

They were guests invited by the owner of this factory.

They didn’t have to wait like those people over there.

Sitting beside her, a Golden Carnival acrobat looked at the people outside through the window, reminiscing with colleagues about the memories they had when they visited this place with their mothers.

She involuntarily took a deep breath.

Memories with her parents.

“Ella, don’t you like sweets? Want to go to the Candy factory with me?”

Three weeks ago, Wonderstein had invited her to come here together.


Back then, she had brushed it off, saying it was a waste of time….

She looked through the window.

Excited children and smiling parents were there.

If only she had known, she would have agreed to his sudden suggestion of going out.

Maybe he wanted to give her some memories since she grew up as an orphan.

He was acting as a parent figure.

She felt grateful for his thoughtfulness.

She decided that when they returned, she would ask him to come here together again.

Even though he seemed to have no interest in anything other than the Circus Grand Prix, now she understood why he had suggested going out of the blue.

He probably wanted to give her some memories since she grew up as an orphan.

His heartfelt intentions were appreciated.

She would have to pretend that she had never been here before, so he could anticipate her surprise, but…

When they got off the carriage, they were greeted by the factory manager.

His ample figure and jowls indirectly showed that he was a skilled pastry maker.

“Welcome. The World’s greatest acrobats.”

Lord Fantastic stepped forward as their representative and shook hands with him.

“Although we may not match the skills of our guests, our artisans will certainly delight our guests’ eyes.”

As Ella and the Golden Carnival performers followed him into the factory, four people appeared in the crowd.

“Are you enjoying yourself, Director?”

In response to Yurakne’s words, Wonderstein smiled with longing and looked up at the factory.

“Do I seem to be?”

“Yes. You’ve been humming a tune all the way here.”

Wonderstein grinned awkwardly.

It was the background music for the candy factory map.

“Have you ever been here, Director?”

Wonderstein, who had been thinking for a moment, nodded his head.

“A long time ago.”

At that moment, the reception called out a number.

It belonged to Yurakne and Maya.

The two of them dashed forward.

Since Reyna had just gone into the restroom, Wonderstein looked around at the people waiting in line.

Adults and children stood in a 1:1 ratio.

To keep the spectators, employed jesters divided snacks and performed small-scale acrobatics.

“Eat just a little.”

“If you eat too much now, you won’t be able to enjoy the tastier things inside.”

Parents made sure their children didn’t fill up too much on the snacks handed out here.

Then, a jester extended a basket in front of where Wonderstein was standing.

He tried to refuse, but the jester looked at him with pleading eyes.

“Oh, Director Wonderstein, isn’t it?”

He was a man with white face paint and a strawberry-sized nose.

At first, Wonderstein didn’t recognize who he was, but soon he exclaimed, “Ah!” with realization.

“Mr. Allen?”

At that moment, another jester, similarly dressed, approached.

“What’s going on… Oh, it’s you?”

He was surprised.

There was a brief pause between them.

Allen and Jo had applied for various additional roles, but they all fell through.

So they were earning money by doing such cheap jester gigs.

“Let’s hope for the next opportunity.”

“The path of art is long and hard.”

“Please remember us for the next audition.”

The two of them nodded to him.

But that was a mistake.

Snacks spilled out of the basket they were holding onto the floor.

A factory employee supervising the temporary workers ran over from afar.

“What’s wrong with you guys! Earlier, you stepped on pudding and slipped at the same time!”

The two of them were eventually fired, and 10 minutes later, they were seen leaving the factory with their jester makeup removed and dejected faces.

Wonderstein looked at them with pity.

Two legends who had lost their anonymity as mercenaries ended up becoming comedians by chance…

At that moment, Reyna approached him.

She tightly grabbed his sleeve and looked around.

Despite being in front of many people, she maintained her usual haughty princess demeanor, but her voice was trembling.

“I-I think we might be too old…”

As Reyna said, most of the children in line were around their early to mid-teens.

It was the perfect age to enjoy a field trip and come to a place like this holding hands with their parents.

However, Reyna and Maya, brought by Wonderstein and Yurakne, were 17 years old.

Considering that they would become adults in two years, they were somewhat late to come to a place like this holding their parents’ hands.

Still, Maya, with her small stature and doll-like features, didn’t seem out of place despite her age.

On the other hand, Reyna, with her tall stature and a body that could rival Yurakne, was quite mature.

Even though her face made her look like a teenager, her stature couldn’t be ignored.

At that moment, Maya suddenly squeezed in between the two of them.

It seemed like the registration was over.

“If you don’t like it, then leave.”

Her voice was cold and indifferent.

Reyna trembled at the hostility emanating from her.

She turned away from Reyna and looked at Wonderstein.

“Director.”

She tightly grabbed his hand and pulled him towards her.

“Please change my clothes.”

Reyna almost screamed at her words.

What is she talking about?

Oh, she wants her clothes changed?

Reyna’s face flushed red, but the two continued their conversation casually.

“Sweaters and cardigans might get lint in the factory, so hang them outside. But I don’t want to wear factory uniforms.”

“Oh, alright. Shall we go inside then?”

Huh?

Huh?

There was no time to dry off.

She stared blankly as the two walked into the bathroom together.

In the same stall?

In this era, bathrooms weren’t just places for bodily functions but also served as rooms for fixing makeup and adjusting clothing.

Even so, for a man and a woman to enter together like that meant ‘let’s do something naughty.’

Of course, they wouldn’t do such a thing in broad daylight, especially in an outdoor bathroom with the ceiling vents wide open…

But why would the Director change her clothes…

And why does the Director accept it so naturally…

What’s going on between them…?

Reyna’s mind was in turmoil.

Unconsciously, she approached the stall.

Then, a large cat appeared in front of the bathroom stall.

It was the illusion cat that Maya talked about.

As Reyna approached, the cat unleashed a psychic storm, baring its sharp teeth.

Nyaahh!

It was the illusion cat.


Reyna stepped back.

And as she confirmed the cat’s expression, her face stiffened.

Pffft.

Though she couldn’t hear any sound, Reyna could understand.

The cat was mocking her.
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It’s been over 10 days since she joined the Monster Circus.

During that time, she became quite close with the members.

It was thanks to practicing together on the dirt floor.

However, she didn’t become close with the members she couldn’t practice with.

There were two people.

One of them was Jobel.

He was said to be a bald dwarf man, but she had never seen him until now.

The other members had seen his face quite a bit.

They said it was because of the new Inspira he had acquired, but she couldn’t find out the details.

On the contrary, there was a member who she saw every day.

That was Maya.

Reyna wasn’t particularly sociable either, but Maya was even more so.

She always acted as if there was no other people around her.

Even when eating together, she stared blankly into space as if she was in her own world.

A few days ago, when Reyna gathered the courage to talk to her, Maya only replied briefly and ended the conversation.

Still, Reyna didn’t feel any bad feelings towards Maya.

She wasn’t the only one having difficulty interacting with her.

It had been three months since she joined, and other members also found Maya’s emotionless and self-centered personality difficult.

Reyna wondered if she had appeared like that to her colleagues in the Golden Carnival.

So when Maya ignored her greeting and passed by last night, Reyna only thought she was a little peculiar, not that she harboured any ill feelings towards her.

But was that her misconception?

Reyna looked at the cat blocking her path.

It was created by Maya.

The members said they could guess Maya’s mood by looking at the cat’s behaviour, which often appeared.

The cat was clearly mocking her.

Reyna remembered the cold look Maya used to give her when she coldly rebuffed her if she didn’t like her.

There was definitely hostility.

It wasn’t a mistake to think that she had ignored her greeting and looked coldly at her yesterday.

Reyna had always been told not to surrender wherever she went.

Although she now knew that it wasn’t the only answer after losing to Ella, being rejected by her father, and being taught by Wonderstein, she naturally followed her father’s teachings with ingrained habits.

Her determination boiled up.

A cold wind blew on Reyna’s face.

“If you block me, I’ll break through.”

It was just a illusion.

It wouldn’t be a problem to break it.

Reyna gave a fierce look at the cat and approached the door.

“Meow!”

Just as the cat tried to block her, a voice came from inside.

“How’s this outfit? Yurakne recommended it to Maya a while back, saying it suited her?”

It was Director Wonderstein.

When she heard his affectionate and laughter-filled voice, all the strength drained from her body.

It was a reaction similar to when she stood in front of her father.

The desire not to be hated by the other person firmly gripped her body.

Who am I to interfere?

It’s something the director accepted as okay…

Then, Maya’s blunt and cold voice followed.

“It’s slippery. Please change the socks.”

It felt like speaking to a store clerk.

Rayna clenched her fists.

Lack of courtesy.

What further fueled Reyna’s inner turmoil was the dignified attitude of the Director.

He smiled without any sign of discomfort while receiving orders from a much younger girl.

“Haha, understood. So, these socks…?”

There was a rustling sound of fabric.

Reyna’s head spun dizzyingly.

The scene inside was depicted in her mind.

Maya sitting with her legs crossed in front of the dressing table, and the Director kneeling in front of her, taking off her socks and putting on new ones.

She wasn’t curious about where the clothes came from.

She had seen the Director occasionally manipulate something in his hat, suggesting it might be related to magic or spatial manipulation.

“How are these socks? The texture?”

“They’re good.”

Reyna imagined the Director’s fingers tickling Maya’s soft skin and the soles of her feet.

“This…”

Embarrassment and envy erupted simultaneously.

To Reyna, it seemed like an utterly unsociable girl was being treated well through the Director’s favour.

Though she wished to intervene, she lacked the courage.

As she stood there in turmoil, Yurakne approached her.

“Reyna, what are you doing here?”

She held up the allotted number and guides in her hand.

Reyna explained the situation unfolding in the restroom to her.

She thought Yurakne would empathize with this unusual situation.

However, Yurakne knew about Wonderstein’s “Dressing Room” ability.

There was nothing extraordinary about what Reyna was imagining.

With a flick of his finger, he could change the clothes of the members.

To Reyna, the request to “change clothes” could only be interpreted as suggestive.

Yurakne, fighting back laughter at her foolishness, replied cunningly.

“It’s nothing strange. The Director changes my clothes too.”

“Yes, yes?”

Reyna’s head spun.


How could Yurakne’s clothes be changed by the Director?

She could somehow fit Maya into the category of “young.”

She could use Maya’s vacant mental state and lack of initiative as an excuse for childishness.

But Yurakne wasn’t like that.

She was a perfectly capable adult.

Why would the Director change her clothes?

Suppressing the urge to laugh at her foolish appearance, Yurakne concocted a plausible explanation.

“Because our members’ body shapes are different from average, it’s impossible to wear ready-made clothes. So the Director measures our body sizes and personally tailors them, which is why he’s used to it.”

It was an unreasonable excuse upon closer examination.

But amidst her confusion, Reyna could only nod in agreement with the explanation.

“Is, is that so…”

However, soon she realized that it had nothing to do with her.

“Ma, Maya… and Ella…?”

“Oh, Ella has never been dressed by the Director.”

At her words, Reyna nodded her head frantically.

“That’s, that’s right! Isn’t it weird? Her?”

At that moment, as the door opened, Wonderstein and Maya walked out.

Reyna gasped as she saw Maya’s outfit had changed.

Not only her outerwear and socks but also her skirt and the clothes she wore just above her underwear were all changed.

“I, I…”

Seeing Reyna stuttering with a flushed face, Wonderstein thought she was still embarrassed about the factory tour.

“Miss Reyna, if it’s too much for you, you can go back with Miss Yurakne. I’ll go in with Maya…”

“Oh, no! I, I love candies!”

Wonderstein chuckled as he looked at Reyna, who had blushed deeply and spoke loudly.

Maya swept away Wally, who was wandering around with a sullen expression.

Yurakne laughed secretly, covering her mouth.

***

The giant dough mixing machine churned, filling the corridor with the scent of butter.

White snow-like sugar poured from the pump, filling the air, while the oven opened all at once, releasing heat that swept through the air.

Inside the factory, there were dozens of pastry chefs and hundreds of workers assisting them.

Boxes filled with colorful fruits passed through the conveyor belt.

Workers with knives skillfully peeled and cored the fruits, filling baskets.

Pastry chefs squeezed cream onto cakes, carved pies into slices, and decorated cookies with fruit.

The sight of dozens of types of cookies pouring out in various colors simultaneously in an assembly line-like fashion was magnificent.

After the tour of the factory, the Golden Carnival members were treated to cookies and drinks in the supervisor’s office, overlooking the factory’s scenery.

The factory manager proudly introduced the cookies they were eating as a new product still in development.

“Hehe, who knew freshly baked cookies would be this delicious!”

“Yeah, I’ve had them a few times at the villa. It’s on a different level of taste!”

“These workers here must be lucky. They get to eat this all the time, don’t they?”

“Look at this. The artisan lady recommended having it with coffee, and it’s fantastic!”

As they began to feel full, the factory door opened.

Visitors began their tour.

The factory manager entered the office.

“Now, let me guide you to the ‘Gallery.'”

“Oh, is that where the chairman’s collection is?”

The Candyman was famous for being a circus enthusiast.

Especially, he heard he was a fanatic about playwright ‘Christian.’

To be able to see his collection!

The members all stood up from their seats.

At that moment, Ella raised her hand, looking embarrassed.

“I’m feeling a bit unwell. I’ll go to the restroom.”

“Do you know where it is? Shall I call a guide to take you there?”

“Oh, it’s okay. It’s just to the side from where the chairman’s room is, right?”

Ella pretended to go in the opposite direction from where the members were leaving.

And after confirming that everyone had left, she secretly returned to the office.

She wasn’t actually in a hurry to go to the bathroom.

She grabbed cookies that were still emitting hot steam from the tray and put them in her hat.

Ability: Inspira-Hat Magic

Target: Ella and Wonderstein’s hats.

Effect: Two objects are spatially connected. Put the item you want to transfer into the hat and wear it on your head. Before the item even touches your scalp, it disappears. And the moment the wearer takes off the hat, it appears inside the other person’s hat.

Requirement: Ella’s favourability x30

She had obtained the Inspira just before being stabbed by the Reaper’s scythe.

The hat magic seemed like a side act of amusement for Ella on Luz’s stage, but then, whether due to the assistance of Wonderstein or not, she became entangled with him and Inspira.

She was offered a new blessing.

Until now, few people her age had obtained two Inspiras.

It was something to be proud of as an acrobat.

Most of all, what was enjoyable was that this ability was connected to Wonderstein.

It was as if the Kirku acknowledged the two as soul partners.

Ella filled the hat with cookies.

Whenever she ate something delicious, she kept thinking of that person.

So, she often sent things like this through hat magic.

This time, she planned to use the cookies as a means of communication.

She would lead the conversation in this direction during today’s regular contact.

­’They were snacks from the villa, and they were so delicious that I wanted you to try them. How were they? It’s from Slagbrot, a very famous Candy factory. It’s a new product that hasn’t been released yet. Ah, was that where you wanted to go? Yeah, the owner of the Golden Carnival’s Villa is the owner. The pastry chefs came to the villa and made them themselves. The freshly made ones were definitely different. Did you enjoy them? Mmm, I want to eat them again. So, what I’m saying is, can I propose what I did back then again? Didn’t you reject it? Ugh, so you won’t recommend it again? Yep?’

­’Understood. Miss Ella, could you please accompany me for a walk?’

­’Hmm, I’m busy… Alright. Since it’s you, I’ll make an exception?’

Ella chuckled as she looked at the cookies in the hat.

She didn’t know that the window of the director’s office was a one-way mirror from the factory manager’s room.

Candyman sat on the sofa in the factory manager’s room, listening to the internal view relayed by his secretary and chuckled.

‘Hehe, I would have happily given you the cookies if you wanted to eat them. To hide them in a hat.’

If it was his young artisan days, he would have angrily accused the thief of trying to steal his pastry secrets.

But now that he was old, he found the child’s behaviour simply cute.

He gestured to his secretary.


The office door opened.

Ella was startled and put on the hat.

At the entrance, an old man dressed in work clothes stood with the support of a young man.

The old man spoke in a stern voice.

“Are you the thief trying to steal my cookie recipe?”
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Ella remained calm even when mistakenly being accused of being a thief out of nowhere.

Firstly, she didn’t consider her actions to be that serious. While she might have stolen manufacturing processes or mixed ingredients, the cookies she had in her hat were intended to be sold in the market soon. Taking those didn’t seem like such a big crime.

Moreover, the old man didn’t seem genuinely angry.

The corners of his mouth struggled to suppress a smile, and there was an unmistakable mischief in his voice.

But above all, the words he uttered!

They were lines she was familiar with from a play she knew well.

Ella quickly caught on to the old man’s intention and swiftly changed her demeanor to surprise him.

“Well, well, accusing the wrong person of being a thief, are we? You, who look like you couldn’t lift a spoon due to your old age.”

Ella sat down at the table crookedly, whispering in a displeased voice as if singing a song.

The secretary who supported the old man stiffened upon hearing her words.

“Hey! Do you know who this person is…?”

“Stay quiet.”

Wilhelm intervened.

The newly arrived young secretary was passionate and capable, but lacked tact.

“This is the sacred kitchen of the royal family. Who are you?”

“I’m a maid serving the princess, sir.”

Only then did the secretary remember lines from a play that matched the situation.

What they were doing was an extension of such a thing.

The two of them were acting out a scene from one of Christian’s masterpieces, “The Princess Baking Cookies.”

It was a representative farce by Christian, depicting the story of a young princess living in the royal palace, who, driven by hunger, sneaks into the kitchen and is accidentally hired as an assistant to the pastry chef at a royal party.

Their performance had now reached the climax of the scene.

Ella placed her hands on her hips and stood in front of the old man.

“Well then, you can see for yourself. Where’s the evidence that I’m a thief?”

She turned her hat inside out.

Thud.

Cookies spilled onto the table.

She looked at them in great confusion.

The cookies that were supposed to disappear because of Inspira were still inside her hat.

Of course, in the actual script, it was a scene where the character she played made a mistake.

Parcival, suspecting her of being a rival vying for her position, tried to report her to the guards. Being a princess who was already well-treated in the palace, she couldn’t afford to make any more mistakes, so she offered to do anything for Parcival, and he took advantage of her, summoning her to do chores after hours.

Initially, Parcival didn’t believe her, but he became interested in her when she showed interest in pastries and showed talent. He didn’t know that she was granting herself permission. He hired her as an assistant, and shortly afterward, she served cookies to the imperial envoy, the prince, and helped him regain his lost appetite.

Ella intended to give a twist to the final scene where Parcival and the princess first meet.

She planned to surprise her opponent by taking off her hat and saying, “See, nothing here, right?”

But her Inspira didn’t work.

The cookies were supposed to disappear towards Wonderstein’s hat, but strangely they remained inside hers.

Candyman applauded Ella’s childish expression with satisfaction.

“Haha, well done. Your agility, memory, and acting skills are all excellent!”

Ella quickly corrected her expression and lifted her head confidently as she originally intended.

“Hmm… I guess so. I didn’t expect to improvise acting like this on the spot. Grandpa, you were quite good too, weren’t you?”

At the mention of ‘Grandpa,’ Wilhelm smiled with satisfaction.

It was a title he hadn’t been able to hear in a long time and would never hear again.

Even hearing it from a passing child like this made him feel good.

“Yes, that’s right. Do you know who I am?”

Wilhelm, supported by the secretary, approached.

“Well, you look like someone important from the factory… With poor eyesight and memorizing lines from Christian’s script, you must be a big fan. Surely… Marquis Wilhelm Slagbrot?”

At her response, Wilhelm nodded satisfactorily.

“Haha, that’s right. I am Wilhelm Slagbrot. Well, let’s skip the formality.”

He stopped her from giving the formal greeting she was about to give.

“Okay. You came from the Golden Carnival, right? What’s your name?”

“I did come from the Golden Carnival, but I’m not a member. My name is Ella.”

“Ah, so you’re the Ella who made a great contribution in the entrance exam of Lekachep?”

She smiled gracefully and showed the bandage on her arm.

“If losing an arm counts as a contribution, then yes, that’s right.”

At that moment, the door behind the office opened, and a man with a golden cloak and a mustache entered.

It was Lord Fantastic, whom they thought had already left.

He smiled as he saw her, looking surprised.

“I knew you were acting.”

“Hey, these people aren’t to be underestimated.”

Simon stood in front of the Marquis and greeted him perfectly before he could intervene.

His voice was rhythmical and enjoyable to listen to as it ebbed and flowed with appropriate breathing.

Wilhelm nodded with interest as he found the same old greeting he had heard thousands of times refreshing.

“Greetings. Lord Fantastic.”

“You can skip the ‘Lord.’ It feels burdensome to be addressed like that by a Marquis.”

“Haha, then I’ll call you Maguire. I have hosted some really good guests at the villa. Just saw Ella’s skills earlier…”

As he was about to delve into his story, his young secretary interrupted.

“Your Grace, we need to move. According to the schedule…”

Wilhelm sighed softly, losing his appetite.

Unaware as ever.

“Alright, let’s move. Hey, you guys should head to my collection gallery, but wouldn’t you join me? I have a place in mind to stop by before heading there.”

Who would refuse a request from him?

Simon and Ella readily accepted his proposal.

Throughout the journey, the two exchanged jokes that didn’t burden the Marquis or bore him for a moment.

Their compatibility was evident, as the Marquis burst into laughter several times while crossing the factory.

Even his usually stern-faced secretary seemed to crack a smile.

“Haha, Maguire, you’re quite different from what the villa caretaker described. I always heard you were so serious all the time.”

Simon smiled and nodded.

“That was the case. The change in atmosphere is thanks to Ella here. Even the members say her arrival is the best thing since the founding of the Golden Carnival.”

“Ah, you should tone down the praise. You know? It’s bad to flatter people. Grandpa, just listen with one ear and let it go with the other. It’s just empty words because I am a guest.”

Doesn’t seem like it, though?


Although the old Marquis couldn’t see, he could easily sense the emotions conveyed through their voices better than others.

He subtly prodded Simon once more with a light-hearted tone.

“Haha, it’ll be a shame in a few days when Ella leaves.”

In response to his words, Simon replied with a slightly serious tone.

“Actually, I’m considering offering her the position of Assistant Director to keep her.”

“Hey, what nonsense is this old man talking about? What about your daughter?”

Ella chuckled and retorted.

She thought he was still joking.

The place they arrived at was a practice room behind the factory.

Originally a place for pastry chefs from other cities to receive training, it was now used as an activity space for visiting guests.

The program people were currently experiencing was cake decoration stacking.

It was a game where they stacked various cake decorations onto one cake, and the one who stacked the most won.

As the program was nearing its end, the Marquis was supposed to briefly appear on stage to address the visitors.

While he prepared his greeting behind the stage, Simon and Ella decided to try the same task the visitors were doing.

Though the program was almost over, it was enough time for the two exceptional acrobats.

They competed in stacking decorations on one cake.

They took turns stacking decorations on the cake, with the rule being that the next person had to stack higher than the previous one.

“The one who causes it to collapse loses!”

So, Ella and Simon took turns throwing decorations onto the cake in their hands.

The staff behind the stage couldn’t help but marvel at the acrobatics the two were displaying.

Throwing decorations like that even when they carefully stacked them would not be enough?

Moreover, they were supporting the cake layer by layer with exquisite angles, without reinforcing the bottom with multiple decorations on the same level.

“Impressive.”

“Is that the skill of the Golden Carnival?”

“Earlier, I saw some visitors who were like them.”

“Yeah. They seem close…”

Ella glanced briefly at Simon upon hearing the staff’s whisper.

“Did you hear that?”

“Yeah, I did. Wasn’t there an entrance exam for Lekachep? Right now, this city probably has the highest concentration of teenage acrobats. They probably came for the exam and decided to visit the factory while they’re at it.”

“Perhaps Reyna and your Director might be coming as well?”

There was a moment of silence.

The two of them envisioned scenes in their minds.

Wonderstein, exerting effort on things unrelated to the Circus Grand Prix, with a child he barely knew.

Reyna, smiling and decorating cakes with someone she had just met.

Both of them were too unfamiliar.

“Haha.”

“No way.”

Just as they were about to throw the final cake decoration, the competition was concluding on stage.

“All right, grandpa, take the cake in your hands! Grand daughter, get on grandpa’s shoulders and take a lap around the stage!”

“Success! Here’s the preferred route award! A candy cane! Enjoy!”

“To the stoic son! Profess your love to the mom holding the cake! Fire up with cheers for 3 seconds!”

“Wow, the cake almost fell over but you managed to save it! Is this the power of a mother for her son! Here’s the affectionate hat award! Chocolate in the shape of a hat! Hahaha!”

The host assigned various tasks to the challengers on stage, tasks that might even cause them to drop their cake decorations. Upon completing the tasks, they received prizes.

Since it was an event for the kids, there was no strict judging.

Of course, they didn’t give awards to the team that caused a major collapse. Instead, they joked, saying if they wanted a prize, they should complete another task.

Finally, a blonde man and woman stepped forward.

“Wow, what’s the relationship between these two who were just stacking like acrobats in the front? Uncle and niece? Brother and sister?”

“We’re… doing circus together…”

“Father and daughter!”

Before the man could answer, the teenage girl shouted in a loud voice.

The host chuckled as he watched her face turn bright red.

He instinctively knew how to tease characters like her.

“Father and daughter? Wow, that’s the most surprising news I’ve heard today. Look, folks, the handsome guy next to her is claiming to be the father of the girl hanging onto him. They’re the circus couple!”

The audience burst into laughter.

The man smiled calmly, but the daughter’s face turned crimson.

The host looked at the cake the two had built.

It was perfect.

Whenever the Lekachep enrollment ceremony ended, these kinds of people always showed up.

Children from all over the world came to participate in the ceremony.

They stopped by here while they were at it.

“All right, this cake looks like it won’t collapse no matter how you look at it. Impressive. Let’s do a simple task then. Daughter, take the cake in your hands! Dad, hold your daughter in your arms and take a lap around the stage!”

“Oh, hug? Ah, uh, uh, no, I, I…”

The blonde man didn’t hesitate and immediately embraced the girl.

The one who claimed to be his daughter was taken aback, wrapping her arms and legs around his waist and neck.

Surprisingly, even with her sudden movement, the cake remained perfectly balanced in her hands.

The host thought they would easily complete the task.

All the acrobat kids he had met so far did.

“Wow! Amazing! The circus couple! It seems like what’s exploding isn’t the cake but the daughter’s face!”

The scene he portrayed was enough, seeing the bright red expression on the girl’s face.

But then, something unexpected happened.

The cake, which had been held steady, suddenly wobbled as if pushed by an unseen force and tumbled forward.

Bread, cream, and decorations rolled across the stage.

Staff rushed out and skillfully swept them away with brooms.

Reyna sighed as she watched the result of her and the director’s efforts crumple like trash.

“Oh…”

Tears welled up in her eyes.

The host, flustered, approached her.

“It’s okay, it’s okay. It’s okay. Didn’t I tell you earlier? What are these cakes here? They’re for throwing away! Not a single grain of sugar in them! Almost expired! These are cakes we made to play around with! Now, don’t cry. Don’t cry… A grown lady like you…”

Despite his loud protest, Reyna just watched blankly as the cakes were being swept away.

Then, a gentle touch enveloped her shoulders.

“It’s okay. We weren’t going to eat them anyway.”

“I-I’m sorry. I made a fool of myself again…”

Her sudden burst of tears wasn’t because of the cakes.

She had been feeling melancholic all night at the thought of leaving this place in a few days.

Until this morning when she left the villa, she thought she had completely shaken it off, but seeing the cakes collapse, all her regret and sadness exploded at once.

“It’s okay, it’s okay.”

Without showing any embarrassment or anger, Wonderstein smiled and wiped away the tears streaming down her cheeks with his hand.

Then Reyna’s emotions quickly brightened again.

His lips curled up slightly.

The emcee was experienced on stage.

He had seen hundreds of people every day.

He felt that despite Reyna’s appearance of being older, emotionally she was still like a teenager.

Quick to cry at difficult and scary things, quick to laugh at joyful and pleasant things.

“Come on, don’t be too upset! Even if the cake is ruined, there’s still an opportunity for a gift. Then. For our lady… a simple kiss of love! Give your dad a kiss on the cheek and shout ‘I love you’ loudly!”

Wonderstein gave a wry smile at his words.

A kiss on the cheek wasn’t such a big demand in Kiev etiquette.

Families did it commonly, but to do it publicly was a slightly embarrassing performance.

However, they weren’t Kievites, nor were they family.

Above all, with Reyna’s personality, such a bold demand was hard to accept.

Maybe she would blush and bow her head again…

“Dad, I love you!”

She shouted loudly enough for spit out a fly.

She closed her eyes tightly.

Summoning all the courage inside her.

And…

Smack.

Her lips touched his cheek.

“Hmm?”

Wonderstein was taken aback again by the unexpected surprise, following Ella’s case two weeks ago.

But even more surprising was Reyna who kissed him back.

“Huh?”

Right behind the stage.

Her father was leaning forward, looking at her, mouth agape.


“Huh?”

Lord Fantastic’s expression collapsed for the first time since entering here.

But his astonishment couldn’t match that of the person next to him.

“Eek!”

Ella screamed, her eyes bulging out and her mouth wide open in shock.
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Slagbrot Bakery Factory was one of the two great dungeons that appeared in TT2 Yeterinpuurk, Stage.

The confectionery artisans here, like artists elsewhere, were tainted by the soul of Wonderstein, becoming corrupted into monsters by the gems imbued with his essence.

Instead of flour, corpses were thrown into the dough machines, and instead of sugar crystals, all sorts of dreadful things were used for candy decorations.

Thus, the meat pies produced in this blood and flesh-filled factory were neatly packaged and stacked outside to be carried away.

The monsterized attendants sold them at the confectionery shop at the factory entrance.

The monsterized residents exchanged corpses for snacks to eat.

And the staff took the received corpses back to throw them into the dough machine again.

The sight of such commonplace horrors unfolding in the midst of a city filled with despair made the players feel both amused and disturbed.

Even in this hellish scenario, there was a figure who appeared as an ally.

In a secluded room in the corner of the factory, there was an old blind man who had made a hiding place and was blocking the approach of the monsters.

Wilhelm.

He too was once a confectioner like everyone else.

The fact that he was the company’s owner was revealed in the middle of the labyrinth exploration.

He was, in fact, a dubious figure without a pair.

Most of the allies in the cities visited so far had been villains who treated human lives as a joke.

Yeterinpurrkl was no different.

Taming, who appeared as a tamer professor at the Lekachep Circus School, had committed cruel atrocities to the extent that she would not be outdone by the allies of other cities.

They were people who were originally immersed in their own madness.

So they could resist the voice emanating from the gems imbued with Wonderstein’s soul.

As Wilhelm uttered nonsense or rambled about his chaotic past, the players grew more suspicious of him.

They expected his despicable past to be hidden beyond the door he strictly forbade entry to.

By the late stages of the labyrinth exploration, what was in the room he cherished so much was revealed.

It was a showroom filled with items related to the playwright Christian.

Christian, the playwright, had been mentioned continuously in previous cities.

He was considered a spiritual idol in the contemporary performing arts scene.

Clues about him were scattered throughout the ‘Six Great Theatres’.

Wilhelm was his ardent fan.

The lines he muttered incessantly were passages from the scripts he liked, and the chaotic past he rambled about was all stories from the script.

What the ingredients he occasionally instructed to collect were used for was also revealed at the end.

Christian’s 21st memorial anniversary.

For the memorial feast, he made a cake with the collected ingredients.

He breathed his last breath as he placed the cake he made with his last strength on the altar.

A cake born out of pure love for art and the artisan’s stubbornness.

Perhaps.

The one he made with his life had a hidden efficacy.

If consumed during the final boss battle of TT2, it could provide immunity to Wonderstein’s area-of-effect instakill.

Of course, the instakill itself was an eventful attack and did not significantly affect the game’s difficulty.

But a few dialogue lines did change.

Still, for the challenge, players collected the ingredients and made sure to take the cake when leaving the factory.

Two people, entangled in such a tragic fate in the future, were now walking side by side, engaging in amicable conversation.

The topic of their conversation was none other than the playwright Christian, whom Wonderstein greatly admired.

Wonderstein knew everything, from which scene he liked most in Christian’s works, to his favorite lines to recite, and even the personal interpretations he added.

So when he invited four visitors of the Monster Circus to the exhibition room, Wonderstein stepped forward as their representative to prove their worthiness to his guests.

“Haha, your favourite part too? You’re the first person I’ve met with such similar tastes. Indeed! There must be a reason why a genius like Ella is in such a small circus. The director must have a keen eye for art,” he remarked.

“You flatter me.”

“No, you deserve such praise. Let me pour you another glass of the wine I cherish. Let’s share a drink, as those who are smitten with Christian.”

“Thank you.”

Wonderstein accepted the glass with a relaxed face, but his insides were far from calm.

It was because of the gaze directed at him.

The owner of that gaze was Simon Maguire, the ringmaster of the Golden Carnival.

Standing in a corner of the exhibition room, his eyes were burning with hatred as they stared in this direction.

The reason could be guessed.

He had taken away Simon’s position as the star of today’s meeting, the Golden Carnival.

Including the incident during the entrance exam, Wonderstein had now defeated Simon twice.

And there was also the issue of Reyna.

No matter how much he verbally abused her, and even though she wasn’t his biological daughter, he had raised her for the past 15 years.

For someone with his prideful personality, it would be an unbearable humiliation for his daughter to seek solace from another man in front of him.

Even if it was just a playful gesture during the event.

Whenever Simon glared at him, Wonderstein didn’t avoid it but met it head-on.

He had no positive feelings toward him either.

His ruthless demeanor didn’t sit well with him, and he was irritated by the fact that he had brought Ella along, causing the situation to become complicated.

He was the one who had stolen his Assistant Director.

Avoiding the gaze here would be even more awkward.

Even amidst all this, Wonderstein didn’t neglect to check on Ella’s condition.

He hadn’t forgotten Maya’s advice.

Emotional turmoil could jeopardize her mental state.

However, despite the earlier scream, her expression seemed too calm.

She smiled quietly and focused on looking around the exhibition room, paying no attention to Wonderstein, who kept staring at her.

She didn’t seem like the same Ella from two weeks ago, who was so determined not to let herself slip even once.

It seemed that the scream earlier was just a reaction to the situation itself.

Well, didn’t Reyna unexpectedly come at him as well?

Ella’s indifferent attitude should be seen as evidence that the treatment with Gascon was gradually taking effect.

He stopped observing her with relief.

But it was Wonderstein’s misconception.

Ella’s eyes were fixed on the exhibits in the exhibition room, but her mind was filled with completely different thoughts.

The scene she had seen behind the stage earlier kept replaying in her mind.

“I love you!”

“I love you!”

“I love you!”


Reyna’s confession followed by her kiss.

It was just on the cheek, but…

She had done it too…

Ella sighed and closed her eyes in front of the precious “first edition” in front of her.

She was a fan of the playwright Christian.

Before she even turned 10, she had read all of his works.

Being able to receive a live interpretation of a role from “Cavalcade of Roses” at the Rose Windmill Cabaret was all thanks to him.

Before even entering the factory, she had high expectations of what treasures the Marquis’s collection might hold.

From first editions of his works to scripts with his handwritten instructions or memorabilia sold only at specific performances, the rumors among the Golden Carnival members alone were impressive.

But the Marquis possessed even more than that.

Under normal circumstances, each item would have elicited exclamations of admiration from her.

But now, despite seeing the things she had anticipated, nothing caught her eye.

Her attention was solely focused on the scene unfolding before her.

The way Wonderstein laughed off the incident as if it was nothing and the way Reyna stood slightly apart, unable to compose herself.

She recalled the conversations she had shared with him through communication over the past ten days.

“The members are fortunate that Reyna is keeping up well with the lessons.”

“Reyna is remarkable, isn’t she? She’s already passed more than half of the training Ella initiated.”

“It’s fortunate. She seems to be adapting well here.”

“Reyna is more than meets the eye.”

“Reyna…”

“She…”

“…is unlike Ella.”

Those words spread through her mind like venom.

What she had once considered insignificant remarks now felt like intricate threads.

Perhaps…

“I want Reyna to be the Assistant Director. You’re no longer needed.”

His words, which he hadn’t actually said, flowed from his imaginary lips.

Ella wanted to refute.

No, that’s not true.

You need me more than anyone else.

I can do better than anyone else.

Maya sat on the corner sofa of the exhibition room, as she always did, with a vacant expression.

She recalled her earlier actions.

“I messed up.”

Throughout the factory tour, the four of them had continued to move together.

Although on paper Reyna’s guardian was Wonderstein and Maya’s guardian was Yurakne, since many guests came in family units, the staff didn’t insist on pairing off in twos.

Although they were divided into pairs for the program, Maya wasn’t particularly upset since they stayed close together.

She only kept thinking, “If only I had applied a little faster, we could have come as a pair.”

But when the host gave the two of them a task, she lost her composure.

Reyna’s blushing face leaning into the director’s embrace was too irritating.

So, without even realizing it, she exerted telekinesis.

The collapse of the cake was because of her.

Perhaps the director noticed, or maybe he didn’t.

No, he must have noticed.

With his tightrope walking skills that could detect a 0.1g error, he couldn’t have missed the imbalance in the cakes.

Of course, she didn’t think Wonderstein would reproach herself for that incident.

He’s the type of person who laughs off anything that happens.

Perhaps he’ll just dismiss this as some petty mischief of an immature child.

‘Just trying not to treat her like such a kid….’

Maya felt a bit strange about herself lately.

There was a discordant note creeping into her usually clean and precise judgments.

She buried herself on the sofa and entered her meditation space after a long time.

Reyna was locked in anxiety throughout the conversation between the Marquis and Wonderstein, unsure of what to do.

She could see the sinister intent lurking behind her father’s smiling face.

What misdeed was he about to commit?

The unease didn’t subside until the Marquis, supported by his secretary, decided to leave the exhibition hall first for lunch.

As soon as the Marquis left the room, Simon stood before him.

He had moved from the other side of the room to right in front of him in an instant.

Despite moving so swiftly, there was no sound of footsteps.

“Hey, Director Wonderstein. Can we talk for a moment?”

“What’s the matter?”

“I want to talk about the trade happening next week.”

The two of them glanced at each other for a moment.

Both were polite, with smiles on their faces, but neither thought it was the other’s true intention.

“Alright. Everyone is here. I’ll be back after a brief chat with Mr. Maguire.”


“Just wait here for a moment. It won’t take long.”

Black suits and black cloaks, golden suits and golden cloaks.

Shimmering blond hair and sharply combed black hair.

The two who were glaring at each other turned simultaneously and left the room.

The Monster Circus troupe, as well as members of the Golden Carnival, were all too tense to say anything as they stared at the door where the two had left, unable to speak a word.
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Two people emerged from the room as if they had arranged to meet, ascending the stairs side by side.

They were making their way to a spacious, empty place with an open view.

It was the rooftop of the factory.

Lord Fantastic stood in front of the chimney on the left side of the rooftop entrance.

“Wanna see a trick?”

He began to climb the chimney, not even holding onto it with his arms. He ascended the vertical ladder as if climbing stairs.

Wonderstein, upon seeing this, headed towards the chimney on the right side of the entrance. He also climbed using only his legs, relying on his muscle strength of 6.0 and the “tightrope walking” skill swiftly inserted into his skill book.

The two reached the top of the chimney.

Below them was the railing beneath which smoke emerged.

“Do we really have to talk in a place like this?”

The gap between the two chimneys was roughly 3 meters.

Their cloaks fluttered.

The wind was so strong that without holding onto their hats, they would have flown away.

Wonderstein looked down at the scenery below the chimney, feeling tense inside.

It was a dizzying height.

The entire Tettromino Plaza was visible at a glance.

“Should I prepare wings just in case?”

He didn’t know how the opponent would act.

Suddenly testing acrobatic skills by throwing a dagger wouldn’t be strange.

Although Lord Fantastic’s expression remained as cold as ever, inwardly he admired his opponent.

It wasn’t just bravery and skill.

Nonchalantly following him up the chimney, and even standing at this height with a smile on his face, without a trace of fear.

As if enjoying the dangerous situation itself.

“He’s even more formidable than I thought.”

Simon heightened his guard against his opponent.

“Your skills are quite impressive.”

“It’s just basic. To lead a circus troupe, one must excel.”

“I agree with that.”

They both chuckled simultaneously.

It was absurd.

If their skills were basic, there wouldn’t be many people capable of running a circus.

“Enough with the pleasantries. Let’s get to the point. We can’t keep His Excellency waiting too long.”

“Haha, indeed.”

Simon took a moment to catch his breath.

Recalling the scene he had just witnessed made him extremely uncomfortable.

“You seemed to be manipulating my daughter quite skilfully. I’ve never seen her smile like that before.”

“It seems she enjoys being in our circus more than under your authority.”

“That’s not her usual demeanor.”

“Yes, I understand. After enduring so much abuse under your care, it’s only natural for her to harden her heart.”

Simon spat out these words with disdain.

“What did you do to her? Brainwashing? Drugs? Magic?”

“How do you view people?”

“Tell me honestly.”

“I haven’t done anything like that.”

“Is that so? You’re denying it till the end. Fine. Then… your Assistant Director?”

Ella?

Wonderstein remained silent.

Simon finally realized he had struck a nerve and burst into laughter.

“Hahaha, I knew it.”

“…What do you mean?”

Simon put his hand in and out of his pocket.

Wonderstein’s gaze was drawn to his right hand, as if he was about to throw something. But nothing flew out.

When he looked back, Simon was holding a rose in his left hand.

“A skilled magician knows how to use misdirection skillfully.”

He swiftly tossed the rose.

It flew far on the wind.

At that moment, his right hand moved like lightning again.

Wonderstein followed his movement but nothing came flying.

There was no rose in his left hand either.

Instead, he pointed to Wonderstein’s chest.

Bowing his head, Wonderstein discovered a rose had been stuck in his chest.

He threw the rose again.

This time, Wonderstein didn’t take his eyes off him.

Although his right hand moved again, nothing came flying.

Nor was there anything in his left hand.

Instead, he showed Wonderstein his chest.

Bowing his head, he found another rose had been stuck in his chest.

“But if you stray down the wrong path, you might start to believe you can control people’s thoughts at will.”

In Simon’s hand was now a third rose.

“Let me be honest. I’m to blame. Ella has been tempted. I thought it was a waste for her incredible talent to be used in places like the Monster Circus. So, I dropped hints to her. Subtle suggestions to trigger memories. To evoke negative feelings about you.”

Wonderstein now understood what he was getting at.

“But every time, I encountered a remarkable phenomenon. You see? It’s as if her memory gets blocked by something, she falls into a trance state. Just for a few seconds. And she couldn’t even remember what she was trying to recall.”

He pointed to his chest again.

Wonderstein looked down.

The rose that had been pinned to his chest was now gone.

Raising his head again, he exclaimed in awe.

Hundreds of roses, seemingly from nowhere, danced in the air, carried by the wind.

Red, pink, purple, yellow roses floated around the two men.

“The concoctions the alchemist kept brewing. Did anyone among us think to see through their purpose? A colleague skilled in pharmacology told me. They are ingredients that exert powerful influences on memory. Through drugs, manipulating her memories, leaving only positive feelings about you. You’ve been ‘nurturing’ her like that. Am I wrong?”


My goodness.

It all connected like this.

Wonderstein lowered his head.

“Lord Fantastic, you misunderstood.”

“What did you plant in my daughter? Hm? What drugs did you use?”

“I said there was a misunderstanding, didn’t I?”

At that moment, amidst the scattered roses in the air, the sound of wings fluttering was heard.

Confirming it, Simon wore a triumphant expression.

“Oh, dear, dear. I didn’t mean to shock you.”

Wonderstein followed his gaze.

A bundle of white feathers was fluttering below the chimney.

That was…

“A Pigeon…?”

“It’s one of the animals Ella raises. Her pet. Don’t you know?”

Wonderstein watched the pigeon enter the factory ventilation shaft.

Was she eavesdropping?

“Since when…?”

“Since I picked the first rose.”

Only then did Wonderstein realize Simon’s intentions.

He hadn’t expected to receive proper answers from himself from the beginning.

What he aimed for was to make her hear the words that her memories had been manipulated from his mouth.

His magic wasn’t merely explaining ‘false suggestions’.

His magic itself was a false suggestion.

To prevent him from noticing the presence of the pigeon.

“I suppose negotiations on the trade are sufficient with this.”

The roses floating in the air were all gone now.

“I wonder which circus Ella will choose?”

Simon’s lips curled into a cruel smile.

“Look forward to next Tuesday.”

He descended the ladder as if slipping down.

Alone remaining atop the chimney, Wonderstein was seized by a bleak mood.

Ella didn’t know her current state.

She didn’t know she had lost memories, that manipulated memories existed, that she hated Wonderstein.

Even the treatment from the Gascon she only knew as a means to soothe her mind.

She would eventually regain all memories.

But finding memories this way was impossible.

If simply telling her the truth, “Your memories are wrong,” could bring them back, the names “Magician’s Authority” and “Reaper’s Scythe” would be waste.

Even if she recognized the truth now, all she would gain were feelings of betrayal and hurt toward him and the members, distrust and confusion about herself.

It was something he expected would happen someday.

Her realizing that she had been deceived by him and the members.

“Ella.”

Wonderstein, entering the building, spotted Ella leaning against the window. It seemed she was waiting for him to come down from the rooftop.

She looked at him with a fresh gaze.

Fortunately, she didn’t seem to be in shock.

She didn’t show any hostility towards him either.

Was it because of the strong wind on the chimney? No, perhaps the pigeon wasn’t a messenger pigeon, just a passing pigeon? Was it all just a show of Rod Fantastic’s arrogance?

Then, she suddenly blurted out.

“Snacks.”

“What?”

Leaning her arm against the window, she murmured.

“You returned the snacks I sent….”

“Ah.”

Wonderstein remembered what had happened during their tour earlier.

Ella said in a resentful tone.

“I thought you were at the villa. I felt sorry for enjoying the delicious snacks alone, so I sent them to you. But you just returned them. Hmph, if I knew you and Reyna were having such a good time, I wouldn’t have sent them. Did I interrupt your intimate time? Did you laugh at me? Did you check the snacks I crammed into my hat?”

She wiped her wet eyes with her sleeve.

Wonderstein approached her quietly with a smile.

“Ella.”

“If it’s consolation, it’s fine. If that’s your true intention….”

“Look at this.”

“What… huh?”

Wonderstein took off his hat and showed it to her.

Ella’s eyes widened as she looked inside.

The black silk hat was filled with snacks.

“What is this…?”

“We were treated to snacks while waiting outside the factory. They said it’s a new product scheduled for release.”

She exclaimed in admiration.

Now she realized how the situation had turned around.

“I also secretly put snacks in my hat. I wanted to show Ella, who was alone at the villa, a little taste.”

A disappointed smile spread across Ella’s lips.

“What, so our Inspira worked on each other simultaneously… We sent snacks to each other?”

“Haha, it seems so.”

She snatched the hat from his hand and pressed it against her face.

Certainly, warmth was emanating from it.

Because the items were transmitted through a magical space, they maintained their condition when sent.

This snack preserved the warmth and aroma from when she crammed it in.

It was definitely the snack she had sent.

The smell of butter, sugar, and baked flour tickled her nostrils vividly.

But there was a smell that stimulated her more than that.

It was the scent she had smelled when she buried her head in his shoulders and back a few times.

Sour yet sweet, it strangely made her keep smelling it…

His golden hair scent.

Ella’s face turned red as she held out the hat to him again.

“Let’s stop sending snacks through the hat now! It’s embarrassing with the smell!”

“Hmm, should we?”

She pushed her flushed face down, hiding it under the hat, and turned her head back to the window.

“But didn’t you know? The place where the Golden Carnival stays is the Marquis’s villa. We were provided with snacks every day. There was no need for you to bring any….”

“Well, I just thought it would be nice if you had some delicious food too.”

Same as me.

Ella’s face grew even redder, but a smile appeared on her lips.

She lowered her head even further.

“You are pretending! Actually, you didn’t really miss me, did you? You found someone else suitable for the Assistant Director Position.”

“Miss Reyna? Well, I’ve never considered anyone but you for that position.”

“Me, better than her?”

“Why?”

“That, well….”

Ella took a moment to catch her breath.

And then she said in a slightly softer voice.

“If I remember, I’ll hate you. It’s better this way.”

Silence fell.

Ella fought back tears.

She didn’t want sympathy.

She wanted to hear his sincerity.

So the two of them stood in the hallway without saying a word.

It was Ella who spoke first.

“I heard you earlier.”

A “coo” sound came from her hat.

It’s the pigeon.

Since the creature hadn’t been transmitted through her Inspira, he still considered that place his home.

Wonderstein didn’t know what to say to justify himself.

In fact, there was no justification.

He had deceived her.

“I see.”

He organized his thoughts for a moment.

Thinking about how to minimize her hurt.

Finally, he spoke up.

“Miss Ella, I’m sorry for deceiving you all this time. Your memory is actually….”

“No.”

Ella raised her hand, interrupting him.

Wonderstein lowered his head.


“No. I want to apologize. Anyway, the fact that we deceived you….”

“That’s not true.”

She looked him straight in the eye, offering a sad smile.

The next words that came out of her mouth were something he never expected.

“I actually… knew.”
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Wonderstein stood still as if frozen in place by her confession.

What did she know?

Was it about her lost memories?

Or was it about the fact that she had lost her memories?

Just as he was about to speak, she lowered her head and murmured, “I knew. That my memories were wrong…”

Wonderstein nodded.

“I see.”

Well, if her memories were intact, her attitude towards him wouldn’t have been so gentle and affectionate all this time.

She had no reason to pretend to have lost her memories in the first place.

“Since when?” he asked.

“That’s… Oh.”

Suddenly, she began to tremble.

When people became overly excited and then suddenly calmed down, their bodies often experienced tremors, as if they were suffering from a fever.

Sympathetic and parasympathetic nerves rapidly switched, pores and blood vessels that had been constricted expanded, causing a sudden drop in body temperature.

It was the end of August, but this city was located in the northern part of the continent.

The weather was similar to late autumn in Charlotia.

Wonderstein approached her and wrapped his cloak around her trembling body.

She instinctively took a step back at his sudden approach.

But as their bodies touched, her guard quickly melted away.

The warmth enveloped her within the cloak calmed her.

After hesitating for a moment, she leaned her face against his chest.

It was warm.

The steady beating of his heart soothed her.

It’s strange.

Seems like this person never gets surprised, no matter what.

His heartbeat is always steady.

She chuckled softly.

That’s why she like it.

Because he’s always there, steadfast and reliable.

Someone she can always lean on.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

“Yeah…”

But she feel a little uneasy.

Isn’t it supposed to feel a bit thrilling to be this close?

Due to the height difference between the two, her head rested just below his chin.

Wonderstein felt her hair tickling his neck.

She tilted her head slightly.

She kept scratching the back of her head where the hat touched.

He knew what that meant.

She was feeling itchy between her hair.

After a few attempts to resist, she couldn’t bear it and scratched the back of her head.

During the past few weeks, being with her constantly, he had noticed some of her small habits.

Like when she’s lost in thought, she’d scratch the chin of her doll sticking out of her pocket, or when she finds a situation boring, she’d mutter something akin to the sound of a spinning top rolling on a desk.

This behavior was one of them.

He reached out towards where she would soon scratch.

He lifted her hat slightly and gently stroked the back of her head.

“What… what are you doing…?” she muttered, shaking her shoulders to push his hand away.

But if it was an attempt to shake off something settled on her body, she doubted she could get rid of it, just like trying to chase away a mosquito.

The movement on her shoulder was as slow as a yawn.

“Hehe, feeling better now?” he asked.

“Yeah… I’m… I’m fine. But how did you know?”

“Ella, you wear your heart on your sleeve.”

“What… are you saying? You didn’t even know I was acting.”

However, if it was an attempt to shake off something settled on her body, Wonderstein doubted whether he could barely drive away even a single mosquito.

The slow, sluggish movement was just enough for the small chick to yawn on her shoulder.

“Hehe, are you feeling a bit better now?”

“Umm… Y-yeah. But how did you know?”

“Ella, anything she feels shows on her face.”

“Hmph… What’s that supposed to mean? Like I didn’t know I was acting?”

He knew where she needed scratching.

Between his fingers, her black hair flowed.

The tip of his nail found the dry spot on her scalp and scratched past it.

“Ugh…”

Ella barely managed to calm her shaking body.

She had never realized how satisfying it could be to have someone else scratch her head.

Wonderstein chuckled.

His actions were devoid of malice.

Scratching an itchy spot for someone was the most basic form of communication he shared with others in reality.

For someone who couldn’t move their body alone, even dealing with a simple itch was difficult.

While parts like the back or buttocks could be scratched against a wall or floor, other areas had no recourse.

So there was always someone by his side examining his skin.

In his childhood, friends from the orphanage played that role, and after leaving the orphanage, helpers dispatched by the welfare foundation took care of it.

The influence of such experiences was evident in his unreserved behaviour towards others.

Hugging, bathing, and feeding by someone else were daily occurrences for him.

Recognizing and scratching the itchy parts for the other person was routine behaviour for him.

But for Ella, it was a slightly unfamiliar sensation.

She flinched every time his hand touched her skin.

It seemed like he might understand why animals growl in pleasure when someone scratches under their fur or feathers.

Wonderstein clapped his hands lightly and smiled, spreading his hands out to her.


“Are you feeling a bit calmer now?”

“W-well, yes… Thanks to you…”

She couldn’t bring herself to look him straight in the face and adjusted her hat.

“Hehe, then please tell me now. How long have you known?”

At his words, she let out a small sigh.

“How long? From the beginning…”

Ella took a moment to steady her breath before starting her story.

After being hit by the reaper’s scythe and fainting, she woke up to realize that the atmosphere around her was strange.

The attitudes of the members towards her were somewhat cautious.

She soon realized what they were worried about.

She had been hit by the reaper’s scythe.

They were concerned if there might be any problems with her memory.

She heard the story that a mage who used the power of reversal had helped her.

“Because of that? I’m perfectly fine. I remember everything?”

Indeed, she proved that she had no memory impairments by talking about her memories with each member one by one.

But she sensed that something was off with the atmosphere after facing Wonderstein.

After hugging him, she scrutinized the expressions of the members.

They were shocked.

At her actions.

What’s wrong?

Did I do something wrong?

The members glanced at each other, shushing.

They said they were relieved that nothing happened to her, but those expressions definitely meant something was wrong.

She pretended to fall asleep right away, thinking that she should train the members in acting later.

And she sent the Chick out to eavesdrop on the conversation between the members.

Goodness. What did I just see?

Does she like the Director?

Ugh, this isn’t the Ella we know!

Their surprise was Ella’s affection for Wonderstein itself.

She couldn’t understand why they found it so strange.

Shortly after, listening to Maya’s explanation, she learned the truth.

Thanks to the mage who used the power of reversal, she hadn’t been robbed of happy memories. She had lost unhappy memories. And they were related to Wonderstein.

So, she said she had come to like him, even though she originally hated him.

Ella’s heart pounded.

I originally hated Wonderstein?

She went through every memory from the moment she first met him until now. No matter how hard she tried, only good memories related to him came to mind. She couldn’t even guess what bad things he had done to her.

He was her first audience.

She was his business partner.

He saved her hometown.

He saved her life multiple times.

He supported her dreams.

He was the capable director of the circus.

He was someone to admire.

He was kind and good-hearted.

Above all else…

He was the person she liked the most.

What unhappy memory could be related to him?

Why would remembering it make her hate him?

She pretended to be bedridden for a whole day, trying to recall the lost memories. But the more she checked her memories, the deeper her positive feelings towards him became.

What did you do to me?

I like you so much…

Are these feelings fake?

After pondering all day, she finally came to the following conclusion:

Do I really need to recall that memory?

She had been using the members as guinea pigs all along to gauge their reactions. They seemed to sense that something had happened between her and him, especially after the events at Vergsong Manor. Most of the events she experienced seemed to be true.

The members’ relationship with her had soured due to some unknown previous event. What could it be?

He’s a good person, isn’t he?

Of course, he has flaws.

Maybe he messed up something big because of them.

So, maybe I’m disappointed in him.

She thought of Wonderstein, who flirts with the village maidens.

Nah, that’s not it. Geez.

But I do feel bad vibes, though.

She heard Wonderstein giving the members a token of reconciliation regarding her memory. His words were filled with concern for her.

She could feel his warm sincerity.

Yeah, this will do.

The past isn’t necessary.

Now is good.

She decided to deny it.

The memories she lost.

And she pretended not to know anything.

The members played along with her deception.

She was happy with that.

Because she could be with the person I love.

The reason she hated Gascon was because of that.

Him seducing Wonderstein in another kind of way?

It was just a funny thing and an excuse.

His passion for the circus grand prix was unstoppable.

She just didn’t want him to heal her memories.

In case any bad memories of him might come back.

In case he really did something bad to her.

In case he was a different person than she thought.

She was afraid of that.

So she tried to postpone and avoid treatment as much as possible.

To make even a little happy time last longer.

Meanwhile, she tried to get closer to Wonderstein.

Even if memories come back.

Even if bad feelings arise.

To accumulate enough good memories and emotions to cover it.

She laid out everything that had happened so far.

Wonderstein said in frustration.

“Why? What if I really did something bad to you?”

She shook her head at his words.

“That’s impossible.”

“Why?”

“Because I trust you.”

Her words made Wonderstein smile.

Contrary to true feelings.

Ella laughed with him as she saw his smile.

She looked up at him and said.

“I still don’t know what memories I lost.”

Her voice was stronger than before.

“If they come back, will my current feelings disappear? Will I hate and resent you like before?”

She muttered with uncertainty.


Then she lowered her head.

“But I still want to be honest with my current feelings.”

She hesitated for a moment.

Then she smiled confidently and said.

“I like you. Wonderstein. Sincerely.”
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He seemed to be listening to her confession calmly.

But his mind was infinitely complicated.

It was truly perplexing how to accept this situation.

On the surface, Wonderstein was a charming man.

With a sculpted face, tall stature, perfect physique, and a friendly smile, he was likable to everyone.

Even though he purely portrayed a villain in the game, he still had many fans.

It wasn’t strange for him to be confessed to by someone.

But the problem was that it was her, Ella.

It would have been more realistic if it was the male Ratman confessing to him.

The situation was different from a month ago when everything was said in front of everyone.

Back then, he thought it was inevitable since she didn’t know her memories were distorted.

But now, even though she knew her memories were wrong, she didn’t deny her feelings for him.

Instead, she reaffirmed her commitment even after her memories might get returned.

He looked into her eyes, which were like black jewels sparkling.

“Do you really like me…?”

Ella’s arms wrapped around his neck.

She stood on her tiptoes.

Her face drew closer to his.

Her breath brushed past his cheek.

He realized what she was about to do.

And instinctively, he knew he shouldn’t let it happen.

He pushed her forehead gently with his finger.

As she approached him, she exclaimed, “Ouch!” and stepped back.

“W-What are you doing?”

She glared at him while rubbing her forehead.

He realized his mistake.

He forgot that his muscle strength was more than that of a tiger, thus failing to control his strength.

Wonderstein licked his lips, looking at her swollen forehead as if it had been hit.

“Ella, please.”

He stroked her forehead gently.

“Let’s not do something we’ll regret.”

Ella bit her lower lip tightly, then sighed.

“So, my memory’s the problem after all? I told you I’m fine, I’ll try my best! Even if I recover my memories, I won’t ever hate you.”

He shook his head.

“No. You’ll definitely regret it 100%.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes. Of course. Do you think I would toss around in bed if I was not sure?”

His voice was filled with mischief.

The compelling force of the Laughing Man was strong.

No matter how seriously he took the situation internally, laughter couldn’t be suppressed.

Going through Luz’s stage, he found a clue to solve this awkwardness.

It wasn’t about hiding the smile but rather showing it even more.

Then the other person would realize that his exaggerated laughter wasn’t sincere but rather a joke.

It was better to be seen as a fool who jokes around than to be misunderstood.

Originally, Wonderstein was such a person.

Throughout the Tril Trilo Triology, he showed himself as a clown villain.

He joked around in any situation, even when killing or torturing people.

Ella protruded her lips, looking at his mischievous smile.

Anyway, this guy was always like this.

“Someone confessed seriously, and this is how you respond?”

He exaggeratedly shrugged his shoulders.

“I can’t help it. What if I accepted it as good and then something happened? Wouldn’t it be weird if later Ella came at me with a dagger?”

Ella chuckled as she glanced at him menacingly.

“At least there’s definitely a reason I want to stab you right now.”

“Ho ho ho, please hold back a little. Anyway, it’s a fact that Ella Yang’s mental state is unstable. Would you accept the confession from someone like in your situation?”

At his words, Ella murmured in a subdued voice.

“W-well, that’s true, but…”

“I can assure you. Perhaps if the recovered Ella Yang sees me, she’ll want to stab me as many times as you said ‘like me’?”

“Oh, really? Then let me say more. Like. Like. Like. Like. Like. Like!”

She poured out those words and then took a deep breath.

Her face turned as red as a ripe apple.

Wonderstein laughed loudly at the sight and spoke in his usual playful tone.

“Are you hurting all over already? I might die at this rate.”

Ella, who had been making a displeased expression at his exaggerated behaviour, couldn’t help but laugh.

Yeah. That’s how he was.

He never lost his laughter in any situation.

This aspect of him was also one of the reasons why she liked him.

But this time, it was a bit too much.

She had gathered up her courage to confess.

She pushed his chest away and moved a little away from him.

She muttered with a trembling voice.

“I’m jealous.”

“Of whom?”

“The ‘future me.'”

His forced laughter subsided slightly at her serious tone.

“You’re ignoring my feelings right now for the sake of ‘that Ella.'”

“That’s…”

Before he could respond, she interrupted him with a raised hand.

“Never mind. It’s okay. What can I do if the person I like is like this?”


He laughed again after a moment of hesitating.

“Did you start to dislike me a little because of this incident?”

Her fist clenched at his nonsense question.

She strongly empathized with Yurakne unnie’s feelings of wanting to smash Sven’s skull sometimes.

Damn clowns.

Everything is a joke.

She muttered with a snort towards him.

“It’s the opposite.”

“The opposite?”

“I like you more.”

She stood leaning against the window.

And looking at him with a smile, she said.

“You treasure me, don’t you?”

His spine tingled at her words.

She made a relieved expression and stood up straight, leaning against the railing.

“Still, it feels refreshing to let it all out. So, may I ask you a favor? If I was to say, ‘The price for rejecting my confession…’ wouldn’t that be too much?”

“What do you mean?”

She cleared her throat and said.

“About the memory recovery treatment. Can we not do it? Like Gascon said. It would gradually come back naturally in this state. There’s no need to rush, right? Give me some time. Let me try to make future me like you by myself.”

He thought for a moment at her request and then nodded slowly.

This should be enough for the future her to understand.

It was her decision.

His personal desire for her attempt to succeed was also a contributing factor.

“Alright. I’ll tell Gascon to stop the treatment.”

“Thank you. For understanding! Oh, wait a moment! What’s this negative voice I’m hearing inside me? It says ‘Three more stabs should be added for this’?

The laughter of the two people filled the hallway.

They walked side by side towards the restaurant where lunch was being served.

She opened up about the tricks that Simon Maguire used to manipulate her.

“He manipulated Reyna for 15 years in such a way! She must have had a hard time too. Quite greedy. Trying to get both me and Reyna.”

“Then as compensation, should we get one person from them?”

“There’s someone among Reyna’s close associates who has been contradicting Lord Fantastic’s opinions repeatedly. He probably want to get rid of that person?”

The two of them took a shortcut through the factory.

Thanks to Wonderstein’s understanding of the structure here, they were able to attend lunch without being late.

Before entering the building, she asked something she had been curious about.

“You never thought about putting Reyna as Assistant Director instead of me…?”

Wonderstein was pleased with her question.

He just had to answer honestly without overthinking.

“Yes. Of course. My Deputy is only you.”

Ella smiled.

“That’s all I needed to know.”

She prepared herself to part with him again.

For now, until next Tuesday, she was a temporary member of the Golden Carnival.

They had to sit at separate tables.

As she was about to leave, Wonderstein asked her.

“How about you, Ella? Didn’t you want to stay at the Golden Carnival?”

She hesitated for a moment.

She was conflicted.

Should she tease him or answer honestly?

But as soon as she looked at his face, the latter came out naturally.

“I’ve never had that thought. My director is only you.”

“That’s all right then.”

He smiled and echoed what Ella had said earlier.

“Okay. See you on Tuesday. Oh, right. I’ll pretend to be sulking inside the restaurant. I want to see Lord Fantastic’s face when he realizes his scheme didn’t work.”

“Of course.”

However, Wonderstein regretted accepting her joke.

Simon and Wonderstein sat facing each other in front of the workshop.

He comforted the sullen-faced Ella next to him throughout the meal.

She pretended to be affected by his insinuations, shedding tears and succumbing to his flattery.

‘Jealousy, isn’t it? Huh? Jealousy, isn’t it?’

Ella chuckled through the Sound Room.

Honestly, it was uncomfortable.

Simon’s face, looking at her as if infatuated.

And Ella’s gaze, seemingly infatuated with someone else.

Now he could somewhat guess what Lord Fantastic felt when he saw Reyna earlier.

Still, he believed that this would solve everything.

According to the rules of this draft, once the temporary contract period ended, the selected members could choose their whereabouts as they pleased.

Ella would return to where he was.

However, he momentarily overlooked the implicit meaning of the above rule.

That if a temporary member wanted to stay, that too couldn’t be stopped.

“I don’t want to go back.”

“What?”

Wonderstein, having finished the factory tour, was communicating to Gascon using the Sound Room.

It was to discuss the discontinuation of Ella’s treatment.

But suddenly, Reyna requested a meeting with him.

As she sat down across from him, she hesitated before blurting out the words above.

“Treat me however you like. You can give me more work if you want. I want to stay here.”

She said with a tense expression and a stern tone.

Wonderstein couldn’t decide whether to be pleased or not.

Having only her join was a welcomed development.

But according to the rules, it couldn’t happen.

They had already selected additional recruit.

This would mean that instead of getting Ella back, they would lose one person on the other side.

Deep in thought, Wonderstein murmured.

‘Should I give up Gascon after all?’


‘Apprentice, did you forget that I’m still in communication with you…?’

…

[The quest ‘I don’t want to ride on the cart!’ has been activated.]

It was a quest armed with all sorts of annoying failure penalties.

Since then, Wonderstein had to endure the tantrums of the grumbling old man all night.
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One day before the end of the two-week temporary contract, on a Monday.

The members who had been selected in the draft gathered for an interview in front of the Miracle Palace.

About thirty acrobats stood in a line in front of the reporters.

Two weeks had passed since the entrance exam, and most of them had already decided where to go.

Some acrobat groups announced that they had promised to trade for the talent they needed.

The teenagers were divided into two groups: those who decided to stay with the circus and those who chose to enter school.

Contrary to many people’s expectations, the numbers on both sides were fairly even.

The Wonder Stage at the Hippodrome of the Sky City was a dream stage for any acrobat.

Even renowned acrobats, unable to find sponsors, reluctantly joined large circuses, so it was unlikely that young acrobats would refuse this opportunity.

However, even though they were teenagers, they were talented individuals who had performed well in the tough entrance exam.

They were not just dreamy kids.

They knew how to face reality more calmly than expected.

Those who joined the top teams with stars, mostly chose to stay with the circus. However, those who joined the lower-ranking teams mostly chose to enter school.

They judged that it was better for their future to receive Lekachep’s proven education than to struggle for two years in a place where the chances of advancing were slim.

Some honest directors advised them not to miss the opportunity for learning and go to school instead of joining the competition blindly.

So, many teenage acrobats chose school over joining.

Simon Maguire was always someone who did his best in his own work regardless of his personality.

He regularly remembered the demands of sponsors to attract attention.

He held a luncheon with Marquis Slagbrot in front of the journalists, pretending to have a meaningful conversation with him.

“Your collection, Marquis, is indeed magnificent. There were things there that none of you could imagine. No one knows more about playwright Christian than you.”

At that moment, one journalist asked a question.

“Have you happened to see ‘Fantasy 13’ there?”

Simon hesitated for a moment.

Officially, playwright Christian had only published 12 scripts.

But there was a rumor that there was a 13th that he had written but not yet announced.

He used to publish a script every year without fail.

However, he passed away after the time to announce that year’s script had passed.

The rumor of the unpublished script was not completely baseless.

Of course, it had not been found anywhere until now.

However, there was speculation in the world that Marquis Slagbrot, known as an expert on playwright Christian, might not know about its whereabouts, or perhaps he might even own it.

Simon quickly thought it over.

If he said he had seen it, he would be lying.

Because of his words, Marquis might be bothered by unnecessary attacks.

However, if he admitted it didn’t exist, he couldn’t avoid causing a stir.

So, he chose the path of catching two rabbits at once.

“I can’t go into details.”

He pretended to have something and left room for imagination for the journalists, quickly changing the subject.

He brought up negotiations with Wonderstein’s side and trades.

This was also a subject that greatly interested the journalists.

Ella and Reyna, who took first and second place together in the last competition!

What would happen to them?

However, he skilfully avoided the crucial question and threw out breadcrumbs to stimulate rumours.

“In tomorrow’s trade, there will be a tremendous ripple effect. Ah, I can’t say it recklessly right now. It’s that important. But I’m confident everyone will be surprised.”

With that, he ended the interview.

Thanks to intentionally ambiguous words he used, speculation brewed among journalists.

Whether maintaining the current status quo with Ella and Reyna, Reyna opting for enrollment over rejoining, or perhaps the Golden Carnival acquiring both Reyna and Ella.

People cited the stark contrast between the two circus groups as evidence for the third speculation.

It seemed wasteful for a talent like Ella to continue rolling with a relatively unknown circus group with only a dozen members.

Journalists viewed Ella as an ignorant bumpkin who didn’t realize the extent of her talent and signed with a third-rate circus group.

It was all thanks to Lord Fantastic spreading such rumors behind the scenes.

He packaged himself as the benefactor who rescued her from the swamp.

Ella noticed something odd about the currents surrounding her during the interview.

It was then she realized Simon had orchestrated something behind the scenes.

She was itching to grab him by the collar right there and then, but she had to restrain herself in front of the journalists.

She barely suppressed the urge to grab his mustache and yank it out while waiting for tomorrow.

Simon, even during the interview, didn’t forget to check on the Wonderstein faction.

He particularly closely monitored Reyna’s condition.

She was still performing the “Golden Libra” in front of people just as he had programmed her to.

Wonderstein seemed to have no control over her whatsoever.

As expected, Reyna couldn’t break free from the constraints he had imposed.

Her impromptu actions the day before seemed to be mere impulses.

His carefully woven 15 years of suggestion and brainwashing wouldn’t unravel so easily.

Reyna would come back to him.

And Ella, too, would be in his grasp.

The thought of having two of the era’s greatest talents under his control made Simon unable to stop laughing.

Reyna’s interview proceeded stiffly and blandly.

Normally, Lord Fantastic would assist her with his flamboyant rhetoric, but now, he was absent.

She remained the trained ice princess.

Her authoritarian stance and dismissive tone conveyed a sense of superiority.

Despite the journalists’ snide remarks, her expression remained unchanged.

“If there are no further questions, please step aside. I’d like to return to my lodgings and rest.”

When Reyna slightly furrowed her brows, the journalists retreated.

She stretched her long legs and effortlessly strode through them.

With a model-like tall stature and mature physique.

Her sculpted features, dazzling blonde hair, and haughty gaze combined to exude an imposing aura.

It felt like looking at an unsolvable millennia-old riddle thousands of meters high.

Reyna boarded the carriage.

Wonderstein was already inside, greeting her warmly, but she merely nodded and said nothing.

Her demeanor towards the ringmaster was nothing short of rude, despite the temporary contract.


Staying longer was an action that could never happen.

“It seems like leaving Wonderstein was the right decision after all.”

“Of course. There’s no reason to stay in a place like that.”

“Is the first hypothesis about the trade also being discarded?”

The carriage left the stable and raced towards the square.

Reyna glanced around through the carriage window and then closed the curtain.

Then, she turned her head towards Wonderstein and shouted loudly.

“Dad!”

She rushed towards him.

He smiled faintly and hugged her.

She smiled brightly, enough to astonish anyone who saw her, and acted coquettishly towards him.

“Dad, how was I earlier? Was I pretty?”

“Uh, well, of course…”

Reyna burst into satisfied laughter at his response.

It was like that of an innocent child.

“Hehe, did I do well with the presentation? I did as you instructed! Pat my head, please!”

“Yes, yes? Uh, sure.”

Wonderstein awkwardly laughed and nodded his head.

At that moment, Reyna’s smiling expression suddenly changed.

She glared at him with a stern face and spoke in a cold voice.

“Dad, you should use informal language with your daughter. Act properly. You promised, didn’t you?”

Recognizing her serious attitude, he quickly changed his words.

“Ah, um, yes… well done, my daughter.”

Then she smiled again and sat on his lap.

“Hehe, right? Now, pat my head!”

“Uh, sure…”

Wonderstein patted her blonde hair, which was curly and voluminous.

His height was 187cm, quite tall, but Reyna’s height was also 178cm.

That made her unusually tall for a 17-year-old girl.

From the outside, she looked like a mature woman, but in this situation, clinging to him and making childish sounds, he felt like banging his head against the carriage wall.

Whether she knew his feelings or not, Reyna wrapped her arms around his neck and snuggled against him.

“Dad, say I’m good, say I’m good!”

“Okay. Our Reyna is very good…”

He patted her back.

He continued to fulfil her demands until they arrived at the villa.

***

Two days ago, Reyna came to my room and expressed her intention to stay.

As I hesitated, she recounted the memories we shared during her two-week stay here.

“While teaching the members and practicing with the Direcctor, I gained courage. It’s something I’ve never felt before.”

I felt gratified by her positive transformation.

However, realistically, I couldn’t afford to keep her.

“I’m sorry. Due to competition regulations, I can’t have Reyna with us.”

I tried not to dwell on the looming quest from my members and the continuous grumbling from Gascon.

Luckily, Reyna understood my situation.

“I don’t intend to burden you, Director. I don’t want to stay at the cost of causing trouble to you.”

Her face darkened slightly as she continued speaking.

“But if I go back to my father like this… I’ll revert to how I was before. I’ll become a puppet again, following my father’s gaze, voice, and commands.”

She nervously fiddled with her fingers on her lap.

It seemed like this was what she wanted to talk about.

“I felt it for the first time. The feeling of calling someone ‘Dad’…”

“Haha, it was a bit awkward for both of us.”

She nodded in agreement with my words.

“No… I felt some kind of fulfillment.”

“Is that so? Well, I’m glad.”

I could understand.

She had skipped her childhood due to Simon Maguire’s intervention.

But her subsequent request was perplexing.

“So… would it be okay if I called you ‘Dad’ for the remaining two days?”

Internally, I was greatly taken aback.

What…?

As she hesitated, she seemed to gain more courage and spoke more confidently.

“Then maybe I can resolve one of the knots in my heart.”

I sorted through my thoughts internally.

Her request wasn’t anything extraordinary.

She just wanted to have a family play for the remaining two days.

I accepted her proposal because I wanted to dispel the curse ringing in my ears, not because of her odd request.

“If that can soothe Reyna’s heart, then it’s fine.”

It didn’t seem like a big deal.

Who wouldn’t want to fulfill their unmet childhood desires?


I recalled seeing part-time jobs as wedding guests on TV.

It was just a matter of pretending to be the ‘Dad’ she wanted for two days.

I would act contrary to Simon’s opposition.

Be kind, affectionate, and listen to whatever she says.

But she surpassed my imagination.
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“Dad, then see you tomorrow.”

“Yeah. Reyna. You sleep well too.”

That first night, we parted ways after just exchanging such simple greetings.

After she went to sleep, I found myself bursting into laughter several times towards the empty space.

For someone like me, who hadn’t even experienced mediocre dating, giving paternal advice to someone was bewildering.

Moreover, Reyna’s appearance now was like someone in her mid to late twenties, just like me in reality.

There wasn’t much of an age gap to speak of between us, to the point where our relationship couldn’t be considered father-daughter.

Considering her appearance seemed more mature than her age, the age difference narrowed even further.

To pretend to be in a father-daughter relationship with her.

It was an embarrassingly awkward situation, but still, I had to accommodate her request.

I alternated between looking at the status screen showing ‘Main Quest – I Don’t Want to Ride on the Cart!’ and ‘Sub Quest – Substitute Dad Job’.

The former quest had a stingy reward and a considerable penalty for failure.

Until now, most main quests hadn’t imposed significant penalties for failure.

Main quests were a kind of wish-fulfillment mechanism, where the desire of the director turned into quest requirements.

Conversely, the contents of main quests inherently reflected how much the members paid attention to me.

“Um, Director, could you please grant my request? Ah, if not, it’s okay, I guess…”

If I had to put it into words, it was something like this.

Thanks to this, there were no or small penalties for failure.

However, as the members’ favorability increased, the demands or penalties for failure became more significant.

While you could raise favorability by simple acts like buying them a meal with strangers, with close acquaintances, you had to fulfill more demanding requests to raise favorability.

Conversely, while you wouldn’t expect anything from a stranger, disappointment was inevitable if a close acquaintance didn’t fulfill your expectations.

Favorability and main quests reflected the natural forms of human relationships.

So, the high efficiency of main quests so far stemmed from the premise that ‘the members fear Wonderstein’.

Gascon didn’t fear me and even treated me like a subordinate, so main quests were more demanding, with higher penalties for failure.

Thinking about the future, it would be easier to just expel him.

However, he triggered a main quest to prevent that, thanks to overhearing my soliloquy.

It was entirely my fault.

Besides, Reyna’s sub quest wasn’t something to take lightly if it failed.

This had to be a success no matter what.

It’s just two days, right?

I resolved myself.

I decided not to act in front of others, so there wouldn’t be anything to be ashamed of.

However, what she expected from me was more than I had anticipated.

The next morning, I was surprised to wake up to a strange sensation next to me.

Surprisingly, Reyna, dressed in pajamas, was clinging to my waist and sleeping.

“Reyna?”

She yawned loudly and rubbed her eyes.

She blinked groggily, then started giggling at me.

“Hehe, Dad… did you sleep well?”

My mind was in disarray.

Why was she lying in my bed?

“Since when were you… here?”

“Since dawn. Ah, I just quietly lay down here so as not to wake you up…”

It wasn’t surprising that she had snuck in beside me without my noticing.

She had an absolute sense of balance.

Even on a rocking chair, she wouldn’t spill a drop of coffee from the cup in her hand.

She could easily control even the slightest movement of the mattress.

I wasn’t surprised by her talent.

It was the fact that she was here that shocked me.

“Why is Reyna Maquire here…?”

“I was scared to sleep alone, so I slept next to you. And…”

As she hesitated, she suddenly snapped awake.

A chilling aura emanated from her eyes.

“Who calls their daughter ‘Reyna Maguire’? I clearly asked you to pretend to be my dad, didn’t I? Please, get it right.”

Taken aback by her sharp tone, I instinctively nodded.

“Yeah. Reyna. You… must have been scared.”

At that moment, we heard a knock on the door.

I startled and pulled her closer to me, covering us both with the blanket.

“Who is it?”

“It’s Maya.”

Checking the time, I realized that it was already past the early morning training time.

I had stayed up all night listening to Reyna venting, lamenting, and misbehaving, so I ended up oversleeping.

Before I could ask her to wait, the door opened.

Creak.

A girl with a tilted beret and a thin cardigan stood at the door.

Her hair shimmered silver in the morning sunlight pouring in from the window across the corridor.

Maya had been going out for the past two weeks for some reason.

Yesterday, she said she was going to the factory, but it seemed she was back to her routine today.

She always said goodbye to me before leaving and reported back when she returned.

She walked towards me as if she didn’t care about the room owner’s permission.

I was used to her indifferent attitude, but given the current situation, I felt tense inside.

However, I maintained a natural smile without revealing my tension.

“Are you leaving early today?”

I felt something subtly wrong with her face.

She seemed more tired than yesterday, with slight shadows under her eyes.

“I have something urgent to take care of. Are you okay, Director? You slept longer than usual today.”

She approached the bed.

I pulled Reyna, who kept trying to sit up, closer to my chest.

“Yes. No problem. Just a bit tired from yesterday’s work. So, are you heading to the plaza again today?”


“Yes.”

“Alright. Take care then.”

She glanced briefly under the blanket before nodding.

“I will.”

She closed the door and left.

Finally, I breathed a sigh of relief and tucked Reyna in.

She lay on my stomach, sprawling out.

“Reyna Maguire, I mean… Reyna. Are you okay?”

“I-I couldn’t… breathe…”

Her face was flushed as if she was about to explode.

I realized I had been holding her entire body with my arms and legs.

I quickly released her, and she slumped away from me, gasping heavily without meeting my gaze.

“Ha… Ha…”

“It must have been quite suffocating. But if we were caught, it would have been a big misunderstanding.”

She turned her head sharply at my words.

“I-I know… I’ll go back to my room.”

“Sure…”

She left the room wearing damp pajamas.

I stayed close to her all Sunday.

The routine was no different from usual.

Education, meals, training, hygiene, meals, counseling.

When others were around, we conversed as usual, but as soon as they disappeared, she acted like a child, and I accepted it as a father would.

We spent yesterday like that, and today most of the day went by like that too.

After finishing the interview, we headed to the villa by carriage.

She, who had been fooling around all this time, fell asleep by the time the carriage arrived at the villa.

“We’ve arrived.”

“Could you give us a moment? I don’t want to disturb the child’s sleep.”

The coachman went to a nearby shelter to smoke a cigarette, saying he would be back in 30 minutes.

I could finally rest a bit now.

I sighed tiredly as I looked at Reyna sleeping with her head on my lap.

It felt like escaping from the midst of a comedy.

Thanks to her, I had spent two hectic days.

I was exhausted, but I couldn’t blame her.

She had suffered psychological abuse for 15 years under a villain like Simon Maguire.

Even with personality damage, it wasn’t strange.

I remembered the orphanage days.

If I had to choose one criterion that had the greatest impact on the emotional development of abandoned children, it was whether they remembered the moment they were abandoned or not.

Naturally, those who remembered had deeper scars.

Children who were abandoned without memories grew up considering the orphanage as their home, considering friends as family, and showed no significant difference in emotional development from children raised in normal households.

The problem was with those who remembered being abandoned.

They grew up acknowledging their state of being rejected by their family for a lifetime.

Reyna carried bigger scars than those friends.

The person she believed to be her real family was not her real family from the beginning, and she was a ‘fake’ brought in as a substitute.

“Dad… Umm…”

She murmured from her sleep.

She was chewing on a few strands of her hair.

I took them out of her mouth, wiped off the saliva, and tidied them up.

She was not guilty of ending up like this.

I was particularly troubled by her requests because I knew that fact.

“Dad…”

Of all things, she called me that.

It was a cruel joke.

TT3’s main enemies were the three organizations led by Wonderstein’s friends or sisters, known as Witches.

In the third chapter, the heroes who defeated the Rabbit Witch and destroyed the Voodoo and the Dock Cult searched for Wonderstein’s whereabouts.

He had fought with Saint Valentina and was injured without being completely resurrected.

It was clear that he was hiding somewhere recovering his strength.

However, he didn’t reveal his tail easily.

A few weeks later, they heard news from their former comrade Reyna, who had been with them before, that she had found traces of Wonderstein.

In TT2, she learned that she was not the real daughter of her father but was adopted as a substitute, which caused her to go through a mental crisis.

Fortunately, she overcame it by teaching students, but she did not give up tracing her roots.

In that process, she discovered the existence of a certain organization.

It was none other than the Comprachicos, the human trafficking organization that had bought her.

It wasn’t just a place that sold young children.

They modified children according to customers’ desires.

Reyna was a ‘made’ child there.

They even had catalogs.

They kidnapped children and molded them as they pleased, altering their appearance, height, muscle development, physical characteristics, and so on.

Simon’s request was for a child who looked exactly like his deceased daughter.

He believed it could cure his wife’s grief.

And he also wanted talent for the circus.


Reyna’s rapid physical development and absolute sense of balance was added during the manufacturing process.

Reyna was shipped as a ‘product’ to Simon.

Upon hearing this much, the warriors could sufficiently surmise who was behind the organization.

It was the Witch’s Association with the Crow witch as the vice-president.

She referred to them as Comprachicos, the child merchants, who kidnapped children and modified them to suit the tastes of their customers.
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Reyna woke up 30 minutes before the promised time with the driver.

That was quite disappointing for Wonderstein.

There were only a few hours left until the deadline for fulfilling her father’s duties.

He now expected her to make a final effort.

He was very tense at the thought that she might demand more than what he had done so far.

But when she woke up, she seemed strangely subdued.

At first, he thought it was because she was still half asleep, but she didn’t say a word until she got off the carriage and entered the villa.

He noticed that something was wrong when he saw her gloomy expression.

Even after dinner, her mood did not improve as she bid farewell to the members.

Her attitude towards them was cold.

She, who had become quite friendly with the members, seemed to have reverted to the way she was when they first met today.

She didn’t respond to Sven’s jokes, replied coldly to Yurakne’s kindness, and brushed off the friendly approaches of the other members.

It was the same when she was alone with Wonderstein.

Although she still called him dad, there was a distance in her words that he hadn’t felt before.

Perhaps she was detaching herself from the thought of leaving.

Wonderstein was relieved that she did not make unreasonable demands, but on the other hand, he felt sorry for her.

That’s why he suggested a night walk.

He took her to the edge of the cliff in front of the villa.

“Why did we come here, Dad? I can’t see anything….”

Wonderstein held her shoulders nervously.

“Hold on tight. Yo are about to fall.”

“What? Wha-what… Ahhh!”

Wonderstein held her and jumped off the cliff.

It was dizzying to fall from a height of almost 100 meters.

Reyna quickly clung to him.

But before her first scream could leave her mouth, their bodies stopped abruptly.

“Ah….”

She felt cold sweat spreading on her back.

She looked down.

It was too dark to see clearly, but she could tell that something solid was supporting the ground.

“Haha, did my daughter get scared? We only fell about 3m.”

She flinched at his playful tone.

“You’re, you’re so mean. I almost….”

She swallowed the words that she almost peed herself.

No matter how much she pretended to be a child, it was hard for her to say that in front of people because of the memory of being embarrassed in front of them.

“You can come down now.”

Although Wonderstein said so, Reyna still didn’t want to let go of his body and think about falling.

“I can’t see anything….. If I step on it by mistake….”

Then he suddenly waved his hand in the air.

Then a hazy light spread in the air.

He had sprayed a substance that glowed green, like dew, into the air.

The shapes of the surrounding objects became visible.

“Wow….”

She admired his talent and carefully got off his body.

They stood in a hollow below the cliff.

It wasn’t that big, but it was big enough for two people to lie down.

“How did you know about this place?”

“Dub… I mean, Ella’s pigeon, found it while flying around. It seems to be a nesting place for birds that originally nested on the cliffs.”

Ella.

The child who took her father away.

And her ‘Dad’, too, seems to have…

Reyna felt a sense of discomfort brewing inside her.

“Has she been here with you too?”

“Once during the day.”

She felt better at his words.

Because it meant that it was her first time at night with him.

“How about it. The view from above is a little different, isn’t it?”

The two looked towards the sea.

The sky, dotted with stars, caught their eyes.

In the lodging where they stayed, the stars were not visible due to the lights emanating from the nearby mansions.

But this place was under the shadow of the cliff, so there was less light interference.

She was more grateful for his heartfelt gesture than the beauty of the scenery.

“Thank you. Dad. It’s beautiful.”

That’s how they sat on the cliff’s edge, looking up at the night sky.

Reyna seemed to muster some energy, expressing affection again by playfully poking his chest or burying her face in his chest, just as before.

About an hour passed like that.

Reyna spoke again in a subdued voice.

“We’ll be parting ways soon, Dad.”

Her words made Wonderstein grin.

“So that’s why you’ve been so melancholic?”

“…No. I already accepted it two days ago when we made the promise, Dad, but…”

She paused for a moment.

“I had a dream earlier.”

“During the carriage ride?”

“Yes.”

Sensing her slight trembling, he hugged her tightly.

“It was a nightmare?”

“No.”

She shook her head, offering a faint smile.


Her eyes grew misty.

“It was such a good dream. It was a world where everything I wished for came true.”

“What did you wish for?”

She hesitated briefly, biting her lip, then continued.

“That you were actually my real dad. The man in the Golden Carnival was fake. You came to confront him and take me back.”

It must have been a concoction of her deeply rooted desires, resulting in such a pleasant dream.

A dream sweet enough to be satisfying.

Wonderstein understood why she suddenly felt melancholic.

What she had longed for so much.

The problem was that it was just a dream.

In reality, it was quite the opposite.

Simon was her only real family, and he was not a real father, just faithfully acting according to the contract.

“Thank you for trying so hard.”

She distanced herself from him.

“Reyna…”

“Don’t worry too much. I’m okay now. You’re…”

She regretted her words soon after.

“Anyway, we’re not even real father and daughter.”

Sadly, the two days she thought she would gain courage vanished the moment she realized this was ‘fake’.

Wonderstein felt helpless.

If she came to this realization like this, there was nothing more he could do.

The two returned to their lodgings without saying a word.

Entering the room, she began to pack.

Just two weeks.

An experience that would never happen again in a lifetime.

It was time to return to reality.

While sorting through her belongings, she found something.

It was a bag of clothes she had brought from the Golden Carnival.

There, she noticed one piece of clothing.

It was smaller and cleaner than the others.

The moment she saw it, memories from the day before yesterday flashed before her eyes, igniting a fire in her chest.

There was only one hour left until the promised Tuesday.

There was one last thing she wanted to do.

However, even for her, who had been constantly clinging to Wonderstein, it was a matter too embarrassing to even mention.

After hesitating for thirty minutes, she stood up with a loud shout.

How many times in her life had she mustered such courage?

She pampered herself.

Yeah. It’s not that big of a deal.

Didn’t Yurakne say that?

It’s just something that happens routinely in this circus.

Even though she is not a freak performer….

There’s no reason why she can’t do what Maya did!

I’m my Dad’s daughter now!

In fact, that makes her even more confident!

Reyna, dressed, descended to the Wonderstein’s room downstairs.

She quickly hid the clothes she had brought behind her back and avoided his gaze.

Now, with less than 30 minutes left, there was no other chance but now.

She closed her eyes tightly and shouted.

“Please help me change my clothes!”

“…Pardon?”

It was such a startling request that he momentarily spoke in honorifics, even though he had been prepared to play along.

Wonderstein beckoned her into the room.

And, face reddened with embarrassment, he calmed her down as she rambled on nervously.

He couldn’t understand why Yurakne, Maya, and the bathroom were brought up.

Soon he burst into laughter after hearing what had happened the day before from her.

She had misunderstood what had happened inside her dressing room without knowing her own abilities.

Yurakne had also teased her intentionally.

He was about to correct her misunderstanding, but he soon closed his mouth.

Magic loses its effect when secrets are revealed.

He didn’t distrust her, but she was also the one who couldn’t be free from Simon’s constraint.

If he ordered, she would have to reveal everything she saw here.

“W-what are you going to do, Dad?”

Reyna anxiously waited for his response, sitting in a chair.

Wonderstein comforted her with a gentle smile and whispered in her ear.

“Undress.”

She couldn’t bring herself to look him in the face and undress, so she turned her back to him and started taking off her clothes.

Her coat, top, and bottom slid down her curved body to the floor one by one.

Except for a pair of underwear, not a single thread of clothing remained on her body.

Reyna looked at her reflection in the mirror.

Large chest, slender waist, well-balanced hips.

Her body boasted perfect proportions like a sculpture.

As she pretended to look into the mirror, she stole a glance at Wonderstein’s face standing behind her.

There was no trace of hesitation or change in his expression.

He was always like this.

Even if she made unreasonable demands, his expression remained unchanged.

But this time, she felt a sense of relief and disappointment at the same time.

She thought she could break him this time…

He approached her from behind and dressed her one by one.

Crossing the straps of the leather corset in an X shape and tying them behind her back, connecting the straps of the dress with rings, and clipping the joints of the cloak.

The clothes were so tight that she felt it might burst if she bent her waist.

So she even asked him to help her with the socks and shoes that she originally wore on her own.

Leaning against the wall with both legs crossed, she stretched out her legs for him to put on the shoes.

“Please trust me.”

She found herself making the demand she thought rude when it was Maya.

However, Wonderstein complied with her request without any hint of discomfort.

In his eyes, it seemed that if she made even the slightest unreasonable movement, her clothes might not hold up.

But for a moment, she couldn’t tell if it was the right decision.

Her breath became ragged as his hand brushed against the sole of her foot and slipped between her toes, as if the chest strap would burst and explode with each exit.

Fortunately, such a thing did not happen.

Fully dressed, she turned around in front of him.

“Is it too small?”

“Yeah, it is.”

“It’s the dress I made four years ago.”

He nodded at her words.

For some reason, he had mentioned that some parts didn’t fit well.

The hem of the skirt, which originally seemed to cover the knees, barely hung on her thighs, exposing them all and barely clinging to her hips. The fact that the flesh of her back showed behind the corset and that her chest was barely contained, revealing her bones, didn’t seem to be the intention of the original dressmaker.

“At 13, the genius girl who defeated all the graduates of Lekachep! It was my father’s debut strategy for me. This dress was made to fit back then. At that time, my father wasn’t the director of ‘Golden’ Carnival like now. So, I made it myself with the same colour arrangement… But in the end, since my father couldn’t achieve the results he wanted back then, I never wore this dress.”

Remembering the fantasies she had held at that time, she looked Wonderstein straight in the eye.

“It’s almost Tuesday.”

It’s time.

She had done everything she wanted to do with this.

There was no more greed.

But…

“I’d like to continue being together like this.”

Her words were the closest to her true feelings.

Then, the sound of a bell rang, indicating midnight.

There was a large clock in this villa, perhaps reflecting the owner’s taste.

That was where the sound came from.

“Director.”

She called him with a slightly firmer voice than the past two days, but softer than before.

She gave him a faint smile, nodding her head slightly.

“Thank you for granting my naive request. Thanks to you, I had a good time.”

“…Yes. I had fun too. Reyna, you did well too.”


Once again, the two people who had become strangers looked at each other silently for a moment.

In the brief moment signaling the end of the magic, a myriad of emotions crossed their faces.

With the last sound of the bell, Reyna bowed her head one last time and left the room.

The bell stopped.

In the silent room, Wonderstein heard the sound of the quest completion window popping up.
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Tuesday morning, August 31st.

On this day, the day before Lekachep’s entrance ceremony, all the officials who participated in the draft gathered in the school auditorium.

The equipment used during the entrance exams had been removed.

Instead, chairs and decorations were arranged for the entrance ceremony tomorrow.

Six professors, including the four-member team, stood on the stage.

A woman wearing a black mortarboard stepped forward as the representative.

She was Elpara, the vice principal and tightrope professor.

After mentioning that the Principal was still away on a business trip, she briefly greeted everyone and went straight to the point.

By the time of the interviews yesterday, most of the career paths had already been decided.

Today, the school was acting as a notary to review the contracts and ensure there were no issues, and as the organizer of the event to wrap things up.

Starting with the circus troupe that was selected last, they stepped forward one by one.

Some of the selected individuals left for the school, some remained with their current circus troupe, and some transferred to other circus troupes.

After reviewing the contract terms, the school stamped them with approval.

Since most of the contracts were drafted according to standard guidelines, there was no need to scrutinize them closely except for trades.

The selected individuals took the stage to reflect on their two weeks and express their aspirations for the future.

This was also part of the program offered by Lekachep, so everyone earnestly shared their thoughts.

Despite starting with phrases like “under rigorous training and the guidance of our benevolent director,” most of the content was similar.

After the turn of the first twenty circus troupes, only two remained.

Reporters looked at the stage with slightly more tension than before.

It was the moment when the futures of the two most talked-about figures in this competition would be decided.

Especially, with Lord Fantastic throwing all sorts of hints, everyone in the auditorium was paying attention to these two individuals.

Ella and Reyna.

The atmosphere where the two were seated was contrasting.

Ella continued to converse with the Golden Carnival people, occasionally bursting into laughter.

In contrast, Reyna sat quietly among the Monster Circus people, not smiling once.

“Ella seems fully immersed in the Golden Carnival…”

“Reyna will obviously go back to where her father is…”

“I wonder if Lord Fantastic’s mentioned radical outcomes will come true for both?”

Amidst countless speculations among the people, Reyna stood up from her seat.

“Reyna, don’t be nervous. Just do as you practiced.”

Even with Wonderstein’s warm encouragement, she didn’t respond and proceeded to the stage.

Some reporters murmured as they watched her demeanor.

“She really thinks she’s the best in the world.”

“Wasn’t he called Wonderstein? That man’s quite deceitful. Laughing after being snubbed by a kid.”

Reyna heard what they said, but she wasn’t angry.

Instead, she considered such remarks cheap.

She knew she was an ungrateful and disobedient child.

I’m sorry, Director.

I’m not worthy of your greetings.

In her hand, she held a note.

It contained her impressions of the circus troupe she lived with for two weeks.

Over the past two days, she had written it together with Wonderstein through their notebooks.

It mainly expressed positive impressions, stating that many prejudices against the Monster Circus had diminished.

Though it sounded like flattery, it was also Reyna’s sincere feelings.

She wanted to leave only good words about those who had given her good memories.

Especially after being so confrontational yesterday.

However, the note unfolded on stage didn’t contain her writing.

She wasn’t surprised.

One of the capabilities of the Inspira, owned by Simon, was remote writing and erasing on blank paper.

This morning, he had contacted her through her notebook again.

‘How’s my daughter doing?’

It was an obvious pretense.

She vowed not to have any expectations anymore.

Yet, a warm word from him shook her resolve.

Her pounding heart settled as she replied to her father’s greeting.

Through the method of erasing the words he wrote, the two could communicate.

Simon chuckled as he watched the rough erasure of the words.

Arrogant girl.

He didn’t bring up any matters and only inquired about her well-being for a while.

Reyna’s sincerity continued to resist him, but after 15 years of conditioning, her guard against his worries and cares began to falter.

Simon confirmed the erasure of the words.

At first, she was rebellious, but now she has become obedient.

He confirmed that her mind was still enslaved to him and got to the point.

“The essay you are supposed to present at today’s trade, read it as I wrote it.”

At his words, Reyna snapped out of it.

But the hesitation was only in her heart.

Her hand wrote a reply to her father on its own.

“I’ll do as you say.”

She was surprised by what her hand had done.

She quickly tried to erase other words to send the reply.

There’s more to say.

But her body didn’t flinch.

A corner of her mind whispered.

It was clearly a voice detached from her sincerity.

A voice planted by her father.

It whispered.

Do you want to disappoint your father?

“But, but then Wonderstein’s director…”

Ah, that fake?


“The fake…no…”

She retorted with a growl, but her opponent only sneered at her as if she was pathetic.

“Fake. That laughter, that warm words too.”

“Just acting because of a contract with you.”

“Do you really think that makes you a real family?”

“Really? Huh?”

“Compared to real father’s love, that’s just a game, isn’t it? Right?”

She couldn’t argue.

While she hesitated, Simon left specific instructions and ended the conversation.

That was this morning’s affair.

While the Lekachep people were reviewing the contract, Rayna read the contents of the note.

She sighed deeply inwardly a moment later.

She felt like vomiting.

It contained testimony about how monstrously the members of the circus were treated, how primitive and savage their practices were, how pathetic their performances were.

It was a writing oozing with her father’s malice.

But nothing disgusted her more than the testimony about Wonderstein.

“The man named director was a man whose behavior was as dirty as his status, not only touching me all over my body during practice but also breaking into my bedroom at night to play tricks.”

Normally, in such situations, the slander would lead to a brawl if refuted.

The accuser could also suffer serious damage to their reputation.

But Simon had an ace in the hole, Ella.

He planned to go on stage next and immediately let people know that her testimony was true.

Moreover, she was going to stay at the Golden Carnival.

It was unbelievable.

They had been sincere to each other.

Reyna realized how things were going.

It’s her father.

Her father must have done something wrong.

Threats, temptations, brainwashing.

That’s what shook her mind.

After today, Wonderstein would undoubtedly be buried in the circus industry.

It was the recent biggest scandal with two promising children testifying.

One of them was even a former Assistant Director.

Credibility was high.

Even if only half of the disclosed content was true, people would listen to the two girls’ words rather than an insignificant circus director.

He who trusted and loved people would be betrayed by people like that.

Reyna barely managed to suppress the urge to burst into tears.

I’m sorry.

She silently apologized in her heart and stood on the stage.

And holding out the note, she began to speak.

“Wonderstein’s circus was, well, decent enough. That’s all.”

I’m sorry, Father.

I couldn’t betray them.

With a brief expression of her thoughts, she stepped back.

Compared to what others had done, it was truly an indifferent and insincere attitude.

“Tsk tsk, even if you stayed for two weeks, a few words of praise would have been appropriate for courtesy’s sake.”

“How arrogant.”

“Did you need a note to say that?”

Professor Elpara, with a stern expression that seemed unyielding, responded with a puzzled tone.

“Ah, don’t you have any aspirations or words you want to leave for the future?”

At her words, Reyna grimaced.

Jeers erupted from the seats where the Lekachep students were sitting.

How dare they show such attitude towards their mentor.

However, Reyna disregarded the reactions around her and spoke her mind.

Her voice was stronger than before.

“I want to say thank you. I’m sorry, and I love you…to my father.”

That should be enough.

With that, he’ll understand my feelings.

Reyna left the stage and stood in the Golden Carnival camp.

“Why didn’t you follow instructions?”

Lord Fantastic greeted her outwardly as her father, murmuring lowly towards her.

Avoiding his gaze, Reyna muttered.

“I didn’t want to do that to people whom I owe debt.”

“Hmph. Sympathy? And at the end, saying such trivial things. Didn’t you think your character would collapse? Pitiful girl.”

He turned his head away from her.

He still had Ella.

He believed that with her wit and resourcefulness, she could skillfully manipulate Wonderstein even in this unexpected situation.

“Decent enough place?”

Ella, who had stepped onto the stage, frowned.

Simon thought she was triggering.

She was under his brainwashing and implication.

Her heart was filled with revenge and hatred towards Wonderstein.

Simon thought he had done nothing wrong.

He could tell from Wonderstein stopping the ‘treatment’ by the old man after returning from the factory.

Since Ella had caught them, they coudnt manipulate memories anymore.

Simon had also seen gasps and fights between Ella and the old man.

Ella could package herself with excellent acting, but the old man couldn’t.

His stubbornness as a craftsman for many years was strongly evident.

He was never an easy person to act.

His contempt and annoyance towards Ella were real.

Only then would Ella have realized.

The deceit surrounding her.

Simon implied her confusion so he could manipulate her intentions as he pleased.

He felt no remorse.

He considered it natural to repay the favor of saving her from near-death in that obscure circus troupe. However, the situation unfolded differently from his expectations.

“It’s not just okay, it’s really great there! Do you know how handsome our Director is?”

She praised Wonderstein and the Monster Circus, not raising her voice in an attempt to dispel prejudices. She used some amusing anecdotes from their daily life there, eliciting laughter among the crowd. She also testified to her life at the Golden Carnival, which was as enjoyable as the previous place, but she complained about how annoying the Director was.

She revealed how irritating, picky, and neurotic Lord Fantastic was behind the façade he presented. People who knew the rumours in the industry thought it might be true and spread stories to those around them. The hall became noisy.

Simon couldn’t refute Ella’s words. Her testimony was more exaggeratedly packaged as “Unstoppable Simon, the ringmaster” rather than malicious. More importantly, his colleagues behind him responded to her words by whistling or cheering.

It was only then that Simon could realize that his colleagues were siding with Ella and secretly mocking him.

He looked at his snickering colleagues. They were a planning circus troupe. Each member was a first-rate acrobat. If they were just ordinary people, they might obsess over competitions and sponsors, but they were conscious that if things went wrong, they could look for another circus or just go back to their hometowns and continue what they were doing.

In that case, it would only be difficult for Simon as the person in charge among the members and sponsors. They had respected him as the ringmaster until now, but they couldn’t stand idly by when it came to dealing with Reyna or making schemes against Ella.

Simon thought the members were sympathetic to what he was doing. They also wanted to be with Ella. So, he thought they would just watch even if he conducted a brainwashing operation on her. However, that was his misconception.

They couldn’t bear to see the children being hurt by Simon’s connivance.

As Simon, who had become a laughingstock, stood up from his seat, the students from Lekachep, shouted at him louder.

“Go back.”

Simon walked ahead.

He seemed quite hurt in his pride.

The members of the Golden Carnival followed him with wry smiles, not expecting the response to be so enthusiastic.


“Seniors! It was fun!”

Ella waved to them from the stage.

“Stop it! Stop it!”

On the stage that had suddenly turned into her talk show, Elpara snatched the microphone from her.

That’s how all of Draft’s schedule ended.



 
  
    Chapter 161: Black and Gold – End


Upon returning to the lodging, Simon grabbed Reyna and almost threw her into the training ground.

With her unique sense of balance, she tried to quickly regain her posture.

However, every time she attempted to steady herself, he swung his staff towards her center.

“It’s training.”

Side, thigh, ankle.

With each of his attacks landing, her body wobbled and staggered from the impact.

“Oof, ugh! Oh, father… ugh!”

“You’ve been lazy for two weeks. Your body has gotten dull.”

Despite his daughter’s suffering, he showed no mercy.

Watching his actions, members of the Golden Carnival shook their heads in disapproval.

“Here we go again.”

“He’d rather vent his frustrations on the wrong person.”

They pitied Reyna’s plight.

But unlike before, it was now difficult for them to intervene.

Formally, Simon was training her.

The training focused on maintaining balance and shifting center of gravity to avoid falling.

Although he seemed to be randomly striking, he was actually adhering to the training process.

However, pushing at such intensity left few within the Golden Carnival capable of enduring. It required the skill of a tightrope walker or the agility to barely keep up.

In this era, it was strongly believed that children who hadn’t reached adulthood were entirely the responsibility of their parents.

While he might genuinely injure or even kill her if he wanted, he was still restraining his strength within the boundaries of training.

Indeed, the members who had grown up enduring their father’s harsh discipline couldn’t condemn his actions, even if they found them unpleasant.

“With this level of skill, hmph. You might as well yield your position to Ella.”

Instead, he taunted her with his gaze and words.

Reyna momentarily paused at his mockery, and in that moment, his staff struck her again.

And so, for ten minutes, he mercilessly subjected her to violence under the guise of training before swiftly leaving.

As she rolled on the ground, pouring sweat and saliva, he offered no consolation.

He declared a calm ten-minute break and ordered autonomous training.

Although the members wanted to comfort her, they couldn’t bring themselves to act.

She always rejected their attempts. She was determined to fulfill any task her father set, regardless of the circumstances. And if they dared to criticize her father, she would push them away.

The only person she could relate to was one who had been sent on an errand by Simon today. Perhaps he intended to trade him away once he got Ella, but since the members knew Ella was merely pretending, they weren’t concerned about that.

Lord Fantastic had gone up to his room.

The members hurriedly entered the villa, casting pitiful glances at the crumpled Reyna on the ground.

They wanted to leave her alone.

As soon as they were all inside, curses poured from her lips.

The recent training hadn’t been that intense, really.

It was something he did occasionally when his mood soured.

If it were two weeks ago, she would have calmly accepted the situation.

She just need to work harder.

If she show a better performance, it will be okay.

She would have repeated these words to herself, trying to bolster her resolve.

But now, she couldn’t.

Perhaps because her uncle wasn’t here, it was harder to control her emotions.

Her chest heaved.

Tears flowed.

She clawed at the dirt with her fingernails.

The name of the emotion tormenting her heart was undoubtedly longing.

More pleasant practices awaited her there.

Colleagues who needed her were there.

The affectionate Director was there.

Though it had only been two weeks, it had become dearer to her than her hometown.

She approached the cliff.

Leaning against the wooden balcony railing, she looked down.

A narrow alley was visible several meters below.

If she followed that path, she could get there.

Just five minutes, no, three minutes’ walk away…

Then, cries of horses echoed from below the alley.

It was incredibly bad timing.

A carriage carrying those she longed for had just arrived.

Reyna quickly pressed herself against the railing below.

She feared they might spot her.

They passed beneath the cliff.

The sound of jovial conversation floated up the cliff.

Reyna blocked her ears.

She didn’t want to hear.

It was a place she could never return to.

Longing for it would only hurt her heart.

She had to let go.

She crouched like that for a few minutes.

She took her hands off her ears.

The alley was quiet.

They left.

Still, she could hear their voices and laughter as if they were ringing in her ears.

She stroked the sore spot where she had been hit and held the tender spot where she hadn’t been hit.

The day she fell asleep on Dad’s lap.

The day she looked at the stars with Dad.

The day Dad dressed her.

It felt like a dream from a distant time, even though it happened just yesterday.

She wanted to shout beyond that alley.

Dad, please save me.


Reyna is here.

It’s too hard here.

Can’t you take me away?

She leaned against the railing and wiped away tears.

She regretted it.

Should she have stayed behind, even if it meant throwing a tantrum?

Even if it made things awkward for the other person?

Should she have insisted?

Soon, her father’s allotted rest time would be over.

She had to go back to training.

She hated that she obediently got up.

Her instinct not to defy her father’s words moved her body.

As she was about to leave the balcony, she stopped in her tracks.

Something unbelievable had happened.

Someone was calling her name.

Right next to her.

The owner of the voice was someone she knew.

How could he be here?

It was utterly unbelievable.

But the voice was undoubtedly his.

He had come to see her.

She smiled broadly and turned to look beside her.

“Dad….”

Her smile slowly faded.

There was no one where the voice had come from.

Only silent darkness occupied that space.

Was it just a figment of her longing that she heard?

She let out a disappointed sigh.

Reyna took a step forward.

How foolish.

He wouldn’t suddenly come here.

It was a contract, stupid.

It’s fake.

How long will you live in fantasy?

It’s time to face reality….

“Reyna Maguire, can you hear me?”

She stopped her steps again.

It wasn’t a mistake that she heard it.

***

There were two categories for accepting members.

Putting their names on the system’s Member Management window and listing them on the competition roster.

There was a difference between the two lists.

The system initially counted the Triplets as three individuals.

Each of their affinities was separately displayed, and Inspira was also assigned differently.

And the worker, Ratmen, were excluded in the former.

On the other hand, the latter included Ratmen as an employee of the circus troupe. However, the Triplets were treated as one acrobat.

The system’s judgment seemed to involve some absolute existence, while the competition roster was based on administrative procedures.

During the entrance exam, he had to accept Gascon as a member to return him to normal because of Sven’s Inspira that was causing me mental distress, ‘Clown’s Falsehood,’ only applied to people outside the troupe.

Since the system considered him an outsider, I tried to add him to the member list. However, it didn’t work properly. Despite my efforts and commands, he wasn’t added to the member list. Eventually, I had to use one of the remaining additional selection rights granted by the competition’s regulations to recruit him officially.

Thus, by following the official procedure, I was able to recruit him as a member.

[Gascon Halidon has been added to the member list.]

Recruiting members wasn’t something I could do freely according to my will. It required acts such as the merger of individual wills or social procedures.

Reflecting on it, the same thing happened when Maya joined. I didn’t trigger the system then. She accepted it on her own.

But because of her action, Maya was added to the member list without my consent.

From these facts, I could draw one conclusion: recruiting members didn’t work through deception. It required acts such as the merger of individual wills or social procedures.

If I could add or remove members as I pleased, whenever I encountered a troublesome enemy, I could temporarily add them to the member list and use functions like the Dressing Room to equip them with ‘Iron Armor’ or the Sound Room to blast their ears with ‘Maximum Volume’ to incapacitate them.

So how should I understand this situation?

[You have completed the ‘Sub-Quest: Substitute Dad Part-Time Job.’]

[As a reward, ‘Reyna Maguire’ will be added to the Members list.]

Reyna didn’t join our circus troupe officially. She was just a temporary guest.

However, the system added her to the member list.

I pondered over this all morning.

In games or comics, there were instances where individuals acted separately but were still considered ‘comrades.’

I wondered if this was such a case.

Regardless of social constraints or administrative procedures, her sincerity had already leaned towards this side.

I planned to go to her immediately in the morning to inform her of this news, so we could converse at any time through my magic.

But after receiving Ella’s contact, I reconsidered.

“Lord Fantastic said so. Reyna is going to expose us on stage first,” Ella said.

Reyna was trying to conspire against us under Simon’s command.

It made sense logically, but I felt bitter inside.

It wasn’t directed towards her but towards Lord Fantastic.

Just when I thought her mind was getting a bit healthier, he was trying to break her like this.

I abandoned my intention to contact Reyna.

As long as she was still under Simon’s influence, talking to her was risky.

However, she showed an unexpected side on stage.

She defied her father’s orders.

You could tell from Simon’s expression, who was making a disgusted face.

She held onto her feelings until the end.

Of course, I was still anxious.

This rebellion was a one-time thing.

She could still submit to her father’s orders again.

But I thought about the courage she showed.

Wouldn’t it be okay to trust her once?

Wouldn’t that help her mental independence?

“You rotten brat, you naughty….”

“Child, shush! You’re too noisy! How long are you going to grumble?”

Ella couldn’t stand the constant swearing from Gascon and shouted.

We returned to the mansion.

When we entered the guest room where I intended to contact Reyna, news came from her side as well.

The system detected her desires.

[Member Quest: Do you want to be secret friends with me?]

I read the contents of the quest and laughed.

What a fantastic timing.

She also wanted to contact me.

I opened a communication channel with her through the sound room function.

“Reyna?”

But I heard no response from the other end.

What’s this? Is there interference or equipment failure here too?

“Reyna Maquire, can you hear me?”

When I called her again, I heard her answer from the other side.

“S-Sir…? Is that you, Sir?”

Even from her voice alone, I could tell what emotions she was feeling.

I joked, injecting a bit of mischief into my tone.

“Hehe, seems like my daughter had a rough time, huh?”

***

Under the moonlight, Reyna’s figure could seem eerie to someone unaware of the situation.

The sweaty and dusty girl shouted into the air, alternating between crying and laughing, sitting down hesitantly and then jumping up as if hearing hallucinations.

Intermittently, the word “Dad” could be heard, causing sighs from the members of the Golden Carnival, who recognized the ailment afflicting her heart.

They quickly informed Greimi, who was Reina’s uncle and had been her mother’s companion, albeit limping due to a leg injury, he was a skilled dagger acrobat who visited Reyna once or twice a year despite roaming different regions.

Reyna, rather than her cold and distant father, followed him diligently.

Their connection was also formed during the formation of the Golden Carnival.

Greimi’s face distorted upon hearing the news.

“Reyna? Damn it, that Simon…!”

Greimi couldn’t understand.

Though he had always been greedy and ostentatious, he never behaved that way towards family.

After his wife’s death, his personality had inexplicably changed.

Despite other issues, he couldn’t fathom why he became harsh towards Reyna.

Greimi and the members went out to the backyard.

They were sure they would find her there, rambling and acting erratic due to hallucinations.

However, what they saw there was a golden-haired angel flying through the air.

She ran across the tightrope, using only the strength of her ankles between the lines and ropes, in a graceful manner, unlike her usual mechanical and linear movements.

Her movements were fluid, drawing curves, and her posture was relaxed.

Above all, the smile on her face was captivating.

She smiled brightly in tune with her beautiful movements.

At the end, when she performed three consecutive aerial somersaults, she even made them laugh out loud.

Greimi felt a thrill.

It was as if his sister had come back to life.

Her body landed on the rope.

The members cheered.

They had changed too.

Two weeks ago, they wouldn’t have reacted like this.

But perhaps due to the time spent with Ella, they had come to enjoy practicing.

Above all, they were glad to see Reyna brightening up.

They wanted her to continue practicing.

Some even threw lines that would befit heckling audience members.

“Well then, let’s continue.”

Originally, they were only supposed to practice one act, but buoyed by their response, Reyna continued with the next movements.

With each laugh and cheer from the audience, her smile grew wider.

Ah, the circus is fun.

She lit up the highest rope and bounced upward.

At that moment, she caught sight of another villa peeking behind the trees.

He wasn’t far away.


He was watching her from there.

He was cheering her on.

A ribbon used in the second act flowed from her wrist.

As the golden silk unraveled, it drew a tail several meters long in the air.

Against the backdrop of the black sky, the golden trail danced.



 
  
    Chapter 162: Demon in the Bottle – 1


Vegas had looser geographical and social boundaries compared to other nations on the Columbia continent.

Strictly speaking, Vegas had only one official administrative area, the capital Vegas. The rest of the territory was land where desert tribes loyal to the Vegas Chieftain resided.

However, there was no commonality among them to label them all with the single term “desert tribes.”

Among the tribes were nomads who had lived in the desert for hundreds of years with populations numbering tens of thousands, as well as villages with populations of tens of people formed by salt mining prospectors just a few years ago.

So, the desert tribes varied greatly in size, history, and characteristics.

There was no law that governed them all.

Yet, there was a feature that unified Vegas as a single nation, and that was their affiliation with the security service of the Black Legion, a private army of the Vegas Chieftain.

The Black Legion was a mercenary group employed by the Vegas Chieftain.

They were stationed in bases scattered throughout the desert, patrolling the areas where they were enrolled in the security service and eliminating threats to the safety of the residents.

Collecting taxes and providing protection aligned with the primary purpose of the state.

Therefore, the area around Vegas was called the Vegas Chieftaincy, based on the nickname of the owner of the Black Legion.

Alamo was a village at the northern end of the Vegas Chieftaincy.

The residents here maintained their livelihoods by providing lodging and trade to those passing through the desert.

Alamo was just one of the trading villages commonly seen along the desert roads. However, it had one special feature that set it apart from others.

That was the school that taught acrobatics to children.

It all began on the day when an old man arrived in the village carrying a newborn baby.

Unlike rural areas exclusive to outsiders, the desert tribes welcomed guests.

Of course, that didn’t mean they welcomed suspicious visitors with their faces covered with bandages.

So, everyone was initially wary of the old man.

After all, someone hiding their identity and sneaking into the village could be a member of a band of thieves.

However, the old man had the knowledge and skills to offset such suspicions.

He earned the trust of the people by directly addressing various problems in the village.

Above all, what quickly softened people’s guard against him was the fact that he carried a baby.

She was a cute little girl with recently born black eyes.

The old man claimed she was an orphan he had taken in due to circumstances, but he cared for her more zealously than his own child.

To care for a child who wasn’t even his own flesh and blood, risking his own life, such a person could never be a thief.

Thanks to this, the old man soon gained the respect and admiration of the villagers.

Thus, being treated as the sage of the village, the old man opened a circus school when the child turned five.

That was when the residents learned that he was an acrobat.

It was a moment when the origins of his extraordinary skills and physical dexterity were revealed.

It was called a school, but in reality, it was more like a daycare center that welcomed orphans.

He gathered orphaned children with nowhere else to go and taught them acrobatics.

Since the terrorist attack at the 2nd Circus Grand Prix, the world had been suffering from a shortage of acrobats.

Facilities for teaching skills sprung up here and there.

Despite being a poor school built in a remote countryside, children dreaming of a better future than pickpocketing or odd jobs came knocking on its door upon hearing rumours that once you mastered the skills, you could make a considerable amount of money.

The old man, who was both the principal and the sole teacher of the school, couldn’t help but feel how fast time flies as he saw the newborn he had carried grow tall enough to reach his chest.

“Oh, really? You want to learn ‘taming’ all the way to the end?”

The girl nodded in response to the old man’s words.

“Yes, Grandpa.”

“It’s not ‘Grandpa,’ it’s ‘Teacher.'”

The girl made a displeased expression at the old man’s words.

She used to call the old man ‘Grandpa.’

But four years ago, when the old man opened the school, he changed his title.

He said that if he opened a school, calling him ‘Grandpa’ could make other children uncomfortable.

Everyone called him ‘Teacher,’ so she had to call him that too.

Even though it had been more than four years, she still couldn’t get used to calling him by that name.

“Yes, Teacher.”

The old man smiled warmly and tilted his head.

“Yes, sir.”

“Yes, Grandpa.”

Such a cheeky little fellow.

The old man was about to scold, but he stopped when he saw her mischievous smile.

Indeed, he was not one to raise his voice easily, especially not to her.

“Ella.”

The old man called her name.

Ella looked up from her pocket, where she was petting the head of a mouse peeking out, and gazed at him.

“Yeah, what is it?”

Seeing her skip the honorifics once again, the old man let out a small sigh.

“Our school is poor. We don’t have extra food for the animals, you know?”

“Don’t worry. I’ll take care of it! Am I not doing that already?”

At her confident reply, the old man hesitated for a moment, then nodded.

“Alright. If you’re determined, I’ll teach you how to tame them.”

“Wow!”

Ella exclaimed, straightening up and eagerly waiting for the lesson to begin.

And she seemed to urge him to start the lecture with her shoulders bouncing.

The old man held back until he couldn’t stand it anymore and finally spoke.

“What do you think is the most important thing in taming animals?”

“Um, love?”

Ella answered honestly, straight from her heart.

But noticing the old man chuckling at her innocence, she quickly changed her answer.

“Uh, no! Training!”

Ella imagined herself wielding a whip towards a lion.

She thought that was a more adult-like, ruthless answer.

But the old man gave a more ruthless answer than she had thought.

“Deception.”

“Dece… what?”

Finding the word a bit difficult, Ella hesitated.

She had seen it a few times in scripts.

It definitely meant something bad, but…


Just as she was trying to recall something, the old man answered first.

“Deception. It means tricking.”

Wide-eyed at his words, Ella murmured softly.

“But Chick is my friend. Why deceive a friend?”

Listening to her grumbling, the old man smiled.

But this smile carried a slightly heavier atmosphere than before.

“Yeah. He’s your friend. But how did you first bring Chick here?”

Ella trembled at his words.

She stroked the squirming mouse in her pocket and spoke with a hesitant voice.

“We… we put him in our bag…”

“Yeah. You forcibly brought him here. Did Chick say he wanted to come with you?”

“Uh, no…”

Ella muttered in a subdued voice.

It was only now that she realized she had brought Chick out of her own selfishness, not out of friendship.

Seeing Ella crestfallen, the old man’s heart ached, but he didn’t stop speaking.

“But you kept him here as you pleased. And you made him submissive. You fed him one by one to make him obey you… right?”

Tears welled up in Ella’s eyes.

She couldn’t believe she had done such a terrible thing.

“But… but if I didn’t, he might run away…”

At her excuse, the old man nodded.

“Yeah. That’s what deception is all about. Can you think of any animals in a circus who chose to leave their parents and come into the circus because they wanted to perform? Even the intelligent animals who understand the concept of acrobatics were initially trained with a leash. The bond between trainers and animals is built on confinement, submission, coercion, and learning. Remember, that’s the inherent contradiction trainers must always go through.”

It was a somewhat heavy and dark story for a 9-year-old.

Ella wiped away her teary eyes with her sleeve and glanced at the old man cautiously.

The old man chuckled at her reaction, finding it cute.

“I’m not saying don’t train them. I just wanted to emphasize the importance of responsibility. If animals misbehave, like attacking people or causing harm to others’ property, you can’t just say, ‘It’s their fault, what does it have to do with me?’ They’re the animals you’ve brought into the world of humans. So always remember it’s your responsibility.”

“…Okay! I got it!”

Ella was a clever child.

You could tell by the way she smoothly read the script and performed, despite being only 9 years old.

Reading might be achievable with just detached words, but acting required social intelligence to decipher hidden emotions or breaths behind the lines.

Her talent wasn’t limited to acting alone.

She excelled in anything she did, whether it was talent, singing, or anything else.

Moreover, her sense of appreciation for performances was sharp.

She was better than any other kids at school.

No, exactly, just one.

There was another child who rivaled Ella.

Although he had only recently joined…

At that moment, a mouse scurried into the room, squeaking as it ran.

Ella heard the mouse in her arms crying.

“Huh? What is it, Chick?”

Ella cocked her ear as the mouse she had temporarily released for a walk seemed to be saying something to her.

“Hmm, I see.”

As she nodded her head, the old man widened his eyes in surprise.

“Ella, can you understand what the mouse is saying?”

She shrugged as if she didn’t quite understand why he was raising his voice.

“Yeah? Yeah yeah! He’s my friend. Of course.”

It had only been a few days since she caught it, right?

Handling and feeding it alone was impressive enough, but communication too?

The old man was momentarily dumbfounded, gaping, before he asked again.

“Okay. What did Chick say?”

“Well, there’s this…”

Ella carefully got up from her seat.

Then she stealthily approached the front of the door and gently opened it wide.

“Someone’s eavesdropping behind this door!”

Standing behind the door was a boy with chestnut curly hair.

He was three years older than Ella and had joined the school a few months ago.

She looked at him with wide eyes.

“Charlie? What are you doing here?”

“Me? Uh, well, um…”

Charlie hesitated for a moment, fiddling with his pocket.

Inside were item he had prepared for the past few days.

“That’s…”

“Got it!”

“Oh, what, what did you say?”

“Are you here to spy on me? Worried I might outpace you if I learn to tame it!”

Charlie blinked at her confident words.

He wanted to say no.

In truth, he had a personal gift he wanted to give her.

Since her birthday is coming up soon.

But as he was about to speak, he locked eyes with the teacher standing behind her.

Strict in practice, but kind in all other matters, the teacher was.

But he couldn’t stand by quietly as the man tried to deceive Ella.

“Yeah, right. Got it loud and clear.”

“Heheh, playing it cool, huh?”

Charlie made a gloomy expression and dashed out of the room as if escaping.

When Ella finished her class and came out of the room, he had planned to create a situation where it was just the two of them so he could give her the gift…

But the teacher noticed, so that plan went down the drain.

He hoped for the next opportunity, but unfortunately, it didn’t come again.

In the end, he had to slip his gift in among the pile of gifts from the kids.

***

It was September.

Charlie remembered how every year around this time, he would ponder what to give Ella for her birthday.


Last year, he bought a Slagbrot pastry gift set from the souvenir shop in front of the school…

Why did he feel so disappointed when he received replies about how well the snacks were shared among friends?

He smiled as he looked at the letter written in Ella’s handwriting.

He carefully put it in his pocket, despite the smudges of dirt all over it.

He was lying under the shade of a rooftop at some auction house in Vegas.
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Charlie and his companions, leaving Alamo, arrived at Luz and inquired about Ella’s whereabouts.

And they realized they were already one step behind.

The circus troupe where Ella was had already left Luz and was gone.

So they returned to Vegas.

It was the most rational choice.

Vegas was geographically central among the 6 cities.

Even if Ella appeared in another city, it would be easiest to handle her in Vegas.

Moreover, Vegas was familiar to them.

It wasn’t far from Alamo, where their school was.

They used to go on picnics or field trips here regularly.

Of course, most of the time, the purpose was to watch performances.

Vegas was the largest and most developed city in the eastern region of the continent.

Due to the wealth pouring in from all directions and the population constantly flowing in to find jobs, the city was on the verge of exploding beyond capacity.

Officially counted residents alone exceeded 3 million.

Including travellers staying illegally, the population exceeded 5 million.

There weren’t enough residential facilities to accommodate them all.

So, shantytowns continued to expand beyond the city limits into the wasteland, and illegal structures were erected between buildings or on top of them in already constructed areas.

Despite its disorderliness, Vegas, the central district known as the Paradise Zone, was relatively clean and well-organized. This was because it had hotels, auction houses, and casinos for the wealthy.

One of the auction houses here selected a theme every two weeks and dealt with items related to it, and this time, the chosen theme was particularly intriguing with Charlie having acquaintances to assist in witnessing it.

It was the circus.

“Yes! The next item is the original of Puzzle Series No. 43, belonging to the renowned escape artist, Lweeni! No. 43!”

With the auctioneer’s announcement, a bronze sculpture the size of a fist rose on stage.

As its name suggested, it looked like a puzzle but Charlie knew it was a combination of five intricate pieces.

Charlie clenched and unclenched his fist as he looked at it.

“Number 43. What was the solution again? Was it like this?”

Charlie reminisced about the times he and his friends used to compete with escape puzzles.

His master owned a considerable number of these escape puzzle series, some of which were rare to find now.

Thanks to this, school kids would regularly gather to play with them.

“Don’t know? Can’t figure it out? Shall I teach you?”

Ella had known the answers to the puzzle series since she was young, having lived with her master. So, she often helped friends who couldn’t solve the.

The puzzles required unexpected manipulations of the pieces in directions that were hard to perceive visually.

That’s why she would grab her friends’ hands and directly teach them how to solve the puzzles one by one.

Charlie watched Ella, holding the hand of a boy and guiding him through the puzzle solution.

While she was focused on helping with the puzzle, the boy whose hand she held didn’t reciprocate her feelings. He just stared blankly at Ella’s face as she leaned in to guide him, with her hair brushing against his nose, making him twitch his nostrils.

Watching this, Charlie felt something stir inside him.

The boy wasn’t particularly close to him, but he didn’t dislike him either. But now, he felt confident that he could punch him in the face if he laughed while doing it.

Charlie looked down at the puzzle in his hand.

No. 43, the Puzzle.

It was already disassembled.

He looked back at Ella.

Every time her hair touched the boy’s face, he cringed and wrinkled his nose.

Charlie gritted his teeth.

He felt jealous.

He glanced at the puzzle that was already disassembled.

What if he reassembled it?

And I speak to her with an embarrassed face.

I just can’t figure it out.

“Oh, is this the great Charlie asking for help? Huh, then I guess I have to help.”

Then she will hold my hand.

I’ll try my best to pretend not to understand, dragging out the time.

He swallowed his saliva.

“All right, let’s do it.”

But before he could act, one of his friends standing next to him found the disassembled puzzle in his hand and shouted.

“Look at this! Charlie solved a grade 4 puzzle!”

“Wow! Grade 4?”

“Without any help?”

“We’ve only been messing with our puzzle for less than 3 hours!”

“Ella, how long did it take you to solve that the first time?”

Charlie looked at Ella, feeling a pang of regret.

She was squinting at him with a hardened face, her lips pursed.

“8 hours……”

The children gasped at her reluctant admission.

“Wow!”

“Charlie solved it in 3 hours, while Ella took 8……”

He raised his hand in embarrassment.

“No, no. I’m three years older than Ella. Ella, you solved this a few years ago, right?”

“Two years ago……”

“See! I am 5 years older than you when I solved this……”

But Charlie couldn’t continue speaking.

Ella was already leaving the room with a grim expression.

She had been the leader of the children with her outstanding acrobatic skills at school.

But since Charlie’s appearance, she had been gradually losing her position to him.

“Ella?”

He called out to her, but his voice was drowned out by the cheers of his surrounding friends.

“Amazing, Charlie!”

“Can you show us how you did it?”

Charlie awkwardly smiled amidst his friends.

Continuously telling himself that this wasn’t what he intended.

“There were times like that.”


Charlie smiled as he reminisced, watching as the original puzzle was auctioned off to someone.

The next item was placed in front of the auctioneer.

It was what was depicted on the banner at the entrance of the auction house.

It was today’s main protagonist and the last item up for auction.

Three hours had passed imperceptibly.

Perhaps it was because only sought-after items for circus enthusiasts were coming up, time seemed to fly by.

Seven magical hats of Crazy Hatter, known as the master of hat magic.

The original deck of cards from Diamond Queen, who laid the foundation for card tricks.

And the original escape series from the Escape King which just passed by.

There were mostly items from old magicians.

There weren’t many items from acrobats.

It was natural since magicians had been performing at high-class parties and building their reputation for a long time, but acrobats mainly operated in the streets.

The acrobats started to gain real fame after the emergence of the ‘Quintet’.

Wouldn’t it have been great if Ella had come with me?

Charlie leaned against the roof and got up.

Dirt and grass fell from his clothes.

“So, the last item is something that circus enthusiasts can never miss. Haha, yes. It’s the item you’ve all been waiting for. Did you all read the article yesterday? The ‘dust’ mentioned there has come up for auction. It’s called….”

“Hey!”

“Charlie!”

Charlie looked away from the auction house window.

Two guys, a big guy and a small boy, were approaching him from across the street.

Charlie forced an awkward smile.

The two of them happened to appear just now, reminding him of the unpleasant sight of his friends involved in the seesaw puzzle.

“What’s with that smile? It’s annoying.”

The big guy looked at him with an annoyed expression.

Charlie glanced at his nostrils, which flared depending on his emotions, and then lowered his head.

“No, I was just thinking about something else for a moment…… So, what’s up?”

Instead of answering, the small boy next to the big guy handed him a magazine.

He found a familiar face on the page spread open by the boy.

“Reyna.”

The girl with whom he had competed fiercely in the entrance exam four years ago had become a mature woman, gracing the cover of a magazine.

“Not there. Next to her.”

At the boy’s words, Charlie flipped the magazine.

Standing face to face with Reyna was a figure they both knew, hands on hips, staring each other down.

“Ella.”

He murmured wistfully, almost involuntarily.

Neither the young man nor the boy commented on the warmth in his voice.

Both of them felt similarly like Charlie.

However, because a friend who would get angry was in their group, they had refrained from talking about Ella so far.

Charlie read the article written below the photo.

It was about Reyna and Ella, who had fought a close battle in the Lekachep entrance exam.

Reyna had won with a score of 13 wins to 12 losses.

Ella lost?

Charlie was momentarily taken aback, but he thought it was possible if Reyna was the opponent.

Her talent was comparable to his own.

“Lekachep, is that where Charlie went to school?”

“Yeah. It’s one of the six theaters.”

The boy turned the magazine over and pointed to a passage in the article.

“Ella’s circus is participating in the exam in October.”

“It’s still over a month away. She’ll probably stay there until then.”

“What are you going to do?”

‘Lekachep.’

Charlie recalled the place he had spent several years.

She was there now.

“What about the master?”

“He’s been lying down for a year. Now it seems like he can gradually get up and about. The brothers and sisters working in other circuses and those working here will chip in for the hospital bills, so there shouldn’t be any problem.”

Charlie sighed at his words.

“Yeah? That’s a relief. Compared to him, we’re really bad disciples.”

The young man and the boy stiffened their expressions at his words.

They understood what he meant.

“Let’s go.”

The three of them called the remaining two scattered in the city and prepared to leave for Vegas.

The auction house became noisy as he left.

The highlight of this auction, the last item, had finally found its owner after a fierce battle.

The auctioneer smiled as he watched the casually dressed man in the audience walk up.

The auction he had planned had yielded a much larger profit than expected.

Especially the last item had gone up ten times the expected bid price.

The auction price had doubled, and then it had risen so much through the confrontation between the two factions.

‘Is this item really that special?’

The auctioneer looked at the powders filling the glass jar.

Shimmering fragments that looked like they were made from splitting stars filled it to the brim.

The bidder signed the ownership documents provided by the auction house.

Two names alternated.

The name of the signer and that of his employer.


In such cases, the legal representative of the owner often appeared instead of the owner himself.

Especially if the owner lived far away, the probability was high.

The auctioneer confirmed the owner’s name and smiled, imagining the commission he would receive.

“Thank you. With this, the ownership of this item has been transferred to Marquis Slagbrot.”

The glass jar was carefully packed and shipped to Yeterinpuurk under tight security.



 
  
    Chapter 164: Demon in the Bottle – 3


Two days after the draft ended, Ella and I found ourselves at Tettromino Plaza.

It was because of the announcement made by the school during yesterday’s induction ceremony.

The six main theaters, as a basic gesture, distributed several free tickets to their shows to the participants of the competition.

Rose Windmill Cabaret did the same.

They provided tickets not only for halls 2 and 3, where the Circus Grand Prix battles were taking place, but also for hall 1.

However, we didn’t have the opportunity to use the tickets for hall 1.

The cabaret was a place offering provocative dances and songs for adults.

Ella and Maya couldn’t use them, and the naïve rural lady, Yurakne, felt ashamed to go to such a place.

Anais was too busy since the opening ceremony to make time for it.

With no one else to go with other than me and Sven after the test was over, we mentioned the idea of sneaking a visit after the exams but had to give up after receiving consecutive gazes from Yurakne, Ella, and Maya.

Lekachep also offered opportunities for watching performances, like the other theaters.

However, the method here was different.

This place was called a theater, but its essence was a school.

The performances shown here were all small-scale, held periodically by student clubs rotating.

So the school decided to provide not only free tickets but also opportunities to observe classes.

The Vice Principal, Elpara, declared during yesterday’s induction ceremony that any teenager affiliated with the Circus Grand Prix teams could attend classes at Lekachep.

There was a reason why the school announced this in the middle of the competition.

The opening ceremony of the competition was held on May 31st.

After that, from June to August, for three months, there was no occasion to announce about observing classes at Lekachep because it coincided with Lekachep’s summer vacation period.

Announcing this information before the opening ceremony might have led to circus troupes exploiting the opportunity to accept money and admit many minors.

To prevent this, the school had kept it secret until now.

She also announced the rules to be followed to observe classes.

First, the circus troupe had to be staying in Yeterinpuurk.

So the circus troupe couldn’t just leave for another city, leaving the kids to enjoy school life alone.

And although it might seem obvious, students had to wear uniforms inside the school.

The professors didn’t want to see hundreds of students wandering around the school in casual clothes, as that would disrupt the order.

It was already famous for the number of injuries occurring here, and if the atmosphere became chaotic as well, it could lead to uncontrollable confusion.

Because of this uniform rule, Ella and I were at the plaza today.

She wanted to experience Lekachep’s classes, and to do that, she had to buy a uniform.

Of course, I could have used the “wardrobe” feature to immediately put on the uniform.

But there was no need to waste precious debulroots when the situation could be solved with money.

She knew about this situation, so she came out to get the uniform even though it meant reducing practice time.

When she was at the Golden Carnival, I explained to her the reason why I couldn’t keep the voice chat connected to her.

My magic has limited resources.

The alley next to the school was packed with stores for students.

Stores for magic and acrobatics equipment.

A shoe store advertising the latest functional sneakers.

Pet shops selling animals for taming classes.

And there was also a Slagbrot snack souvenir shop seen all over the city.

We rummaged through the alley like that and finally found a uniform store.

Inside the store, it was already bustling with teenagers.

Kids from other circus troupes, freshmen, and current students were mixed together without distinction.

“Male students, please go to the store across the street!”

“Female students, come this way!”

The clerks were shouting while carrying stacks of thick gym clothes.

We grabbed an old employee with a tearful tape measure.

She looked over Ella from top to bottom, lifting her thick glasses.

“Are you a freshman?”

“No, I’m here to observe classes!”

“Oh, your voice is deep. What major are you aiming for?”

“Taming!”

“I see.”

As she asked and answered, the old woman measured Ella’s body here and there with the tape measure.

“Hips, waist, chest, measurements…”

“I’d appreciate it if you didn’t say it out loud!”

Ella looked at me briefly, her face turning red, and shouted.

“Okay. How long are you going to be here?”

“Except for the exam preparation period, um, about a month?”

“Really? Then about five gym uniforms should be enough.”

Ella’s eyes widened at her words.

“Five sets?”

“That’s a conservative estimate. You don’t know how quickly students here wear out clothes as much as they get injured. Some students come to get them repaired several times a week. Gym uniforms at Lekachep are consumables.”

I picked up a gym uniform hanging on a hanger and held it up.

“Is it because the clothes are made too thin?”

The old clerk made a clicking noise at my words.

“Aren’t you with the circus? If we make them thick and tough, of course, the clothes will be fine. But they’ll be a hindrance during acrobatic practice.”

“Ah, I see.”

Ella had never had her clothes torn during practice until now.

Even now, she managed difficult acrobatics in her red leotard and skirt, wearing heels.

Of course, that was only applicable to her.

Ordinary students seemed to experience torn knees, ripped buttocks, or snagged clothes even while wearing such light gym uniforms during acrobatic practice.

Because of this, the uniform store stocked a considerable amount of gym clothes.

So, one could purchase the necessary clothes right away without waiting.

“What about those clothes?”

Ella tossed the purchased gym uniforms into my arms and pointed to a corner of the store.

There were white uniforms there that combined neatness and splendour.

“Those are worn for competitions. Freshmen rarely wear them… Are you planning to attend the freshman welcome party?”

“Oh, is there such a thing? Great! Please give me one of those too!”

“Haha, wait a moment. Unlike gym clothes, these need to be fitted precisely.”


The old clerk examined the clothes hanging on the rack and nodded.

“It seems there’s nothing that fits the students perfectly. Unlike gym clothes, it’s difficult to use these directly from the stock. They need to be tailored to fit the body. It will take some alterations.”

“Will it take long?”

“We have many customers right now, so we can’t do it immediately. Come back in about three hours.”

It took one and a half hours to return from here to the villa.

We had to return immediately.

So, we decided to spend time near the plaza.

“We should eat lunch outside, shouldn’t we?”

“We’ll probably have dinner once we’re back.”

“Oh, then shall we go to the place we went to a month ago?”

“That café? Sure.”

We strolled through the square together like that.

She naturally linked her arm with mine.

It had been over a month since she lost her memory.

Now, I didn’t hesitate and accepted her linked arm naturally.

On the way, there was also the factory we visited last weekend.

She, who had been silently observing me, pointed to the banner in front of the factory.

“Oh, look at that! At Slagbrot, they have specially made celebration cakes for anniversaries.”

“I see.”

My indifferent reaction seemed to slightly freeze her expression.

“Hmm…”

“Why?”

“Oh, no, I was just wondering… Are specially made cakes for anniversaries tastier?”

“Well, they might be. If you use too many ingredients to make a certain shape, it might disrupt the balance, though.”

Even with my answer, she murmured with a slightly dissatisfied expression.

“…Is that so?”

She walked in silence for a while like that.

She had been excited just a moment ago when we started walking together.

But now, she was silent, seemingly discontented about something.

Just as I was about to inquire about the reason, she suddenly spoke up.

“Come to think of it, it’ll soon be exactly one year since leaving my hometown.”

“Has it been that long already?”

It had been five months since I crossed over to this world.

They said it had been about six months since Wonderstein and she met, so it seemed like a year was accurate.

“Do you remember?”

She glanced at me briefly as she spoke.

“My leaving day was my birthday.”

“Oh, was it?”

Nodding, I suddenly realized something and opened my mouth.

If it was her birthday a year ago?

Finally, I realized what she wanted to say.

I nodded and laughed coolly.

“Hahaha.”

“Hmph. Why are you laughing? What’s so funny?”

She seemed to know why I was laughing too, but she didn’t stop glaring at me.

[Member Quest-Birthday Cake” has been activated.]

The system also notified me of the quest

I speculated why it didn’t respond even though she clearly had something in mind.

It must have been because there were two conflicting desires in her heart.

Her desire for me to have noticed on my own and her desire to have a birthday cake.

The Quest was suppressed due to the conflict between these two desires, but it was activated just now as the former was fulfilled, triggering the latter.

I approached her gently as she pursed her lips.

“I’m sorry. I forgot Ella’s birthday.”

She hesitated for a moment at my words, then lowered her head.

“It’s not just about the birthday.”

“What?”

She let out a small sigh.

A deep disappointment spread across her face.

“After all, that day is the anniversary of our circus troupe’s founding. It’s the day you and I started traveling together.”

“Oh.”

Only then did I understand the disappointment that crossed her face.

That day was more than just a ‘birthday’ for the two of us.

She walked ahead as if she was deflated.

As I tried to follow her, another quest window popped up to block my way.

[“Member Quest-Do you know what day it is today?” has been activated.]

It was also from her.

The condition was simple.

I had to resolve her anger before we arrived at the cafe.

I begged her desperately, and thanks to that, I was able to complete the quest 20 seconds before reaching the café.

As a reward, she demanded that I “feed her lunch with my own hands” for the day.

It was an embarrassing demand to make, enough to make my face turn red, but as we were only 20m away from the cafe, I had no choice but to accept it.

When we arrived at the cafe, we unexpectedly found a familiar face there.

A girl with a white face wearing a sweater and a pinafore skirt sat somewhat awkwardly at the table wearing a beret.

“Maya!”

Ella greeted her warmly.

“Director. Assistant Director”

She greeted us with a very dry voice.

“Was this the place you said you come every day? This café? Is it tasty?”

“I don’t come here because it’s tasty.”

The expression of the owner grandmother, who was bringing the menu from behind, became very gloomy.

“I had business at the plaza, so I ended up sitting here for a long time.”

I could tell what she was researching by looking at the pattern she had floating in the air and the diagram written in her notebook.

It was a puzzle on the Tettromino Plaza.

“Oh, that.”

I tried to pretend I knew it, but she cut me off.

“I’ll handle it myself. Don’t interfere.”

I felt awkward and stepped back.

Why is she so cold?

Her liking for me felt like something was wrong.

The food came out shortly after we ordered.

The owner grandmother brought our meals to Ella and me respectively.

“Well, let’s enjoy the meal.”

As I was about to pick up my utensils, I noticed Ella was staring at me intently.

She had her arms crossed and hadn’t touched her utensils.

Maya looked back and forth between us, not knowing why she was acting that way.


Ah.

The promise I made to her.

At that moment.

For the third time today, a member quest popped up.

[“Member Quest-Ah~” has been activated.]



 
  
    Chapter 165: Demon in the Bottle – 4


Last Saturday, Maya lost control of her magic for a moment.

As Wonderstein and Reyna embraced each other on stage, telekinesis went haywire.

As a result, the cake decorations they made fell to the ground and got ruined.

Seeing the effort go to waste, Reyna’s face turned into a frown.

A perverse satisfaction arose in Maya’s heart.

Of course, it was something she shouldn’t do to her respected mentor.

Moreover, her action led to another embarrassment.

She felt remorse for her actions.

Maya analyzed the accident and her behavior objectively today.

The result made her realize she was caught in a shallow ‘Papiflux’.

Papiflux, also known as ‘Whispering of the Mind of the Master Cinepecus’, was another name for it.

Cinepecus was known to appear when practitioners sought enlightenment, whispering distractions into their ears.

People called it Papiflux.

He was a lover of gossip, rumors, and fame.

He enjoyed murmurs of unproductive, emotional, blind, and irrational nature.

On one hand, she was ashamed of her behavior.

Yet she couldn’t escape it.

It was the essence of Cinepecus and his limitation.

So, he envied those who attempted to surpass his limitations.

Religious seekers and scholars pursuing new truths were his targets.

He whispered into their ears to lead them astray.

Rumors.

Baseless suspicions.

Irresponsible gibberish.

Seductive instigations.

There was no room for it in a straightforward pursuit.

The religious could dispel it through meditation  and scholars through logic.

But it wasn’t easy.

Papiflux was the cause of scholars losing their minds when faced with challenges.

Maya revisited the cause of the outbreak of “Papiflux” within her.

There was no need to ponder for long.

The answer came quickly.

Wonderstein.

He was the key.

She found a way to fill the empty canvas of her mind.

The one who offered a torch in the darkness she wandered.

By entrusting her heart to him, she could realize Wally.

She didn’t know if she could go further by entrusting her heart to him.

But there were too many obstacles on that path for her to endure.

It was annoying that he had an interest in other women.

It was annoying that he didn’t show interest in her.

It was hard to see him smiling at other women.

The emotions she had to endure in the process of filling the canvas of her mind were painful.

For her, pursuing perfect logic, it was an unpleasant dissonance.

“I’d rather not have such feelings at all.”

What was the reason she gave up on illusion in the first place?

Because of the parts that couldn’t be understood by logic.

Those feelings, which were nothing special for ordinary people, were poisonous to her.

She could be visited by “Papiflux” as she is now.

“The devil envies the hatching bird. The devil whispers to the bird. The outside world is scary, you can’t fly, the egg is precious. The name of the devil who makes the bird trying to be born return to the egg is Cinepecus.”

The philosopher’s words came to mind, saying not to fear the devil’s whispers and always move towards the truth.

But Maya decided to return to the path she had been walking rather than recklessly challenge the mystery.

The new world she faced was too unfamiliar and dangerous for her.

Yeah. Let’s give up selling mysterious things.

Let the illusion of Wally go away.

I don’t need that.

I’ll just go forward with pure logic.

Nyaaaaah!

Deeply into the heart, she stuffed the complaining cat.

However, within a few hours of making up her mind, her determination wavered greatly.

After visiting the factory, the next day, she decided to leave the villa early in the morning.

The puzzle on the floor of Tettromino Plaza.

It was to grind her mind with a logical task that suited her.

She went to find the director’s bedroom to greet him as usual.

“You’re leaving a little early today?”

“I have something urgent to attend to. Are you okay, sir? You slept longer than usual today.”

Wonderstein seemed to have just woken up, sitting on the bed with the blanket wrapped around him.

“Yes. No problem. Just a bit tired from yesterday’s work. Are you going to Tettromino Plaza again today?”

“Yes.”

Maya scrutinized his bed carefully.

The atmosphere emanating from him was different from usual.

He, who always dressed neatly in a suit and awaited her, was now tossing in bed in his pyjamas.

Her eyes, trained to grasp three-dimensional forms, were sharper than anyone else’s.

The shape of the blanket covering him seemed odd.

The blanket was drawing curves that his body couldn’t create as usual.

Maya could recognize it immediately because she had always observed Wonderstein’s body whenever she had the chance.

She even sensed a slight movement in the blanket.

It felt like some big beast was wriggling inside.

But she couldn’t continue her observation.


“Alright then. Have a good day.”

Because he had waved her away.

Maya glanced at the inside of his blanket for a moment and nodded her head.

It was something unrelated to her.

She gave up exploring the mystery.

She decided to clear the canvas of her mind.

To go back.

To her original logical self.

But it was hard to stop one part of her brain from rambling.

Maybe… that wriggling thing in the bed might be a physiological phenomenon that men experience in the morning.

I’ve never seen it before. Is it supposed to move like that?

The movement of the blanket.

Could it be that it’s directed at me by the director…?

Maya almost groaned.

She quickly greeted him loudly to hide the crumbling of her expression.

“I’ll be on my way then.”

With that, Maya left the room and closed the door.

She took a deep breath to calm her trembling heart.

As she organized her thoughts and took a step forward.

A bolt of lightning struck her mind.

It could be described as the foot of audacious imagination.

Because of yesterday’s shock, that person suddenly emerged in her imagination.

Dad, I love you!

Reyna Maguire.

She shouted that she loved him while being embraced by the Director.

Her two arms wrapped around the Director’s neck, and her two legs held onto his waist.

And her lips touched the director’s cheek.

And then, another scene came to Maya’s mind.

Of course. I look forward to the future. You’ll become more mature in about seven years… Hehe.

The Director smiled as he looked over Reyna’s body.

Her head began to spin.

A three-dimensional space within the blanket was depicted.

Reyna’s body was wrapped around his.

The shape exactly matched the one she had seen in the blanket just now.

Forget. Forget it.

Don’t imagine things randomly.

Don’t get swept away by emotions.

Because it leads to confusion.

But despite her inner plea, her mind pictured two people lying on the bed, their lips locked in a kiss.

At that moment, her hand was opening the lid of the ‘Transparent Paint.’

Name: Transparent Paint

Target: Surface of an object

Effect: Generates paint that makes the target transparent. Duration depends on the concentration of magic.

Required Resources: Maya’s Favourability x30, Magic Power

The new tool she received at Dvalchep.

It was never intended for such a purpose.

But she painted her entire body transparent with psychic power.

It’s for seeking the truth.

To dispel doubts in her heart.

Completely transparent, she quietly approached the door.

Voices could be heard from inside.

“Haah, haah.”

“This must have been quite frustrating. But if we were caught, it would have led to a big misunderstanding.”

It wasn’t hard to guess who was under the covers.

Her intuition was correct.

The voice belonged to Reyna.

But what really bothered her was the manner of the Director’s speech.

He always used honorifics even to those much younger than himself.

It was disappointing even for her, who he treated as his disciple, but she thought it was just his way.

But he was using casual speech with someone else.

It was the first time she heard him address someone so familiarly.

“Oh, I understand… I’ll, I’ll go to my room.”

“Sure.”

Reyna stepped out of the room.

Her pajamas were soaked with sweat.

Maya stared blankly as she watched Reyna return to her room.

Why?

It hasn’t been long since they met.

Why is she in the Director’s bed?

Drenched in sweat.

A man and a woman.

Why?

In pajamas.

It’s obvious.

No way.

No way.

No way.

Did they spend the night together?

Did they sleep together?

She shook her head.

It couldn’t be.

Didn’t the Director just say that there could be misunderstandings?

Yeah. Misunderstandings.

That’s right.

She went to find the director early in the morning and hid under the bed suprised when she entered.

However, suspicion once ingrained did not easily leave.

She spent the whole day staring at the tiles in the square, lost in thought.

No developments or logic came to mind.

Just scenes she witnessed in the morning and scenes supplemented by her imagination kept coming back.

The sight of two people rolling naked in bed whispering love to each other.

“What troubles you, young lady?”

The elderly café owner had the discerning eye and hospitality skills befitting her experience.

She sensed a change even in Maya’s emotionless demeanour.

The café owner recommended a light drink mixed with vodka, and she spent time sipping it absentmindedly.

She returned to the villa that night, applied transparent paint to her body, and sat in front of Wonderstein’s door.

I must have seen it wrong.

Definitely.

I’ll prove it.

The director’s innocence.

So she guarded his room all night.

The next day, she was satisfied despite having a fever and feeling dizzy.

That girl didn’t even go near the director’s room.

Relieved.

It was a misunderstanding.

Thank goodness.

She’ll go back tomorrow.

Nothing serious will happen.

So she slept all day in the villa.

It was all because of the strain from the day before, both mentally and physically.

She woke up well past 11 at night.

Instinctively, she grabbed her clothes and headed out of the room.

It was to confirm one last time.

She headed towards the director’s room.

And she heard whispers even scarier than from Cinepecus.

Reyna’s voice was clearly coming from the director’s room.

She listened intently, but couldn’t make out the content.

It seemed like they were speaking softly because it was night.

What on earth are they doing?

This woman.

Maya flew out of the building using psychokinesis after applying transparent paint to her body.

She entered the room through the bathroom window.

Reyna finished speaking and was bowing deeply in front of the director.

Maya approached the two stealthily.


She saw Wonderstein leaning close to her ear.

What will the director say?

Tell her to stop whining and go back to her room?

Then, an unbelievable word shook her ears.

“Undress.”
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Maya hoped she had misheard.

The scene before her eyes.

The sounds she heard in her ears.

Everything contradicted her belief.

Wonderstein.

The man she admired, the one who always showed a reverent attitude even in front of hell, was now calling a grown virgin into the room and whispering for her to undress.

Sir.

Did I hear wrong?

Right?

Maya clenched her fists tightly as she looked at Reyna.

She expected a certain reaction.

It would prove she had misheard.

Unfortunately, Reyna’s reaction was contrary to Maya’s expectations.

Her face turned red, then she nodded her head.

“Uh, I’ll undress.”

She began to undo the knots and buttons on her clothes.

Maya’s eyes watching this were filled with despair.

She threw off her coat.

Her top and bottom flowed down her curvy body one by one.

Wonderstein smiled as he admired her backside.

He was enjoying seeing his counterpart dignifiedly undress according to his words.

Maya felt like she was falling into the abyss of infinite darkness.

This was Sir Wonderstein?

This… Reyna’s shoulders, waist, and legs gradually revealed their white skin.

Now, all that remained was the underwear she wore underneath.

He got up from the bed and approached her from behind.

Maya couldn’t bear it and turned her head away.

She didn’t have the courage to watch anymore.

I don’t want to be here anymore.

She cautiously stepped back with trembling legs.

As she did, the clothes rustled against her back.

“I… I’m here.”

“Come here.”

Maya’s chest tightened.

She had finally taken off all her underwear.

She hurried into the bathroom.

In the dark space, she leaned against the wall and took deep breaths.

She wanted to deny what she had seen.

She wanted to believe it was a hallucination.

Should I look again?

Maybe it was a misunderstanding.

Yeah. Sir Wonderstein has healed people through magic until now.

Reyna might have some illness on her body.

Right. Surely…

Then, through the crack in the door, she heard the voices of the two.

“Can you spread it a bit, Reyna? It’s hard to put it in.”

“Okay. Be careful when you put it in. It’s a bit small….”

Maya gasped in surprise.

Their conversation was more explicit than she had imagined.

“It does look like that for sure. Hm? But this one’s pink. Hehe, it’s a bit different from your usual image, isn’t it?”

“Haha, it’s, itchy. Th-there’s a reason for that….”

Enough!

She closed her eyes tightly, opened the bathroom window, and pushed the air with her telekinesis.

Each word exchanged between the two seemed to burn her brain cells white.

Her body swayed as if flying through the sky.

Wonderstein looked at the top Reyna handed to him.

This pink one with frills certainly didn’t suit her, who played the role of an ice princess.

“It was made a few years ago.”

“A few years ago?”

“I’ll explain after I’ve put it all on.”

“Alright.”

Wonderstein made an effort to tuck her opposite arm into her sleeve. Perhaps because the clothes were small, they struggled and grunted together. The frill, which should have been around her waist, tickled between her armpits. She burst into laughter again.

Maya sat crouched on the roof of the villa.

It was the farthest place from Wonderstein’s room.

From downstairs, the sound of Womon snoring loudly could be heard.

The moonlight illuminated her pale face.

Her expression was still indifference itself.

But how many emotions were stirring beneath it would be hard for others to guess.

She stared into the void for a while.

What would the two of them be doing by now?

She didn’t want to imagine, but the scene in the room played out in her mind.

Wonderstein caressing Reyna’s naked body, indulging in pleasure.

Reyna responding with pleasure.

The tiles around where she sat on the roof trembled.

Her magic was causing telekinetic waves on its own.

But she had no desire to control it.

It’s not surprising, is it?

I knew.

I knew he was like that.


He becomes dissolute when involved with women.

She gripped the edge of her dress tightly until her white hands turned blue.

But why does he treat her so casually?

Using honorifics with me.

I offered to be your disciple….

But he refused.

Is he teaching her acrobatics?

Is that why he’s talking so casually?

Why does he keep his distance from me?

Aren’t I his disciple?

Is she really his disciple?

Are you someone who sleeps with your disciples?

While being so affectionate towards a girl you barely know?

Maya continued to stare into the void with her usual expressionless face.

For hours.

Wonderstein.

He filled her mind.

Ironically, while she claimed to be his disciple, she knew very little about her master.

Just his name, age, and a few abilities.

Partly because of her inherently indifferent personality, and partly because he never opened up about his past.

She heard the sound of clock ringing.

She had been sitting on the roof until dawn.

Struggling to hold on to the telekinetic waves, she floated herself into the air.

She made her way back to her room, trying to avoid the direction where the director’s room was.

She was curious.

What the director looked like now.

But if she happened to see the two of them writhing naked on the bed.

Or heard the sounds of the two of them making love.

If she were to face such a sight, she didn’t know if her heart’s canvas could withstand the shock and tear apart.

Even now, with her magic control crumbling, she was afraid of how it would affect her magic.

Back in her room, she lowered her head.

I have to erase this.

These emotions.

I have to empty it.

The canvas of my heart.

With determination, she went down to breakfast.

There were Wonderstein and Reyna.

The two exchanged awkward glances and engaged in formal conversation.

Maya chuckled inwardly.

Until now, she had been fooled by their acting.

Even when her factory tour was hijacked, she just thought it was bad luck.

But now she knew.

The two of them had clearly been sneaking around, enjoying secret rendezvous behind people’s backs since then.

It disgusted her.

Both of them.

But she suppressed her feelings.

After all, he was someone she had decided to erase from her heart.

She decided not to care.

While the group went to school to conclude the draft, she went to the cafe they had visited before.

The owner greeted her.

“Guest, you’re here again today.”

She unfolded her notebook on the table and sat down.

But still, the schematics didn’t come to mind.

The events of last night kept flashing before her eyes.

She lowered her head.

“Madam, please give me something stronger than what I had before.”

At her words, the owner covered her mouth with her hand.

“Goodness. Can our little miss handle something stronger than that?”

“It’s been tough.”

“…Alright.”

The old women immediately went and made the drink she had made the night before.

The amount of ingredients was the same as before.

But this time, she doubled the vodka.

She added two spoonfuls with a teaspoon as tiny as a ear.

With this, the alcohol content of the drink became 1%.

“How is it?”

“It’s definitely stronger.”

Watching Maya describe a drink with an alcohol content less than half of beer as strong, the old women laughed inwardly.

She’s such a cute girl, calling this strong.

Feeling a bit relieved, she was able to erase the events of last night from her mind.

She continued to study the puzzle a little more before returning to the carriage.

There, the Assistant Director who had returned after two weeks was present.

While Maya had resolved not to pay attention, her gaze kept going to Ella.

She looked at the Director’s hand resting on her shoulder.

Did he touch Reyna’s chest with that hand, or feel her up?

And did he… put his hand in?

Would the Assistant Director know what happened during these two weeks?

“Did you miss me?”

To Ella’s question, Wonderstein smiled and nodded.

“Haha, I did. But there were good parts too. Reyna had abilities that Ella didn’t.”

Assistant Director, dont be fooled.

He didn’t mean it in the way you’re thinking.

She repeated that to herself.

As soon as she returned to the villa, she collapsed onto her bed.

It was definitely because of the previous day’s strain.

So she went out to the plaza again the next day, and the day after that.

It was to bury other problems by delving into logical problems.

Mostly, she ended up at the cafe where she had been indebted before.

The owner welcomed her warmly.

She now even gave her snacks for free as she talked to her.

“This is a new product that will be out tomorrow. Try it.”

She looked at the snack the old women offered.

“I’ve already tried it.”

“Huh? Where? Oh, don’t tell me you went on the factory tour after hearing about it?”

“Yes.”

Maya slightly avoided her gaze, feeling uncomfortable with her attention.

The old women didn’t miss it.

She knew from experience what such behaviour from a girl meant.

“Who did you go with? Oh, right. You said you were on a trip. Is there a guy you like in the group?”

A guy she likes…

Maya nodded her head absentmindedly.

Not interested.

Such a man.

A playboy who only messes with her mind.

“No.”

That was when it happened.

Wonderstein and Ella walked into the café arm in arm.

“Maya!”

“Director, Assistant Director.”

The two sat opposite her.

The elderly waitress brought the menu, and the two ordered food.

Maya focused on the diagram written in her notebook.

She had to concentrate on it, or she felt like her gaze would wander elsewhere.

But her efforts were in vain, her attention kept diverting to the man sitting across from her.

Wonderstein immediately noticed and he opened his mouth to speak about her research.

“Oh, that’s…”

“I’ll handle it myself. Please don’t interfere.”

Her cold response made him back off with a charming smile.

Maya still respected him as her mentor, but in her current state of confusion, she didn’t want to give him any opportunity to intervene.

Soon, the meal arrived.

The owner grandmother glanced at Maya’s expression, then glanced at Wonderstein’s face.

There seems to be an age gap…

He’s quite handsome though.

But he doesn’t seem interested in our young lady?

Maya pulled a small pancake towards herself from the food on the table.

It was what she had ordered.

“I’ll enjoy this.”

She said so and reached for the knife.

No, she tried to reach for it.

She stopped her movement as she looked at the two people sitting across from her.

Ella was staring at Wonderstein with folded arms, looking a bit mischievous.

He was wearing a slightly embarrassed smile.

She ignored the inner whisper telling her not to be interested and asked, “What’s wrong?”

Ella glanced at her and then opened her mouth with a mischievous smile.

“I have someone feeding me today.”

“What… do you mean?”

Instead of answering her question, Ella just opened her mouth.


“Oh.”

Maya couldn’t understand what she was trying to do for a moment.

Her actions, her words, were clear in their meaning.

But it was too difficult to accept because the place it was happening, the person doing it, the target being demanded of, were all too unreasonable.

Yet Maya’s common sense was denied once again today.
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[On the third week of August, on the day of the entrance exam in Lekachep, the 11th exam began at the Rose Windmill Cabaret.

The competition between the 20 circus troupes that participated in the opening ceremony in Luz has all ended.

A total of 10 circus troupes won stars, while the defeated 10 circus troupes went back to the end of the line to wait for a retest.

During this time, as circus troupes from other cities joined, new faces were added to the match schedule here and there. However, there were none between the circus troupes that lost in the first and second weeks.

Two teams faced each other.

It was Pandora Magic Show versus Papal Circus.

The two circus troupes that lost to Silver Veil Circus and Mango Troupe waited nearly three months for another test.

The gamblers in Luz predicted Pandora’s overwhelming victory.

There was a simple analysis that receiving two stars was better than receiving one, but considering the theme of the contest, Pandora’s side had the upper hand.

The theme of the cabaret exam was profitability.

The key to the exam was who could generate higher revenue.

Pandora, as a venerable classic magic show catering to the affluent, offered delicious food and boasted considerable quality in the souvenirs it sold. Needless to say, their flagship work, the Escape Puzzle series, was of such high quality that it could even appear in upscale auction houses.

Papal Circus’s sales strategy was comparatively lacklustre.

They ended up losing to a circus troupe like Mango Troupe with zero stars.

Of course, they had nearly eight weeks of time.

During that time, the strategies of the circus troupes competing in the matches evolved while referring to the previous matches.

In particular, the strategy adopted by Wonderstein in the third week had a significant impact on subsequent matches.

Emphasizing the stardom and personality of acrobats had the power to allow circus troupes with relatively lower skills to make significant profits.

However, it was almost impossible for Papal to use that.

Because of the inherent problems Papal Circus had.

Papal Circus’s main acrobatics were ground skills.

Ground skills were acrobatics where performers supported or flung themselves with their bodies, and among the five traditional acrobatics it was the oldest.

As can be inferred from the phrases “skilled performer” or “skilled at something,” ground skills could be considered the foundation of all acrobatics.

Papal Circus’s ground skills were acknowledged by everyone in the industry to be excellent.

The acrobats mechanically emphasized cooperation among themselves, leaving no room for flexibility.

They moved stiffly like soldiers, and their response to the audience’s cheers was relatively low.

Even their attire reinforced such an image.

All of Papal’s acrobats wore black tights and masks.

No wonder their acrobatics were impressive to experts, but a bit austere for the enjoyment of the general public.

Pandora, on the other hand, captured the audience’s hearts with the showmanship and excellent communication skills of Lweeni while maintaining the quality of the performance.

A clear victory for Pandora was heavily predicted unless there were major changes.

Thus began the 11th week of the competition.

Surprisingly, a significant change occurred.

In the final settlement, Papal Circus narrowly surpassed Pandora.

Lweeni’s health issues resurfaced as a reason for the victory or defeat.

He almost suffered a “real accident” during the escape show.

Although he escaped safely, he injured his waist and part of his leg in the process.

Of course, if that was the only reason, Pandora’s side would not have lost.

There was also a change on Papal Circus’s side, which had previously only presented conservative acrobatics.

An acrobat with both star power and character emerged.

Originally, Papal would come out with the director, Hopps, blowing a trumpet and commanding the black-clad lackeys.

However, in this match, they unveiled a new member.

She was a red-haired girl in flamboyant gypsy attire.

She assisted Hopps on stage and even jumped onto the stage to participate in the acrobatics.

It reminded people of Wonderstein’s strategy.

They also initially had a male director alone on stage but later added a female presenter.

She received significant attention from her first appearance.

Her appearance stood out among the black-clad lackeys.

Papal copied the previous circus troupes’ strategies and sold her dolls, autographs, and portraits.

It could generate absurd profits compared to the raw material prices.

People wondered where she suddenly came from.

They noticed that the recruitment restrictions had been lifted last week. Perhaps they recruited new talents at that time.

There was speculation about her being there from the start but it was quickly dismissed.

Because all the members of Papal Circus were known to be men.

Papal’s acrobatics involved a lot of physical contact between members.

And if a woman was among them, there was no way people wouldn’t have noticed until now.]

“Absolutely not!”

“Don’t add false words.”

The protagonist of the article growled.

Her colleagues around Hopps burst into laughter.

“Hahaha, indeed, if you only look at the figure, it’s hard to tell who’s a woman. In fact, the chest of Mr. Muscular No. 8 is bigger….”

“Shut up! Before I rip your mouth off!”

The girl flashed her eyes with a curse.

“Oops! Scary!”

The young member who made the joke stepped back playfully, laughing.

It had been 10 days since the Papal Circus left Luz and arrived in Yeterinpuurk yesterday.

They had finished breakfast and were flipping through the magazine they had just bought, reading the articles.

Among them were reviews of their performance.

The article was focusing on a new emerging acrobat rather than their performance.

Of course, if you were a member of the Papal Circus, you knew that she wasn’t a newcomer.

She was the director Hopps blood relative, and they had been together since the circus was founded.

With a more than 20-year age difference between them, they could be considered as a father and son, but they were actually siblings.

And not just ordinary siblings.

Hopps, a graduate of the 7th generation of Lekcahep, joined the circus after graduating from school.

At that time, Lekachep’s status was not as high as it is now. Moreover, there were many acrobats, and newcomers were said to have to sweep the floor with a broom for three years.

Originally, Hopps planned to hone his skills there, learn about running the circus, and gradually prepare for his own circus.

But the world changed suddenly.

Just two years after he got a job, a major accident occurred.

It was a terrorist attack at the Sky City Hippodrome.


As a result, many active acrobats lost their lives.

Thanks to that, the world suffered from a shortage of acrobats.

Three years after the terrorist attack, he left the circus earlier than expected to fulfil his dream.

The place he found was his hometown.

It was to inform his family of his survival after a long time.

He didn’t have any affection for his father or his remarried mother.

He just imagined that if his father heard about the terrorist attack at the Circus Grand Prix, he would immediately check the list of casualties, and if his name wasn’t there, he would rush to the government office to file a missing person report, waiting impatiently for five years until the missing person status turned into a death declaration, and then decided to face his grandmother’s inheritance land that was bequeathed to him quickly.

When he opened the door of his house, the first thing he saw was his father, who was about to throw a 4-year-old child at his third wife.

Hopps muttered, recalling the memories of flying through the sky when he was young.

No matter how many times he married, that bastard’s personality didn’t change at all.

He remembered the graduation project his team had made for the Lekachep entrance exam.

It was catching a ball shot from a cannon without being pushed back and forth.

Hopps caught the child flying toward him.

It was slower than the ball flying in the exam, but he rolled back several times.

In the exam, it was enough to catch the ball, but here, he had to protect the child from the impact.

After putting the child down and exchanging harsh curses with his father, they both demonstrated their resilience, and then he went into the room and took the land document.

He found that the child he had just catched was waiting for him at the entrance of the yard.

He was fair-skinned for a boy, and his eyes were fierce for a girl.

If his father hadn’t heard curses from this and that woman, he wouldn’t have been able to determine whether it was a boy or a girl now.

She approached the man smoking a cigarette and spoke.

“What kind of person are you?”

“An acrobat.”

“Do you make a lot of money?”

“I plan to make a lot.”

That’s how the conversation ended abruptly.

When he was about to finish smoking his cigarette, she spoke again.

“Can I come with you?”

Nonsense.

The story flows like this again.

He spat on the ground.

“No, I don’t give sympathy. Just because I helped you once doesn’t mean I have to keep helping you.”

“I know…”

The child muttered with a slightly gloomy expression.

Hopps looked away from her.

I grew up taking hits all the time, but look how well I turned out. She’ll figure it out.

She’s not the one who’s pitiful.

Those seniors and friends who died in terrorist attacks are the real pitiful ones.

He flicked the cigarette butt onto the ground, stamped it out with his foot, and slung the bag over his shoulder.

“But there are still suckers out there who keep helping. If that bastard starts causing trouble again after drinking, you know the house across the street where the old man raises pigs? Go there for safety. Despite his scary appearance, he’s gentle with kids. He cooks well too. I’ll pay off the meal debt I owe the old man on my way out. You can cover with another debt. And…”

Hopps stopped speaking as he saw the person he was talking to suddenly bend at the waist.

“Hey, what are you doing?”

He wasn’t really asking because he didn’t know what that action was.

He couldn’t not know what it was.

It was the preparatory move for one of the techniques of ground tricks, the ‘Lightning Spin’.

Spinning like a top in the air without touching the ground with hands.

“So this is how you do it?”

“Yeah!”

Before he could rush forward, her body spun swiftly through the air.

He frowned for a moment.

He expected to see her fall to the ground with her head or arms hitting the ground.

But what he saw was the child standing upright exactly where she had been.

She wobbled a bit before falling back and bumping her butt.

“Oh, damn, it worked fine during practice.”

She grumbled while dusting off her butt.

“How…?”

“I saw it in a book in the attic. Was it yours?”

Hopps remembered that there were a few textbooks left at home during school vacations.

Did that kid see them?

But could someone learn just by looking at them?

Even a four-year-old?

“Give me one more chance! I can do it well.”

“No, I’ve seen enough.”

“Really! During practice…”

He reached out towards the child who was patting her butt.

She hesitated for a moment before taking his hand and standing up.

“Can you leave your mom here?”

The child smiled brightly and nodded.

“It’s okay. She’s not my real mom. My dad remarried a year ago. My real mom ran away.”

Ah, she was that woman’s child.

“Come to think of it, you look a bit like her.”

“It’s going to be tougher than you think. Living the life of a drifter.”

“Harder than now?”

She rolled up her sleeve.

There, half of her skin was covered with dark blue and black bruises.

Damn.

Hopps cursed inwardly, but his expression remained stern.

“It’ll be tougher.”

At his words, the child who had been shivering for a moment squared her shoulders, determined.

“…Still, I want to give it a try. I’ll do my best. I won’t be a burden.”

“Alright. First, let’s get your signature here.”

He took out a piece of paper from his bag.

It was densely written with words and had blank spaces here and there.

“What’s this?”

“A contract.”

“A contract?”

“Yeah. I can’t stand being disorganized. Don’t think of half-heartedly tagging along as somebody’s sister. The guardian’s signature… you can get it with a few bucks.”

Hopps nodded, remembering the miserable farm life he spent with a stingy old man during his childhood.


“I’m the employer, Hopps. That’s my name… What’s yours?”

The redhead girl glanced at the contract.

Though she didn’t know what it was, she realized it was some kind of ritual to enter a new world.

She said in a cheerful voice, “Karen.”

That was how it started thirteen years ago, the journey of the two, at Papal Circus.
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“Baang.”

Hopps sounded the trumpet.

It was a signal to finish resting and start training.

The members of Papal Circus headed to their respective positions.

Only Hopps and Karen remained in the lounge.

Both had individual schedules for the day.

They started changing into their outdoor clothes.

Even as they undressed, they didn’t turn their heads or cover their bodies.

Seeing each other naked or being seen was trivial to them.

“What are you doing today?” Karen asked.

Adjusting the buttons of his shirt, Hopps replied, “Since I haven’t been to school in a while, I need to greet the professors.”

He was an alumni of this place.

If he visited the city without showing his face even once, the professors would be disappointed.

Besides, he needed to register for exams, so he had to visit the school at least once.

Wearing a suit, he wore the pendant of the 7th generation graduate around his neck and looked back.

There, his younger sister was wearing black full-body tights clinging tightly to her body.

He sighed unintentionally.

“Do you really plan to go out like that?”

“Of course not.”

She picked up a half-torn pair of pants from the floor and put them on, covering only the chest with a short vest.

Then, she completed her outing preparation by wearing worn-out sneakers.

With a dubious expression, Karen looked up at her brother and replied in a sulky voice, “Why are you suddenly like this? You know I always dress like this.”

“That’s true, but… You used to have short hair, so people thought you were a boy. Now that you’ve grown your hair long, it’s obvious you’re a girl.”

“What’s the big deal.”

Hopps inwardly sighed at her indifferent response.

Following the Rose Windmill confrontation, he had tried several times to dress her more like a typical girl.

However, she always insisted on wearing tights because they were comfortable.

Hopps didn’t consider himself strict regarding gender roles.

This wasn’t about gender issues.

If he told the young male members to dress like that and go out, they would all panic.

When she was in her early teens, she was treated as a strange boy, but now that was impossible.

Although her hair was messy and her gait was awkward, her beauty couldn’t be hidden.

Her beauty had developed rapidly over the past year.

And now that she had grown her hair long, she was clearly a girl.

People might understand if her tights were thick and black, like a gymnast’s, but what she usually wore was thin and revealing.

Adults who had seen her since she was a child accepted it, but younger members blushed with embarrassment.

But even if they protested, she responded with logic like, “I’ve seen those uncles staring at me since I was five.”

Hopps tried hard to maintain a bold and charismatic demeanour in front of the members.

But regarding his sister, it was hard to keep that up.

Originally, they had a policy of not interfering in each other’s affairs.

But after their father passed away, Hopps felt a sense of responsibility towards her.

So lately, his concern for his sister’s future had deepened.

She had just turned 17.

There could be much better opportunities for her than being a wandering acrobat.

Should he continue letting her follow him around?

Among the group of uncles staring at her?

He couldn’t be sure if he could raise his sister like this.

So today, taking her out was also about exploring new possibilities.

“While I take care of something at school, you’re going to get dressed in your school uniform,” he said.

“Oh, that’s annoying. Why do I have to go to school?”

Hopps threw her a perplexed look at her grumbling.

“Is it not good? When do you ever complain about wanting to hang out with the kids?”

“Ugh, when have I ever said such things…”

“If you want, I can get you enrolled in Lekachep School. I can also get you into other schools, not just the circus. Or, I can ask the sponsor to explore other options…”

Hopps stopped speaking.

It was because his sister was looking at him with a frown.

“What did I do wrong? Suddenly acting out of character? Didnt you used to exploit people with contracts?”

At the mention of contracts, Hopps wore a troubled expression.

The contract he had drawn up when she was four years old was akin to a slave contract.

It contained all sorts of unfair provisions, such as obeying the ringmaster’s orders unconditionally and receiving compensation only as much as the ringmaster saw fit.

Of course, Hopps didn’t really exploit her like a slave.

He just needed a means to control her during the challenging process of building the circus troupe.

But as she often said lately, his behaviour, whining about the contract in front of the children, while struggling, must have seemed so malicious. He often found himself crying a lot behind her back due to the betrayal.

So whenever the topic of contracts came up, Hopps had nothing to say to her.

“Don’t you suddenly ask me to do something else now? All I’ve learned here is sticking my head between the smelly armpits of the old men.”

“Ahem.”

A cough from the driver was heard.

The carriage they were riding in was a regular passenger carriage, so the soundproofing was poor.

“Hey, don’t misunderstand.”

Karen chuckled as she watched Hopps perplexed expression.

“Anyway, this time’s performance is happening, so don’t worry. It’s what the sponsor requested. Wasn’t it good that it became a hot topic? Let’s finish this and see. I’m off.”

Karen grabbed a lollipop from inside the carriage, hastily got out of the carriage.

“Wow, miss!”

The driver shouted in surprise, but she consumed the momentum energy of rotation as she moved backward, rotating a full circle, and landed lightly on the ground.

For someone of her skill level, this was an easy task.

She signaled to the driver that she was okay.

She rolled the candy in her mouth and watched as the carriage entered the school parking lot.

She wasn’t completely oblivious to her brother’s worries, but she didn’t understand why he suddenly wanted to take on the role of a parent.

She muttered with a complicated expression.


He would be in his forties the day after tomorrow, after all.

She walked down the alley.

There weren’t many people paying attention to her than she expected.

If it was a bustling place, her attire would attract attention, but this was the alley in front of Lekachep.

Most of the people here were either students of the circus school or external acrobats.

There were many people with more noisy and bizarre attire than her.

Thanks to this, she could roam the streets more freely than usual.

She spotted a school uniform store and naturally tried to enter the building.

However, a young employee spotted her and shouted.

“The girl’s school uniforms are on the other side!”

Oh.

Karen looked around.

Except for a few adults, most of them were boys.

Since she was used to mingling with boys, she ended up coming here.

She did leave the store, but she couldn’t easily enter the girls’ store.

Despite being a girl herself, she had grown up among boys since she was young.

So while she had no problem socializing with boys, dealing with girls was very awkward for her.

Especially when she saw pretty girls, she couldn’t find where to look and stumbled over her words.

Her fierce mouth and rough attitude only showed strength in front of men.

“What are you doing? Why aren’t you going in?” High school girls who seemed to be seniors were sticking closely behind her.

Karen was startled and stepped aside.

She froze as she met the eyes of the senior girls staring at her.

“Um, please go in first.”

Seeing her tense, they smirked.

“Is she a freshman?”

“Well, didn’t see her during the entrance exam? Maybe a transfer student?”

“Could be a recommended admission student.”

“Leaving that aside, her outfit is unusual.”

Karen twitched her ears.

With every remark they made about her, her heart pounded.

But they didn’t particularly care about her.

They exchanged a few words and then went inside the store.

Karen felt dizzy from the scent of perfume and sweat left behind by the girls.

She wanted to tear her hair out.

Why am I so weak against girls?

Ah, I should’ve brought a few of the kids from the circus.

Then it happened.

A shout came from down the alley.

“She’s Reyna Maguire!”

“What?”

“She’s the Golden Libra!”

“If she’s the Golden Libra….”

“Lord Fantastic’s daughter!”

Reyna’s name was familiar to Karen.

She was that famous.

It seemed she was also here to prepare for enrolment at Lekachep.

Karen watched as Reyna passed through the crowd.

Her golden, glossy hair revealed a dazzling face, as if carved from ice. Karen was struck by her model-like height and mature figure.

What’s with the ‘Papal’s Smiling Acrobat’ thing?

It’s just because she’s among all those old dudes.

Ah, she should’ve not read my article.

Annoying.

Karen noticed some students from Lekachep walking nearby, sneering at Reyna.

“Why isn’t she walking properly?”

“Maybe she’s wearing diapers, haha.”

Even if Reyna heard, she just gave a cold smile, showed no other reaction, and confidently continued on her way.

“Wow, she’s amazing. She seems to have really high self-esteem. Definitely the type who doesn’t rely on others.”

In terms of appearance, physique, skill, and mental strength, she was superior to Karen in every aspect.

Karen hoped she wouldn’t run into Reyna inside the school.

So she lingered a little longer in the alley.

As the afternoon passed, the number of kids dwindled.

She had thought about going into a clothing store as numbers decreased.

She felt embarrassed at the thought of seeing each other’s naked bodies in the bustling dressing room.

Especially showing her frail body was even more embarrassing.

Then, there was a commotion on one side of the alley.

“Ella!”

“Who’s that?”

“You know. The one who competed with Reyna at the entrance exam.”

“Wow, is she coming to Lekachep too?”

People’s attention shifted to one place again.

There was a girl with black hair walking with a man who seemed to be her guardian.

Her steps were confident in a different way from Reyna’s.

While Reyna emitted an aura that made it impossible for anyone to approach her, she displayed the confidence that anyone could come and meet her.

Karen vaguely recalled hearing news about her from the morning paper today.

Although the members didn’t pay much attention to the contents, they certainly said she was on par with Reyna.

Elda skillfully responded to those who spoke to her and lightly joked as she navigated her way through the crowd.

Her skill in dealing with the public was extraordinary.

Of course, the atmosphere surrounding her was also warm and affectionate.

‘The happy bluebird family. Envious. Raised with lots of love from her parents and never experienced anything difficult.’

Other girls noticed the guy following behind Ella.

However, she had no particular interest in him. The thoughts that came to her mind after seeing Wonderstein were similar to those of the men.

‘Oh, he’s handsome. Envious.’

After two storms passed, the alley became quite deserted.

Looking inside the store, there were considerably fewer customers.

One employee was sitting in a chair, taking a break.

Karen saw it as an opportunity and went into the store.

Then, someone followed her inside.

Karen felt her heart skip a beat as she looked at the girl next to her.

‘Cute. She’s like a doll.’

White hair with fair skin.


Facial features crafted meticulously by God.

Large eyes and calmly sparkling red irises.

Karen unconsciously spoke to her.

“Oh, hi?”

Maya looked at the girl suddenly greeting her with a puzzled expression.
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She was wearing full-body stockings that accentuated her figure, with only the chest area barely covered by a short vest and shorts that exposed her thighs.

Her long, fiery red hair seemed to be ablaze, complemented by fierce eyes and sharp jawline.

Judging by her entrance into the school uniform store, she was probably the same age as Karen.

It was the first time Karen had seen her.

Approaching cautiously, Karen could tell that she seemed to be encountering her for the first time as well.

Maya tilted her head curiously and asked, “Who are you?”

Her tone was cold and blunt.

However, there was no sense of dismissal or guardedness in her words.

She was merely asking out of curiosity.

Oddly enough, Karen found herself liking Maya’s demeanour.

She nervously replied, trying to steady her voice, “Me? I-I’m Karen… And you?”

“Maya.”

“Yeah, that’s a pretty name… Haha. So, I’m going to be a freshman at Lekachep. Are you too?”

“Yeah.”

They exchanged a few more words.

Where they belonged.

What talents they had.

What classes they were planning to take.

As they conversed, Karen felt herself becoming more at ease with Maya.

Maya was unlike any other girl Karen had encountered before.

Karen hadn’t always found it difficult to interact with girls her age.

Until she was ten years old, she would often hang out with girls from other circus troupes.

She would act just as she did with the boys, teasing them with playful remarks and behaving confidently.

There was no malice in it.

She just wanted to be friends.

However, her approach was met with caution by the other girls.

They would cast judgmental glances at her and draw boundaries.

Like their male peers, Karen failed to pick up on those subtle social cues and continued to enjoy herself alone.

But one day, while she was in the restroom, she overheard them gossiping about her.

Saying she was weird for sleeping and bathing with boys.

That her words and actions seemed lacking in some way.

That she was pretending to be oblivious.

They would often exchange insults and hurtful words with boys as well.

‘What are you talking about? I’m not pretending!’

Karen burst in like nothing was wrong, laughing it off.

But it undoubtedly affected her.

After that, she became nervous whenever she faced other girls.

If they made jokes or pointed something out, she felt guilty as if she had committed a serious offense, and she would tense up whenever they whispered among themselves, as if they were gossiping about her behind her back.

Even when girls approached her with kindness, she would break out in a cold sweat and become flustered.

Now, with her large head, she understood why she was like this and why they acted that way, but it was hard to accept it emotionally.

Her body instinctively froze when she stood in front of other girls.

But she couldn’t sense that ordinary girl atmosphere from Maya.

Karen couldn’t pick up on the usual social cues that people usually give off.

She appeared too emotionally detached and cold, but Karen found that preferable.

Her trauma switch didn’t respond to her.

“So you know almost nothing about acrobatics, huh?” Karen gained a bit of confidence when she realized Maya wasn’t a professional acrobat. She finally had something to teach her.

“Yeah. I don’t know.”

When Maya seemed to flinch a bit in her voice and tried to pass by her, Karen was taken aback.

“No, no, I’m not looking down on you…”

Karen didn’t want to part with her like this.

She gathered her courage and spoke up.

“I, I want to help! I’ve been trained since I was 4 years old… Would you like some assistance? Like with registering for classes or buying textbooks! You seem unsure…”

Maya, who seemed to be lost in thought for a moment at her words, nodded her head.

“Okay.”

Karen exclaimed, unable to hide her excitement.

“R-really? But don’t you have other people in your circus troupe? Can I still join you?”

Thinking about what she said, Maya recalled one person’s face.

The Director.

He knew the circus well and understood that if she needed help, he would offer it willingly. He would provide convenience even within the school.

Maya didn’t want to accept his help.

She shook her head slightly.

“Yes, but we’re not that close.”

She remembered what had happened at the café earlier.

Ella had her mouth open, asking to be fed.

‘By the Director!’

For a moment, Maya couldn’t accept the situation and stared at her blankly.

Even though she clung to the director after losing her memory, demanding such a thing…

She inwardly pleaded to Wonderstein.

Please say something, Director. This is not right.

However, what he did was not scold her for her request.

As if he couldn’t resist, he nodded once and then lifted the utensil, feeding her.

Like that, once.

Twice.

Thrice.

Every time he offered food like a mother bird, Ella accepted it like a baby bird, smiling happily.

Neither of them had done anything particularly wrong.

Nor had they behaved inappropriately for the setting.

Anyway, Ella stopped after a few bites, finding it difficult to taste the food and feeling uncomfortable.

But those few scenes lingered in Maya’s mind, tormenting her.


Her magic moved on its own again.

She wanted to force-feed Ella.

But she couldn’t do the same thing in front of the Director.

No matter how generous he was, she didn’t know if he would get angry this time.

She had to restrain her power and focus her mind to watch the two of them enjoy their meal together.

“Oh, it’s time for the uniforms.”

“See you tonight, Maya.”

They left arm in arm, chatting happily as if they didn’t know Maya’s feelings.

Maya quietly watched them leave.

There was still no change in her expression.

Her attempt to sort out her feelings about Wonderstein was once again thwarted.

Instead of sorting it out, it became even more complicated.

Papiflux grew stronger.

The psychic power just now required her to muster considerable mental strength to suppress it.

Maya sipped the drink the grandma had brought for comfort, deep in thought.

Why did the Director treat Ella so gently?

Why did the Director become so close to Reyna so quickly?

Is it because of appearance?

Maya looked at her reflection in the shop mirror.

A pale white girl sat there.

Does he not like the way I look?

I’ve heard people say I’m pretty sometimes.

But she knew that the standards of beauty varied from person to person.

She knew she could appear very unattractive in the eyes of the director.

Does the director prefer healthy women?

Ella and Reyna boasted exceptional physical abilities.

They were so outstanding among their peers that they were considered unmatched acrobats.

In contrast, Maya struggled to keep up with the basic physical training of the members.

But Lady Vergsong was equally frail.

She was someone who found it difficult even to stand in direct sunlight.

Health couldn’t be the reason.

As Maya pondered, she suddenly had a revelation.

The commonality between Ella and Reyna.

What Wonderstein liked.

The answer was so obvious.

Acrobatics!

Why hadn’t she thought of that before?

The reason the Director cherished them was surprisingly simple.

Maya had always regarded the director as a revolutionary magician, a mage with such exceptional abilities that even she tried to gain recognition from him.

But was Wonderstein someone who pursued such power?

He possessed such abilities yet focused solely on the circus.

Maya didn’t have any intention to criticize him. Wasn’t she herself rejecting the suggestions to join IMT and devoting herself to illusionary magic?

The important thing was that she had been ignoring what he valued and liked.

She neglected basic exercises, didn’t even think about learning fundamental acrobatics.

It was perhaps natural that the director couldn’t see her as a disciple, or that he felt a distance from her.

“What if I learn acrobatics?”

She didn’t think she could compete with Ella or Reyna in physical ability.

But she had one ability that surpassed theirs.

She recalled SPECIAL that the admissions officer mentioned during the entrance exam.

There, P stood for Perception.

The ability to perceive movement, calculate distances, and distribute precise force to fingertips.

That was something Maya could pride herself on over Ella.

But possessing such an ability didn’t automatically make her proficient in acrobatics.

She needed to learn the basics from someone.

She had no intention of seeking help from Ella or the director.

She wanted to learn on her own and surprise them both.

If that happened, the director would see her differently.

Maybe…

Like Reyna…

“Maya, would you like to have a deeper conversation about acrobatics tonight? Please come to my bedroom.”

Maya’s hand holding the cup trembled.

The image of Reyna undressing in front of the director came to mind.

If she were in that position…

With only underwear left, the director approaching from behind…

“Maya?”

She snapped back to reality at her grandma’s call.

Steam was rising from the cup she held.

She exerted pressure on the drink with her telekinetic powers, turning it into ice in an instant.

Simultaneously, a tremendous amount of heat was released, heating up the cup.

“I’m sorry.”

She swiftly tidied up the table with her telekinetic powers.

What was she thinking…?

She shook her head.

Right. That was definitely what Cinepecus whispered in her ear.

Making her heart race even more.

She cleared her mind.

Getting caught up in such whispers was the trap that wizards fell into.

One must not confuse the means with the ends.

Deepening the relationship with the Director was merely a means of understanding the illusions.

The goal was to fill the canvas of the mind and nurture her magical foundation.

She left the café and headed for the street in front of the school.

It was to prepare for the Lekachep’s.

But even when she tried, she realized she knew nothing.

When the Director suggested taking the exam, she dismissed it without interest.

Yet she didn’t want to go back to her dorm and ask for help either.

The Director and Assistant Director would step in to help, and she might just end up watching them do it again.

She had come to the clothing store only because Ella had mentioned school uniforms earlier.

But now, someone appeared offering help.

“Let’s start with buying the school uniform. We can get the gym clothes here, but you’ll have to get the sneakers elsewhere. What shoe size are you?”

Karen.

She spoke with lively enthusiasm, as if her previous hesitation was just an act.

She revealed that she belonged to Papal Circus.

It was a place Maya was familiar with.

They had crossed paths in Luz, and it was also a place that had received one star from Christian’s guide.

She was a useful ally.

Maya accepted her proposal for that reason.

But Karen’s sudden change in attitude was a bit perplexing.

“Look at this. Are you interested in taming animals? I’ve wanted to raise animals for a long time.”

She chattered excitedly regardless of Maya’s response.

She laughed cheerfully even when receiving short answers or indifferent looks.

It was a somewhat exhausting level of enthusiasm.

But Maya didn’t find it annoying or irritating.

She answered questions if they were worth answering, and otherwise just ignored them.


Fortunately, taming animals was a topic Maya had something to talk about.

“I’ve had cats before.”

At Maya’s words, Karen nodded brightly and then poured out another burst of words about what kind of animal she wanted to raise.

The preliminary matches were about a month and a half away in October.

Maya thought their acquaintance wouldn’t last that long.
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In Professor lounge, there were currently four professors gathered.

They were known in the world as the ‘Famous Four,’ the founders of this school and a significant presence in the circus history.

Hopps looked at the teachers sitting in front of him.

It had been almost twenty years since he graduated from here.

Of course, it wasn’t his first time seeing them after twenty years.

They had met once at a memorial service after the terror incident, visited once for counselling before the circus troupe was founded, and passed by Yeterinpuurk a few years ago.

But this time felt somehow different.

It was not just that he had aged.

Perhaps it was because he found himself pondering about the future like they had when they were 17.

As he aged, so did the teachers.

Elpara, who used to ignite the hearts of male students with her enchanting charms, was now approaching her sixtieth birthday, and Yakovlev’s fur, who always exuded vitality as ‘The Beast,’ noticeably grew gray. The ‘Vampire,’ Kyle, whose name suggested coldness, now had wrinkles around his eyes, and the ‘Patchwork’ Legault, known for his robustness, complained endlessly about his knees.

And one of them was missing without leaving a trace.

The five of them were legends in the industry.

With their fame, the acrobats could seize the stake of the circus industry dominated by magicians.

He had sworn not to show any tears before coming here.

He used to ridicule his friends who went and came back crying all the time.

But eventually, tears welled up in his eyes too.

It was a reason that was hard to explain.

The Famous Four were used to dealing with such students.

“Haha, why are you crying?”

“Every visitor comes here to coax us.”

“That’s why we end up treating students like children, huh?”

The three men spoke in a slightly mocking tone.

Among the Famous Four, Elpara, the center of attention, responded calmly.

“They’re embarrassed. Understand, Director Hopps.”

“Please feel free to call me, Hopps. It makes me uncomfortable if you address me so formally.”

Elpara responded with an unexpectedly compassionate smile.

“Haha, is that so? You’ve become quite dignified, our Hopps.”

Because of her strictness, she was called the Witch by students, but to graduates, she always showed respect, meaning she treated them as equal acrobats, not as students and teachers. Of course, Hopps would have accepted her consideration in public, but he couldn’t let her use honorifics in a place like this.

The four of them laughed at his school days stories and marveled and sighed about his whereabouts after graduation.

As the atmosphere grew warmer, Hopps looked around the professors’ lounge and spoke.

“Where is Taming, I mean, Professor Taming now? Where did she go?”

He casually asked, but the Famous Four exchanged glances and burst into laughter.

“You see that? I said Hopps is looking for Professor Taming?”

“Hopps, are you still interested in her?”

“At the Halloween festival, after confessing on stage, he took a year off. It’s still a legend.”

Hopps realized that a person could feel embarrassed about a story that was over twenty years old.

He grimaced and cleared his throat.

“I heard who keeps the legend going, Professor Legault.”

“Hahaha, there’s nothing students love more than stories about graduates.”

“Come to think of it, Hopps, you’re dressed up so nicely.”

“To impress her, isn’t it?”

Hopps groaned at the professors’ continued teasing.

“No. I’m just asking about my junior’s well-being. Isn’t the new term starting next Monday? Where is she?”

“She’s busy these days.”

“Yeah. She was organizing the closed warehouse area and found an old locker there. She’s organizing the things found there.”

“It used to belong to Ursus.”

At the mention of the fifth missing professor’s name, Hopps nodded.

There was a moment of silence.

The incident seventeen years ago still lingered as a pain in the industry.

Hopps pretended to be excited to lighten the mood.

“Is she still the same? Even if she becomes a professor, she’ll still be flustered and crying at times, right?”

But his words didn’t lighten the mood; it made it even more solemn.

The Famous Four looked at him with a bitter expression and shook their heads.

“As we age, and as you matured, she has changed too.”

“Is that so?”

Realizing that her change was definitely not for the better, Hopps suppressed his disappointment and lowered his head.

Even as the world changed, she seemed to always remain the same to him…

“Ah, you arrived yesterday afternoon, didn’t you? Then you probably received an invitation on your way out.”

“What invitation are you talking about?”

“Why, didn’t you have them even when you were in school?”

Hopps sighed deeply, groping through long memories as something came to mind.

***

Meeting with a senior?”

“Yes. I heard they invited an acclaimed active acrobat from the industry to have a conversation with the students. My father is supposed to mentor in the first week. Have you been invited too, Sir?”

As Reyna brought up the topic, I was already rummaging through the drawer to retrieve a letter.

Reading its contents, I replied, “Yes, I have. I’m scheduled for the second week. Probably going in the order of the rankings from the draft we participated in.”

“It’s efficient to select from the circus troupe staying at Yeterinpuurk during the Grand Prix season.”

“Haha, we might even bump into each other within the school. Have you decided which class to attend?”

“I…,” Reyna hesitated at a certain point in the conversation.

Quietly, I smiled.

It had been a few days since we communicated through Sound Room.

By now, I knew what she wanted.

“Speak up, my daughter.”

Before I could finish speaking, she burst into tears on the other end.

“Dad!”

“Yes, Reyna. What’s wrong?”

“It’s about today. I went to get fitted for the uniform, but the Lekachep kids…”

For several minutes, she poured out her heart about the humiliation she endured today.


The Lekcahep students still seemed to be getting under her skin over a mistake she made during the entrance exam.

“I’m not a bed-wetter, am I?”

“Well, our Reyna is just too beautiful, I guess the kids at school are jealous.”

“Hehe, yeah?”

She spoke with a slightly cheerful tone, her mood seemingly lifted.

“Will you dress me if I wet myself again? Like last time?”

“Of course.”

I replied, squeezing the letter in my hand.

Reyna occasionally came barging into unexpected things like this.

Still, I could quickly regain my composure.

What she was talking about might have been alarming to an ordinary person, but it wasn’t so daunting to me.

It was because I had often asked others for such favors in the past.

“I want to sleep beside Dad.”

“What if the kids at school bother my again?”

“Don’t you want to see me wearing my uniform?”

She whined for a while longer, then suddenly caught her breath and said, “I’m… sorry for causing trouble, Sir.”

Even though she sounded embarrassed, it was a voice filled with understanding.

With that, the connection was cut.

I saw a quest complete notification pop up along with a small reward.

I would prefer a quest that involves knocking someone out.

The conversation quest with Reyna seemed to leave me mentally exhausted every time.

I sank onto the couch.

As I tried to sigh it off, the door burst open without a knock.

There was no need to look back.

There was only one person from the circus troupe who would act like this.

“Is training over today, master?”

Gascon glared at me as if he could kill with his gaze when he heard the word ‘master’ spoken with such force.

“Master? You brat! What disciple addresses their master like this! This, this is elder abuse! Elder abuse!”

I calmly responded to his agitation.

“Before being my master, aren’t you a member of my circus troupe? Isn’t it not wrong to train a member in acrobatics?”

“I’m not even an acrobat!”

“Then am I a gardener?”

Gascon’s mouth dropped open at my words.

He glared at me, clenching his fists.

Ella’s treatment would be halted too.

This old man was now a thorn in my side.

He just wouldn’t leave me alone, insisting on making me his disciple until the end.

He had set up a nasty disciple quest.

I had to make him leave.

The quest condition was simply ‘not chasing him away.’

So, I made him practice acrobatics from morning till night under the guise of training.

Although he showed his reluctance, when I insisted that I wouldn’t study gardening if he didn’t practice, he reluctantly began his practice.

No matter how much I refused to practice, the disciple quest didn’t go away.

The member quest wasn’t all-powerful.

It had some conditions.

Firstly, it didn’t demand the impossible.

Still, there were no quests for treating the unique characteristics of the members.

And it didn’t accept requests that contradicted the main quest.

Otherwise, I would have received thousands of quests like ‘Could you please let us go?’ or ‘Could you please disappear?’

In other words, the system only listened to the member’s wishes within the boundaries that didn’t oppose preparing for the competition and growing the circus troupe.

I ignored requests that aimed to interfere with that.

I became increasingly convinced that behind the system was the God of festivals and performances.

“Fine. Let’s see. How much have you studied?”

He checked the assignments he gave me today.

The inspection was soon over.

I flawlessly reproduced the required skills and answered promptly when asked.

“Well, it’s, it’s okay.”

I smiled, trying to contain my laughter as if wondering when he would get angry.

It seemed that he was pleased that I was absorbing what he was teaching diligently.

When I saw the old man, covered in sweat and dirt, throwing me a proud look, I felt a pang of conscience.

I hardly made any effort to handle the assignments he gave me.

For memorization, I just entered everything into the memo function provided by the system and looked them up using my willpower, and the practice was just a matter of equipping skills from the skill book.

I wished he would give up soon and leave.

“Shall we go have dinner now?”

“Uh, okay.”

Everyone except Maya gathered at the dining hall.

It seemed she was out there solving something and we started our meal together.

The dining table was lively.

Since my average favourability had surpassed 15, no one was being watchful of me.

Everyone ate their food while talking about what they wanted.

“It’s less than a month until Halloween season.”

At Sven’s words, some of the members looked excited, while others smirked.

“What’s that?”

“Hehe, Womon, you said you were from a rural area of Delos, right? Then you might not know. This is a festival mainly held in the empire. Since the roots of the Holy Church is in Kiev. On November 1st, the eve of All Saints’ Day, people dress up as monsters and roam around towns and cities. Rural areas usually celebrate only in the last week of October, but big cities start shaking from two weeks early at the latest, or even a month earlier.”

“But why is that good?”

At Womon’s question, one of the Triamere brothers sitting next to him grinned.

“Idiot, if people roam around dressed like that, even if we slip in among them, people won’t be surprised!”

“Wow! Then can we also roam outside?”

The topic of conversation turned to Halloween.

There seemed to be no more exciting topics for the monster members.

Ella told me what class she was going to take.

A class related to taming was included in the schedule.

I felt worried about her.

Professor Taming, appeared as an assistant in TT2.


In other words, she was a person immersed in her own madness.

Of course, at this point, she wouldn’t do anything to the students.

But I had been blindsided by game knowledge before.

Wouldn’t there be any variables this time either?

I suggested to her to try taking other subjects as well, but just then, Maya, looking a little tired, came in through the front gate of the mansion.
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We stared blankly as she walked into the restaurant.

It was definitely Maya that we knew, but her appearance was different from usual.

Her usual clothes were nowhere to be seen.

Instead, she was wearing a light sky-blue blouse with a pristine white suit jacket and skirt that matched her skin tone.

We knew what that outfit was.

Earlier, Ella had paraded in front of us wearing it, showing off.

It was Lekcahep’s official uniform.

Thanks to the all-white ensemble from the fedora to the stockings to the shoes, the red tint in her eyes seemed even more pronounced.

“Oh my, is Maya also going to attend the school?”

Yurakne exclaimed as she admired Maya’s uniformed appearance.

“Yes,” Maya nodded, and the other members stared at her in awe.

Her attire until now could hardly be described as neat.

Her stretched sweater was covered in pilling, and her cardigan, two sizes too big, left her shoulders partially exposed.

The only thing kept in place was her skirt, secured firmly by Yurakne’s belt.

She had always been careless about her clothes, so it was reasonably doubtful whether she’d wear her beret, which was originally a formal hat, in its crumpled state.

Except for her dedication to her work, she had no interest in anything else.

Fashion was no exception.

But now, seeing her suddenly appear in neat attire, the members couldn’t help but be surprised.

Maya paid no attention to the members’ murmurs and just stared at me blankly.

I, too, was amazed by her transformation.

If she had seemed like a lazy wildcat stretching yesterday, now she resembled an elegant lioness.

“Maya, you look beautiful,”

She heard me say, widened her eyes, then abruptly turned her head.

And with that, she walked towards the stairs.

I was slightly taken aback.

I knew compliments about her appearance meant nothing to her.

Even so, I didn’t expect her to be completely unresponsive.

“I’m tired, so I’ll go to bed first,”

She said, ascending the stairs.

She seemed genuinely exhausted, judging by her slightly trembling shoulders.

The members continued to chatter about her transformation long after she had disappeared.

“I didn’t know Maya noona was so pretty!”

Womon couldn’t close his mouth, still staring at where Maya had been.

The Triamere brothers laughed at their youngest sibling.

“This kid! He’s drooling!”

“We should take turns standing guard outside Maya’s room. Who knows what Womon might do!”

“Yeah, yeah! If this kid gets his way with strength…!”

Womon’s reddish skin blushed even more vividly at their banter.

“Kkrrrr! These brothers keep making people feel weird!”

“Eek, Womon’s mad!”

“Run! He’s going to eat us!”

“Hahaha!”

Despite the commotion, Ella sat quietly, seemingly lost in thought, watching the stairs where Maya had disappeared.

Maya’s sudden transformation was only for that day.

The next morning, Yurakne visited her room with pretty clothes she had bought as props, but she was chased away without Maya trying on a single outfit.

Maya went back to wearing her usual clothes.

It seemed she wouldn’t bring out the uniform again until the school event.

“Can I not help with your preparation for class?”

Maya vigorously nodded at my question.

“It’s okay.”

I don’t know what change had come over her, someone who had no interest in anything other than solving puzzles.

Maya headed to the plaza as usual to unravel mysteries.

I spent the morning practicing acrobatics with Ella.

She seemed to put more effort into training than usual.

The program also went differently from the planned schedule.

“Why are we focusing more on shooting practice all of a sudden?”

I asked, and she looked up from inspecting her dagger, her head shaking as if in confusion.

“Um, I just feel like we’re lacking a bit?”

Days passed without any significant events.

Now, the time was approaching for the start of the semester.

Three days after receiving a call from Reyna and just finishing our conversation, Ella knocked on the door and entered my room.

She handed me a bunch of magazines.

“Here, these are the ones released this month. I’ve read them all.”

Unlike hotels, magazines were not provided here.

So, I was looking at the magazine she had read and left.

I unfolded the magazines and started reading the articles.

Thanks to Ella’s markings, I could quickly find articles related to us.

Passing the cartoon of Reyna and Ella arm wrestling, I moved on to the next chapter.

The title of one article caught my eye.

<The torch of the Circus Grand Prix is spreading!/>

Torch?

Thinking of something, I continued reading the article.

And as my eyes scrolled past a certain passage, there was a sudden noise and a flash of light in front of me.

A dozen or so notification windows filled my vision.

***

Marquis Slagbrot was a fervent fan of playwright Christian.

Apart from the editor of the Christian Guide and him, no one had ever met the playwright Christian or that he owned the unpublished ‘Fantasy 13’.

But he knew both rumors were false.

He had never seen Christian nor owned the Fantasy 13 script.


But now, the latter rumour was becoming closer to the truth.

His young secretary was reading the script in his hand.

He had no talent for acting.

All the characters in the naive, wicked, and lively play were in their late twenties, graduates of the Imperial University, uttering stiff lines.

He even read the stage directions and instructions meticulously.

“You’re, you’re amazing.”

Professor Taming, who was teaching Taming at Lekachep, said, unable to hide her astonishment.

Despite her appearances, she was an actress at heart.

Without changing her expression, she seemed to deny the presence of that man terrible role.

Whether she liked it or not, the secretary read the script as ordered.

The Marquis spoke to his secretary with a face that showed no surprise at his actions.

“The 13th is real. It’s definitely authentic.”

The Marquis nodded his head.

He had never owned the Fantasy 13.

But he understood the contents.

The script Taming brought was clearly written by Christian.

“How did you get this?”

The Marquis asked, holding the script his secretary handed him.

“Do you that the master and Christian were friends?”

“Oh, right.”

The Marquis nodded his head, recalling the man who had made taming his specialty among the Five.

“I recently found a cabinet he owned in the school warehouse, and I organized it. The script came out of it.”

“I see.”

The Marquis gestured to his secretary.

Their meeting today was for a deal.

Instead of leaving it to Taming, he promised to get her what she wanted.

The secretary brought a glass bottle from the safe.

It was an item that arrived in Yeterinpuurk today at lunch, an item that had been auctioned in Vegas a few days ago.

The glass bottle contained sparkling powders that looked like gems.

***

There was no basis for me to say to the members, ‘I might be able to cure the illness.’

It was a vague hope that perhaps the system would respond to their desires and give me a quest.

But for a month, there was no sign of a member quest.

The system deemed it impossible.

Looking back on the game’s contents, I wondered if there were any clues.

But no matter how I looked back, only Wonderstein’s misdeeds came to mind.

It was unimaginable that he would save anyone.

As a gamer, the only place I could rely on was ultimately the rewards provided by the system.

Perhaps the final reward for average favorability or the circus’s reputation was manipulating unique characteristics.

I reread the article in the magazine.

After reading it two or three times, I took a deep breath and sat back in my chair.

The clue was indeed present in the original.

Why couldn’t I think of this sooner? I felt like a fool.

The article was accompanied by a photo.

It was a scene of people in robes, reaching into flames with tongs to retrieve something.

It was a massive gem, larger than a human head.

Around the spot where the gem was retrieved, there were piles of glass-like shards.

I could tell what that gem was.

It didn’t make sense if someone who had played TTT didn’t recognize it.

It was even embedded in the title logo.

My heart was pounding rapidly, whether it was excitement from the original owner of this body or because I had found a clue.

Either way, the existence of that gem was affecting my composure.

I stared intently at the photo in the article.

That was the reason Wonderstein attacked the Sky City Hippodrome in TT1.

That was the object Wonderstein’s soul inhabited, contaminating six theaters in TT2.

That was the item Wonderstein used to open the door to the final stage in TT3.

The treasure the Black Magician coveted.

The torch of the Circus Grand Prix.

A relic symbolizing the God of performances and festivals.

A gem nicknamed the “Eye of Circus.”

It symbolized the series with Wonderstein and three heroes.

It was the very thing included in the title of the game.

The relic “Tril,” imbued with the power of the Circus God.

As soon as I finished reading the article, a notification popped up.

It was different in color and shape from what I had been receiving for a while.

It was only the second time I had received it since coming to this world.

[Main Quest – Prequel]

[Main Quest – Circus Grand Prix]

Followed by the third main quest.

[“Main Quest – Tril” has been activated.]

*Main Quest – Tril

: It’s what you wanted to get your hands on.

Conditions for completion

: Consume it after Tril turns completely red.

Reward upon success

: Manipulate “Unique Attribute” without “Mindification Penalty”

No penalty upon failure

: None.

As soon as the main quest was activated, the system detected potential.

The side quests that had been blocked were activated.

[“Side Quest – Ordinary Body” has been activated.]

[“Side Quest – Division by Three” has been activated.]

[“Side Quest – My Escape” has been activated.]

[“Side Quest – Escape” has been activated.]

[“Side Quest – Blood and Flesh” has been activated.]

The fact it pointed out was clear.

With the Eye of Circus, I could manipulate unique attributes.

But I couldn’t just be happy.

It was because of the subsequent message.

[The relic of Circus, ‘Tril,’ has appeared in the world. As a result, you can check the mindification progress of the members in the status window.]

Mindification progress.

I could vaguely guess what it meant.

It was only visible to monster members.

I opened the member management window to check their statuses.

Most members had a mindification progress of 0%, but two were different.

Name: Womon

Age: 10

Favourability: 21

Title: Red Vampire

Occupation: Cartomancer

Attributes

: [Blade Juggling]

Mindification Progress: 1%

Mindification Penalty: [Thirst for Blood]

Name: Yurakne

Age: 26

Favourability: 38 (Next Reward: Favourability x50)

Title: Spider Woman


Occupation: Tightrope Acrobat

Attributes

: [Yurakne’s Sincerity], [Wall Climbing]

Mindification Progress: 22%

Mindification Penalty: [Eros and Thanatos]
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Relic refers to a powerful magical tool representing the power of a mage.

The gemstone ‘Tril’ was, as its nickname suggests, the relic of Kirku.

Eye of Circus or Kirku’s Eye

The reason Tril was given that nickname was because of its unique characteristics.

Interestingly, the gem emitted a red light when a performance was happening in front of it.

The bigger, more extravagant, and grander the performance, the stronger the light became.

This phenomenon wasn’t limited to the scale of the performance alone.

The better the acting, the more difficult the acrobatics, the smoother the narrative, the more daring the developments, and the higher the completeness of the script, the brighter the light shone.

In the past, it is said that this was used in the Circus Grand Prix to select circus troupes to perform on the Wonder Stage.

Performers would unfold their acts in front of Tril, and if its brightness exceeded a certain standard, they would advance to the finals.

Even among the finalists, there were records of competitions based on who could shine the gem brighter.

In this way, the nickname “Kirku’s Eye” was given to this gem, as it watched over performances through Kirku’s perspective.

However, the Eye was lost after the terrorist attack at the 2nd Circus Grand Prix.

The gem mentioned in the article was a newly created one this time.

Originally, magical tools or relics were typically obtained through deals with the Abyss through rituals.

However, recently, thanks to magic scholars, methods of harnessing a mage’s power by combining offerings, symbols, patterns, songs, dances, etc., were being developed.

Originally, abyss faith was situated between the domains of ‘adherence to rules’ and ‘deals.’

It became more commercialized thanks to scholars’ research.

The article attributes the restoration of Tril at this Circus Grand Prix to the scholars at the Castya Magic Academy.

It was the school where Maya graduated from.

I reviewed the contents of the 3rd main quest again.

*Main Quest – Tril

: It’s what you wanted to get your hands on.

Condition for completion

: Consume it after Tril turns completely red.

Reward upon success

: Ability to manipulate ‘Unique Trait’ without ‘Mindification Penalty’

No penalty upon failure

: None.

The quest instructed to consume Tril after it turns ‘completely red.’

As mentioned earlier, Tril emitted a red light when a remarkable performance was seen.

However, making it completely red with just one troupe’s performance was impossible.

According to the article, even twenty years ago, despite the best troupes of the time, including the Pandora Magic Show, performing in front of it, the red light didn’t even fill half of the gem.

In other words, a larger festival was needed to make Tril completely red.

The world’s top circus troupes had to be selected and gathered to showcase the best performances in front of it.

That was the Circus Grand Prix.

Wonderstein’s attachment to this competition was not for any other reason.

It was solely to consume the gem in its brightest state.

I already knew Wonderstein’s purpose was this gem.

Tril was the central theme of the game, as indicated by its title.

However, details such as the conditions for emitting the red light or tangled stories were learned from the article.

But no matter how many times I read the article, I couldn’t find out more.

Why does Kirku’s Eye have the power to manipulate unique traits?

What’s the connection between Debulroots, Wonderstein, and Kirku?

I pondered over this all night, but nothing more came to mind.

I dismissed concerns about Kirku’s Eye.

After all, to see it turn completely red, I had to wait until the finals.

It was a problem that could be thought over gradually.

There were more urgent matters at hand.

It was about the Mindification Penalty.

“Director, it’s time to leave!”

Yurakne poked her head through the crack in the door.

She held onto the door with both hands and tapped it with the remaining four.

“Is it already time?”

I got up from my seat.

I had spent the night organizing the newly acquired information.

The clock had rung not long ago.

It was still early morning, but it was time to leave the villa.

It took an hour and a half to ride the carriage to school.

Ella and Maya had to leave now to avoid being late.

Yurakne held out a package to me.

“On the way, we have toast and milk to eat, and for the Director… ta-da! I’ve prepared tea! Even in this cold region, there’s special tea!”

She handed me a thermos.

I hesitated for a moment before accepting it.

“Thank you.”

“Hey, didn’t we agree to no thank you for giving you tea.”

“Right….”

I put on my cloak and left the room.

She naturally stood by my side.

“Are Ella and Maya ready?”

“They’re already downstairs waiting. But Maya was a bit much. She was about to go with her hair all messy as soon as she got up, you know? So I held her and tied her hair myself, and even helped her wash her face. If I let her go like that, the Director could get angry. It’s like leaving such a pretty girl unattended.”

I walked with Yurakne and cautiously observed her profile.

There was a slightly tired look on her face.

She had been busy since early morning preparing meals for the members, checking on the children’s attendance, and taking care of my needs.

No, not just today.

She was always the busiest person in the circus after Ella.

If Ella led the circus on stage, she supported the circus offstage.

“I’m sorry. Yurakne, you always work so hard.”

“Huh? Uh, yeah? Oh, you suddenly say that, it’s embarrassing. I like what I do. It’s my greed, you know. Hehe, but it feels good when you say that.”


She smiled brightly and said “It’s good,” but I found it hard to take her words at face value.

Because I had checked her Mindification yesterday.

I looked at the reward item for the third main quest.

This, too, hinted at something important.

I need Kirku’s Eyes to manipulate ‘unique traits’ without ‘mindification penalties.’

Conversely, it meant this.

Attempting to manipulate unique traits without Kirku’s Eyes results in a mindification penalty.

I suddenly remembered a conversation I had with her about a month ago during the entrance exam.

­No, it’s not that I don’t believe in the abilities of the Director! But… I just… think it’s okay to stay as I am.

­Are you feeling well now, Yurakne?

­Oh, no. I want to be as ordinary as possible… But if there are side effects to the treatment…

­Side effects?

At that moment, she seemed to know something.

I tried to inquire about the meaning of her words, but missed the opportunity as Allen and Jo entered the exam room causing a commotion.

But now I guessed what she was trying to say.

Mindification.

She knew about it.

She was aware that it was a penalty for attempting to manipulate unique traits.

So she was skeptical of my suggestion to try treatment.

I checked the member management window.

Her mindification progress was 22%.

The following clues pointed to one fact.

She had once tried to eliminate her unique traits.

And when it failed, she experienced the side effects, namely, mindification.

Spider lady.

When I saw her appearance in the game, I could vaguely understand the meaning of the words ‘Eros and Thanatos’ without even reading the explanation.

She kidnapped men, imprisoned them in a cave, copulated with them, and then devoured them.

She expressed her desire to chew up and eat Wonderstein’s head while claiming to love him.

She embodied the typical image of a black widow spider.

I read the description of her penalty:

Trait: Mindification Penalty – Eros and Thanatos

Target: Yurakne

Effect: Confusion in distinguishing Eros and Thanatos emotions.

I remembered reading a contemplative blog post about spiders once. It said that if Eros emotions are love and birth, Thanatos emotions are destruction and death. The impulse for a female spider to kill and consume a male occurs when copulation reaches its climax. In other words, when Eros emotions peak, they are replaced by Thanatos emotions.

The mindification penalty that applied to Yurakne worked like that.

It suited her nickname, the Spider Lady.

But did she ever show symptoms of mindification?

That was hard to judge.

Because it worked within her mind.

But one old question I had about her came to mind.

It was about what happened in the Aksville Market.

At that time, except for Ella, all the members were afraid of me.

But she approached me with just a favourability rating of 3.

Although trembling with fear, we peeled potatoes together and went shopping together.

Ella overcame her fear with hatred, but she had none of that. It didn’t match the level of favour she showed me with the favourability rating displayed by the system.

At that time, I was in a position where I was being ostracized by all the members, so I was just grateful that she approached me.

But looking back, it was strange.

Why could she have a favourable impression of me?

At that time, I didn’t know, but now I had one hypothesis to offer.

Mindification Penalty – Eros and Thanatos.

It said it made it difficult to distinguish between Eros and Thanatos emotions.

In other words, at that time, she was right to fear me.

But when we faced each other that night, the fear of me reached its peak and was replaced by favourability.

It was the opposite of what happened.

“Director?”

Yurakne looked back at me.

Lost in thought, I stopped in front of the stairs.

“What are you thinking about?”

She giggled.

With her brown skin and purple hair tied up with a hairpin, her loose top couldn’t hide her curvaceous figure.

Her curious expression as she looked up at me gave off a cute vibe for a woman in her mid-twenties. But beneath that, the scent of ripe womanhood emanating from her body and the occasional whiff of sticky fat reminded me of the ripe scent of a woman.

She, who would have been loved wherever she went if she had been born normal, suffered the tragedy of losing her husband due to her appearance as a result of Wonderstein, an evil guy, and eventually became a monster and met a miserable end.

I remembered her crying out for help as she died, begging to Wonderstein.

At that time, she was just an image of a villainess obsessed with a psychopathic villain…

I felt deep sympathy for her.

“…No. Nothing.”

Under the stairs, Ella and Maya, wearing uniforms, were waiting.

During that time, Yurakne ran over and tidied up Maya’s messy hair.

The Eye of Circus or Kirku’s Eye.

It was only after the beginning of the main quest, the Circus Grand Prix, that it started to glow completely red.

In other words, it was after completing the main quest “Circus Grand Prix” and during the main quest “Prelude.”

There were no other main quests to solve besides those two main quests.

Kirku never asked for the impossible.

It could be done.

“Director!”


Yurakne called out to me as she pushed the two into the carriage.

She pointed to the empty seat beside her.

A normal body.

There was no other gift to give to the companions with whom I would spend the next two years.

I got on the carriage, following the group, with a new goal in mind.
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September 6th was the opening day of Lekachep.

The courtyard in front of the main building was filled with students wearing various colors of gym uniforms.

Each class in Lekachep had a different color of gym uniform assigned to them.

There were 8 colors that rotated over 8 years.

The cycle of the same color returning was longer than the maximum enrollment period of the school, so there was never any confusion about who was senior or junior during their time at the school.

The new freshmen also had gym uniforms assigned to them, a color that was not among the existing 8.

Students wearing a murky blue color, reminiscent of water, moved towards the corner of the courtyard according to the instructions.

There, they were joined by others wearing the same color of clothes.

They were all freshmen.

Their number was a little over 30.

They were scheduled to tour the school under the guidance of senior students during the morning.

On a stage in front of them stood students dressed neatly in the school uniform, distinguished by the color on the edges of their clothes and the pendants.

They were presumably from the highest grade following the standard curriculum.

A female student with blue hair stepped forward as their representative and greeted the guests.

“Hello, everyone. Welcome to Lekachep. My name is Clara, majoring in tightrope walking, and I will be your guide today.”

Her eyes radiated a kind energy, and her voice was calm.

Her pronunciation, smooth yet articulate, was that of an exemplary student.

The freshmen started whispering among themselves.

“Clara?”

“I’ve heard of her. Isn’t she the top student of our year?”

“Wow, such a person is our guide?”

Clara’s name was quite well-known.

If she was the top student at Lekachep, she would undoubtedly be an accomplished individual within her age group.

She would usually have garnered as much attention as Reyna.

However, at the moment, with all the focus in the industry on the Circus Grand Prix, her prominence was somewhat diminished.

Hence, about half of the freshmen only recognized her after she mentioned her name.

Yet, regardless of her reputation outside the school, her position within the school was solid.

Not only was she skilled, but her considerate demeanor also made her popular among her peers.

She was scheduled to join “Lekachep 25,” a minority elite circus troupe, after graduating next year.

Lekachep 25 was formed by five graduates, spanning from the top graduates of the first year to the fifth year of Lekachep.

Initially, it was called “Lekachep 5,” but with each additional member, the number  in the name increased.

Only one student, the top graduate of Lekachep, was admitted each year.

Charlie, who was a top graduate one year ahead of Clara, gave up joining Lekachep 25.

Thanks to that, Clara was the only student currently enrolled who was guaranteed entry into the Circus Grand Prix main event.

There was no way Lekachep 25 would be eliminated in the preliminaries.

People nodded, acknowledging that indeed, being a top student was different.

However, Clara’s moment of attention didn’t last long.

A commotion erupted at the entrance to the courtyard.

All eyes turned there.

A girl with a cold, ice-like face walked through, her long, wavy blonde hair cascading behind her.

Even the senior students, who stood with arrogant expressions on the stage, couldn’t help but swallow hard as they watched her.

Her figure, outlined by the gym uniform, was captivating, and her expression was arrogant as she stood on the stage.

Around her were a group of freshmen, following her like an entourage.

Clara could recognize their faces.

They were teenage acrobats, not as famous as Reyna but well-known nonetheless.

They were promising newcomers boasting their skills, gathered under the name Golden Carnival Circus.

The school authorities were already aware of their movements.

All of them had submitted identical class schedules.

They all enrolled in advanced practical classes.

Clara could guess their intentions.

Just like in the entrance exams, they intended to overshadow Lekachep elites by demonstrating overwhelming performance in practical skills.

The senior students standing beside Clara murmured.

Reyna was Reyna, but those standing beside her were not to be underestimated either.

They were newcomers who possessed skills comparable to Lekachep students, unlike the ragtag bunch standing in front of the stage.

Clara gave a subtle glance to the boys who had been gaping with their mouths open.

They were startled out of their trance only when Clara nudged them, diverting their attention from Reyna.

“Reyna, that girl…”

Clara watched Reyna, who was walking confidently amidst the admiring gazes of the crowd.

Ha, putting on airs.

Being the subject of ridicule in public.

I wonder what Charlie thinks of her now?

Would it be embarrassing to admit he likes her now?

Clara wasn’t burdened with guilt or fear of being accused of murder.

That was three weeks ago.

People could rationalize themselves however they wanted.

She had only grown to resent Reyna more for making her feel that way.

However, she didn’t outwardly show the hatred she harbored inside.

She continued to play the role of “kind Clara” and gently pacified the tumultuous crowd.

But soon enough, the commotion at the campus gate resumed.

Another star from the entrance exams had arrived.

A girl with black hair walked confidently through the gate.

It was Ella from Wonderland Circus.

She, too, was accompanied by a group of kids.

Clara recognized who they were.

They were the kids who had entered the circus troupe through the draft with good exam scores.

“Oh, hey? Do you remember me? I ranked 8th in the entrance exam.”

“I ranked 11th. I felt like I wasted my opportunity to enter Lekachep, but it’ll be even more impressive if I make it to the finals of the Circus Grand Prix.”

“How’s your schedule? We’ll adjust ours to match yours.”

Ella seemed a bit overwhelmed by the gathering of kids.


However, with her innate friendliness, she managed to coordinate the group well.

Thanks to their pride in passing the tough exams and a sense of camaraderie, the kids selected through the draft bonded well.

As she walked from the gate to the stage, she effortlessly formed a group centered around her.

As a result, the freshmen naturally divided into three groups.

The elite faction centered around Reyna, the rising star faction centered around Ella, and those who didn’t belong anywhere.

The third group belonged to those categorized as “ragtag” by Clara based on their skills and reputation.

While interacting with the gathered kids, Ella acknowledged the presence of a friend in the third group.

Maya.

She stood alone, staring blankly at the towers of the campus.

The two had been acting separately since the entrance gate.

Despite Ella’s urging to help with school life as soon as they got off the carriage, Maya stubbornly left on her own.

Before Ella could catch her, she was surrounded by freshmen near the gate.

Even before losing her memory, the two weren’t exactly on good terms.

Besides their vastly different personalities, there had been clashes of opinions on matters involving Wonderstein.

While Maya was irritated by Ella’s casual attitude towards the director, she envied the absolute trust the director placed in her.

While Ella admired the director, she was irked by Maya’s indifference towards the circus itself.

Their relationship drifted further apart when Ella lost her memory.

Unlike the small amount of sincerity they once shared, there was now a cold wind blowing between them.

Ella found it regrettable.

She was the only peer from the circus.

The more time passed, the wider the rift between them seemed to grow.

Initially, Maya wasn’t the type to be interested in human relationships, so there wasn’t much she could do even if she tried…

That’s when it happened.

A thunderous roar erupted from dozens of people at the school entrance.

“Papal! Papal!”

“Papal’s Smiling Acrobat!”

“Smiling acrobat!”

“Karen! Karen! Karen!”

“Karen!”

Sudden uproar startled the students, and they all had the same thought.

“Was there someone in a black gym uniform?”

A group of people, completely covered in black, stood shoulder to shoulder, swaying and shaking, chanting the same slogans repeatedly.

Amidst the human wall they formed, a girl with fiery red hair leaped through the gate.

Behind her, acrobats clad in black cheered and applauded.

Karen, as she approached the gate, scolded them in her characteristic manner.

“You fools! Act a little more civilized! What’s all this nonsense!”

She berated them with curses.

However, the men in black paid no heed and shouted even louder.

The words “Smiling” and “Karen” were the only ones left as the rest, like Papal, the circus, and acrobat, faded away.

“Smiling!”

“Karen!”

“Smiling!”

“Karen!”

Behind the group in black, Hopps, dressed in the ringmaster’s uniform, blew a trumpet.

Joined by the other members of Papal Circus, their faces filled with mischief, the performers started swaying and singing to the rhythm of the trumpet, chanting praises to Smiling Karen.

Karen, contorting her face in frustration towards her annoying brother and colleagues, hurriedly dashed into the school gate.

“What a spectacle! Is she the centerpiece of Papal Circus?”

“Smiling Acrobat, huh? Heh heh.”

“I thought Papal would be a bit duller.”

Karen snarled at those kids.

“What are you staring at? Get lost!”

She hurled curses at the kids who were murmuring to themselves, using all sorts of verbal and gestural language.

With a temper like a storm, she stomped her way through the gate.

Then, someone called her name.

“Karen.”

“Why the hell are you calling me?”

She shot an angry glare at the person who called her.

But upon confirming her identity, she froze on the spot.

“Uh, uh, M-Maya?”

A white-haired girl blinked her crimson eyes as she looked at Karen.

Karen’s face turned as red as her hair.

The two had spent some time together in Tettromino Plaza for a few days.

Karen was awkward in front of her.

She restrained her speech, trying her best to sound like a boy.

If her fellow Papal Circus members saw her, they would be embarrassed by her awkward tone.

It was due to the trauma of acting like a boy and getting caught in the past.

But today, because of those damn fools, she witnessed her true self.

“Uh, uh, there you are… Um, what I just said…”

Karen stuttered.

She was afraid of what Maya might think of her.


But as always, Maya spoke with an expressionless face.

“Hello.”

“Uh, uh, hey, Maya… um…”

Karen awkwardly waved her hand.

She couldn’t find anywhere to look and wandered with her gaze.
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Once all the freshman students had arrived, the tour began.

They followed the guidance of the senior students into the school building.

As they entered the building’s entrance, they were greeted by a statue of a person wearing a crow mask.

The statue of the emperor in the correction facility seemed to have been erected out of respect for the sponsor.

However, the care given to this statue was incomparable.

The effort put into the statue itself was beyond words.

The height of the ceiling, the arrangement of the columns, the angle of the lighting, and so on.

Every aspect of the entrance seemed designed to maximize the reverence inspired by the statue.

Just standing at the entrance, gazing up at the statue, they could feel a sense of holiness.

But there were no names around the statue to indicate who it represented.

Only the letters “Lekachep” were engraved on a stone plaque.

The freshman students looked around at the statue and scratched their heads.

“He seems like a very important figure, but who is he?”

“Was ther jester like that?”

“Seems more like a clown than a jester…”

Most of them murmured in confusion, but some recognized who he was and why his name wasn’t there.

“This is Saint Victor.”

Lekachep was erected 28 years ago by one court jester and five acrobats.

At the time, the emperor spared no trick to break the power of the Church.

One of the ventures he undertook was buying ancient cathedrals and converting them into cultural facilities for the common people.

Lekachep was born out of that.

Such a grandiose stone building couldn’t have been built just for a circus school.

This place used to be a grand cathedral of the Church.

“Yes. The original name of the building we use is ‘Saint Victor Cathedral.’ It’s also known as the ‘Miracle Palace.’ I’m sure you all know about Saint Victor. He’s famous for defeating the plague lord, among other things.”

Clara stood before the statue of the man with the crow mask and elaborated on Saint Victor’s achievements and the history of the cathedral.

Although unrelated to the circus, Clara’s eloquence captivated the students, who listened with interest to her explanations.

“But why was Saint Victor portrayed so menacingly? With a crow mask?”

“Yeah. Usually, Saint Victor in stained glass windows is depicted as a handsome blond man.”

Clara calmly answered the students’ questions with the composure of a model Lekachep student.

“Of course, Saint Victor is usually depicted as a handsome young man. However, Yeterinpuurk, where we are, is the land where Saint Victor performed miracles. There are many records of his activities rescuing the sick. He always wore a crow-shaped mask when he was in lands plagued by epidemics. That’s why in the stained glass windows of churches in this area, instead of a handsome blond man, you can see a man wearing a crow mask.”

Clara led the students around the school building, explaining the history and current usage of each area.

She had a knack for making the stories easy to understand and answered unexpected questions kindly.

Thanks to her, even the children who had vague reservations about Lekachep began to like her.

After skimming through the rough parts of the school building, they arrived at the center of the school, the garden.

“Wow.”

“What is all this?”

As they entered the garden, the children couldn’t close their mouths.

It was surrounded by walls about 40 meters high.

The garden, as its name suggested, was full of bamboo.

However, unlike typical gardens, there was only one type of tree.

Only bamboo.

“Our Lekachep’s specialty, ‘Jungle Gym.'”

The relatively small garden was filled with bamboo trees, reaching tens of meters high, scattered about.

But being scattered was only about their vertical growth.

When considering horizontal and diagonal growth, this forest was quite dense.

The bamboo in the Jungle Gym grew straight up and then tangled haphazardly from the middle in all directions.

Ella didn’t find the sight of the bamboo forest unfamiliar.

There was something similar in front of the schoolyard where she grew up.

The headmaster personally brought in lumber and used ropes and hammers to create a complex structure.

It was made for training strength and balance for the children.

What the headmaster made could be considered a miniature version of this.

But there was one difference.

It was that there were no artificial joints visible in these bamboo trees.

“How did you make the bamboo grow diagonally and horizontally?”

One freshman student asked, and the answer came from a messy-looking old man who emerged from the corner.

“It’s me!”

He wore gardening gloves over his apron, which was covered in grass and soil.

“I am the…”.

“Are you a gardener?” Ella raised her hand and answered.

The old gardener was surprised, opening his eyes wide. “Huh, how did you know?”

“Just… got a feeling.”

“Ah, I see. Would you perhaps be interested in learning horticulture? These guys here handle trees quite roughly. Every day, I have to take care of the parts that break or fall off. The strength and elasticity of the joints and the drugs used to maintain them were developed by the Alchemy Guild….”

Suddenly interrupting, the old man’s disorganized explanation made the atmosphere boring for the freshmen.

Quickly, Ella interjected and cut him off. “It’s okay. We’re here to talk about the circus, not gardening.”

“It seems like rudeness isn’t just limited to the students of this school! Anyway, those circus kids….”

The gardener glanced at her once and then grumbled as he disappeared in the direction of the correctional facility.

Clara gave the students a sheepish smile. “The gardener has a reason to get upset about this bamboo grove. We often cause damage because of our training. This bamboo grove isn’t just for show. Our Lekachep students use this jungle gym to shorten the time it takes to move around the school.”

She stood in the middle of the garden and looked up.

On the outer wall surrounding the garden, there were large windows on each floor, large enough for two people to pass through.

“The next place we’re going to visit is the professors’ offices, right? It’s on the fifth floor.”

Clara stood near a bamboo and gave it a push vertically, then jumped, grabbing onto a horizontally stretched bamboo stem with both hands.

She tightly grasped the bamboo and swayed her body back and forth, performing a pendulum motion.

Then, at the right height, she let go of the stem she was holding onto and bounced her hips to propel herself into the air.

She landed on a diagonal stem, which flexed downward with her weight before bouncing back up.

Her body soared diagonally, facing upwards.

Although there were trees obstructing her path, she narrowly avoided them by pulling her legs towards her chest.

She could land on a horizontally stretched stem about 10 meters above the ground.

She moved her body on top of it as if she was running on the ground, then, with movements similar to what she had just shown, she climbed even higher.

In less than 20 seconds, she landed on the window sill of the fifth floor.


Because the building used to be a cathedral, even though it was the fifth floor, it looked over 30 meters high.

She smiled down at the freshmen who were looking up at her from below.

“To move on to the next location, please line up here.”

She still had a friendly expression and tone, but there was a cold mockery underneath.

Clara barely managed to suppress the urge to burst into triumphant laughter.

Did they think we would make being their guides easy?

If they want to be treated as guests by us, they’ll have to endure this much.

Otherwise, they can just be treated as trash and outcasts, right?

As she looked down below, she soon realized something was odd.

The people below were looking at an angle above her.

Even the upperclassmen who were guiding them didn’t look at her.

They were looking slightly higher than where she was.

“Oh, this is interesting.”

“If we do this every day, it’s definitely good training.”

It was the voices of two people.

They came from above Clara’s position.

Looking up, she froze.

Two people were standing on the bamboo spanning the highest point of the cathedral.

One was sitting on the branch, swinging her legs, and the other was standing still with her arms crossed.

It was Ella and Reyna.

“When did…?”

Clara muttered incredulously.

Ella waved her hand upon hearing her voice.

“Ah, I couldn’t help but rush in after seeing the senior bouncing off the bamboo. And then Reyna followed suit.”

“I chose a route opposite to yours to avoid interfering with the paths. It’s natural that you couldn’t see me.”

The muscles around Clara’s eyes trembled.

A later start than hers?

Turning back to accommodate her, even though it was difficult to run the optimal route?

But to reach a higher place at a similar time as her?

Clara alternated her gaze between Ella and Reyna.

A mix of awe, despair, and jealousy surged within her.

But in such a crowded place, she couldn’t reveal her true feelings.

She barely suppressed the surging emotions inside her.

She looked down.

Fortunately, the upperclassmen had regained their senses and were proceeding with their plans as intended.

They were subtly provoking the freshmen with their words and expressions.

“If it’s too difficult, you can also use the stairs over there.”

“It’s break time, so there will be a lot of students, causing congestion.”

“Hehe, please understand.”

As they said, on one side of the courtyard, there were open stairs and railings, and students from Lekachep were looking down at them, smiling slyly.

The freshmen’s faces turned grim.

This was Clara’s strategy.

Climbing up to the fifth floor using the jungle gym was by no means an easy task.

Even freshmen struggled to accomplish it after months of practice.

Skill was one thing, but repetition and learning the tactics played a significant role.

But today, the freshmen who had just seen the jungle gym for the first time couldn’t possibly manage it.

Ella and Reyna were different.

To reach the fifth floor, they had to use the stairs.

But there, Lekachep students were waiting.

To mock them as they walked up the stairs in humiliation.

All the teenagers who came to Lekachep for their circus training received encouragement and attention when they left.

They were told to be careful with their bodies.

They were told that when they came to Lekachep, they would represent the circus.

Those who pride themselves as acrobats couldn’t easily choose to take the stairs.

Clara’s move was subtle.

It was hardly considered “humiliation”.

Her demonstration was merely an introduction, saying, “Our students usually move around like this.”

And suggesting that if they wanted to try, they were free to do so, but if they couldn’t, they could use the stairs, was a reasonable suggestion.

The students on the way up wouldn’t openly hurl insults at them or anything like that.

They would express their mockery through light sighs, murmurs, or faint laughter.

“Hurry up so we don’t miss the tour!”


Clara shouted loudly from upstairs.

The faces of the current students lit up with smiles, while the freshmen’s faces fell.

However, none of them stepped forward first.

Everyone hesitated.

At that moment, one person stepped forward.
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The first challenger emerged from the group centered around Reyna.

They were already active teenage stars, each of whom had been featured in solo articles at least once.

The girl walking out towards the jungle gym right now was also a somewhat famous figure in the industry.

“Merren!”

“It’s Merren the Silent!”

“The Silent 12 Minutes!”

The students cheered her name.

Even the students of Lekachep seemed slightly tense as she appeared.

Usually, the ones to pass through the jungle gym the fastest were the tightrope walker majors.

They often accomplished tasks that took others weeks in barely any time at all.

Merren was also a tightrope walker.

And not just any tightrope walker; among the active teenage acrobats, she was one of the top five in tightrope skills.

She walked towards the center of the courtyard, drawing everyone’s attention.

Though her expression showed tension, she didn’t seem afraid.

She stopped at the spot where Clara had stood earlier.

She bent down and pulled something from around her ankle.

Clang, clang.

A clear ringing echoed through the garden.

She was holding a bronze-colored bell in her hand.

She always carried it tied to her leg.

“She has been carrying that thing all along?”

“I didn’t hear any sound at all.”

“Indeed. So she’s ‘Merren the Silent.'”

Merren’s trademark act was performing acrobatics on a tightrope with bells attached.

She was famous for never making a sound while traversing the rope with multiple bells.

When she started her performance, the audience automatically hushed.

Applause and cheers were usually refrained from during her performance.

Once, she even silenced the entire arena.

People called that moment the ‘Silent 12 Minutes’ as a tribute to her noiseless performance.

Passing through the jungle gym in a single attempt was achieved by only one or two people in each group in Lekachep.

Charlie did it in the previous group, and Clara did it in the current one.

Maybe Merren could do it too.

All eyes were on her, both students and alumni.

She took a deep breath and leaped.

Her way of walking was unique.

When people moved, they usually alternated between lifting steps and shifting their weight.

But she moved both her steps and shifts simultaneously.

It was a method that could make even the most stable person wobble after just a few steps.

But she had ingrained that way of walking into her body through rigorous training.

She moved as if sliding on the ground.

No sound came from her steps.

She pushed a bamboo pole vertically and launched herself into the air.

She followed Clara’s route precisely.

She jumped and leaped, ascending step by step from the 1st to the 2nd, and then the 3rd floor.

The eagerly anticipated 4th floor came.

She leaped across to the opposite bamboo stem for the final jump.

But then, something unexpected happened.

Crack.

The bamboo she landed on snapped.

She fell from 25 meters in the air.

A short scream erupted from all sides.

She quickly unfolded her fall technique.

But there was a protruding branch in her falling path.

Thunk.

She hit it with her foot.

Before she could even feel the pain, her body crashed onto the ground.

Thud.

The garden floor trembled.

The students sighed in sympathy.

“Why did it break at that moment!”

“Of all times…”

“What happened to Merren?”

She quickly got up.

The area where she landed was sore, but she wasn’t seriously injured.

However, the bone in the area hit during the fall was dislocated.

She pushed away approaching colleagues, limped to a corner bench in the garden, and sat down.

She examined her foot, bit her lip slightly, and adjusted the dislocated bone.

Crunch.

While adjusting her bone, she didn’t let out a single scream.

She breathed heavily after holding her breath and gingerly moved her foot around to assess her condition.

She soon nodded reassuringly towards her worried friends, confirming her well-being.

The students cheered for her.

“Wow!”

“So unfortunate!”

“Merren! Merren!”

At the sound of their cheers, the Lekachep students who had been staring blankly at her snapped out of it.

They looked at her with resentful eyes as she limbered up again, preparing to jump.

They started murmuring loudly, as if to make sure she heard.

“If you don’t think you can do it, just take the stairs.”


“Why did she step up then? Ugh.”

“If she gets hurt, is she going to hold us responsible? Really don’t like this.”

“She’s supposed to be silent, but she’s making quite a racket, heh heh.”

Since Charlie graduated, the atmosphere in Lekachep had become quite hostile.

Partly because they were directly involved in preparing for the Circus Grand Prix, and there was frequent comparison with outsiders such as public admissions tests or drafts, naturally increasing their solidarity and hostility towards outsiders.

Merren seemed slightly deflated amidst the hostile atmosphere surrounding her.

Although accustomed to performing acrobatics in a quiet atmosphere, her concentration easily wavered in noisy surroundings.

Ella inwardly cursed as she observed the returning tension.

Why are there people like this?

She was somewhat skilled.

Why mock her like that?

She recalled old memories.

The school she attended was also fiercely competitive among children in honing their skills.

They said kids mature early without parents, but they were still kids.

They restrained or fought each other out of competitiveness.

Ella had been the target of such schemes several times.

Ironically, she often fell victim not to direct competitors but to their followers.

Especially the girls who liked Charlie.

Ella believed they sabotaged her grades because they saw her as their competition.

They sometimes exchanged insults or even got into physical fights.

But that was it.

They were like family, relying on each other in difficult situations. They didn’t openly insult or humiliate people like these kids did.

Ella was disappointed that among the students, no one was comforting Merren.

It was infuriating to see them laughing or gossiping among themselves.

“Charlie spent four years with these kinds of people?”

She looked at Clara.

The last bamboo breaking was no coincidence.

Earlier, Clara had intentionally weakened the bamboo from the inside using her ‘Strength Boast’ technique during her jump.

She had been at this school for a few years.

She must have had an understanding of the strength of bamboo.

How much force to apply to break it without it showing externally.

She had set the trap intentionally.

So the latecomer would make a mistake.

“It was probably originally a trap aimed at me.”

Reyna also saw through Clara’s intentions and gave a smug smile.

But she wasn’t as angry as Ella.

After all, her father had tried to insult Lekachep first.

Clara felt the gaze of the two on her but ignored them.

She spoke with a slightly regretful voice.

“The bamboo sometimes breaks. It might be the first time for the students here, so they might not have proper control over their strength. So, please don’t criticize others too much.”

She said so and then addressed Merren, who was preparing to jump again.

“Please stop, Merren. What will you do if you get hurt again?”

“No, if I try one more time…”

“I am responsible for everyone’s safety… I can’t give another chance to injured Merren.”

“Ah…”

Disappointment flashed across Merren’s face.

With her skills, there was a high chance of success if she tried again.

But Clara didn’t allow her to try again.

Using the pretext of concern for her safety and her responsibility, she refused Merren’s attempt.

“If there’s no one else to try, please come up the stairs. We’ll be late for the schedule.”

There were a few tightrope walkers here who were as skilled as Merren.

But witnessing Merren being mocked just now made them fully aware of the atmosphere here.

It was a task that had an uncertain chance of success even in a supportive and positive atmosphere.

But it seemed daunting to try here, with hostile people all around.

‘If you get hurt, what then?’

As everyone turned to head towards the stairs, one person stepped forward.

She wasn’t from the first group of elite acrobats or the second group who scored high on the entrance exam.

Maya walked out of the third group that Clara classified as losers.

At first, the students thought she was a mannequin.

Her expressionless face and fair skin gave that impression.

“What’s she doing?”

“She doesn’t look like she’s been exercising at all.”

The children gathered here had been training their bodies since they were young.

Of course, the physique demanded by acrobats was different from that of soldiers or laborers.

Most of them were slim and muscular.

But there was no such trace on Maya’s body.

With her petite figure, hands without a single blister below the sleeves, and skin that looked like marshmallows, her appearance was that of a pampered rich girl.

“Maya!”

Ella called her name, but Maya didn’t react and walked straight to the 5th-floor window where Clara was standing.

She didn’t stop walking.

She kept walking, higher and higher through the center of the garden.

“What is she doing?”

“Is this some kind of illusion?”

“It’s cheating.”

The students murmured angrily like a swarm of bees.

The students watched her actions as if enchanted.

She was walking in the air.

With each step she took, a staircase-shaped illusion formed.

She lightly ignored the bamboos blocking her path.

As if she had no interest in such things.

“What’s that?”

“It seems like an illusion magic.”

“There’s no way someone could infuse physical force into illusion magic.”

“Yeah, right. Maybe it’s Inspira. Or maybe it’s a magical tool.”

Maya finally stepped onto the ledge of the 5th-floor window.

Clara, momentarily forgetting she should welcome her, shouted in panic.

“W-what are you doing?”

“Hurry up.”

Despite Clara’s cold tone, she hesitated for a moment but continued speaking.

“B-but why not use the jungle gym…”

Maya replied as if genuinely puzzled.

“Why should I?”

“Y-you? You should, of course, demonstrate your, your talent…”

Clara’s words were met with Maya’s response in an unyielding voice.

“My talent is this.”

Maya’s words were one of the common phrases used by professors.

The students of Lekachep often forgot their essence while chasing grades.

That they were acrobats who delighted the audience with their talents on stage.

They focused on raising the level of their skills vaguely to gain an advantage in Lekachep’s system, neglecting to develop their own unique something.


This contrasted with the children who spent their teenage years in the field.

They strived to develop stimulating and individual talents to attract the attention of passersby for survival.

Thanks to this, Lekachep graduates often became unpopular compared to those they meet in the field.

So professors urged students to develop their own skills, called “my talent is this.”

Maya’s words felt like a rebuke to them, who believed in only one skill and underestimated those who honed their skills in their own fields.
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No matter how armed with an elite mindset, the students of prestigious school were still devotees of the circus.

Their astonishing skill lay in breaking conventions.

And even stimulating their identity as acrobats with a single word.

They couldn’t help but be swayed by Maya’s words and actions.

Her mysterious aura added to that stimulation.

But they couldn’t honestly express such feelings from their standpoint.

They just stood there nervously, watching the reactions of the top students.

Clara sensed the change in the atmosphere inside.

And it was not in the direction she desired.

She tried to salvage the situation somehow.

But at that moment, a hand grabbed onto the ledge of the 5th-floor window.

“Eek!”

With a strange shout, a person suddenly popped up.

With fiery red hair, a fierce-looking girl tilted her head.

It was Karen.

She breathed heavily as if gasping for air and crossed over the window like it was nothing.

“Whew, thought I was gonna die.”

She wiped the sweat and drool with her sleeve and glared at Maya with a resentful look.

Then, she let out a whiny voice that would have made her brother and colleagues scream if they heard it.

“Hic, Maya, you’re too much. Leaving me behind.”

Maya looked at her indifferently.

“There’s another way for you.”

“I didn’t climb up through the stairs”

Karen muttered with a sulky expression.

Clara looked at her hand, now reddened with effort.

She heard a few words from the children murmuring below.

She realized how Karen had come up.

She had grabbed onto a bamboo from the first floor and climbed up.

With just her strength.

‘Can you believe this?!’

Clara looked at her incredulously.

E for Endurance was a virtue that symbolized the skill of ground acrobatics among SPECIAL.

Balancing weight with palms and soles was the specialty of ground acrobatics majors.

But climbing up a bamboo about 30 meters with just that.

It was unbelievable.

Karen stood at the window, rubbing her palms.

And she shouted while looking down.

“I heard everything on my way up. These brats. What’s cheating about it? You guys are funny.”

Her voice was as bold as if she had just had a drink, unlike when she spoke to Maya earlier.

She rebuked the students, glaring at them.

“I only know ground acrobatics. But why should I jump around here like a jester?”

“A jester?”

At Clara’s chilly response from behind, Karen turned around in surprise.

“Oh, well, I mean, not to, not to senior… Just, those kids who speak so lightly… Um…”

She muttered in confusion, looking at the person with cold eyes.

She was still the girl who had difficulty dealing with others, especially those with skills like Clara, who could throw cold glances while laughing.

Meanwhile, there was a commotion below.

Encouraged by Maya and Karen’s performances, the students began to raise their voices.

“Yeah. That’s right! I’m a ground acrobat, so why do I have to jump around on bamboo?”

“Me too! I’m a vaulting acrobat, not a tightrope walker! I mean, elite students might be good at everything.”

“We’re going to be here for a month, no need to rush to the 5th floor now.”

The children said so and confidently started climbing the stairs.

There were the students who were supposed to ridicule them.

But they hesitated, looking at each other nervously, and then made way for them.

And so, all the students moved towards the 5th floor, except for one.

In silence, Merren stood before the bamboo again.

She was different from the other children.

She was determined to regain her honour as a tightrope acrobat.

This time, even Clara couldn’t stop her.

She pushed off the bamboo and flew into the air.

Everyone watched her silently.

She climbed up to the fourth floor height using the same route as before.

There was still no sound of footsteps.

And her movements were as stable as if she wasnt injured at all.

She ignored the place where she had made a mistake earlier.

Anyway, that place had a broken branch, so she couldn’t pass through it.

She explored a new route.

She moved to another tree using one branch as a foothold.

She went back a bit from the original path, but there was another way to reach the 5th-floor window.

She carefully climbed onto a new branch.

There was a creaking sound, but it didn’t break.

Unless intentionally broken like Clara or a braggart majoring in strength control, bamboo rarely broke. This was because the gardener checked and took care of it every day.

She jumped across to the other side.

And she added an action to signal the end of her show.

Intentionally making noise with her last step.

Thud.

With a cheerful sound, her feet touched the threshold of the 5th-floor window.

She smiled happily and looked around the garden.

The students climbing the stairs, even the students of Lekachep, nodded their heads and gave a slight applause.


Even the top students couldn’t stop and looked at each other with lowered heads.

“Wow!”

“Amazing! Merren!”

“To break through the obstacle in just two attempts!”

Karen approached her with an excited expression.

She mustered up the courage to talk to her.

“Amaz… amazing! Great…”

“A jester?”

Merren shot back at her.

It was a playful remark, but Karen was taken aback and stepped back.

Merren approached Maya, who was standing a little apart, with a smile.

And she said, “Thank you.”

Maya grinned back at her.

For what?

She even saw Ella giving her a thumbs-up from afar.

Why is that?

All the freshmen arrived on the 5th floor.

At the same time, the bell signaling the end of break time rang.

The students scattered to attend classes or practice.

After a while, an elderly gardener entered the empty garden.

He discovered the fallen bamboo branch on the ground and shouted.

“What’s this! You broke the bamboo again!”

The elderly gardener looked around the empty courtyard, shouting in anger.

“Damn kids!”

The freshmen entered the office of Elpara, the deputy principal and tightrope walking professor.

Beyond the window of her study, the courtyard was visible.

Elpara blocked out the old man’s cursing by closing the window.

“You passed through the barrier beautifully.”

Wearing a black hat and a long black robe, she was nicknamed “The Witch” by the students due to her strict demeanour.

But now, a smile that was rarely seen by students once a week adorned her lips.

She glanced at Clara, who blushed and avoided the professor’s gaze.

Allowing obstacles for the freshmen was one thing, but deliberately making them the subject of ridicule during break time was something she had done on her own.

That kind-hearted Clara changed like this in just a few months.

Was it because of the pressure of the Circus Grand Prix?

Or was there another reason?

She felt bitter.

Elpara had been missing her old friend more and more lately.

Lekachep was famous for its elite mentality, but it wasn’t this severe in the past.

Initially, the school’s status wasn’t this high.

Graduates going out into society often heard comments like, “Why go to a school to learn acrobatics?”

The current elite mentality started seventeen years ago, after the terror incident during the 2nd Circus Grand Prix.

It was since Ursus, the tamer, left this world.

The five of them were skilled acrobats, but none of them had ever properly taught or led others.

Like most acrobats of that era, they learned their skills in an apprenticeship-style fashion.

Guiding and teaching dozens of teenagers through an educational curriculum was unprecedented.

Moreover, at the time, they were all in their twenties or thirties.

They didn’t know how to deal with immature individuals on a personal level.

Their limit was preparing challenging tasks to make students compete and improve their skills.

But Ursus was different.

He was a professional tamer.

He was familiar with education, such as how to calm someone’s mind, control a crowd, and understand each individual’s aptitude.

While other professors passed on technical skills, he took care of the students’ non-academic aspects from behind.

They didn’t realize his role while he was there.

They didn’t understand the significance of his small actions.

It was only when he left and the student generation changed over the years that the internal culture deteriorated, and the professors noticed what role he had played.

When they tried to make up for it, it was already too late.

The school had grown several times larger, and their abilities were lacking.

The new Professor for Taming didn’t have the same capacity as their friend.

Even Elpara, volunteering as the deputy Principal, struggled to establish order.

Especially this generation, with professors busy preparing for the Circus Grand Prix, couldn’t properly understand the students’ feelings.

Clara was able to easily instigate and manipulate the kids based on these circumstances.

Elpara sighed sadly.

As the freshmen left her office, they continued towards the next professor’s office.

Along the way, they encountered more obstacles.

As befitting a circus school, Lekachep had places throughout the school where skills could be used to cross.

One such obstacle was a thick, locked iron door.

No matter how much force was applied, it seemed to yield but suddenly stopped, as if caught.

It was strange.

The students who had taken the entrance exam pondered.

Finally, one student exclaimed as if remembering something.

“Static friction?”

Ella nodded, pointing to the top of the iron door.

The width of the door was 1 meter, and its height was 2 meters.

However, there was a groove in the wall surrounding the door.

It seemed to be about 2 meters wide and 4 meters high.

And in turn, there was a groove at a width of 4 meters and a height of 8 meters.

“Look closely.”

Ella pushed one side of the iron door, and Reyna pushed the opposite side.

The iron door creaked and moved backward.

But then, with a clicking sound, it stopped as if caught on something.

Some students, following Ella’s gesture, applied more force to open the door.

Then something amazing happened.

The wall surrounding the 1×2 meter door began to move.

What they thought was a wall turned out to be a hidden door.

As the freshmen marveled, there was another clicking sound, and something seemed to catch on the door again.

They instinctively looked higher.

The 4×8 meter door.

Ella and Reyna let go of the door.

The hefty-looking male students were gestured forward by Reyna.

They were weightlifters.

They each grabbed one side of the door and exerted force according to her signal.

Their basic strength was naturally superior to Ella’s.

The door opened easily.


To pass through this, skill in strength was necessary.

So they continued to hold onto the iron door even after opening it to allow other freshmen to pass.

Using their respective skills, they helped each other pass several more obstacles and toured the professors’ research labs.

Now, only one place remained.

Professor Taming’s office.
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The building of the Animal Taming major was sponsored by the Miracle Palace before the school was even built.

Due to the nature of the subjects involving caring for animals, a spacious and open area was necessary.

The students who entered the sponsorship pointed out various traces left behind, such as elephant footprints or tiger claw marks, discussing among themselves.

What kind of animals are they bringing and training?

Training was something one could enjoy simply by observing without necessarily showcasing any skills.

The students were excitedly discussing the animals they were looking forward to.

At the end of the garden stood a small tower.

At the entrance of the tower sat a creature.

Many students, including Ella, recognized it.

A four-legged creature with a eagle’s head and white wings.

It was a Griffin, the task that appeared in the entrance exam.

“Squawk!”

As strangers approached in groups, the creature stood up, assuming a defensive posture.

Closing its beak with a loud sound, it snorted.

Scratching the ground with its claws, it threatened them.

The students hesitantly stepped back, looking at the creature with fearful eyes.

The Griffin was a fierce beast that could attack farms and even snatch calves.

If it went on a rampage, it wouldn’t be surprising if several people were injured or killed.

“You all stay behind me. It might get startled.”

Clara stepped forward, speaking with a serious tone.

This Griffin was a stubborn creature that few students could handle.

Clara herself wasn’t very comfortable facing it.

However, she had been coming here every day for the past three weeks.

Instead of covering up what she had done wrong in the entrance exam, she had agreed to fulfil a few requests from the professor.

Thanks to that, she had become familiar with facing the Griffin.

Now, if she just set her mind to it, Clara felt like she could surpass even the highest score Ella achieved in the entrance exam.

As she stepped forward, the Griffin’s demeanour softened slightly.

Clara smiled reassuringly at it and approached slowly.

The Griffin folded its wings and stretched its neck, a gesture of relaxing its guard and showing friendliness.

Clara also spread her arms and approached calmly.

The creature also approached her.

Admiring murmurs could be heard from the students behind.

Clara felt exhilarated as she reached out her hand towards the Griffin’s beak.

Petting it was a sign of affection to it.

“Yeah. Here. Come here…”

However, her attempt was unsuccessful.

The Griffin suddenly raised its head.

“Squawk!”

It was the sound the Griffin made when it was excited.

It dashed towards the students, passing Clara.

“Oh no! Everyone, step back!”

Clara shouted.

The Griffin had already pounced on one of the students.

A student in a blue gym uniform struggled under the excited creature.

Clara looked embarrassed.

She had told the professor she could handle it…!

What a disgrace.

Clara took out a dagger from her pocket.

There was an anaesthetic on its end, which could even sedate an elephant.

As she threw it towards the Griffin’s neck.

Laughter burst out.

It was from the person the Griffin had pounced on.

“Hahaha, ticklish. Stop it. It’s been only three weeks? You remember me. Yeah, yeah. Good boy. Good boy.”

The voice belonged to Ella.

She hadn’t been attacked.

The Griffin had rushed towards her out of joy.

It extended its tongue through its beak and licked her hand.

The students watched in disbelief.

Handling such a violent beast as if it was a puppy.

It was hard to believe even after seeing it.

“You, you have to pet his beak…”

Clara wanted to give the impression that she was somehow in control of the situation.

She wanted to show that she could give advice to make the Griffin behave better.

However, Ella ignored her advice.

She stroked the back of the Gryphon’s neck instead of its beak.

Because it seemed like that’s what it wanted right now.

Indeed, the Griffin appeared to prefer that side.

Although Ella didn’t know much about the creature called the Griffin.

Her skill in handling him was as good as a professional Griffin rider.

***

She could read what the creature wanted through its fleeting eye expressions and small habits.

Clara now looked at the Griffin, which was resting its head on Ella’s lap.

She had confidently stepped forward only to be overshadowed beautifully.

How could that stubborn creature, known for its stubbornness, be so attached to someone it had only seen a few times?

It had been attending this school for years, barely even exchanging greetings with anyone…

As Ella calmed it down, the children who had been intimidated by it earlier gradually gathered around her.

They couldn’t help but admire the majestic appearance of the Griffin and its splendid feathers and wings.

“I’ll give this back to you.”

Reyna unexpectedly handed Clara a dagger.


It was the item she had thrown earlier.

Clara felt deflated with disappointment.

She had thrown the dagger with all her might, only for it to be effortlessly caught by her.

“Thank y…ou.”

She took the dagger Reyna offered and tucked it into her pocket.

Distracted by the consecutive mental shocks, she even forgot she had to guide the students.

After ample discussion with the Griffin, the students entered the tower.

“Wow.”

“What’s all this?”

The children exclaimed in awe or shock as they saw the inside of the room.

The office resembled a menagerie, filled with animals.

The owners of the traces they had seen in the garden were there.

There were also beasts akin to Griffins.

But the children didn’t seem afraid even when they saw them.

No, they felt sympathy instead.

They were all trapped.

In glass jars lined up on one side of the room.

“I guess this is what that rumor is about.”

“It’s a bit chilling to see them all gathered like this.”

Then, someone appeared from the corner of the office as the door opened.

It was a woman in her mid-30s with a kind smile.

“Nice to meet you. I’m Pyrene, the Professor Taming.” [Note: Pyrene is her real name. Till now I have been referring to her by her title]

She smiled at the children, who looked at the glass jars with a mixture of interest and concern.

“You were already admiring them, weren’t you? Aren’t they charming creatures?”

While the children nodded, their faces showed some doubt.

Representing the children, Ella asked her a question.

“Are the animals okay? It looks cramped and stuffy in here.”

“The students were worried about that.”

Pyrene picked up one of the glass jars.

Inside was an elephant.

“Don’t worry. This is just an ordinary glass jar, but when a creature enters it, it becomes a completely different world from this one.”

She suddenly turned the jar upside down.

The children screamed in surprise, but the catastrophe they feared did not occur.

The elephant inside the glass jar remained squatting on the bottom of the jar, seemingly unaware of what was happening outside.

“In reality, these animals are not inside the jars.”

Pyrene explained about her Inspira.

She could put the animals she contracted into the glass jars.

As mentioned earlier, she simply expressed it as putting them in glass jars, but in reality, the glass jar served as a medium to connect the world where the animals were with the real world.

“They are in a completely different space from here.”

“Where is that?”

“A place more comfortable and pleasant than anything else. They don’t feel physically or mentally tired there. They don’t need to eat or deal with waste. I think it’s a special space built somewhere in Kirku’s domain.”

She led the students, pointing out where they had encountered each of the animals and explaining their personalities, talents, and skills.

Each of them had their own story or anecdote.

The children were amazed, shed tears, or expressed anger as they heard different stories.

Originally, the students were supposed to disperse by early afternoon, but due to the extended time spent, it was late afternoon before the day’s excursion schedule could be completed.

***

I nodded as I listened to Ella’s story.

Even though it was time for them to return, there was no word, so I contacted her and Maya through the Sound Room.

Fortunately, everything was fine.

They had just spent a bit more time at the last place they visited because the children had enjoyed it.

“Oh, I see.”

I nodded at her generous assessment of Professor Pyrene.

Was my worry unfounded?

Even though she had shown madness in TT2, now she might just be a mere animal enthusiast.

Even in the game, she was focused on capturing animals.

She even carried glass jars with a cheerful smile in that hellish setting.

After a few sub-quests, she would invite players to her hideout to show off her collection.

“What’s this…?”

“Ugh.”

The knight’s expression stiffened, and the thief looked like might vomit at any moment.

Only Maya scrutinized Pyrene’s collection with an emotionless face.

The creatures inside her jars were not ordinary beings.

“G-gu… please, k-kill me. I can’t…”

“The legs are torn apart like this. Aaaagh!”

Victims whose bodies were transformed by Wonderstein’s power.

They had stopped just before being completely transformed into monsters.

“Isn’t that a person?”

At the knight’s words, she smiled brightly and shook her head.

“A person? No, of course not. My ability doesn’t capture people.”

She said so and took out a jar from a corner of the office.

It was a jar with a round body and a long snout.

“Master, guests have arrived.”

She proudly presented it to the warriors.

“Say hello. He is my master.”

Could there be people transformed into monsters inside it as well?

The thief, inspecting the jar closely, frowned.

There wasn’t even a living creature inside it, let alone a human.

Even one side of the glass jar was shattered.

Inside, there were only dried bloodstains clinging to the broken shards like pieces of shell.

“Master! Master! Guests have arrived!”

With a broken glass jar from which no sound could be heard, she found her master who had died decades ago.

“As expected, this woman is a bit crazy.”

“In a city dominated by Wonderstein’s madness, wouldn’t anyone be a bit off?”

Though she was a creepy figure, compared to the allies in other cities, she was relatively quiet.

At least she didn’t harm people.

However, her words about not ‘recognizing people’ as ‘people’ made me uneasy.

***

After the students left, Pyrene was alone in the tower.

She drew the curtains, locked the door, and approached the bookshelf behind the desk.

As she touched a few items there, the bookshelf made a noise and moved back, revealing a hidden passage.

Passing through the passage, she found a switch on the wall and turned on the lights in the room.

As there were no windows in this room, the light from the lamp did not spill outside.

The light illuminated the dark space.

The space revealed was several times larger than her office.

Several large shelves surrounded the room.

Hundreds of glass jars filled each shelf.

Inside them were creatures, each different from those seen outside and with distorted features, as if someone had grabbed one corner of the original creatures and twisted them sharply.

They were forms that could not be found in this world, let alone in the Abyss.

Even faced with such horrifying things, Pyrene’s expression remained calm.

After all, there was no reason for her to fear them.

They were all captured by her Inspira.

She stared at the center of the room.

From the dark corner came a deep, rumbling voice.

“Have you come.”


There was no figure of a person in the darkness.

There was only one glass jar with a round body and a long snout, firmly bound to the desk by a sturdy chain.

The voice came from inside it.

Inside the flask with a round bottom, there was a creature that did not seem to belong to this world.

It writhed with black flesh, reminiscent of something that might be seen in the trash bin of a seafood shop, with layers of broken shells and shells piled on top of each other.
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There was no natural landscape that stimulated human imagination as much as the Sky City Hippodrome.

Numerous writers and artists drew inspiration from the floating island in the clouds.

Countless metaphors, proverbs, paintings, and songs originated from it.

However, discussions about the influence of Sky City on human architecture and engineering were subtle.

This was because the Hippodrome was not a constructed city but a ‘discovered’ one.

As someone familiar with the current Hippodrome where hundreds of airships come and go daily, it might be hard to believe, but it wasn’t long ago that humans were allowed to set foot there.

The prohibition of Sky City’s access wasn’t due to lack of technology.

Attempts to reach the Sky City existed long before the invention of airships.

People tried to conquer the Sky City by riding hot air balloons for years or training flying creatures like griffins.

But they all failed.

Some scholars proposed theories, citing the phenomenon as similar to the wind that blows when a carriage travels fast, but there were many eyewitness accounts that couldn’t be explained by that alone.

Priests argued that access to Sky City was forbidden by the gods. They warned that continuing to challenge the Sky City might bring down divine punishment.

Thus, Sky City remained a mystery for a long time.

Of course, it had been a long time since the cause of its mysterious force had been revealed.

There was an ancient city built on the Sky City.

The inhabitants were a race called Joins, with a stilted stature, beaks, and feathers.

They were the rulers of the continent before humans migrated to Columbia.

They possessed technology that was difficult to measure with current knowledge.

The force surrounding the Sky City was a powerful field generated by devices they created.

It was also thanks to this force that the island could float.

Although humanity hadn’t fully understood its principles, they learned how to manipulate it.

How to open and close parts of the field, how to control the height and speed of the island.

Thus, humanity built current cities on the traces left by the ancient people.

Of course, it took considerable time for the city to develop as it is now.

Issues such as transportation networks with the ground, sourcing materials for the improvement and maintenance of buildings, food supply problems, and disputes over city ownership had to be resolved through technological and institutional development for a considerable time.

Sky City began to take on its current form after the invention of airships.

With the innovation of aerial logistics, the city grew explosively.

Some expressed concerns that the city might fall, but it didn’t quench the desire of those who wanted to live in Hippodrome.

Many desired the privilege of living in the unique aerial residential area in the world.

Above all, there had been no problems with the island until now.

Enough time had passed for people to consider it natural for Sky City to be in the sky.

It had been such a long time that it was difficult to imagine the island falling to the ground.

Scholars were confident that even if a hundred of the largest airships made by humans were to crash into the island simultaneously, it would remain safe.

So when one airship struck the heart of Hippodrome, residents worried about people who might have been crushed under the airship carrying a lot of gunpowder rather than worrying about the safety of the island itself.

But when a second airship crashed into the same place, the situation changed.

The field generator malfunctioned, causing the entire city to tremble like a patient with a fever.

It was no coincidence that another airship carrying the same type of cargo crashed at the same location at the same time.

Those ‘accidents’ were attacks on Hippodrome.

The terrorist attack happened when the city was in the midst of a festival.

The streets were so crowded that they were uncontrollable by the usual security personnel, and half of the city’s leadership was staggering around the city drunk.

It was in such a situation that the terrorist attack occurred.

The lively streets turned into scenes of terror in an instant, and no one could control the chaos.

Half of the leadership, not drunk, was watching a performance at the Wonder Stage, the centre of the festival.

They tried to respond immediately after the terrorist attack.

However, they couldn’t communicate with the outside world.

The successive explosions might have caused the malfunction of the Sky City’s field.

A massive force field surrounded the Wonder Stage.

It blocked access to and from there.

“Argh! Why can’t we move forward!”

“Shut up! No matter how hard we push, it won’t budge!”

“Stop pushing! People in front will die!”

Hundreds, thousands of people tried to pass through the area where the field was generated, but the invisible wall didn’t budge.

Creak, creak.

The sound of iron twisting echoed throughout the Wonder Stage area.

The stone floor crumbled, and the iron chains and rebars connecting the main island and the Wonder Stage snapped.

The Wonder Stage was trying to detach from the main island.

However, most people didn’t even realize that the ground they were standing on was collapsing.

They were just running away from the being that was trying to kill them, which had made it this far.

“Argh! They are here!”

“They’re right behind us!”

“Please, let us out!”

The people behind screamed in terror.

Everyone turned around.

Shapes that seemed to mix human flesh, bones, and organs indiscriminately appeared in the distance.

“Kieeek!”

“Human!”

“Eating!”

They repeatedly shouted chilling words as they rushed toward the people.

Massacre ensued.

As chaos erupted with everyone trying to escape from the Wonder Stage, Pyrene was running towards the center of the Wonder Stage.

“Master!”

She followed the scent of her master using the sense of smell of the animal she raised.

“Master!”

However, no matter how hard she tried, all she could see were dead people.

Or something so distorted that it hardly looked human.

After wandering around for a while, she soon came face to face with a new form.

It was a black wolf as huge as a bear.

It was a creature Pyrene knew.

It was the animal her master raised.


It was lying dead with its body torn apart and gouged on the ground.

It was clear that the wolf had fought to protect someone.

Pyrene instinctively searched the vicinity of the ruins where her master had been blocking with his body.

Bones and flesh were scattered so badly that it was hard to recognize the shape.

She thought her master might be dead.

Not long after she examined it, groans were heard from a pile of rocks.

“Grrr.”

As she unconsciously approached, a snake blocked her path.

It glared at the spot menacingly.

It was only then that she realized that the opponent might not be human but a monster.

She caught her breath and spoke.

“I am Pyrene, an Assistant Professor in Lekachep! Who are you?”

There was silence for quite some time.

Just when she began to suspect that the opponent might have died in the meantime, an answer came.

“Pyrene?”

The owner of the voice revealed itself in the darkness.

Legs covered with about a dozen hard shells rested on the ground.

Every time the shell on the back moved, it made a clacking sound.

Pyrene almost screamed in horror.

It wasn’t human.

It looked as if a god had tried to cross a snail and a crab and ended up discarding it.

“Monster!”

Pyrene quickly stepped back.

The snake hissed and bared its fangs towards it.

The monsters she encountered here today immediately attacked when it saw a human.

Instinctively, she guarded against its approach.

However, contrary to expectations, it didn’t make any move and just stared at her intently.

A black fleshy mass, with eyes, nose, and mouth indistinguishable, wriggled.

“Grrr.”

The creature groaned again.

Pyrene realized that the monster was dying.

Its shell and flesh were crumbling down slowly like a sandcastle.

The words that came out of its mouth were something she never expected.

“Put me in your glass bottle.”

“…What?”

She was surprised not only by the fact that the monster spoke normally, but also by what it said.

It was mentioning her Inspira, a ability she had recently awakened.

Only her master knew about its existence.

“How…?”

“Hurry, put me in! There’s no time!”

Pyrene hesitated for a moment at his urgency, then took out the glass bottle from her pocket.

She didn’t know how it knew about her ability, but she decided to rescue it for now.

Her world inside the glass bottle was a fascinating place.

The animals inside remained in a pristine state, untouched by time, without aging or changing as if time had stopped. There was no need to feed them.

Perhaps she could use her ability to save the monster from dying.

When she uttered a specific word, the monster began to be sucked into her glass bottle.

There are conditions for being trapped in a bottle. Firstly, the opponent must not be human. At least, she shouldn’t perceive them as human. And their consent is required. They cannot be forced into confinement under any circumstances.

The demon in the bottle recalled the words she had said a few days ago to her master.

It soon felt its body stabilizing inside the bottle.

The gamble was successful.

Its collapse ceased in this place.

Originally, its body couldn’t survive without drinking a specific substance constantly from a flask.

However, here, it could maintain its vitality without such measures, as if it was inside the bottle.

The demon in the bottle observed her beyond the glass bottle.

It was a useful ability.

It needed her to survive.

Escaping from the clutches of the scientist’s hand and crawling into the place again where it had to enter the glass bottle was a funny thing, but still, it was satisfied. It was better than the time when it didn’t know when it would be disposed of.

The demon in the bottle instructed her to escape from the Wonder Stage.

Thanks to its power, she could barely escape from that hellish place without encountering the monsters and finding gaps in the barrier.

“Here! We have survivors here!”

Dozens of airships were searching for survivors on the ground.

The Wonder Stage eventually collapsed and crashed into the sea, but fortunately, those who were right on the edge were able to jump out before that happened.

“Were you inside the Wonder Stage?”

Pyrene hesitated for a moment at the investigator’s question, then shook her head.

Emergency relief shelters were receiving care from hundreds of survivors besides her.

A few of those who were said to have been inside the Wonder Stage were separately summoned and underwent intensive investigation.

The investigation itself was nothing special.

It was just asking detailed questions about what happened inside the Wonder Stage along with physical examinations.

However, if the creature inside her glass bottle was discovered during the process, it was a problem what would happen to it.

While escaping from the Wonder Stage and recovering her body here, Pyrene came up with one hypothesis.

All the monsters she saw there were based on humans.

It was certain that the people at the scene were the ones who were distorted by some magic.

Pyrene muttered as she looked at the creature crouched inside the glass bottle.

“Are you…?”

While she was forming a hypothesis, the demon was also planning in its mind.

It was a fake apostle created in the laboratory.

And it was none other than Cinepecus, the apostle of Cinepecus, who was rumoured to collect all the stories of the world and had a reputation to love gossip, rumours and fame.

It stared at Pyrene beyond the glass.

It was a useful ability.

It needed her to survive.

She was a woman with a strong dependence on her master and twisted possessiveness.

There was a glimpse of excitement in her eyes as she peered into the glass bottle.


The feeling that she might have acquired her master even in the form of a monster.

Controlling her as she desired was a piece of cake.

It was ready to play its part.

“…You figured it out, Pyrene. Yes, it’s me. Your master, Ursus.”

The demon whispered in the bottle.
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Pyrene closed her eyes and then opened them again.

In a brief moment, a myriad of emotions flickered across her face.

Since that day, she had always been with her mentor.

She even attended her mentor’s funeral, holding him close to her chest.

Pyrene suppressed the urge to laugh when she saw Elpara, their focal point, shedding tears.

She was the one who always came to meet the mentor, unbuttoning her chest and thigh buttons.

Forty years old but acting like a fool.

Next to the mentor, who was twenty years younger than her.

“Do I not need to inform the other professors?”

The memorial service was held a month after the accident.

As she fully embraced the demon in her mentor’s place, the demon became accustomed to its own mask.

Now, they could converse with each other naturally without the need to search for information.

“Yeah. You heard about the existence of the Black Magician, the mastermind of the terror incident. If my survival is known to him, everyone is in danger.”

He said so and added a word.

Words that she would like.

“You are the only one I trust.”

She smiled at his words.

Since the mentor became like this, she felt increasingly dependent on him.

I don’t know why he’s trying so hard to hide his survival from his colleagues.

I couldn’t even understand why the Black Magician was targeting the mentor.

But the worries didn’t last long.

She decided to follow the words of her respected mentor.

That’s the way to become a beloved disciple.

After the memorial service, she traveled with the mentor.

The mentor wanted to see the world.

Pyrene traveled around the world with a trunk and a bottle in her arms.

It was their long-awaited life alone with the mentor.

The mentor acted like a person who had just come out into the world.

He reacted to every little thing.

Sometimes he didn’t even know common knowledge.

But Pyrene didn’t doubt the mentor’s identity for a moment.

It was natural for memory to be impaired when one changed so terribly.

On the contrary, she was glad that he remembered the trivial conversations he had with her even though he forgot important things. It was evidence that she was such an important person to the mentor.

The mentor sometimes wanted to come out of the flask.

But unfortunately, he couldn’t.

Pyrene already recognized him not as a monster but as a ‘person.’

She couldn’t use her Inspira on humans.

Once out of the bottle, he might not be able to go back in.

Even the demon in the disease agreed with her opinion.

So he gave her instructions if he needed anything.

She did whatever he asked.

Among them, there were things that she didn’t understand and things that she was reluctant to do.

Still, she silently obeyed the mentor’s commands.

“Thank you for being my disciple, Pyri.”

The mentor’s recognition and praise were enough.

He worried about her future as well.

He suggested that she challenge the position of a professor at Lekachep.

She knew how difficult it would be.

The trainer who was teaching the taming course after the mentor, was a top-ranked trainer in the industry.

She didn’t think she could dare to take the place of the mentor.

“You are my disciple, Pyri. Just trust me.”

The mentor knew what kind of test the school would give her.

A brief visit to the Garden of Whispers was enough.

He trained her to confront the professor according to the answers to the test.

Pyrene passed all the tasks given by the school with full marks.

The professor who was in charge of the taming course gladly handed over her position when an outstanding talent like Pyrene appeared.

“Apprentice of Ursus? Indeed! Who else but he could cultivate such a person as yourself! You travelled around the world for a long time to broaden your horizons and build your skills, right? Welcome, Professor Pyrene!”

Thanks to him, she became a professor at Lekachep at the age of thirty.

Taking over the mentor’s position, she felt her heart swell.

She was officially recognized as the mentor’s successor.

“It’s all thanks to the mentor.”

“It’s all thanks to your efforts.”

Even after coming to school, the mentor’s strange demands didn’t stop.

He could provide as much information as she wanted.

She provided rare books he wanted to read and rare items he wanted.

Sometimes she even conducted magical experiments that made her feel uneasy on his behalf.

But the strangest thing he demanded was separate.

It was collecting creatures infected with the Debulroots.

Creatures mutated by the Debulroots often appeared at auctions.

There were people called ‘monster collectors’ who actively traded such creatures.

But what the mentor wanted was creatures still in the process of developing Debulroots.

It was an item that was banned from trading unless it was a properly equipped research institution.

Although Lekachep was a prestigious school, it was a circus school.

Even with the title of professor, she couldn’t get such dangerous creatures.

So she went to the areas where the Debulroots was occurring herself.

There, she found and brought back creatures infected with the Debulroots.

It was essential to inject the Galaxy repeteadly.

It was an elixir developed by the alchemist guild as a cure for Debulroots, but it had a deadly toxicity. If children were injected, all their hair would fall out.

Because of the frequent injections of the Galaxy, her insides were gradually becoming wrecked.


But she silently obeyed the mentor’s orders.

Because the mentor said it was the only way to restore his body.

In the meantime, she heard that the Ismi Plateau was infected with Debulroots and hurriedly went there.

It wasn’t far from Yeterinpuurk.

She was busy preparing for the entrance exam to the Circus Grand Prix, but she could afford that much time.

But what she saw when she arrived in the village was just a desolate ruin.

Most of the residents were dead.

“Rumors say people went mad and started devouring each other.”

“What did you say!”

The demon in her bottle exclaimed in astonishment.

Pyrene knew what her master was worried about.

She had been pondering on it during her journey from Dvallchep to school.

She recalled the scene she witnessed seventeen years ago at Wonder Stage.

Most people only knew that Wonder Stage had crashed into the sea due to the terrorist attack, but they didn’t know exactly what happened inside.

Symptoms of people grotesquely contorting and transforming.

It was undoubtedly the effect of Debulroots.

But she had never seen people going mad and running amok like this before, outside of that place seventeen years ago.

Her master said it was the work of the Black Magician.

That name had been mentioned frequently in the process of reviving the Circus Grand Prix this time.

There were also concerns about whether he would appear again.

The organizers even formed a specialized tracking team.

His appearance near Yeterinpuurk was undeniable.

The demon in the bottle trembled.

It seemed like he might appear again when the Circus Grand Prix reopened.

But coming so close.

Maybe… maybe…

… to find his traces?

Uh-uh.

“We need to advance the plan.”

Pyrene nodded as if there was no other choice at her master’s words.

Her master’s plan was to create a vessel for his soul.

But that originally took several more years.

She looked around the shelves in the secret room.

Glass jars containing creatures infected with the curse plague were inside.

They were all collected by her master to recover his body.

The symptoms of their bodies transforming stopped once they were put into glass jars.

Her Inspira’s ‘Fixation’ function also applied to Debulroots.

There were still active Debolroots inside the jars.

The original plan was to collect them for a few more years to create his body.

But they couldn’t wait for several years in uncertainty about how the Black Magician would come out.

Pyrene straightened her expression and stood in the corner of the office.

Today she had to do the most daunting task she had ever done.

“Professor, I’m ready.”

In the center of the office.

There was an 18-year-old girl in neat attire.

Clara.

She had received Pyrene’s favour during the entrance exam and was helping her with what she was doing.

One of Pyrene’s acquaintances was preparing an experimental stage, and it was the test of that script.

Clara readily accepted her proposal.

Compared to the favor she had received, it was an easy task.

Clara visited the professor’s office every evening and performed dances, lines, and songs as instructed by her.

It was definitely an experimental piece.

Quite obscure movements and pronunciation.

Of course, Clara, as the top student in Lekachep’s grade, accurately performed all of them as demanded.

But she wouldn’t know.

Her dancing was a ritual of offering herself to the maestro, her lines were a spell to remove her soul from her body, and her singing was a chant to summon the soul of the other party into her body.

And the drinks the professor always provided contained drugs needed for the ritual, the floor of the professor’s office was painted with patterns necessary for the spell, and behind the screen beyond the professor’s desk, the one who provided all of that was watching her.

Today was the culmination of weeks of preparation.

At Pyrene’s signal, Clara unfolded everything she had learned so far as if it was flowing water.

There was not a single mistake.

Indeed, she was worthy of being the top student.

As Clara began the ritual, she felt something strange.

Her body felt sluggish strangely, and her head felt dizzy when she recited her lines.

And when she sang the last song, she felt a floating sensation in her consciousness.

But she kept going.

The show had to go on, a mindset deeply ingrained in the acrobats’ rituals.

And especially as an elite course graduate, there was no question about it.

She couldn’t stop the performance just because she felt a little dizzy.

Moreover, the sponsor behind the screen for this stage she had devised was present.

In the industry’s network.

She had to show a good performance.

The ritual lasted for a few minutes.

As the last movement stopped and the last line left Clara’s lips.

At that moment.

Magic was activated.

As Clara waited for the organizer of this stage to come out after finishing the ritual and looking behind the screen, she felt something wriggling inside her body.

“Cough!”

She clutched her throat and collapsed to the floor.

Her breath was choked.

Something was coming out of her throat and into her mouth.

“Cough, cough, cough! Pro-professor! My, my body!”

She urgently looked for Pyrene.

She thought she would do something to help.

But when she looked up at where the professor was supposed to be, she froze.

The professor wasn’t even looking at her.

She had a joyful expression on her face.

Toward the screen where her acquaintance was.

“Master!”

Master?

Clara recalled the presence of a master, whom Pyrene mentioned during their usual class time.

Ursus, one of the Famous Five. 

Why was he, who had died long ago here?

But she couldn’t think further about him.

A tingling sensation ran through her entire body.

“Guek!”

Something gushed out of her mouth.

It was a viscous, slimy substance.

It poured out from every hole in her body.

“Heek!”

She slumped to the floor with a gasp, like a deflated doll.

Clara tried to scream.

But no sound came out.

Her muscles felt heavy, as if they had melted.

She tried to look at her body.

But even her vision was chaotic.

It was like looking through dozens of randomly overlapped lenses.

It felt like struggling in swirling waves.

Then, she heard the professor’s voice.

“Clara, come here. This place is safe.”

Professor? You’re the professor? What’s happening?

“Come on, come in here. Do you trust me? Everything will be okay if you come in here.”

In the confusion, Clara remembered the professor’s face.

Professor Pyrene.

Always kind to students, understanding of their hearts.

The one who saved her.

‘Ah, professor. I’ll go.’

That way, she threw herself into a sparkling light.

The viscous, slimy substance Clara had poured out flowed into the glass jar.

She didn’t know where she was.

But she felt very comfortable and cozy.

Her vision, hearing, and sense of touch all returned to normal.

She looked at the scene beyond the glass jar.

There was her favorite professor.

And next to her, she saw another person.

Clara couldn’t help but be astonished at her.

She looked very familiar.

Too familiar…


An 18-year-old girl with blue hair and a modest style.

The face she saw every morning in the mirror.

She was none other than herself.

“It worked.”

The girl once known as Clara, once inside the bottle, smiled.
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The magicians of Cinepecus possessed a technique to erase their own names.

By using it, they could erase their existence from this world.

They primarily used it to escape dire situations.

As powerful as it was, the price they had to pay was not small.

Those whose names were erased wandered like specters in the Garden of Whispers, the domain of Cinepecus, forgetting even who they were.

It was impossible for them to recover their selves and return to the original world on their own.

Therefore, they prepared a way to escape from there in advance.

They asked someone they could trust. to perform a ritual routinely.

If someone called their name, they could regain their identity in the Garden of Whispers and return to the original world.

However, the demon born within the flask had never been given a name.

His creator did not give him one.

So, the moment he escaped from the flask, his existence began to be automatically erased from this world.

His flesh and skin melted away like water-soaked sand.

Just because he had no name, he couldn’t even enjoy the freedom he had barely obtained and had to disappear.

He resented his creator and despaired of his situation.

As he was giving up everything, he heard a voice.

It belonged to a young woman who had just turned twenty.

She was searching for her mentor in this dreadful scene of destruction.

There was no purpose behind the demon gathering information about her using all his powers except that he had nothing else to do until he died.

And that final act of defiance brought unexpected hope to him.

He heard about the ability she acquired a few days ago.

It had the power to fix living beings in their current state.

Even if an injured animal was dying, its wounds would stop progressing once inside it.

If that power worked on him too?

Maybe he could survive.

He took a gamble, and it paid off.

Though he ended up trapped in the bottle again, he could escape from the hands of the Black Magician.

And after seventeen years of research and study, the demon in the flask finally gained a body that could walk outside the bottle and a name to sustain himself.

Even if it was stolen from someone else.

“Sigh.”

Clara took a deep breath and exhaled.

After spending most of her life trapped in the flask, she finally came out into the world.

She casually tapped the bottle she had stayed in for seventeen years with her finger, mimicking the tone of the original owner’s voice.

“Hello, my name is Clara.”

Having collected information about her for the past few weeks, she could perfectly mimic her language.

The amorphous liquid trapped in the bottle made a gurgling sound.

“Who, who are you… What are you doing to my body… Don’t mess with me! I’m Clara! I, I’m Clara…”

“Whatever you say. Officially, the world recognizes me as Clara.”

Clara mocked the bubbling liquid monster.

This allowed her to avoid over 90% of tracking and exploration abilities.

She plugged the mouth of the glass bottle with a cork and covered it with a black cloth.

The spell she cast was a kind of deception that overlaid the name and ownership of the body.

To maintain this, the original owner had to continue to survive.

“Stay quiet. I can return your body later.”

She said so and put it on a shelf in the corner.

Then Clara examined her body closely.

Two legs stretched out from under her short skirt.

White stockings made of elastic material gently hugged her thighs, revealing a bit of skin.

The sensation of standing on soft legs instead of rigid prosthetics was new.

It was amazing that she could balance with just two legs.

She thrilled at the scent of soap tickling her nose and the stiff feeling of the school uniform touching her entire body.

Every sensation was unfamiliar and new.

Thanks to the abilities given by Cinepecus, she had accumulated more diverse and extensive knowledge than any scholar in the world. The spell she used to steal bodies and names was her invention.

With that information and knowledge, she could easily play the role of Pyrene’s mentor.

But the world she experienced and the whispers she eavesdropped on were all she had.

It was the first time she directly felt anything with her own body, no matter how trivial.

She wanted to taste chocolate.

Would it really be as delicious as rumored?

She also wanted to ride an airship.

How would it feel to soar in the sky?

There were so many things she wanted to do.

Lost in her imagination, Pyrene spoke to her with a trembling voice.

“Ma, Master? Are you… Are you my Master?”

Clara glanced at the corner of the room.

There, Pyrene was sitting on the floor, trembling all over.

“Pyri, my dear disciple.”

Clara had no hesitation in calling her a disciple.

Although it started as a deception, over the seventeen years, she had actually received a lot of teachings from her.

She was indeed her true disciple.

Clara looked into her pale face.

She had observed her for the past dozen years.

When it came to her, Clara knew her better than Pyrene knew herself.

She was currently locked in fear.

It wasn’t guilt about harming her student.

She could do anything for her mentor.

Furthermore, Clara was a criminal caught trying to kill someone.

She had no qualms about using her.

What she feared was the possibility that her mentor, who had finally gained freedom, might no longer need her and leave.

She decided to reward her disciple with what she had always wanted.

It was thanks to her that Clara could finally come out into the world like this.

“Come here, Pyri.”

At the mentor’s call, Pyrene crawled towards her hesitantly.

Clara caressed the face of her trembling disciple.

Thanks to the secrets she taught her and her own constant efforts, Pyrene, in her mid-thirties, had skin not unlike that of a twenty-year-old.

“You’re beautiful.”

“M-Master…”

Pyrene’s pupils shook.

“You’re truly adorable.”

Clara’s lips enveloped hers.

For a moment, Pyrene thought her heart had stopped.

Clara’s tongue lightly grazed her gums and passed by.

It was a simple kiss, but Pyrene felt more ecstatic than any caress.

Finally.

She.

Had won.

Her mentor’s heart.

Their lips parted.

Clara wiped the drool from her lips.

“I am still not used to moving the body, huh.”

“Hah, M-Master…”

Pyrene looked at her with a trembling expression.

She lowered her head.

“Call me Clara. Otherwise, what’s the point of having control over this body?”

Pyrene, facing her smile, heard her own heart explode.

Words were enough to convey information.

But conveying emotions between people sometimes required expressions, gestures, or even physical contact.

For seventeen years, their communication as mentor and disciple had been nothing but words.

But today, finally.

She was truly with her mentor in the truest sense.

Her mentor had expressed her feelings to her.

With joy and suppressed desires bursting forth.

Pyrene grabbed the wrist of the girl in front of her.

Clara furrowed her brow.

“W-What are you doing?”

It was the first ‘pain’ she had ever experienced.

The unpleasant sensation she had only heard about made her squirm to pull her arm away.

Then, her disciple did something utterly unbelievable.

Smack.

With a shock, her head turned to the right.

She looked at her with eyes that couldn’t believe the situation, and Pyrene slapped her cheek.

“Wha… what…?”

Clara’s eyes widened.

What’s going on?

What did she do to deserve this?

No, what did she do to me…

“Stay still!”

Pyrene growled lowly, looking at her with intense eyes. It was the ‘pressure signal’ used by trainers to intimidate before taming, a combination of strong gaze and movements used in fighting wild animals.

Clara instinctively recoiled like a fawn, feeling a sharp pain in her cheek, tears welling up.

She had never seen Pyrene like this before, even after 17 years of knowing her…

“W-what are you doing, Py…?”

Clara tried to assert her authority as a mentor, but what came out of her throat was only the trembling of a frightened girl.

Pyrene smirked with sadistic pleasure.

“Shouldn’t you call me ‘Professor,’ Clara?”

Her hand slipped gently under Clara’s school uniform skirt, teasing her thigh with her fingers, trailing lightly like a tongue.

Clara’s legs trembled with a mix of ticklishness, embarrassment, and a tingling sensation of pleasure.

“Uhh, wh-what…”

But she couldn’t muster any more words.

Pyrene’s lips covered hers, far more aggressive, sticky, and invasive than the ‘favour’ she had bestowed earlier.

Her tongue coiled inside Clara’s mouth, while Pyrene’s fingertip pressed firmly against the fabric covering Clara’s most intimate area.

Clara’s body shivered uncontrollably, her hips bucking.

She hadn’t realized the depth of Pyrene’s suppressed emotions over the 17 years.

She loved her mentor, but that didn’t mean she had accepted everything comfortably.

Whenever pushed too hard or made unreasonable demands, she felt a sense of rebellion.

But she complied silently, suppressing her own desires.

Living in constant tension, day by day.

But finally, the mentor found solace in her embrace.

And expressed her affection.

It wasn’t strange for everything pent up inside Pyrene to explode.

“Ah, m-my body feels strange… P-please, stop!”

“You mean ‘Please stop, Professor,’ right?”

Pyrene looked at her with desire-filled eyes, exerting more pressure with her hand between Clara’s trembling thighs.

“Ah!”

Clara’s hips jerked.

Her body was drenched in sweat, trembling all over.

This was something she had never experienced before.

All her logic and knowledge crumbled before pleasure.

“S-sensation like this… ugh! I-it’s absurd… just bodily fluids… pl-please, Professor…”

Finally, words of surrender escaped her lips.

Tears and saliva flowed as she begged her.

But Pyrene didn’t stop.

Clara couldn’t even pretend to resist anymore.

She just cried and squirmed like a fool.

Pyrene’s hands slowly unbuttoned Clara’s blouse.

Her hands groped her slender waist.

Pyrene’s hands finally reached their destination and grabbed it roughly.

“G-gasp!”

Clara twisted her waist.

It felt like her respiratory center was paralyzed.


Unknowingly, her limbs went limp.

Pyrene lightly licked her neck and whispered.

“You’re cute, mentor.”

That night, the demon that emerged from the depths tasted the sweetness of chocolate it had longed for.

And experienced the feeling of flying through the sky on a spaceship.
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The day after the excursion, classes with Lekachep began in earnest on Tuesday.

The freshman students moved in groups as organized on the first day.

The teenage stars following Reyna were not interested in the drama or stage directing classes.

They were professional acrobats, each responsible for their own performances.

They were curious to see how their skills would measure up against professionally trained elites, so they mainly participated in practical classes.

On the other hand, the Draft alumni gathered around Ella were more interested in theory than practical skills. They had initially struggled between admission to school and joining the circus.

They had some regrets about abandoning their studies, so they mainly focused on theory and group activities.

Ella, having already scored the highest on the entrance exam, wasn’t particularly ambitious about practical skills. She focused on exploring the curriculum of prestigious schools with her group.

Comparing it to Director’s teaching style.

The third group was diverse from the start, so there was no common ground.

They attended classes according to their preferred schedules.

Karen adjusted her schedule to Maya’s and followed her around.

However, unlike Maya who diligently attended classes, Karen either distracted herself or dozed off during lectures.

The only time her lethargic face brightened up was when Maya talked to her.

Maya, unlike the others, had no background in circus.

Even though Lekachep’s classes were basic lectures, they were designed for elite acrobats who had passed difficult acrobatic exams, so they assumed a certain level of basic knowledge.

As a result, Maya often faced difficulties during class.

She mainly asked Karen for help, who was sitting next to her.

“Do you know what TS, NTR, BL mean that the professor wrote on the board?”

Karen glanced at the desk and replied with a yawn.

“Hmm? Those… TS stands for Tilt Slightly, meaning tilting the subject slightly with lighting. It’s mainly used in directing on stage. NTR is Narration Talk Range, indicating the distance when narrating to the audience in first person. Level 5 is basically a monologue, and Level 1 is like directly talking to the audience in a talk show. Stand-up comedy is usually at Level 3. And BL stands for Bilingual Language. It refers to the use of two languages in a play. For example, if they want to show that the characters are foreigners…”

Karen rattled off the explanation like a spring flowing effortlessly.

She had absorbed the circus textbook her brother left behind when he left home at a young age.

Despite the harsh times, the knowledge she absorbed to escape reality was deeply rooted in her mind, even as she grew older.

Maya was quite impressed by her knowledge.

“…Surprising.”

Nodding at her words, Karen realized the implication and exclaimed.

“What, Maya? Did I seem ignorant all this time?”

“Quiet over there, freshmen!”

At the teacher’s shout, Karen quickly covered her mouth, shooting Maya an indignant look.

But annoyingly, she also gestured for quiet with her finger over her mouth.

This!

Karen was about to retort angrily.

Then she heard whispers from behind.

“Isn’t she so loud?”

“She’s been like that since break. Loud voice and rough talk.”

“But she was dozing off during class?”

“Why did she even come to the lecture? Pathetic.”

If they were boys, Karen would have lashed out at them.

But they were girls.

Blushing, Karen bowed her head deeply, unable to respond, feeling unjustly treated.

She regretted coming to school all of a sudden.

She should’ve just practiced at the dorm.

She felt a sudden wave of depression and buried her head on the desk, closing her eyes.

That’s how she fell asleep.

Until Maya shook her awake.

“Uh? Maya?”

“Class is over.”

Even though Maya said it curtly, Karen’s face lit up with a smile.

She felt overwhelmed that Maya had looked out for her.

“Next is standard barehand gymnastics.”

“Oh, that’s easy! It’s used for warming up…”

Karen shouted excitedly as if she’d never been downcast before.

Although she noticed the seniors glancing at her again, this time she could brush it off with ease.

Maya didn’t even consider other majors.

For her, learning acrobatics, tightrope walking, or strength feats without training her body was impractical.

As for taming, she didn’t have any animals to begin with, so it was out of the question.

She poured all her time into just one thing: the ‘Shooting’.

Perfecting her ‘spatial perception’ and ‘proper distribution of strength’ required for the shooting, she had trained to the limit when mastering illusion magic and telekinesis.

Calculating in three-dimensional space was her specialty from the start, and precise control of strength reached an unmatched level when she sprayed paint particles to create portraits.

“Excellent. May I ask who taught you?”

The professor was impressed by how adept she was at the throwing practice, despite being a complete novice.

In response to his question, Maya smiled faintly.

“My Director.”

Something that had been blocking her chest finally broke through.

In that moment, she could finally break free from Papiflux.

She regained perfect control over her magical powers.

Wonderstein refused to be called her mentor as a magician.

Being labeled as just a disciple of an ordinary mage with an ambiguous status and inadequate education could hinder her future in academia.

She couldn’t bring herself to refuse his kindness.

Instead, she found another way to address him as a mentor.

That was becoming an acrobat herself.

Although she couldn’t call him her mentor as a magician, she attempted to consider him her mentor as an acrobat, thinking he wouldn’t mind.

The professor nodded with an expression that said ‘I see.’

“Wonderstein Circus, right? The one who raised Ella? It seems your director teaches well. I can see it in his student, Maya.”

Student.

At that word, Maya smiled a little more deeply.

Though to others, she still seemed expressionless.

As Maya was about to return to her seat, she met Reyna’s gaze.


Reyna offered a gentle smile towards Maya.

Feeling like they were comrades who had eaten together for days.

But due to her stiff expression, it looked mocking.

The difference in their heights also contributed to making her gaze seem condescending.

Maya choked up.

She could guess what was going on in Reyna’s mind.

Was she satisfied with being called just a ‘student’?

Reyna was already intimate with the director.

Maya glared at her with hostility.

Reyna, who had greeted her somewhat amiably, was startled by her cold reaction and averted her gaze.

‘Why is she like that? Did I do something wrong?’

She was inwardly baffled.

But due to her characteristic cold expression, it seemed to others as if she was ignoring the other person.

Maya’s small fist trembled.

Such a vulgar woman who seduced the director with her body.

Both of them had something they wanted to say.

But neither of them was the type to express their feelings well.

As they silently stared at each other, they looked away and went their separate ways.

“You seem to particularly dislike her. It’s not just you, though.”

Karen whispered as she looked around.

The children of Lekachep didn’t particularly like Reyna.

Although Reyna and Lord Fantastic had impressive acts, there was something detestable about the teenage acrobat group she led.

While it was understandable that they couldn’t compete with Reyna due to the significant difference in skill, it was unacceptable for other children’s elite pride.

Even though they were losing out in popularity in the field, it wasn’t pleasant to be purely defeated by skill.

“Darn it, if only Clara was here, she would’ve wiped the floor with those kids.”

“Unfortunately, she’s not feeling well…”

The students looked towards the corner of the gymnasium.

There was a female student with blue hair and an easy-going appearance sitting on the bench.

Usually, she would calmly smile with a relaxed expression, but now she was watching their practice with eyes full of curiosity, giggling uncontrollably.

She had been acting a bit off for the past few days.

Clearly, she was in a lot of pain.

“Clara, it’s time to go to the next class.”

“Oh? Really? Then let’s go!”

Clara jumped up excitedly.

Her friends looked a little perplexed at her cheerful attitude.

Her kind and gentle tone of voice, which made people feel good, certainly suited her.

But usually, she had an attitude of slight distance and evaluating people with her eyes, even when speaking softly, making it hard for her to interact warmly with others.

So while her friends felt fond of her, they also felt somewhat uncomfortable around her.

However, for the past few days, they couldn’t find any trace of that behavior in her.

Her words and actions were in perfect harmony.

“Kind Clara” had become “Clara immersed in kindness.”

But that wasn’t the only thing that had changed.

She had become much more honest in expressing her emotions.

She would be moved by just eating a piece of food, get excited after smelling an expensive perfume, or giggle while stroking a passing dog’s fur and calling it soft.

She also did things that weren’t typical of her usual self.

Still, people didn’t suspect that her mind had been swapped.

In this era, it was common for people who had taken painkillers to behave like they were drunk. The medicines prescribed here often contained psychoactive substances, classified as narcotics in the advanced world of science. Sometimes, stories about someone taking cold medicine and becoming foolish would come from here.

Her friends, who had always been close to her, found her changes strange yet welcoming.

Because they could see a side of her that had been hidden beneath her obsession with being a model student.

“Hehe, so this is what she’s really like inside. Why was she like that before?”

“It’s just her personality. What can you do?”

“Will she be embarrassed later when she comes to her senses from the medicine?”

Her friends smiled as they watched her grab her bag from the bench.

Her usually perfectly controlled steps were now scrambling, which was endlessly amusing.

“Hurry up.”

“We have to go to the sponsorship class. It’s taming, right?”

Clara’s complexion turned pale at her friends’ words.

That was the time she feared the most.

“Why? Ah, right. You said your fairy isn’t feeling well? It is oddly aggressive towards you.”

“The professor said he’d take a look at him. It’s not a serious illness, right?”

“Uh, yeah… It just suddenly started acting weird…”

Clara hesitated like that.

She couldn’t bring herself to admit that it had noticed that the owner has changed.

The taming class proceeded in a much more relaxed atmosphere at Lekachep.

Today’s class was a practical exercise on ‘socializing with different species,’ aimed at familiarizing animals with different appearances and reducing hostility.


Pyrene spoke to the female student standing alone without an animal, leaving her bag on the bench.

“Clara, would you mind coming with me for a moment?”

It was a kind and considerate voice, but it sounded like the whisper of a devil to Clara.

She tried to hide her nervousness, but ‘facial management’ was as difficult a task for her as ‘inhibiting responses to sensations.’

She put on a frightened expression as she followed the professor into the office.
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Pyrene’s office was deeply permeated with a nauseating stench.

As someone who frequently dealt with animals, it was inevitable that the room would smell of barnyard.

Clara struggled to maintain her composure.

She tried not to dwell on what had happened in this place last week.

But as she heard Pyrene locking the door upon entering the space, Clara couldn’t help but involuntarily shiver.

The memories of that day were still vivid in her mind.

The day she succeeded in switching bodies, Clara had found herself naked, rolling around on the sofa and floor of this place with Pyrene.

Though they were of similar build, as Clara, who had just inhabited a human body, it was impossible for her to overpower Pyrene.

When Pyrene attempted to undress her, Clara resisted roughly.

But she ultimately succumbed to Pyrene’s harsh words and light violence.

“I’m sorry! I’m sorry! I’ll do as you say, Professor… sniff.”

Tears streamed down her face involuntarily.

The pain of experiencing something for the first time was utterly terrifying.

Pyrene’s sudden change in demeanor was also frightening.

Crying was the mark of a slave branded by the heart onto the flesh.

There was nothing more beastly than one controlled by emotions.

Tears were the most pitiful accessory a woman could wear.

Trying to gather her thoughts by recalling the words of philosophers and sages, Clara attempted to steady her mind.

But such things offered no help in overcoming physical pain and real fear.

Simply begging not to be treated as such was the best Clara could do.

Fortunately, as long as she pretended to be a meek student, Pyrene behaved like her usual kind professor.

“Ah, yes. Well done. Good girl, Clara. Would you like to lie down on the sofa?”

She complied with everything Pyrene asked, and in return, Pyrene rewarded her with pleasures she had never experienced before.

Clara’s mind was consumed by the intense service Pyrene provided.

Thinking of something or devising a plan in that state was impossible.

All she could do was cry out and cling tighter to her counterpart.

The next day, Pyrene apologized to her, crying.

She said she got carried away because she was so happy that he had regained a body after 17 years.

Clara stopped her from harming herself.

She forgave her disciple.

After all, Pyrene hadn’t meant to harm her.

Moreover, Clara’s own actions had contributed to Pyrene’s excitement.

Upon sober reflection, Pyrene hadn’t changed particularly strangely.

Clara already knew about her obsessive attachment and possessiveness toward her mentor.

The reason Clara had been able to endure 17 years of subservience was not because she possessed some power.

It was because she had manipulated Pyrene using fears and sympathies over the concern that her mentor might die if the glass jar broke.

The problem now was that Clara wasn’t trapped in the jar anymore.

To Pyrene, she was no longer a being to be treated cautiously.

“Those marks still haven’t been erased.”

Clara looked at the marks on the wooden floor, recalling her mistake.

In this room, where various traces of animal excrement were left everywhere, those marks seemed freshly made.

She had wet herself during the climax of their intense night together.

“Ouch! Oh, ugh!”

“You really are quite something.”

Clara listened to her disciple’s mockery as she spilled a pool of foul-smelling liquid onto the floor.

The stain still remained vividly on the floor.

“It seems your traces are not easily erased.”

Pyrene licked her lips, deliberately exuding a sense of disdain.

Clara’s face flushed with embarrassment.

“It, it must be because of the substances I ingested….”

She laid out the ingredients she had used for her ritual, explaining how they could affect bodily fluids.

Pyrene felt a tender affection for such a devoted disciple.

She wanted to embrace her tightly and whisper words of love.

But she suppressed the impulse.

Instead, she put on a mask of disdain and coldly smoothed her voice.

“I’m not interested in excuses.”

She knew that love alone wouldn’t suffice to tame Clara.

She needed to use carrots and whips methodically.

Now was the time to crush her mentor’s self-esteem.

Stroking would come later.

She stood before her mentor with her arms crossed.

“Would you please take off your pants?”

At her words, Clara found herself clutching her sleeves tightly.

This was exactly why she feared the obedience lessons.

“I-It’s okay. I’ll do it later on my own…”

“I said take them off.”

Pyrene commanded in a cold voice.

Clara hesitated, then closed her eyes tightly and slowly lowered her pants.

Smooth white legs, adorned with well-defined muscles, curved gracefully into view.

Pyrene gazed at the juncture of her legs.

She wasn’t wearing panties.

Instead, there was something inappropriate for her age.

Stacked layers of white fabric pieces.

It was a diaper.

Clara trembled, unable to find a place to avert her gaze.

Pyrene brought her hand to the front of the diaper and pressed down firmly.

She could feel it squish from being wet.

“You’ve soiled it again.”

Hearing Clara’s tired sigh, Pyrene smiled inwardly at the crumbling of her mentor’s authority.


The method to keep a bird from flying away from its cage was simple.

You just had to break its wings.

But that could breed resentment in the bird.

The problem was also losing the trust built with the bird.

Using violence to tame was the act of a brute.

A master preferred to bend the will of a living being.

The method to keep a bird that had flown out of its cage from escaping was simple.

Implant in it the belief that it cannot fly.

When a bird realizes it cannot survive without someone’s care and cannot live alone, it stops thinking about flying away and stays in the cage.

Pyrene had no intention of letting the mentor who had emerged from the flask leave and live her own life.

She couldn’t imagine living alone after 17 years of being together with her mentor.

She intended to never let her mentor escape her grasp.

That’s why she mixed diuretics into the medication Clara consumed every morning to maintain her body. 

It was a means to subtly hint that there was something wrong with her body, alluding to the incident of wetting the bed on the first night.

Pyrene came back with a new cloth from the cupboard.

“Alright, lean against the wall and spread your legs.”

Clara’s face turned from red to almost black.

“Leave it. I can change it myself.”

“Hmph. Quite confident, aren’t we? Talking about diapers in front of kid several decades younger.”

“Ah…”

At her words, Clara felt her self-esteem hit rock bottom.

Was she really such a worthless being?

Even though she is an apostle of the great mage and demon Cinepecus, even though she was created artificially…

When she was in the flask, she acted as if she was the wisest person in the world.

In the Garden of Whispers, she could eavesdrop on every conversation.

She heard the negotiations of the world’s leaders, the scholarly debates, and the intricate affairs of households tangled in complex relationships.

She believed that with the wisdom and knowledge she had accumulated, she could accomplish great things once outside the flask.

She wanted to manipulate the world from behind the scenes, gaining power and eventually defeating even The Black Magician.

But now she understood.

Those were all futile dreams.

The pathetic girl who couldn’t even handle school life alone was her current self.

Clara cried silently onto the carpet.

“Heh, really. Are you crying now too?”

“St-stop it…Pyri… I am… your mentor…”

Still, she tried to maintain the mask that supported her last bit of self-esteem.

It was her pride.

It had sustained her for seventeen years.

But her pride shattered completely at her disciple’s words.

“Surely you’re not planning to play the role of a mentor in this pitiful state? At least wait until you can go to the bathroom on your own.”

“Ugh…”

At Pyrene’s cold retort, Clara hesitated and then slumped to the floor.

Her head, shoulders, and legs trembled pitifully.

Pyrene sensed that now was the time to offer a carrot.

Approaching the crying Clara, she hugged her without showing any emotion, grumbling with annoyance.

“Ugh, seriously. Now you’re crying?”

The one that had supported her sincerely for seventeen years.

Leaving her embrace, she couldn’t even fulfil the role of a proper person.

“P-please, please change my diaper…Professor.”

Although still embarrassed, her words felt much more obedient than before.

Pyrene smiled at her words.

It was a sight which she would have never imagined from the mentor of twenty years ago.

Pyrene knew the true terror that her Inspira possessed.

A world of perfect bliss without pain or change.

It sounded like a utopia just to hear about it.

There was a reason she could handle any animal proficiently.

In return for staying in this comfortable space, the animals submitted to her.

But one shouldn’t keep animals in a glass jar for too long.

In a place without any stimulation, interaction, or contact, like a cradle, animals forget the tricks they’ve learned, their social skills deteriorate, and they exhibit symptoms of mental regression.

She looked at the mentor trapped in a flask without walls or floor.

It had been nearly after twenty years since the prisoner had come out into the real world, and he had not been able to adapt to reality, eventually falling into social obscurity.

The mentor had become a fool, both physically and mentally, thanks to her Inspira.

That was why Pyrene didn’t doubt her mentor’s easy surrender.

“Now, stick your butt out this way and spread it. Are you still covering cleaning your faeces? Good holes deserve special rewards, don’t they?”

“Yahahaha, Pyri, what… no, Profess…aah!”

Pyrene was determined not to let her recover her personality easily.

She planned to thoroughly tame her to rely on only her.


She would prioritize subjugating her mind.

But if necessary, she was willing to bend her will by causing an accident, even if it meant breaking her wings.

The most important thing in taming is ‘deception.’

‘Yes, Professor. I am faithfully fulfilling what you said.’

She smiled softly, her tongue flicking her lips.
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In Lekachep, there was a time every Wednesday when they invited active acrobats to give lectures.

Mostly, they invited top-notch acrobats who were staying in or around Yeterinpuurk.

There was one factor that divided the top-notch acrobats from the rest.

It was how much money the invited lecturer spent on snacks for the students.

If the lecturer spent all the lecture fees received from the school on snacks for the students, they were considered top-notch; if they saved money, they were considered slightly lower.

The ridiculous evaluation criteria was created by none other than the students themselves.

Their argument was that if a famous acrobat senior showed a frugal side to their junior peers in the industry, it was evidence that their income was less impressive compared to other top-notch acrobats.

From the perspective of the invited lecturers, they couldn’t help but wonder if such thieves’ logic existed, but still, there were no acrobats refusing invitations from Lekachep.

That’s because the accompanying benefits were significant.

Just standing on the podium guaranteed coverage in that month’s magazine, and making a name for oneself among Lekachep elites would greatly help in future industry activities.

Lectures required preparation from the lecturer, but the response from the audience was also crucial.

The enthusiasm of the students determined the atmosphere of the lecture.

So, the acrobats who stood on the podium spared no expense to impress the students and be rated as top-notch.

In that sense, the guest invited for the first week of the semester went beyond top-notch to be classified as ‘special grade’ acrobat. This was because he spent several times the lecture fee on snacks for the students.

The students received a box of expensive snack gift sets, homemade non-alcoholic cocktails, and souvenir sets made in the famous workshops of Yeterinpuurk.

Certainly, perhaps due to the Circus Grand Prix period, the aspect of the acrobats invited for the lecture was different from usual.

Unless they were at the level of the head of a circus troupe, they wouldn’t even be invited in the first place.

However, ironically, the lecture for the first week was tense.

This was because the invited lecturer for the first week was none other than the head of the Golden Carnival, Simon Maguire.

The relationship between him and Lekachep was never good.

The current students, who were already exclusive to outsiders due to the Circus Grand Prix, attacked him upon his arrival.

Thanks to Ella exposing his petty actions at the draft finishing site last week, he faced a lot of criticism.

Throughout his lecture, students would throw jokes or make remarks related to those incidents.

As a result, Simon Maguire found himself in considerable embarrassment.

The only fortunate thing was that Clara, known in Lekachep for her logical and articulate speech, didn’t step forward. She sat quietly in a corner, using illness as an excuse. If she had stepped forward, Simon Maguire could have faced significant humiliation that day.

And a week had passed since then.

Today was the day of the second lecture.

The invited lecturer was none other than Wonderstein.

Ella had spent the night revising and revising his lecture materials, handing them over to him.

After seeing what she had done, he said, “There’s not much difference from what I saw yesterday. Just polished the dialogue a bit?”

Wonderstein accepted the stack of papers she handed him.

With each stroke of writing, each underlined word, her sincerity was felt.

“Thank you for your hard work. I guess I’ve been taking advantage of you.”

“It’s nothing. I’m your deputy, after all.”

She yawned once and then leaned her head on his chest.

Since that confession that day, such contact with her had become commonplace.

Wonderstein patted her shoulder and said, “I don’t think of you as my deputy.”

“…What do you mean?”

Her expression stiffened slightly.

He looked at her and chuckled softly.

“You’re the real head, and I’m the deputy.”

Wonderstein tapped her shoulder with the stack of papers.

Ella chuckled and scratched the back of her head.

“Hehe, it was easy for me to make the materials because your ideas were so good. I’ve always thought, how do you come up with such keen insights?”

“Well, it’s experience.”

Wonderstein reminisced about his days as a game broadcaster.

Ella nodded as if understanding.

“Experience? Oh, right. Didn’t you mention once that you’ve been on Wonder Stage before?”

Wonderstein paused for a moment at her words.

“…Did I ever tell you that?”

“You said you’ve been in front of 30,000 people before. Isn’t that Wonder Stage?”

Her words made him swallow a gulp of saliva.

She interpreted that in a certain way.

Wonder Stage was a clue that could be linked to the Black Magician.

It made him feel uneasy for no reason.

Fortunately, Ella didn’t inquire further about it.

Was she afraid it might trigger her own memories, or was she simply not interested in what people nowadays didn’t talk about?

Instead, she refocused on today’s special lecture.

“Are you sure you don’t need my help? I can spare some time to help you prepare the lesson.”

“Ella, you have to attend the previous hour’s class.”

He chuckled and poked her nose.

“That’s nothing serious. Going to school is just a hobby in my spare time. Where I need to be is here. I’m your partner, aren’t I?”

I laughed heartily.

Just her support alone made me feel sturdy.

“Yes, please trust your head, my deputy.”

He gently stroked her head, since she stayed up all night.

She blushed and avoided his gaze.

“A-Alright. But be prepared for nagging if you stutter or joke too much.”

“Sure thing.”

The two of them headed downstairs to the dining hall.

Today, the members seemed busier than usual.

Laborers brought in loads of goods and stacked them neatly in a corner of the dining hall.

Ella tried to suppress her smile upon realizing that they were party supplies.

When they entered the dining hall, Maya was just getting up from her seat.

With an expressionless face, she stood in front of Wonderstein and spoke up.

“I have practical training this afternoon.”

“Practical training? Maya, have you taken practical classes?”

He thought she might have only learned circus theory.

Things like illusions or stage directing using lighting.


But he didn’t expect her to be learning acrobatics.

Ella was surprised because she also knew that.

“Yes. It’s a basic course in dagger handling.”

Wonderstein gave her a worried look.

“Daggers? It seems risky for you, Maya…”

He couldn’t imagine how she, who was so inactive and slow in movements, would handle a dagger.

He couldn’t imagine her throwing and catching anything with agile movements like Ella or Reyna.

“I’m good at it. Come see.”

She said with a slightly annoyed voice.

Yurakne smirked as she served the food.

She knew that Maya was practicing acrobatics.

Since their rooms were adjacent, she had seen her go down to the yard with daggers at night.

She could also guess why a child who used to just draw suddenly wanted to learn acrobatics.

Perhaps she wanted recognition from the Director.

“Head, it might be a good idea for you to go see what Maya is doing. You can stay until the afternoon and then come back together. After all, there’s a party tonight.”

Maya responded with a skeptical voice.

“A party?”

“Yes. It’s Ella’s birthday today. Didn’t you know? I told you the day before yesterday.”

Maya lowered her head.

“I forgot.”

Ella sighed disappointedly.

How could the smart kid forget something like that?

This is a challenge!

“You’re out of luck if you’re expecting a gift from me.” 

“Not that I was expecting anything from you in the first place.”

Maya retorted with a casual tone at her teasing.

“If you need anything, just say.”

“Alright, then. That’s settled.”

Wonderstein intervened swiftly between their banter, fearing it might escalate into a fight.

“Understood. Let’s finish the lecture and then go watch Maya’s practice. Now, Ella, let’s go eat. Didn’t you mention there’s a ceremony today?”

With that, Ella was ushered into the restaurant by Wonderstein’s insistence.

Maya quietly climbed the stairs alone.

Finally, she could stand before the Director as an acrobat.

She would showcase her skills impressively.

And she would be officially recognized as the Director’s disciple.

Would the canvas of her heart expand a little more?

She prepared to go to school.

As she packed her bag with the help of telekinesis, she thought about Ella.

In fact, she remembered Ella’s birthday.

She deliberately ignored it because the first time she heard about it was when the Director was feeding her.

Today was her 17th birthday.

It was a coincidence, but it was significant.

Maya fiddled with the memory disk in her hand.

Today was the anniversary of her mother’s death.

In other words, it was the day 17 years ago when the terrorist attack occurred at Hippodrome.

TL Note: Bro this is making me come with all kind of weird theories.

***

There weren’t usually ceremonies like today in Lekachep.

But today, everyone gathered early in the morning for a memorial service.

As long as Lekachep was named a circus school, they couldn’t just let this day pass by.

Everyone bowed their heads silently in mourning.

Elpara recited the eulogy and glanced at one of the professors.

It was Professor of Taming Pyrene.

Although she closed her eyes and bowed her head quietly, there was not a hint of sadness in her.

The girl who used to search for her mentor was no longer there.

It was often said that something inside her had broken after the terror attack 17 years ago.

Other professors occasionally felt flashes of madness within her kindness.

Did her teacher’s death make her like that?

Or was it because of other experiences afterward?

Elpara felt sorry that her friend’s protégé had become like that.

Thanks to the memorial service, the atmosphere throughout the school calmed down a lot from the morning.

So Elpara decided to share some exciting news.

It was about the freshman welcome party.

The students immediately began to buzz with excitement as if they hadn’t been gloomy just now.

The freshman welcome party was one of the annual events at Lekachep.

Since everyone had been busy adjusting their schedules and school life during the first week, the event was usually held on the second Saturday after the start of the semester.

This scheduling had a positive effect on the freshmen because the seniors were usually very kind to them until the welcome party.

The freshman welcome party was exclusively for freshmen.

Except for a few upperclassmen who organized the event, other seniors couldn’t participate.

The only way for them to attend the party was to be invited as a partner by a freshman.


This year’s freshman welcome party also treated the trainees as freshmen, so they enjoyed the same benefits.

“Each of you has two cards in the envelope in front of you. One is your admission ticket, and the other is a partner invitation.”

Partner invitation.

When they heard that word, the three people standing in front of the freshman thought of the same person at the same time.

TL Note: War Incoming
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After the ordinance ended, the morning lecture began, but there were no students concentrating on the class.

Everyone was busy searching for information about the freshman welcome party to be held on Saturday and exchanging opinions.

Notes flew around the table, and there were whispered conversations with neighbours. Occasionally, bursts of laughter or admiration erupted, startlingly loud.

Professor Gogol, a literature professor, continued the class as usual, whether or not anyone paid attention.

He sighed with relief, noting that there were fewer latecomers than usual.

This boring theoretical lecture usually didn’t attract many attentive listeners.

Despite being dubbed an elite academy, Lekachep was still essentially a circus school.

The students here were restless creatures; sitting quietly would make them uncomfortable.

Staring at boring textbooks was naturally unpopular.

Especially since Professor Gogol, the only one among the faculty who wasn’t a former circus performer, had even less rapport with the students.

But he persevered, thinking that perhaps the few upperclassmen who aspired to write scripts were his true disciples.

So, despite his tribulations, he was glad to see a student who seemed genuinely interested in learning in his first-year class.

A petite girl with silver hair sat nearby, quietly absorbed in her books and notes, ignoring her surroundings.

Despite being a freshman, she was a commendable friend dedicated to learning. It was a pity she would leave in a month or two.

Karen felt her breath catch as she watched Maya, who never seemed to lift her eyes from her book, even on days like this.

“You’re amazing, even on days like this. Is the class sinking in?”

She was bored to death.

While everyone else buzzed about who they’d take to the welcome party or who would perform on the invitation stage, her only friend seemed disinterested in anything but studying.

No matter how many times she tried to engage her, Maya remained unresponsive. Today, however, she hadn’t responded even once.

Staring closely at her friend’s face, Karen let out a disappointed sigh.

“What’s up? You were sleeping.”

Maya hadn’t been staring at her book and notes at all.

She had been nodding off.

When Karen nudged her shoulder, Maya blinked and raised her head.

She looked at Karen with dazed eyes.

“Why’d you wake me?”

“Well, you were sleeping. What happened last night?”

In response to her question, Maya mumbled, whether it was a yawn or a sigh, it was hard to tell.

“I was practicing dagger throwing all night.”

“All night? Wait, again? Didn’t you do that the day before yesterday too?”

“Yeah.”

“Insane! Two nights in a row?”

Despite Karen’s loud exclamation, no one paid attention.

Others around them were making louder noises.

“It’s fine. I’ve stayed up for days reading books before.”

“Books are different. Moving your body is much harder!”

Just then, Professor Gogol finished writing on the board and began reading from the textbook again.

Maya picked up her pen and started summarizing the important points he emphasized in her own way.

Karen waved her hand in front of her.

“How can you study in this condition? Let’s talk. Huh? Let’s talk, talk. Maya, maya, maya.”

Drawing out the end of her words, she clung to Maya like a persistent fly.

Maya let out a small sigh and put down her pen.

“What do you want to talk about?”

“About inviting a partner to the party. Have you decided who you’ll give the invitation to?”

“What about you?”

“I’ll probably give it to my brother. He keeps asking me how Professor Pyrene is doing. Annoying bachelor. He should come and meet her in person. Who are you giving it to?”

Maya hesitated for a moment before cautiously nodding.

“I haven’t decided yet.”

Karen smirked.

Does this girl really think she is clueless?

“Hmm, should I guess? Your Director, right?”

Maya widened her eyes and turned to look at her.

“How did you know?”

She’s cute, adorable.

Karen fought the urge to pinch her rosy cheeks.

“How did I know! You’re always talking about him! Our Director this, our Director that, our Director, our Director, our Director.”

Maya felt a little embarrassed.

Had she really talked about the Director that much?

“I’ve seen your Director too. Right before I met you that day. The blond, handsome guy, right?”

“Guy?”

Maya echoed, slightly taken aback by her choice of words.

Karen shrugged.

“Well, even if there’s over 20 years age gap between me and Hopps, he’s technically a guy to me. Anyway, I’ll support you. Although you’re much more deserving. That’s an acceptable mask you’ve got there. Even with a 10-year age gap, he’d make a good lover.”

“Not a lover though…”

Maya mumbled under her breath.

Karen chuckled, finding it refreshing to see her hesitating like that.

“Will he not consider you as a partner?”

“What? What’s his taste in women like?”

Maya didn’t know how they ended up having this conversation, but she was already contemplating an answer to the question.

The Director’s taste in women.

Maya recalled the women the Director had been with.

Anais Vergsong and Reyna.

Both exuded confidence, were aloof, and flawless.

“Active… well-dressed, perfect noble-like women…”

“…Nah. That’s not you.”

Karen scratched her head.

The term ‘active’ was light years away from describing Maya. Moreover, she had no interest in grooming herself.

Though it was ironic to have such a conversation considering her appearance and complexion…

“It’s okay. Don’t worry about that. But you’ve got something better.”


“Studying?”

At her response, Karen made a bewildered expression.

“No. Dummy. You’re pretty.”

“Pretty?”

Maya tilted her head.

She didn’t understand what Karen was saying.

“Beauty is subjective, you know. You might not appeal to the Director, but to most people, you’re pretty! Damn, girl!”

Karen wrapped her arms around her and pretended to tousle her hair.

Maya leaned into her embrace, still expressionless.

She carefully pondered what Karen had said.

“If everyone thinks… then would I look pretty to the Director too?”

She can’t believe she have a friend who would ask such an unlucky question.

Though Karen was dumbfounded, she answered honestly.

“Of course! I vouch for you! He’s a late 20s dude. If he’s a healthy man with intact limbs, he’d gladly dance clumsily at a party with a 10-year younger chick!”

Maya smiled faintly.

“I’m grateful.”

It was her first time seeking advice from a peer about such a matter.

This was the first time she had such a long conversation with someone outside of academic debates.

Although it was a conversation with no significant content, it still felt powerful.

Could she feel this way even after talking with Ella?

“Huh? Did Maya just express gratitude? Could you repeat that? I didn’t hear it properly!”

“….”

Maya picked up her pen again and started writing.

Professor Gogol cast a sympathetic look at her.

“Maya, could you say it again for me?”

“Get lost.”

Maya replied with a hint of annoyance.

They finished their morning class and went straight to lunch.

They were eager to move to the auditorium earlier than others.

Because Maya wanted to sit at the front.

Maybe to come straight after the meal.

As soon as she sat down, the exhaustion from two consecutive all-nighters hit her at once.

Maya blinked slowly, then fell asleep sitting on the classroom chair.

Karen stretched beside her.

“Maya~ Ugh, even if I say so myself, it’s creepy. Damn. If those old guys heard this, they would have had a fit. 100%.”

The way Karen spoke when she was with Maya wasn’t her usual tone.

Within the circus troupe, she used rough language liberally.

She also behaved like stretching her legs wide or scratching her stomach, just like a middle-aged man.

She wasn’t uninterested in living as a “woman,” but revealing herself as a woman in front of those who spent 90% of their daily life with her was something she couldn’t do.

“If I act too girly, the restroom will smell like jasmine at night. I’m not boosting for you guys for nothing!”

Even though Hopps suggested leaving if it was uncomfortable, she didn’t want that.

She wanted to live as an acrobat.

She liked Papal Circus and her colleagues within it.

But she still wanted to rid herself of the unshakeable part of being a “woman.”

But somehow, she ended up being afraid of girls.

Just one girl friend.

Someone she could confide in.

She looked at Maya.

She felt comfortable with her because it was hard to read her mind.

Does she think of me as a friend as much as I do?

Maya’s bag dropped from her hand.

It seemed like she had lost her grip due to sleeping.

Daily life would be a mess without someone helping her here.

Mumbling softly, Karen picked up her bag when someone spoke to her.

“Are you Maya’s friend?”

The voice came from the platform.

There stood a late twenties blond man in a black suit and black cloak.

“Handsome brother!”

“Pardon?”

“Oh, no, um, you’re Director Wonderstein, right?”

“Yes. And you are Karen, right?”

“Me? How do you know me?”

“Of course. Maya told me about you.”

Karen’s face blushed at his words.

“Maya? What did she say?”

“That your hair is red.”

“….”

“She thought you were a boy because of your body.”

“….”

This girl.

Karen felt an urge to grab Maya by the hair.

But she held back because Wonderstein was there.

“Shall I wake Maya?”

“No, leave her alone. She looks very tired.”

As lunchtime was ending, students began to gather in the auditorium.

Karen stood in line at the entrance of the classroom to get Maya’s snack for her.

She pressed the cold drink against Maya’s cheek.

With a cold sensation, she blinked and woke up.


“What time is it?”

“It’s time. Director’s already here.”

At that moment, there was commotion at the entrance of the classroom.

Leading the students, a female student with blue hair in a white suit and skirt walked in with precise steps.

She was Clara, the current top senior.



 
  
    Chapter 185: Demon in the Bottle – 24


Her condition had improved significantly over the past two days.

Though she occasionally exhibited peculiar behaviors, at least her demeanor in formal settings had returned to that of a restrained model student.

However, separate from her weakened state, her illness seemed to have worsened.

Her complexion had grown even paler.

Her friends looked at her with pity, knowing she had stayed up all night in the dormitory caring for a sick pet.

Of course, Clara knew all too well that the story was entirely false.

She wasn’t ill, nor was she under the influence of painkillers. 

Naturally, she hadn’t been caring for the pet either.

Clara recalled the events of the past two days.

She had undergone rigorous posture correction training from Pyrene overnight.

Walking like Clara.

Smiling like Clara.

Greeting like Clara.

After much effort and practice, she had finally mastered Clara’s usual behaviour, only to be met with Pyrene’s ridicule.

“How pathetic. It took you this long just to mimic Clara’s steps and actions. Any newbie could have done it in a day.”

Expecting praise, Clara’s expression darkened at her words.

Pyrene’s continued taunting and mockery made her feel truly inadequate and deficient.

“Can you even continue attending school like this? What about important performances? If you fail twice in the end-of-month exams, you know you’ll be expelled, right?”

“W-what would happen then?”

Seeing the frozen mentor, Pyrene sighed as if she was pitiful.

“If you leave school, you’ll have to find other work. What kind of work could a girl do in the city? Maybe working in a potato-peeling job or in a sewing factory would suffice.”

“Ah….”

A gloomy light flickered in Clara’s eyes.

Even with knowledge or magic, she needed social status or money to utilize them.

But she had none of those things.

Pyrene decided to try to comfort her now.

She gently embraced Clara from behind.

“Or how about doing cleaning and kitchen work at my house? It would be better than living outside for no reason. I can provide you with a generous allowance.”

As Clara pondered her words, she slowly nodded.

Although it was humiliating for someone who had been a master of the Magician to work as a maid, she had no other choice.

At present, she couldn’t do anything without Pyrene.

Clara consoled herself.

Anything would be better than falling back into the hands of the Black Magician..

She remembered the days she spent trapped in the first bottle.

At that time, she didn’t know who had created her or why she was being imprisoned.

She only saw the face of a man outside the bottle.

By breaking out of the bottle and venturing into the world, she could gather information and piece together clues about the being who created her.

The Black Magician.

The mastermind behind the Great Circus Grand Prix Terror.

The Biomancer.

The one who dealt with the Curse Plague, Debulroots.

If it was known that she was alive, she would never see a good ending.

Clara and her friends headed towards the platform.

There stood a tall man in a black cloak, organizing lecture materials with his back turned.

“The instructor arrived first.”

“The director of the Wonderstein Circus. It’s Ella’s circus.”

“He was really handsome.”

Clara stepped forward.

She intended to greet him as the representative student.

As he turned his head, she bowed her head.

“Hello, instructor. I’m Clara, the top student of the senior class.”

He also bowed his head in return.

“I am Frank Wonderstein, director of the Wonderstein Circus.”

They both lifted their heads.

They stared at each other for a few seconds.

Clara felt her entire body freeze the moment she faced him.

The person before her eyes.

He was the owner of the face she had seen countless times when she was in the first flask.

The Black Magician.

Why was he here?

Clara tried to calm her trembling body.

But she couldn’t calm down at all.

Be calm.

I’m not the nameless demon in the bottle.

I’m Clara.

He will never recognize me.

Then, a single word uttered from his mouth shook her mind.

Originally, it was a whisper too soft to be heard.

But even though she had lost most of her powers, she could still pick up on nearby conversations to some extent.

She could understand it.

“Oh, it is you. You’re alive.”

Clara lost consciousness right there.

***

Wonderstein thought he had seen Clara somewhere before when he faced her.

Was there a character in the game who resembled her?

He hesitated for a moment, then remembered ‘The Seven Legends of Lekachep.’

Lekachep had all the elements to be a school setting.

One of them was the urban legend circulating among the students.

Most of them were not much different from real school ghost stories.


Stories like Victor’s statue and the emperor’s statue coming to life at night and fighting each other, or counting the bamboo trees in the gym and one growing for each count, and if you step on it, you slip and break your neck, or there’s a secret room in the school where a demon lurks and uses female students as hosts to resurrect.

“The suicide of Clara” was one of those legends.

She was a student with excellent grades and beautiful looks, but one day she committed suicide.

In the story, there were clues and Easter eggs that could be guessed about the Seven Legends, like in reality, if certain conditions were met, Victor’s statue and the emperor’s statue would come to life and fight monsters.

However, there was no clear explanation for Clara’s suicide.

She was just found hanging from a tree one day.

There were many speculations in the story.

She committed suicide due to academic pressure, or she had a child of a a professor, or she was bullied.

The school authorities couldn’t find answers, so they just classified it as suicide and moved on.

Clara’s parents invited a shaman for a ritual, but all they got was a vague answer, “there is no soul” from the body.

Where did her soul go?

Is it still wandering somewhere in the school?

Or is it possible that someone is possessed by her every year and continues her school life forever?

There were only speculations.

The image of her that could be found in the game was just one old photo inserted between diaries.

He could recognize her only after hearing her name, Clara.

She was supposed to be the top senior.

Considering the timeframe of TT2, she would have committed suicide this month.

What could have happened?

Clearly, something was wrong somewhere.

He could see that she didn’t look well.

As soon as they finished exchanging greetings, she lost colour in her face and fainted.

Wonderstein caught her falling body.

He held her and hurriedly moved her to the lecture preparation room next to the stage.

While students went to call Dr. Nahimov, the responsible person for the school infirmary, he asked her friends.

Had anything happened to her recently?

They immediately testified about Clara.

“She seemed to be struggling for a few months now. Being active as the student representative, she was inevitably compared to the previous senior, Charlie.”

“She panicked suddenly when attacked by the pet she was raising. There was also a time when she seemed to be running wild.”

Dr. Nahimov, who arrived shortly after, examined her condition.

He concluded it was exhaustion and gave her a few vitamin pills, leaving a message to visit the infirmary later.

Her friends seemed relieved, but Wonderstein couldn’t leave it alone.

He knew.

This wouldn’t just end as a simple illness.

The end she would face was ‘suicide.’

If he didn’t know, he wished he didn’t, but he couldn’t just leave and watch.

The lecture time was approaching.

He also had to go to class.

But he couldn’t leave the room because he was worried about Clara.

In the end, he opened the door and went in.

Clara, who was sitting blankly on the couch, looked surprised when he entered and stared at him.

Her eyes lacked focus, and her body seemed to tremble as if she had a nervous breakdown.

What could have made this child so distressed to the point of making such an extreme choice?

He sighed inwardly with pity.

“Are you up?”

Clara smiled at him as she looked at him.

The appearance of his matched the man she saw from the flask.

The man known as the Black Magician to the world.

She pondered what excuse she could make but soon gave up.

There was no use pretending.

He already recognized her.

“Oh, long time no see….”

Long time no see?

Wonderstein, who was thinking for a moment, soon remembered that she had greeted him as the representative of the students.

At that time, he was too focused on Lord Fantastic and didn’t pay attention to her.

“It’s been a long time since then.”

It was a reunion after 17 years.

Clara nodded her head with trembling eyes.

Wonderstein remembered her as a confident person who stood in front of thousands of people.

What happened between them that made her crumble like this?

“A lot has changed since then.”

Clara thought he recalled her old appearance.

The appearance of a wretched, writhing black mass in the flask.

“Many things happened.”

“Is that so?”

Wonderstein approached her.

She was startled and backed away.

She was afraid of what he might do to her.

But he didn’t lay a finger on her body.

He pulled the blanket that had fallen on the floor over her body.

Then he poured cold water into her cup and filled it with fresh water from the pitcher.

“You must have had a hard time.”

Clara looked at him with a trembling gaze.

Wonderstein had seen many students, but he had never seen anyone as broken as her.

“Since that day, many things happened.”

That attitude and tone were endlessly gentle.

Is that the Black Magician?

The information she had collected did not include this….

Of course, she knew the weaknesses of the ‘Garden of Whispers’.

It only collected rumors circulating among people.

It was far from truth or reality.

But considering what he had done, or at least what was known he had done, he was definitely not a saint.

She never expected it to turn out like this at all.

“You’re quite different from what I’ve heard.”

“Hehe, are you talking about the rumors about me?”

Wonderstein tilted his head as if tired.

Coward, swindler, slave trader, abuser of the disabled, and so on.

Starting with the incident with Vergsong, malicious slander became more frequent as his fame grew.

It was really difficult to shake off that reputation because of the eerie Monster Circus.

How absurd it was to hear recent rumours that he possessed an Inspira to seduce women.

“You’ve done a lot of research, it seems.”

“…Yes.”

Wonderstein remembered what Ella had warned him about.

He had heard that Lekachep’s students were trying to devour external lecturers.

Even last week, Lord Fantastic had been questioned throughout the lecture about rumours and weaknesses.

“It’s okay. I didn’t come here to fight. I just came to talk.”

At his words, Clara swallowed her saliva.

Now she understood his kindness.

It was obvious why he left her alone, even though he could easily kill her.

“Do you have something you want from me?”

She asked with a guarded tone.

“No. Just pure goodwill? Hehe.”

Although he said so, it didn’t seem that way at all to Clara.

Seeing the skeptical look in her eyes, he quickly added.

“If you want something, I just ask for you to live. I won’t make any other demands.”

“To live…? Is that really all…?”

She looked as if she had been struck.

It was a completely unexpected statement from him.

So she was considering suicide after all.

Seeing the startled look in her eyes, he nodded.

Wonderstein paused for a moment before recalling an old story.

It was about a person who couldn’t do anything without the help of others.

They were such a petty existence that they couldn’t even sustain their own lives in a small room.

Clara could understand who he was talking about.

It was her story.

“Watching others from outside, sneering and mocking, was all he could do.”

Wonderstein recalled his days before starting the game broadcast.

Indeed, he was such a person.

Filled with anger and inferiority towards the world, he roamed the internet.

Clara scratched the sofa in embarrassment.

He was seeing through her completely.

“But that person got a new name. He broke out of the room and went into a new world. He wanted to bring joy to the world and receive applause from people.”

Clara blushed.

Suddenly, she felt embarrassed.

It was his misunderstanding.

She never had such noble thoughts.

She just wanted to avoid his gaze, she took away this body and name to comfortably manipulate society from behind the scenes.

Ironically, she couldn’t even do that properly and was considering living off someone’s money.

She couldn’t lift her face in front of him, whom she should call her ‘Parent’.

“Without knowing my situation… I’m not even that kind of existence….”

“I just wanted to say that I support you. If it sounded like meddling, I’m sorry.”

The voice of the assistant calling him from outside could be heard.

It was time to start class.

Wonderstein felt sorry.

He wanted to deliver some courageous words, to encourage her, but ended up just talking without substance.

As he stood up to leave, he threw in one last piece of advice.

“Replacing someone else’s position is a difficult task. You don’t necessarily have to follow that person exactly. You’ll find your own way.”

Wonderstein recalled his experience as a ‘possessor’ as he said that.

Of course, it was somewhat disconnected from what she was struggling with as a student representative.

The demon shrugged.

It sounded like a message to stop obsessing over imitating Clara.

“Oh, and it’s common for pets to act out suddenly. It’s hard to live if you stress over every little thing like that, hehe.”

He said the last words reminiscent of what Ella used to say and left the room.

After he had completely left, Clara realized the meaning behind his last words and muttered with a bitter voice.

“Pet?”


It was as if his cherished cat leaving home had caused him a headache.

To evaluate her own escape and seventeen years of struggle in such a manner.

Come to think of it, she remembered the term of endearment she used to call him by a long time ago.

She used to call him that while he was administering nutrients outside the flask.

“Master…..”
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Ella’s concerns were notwithstanding, Wonderstein’s lecture proceeded smoothly without major disruptions.

The notion of a “Monster Circus” not only failed to provoke resistance but instead captured the interest of the students.

As is typical of elites in the art world, they initially seemed to find nothing noteworthy in conformity but became more lenient towards deviations.

They were more tolerant of radicalism than the general public.

Wonderstein used excerpts from the script he wrote as examples, proving that their performance was not about exhibiting and ridiculing victims of curses and epidemics, as commonly believed.

Thanks to this, some of the prejudices students held against the Monster Circus were alleviated.

Above all, Wonderstein’s personal charm played a significant role in the smooth progress of the lecture.

Every time he glanced or smiled, screams of admiration erupted among the students.

“He’s insane, I think I’m in love with him… I think I drank too much tonight.”

“If I were to summarize this lecture in one sentence… Director Wonderstein is handsome.”

Female students gazed at him with admiration.

Some of them threw questions hoping he would look at them, while others eagerly answered the questions he posed in hopes he would mention their names.

Of course, not everyone felt favorably towards Wonderstein.

Male students followed their initial plan.

“How did you draft contracts?”

“I heard the condition was 20kg of human flesh per day.”

“Is it true that there are monsters created through surgery?”

Nevertheless, no matter how much they grumbled, Wonderstein’s smile never faltered.

He calmly responded to their questions as prepared by Ella.

Their attempts to distract him with cards, coins, rubber balls, and the like aimed at his back all failed.

Wonderstein effortlessly continued his lecture, using only two fingers to catch everything thrown at him.

It was due to his Skill Book, innate visual acuity, and enhanced muscle strength using the debulroots.

“Does that make sense?”

“It took me six months to catch flying cards!”

His skill was comparable to last week’s Lord Fantastic.

He put the items he caught into a prepared “lost and found box.”

“Please retrieve any dropped items after the lecture.”

His words were more mocking than the jeers thrown at him.

Even the male students couldn’t help but admire him by the end of the lecture.

His skill was impressive, but his distribution was even more remarkable.

As Lord Fantastic progressed, he became increasingly impatient and nervous, but Wonderstein calmly responded with laughter to any attacks.

Maya checked the clock and sighed softly.

It was a lecture by her respected master.

Although it was not about magic but about a circus, just seeing him at the lectern made her heart race.

As the lecture was coming to an end, her mind was filled with one question.

When should she present him with the invitation?

All sorts of statistical data and predictable variables were used.

After much deliberation, she finally found the optimal timing.

After the afternoon dagger throwing practice.

After finishing the acrobatics.

Presenting him with the invitation, addressing him as a master, in front of everyone.

It was a dramatic and perfect moment.

It couldn’t be any cooler than this.

After the prepared lecture, during the remaining time, students freely asked him questions.

Simple Q&A ensued, then one female student raised her hand.

“Excuse me, Director, do you have a significant other?”

The daring question silenced the room.

Wonderstein smiled slightly.

“I don’t have a partner.”

It wasn’t on the question list prepared by Ella, but he handled it skilfully.

Compared to the trolls on the internet during his YouTuber days, the mischief of these teenagers seemed innocent and cute.

“Are you virgin then?”

…Not quite to that extent.

A commotion erupted.

The friends of the student who asked the question patted her back and waist in support, some students blushed with embarrassment, while most found the situation amusing.

Wonderstein nodded as if he couldn’t disagree.

“Yes. I haven’t slept with anyone yet.”

His answer amplified the buzz in the classroom.

Some were surprised, some suspicious, some looked at him with mischievous eyes.

‘Liar.’

Even though he had more experience with women than anyone else.

Maya murmured to herself as she watched his brazen smile.

But she couldn’t continue her thoughts about him.

The next question exceeded her imagination.

“Do you happen to have any romantic interest in me? I can teach you a lot!”

“I’ll volunteer!”

“I, too!”

Wonderstein remained silent.

His smile persisted, but his gaze wandered aimlessly.

Laughter erupted from all directions.

Professor Elpara, who had been quietly observing from the back, couldn’t hold back and screamed.

“Please maintain decorum in front of the quest! If you ask such questions again, penalties will be imposed!”

Her stern warning quickly silenced the laughter in the room.

Jokes or excuses wouldn’t work with her.

Wonderstein gave an awkward smile.

“Well, well. Any other questions?”

The female student who had just fired a barrage of questions raised her hand again.

Despite Professor Elpara’s stern look, she persisted and said, “Um, then, could you be my partner for the freshman welcoming party?”

Ironically, her face was even redder than when she asked the previous questions.


It was a clear distinction between a question made in jest and one filled with sincerity.

Maya nervously fidgeted her hands at the unexpected ambush.

What were they?

Those were worse than Ella.

He should refuse. He should refuse.

Would her wish be granted?

Wonderstein shook his head. “I’m sorry, but I can’t.”

Maya clenched her fist with a sense of victory.

However, his next words were enough to crush her spirits.

“I’ve already been invited by my Assistant Director.”

He pulled out the invitation from his pocket to show.

Ella, sitting at the front, chuckled with her arms crossed.

She had sent the invitation to him through a “hat Magic” as soon as she received it in the morning.

Sighs of disappointment echoed around.

The questioning student had vanished from her seat.

The bell signaling the end of the class rang.

Students began to rise and leave the classroom one by one.

But just as disappointed female students were about to approach Wonderstein, Ella rushed to him unexpectedly, embraced him tightly, and pecked him on the cheek.

“Hehe, see you after class! Let’s meet at the gate, Director!”

With a wave, she left.

Her actions conveyed a clear message: Stay away from what’s mine.

With their relationship so firm, there was no room for interference.

The disappointed female students stepped back with regret and left the classroom.

“Are you okay?”

Karen, still seated like a statue, observed Maya’s expression as she stared blankly at the stage.

Her gaze was fixed on Ella leaving the classroom.

‘Disappointed.’

After finding such an opportune moment.

Ella acted while Maya was still contemplating.

“Maya, you are in the same circus. Please ask the Director that you want to go with him this time!”

“But the Director has already officially announced that he’s going with the Assistant Director. And if he goes with her, I have no chance.”

They said at the freshman welcoming party, there would be sections where couples could solve circus-related quizzes or perform simple joint acrobatics.

There was no reason for the Director to choose her over Ella.

“What’s the point of not taking the chance! Just ask him!”

“No.”

It’s okay. As long as she is recognized as his ‘student,’ that’s enough for her.

She shouldn’t let herself get tangled up in Papiflux again.

This is where she should draw the line.

She stood up abruptly.

And murmured blankly, staring into empty space.

“I have to buy a gift.”

“What?”

“It’s the Director’s birthday today. I need to buy a present.”

For her, being recognized as his disciple was sufficient.

There was no need to explore any other relationship.

Not with Ella, not with Yurakne, not with Reyna, nor with Vergsong.

Whatever tangled relationships he had were none of her concern.

“Where are you going? Hey, it’s time for the next class.”

“We’re in the back row anyway. I’ll be back soon.”

“Maya! Maya!”

She left the classroom like that.

Leaving all her belongings behind.

“Ugh, she’s something.”

Karen cautiously picked up Maya’s abandoned belongings.

While she had seen Maya acting dazed like this before, today was the first time she had seen her completely lose her composure.

Karen glanced back at the stage.

Wonderstein was packing up his materials and leaving.

There were no female students approaching him as Ella was nowhere to be seen.

Karen smiled quietly.

Perhaps this was her chance.

***

They had stores scattered throughout Yeterinpuurl, including one right in front of Lekachep School.

Maya bought a gift set of cookies from there.

Drawing the line at being nothing more than a teacher and disciple, she felt that her previous efforts to restrain the Director had become meaningless.

So, as an apology for this morning’s incident, she bought a gift today.

This should do.

This should suffice.

But as she was about to leave after buying the gift, something bothered her.

“Giving a gift to Ella? She’s an adversary! How humiliating… Wait a minute! Why are you giving gifts to adversaries while not giving one to me! That’s so unfair! You can’t let your friend end up so miserable!”

Maya let out a small sigh.

She knew Karen would make a fuss if she saw this.

What an interloper.

Why meddle in other people’s affairs?

Finally, the nerve.

Why give a gift to Ella, of all people?

Maya returned to the store counter with a heavy heart.

Being considered a friend is another matter altogether.

Friend.

That was a word too unfamiliar to her.

Even after months of working together, she still saw her fellow Director as just a colleague from the circus, not a friend.

Was there ever such a thing in her life?

Her dullness in expressing emotions left her wondering where to even begin, often leaving her treated like an oddity.

She was often referred to as a doll, a machine devoid of emotions, and subjected to many derogatory remarks.

To her, someone claiming to be a friend for the first time appeared.

She didn’t know what exactly earned her favour.

She still wasn’t sure if she truly believed that she was a friend.

But she decided to at least reciprocate what she received.

“I’ll take one of those too.”

What she pointed at was a small snack called ‘Friendship Chocolate.’

Karen had been quite helpful to her over the past two weeks.

It was worth giving something in return.

Above all, she knew from the past two weeks’ experience that eating was the most effective way to shut her up.

As she moved to her practice location, she remembered the luggage she had left behind.

Karen was likely to have taken it, but considering the chaos earlier, she might have forgotten too.

When she entered the practice room, it was empty as if the earlier chaos had never happened.

Her luggage was nowhere to be seen in the seat she had been sitting in.

It seemed that Karen had taken it.

Just as she was about to leave, she heard voices coming from behind the stage.

They were coming from the waiting room for instructors.

Two voices she knew were there.

Wonderstein and Karen.

What are they doing?

She cautiously approached the door.

Then she leaned her ear closer to it.

“Did you approach Maya with that intention? You’ve been deceiving her all along. A friend.”

“I-I know it’s not right… but when it comes to liking someone, people definitely become cowardly in front of their feelings…”

Approaching intentionally?

Karen deceived me?

Likes me? Who?

Maya couldn’t understand what they were talking about.

But the words she heard were definitely not friendly.

Maya felt a foreboding as she focused on the next conversation.

“So, about the invitation… will you accept it?”

“Karen.”

“Aren’t I better than Ella?”

What are they talking about now…?

Maya stepped back slightly from the door.

It wasn’t her who couldn’t understand what Karen was saying.

That’s ridiculous.

Why would she give an invitation to the Director…?

But why would she…?

She…?

There was no change in Maya’s expression.

But inside, all sorts of negative emotions swirled.

‘Maya, could you tell me more about the Director?’

‘You respect him so much, so of course, I’m curious.’

‘I saw him on that street just before meeting you. He was really handsome.’


The reason for approaching her with deception.

Could it be…?

Then, a word that drove her suspicions home was heard.

“To be honest… I like men like the Director. As a woman.”

A black ink spread across Maya’s canvas.
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As I sat alone in the lounge, celebrating the successful completion of the lecture, Karen suddenly approached me.

She came closer and handed me something unexpectedly.

It was an invitation to the freshmen welcome party.

And Maya’s name was written as the inviter.

“Why would you have Maya’s…?”

She paused for a moment, then poured out words like a storm.

“I was so frustrated watching from the sidelines. Do you know how much Maya wanted to go with the Director? Why don’t you show a little favour to Maya this time too? You pamper Ella so much… Even Reyna, who just joined recently, you’ve been so attentive to her. But why do you treat Maya so coldly?”

Everything was sudden.

But her last words lingered in my ears.

Did I treat Maya coldly?

I pondered deeply.

Perhaps there was some truth in what she said.

Knowing Maya’s independent nature, I didn’t try to show her more attention than any other member. 

I knew she would find it bothersome.

But listening to Karen’s story, it seemed Maya had been feeling disappointed about it.

“Did Maya tell you all this?”

“No. She’s not that type of person. But I can sense it from what she says.”

“…Is that so?”

The current Maya still had a childish innocence compared to her two years later. 

But she never really opened up about herself, making it hard to guess her true feelings.

She had the lowest count of initiating member quests among the group. 

Even Gascon and Reyna, who recently joined, surpassed her within a few days.

It was evidence that she was keeping her emotions tightly in check.

I knew Maya wanted me to play the role of a mentor to her.

She only asked once when she joined the circus troupe, and I refused.

Because I had nothing more to teach her.

After that, she never made the same demand again, and the member quests never appeared either.

But listening to Karen’s story, it seemed like she had been secretly wishing for it all along.

She was still only seventeen.

An age where she needed an adult to rely on.

In the original, Arno, the leader of the Silver Veil Circus, played that role.

But I didn’t.

By equating future Maya with present Maya, I treated her as if she was a grown adult.

It was undoubtedly my mistake.

Now, I looked at Karen, who was passionately advocating for someone she had only recently met.

Maya could have made good friends since coming to school.

But I doubted if she could truly be satisfied in the role of ‘friend’.

“Then, would it be okay if I took Maya as my partner?”

“Of course!”

“Really? But Karen, you like Maya, don’t you?”

At my words, Karen’s expression momentarily stiffened before softening.

“I, uh, like her. Because she’s my friend…”

I threw a remark that pierced through her hesitation.

“You were going to kiss Maya while she was asleep, weren’t you?”

Her face turned pale with astonishment.

“H-How did you…?”

“You were about to enter the classroom about a minute before you started talking to me.”

“Oh…”

Her complexion turned pale.

She stuttered, trying to divert the conversation as she approached the sensitive topic.

“Ma-Maya… Are you going to tell her…?”

“Depends on the situation. Please be honest. Do you love Maya?”

After hesitating for a moment, she confessed her story.

Growing up among boys from a young age.

Having a keen interest in women because of that. 

Being labelled as ‘weird’ by her peers for excessive physical contact with her female classmates. 

Feeling scared of girls as a result but finding comfort in Maya’s emotional detachment.

As I listened to her story, I wondered what kind of day it was today.

To counsel a suicidal teenager and then a teenager struggling with sexual orientation.

“Did you approach Maya with that intention? You’ve been deceiving her all this time. Your friend.”

“I know… But sometimes people become cowardly in front of their feelings…”

As she comfortably shared her story, I reflected on what she had said.

Suddenly, there was a loud crash from outside.

I momentarily opened the door and peered into the classroom.

No one was there.

The sound seemed to come from the collapsed props piled up on the stage.

I closed the door and returned to the room.

Karen had been waiting quietly for me to return before continuing her speech.

“But I keep feeling my heart fluttering for feminine things. Is there something wrong with me?”

After considering the stories she shared with me, it seemed more probable that she harboured a curiosity and admiration for femininity she hadn’t explored during her adolescence, rather than genuinely loving women.

Karen, who heard my conclusion, nodded satisfactorily.

“Is that so?”

“But you should not sneak a kiss while someone is sleeping. If your lips had touched Maya’s cheek earlier, I would have restrained you immediately.”

“Uh, I, I’m sorry… But still, I didn’t do it in the end….”

“You did well.”

We looked at each other and soon burst into laughter.

“Thanks to you, I think I can handle Maya more comfortably now. Thank you.”

“I, on the other hand, have reflected on not understanding Maya’s heart properly.”

“Will you accept Maya’s invitation?”


“If Maya personally hands it to me.”

I handed the invitation back to Karen.

She took it with a bashful smile.

“It’s time for me to go now. There’s dagger throwing practice.”

“Oh, I’ll go in a bit. I need to freshen up….”

Her face was a mess of cold sweat and tears.

After nodding towards her, I left the room.

Today was the day of evaluation for the basic course of dagger throwing practice.

***

One by one, students were called up to perform the tasks, and those who hadn’t been evaluated yet were practicing at the back.

However, Maya wasn’t participating in the practice and was sitting on the bench.

Other students thought she was so skilled that she didn’t even need to practice.

But that was a misunderstanding.

Maya didn’t have the mental capacity to practice right now.

She was focusing all her attention on suppressing the magic that wanted to rampage.

The shock from Karen’s confession was considerable.

To think she actually admired the Director, and her approach was quite deliberate?

Maya’s heart boiled with anger and betrayal.

Friends? She called this friendship?

The gravel around her stirred on the dirt floor.

No. If she let her emotions take over…

She took deep breaths and meditated to control her turbulent emotions.

When she finally stabilized her magic, a familiar voice woke her up.

“Maya! Long time no see, huh?”

Karen ran over from a distance.

She dumped her bag on the ground and sat right next to her.

“You’re late.”

Maya realized for the first time how dry and cold her own voice could sound.

Was this what people meant when they talked about her?

“Uh, bathroom! I went to the bathroom and got delayed….”

“…Really?”

Karen somehow felt that her friend’s voice was colder than usual.

Then, her eyes caught a small package in her friend’s hand.

It was a snack box with the words “Give to your friend!” written on it.

She widened her eyes.

“Wow, you didn’t buy this to give it to me, did you?”

Maya looked her straight in the eyes.

An innocent smile as if she knew nothing.

Disgust surged within Maya at that shamelessness.

“Karen.”

“Yeah?”

“Get lost.”

“…Huh?”

Karen blinked.

She wasn’t sure if she heard correctly.

Maya reinforced her words.

“I said, get lost.”

“…Why, why are you suddenly…”

Maya didn’t answer but instead threw the friendship chocolate on the ground.

As Karen reached out, an unseen force crushed it completely.

“Don’t come near me.”

She spat out coldly, but her expression remained unchanged.

It sent shivers down her spine even more.

She was definitely angry, but she barely showed it.

Karen felt a pang of unease at her sudden change in attitude.

“Uh, did you hear it from the Director?”

She wanted to say it.

She wanted to say that she feel betrayed.

To feel like she was stabbed in the back by the Director she admired.

But she corrected her thoughts just before speaking.

She couldn’t tarnish the honour of her master.

“No, I overheard it outside earlier.”

“Oh….”

Karen felt her mind going blank.

Could it be that Maya heard everything?

About how she felt butterflies when she saw her body in the locker room or the urge to kiss her sleeping cheek?

Karen remembered her childhood trauma.

Back then, she innocently touched her female friends’ chests or private parts.

She did it out of curiosity.

It was something boys around her didn’t have.

It was okay because it was between girls, even if it wasn’t between opposite genders.

But that was her mistake.

She was ridiculed and ostracized by the girls she used to be close with.

And now, she was caught by Maya.

For her strange tendencies.

All the stories she had just shared must have been heard by Maya as well.

“I-I’m sorry…. for deceiving you…. I thought you were okay because you were different from the others….”

Maya felt something snap inside her at those words.

You thought I was okay because I was different from the others?

That was one of her few comforts.

Since childhood, people around her treated her like a psychopath or a freak because she didn’t show emotions and her expression remained unchanged, no matter what happened.

Some even tested her emotional limits and moral boundaries.

“She’s okay because she’s different from the others.”

What Karen was saying now was just like the behaviour of those people.

Maya poured all her emotions into her sincere words.

“You’re the most disgusting person I’ve ever met.”

Her words and gaze were filled with a disgust Karen had never seen before.

Karen was shocked but didn’t show it.

She reminded herself that she was the perpetrator, not the victim.

She shouldn’t be the one getting hurt.

It was her mistake to deceive and approach her in the first place.

She bowed her head as if resigned.

“…I’m sorry, Maya. I won’t make you uncomfortable again.”

With that, she turned around and ran out of the practice room.

She tried to control her emotions, but she couldn’t hide the tears.


“I thought I finally had a female friend….”

Karen’s swallowed words scattered behind her,

“I thought I might actually have a friend….”

The broken friendship chocolate turned to dust.

And black ink spread thicker on Maya’s canvas.
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I sat in the observation seats of the practice room, watching it all unfold.

Though I was several meters away, I could still hear their conversation.

No, to be precise, I could only hear what came out of Maya’s mouth.

The “Sound Room” functioned unidirectionally, allowing me to hear her words directly in my ears.

That alone was enough for me to understand how things were unfolding.

As I watched Karen leave the practice room, I let out a sigh and turned off the voice.

Surely Maya couldn’t have been listening outside.

It was unsettling to think that someone she considered a friend was looking at her own body with malicious eyes.

But I hadn’t expected her to be so furious, even though she must have explained her situation thoroughly.

I didn’t think Maya had done anything wrong.

Everyone had different standards for what they deemed acceptable.

Perhaps I had grown numb to such things.

In that other world, it was common for me to entrust my body to someone else’s care. 

Whether it was going to the bathroom, bathing, or changing clothes, I always needed someone’s help.

Maya’s reaction might have been closer to what an average person would feel.

And they weren’t even old friends; they had only met two weeks ago.

It might have been natural for her to react like that.

The teaching assistant called Maya’s name.

She picked up the practice daggers and went to stand in front of the target.

I decided to stop thinking about Karen’s situation.

While she was pitiable, I had no regrets about what I had done.

What if she had attacked Maya later on? 

What would have happened then?

It was harsh for her, but the safety of my members was more important to me than her teenage troubles.

With the signal from the assistant, a group of students ascended to the test stage.

Maya was among them.

Her delicate figure stood out among the bulky or slender bodies.

She looked around the stands as if searching for someone.

I smiled and waved at her.

She stared at me with a blank expression before turning her head away.

In the original work, she didn’t demonstrate any physical techniques.

Even when attempting to move quickly as her character, she would stumble and fall three seconds later.

Of course, that was exaggerated for gameplay, but it seemed evident here that she lacked talent in physical activities. 

She couldn’t keep up with the basic physical training in the circus troupe and gave up.

How much had she improved?

I watched her dagger throwing practice with anticipation.

But sadly, there was no positive turn of events.

Her skills couldn’t have been this poor originally.

If they were, I wouldn’t have encouraged her to come.

Was it because of what happened with Karen?

Maya failed to hit the target even once with the daggers she threw today.

***

Maya left school and walked to Tettromino Plaza.

Her steps seemed weary, yet she walked with determination, seeming angry.

It reflected her current state of mind well.

She couldn’t hide her disappointment and anger.

Although it didn’t show on her face, anyone who knew her well could sense it in her subtle movements.

She clenched and unclenched her fists.

“It’s my fault.”

She couldn’t blame anyone else.

It was all because she couldn’t control herself.

Leaving Karen only deepened her guilt.

Every time she collected fragments of emotions, her magic fluctuated severely.

She couldn’t focus on precise tasks in this state.

“For causing annoyance to the Director…”

After the test, Wonderstein came down from the observation seats to comfort her.

“It’s a pity, Maya, but your condition today…”

“Leave.”

She replied coldly.

It seemed as if she blamed the Director for her mistake.

“If you do better next time, it’ll be fine. You don’t have to be so disheartened…”

“I said leave.”

Wonderstein couldn’t say anything more in the face of Maya’s reaction and stepped back.

He knew Maya’s personality.

Such failures would be a big shock to her, as she prided herself on being rational and logical.

Most of the responsibility for what had upset her today also lay with him.

“The carriage will arrive soon.”

“I’ll find my way back. You can go ahead.”

And so Maya was left alone at school.

Thinking about returning home with Ela, who got along well with the Director, only made her angrier, but it was better than her hearing in front of her that she scored zero in acrobatics practice.

Lost in her thoughts, she arrived at the café operated by a polite old women.

There was nowhere else she could think of.

“Oh, Maya, are you here? What about that friend you used to come with?”

Karen had also been here with her a few times.

The memory made her feel even more bitter.

The thief who pretended to befriend her while scheming to steal another man behind her back.

“…There’s nothing.”

The cafe owner quickly sensed her discomfort.

She sat Maya down at a table and brought her favorite drink and snacks.


“Here, have some of these first.”

At that moment, someone sat across from Maya.

It was a giant figure draped in white cloth, with a silver thread covering his face.

“I’ll have a drink too, please.”

The voice that came through the threads was hard to place in terms of age.

“Who are you?”

The cafe owner looked at him with a wary look and stood in front of Maya, as if shielding her.

Maya stared blankly at the man across from her.

“The ringmaster of the Silver Veil Circus, Arno. Do you remember me?”

Maya nodded slowly.

The cafe owner exchanged uncertain glances between him and Maya.

“Are you sure, Maya? Isn’t he a dangerous person?”

“Perhaps not.”

“Is that so? Alright, sir. I’ll bring your drink right away.”

As the owner went to the kitchen, Arno spoke.

“You, a illusion mage, trying to learn acrobatics.”

“Are you following me?”

Maya knew he was an acquaintance of her parents.

They had been part of the same circus troupe when they were young.

That’s why she had initially sought him out for help.

But she hadn’t expected him to keep watching her.

Arno shook his head.

“Don’t misunderstand. I came to the school for something else and happened to see you, so I watched.”

“For what?”

“Today is a special day.”

Maya understood his words immediately.

Today marked the anniversary of the Terror attack in Hippodrome seventeen years ago.

There was a special exhibition in Lekachep commemorating it.

He must have visited there.

After taking a sip of his arrived drink, he said.

“You’re in a crisis.”

Maya nodded slightly.

She couldn’t hide her condition from a mage of his calibre.

“What’s the trigger?”

“Why should I tell you?”

“Because it seems you can’t handle it alone.”

“I can.”

“What’s the trigger?”

“I don’t want to say.”

“In my view, you can’t lift a single stone or create a single cat right now. Am I wrong?”

His words made Maya’s fingertips tremble slightly.

He was right.

She couldn’t use magic right now.

The wild magic that had been raging earlier now lay as still as a rock.

“You should go see Director Wonderstein.”

“No.”

Maya shook her head vigorously.

She didn’t want to let him know about her condition.

She didn’t entertain the delusion that he might reject her for not being able to use magic.

He was not the type to do that.

What she worried about was whether he knew the cause of her crisis.

“I don’t like the idea of the Director smiling comfortably while his member is in this state.”

“I kept it hidden on purpose. Please don’t tell him.”

“Then tell me. What’s the trigger? Acrobatics? Is that why you wanted to learn?”

Maya gritted her teeth.

She was really stubborn.

She reluctantly decided to speak up.

Though she didn’t want to reveal it, it was better than Director Wonderstein finding out.

“It’s Director Wonderstein.”

“Yeah. If you don’t tell him, I’ll tell him.”

“It’s not that… Director Wonderstein is… the trigger.”

Arno remained silent.

He didn’t ask her what exactly that meant.

As a sorcerer, familiar with summoning scholars and monks, the term “”Papiflux” didn’t escape him enough to not understand the direction the 17-year-old girl was trying to hide.

The person she faced today wasn’t just Wonderstein.

***

Pyrene stood in the centre of her own office, unable to stop her body from trembling with anxiety.

She chewed on her thumb, recalling the conversation she had just had.

Upon hearing that her mentor had collapsed during class, she hurried to find him.

She worried that her body’s reaction was due to some foreign substance in the medicine.

Fortunately, her mentor simply attributed it to mental fatigue.

Her calm acceptance even felt refreshing.

“Starting today, I’ll sleep in the dormitory again.”

Her sudden statement was shocking.

It was something she would never have said until this morning.

“Oh, alright. I understand. But how long am I going to rely on others? I’ve decided to try my way. Don’t worry. I’ll guard the bathroom even if it means staying up all night.”

And then she quickly left, not even leaving room for a reply.

Even though the pet still bared its teeth warily towards Clara, she didn’t pay any attention to it.

“Haha, I should try to improve my relationship with this guy too. How long can I keep him locked up?”

Pyrene couldn’t do anything but watch her suddenly change her behaviour as if she had suddenly gained some insight.

Other than being left alone to be consumed by her anxiety.

“Has my magic been broken…? Is the mentor’s mental strength rising… no, recovering?”

The secret door in her office.

The secret space accessible through it.

A black bottle stored among the shelves displaying vials containing creatures afflicted by curse plagues.

Within it lay a liquid monster that heard her voice and opened its eyes.

‘What happened? I can hear a sound.’

The pitiful creature, robbed of its name and body, had been trapped in the bottle for ten days.

The bottle she entered couldn’t see the outside world due to the black film, and she couldn’t hear anything because of the cork blocking the entrance.

But it wasn’t just that.

The whispers of the cursed professor’s voice came to her as if whispering right next to her.

And then, the distant rumble came from the other side.

‘I am Cinepecus.’

‘A phantom wandering between words.’

‘A demon who loves rumours, gossip, fame, and misunderstandings.’

‘Cinepecus!’

Her gooey, shapeless body trembled with fear as an overwhelming presence seeped through.


The demon spoke with a chuckling voice.

I’ appoint you as my apostle.’

‘Stolen of your name and body’

With his declaration, her body began to bubble and boil.

In red.
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Ella’s birthday party started early in the evening and lasted late into the night.

Originally planned as a light drink and ending, it quickly turned into a bustling festival.

Whenever Ella took the lead, even the most solemn gatherings always ended up like this.

Cheerful melodies and lively dances intertwined, creating a lively atmosphere. 

At that moment, as the villa door opened, the last latecomer arrived.

“Oh, Maya is here!”

“Maya, hi!”

“Maya, big sis!”

They were members who usually kept a slight distance from her, but today they greeted her warmly, perhaps due to the heightened atmosphere.

Ella, wearing a fake crown on her head and a sparkling candy necklace around her neck, stopped twirling around Wonderstein with her arm linked, and brightly approached Maya.

“Why did you come now? It was so much fun. Haha, look at that. Gascon  the daredevil, having more fun than expected.”

Pointing to Gascon, who was pretending to swim in the air with a ball under his stomach, Ella laughed.

Though he didn’t particularly like circuses, he surprisingly fit into such gatherings. 

He confidently downed an expensive glass of wine, the result of a bet after winning against Bendict in a swimming race.

“Hahaha, is it okay for an old man to lose? Huh?”

“Maybe because you have some basic skills? Despite your age, you quickly learn techniques.”

Maya’s eyes cooled at her words.

It sounded like she was mocking her, as if saying, “How did you manage to get zero points in the practical evaluation despite your efforts?”

She pulled out a snack gift set from her bag and handed it to her.

“Here, a gift.”

“You didn’t have to, but thanks anyway! Come on, join us. You haven’t eaten yet, right? Let’s eat first!”

Ella tried to lead her by the arm, but Maya forcefully pushed her away.

“I’m tired. I’ll go in first and sleep.”

Ella’s excited expression dimmed slightly at her cold response.

“Oh, then what about dinner?”

“I ate outside with someone else.”

She said so and glanced at Wonderstein.

Unfortunately, he wasn’t paying attention to this side, engrossed in a conversation with Yurakne.

Thinking she was with Karen as usual, Ella nodded.

“Alright. Oh, by the way, since we’re talking about it, Maya, how about giving your partner invitation to Yurakne?”

As her name was mentioned, the two talking turned to look at Maya.

Maya stiffened her neck and turned away with a cold attitude.

“I already have a partner.”

“What?”

She said that and went upstairs.

Time passed, and it was Saturday.

The day of the freshmen welcome party had arrived.

***

Participants of the freshmen welcome party usually invited senior students as their partners.

Most freshmen came from far away from home, and within just two weeks of admission, their network was limited to mostly school people, so the choice of partners was limited.

However, this freshmen welcome party was different.

During the Grand Circus Prix, famous acrobats gathered near the school.

Because of them, the seniors who were supposed to be respected looked extremely ordinary.

Many freshmen invited nearby active acrobats instead of school seniors.

Most of them gladly accepted the invitations.

Thanks to them, the number of students participating in this year’s freshmen welcome party was very low.

They were called a cursed generation for many reasons.

Clara was one of the few students invited as a partner among the enrolled students.

She was invited by none other than “Merren the Silent,” who showed her skills in the bamboo forest on the first day of school.

“We’re actually opposite, aren’t we? Active acrobats inviting students, hehe.”

“That’s true…”

Merren looked at Clara with a vacant expression as she chuckled at her.

She actually didn’t like Clara.

At first, she was deceived by her kind smile and manner of speaking. 

But as time went on, she felt increasingly uncomfortable.

The movements of the enrolled students trying to exclude the freshmen seemed organized. 

It seemed as if they were moving under someone’s command.

The most likely suspect was Clara, their representative. 

If she hadn’t approved, there’s no way the lower grades could have done such things.

Most of all, the broken branch she stepped on.

It was clearly the result of Clara pushing it down with force just before.

She couldn’t shake off the suspicion that Clara did it on purpose to tease her for follow her.

So Merren sent Clara an invitation.

It was half a challenge.

It meant, “If you have the guts, accept and come match withsome with similar ability.”

But Clara accepted her invitation with such joy.

“I really wanted to participate… Thank you, Miss Merren! No, we’re the same age, so can I speak informally? Merren, right?”

Merren reluctantly extended her arm at Clara’s request to link arms at the entrance to the banquet hall.

Clara pulled her arm and hugged her to her chest.

Merren, who was about to frown, couldn’t bring herself to get angry at Clara’s cheerful laughter.

This was all thanks to the demon misinterpreting Clara’s character.

Through the Garden of Whispers, only conversations between people could be collected, and nothing could be known about their actions or thoughts.

In other words, it could only observe how they usually appeared socially.

The demon didn’t know about Clara’s sinister side.

Therefore, the Clara she portrayed was simply a kind-hearted girl who seemed friendly and innocent.

It was natural for Merren, who didn’t know the circumstances, to be confused.

“You…”

“Yes? What’s wrong?”

Merren tilted her head in confusion at the girl’s innocent expression as she blinked her eyes.


“Oh, nothing…”

Clara smiled brightly and turned her head back towards the stage.

Inside the banquet hall, there were around 200 people, including 50 freshmen, 30 sophomores, their invited partners, and the organizers of the event.

Since all students were dressed in white ceremonial uniforms, to an outsider, it might have looked like a party for naval cadets.

Of course, within those regulations, they tried their best to adorn themselves.

Most male students wore their school uniforms as they were, but female students added vests or ornaments to stand out a little more.

Clara, being a model student, only wore her neatly dressed school uniform.

She didn’t wear anything extra on top or underneath.

It had been a day since she left Pyrene’s side and started living in the dormitory.

During this time, she hadn’t made a single mistake.

She wasn’t surprised by this fact.

It somehow seemed inevitable.

There were guesses as to the cause.

The Black Magician.

Her master.

A few days ago, she directly faced the one she had always looked at beyond the flask.

At that moment, she expected to pay the price for her sins from 17 years ago.

However, he didn’t punish her. 

He forgave her. 

He even encouraged her to live on.

The anxiety of when she would be exposed and murdered, the doubt about the foundation of her existence, were all relieved by that.

At the same time, the real problem was also resolved.

Perhaps it was a matter of the heart.

Clara felt embarrassed about her vague fear of him based on wandering rumours.

Looking at what he had done in Hippodrome or Dvallchep, he couldn’t be called a saint.

But he also possessed kindness and affection towards his creations.

“My master…”

Clara felt her heart flutter.

She looked at the couples entering the banquet hall.

A blond handsome man in a black suit, wearing a black cloak, escorted a dark-haired girl in a school uniform.

Her master didn’t seem to notice her, or perhaps he thinks it wise to pretend to not know her in such a place, so he didn’t pay attention to her.

It was regrettable.

“I’m shaking.”

Thanks to her partner’s comment, Clara managed to regain her composure.

Merren looked around and said, “Well, it’s not like you’re the only one staring at that person.”

All the people standing around the entrance were looking at him.

Among them was also Reyna’s gaze.

She looked at Ella, who was standing side by side with Wonderstein, with envy.

Her invitation was snatched away by her father as soon as she arrived at the dormitory without even asking. 

She was angry about being forcibly deprived, but she thought it was inevitable.

It was impossible anyway for her to surpass Ella and become his partner.

Their relationship was not real.

Even if she called him father, he could never be a real father to her.

He was probably just accommodating her out of sympathy for the pitiful girl who had been stripped from her father figure. 

It was only in her delusional imagination that he could take away her father’s role or something like that.

The fact that her father snatched the invitation from her hands seemed to show the cold reality of that.

Maybe ending the fake relationship was the answer now.

As Ella entered the banquet hall, she looked around.

“I don’t see Maya.”

“Yeah. She left hours before we did.”

Who Maya invited as her partner had been the subject of gossip among the members for the past few days.

Various people were considered as candidates, but it was all just baseless speculation.

There was no way to know since the person in question didn’t say a word.

Moreover, from the next day onwards, she repeated the pattern of leaving early in the morning and returning late at night, so there was no chance to catch her.

As the party time approached, Ella finally nodded as if she understood.

“Unfortunately… She must have been bluffing. Probably pretended to have a partner even though she didn’t.”

“I don’t think so. Maya wouldn’t lie about something like that.”

“Well, think about it. Does it make sense for someone who’s been so indifferent despite spending months with the members to go outside and lure a man?”

“Hmm… That’s true, but…”

Wonderstein also agreed with her.

Although the most likely suspect was Karen, their relationship seemed irreparable from the start, and decisively, she came in with her brother.

At that moment, there was a person crossing Wonderstein’s mind.

Someone who had a connection to Maya and was in the vicinity.

If she invited someone as her partner, there was no one else.

“Ella, I understand.”

“Huh? What?”

“Maya’s partner.”

“Really? Who is it?”

“Hehe, all the clues were there. There’s no one else but the owner of the cafe she frequented…”

At that moment, the last couple entered the entrance of the banquet hall.

One of them was a well-known figure to everyone in the hall.

A man in a white robe, his face covered with a silver mask.

It was none other than Arno, the leader of the Silver Veil Circus.

Beside him was the student who invited him as her partner.

A girl with hair as white as her school uniform.

It was Maya.

***

The weekend evening in Lekcahep was quiet.

Students paired up and roamed the city’s streets.

Only a few students remained in the dormitory to unwind from the week.

The area around the banquet hall was bustling as it was the day of the freshmen welcome party.

The training grounds where the taming took place were quiet too.

At the end stood a small tower, Professor Pyrene’s office, which was also quiet.

However, what was inside was quite eerie.

A sticky liquid, like a mixture of red blood, flesh, and pus, slid across the floor.

Dozens of arms and legs seemed to be forming and disintegrating, and the way the liquid moved seemed like it was flowing.

Behind it, a broken black glass bottle was rolling around.

It was Clara who had just escaped from it.

The liquid monster glanced at the bottle in the center of the room.

Inside it were sparkling particles like stardust.

It was an item that had appeared at an auction in Vegas a few weeks ago.

It had been auctioned off to the representative of Lord Slagbrot and brought to Pyrene through his hands.

The liquid monster recalled the information about it.

A shard of Trill.

By-product of creating the Eye of Kirku.

Capable of controlling Debulroots…

The creature created a tentacle from its flesh.

It reached out for the bottle containing the shard.


Then, it turned around.

Shelves stretching up to the ceiling displayed hundreds of glass bottles.

And inside them were living organisms infected with curses collected by Pyrene from all over the world.

Still alive Debulroots.

The apostle swung its tentacle towards the shelf.
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The air inside the banquet hall quieted down as if it had solidified.

People gazed at Maya as if they were enchanted by something.

Her aura exuded an unfathomable mystique.

Even those who knew her well felt as if they were seeing her for the first time.

Normally, she showed no interest in dressing up.

It was her daily routine to simply pick up yesterday’s wrinkled clothes and put them on with dishevelled hair.

She didn’t even bother with simple creams or lotions.

Yet, after cleaning up and styling her hair with waves, she even put on makeup.

Her appearance outshone everyone else present.

With eyes as white as snow, waves of silvery hair, sparkling crimson irises, and lips with a pinkish sheen, along with perfectly chiseled features.

If there was such a thing as a doll maker putting in every effort to create perfect beauty, it would be her.

If there was one flaw in the masterpiece called Maya, it was that she didn’t smile.

Maya surveyed the hall with an expressionless face.

Those who met her gaze blushed, regardless of gender.

They didn’t even feel jealousy; they were overwhelmed by the aura surrounding her.

Even though her attire wasn’t flashy, just wearing a silver cloak with a hood made her outshine everyone present.

Yet, Maya showed little interest in their reactions.

Except for one person.

It was easy to spot him.

His appearance also stood out among the crowd.

His eyes sparkled as if he had found a treasure, and his lips trembled with uncontrollable joy.

It was clearly euphoria.

Maya’s pupils flickered with a sense of triumph.

She clenched her fist secretly.

She succeeded!

Her partner, who noticed her subtle change, whispered quietly, “Not yet. We have to wait until the man is restless.”

“…Understood.”

Maya acted according to the plan she had prepared.

She handed her cloak to the staff at the entrance and leaned slightly against Arno next to her.

The Director’s mouth slightly opened as if sighing sadly.

Maya felt a shiver running through her body.

She had seduced the boss!

A thrilling sensation she had never felt before surged through her.

The state she saw in him was accurate.

Wonderstein was swallowing screams of joy at the sight of Maya as she was now.

His calm demeanour from the Smiling Man didn’t work when he was truly smiling.

Dressed in a silver cloak given to circus performers, with her hair styled and makeup applied, Maya looked just like someone he knew from the game.

She was the ‘Wizard Maya’ of TT1.

In TT1, except for swimsuits, maid outfits, and martial arts costumes aimed at a specific audience, the default costumes that appeared in TT1 were consistently popular.

He never expected to see her in that form.

He believed he wouldn’t be able to see that appearance of her until he returned to reality.

But the fantasy he had been drawing suddenly appeared before his eyes.

The 17-year-old’s charm she had was supplemented by makeup.

Draped in a silver robe, Maya was exactly as she appeared in the game.

Wonderstein couldn’t hide his proud smile.

It felt like achieving another feat as a gamer.

Of course, the moment he could see her like that was short-lived.

As she entered the hall, she handed her cloak to the attendant beside her.

Wonderstein let out a disappointed sigh.

Even Ella was surprised by Maya’s transformation.

It seemed she had put in at least a few hours on her hair and makeup.

She must have left early for that reason.

Wonderstein muttered next to her, “I thought I’d have to wait two years, but it seems unnecessary, hehe.”

Ella’s expression stiffened at his muttering.

She could sense the ulterior motive behind his words.

This guy.

He was looking at the girl who considered herself his disciple with those eyes, wasn’t he?

Suppressing her anger, Ella muttered to herself, “With a 10-year age difference…”

In fact, she knew that criticism didn’t make sense.

She herself had quite a difference compared to him.

It was just jealousy.

He rejected her confession in such a way, but he was eyeing Maya.

That’s why her anger flared up even more.

She couldn’t lose.

She admitted that the opponent had the upper hand in appearance.

But this side had its own weapons.

All she had to do was use them to fight back.

Ella noticed that Maya was peeking at their direction.

She quickly linked arms with Wonderstein and leaned her face on his shoulder.

“Maya, she looks really pretty, don’t you think?”

“Yeah.”

When he gave such a superficial answer, Ella felt a surge of anger, but she exaggeratedly laughed as if having a very enjoyable conversation.

Maya’s eyebrows twitched as she watched them.

See? No matter what you do, the person standing next to me right now is my partner.

Ella pressed herself closer to him.

“It looks like Maya invited her ‘favorite person’ as her partner. Surprising, isn’t it? Maybe she was infatuated with the leader of another circus troupe.”

“Mr. Arno deserves to be the idol of every illusionist.”

Ella perked up her ears.

There seemed to be a self-deprecating tone in his words.


Wonderstein recalled Maya, who had been keeping her distance from the troupe for the past few days.

Perhaps she felt some doubt about the path she had chosen after receiving a zero score in acrobatics practice.

If she had joined the Silver Veil Circus, she would have flourished among the magicians, demonstrating her genius abilities, instead of struggling unnecessarily in the Monster Circus.

He hadn’t properly nurtured her, nor supported her.

Naturally, she should have been taught the magic she needed to develop, and he had only given her a couple of magic tools through the system.

Instead, she had to suffer dangers from demons here that she had not faced in the original work.

Moreover, it was partly his fault that she had been embarrassed by trying to learn acrobatics that didn’t suit her.

He had inadvertently encouraged her to seek approval from him.

“Maya must be happier to be his apprentice than she is now, right?”

Arno and Maya.

Originally, they were supposed to be teacher and disciple in history.

That had been disrupted because of his clumsy intervention.

If Maya had a heart for him, she could now properly follow the original work.

At his words, Ella’s expression stiffened.

“That’s not true.”

She knew how much Maya admired Wonderstein.

She had always been grateful to him.

She forgot about trying to restrain Maya and defended her.

“Maya doesn’t consider anyone else as her mentor besides you. To you, that’s all…”

Ella stopped herself from saying more and swallowed her words.

She couldn’t bring herself to say, “It seems like she is trying to provoke your jealousy.”

At that moment, the banquet hall darkened.

Spotlights descended onto the stage.

There, Professor Pyrene, in a dress, stood as the host of today’s event.

She briefly explained the purpose and schedule of today’s event and then introduced the band in charge of the congratulatory performance.

The hall briefly darkened, and four silhouettes with distinctive forms appeared along with the haze on the floor.

Students recognized them just by their shadows.

“The Famous Four!”

“Wow! Did they invite those people?”

“Since when did the professors…!”

The Famous Four was a quartet made up of four different acrobats gathered together.

While those in the traditional performance industry wondered why they were so popular, young people idolized them to the point of worship.

They were so popular among the students that there was even a club that imitated them within Lekachep.

“Look at everyone’s excitement! Is this really a prestigious school?”

“Everyone, stand up!”

The figure of a human holding a bass guitar and a reptilian holding a guitar was the first to appear.

In front, a fairy flew around holding a microphone, and at the back, a rat man stood surrounded by a drum set.

“Wowww!”

“It’s really the Famous Four, the Famous Four!”

“Hooray!”

With the students’ cheers, the performance began.

The freshman welcome event at Lekachep proceeded at a level appropriate for the Circus Grand Prix season.

Starting with the renowned performance of the ‘Famous Four’, there was time to solve circus quizzes with partners, followed by dancing together to the main theme of Yeterinpuurk City’s municipal orchestra, and even a simple acrobatic competition.

The lineup was so entertaining that everyone put aside their worries from outside and enjoyed themselves.

Even Ella and Maya, who had been at odds, danced happily holding hands during the main theme, following each other’s lead.

The only ones who didn’t enjoy themselves were the two people.

Lord Fantastic and his daughter, Reyna.

When Simon solemnly rectified his posture from the moment Reyna’s mistake caused them to miss a question in the circus quiz, and then displayed barely restrained irritation at the acrobatic challenge, he abruptly left the banquet hall in a fit of anger at the combination of Wonderstein and Ella.

Seeing Reyna sitting alone in a gloomy corner of the banquet hall, Wonderstein took her outside to comfort her.

Ella reluctantly accepted this as well.

Reyna looked so pitiful.

Anyway, that trash of a person.

Well, there are fathers like that.

There was a reason why Simon was so obsessed with winning.

Based on the scores obtained, today’s party king and queen were to be selected.

Of course, there was still one final step remaining.

That was the popularity vote.

The reason Simon gave up and left before it began was because the result of the vote was too obvious.

Half of the people’s attention today was drawn to the Famous Four, while the other half was taken by a certain girl.

As he expected, based on the overall scores and the popularity vote, the couple selected was Arno and Maya.

Although their scores were in the middle, they made up for it with the popularity vote.

“Maya! Maya! Maya!”

It was all thanks to Maya’s appearance.

Pyrene looked at Clara and Merren who had become friendly with each other from a distance with a fierce gaze and then stepped onto the stage.

There, standing side by side as today’s party king and queen were Arno and Maya.

Pyrene smiled wickedly and said, “Then, would the queen honour the king with a kiss on the cheek?”

At her words, Maya’s body, which had been moving smoothly according to Arno’s guidance until now, stiffened.

‘What?’

Whether she knew her intentions or not, the people below the stage cheered enthusiastically at the party’s excitement.

“Wow, a kiss!”

“Kiss! Kiss!”

Kissing someone’s cheek in a public place when you’re not even lovers is considered quite rude and vulgar in other cultures.

But not in Kiev. 

It was a bit embarrassing, but it was only a gesture of friendship.

However, there were limits to just saying that, so it was demanded as a sort of penalty in such situations.

Maya hesitated as she looked at Arno.

It was her lips that had never touched even the Director’s cheek.

But now, in front of the Director, on another man’s cheek?

A sense of rejection surged in her chest.

She had gone along with everything today according to Arno’s plan, but she didn’t want to do this one thing.

Maya surveyed the banquet hall.

She was looking for the Director.

But she couldn’t see inside the banquet hall because of the backlight from the stage.

What should she do?

Arno looked at Maya with affection.

The girl who still bore traces of the person he loved and the person he had been jealous of.


He had decided to help her because both of them were his colleagues.

The plan to make her recover her magic by arousing jealousy in him by showing her with another man, and thereby filling her self-esteem, was a simple idea but an effective one.

“Now, quickly! Hurry! If not, let the king at least do it to the queen!”

Huh?

At Pyrene’s words, Maya was momentarily taken aback, and in that moment, Arno firmly pulled her towards him.
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Maya tried reflexively to exert her telekinetic force.

However, her magic didn’t even flinch.

It was because Papiflax’s resistance hadn’t been overcome yet.

Unable to use magic, she wasn’t exaggerating if she said she was the weakest person in this ballroom.

Her body collapsed into Arno’s arms without resistance.

At the same time, a thudding sound erupted behind her.

Maya turned around.

It was a sticky, reddish liquid, similar to blood.

It seemed to have poured from the ceiling, judging by its elongated shape.

It writhed, covering Professor Pyrene’s body.

As if it was living creature.

“Wh-what is this, wh-what, this, th-this… ugh!”

The viscous liquid constricted her throat and sealed her nose and mouth.

The more she struggled, the tighter it squeezed her body.

If Arno hadn’t pulled Maya away, she would have been ensnared too.

Screams erupted from all sides.

“What is that?”

“What should we do? Professor is going to die…!”

“Someone, please do something!”

The red slime was now forcing its way into her mouth, nose, and ears.

Pyrene’s eyes rolled back, and her body trembled.

“Back off.”

Arno pushed Maya aside and approached Pyrene.

Images of scissors and kitchen knives floated around him.

He was capable of imposing physical force on illusions.

Although he could exert force without materializing scissors and knives, the clearer the image, the more powerful the effect.

He intended to use this against the slime monster.

Maya looked up at the ceiling.

The slime was still elongated, resembling a tail.

At the end of the slime, something sheep-shaped was hanging and swaying.

The red slime extended from there downward.

It seemed like it had just poured out from there.

But suddenly, the thing hanging from the ceiling dropped down.

“Duck!”

At Maya’s shout, Arno checked above and quickly tried to move backward.

The slime monster extended its tentacles toward him.

It still restrained Pyrene while grabbing Arno’s ankle with what was left.

A large shadow covered him.

With a loud crash and bang, dust and debris filled the air.

The impact transmitted to Maya.

“Ugh.”

Her body staggered backward and fell.

The stage in the ballroom was higher than a person’s height.

It was a height where someone who didn’t know how to land could break a body part.

But fortunately, she wasn’t injured at all.

Someone rushed over and caught her from behind.

“Are you okay?”

It was Karen.

She looked at her friend in her arms, panting heavily.

Karen had hurried from the opposite side of the ballroom after seeing something strange happening.

Karen awkwardly smiled at Maya, who looked at her expressionlessly.

“Thank goodness…”

“Step away.”

Maya pushed her away.

Karen obediently stepped back.

She must feel uncomfortable being held by someone like her.

As the dust settled, the scene on the stage became clear.

The wooden floor had completely collapsed.

Arno’s figure was nowhere to be seen.

There was no chance to escape.

He seemed to have been crushed to death.

Each time the monster wriggled, the stage creaked.

What had fallen looked as heavy as a boulder.

The slime quivered, and it moved accordingly.

Maya thought that the thing she perceived as a sheep was a combination of snail shells and crab shells. 

The red mucus seemed to have poured out from its holes.

The mucus wriggled and twisted its body.

A monster snail.

There was nothing wrong in calling it that.

Professor Pyrene was completely engulfed by it, and Arno died.

People screamed in terror.

“What’s happening?”

“What is that monster here?”

“Someone call the police!”

Then, amidst the chaos, a loud scream burst out.

“Inspira isn’t activating!”

It was one of the active acrobats invited by a freshman.

He jumped around, looking puzzled at his legs.

It was the action of bending and extending his knees to enhance his jumping ability several times, which was not working.


Voices of support followed from all around.

Everyone was busy examining if something was wrong with their bodies.

Maya recalled her knowledge of magic learned at the academy.

There are two cases where a mage cannot use their magical abilities.

When they are pierced by the light stakes used by the priests of the Orthodox Church.

And the other one is…

Gurgle. Gurgle.

The mucus monster began to expel air bubbles from its body, changing its shape.

Antennae emerged, and segmented legs typical of arthropods grew and touched the ground.

A tail emerged from behind the snail shell, and at its end, something large began to form.

Click, click, click.

Hard shells protruded from the snail it was carrying, covering the surface of the mucus.

It seemed as if it was putting on Armor.

It was a creature of mixed forms like scorpions, snails, spiders, and the like.

Maya recalled the picture from the magic textbook.

Mages are conceptual beings, but when they reveal themselves in the mortal world, they take on observable forms by humans.

She remembered one of those mages.

People still shouted that Inspira wasn’t working around her.

Attempts to leave the banquet hall were made, but the doors didn’t budge as if blocked by some invisible force.

The same with the windows. 

The glass turned pitch black, and no outside view was visible.

The entire space around that monster was cut off from the outside world.

“Maya, let’s get back. It’s dangerous…”

Karen grabbed her shoulders and pulled her back.

The monster now had almost fully formed its body.

Even its tail now had a hard exoskeleton.

At its end, large pincers clicked.

“Why can’t we leave!”

“Why isn’t Inspira working?”

The meaning of the two conditions was clear.

They had entered the domain of another Demon, not Kirku.

Maya looked at the giant snail squeaking and rising on stage.

There was only one being capable of causing such a phenomenon.

Avatar.

It meant the manifestation of one of the Demons in this world through their Apostles.

The area around the Avatar would automatically summon that Demon’s domain, and within it, the abilities of other demon mages couldn’t be exerted. 

Only one, the apostle of that Demon, could use the ability.

Maya didn’t know why such an Avatar had appeared in this place.

Then, hundreds of voices murmured simultaneously.

“A lot of you have gathered. Followers of that jester-loving clown.”

Bubbles bubbled in the air, and it seemed like thousands of voices whispered simultaneously.

People covered their ears.

This was a phenomenon that occurred in the “Garden of Whispers,” the domain of the one of the most powerful Demons, Cinepecus, the Demon of rumours, fame, gossip and enjoyer of murmurs of unproductive emotional, blind and irrational nature.

Corals of various colours appeared and disappeared around the banquet hall in translucent forms.

The Avatar of the great Demon and Mage Cinepecus had descended upon the banquet hall of Lekachep.

***

Wonderstein and Reyna were on the rooftop of the banquet hall building.

There were only two of them there.

So Reyna could tease him as much as she wanted.

She snuggled her face into his chest and whined.

“It’s too much. Really, it’s too much. How could this happen?”

Her childish whining was astonishing to those who knew her usual self.

Wasn’t she usually like a queen, cold and arrogant, exuding an air of dignity that seemed unshakeable?

But in front of Wonderstein, she behaved like a child.

He patted her back as she nestled against him.

Below was still bustling.

The squealing sound pierced their ears.

After selecting the party king and queen, it was free time.

Everyone seemed to be having a great time.

Wonderstein checked his status window.

If anything happened, a quest notification would appear.

***

Clara felt like she was going to faint.

She had realized what it was since the mucus began dripping from the ceiling.

It was the original owner of the body and name she was occupying.

‘Wasn’t she supposed to be trapped in a glass jar? No, if that Demon directly brought her here, it’s possible.’

The magic she had devised was a kind of identity fraud.

It was deceiving the world into recognizing her as ‘Clara’ and the real Clara as ‘the demon in the jar.’

She never thought the Demon would choose her instead of herself.

She thought it would be more beneficial for him to keep her as the Apostle.

The question was answered when she saw the enormous size of the mucus and its ability to change shape.

She had been using the debulroots collected by Pyrene all along.

With the addition of the ‘Fragment of Tril,’ she was easily captivated by the desire to ‘show off’ to the Demon.

She licked.

She should have been sealed completely…

She was too excited after leaving the jar.

The monster, now completely formed as an Avatar, looked around the banquet hall, swinging dozens of tentacles, then soon spotted her.

“There you are. Cunning thief. You dare to call yourself his Apostle… and steal my body and name!”

Two voices were mixed.

The former was the Avatar, and the latter was the original Clara’s personality.

Of course, people didn’t know whom she was cursing.

Since each tentacle had eyes attached, it was impossible to tell exactly what she was looking at.

Moreover, it was difficult to understand what she was saying precisely due to the whispers coming from all directions.

Even their own voices bubbled out as if shouting underwater.

Everyone was terrified and fled to the edge of the banquet hall, but only one person was running toward the stage.

It was Hopps, the leader of the Papal Circus.

“Karen! What are you doing! Step back!”

He shouted with all his might, but his voice did not reach his younger sister.

His words also turned into foam as soon as they left his mouth.

Karen stood still.

Maya next to her was the same.

Air bubbles burst around the two of them, emitting whispers.

The sound coming from there froze them.

Hopps looked at the monster.

There was no exoskeleton from its chin to the abdomen.

The red mucus was still wriggling.

And inside it was a woman trapped.

“Pyrene…!”

Hopps looked dumbfounded at his sister and her friend.

They were safe for now, for some reason.

What mattered was saving Pyrene.

When Hopps reached the stage, air bubbles surrounded him.

It was the same phenomenon happening around Karen and Maya.

“Do you think this woman is worth saving? Let me tell you something you don’t know.”

The Avatar mocked, emitting laughter that seemed mocking.

Piercing gossips, rumours, and misunderstandings about the opponent’s vulnerable spots, it expelled the contents.

It was Pyrene’s voice.

“Hopps senpai! Will you accompany me as a partner for the freshman welcome party?”

“Of course, because I like you.”

It was a story from 20 years ago.

The first love story that would forever be remembered in Hopps’ heart.

But soon another voice was heard.

“Ahk, aah! Yes, professor, hah! More, more, please!”

“I love you. I only have you, Professor.”

“Like a person? There is none. You are enough, Professor.”

And then the story of when the first love broke.

“Hopps senpai, I’m sorry. I invited you as a partner at the freshman welcome party just to repay you for being kind. I’m sorry, but I never thought of you as a man.”

A conversation with another time and person.

“Don’t try to pass it off like that. Let’s forget each other? You despicable human. I will expose everything. One of the famous Five will play with and throw away the student!”

“If you don’t want it then let me be your disciple!”


Distrust and disgust spread in Hopps’ eyes.

It was what the Demon, Cinepecus, liked the most.

Puff.

The sound of a low squeak came from the shell on the back of the deity.

Papiflux swallowed the entire banquet hall.
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“I wonder if you all taste good. Hehe, if I could just draw all of your souls into my domain…”

The Avatar muttered to itself as if he is in full control.

However, that didn’t mean that actually was the case.

Through the “window” called the Apostle, the Demon revealed a part of itself to this world.

In other words, the personality of the Apostle had a significant influence.

The problem was that Clara originally didn’t have the qualifications of a Apostle.

The vessel of her body was forced and indebted through Debulroots, and even the vessel of her soul was based on artificial creation.

Furthermore, there was even “identity fraud” involved, making her state extremely unstable.

The Demon sensed that there was something wrong with the vessel.

“Hmm? Hehehe… Is this the limit? Well, it can’t be helped. For the remaining time, do as you wish. Though it was short, you were my Apostle.”

It was quite a stretch for the Demon to exert his power throughout the entire banquet hall.

The window shattered, and the frame distorted.

The Avatar handed over the dominance of personality to his Apostle and disappeared to the other side.

The exoskeleton covering the Avtar’s body twitched stiffly like dominoes falling.

She looked around and shouted loudly.

“Ugh, fine. It’s my turn now… Reyna, where is that woman? Come out!”

The Avatar descended from the stage, tapping her legs as she walked around the banquet hall.

She swept through the hall, wielding dozens of tendrils.

Hundreds of people were on the ground, clutching their heads and ears in agony.

Around them, bubbles of air burst, containing rumors and gossip that plunged people into mental shock.

Various large corals appeared and disappeared translucently.

The “Garden of Whispers” the domain of Cinepecus was a forest of coral reefs existing in the shallow sea of the abyss.

The corals grew by filtering the conversations that accumulated there and exhaling whispers in the form of air bubbles.

“It’s all because of that woman! Reyna, where did you go?”

The Avatar wandered around the banquet hall, screaming.

She must be here.

Because of her, she is in this state.

Stealing Charlie, and now making her like this.

She has to tell her.

About her birth secret!

About her fake life!

Haha, she’ll despair, won’t she?

The Avatar wandered around the banquet hall, dragging her tail, searching for her.

Karen froze in place despite a large pincer passing by right in front of her.

She, too, was ensnared by the whispers like everyone else.

“Your mother left you and just left for no reason.”

“What are you looking at, huh? Want me to gouge your eyes out?”

When she was verbally and physically abused by her father.

“You… You’re strange. Honestly, I can’t be friends with someone like you.”

“A disgusting person like you, really.”

When she was ostracized by her first same-sex friends.

“Get lost.”

“Just go away.”

“I can’t be friends with someone as disgusting as you.”

When Maya ended their friendship.

Unpleasant memories flooded in like waves.

Despite covering her ears, the noise didn’t diminish at all.

It directly affected her heart.

“I hate it… Stop… Please stop…”

Karen dropped to her knees and sat down.

She no longer had the strength to endure mentally.

It felt like her soul was escaping from her body.

This phenomenon was happening throughout the entire banquet hall.

Clara looked around the hall with despairing eyes.

Adults, students, everyone was gradually losing their vitality, ensnared by Papiflux.

“I’ll walk quietly… Please don’t hit me.”

Merren, who was beside her, crawled on the floor, pouring out tears.

Originally, Papiflux whispered subtly into the mind. 

This direct and blatant attack was because the Demon directly used its power.

Fortunately, it didn’t affect Clara.

But that didn’t mean the situation was hopeful.

To exist as Clara, she had to drink a special potion every day.

It required fragments of Debulrotos and Trill to produce and handle it.

But both had been stolen.

Even if she survived here, her physical and mental divergence would gradually occur from tomorrow, eventually causing the collapse of the magic.

And there would be no original body to return to.

Seeing the Avtar rampaging now, she wouldn’t last a few hours.

The only way out was to break the magic.

Then find her original body again and somehow recover the remaining resources to escape.

With such a large-scale disturbance, the Orthodox Church would not remain idle.

Perhaps exorcists would come flooding in.

Clara pulled out a dagger from her bosom.

The seemingly ordinary blade was densely filled with red characters written in blood.

It was an item she secretly carried for emergency escapes.

Stabbing herself with it would break the magic.

“Reyna, where are you hiding? Huh?”

The Avatar thrashed the banquet hall with her tail, which had a pincer attached to it.

She rummaged through the people with her legs, but she couldn’t seem to find her anywhere.

Growling and venting her frustration, she found another target for her outburst.


Two people stood in front of the stage.

Maya and Karen.

“Yeah. It’s you two.”

She dismissed the traps she had meticulously prepared in the bamboo forest as mere tricks.

How dare these young girls insult their seniors?

Approaching them threateningly, the Avatar raised her exoskeleton.

Clara tightened her grip on the dagger.

It had to be done now.

Before she did something else.

“Too bad.”

She smiled bitterly.

It was Clara’s life that she had just gotten used to.

Now even her friends who greeted her were welcome, and she enjoyed school life and was enthusiastic about learning acrobatics.

To receive support even from the master whom she had feared so much.

And now she had to leave again and live in hiding.

“I’m sorry.”

Clara silently apologized to the one who was presumed to have left the banquet hall and then quietly stabbed the knife into her neck.

But just before the blade touched her throat.

There was a change in the two people the Avatar had targeted.

No, to be precise, one person was still lying on the floor in a panic, but the other one moved.

Today’s party queen.

Maya waved her hand dismissively at the air bubbles rising near her as if swatting away annoying flies. 

Despite the mass of whispers pouring out, her expression remained impassive.

“What’s going on, you… How did you overcome it?”

The monster muttered in disbelief.

Despite the fact that the Avatar had directly exerted the power, she stood there unharmed, and it was beyond her comprehension.

Maya felt energy surging through her whole body.

The hardened magic was moving again.

All the intensified poppy dust had dissipated.

She said in a detached voice,

“Thanks to you.”

What she heard were the two recent events that had troubled her.

The incident with the Director and Reyna.

The incident where Karen confessed to the Director.

The Avatar had poured out the details of the situations to make her suffer even more.

That was the Avatar’s mistake.

To Maya’s ears, the entire conversation between the two had been transmitted without omitting anything.

“It’s because I made it four years ago.”

“Thank you for granting my naïve request. Thanks to you, I had a good time.”

Reyna.

It was a misunderstanding that she had spent a passionate night with the Director.

She had just acted like a child.

This ridiculous girl.

What kind of absurd request did she make to the Director?

Listening to their conversation, she couldn’t help but laugh.

The girl who had been so haughty was now acting like a child in front of the Director.

After Maya’s conversation ended, Karen’s voice was heard next.

The full transcript of the conversation that day reached her ears.

“Do you know how much Maya wanted to go with the Director? Please give Maya some attention this time too!”

“But feminine things make my heart flutter. Is something wrong with me?”

The secret she had hidden from her wasn’t about her feelings for the Director.

A faint sigh escaped Maya’s lips.

She looked at Karen, who was lying on the floor, sobbing.

This fool.

She was both muttering to herself and addressing the other party.

For causing misunderstandings by doing unnecessary things.

She was a muttering towards herself, but at the same time, it was also a remark towards Karen.

Doing unnecessary things just to fuel misunderstandings.

If the Avatar had only targeted Maya individually, it wouldn’t have made such a mistake.

The Demon would have used a mix of truth and falsehoods.

Like in the case of Hopps.

Deliberately omitting  and conveyed some information to him.

Such as when Pyrene put a drug in the Professor’s drink and led him to eat her on the first night, or when she deliberately used him in a deal with another senior who was aiming for Hopps’ top grades at the time.

Creating an image who cannot be hated is more mentally shocking than turning the opponent into pure evil. 

Cinepecus knew that well.

But what it used in the end was a broad spell aimed at the hundreds of people here, and couldn’t go through such delicate adjustments.

So ironically Maya could escape from Papiflux.

The Avatar who didn’t know that fact expressed her anger, gnashing her teeth.

“…Alright. This cowardly woman. What kind of trick did you use this time? Like when you made the stairs. But anyway….”

Clank. Clang.

The Avatar twisted her exoskeleton and raised dozens of legs.

“If I directly crush you into pieces, that’ll be it!”

A huge shadow covered Maya.

She squeezed out all the available mana and sent out an energy sphere.

Its size was smaller than the one used in Dvallchep.

It couldn’t be helped.

She had just recovered her mana, so she couldn’t draw much.

Thud.

The energy sphere collided with the exoskeleton, making a resounding impact but causing no substantial damage.

There was only a slight scratch on the hard shell, and the descending legs paused momentarily.

The Avatar being burst into laughter.

“Is that all? Don’t you have any more tricks?”

She struck again with her legs.

Maya looked at the death looming over her.

She had done everything she could.

It was truly the end now.

‘Director.’

Did he return first during the party?

It was both cruel and comforting.

Even if he was the Director, it would be difficult to confront the Cinepecus’ Avatar directly.

Thankfully.

At least the Director was alive.

She closed her eyes.

Thump.

A rumble echoed through the entire banquet hall.

The marble floor trembled.

A cold gust swept past Maya’s cheek.

After waiting for a few seconds, she realized she was still unharmed.

The one who came to her mind was one person.

Could it be the Director?

She opened her eyes.

But there was no black cloak or golden hair there.

It was all red.

It flowed from the body of the person blocking Maya’s path, and at the same time, it was the hair.

Maya widened her eyes.

She called out the person’s name.

“Ka…ren…?”

Karen had endured the Avatar’s attack to protect her.

With just her bare body.

She glanced at Maya with a faint smile.

While coughing up blood and entrails.

“Cough, cough… Enduring and standing firm… That’s a specialty of a ground skills…”

Her body collapsed like a pile of rotten straw.

It was an attack that carried the weight of a target several times heavier than herself.

No matter how much she displayed her ground manipulation skills, a human body couldn’t withstand it.

Maya received Karen’s falling body.

Her arms were twisted beyond recognition, and her legs had burst open, unable to withstand the pressure, revealing bones and flesh.

Maya bit her lip for a moment, then spoke.

“Why did you do that?”

She wanted to curse.

She couldn’t even say a word of thanks, but in this situation, she was curious about that?

But Karen didn’t feel bad.

Maya’s expression remained unchanged, and her voice was still emotionless, but Karen could see it.

Her trembling hands, her quivering lips, and the tears welling up at the corners of her eyes.

Karen wanted to burst into laughter.

Her friend was sad for her sake.

“Maya, I’m here…”

The voice that flowed from Karen’s lips was vivid and alive.

It didn’t seem like something coming from the mouth of a dying person.


And…

That was the end of it.

Her pupils stared blankly into space, and her lips no longer moved.

Maya’s rational mind accepted the situation logically.

Karen was dead.
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Maya’s first thought upon seeing her body was, “I’ve never seen Karen in a school uniform before.”

The two first met at a clothing store and were together since then.

At that time, Karen didn’t show herself in a school uniform. 

She came out of the dressing room alone after changing.

Back then, Maya didn’t know why she acted that way.

But now, her actions made sense to Maya.

It was all thanks to Karen’s confession.

She was uncomfortable revealing her femininity.

It was awkward.

Despite that, it suited her so well.

“Karen.”

The words that came out of Maya’s mouth were more of a murmur than calling someone.

Her voice was as emotionless as usual.

“Karen.”

Maya called her name again.

But Karen remained silent as ever.

The light reflected in her half-closed eyes was vacant, and there was barely a hint of breath on her nose and lips.

The warm blood that soaked her body was rapidly cooling down.

Maya could clearly feel it.

That she was dead.

Still, Maya called her name again.

“Karen.”

Repeating her name like that made it seem like she would respond to the call.

She would smile awkwardly, blinking her eyes as usual.

But she didn’t move at all.

Maya’s small, white hands wiped away the blood and pieces of entrails from Karen’s cheek.

She should apologize.

She should say sorry for saying harsh words.

She misunderstood.

She should tell her.

You’re my…

My…

Maya gently brushed Karen’s forehead with her hand.

She closed her eyes for her.

My first friend…

Friend.

It was a strange word.

But there was no falsehood in it.

She really thought of Karen as a friend.

Otherwise, she wouldn’t have expressed such anger when she thought Karen had deceived her.

It was because she thought of her as a friend that the sense of betrayal was so great.

Since when was it?

When did she allow herself to care for her?

At first, she was together with her because she thought she was useful.

To Maya, who was just starting to learn circus skills, she was a helpful guide.

Ah.

As Maya reminisced, she let out a small sigh.

She remembered.

It was from then.

When she began to feel interested in Karen.

At the Magic Academy, Maya never needed anyone’s help.

She was superior to other students there.

But not here.

Receiving help from her peers in the space where she always had the upper hand academically was an interesting experience.

She found it enjoyable.

Karen didn’t feel jealous even when Maya learned and improved quickly.

On the contrary, she was pleased as Maya’s skills improved.

She accepted Maya’s emotional detachment and lack of social skills compared to other girls.

Having grown up among rough and tough men, she was not sensitive to such things.

So Maya felt comfortable with her.

She dismissed that friend at once because of a misunderstanding.

That friend even lost her life to save her.

What was even harder to bear was that she couldn’t even express apologies or gratitude to her.

“This fool.”

It was the third time.

Losing the recipient of her affection.

The first time was when she was less than six months old.

Her mother passed away due to a terrorist attack at the competition.

At that time, Maya lost her expression.

The second time was when she was five years old.

Her beloved cat, Wally, died in an accident.

At that time, Maya shut her heart off.

And the third time.

Maya quietly laid Karen’s body on the floor.

“Tsk. Tsk. Tsk. I just pushed a little and it burst! You’re useless at handling corpses! Zero points! Zero points! Ahaha! Zero points! Trash performer! Ahaha!”

The Avatar was so angry that she shouted.

She killed her opponent, trampling them as if squashing a bug.

It was a fitting punishment for the woman who had insulted her.

With a triumphant heart, laughter kept bubbling up within her.


The Avatar now decided to deal with the remaining woman.

“How should I deal with you? Should I tear you apart with my claws, or flatten you with my tail?”

The Avatar spoke roughly, gasping for breath.

It was the exhilarating feeling of overwhelming power that had her excited.

Dozens of eyes focused on Maya.

Her once fair skin and clothes were now stained with red blood.

She stood still, silently staring at Karen’s corpse.

“What’s wrong? Frozen in fear? Say something in response. Huh?”

As the Avatar moved to confront her, Maya suddenly raised her head.

With bloodshot eyes, she glared at the Avatar.

Tears streamed down her cheeks.

Her mouth opened, and a trembling voice filled with rage emerged.

“I can’t forgive you.”

Maya reached out her hand.

At that moment, Karen’s body floated into the air and flew to a corner of the banquet hall.

The Avatar burst into laughter.

“You can’t forgive? What will you do if you can’t… a mere human woman like you?”

The Avatar’s body suddenly shook violently.

Her massive form trembled noticeably.

It was as if an earthquake had occurred.

Was it an earthquake?

Her body, weighing several tons, trembled with the force.

But it wasn’t an earthquake.

Looking around, no other objects were moving or shaking.

The vibrations were happening only in a small part of the banquet hall.

A few meters radius centered around Maya.

Thud.

The marble beneath her feet cracked.

Invisible waves of force spread across the floor, causing it to break apart.

Chunks of debris trembled as if they would crumble into dust at any moment.

Maya’s eyes flashed red.

Her emotions extended beyond mere colors.

Her previously white canvas was now being consumed by black.

But it was different from what had been corroding her heart for the past two weeks.

It wasn’t paint.

The blank canvas was being scorched.

The emotions she held burst forth as flames.

Its essence was anger.

“You killed my friend.”

A storm of energy emanated from her body.

The intensity was so ominous that even the Avatar momentarily recoiled.

The storm had completely vanquished her apathy.

Maya had surpassed the limits she had set for herself.

She could now wield magic beyond her usual boundaries.

But Maya didn’t find any joy in it.

The price she had paid was too high.

Despite the burning fury in her heart, her mind remained cool, analyzing her opponent’s strength and devising strategies to counter it.

For an ordinary mage to face an Avatar alone was impossible.

But she was no ordinary mage, and her opponent was not a complete Avatar either.

It was evident from the real-time decay of her earthbound form.

“Kuh… a mere mage woman!”

The Avatar couldn’t admit to herself that she was afraid.

She twisted her body, lashing out with her massive tail.

Crack.

The marble shattered, sending shards and dust billowing like clouds.

A gaping chasm appeared in the floor.

The Avatar watched eagerly as the dust settled.

She hoped to see Maya’s torn and broken body lying there.

But as the dust cleared, revealing the silhouette of a person standing in the spot, even the Avatar’s tendrils trembled in shock.

Maya stood there, unscathed.

“What… what have you done?”

The Avatar’s tentacles quivered with astonishment.

Maya remained standing, untouched by a single scratch.

“W-What have you done! How… No, wait…”

Examining Maya’s appearance silently, the Avatar realized something was strange.

The dust floating in the air was passing through Maya’s body.

“An illusion? Right. Yes. You were an illusionist… Agh!”

The Avatar suddenly screamed in pain from her legs.

Something sharp had pierced into her leg.

It was unbelievable.

She was currently clad in a sturdy exoskeleton like armor…

The Avatar looked down at the leg where she felt pain.

Blood was oozing out from the joint, flowing steadily.

A gap between the layered exoskeletons.

It was a soft cartilage connecting joint to joint.

Something had pierced through it.

The Avatar could guess what it was.

Dozens of eyes scanned the surroundings.

Hundreds of silver-shining blades were aimed at her.

She recognized what they were.

Props used for magic and acrobatics.

They were the items used in the acrobatics duel earlier.

Those items were piled up in boxes in a corner of the banquet hall.

Maya had summoned them using telekinesis.

But this time, she didn’t use telekinetic spheres.

She aimed to use all her magic power on them.

It was possible to create illusionary blades, but she chose to use real daggers.

It was simple logic.

Throwing existing objects was more efficient than forming mass with magic and then launching it.

She had calculated at what angle and with how much force each dagger should be thrown to follow a certain trajectory.

Her daily practice at school had paid off here.

She surveyed all the gaps in the exoskeleton armor that surrounded her.

There were dozens of them all over her body.

She visualized the points and trajectories where each dagger would be ejected.

The Avatar whimpered in horror as she looked at the blades surrounding her.

She realized what her opponent intended to do.

“It can’t be… Impossible. Impossible…”

The use of magic among magicians performing on stage was mostly for remotely controlling devices or for aerial mobility of performers.

Using magic for ‘throwing’ was unheard of.

It was the first time she had heard of such a thing.


A magician with such ‘magic’, such ‘computational power’, and such ‘skills’ would enter a well-funded corporation as a researcher or technician.

But here she was.

A magician of such genius that she was invited to IMT with a special exemption.

Maya poured all her released magic power into telekinesis.

A thousand daggers were simultaneously shot out.
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The cold blades flew, gleaming with sharp light.

The sound of air being torn apart echoed like a torrential rain.

“Screaaam!”

The Avatar twisted her body violently.

Hundreds of daggers struck her tough carapace, bouncing off.

Only about 5% of the aimed daggers hit their target.

But it was enough.

Even 5% meant dozens of hits.

The daggers found their way into the gaps of the Avatar’s exoskeleton.

Blades pierced through cartilage, tearing flesh apart.

Colorful fluids burst out everywhere.

It looked as if tubes of paint had been squeezed all at once.

The Avatar screamed in agony, thrashing around.

It hurt. 

It was the first time she had felt such pain.

She had trusted her tough carapace too much.

Inside, she was too vulnerable.

She raised her antennae sharply.

To think she would suffer such agony.

After repaying this several times over, she would kill.

But she was astonished by what followed.

As she writhed in pain, the daggers that had bounced off floated back into the air.

Maya flicked her wrist.

The blades aimed at her again.

“This… this…”

Terror filled the Avatar’s eyes.

Maya did not hesitate.

She launched more daggers.

The Avatar’s screams filled the banquet hall.

The same thing repeated as before.

Maya’s thrown daggers pierced the her joints, again and again.

With each attempt, more daggers hit their mark.

As blades lodged into her body, the Avatar’s movements slowed.

Silver streaks painted a chaotic picture in the air.

But Maya’s expression showed no joy in her newfound skill.

Despite her vastly improved abilities, she felt nothing but sadness.

In less than a minute, all 1000 daggers had been expended.

“Ughh… ugh… ugh…”

The Avatar lay on the ground, gasping for breath.

Despite gaining strength, her mind was that of an 18-year-old, now wracked with pain.

She lacked the resolve or patience to accept such suffering.

“I’ll kill you…!”

But she harbored enough hatred for revenge.

Struggling to her feet, she barely managed to rise.

Watching her, Maya’s forehead beaded with cold sweat.

Controlling a thousand blades simultaneously was no easy feat.

It required immense mental strength to calculate their trajectories and forces.

She was frozen in place, unable to move a muscle.

The Avatar also recognized her condition.

“You’re not in top condition either.”

Crawling towards her, the Avatar lunged.

With a thud, the marble floor shattered.

She smiled with satisfaction as she rose to her feet.

Surely, she must have been crushed.

Yet she felt another blow to the back of her head.

As she stood up, she saw Maya still sweating profusely.

She had been deceived again.

“Ahh! You!”

Maya was equally surprised.

Her fake illusion had lured the Avatar into the wrong place.

Who created this illusion?

As her magic depleted, the invisibility wore off.

As her body threatened to collapse, someone grabbed her shoulder.

She looked up to see the person supporting her.

It was the person she respected most.

Her mentor.

“Director…?”

“Good work, Maya. Leave the rest to us from now on.”

Us?

Maya tilted her head slightly.

Next to Wonderstein stood someone she vaguely recognized.

Someone who had been seen somewhere.

A petite woman wrapped in a cloth.

Maya remembered her.

She had seen her in the first-week performance of “Kinema” at the Rose Windmill Cabaret.

Playing all the roles alone, the voice of Kinema, Byeonsa.

The deputy head of the Silver Veil Circus.

“Two minutes have passed since cardiac arrest. With blood flow stopped and oxygen supply cut off, there’s about one minute left until brain cells start to die.”

My words could have sounded like a cold death sentence, but Maya, being as smart as she was, understood what I meant right away.


“Then…”

Maya’s pupils noticeably trembled.

I nodded confidently.

“Yes. If we can restore the heart and body within one minute, we can bring her back to life.”

I carefully laid Maya down on the ground and approached Karen.

There was no time to hesitate, not even for a second.

“Vice Head, Byeonsa.”

“I got it.”

She stuck close behind me.

She was also an exceptional illusionist mage, capable of using invisibility magic. 

However, to cast magic, she needed to be close to the target.

The Avatar was still causing chaos, chasing after her created illusions.

I began the procedure, starting with supplying oxygen to the brain cells.

Then, I removed all the corrupted blood, replaced it with healthy blood, restored the heart, aligned the broken bones, and healed the damaged tissues.

Debulroot was being rapidly consumed.

She stood guard behind me, as if escorting me.

As I continued the treatment, I casually struck up a conversation with her.

“You’re Arno, aren’t you?”

I could feel her tremble through her back.

The Evolution Research Lab could analyze the state of living beings. 

So, if the diagnostic function didn’t work, it meant the target wasn’t a living being.

During our acrobatic duel earlier, I assessed Arno’s physical condition.

But I couldn’t analyze his body.

The Evolution Research Lab didn’t even detect his existence.

He wasn’t real; he was an illusion.

“How did you know?”

Her words made me shrug lightly.

“I have a skill for analyzing living beings. How did you produce the voice? Illusions don’t usually have sound.”

She hesitated for a moment before speaking.

“I can imbue illusions with physical force. That includes the throat and mouth.”

It was a blunt explanation, but I already had a hypothesis in mind, so I understood immediately.

“You created vocal cords, didn’t you? Well, that’s one of the secrets behind the ‘Kinema.'”

“Exactly.”

She was an astonishing woman.

Handling both roles by herself.

In their performance, Arno was responsible for the core of the illusion.

Did she manage that and play the role of a secondary illusion at the same time?

Her skill was truly impeccable, deserving the title of the greatest illusion mage.

“Amazing.”

I raised my head, and she nodded in response.

“That’s what I wanted to say. I’ve never seen medical magic of this caliber.”

Most of Karen’s major organs had been restored.

We had passed the critical moment.

She started breathing steadily.

Now, only the external restoration and cleaning of necrotic cells remained.

“It’s magic. Kirku gave it to me.”

Suddenly, air bubbles began to bubble up around us.

The Avatar turned her head towards us.

“There they are!”

“We’ve been found.”

The Avatar thudded towards us.

She dispelled her invisibility.

“I’ll hold her off; you focus on treating that girl.”

A large illusion of iron mesh appeared in front of her.

I picked up Karen’s body and stood up.

“I’ll leave it to you then.”

I swiftly retreated to a corner of the banquet hall, behind a large decoration.

It was a good place to hide the body.

But someone had already arrived there before us.

“Miss Clara.”

A girl with blue hair was crouched behind the decoration.

She seemed perfectly fine, unlike the others.

“Sir… No, Director…”

I glanced at the object in her hand.

A blood-stained dagger lay there.

And there was a fresh wound on her neck, as if she had just been stabbed.

“What were you trying to do?”

I realized the situation.

Cinepecus’s power.

It stimulated the trauma of the target.

Clara, who until recently had been contemplating suicide, had undoubtedly just attempted to kill herself.

“I thought there was no other way.”

I understood what had touched her heart, though I didn’t know what it was.

She had definitely tried to die just now.

“That’s the only method I could think of.”

I let out a small sigh at her words.

I could tell that her decision wasn’t impulsive.

What reason could there be to bring a knife to the party in the first place?

Perhaps she always carried it with her.

She was still contemplating suicide.

“I told you. Don’t take your life lightly.”

She didn’t respond to my words, avoiding eye contact.

What pain was lurking in her heart that made her consider suicide as the only option here?

It seemed like there was more to her than just the rumors floating around.

“Aren’t you upset? Letting your life be decided by chance.”

At my words, she suddenly looked up.

She bit her lip and muttered as she lowered her head.

“But… I can’t help it. I was born like this.”

It was a serious self-loathing.

I had nothing more to say.

To her, it might seem like unnecessary meddling from someone who didn’t matter.

Instead, I decided to do what I could.

I now laid Karen, whose treatment was finished, on the ground and approached Clara.

“Come here. I may not know much, but I can take care of your body.”

At my words, she widened her eyes.

“Really?”

“Of course.”

She was surprised but didn’t doubt me.

It was natural, considering she had witnessed me treating Karen firsthand.

And the moment I touched her neck, I understood everything.

The Evolution Research Institute had informed me that her body was collapsing.

She would die within a week if left untreated.

She was on borrowed time.

Now, I finally understood her despair.

“Can you really… heal my body… with your power…?”

As the debulroots faded away, the wound on her neck healed.

Clear liquid welled up in her eyes.

She looked at me with eyes filled with tear stains.

The Evolution Research Institute had informed her that to prevent the collapse of her body, she needed periodic injections of debulroots.

The cost was not insignificant.

If I were to think only about completing the game objectives normally, I would have denied her request.

But I couldn’t abandon a friend who was contemplating suicide because of her desperate body.

It felt like I was looking at my old self.

“Yes. Of course.”

***

Leaving Clara, who was staring at me with vacant eyes, I stood up from my seat.

The fight between Byeonsa and the Avatar was intense.

Neither could land a blow on the other.

The Avatar repeatedly struck at the illusions Byeonsa created, while 

Byeonsa couldn’t land a blow on the Avatar, who had a sturdy exoskeleton. 


She was an excellent illusionist, but lacked the skills of a fighter.

“Let’s finish this and talk.”

I took out a small vial from my pocket and drank its contents.

I always carried it with me just in case.

Emptying the vial, I walked towards the Avatar.
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Ella opened her eyes the next day after noon had passed.

She saw the dimly lit high ceiling.

She realized she was lying in the school auditorium.

Beside her were rows of beds, all filled like hers.

In between, doctors and nurses bustled about, occasionally a person dressed as clergy was seen.

Ella grabbed her throbbing head and sat up.

A passing nurse noticed her rising and went out of the auditorium, then returned with Wonderstein.

“You’re awake.”

“What happened? The reception…?”

Wonderstein laid her back down to rest and briefly explained what had happened yesterday.

Ella’s expression showed disbelief.

The manifestation of an Avatar in the school.

She felt like trouble followed her wherever she went.

“Did anyone die or get hurt?”

“No. Everyone is unharmed, except Professor Pyrene.”

She vanished without a trace.

Whether she was eaten, digested, or escaped, no one could tell.

Ella looked around and sighed with relief, nodding her head.

“Yeah…? That’s a relief.”

Her expression, however, wasn’t bright.

She buried her head in the pillow, pulled the blanket up to her eyes, and stared at the ceiling.

Wonderstein didn’t ask her why.

He had heard enough about what the victims of Cinepecus had gone through while being here.

Ella, lost in thought, gently pulled her arm out from under the blanket and extended it to him.

“Hold my hand, please.”

Wonderstein smiled and accepted her hand.

“Shall we dance, my lady?”

He mimicked the words she said at the ball last night.

Ella recalled yesterday’s events and chuckled softly.

But it was short-lived.

Soon her expression turned gloomy again.

Still, Wonderstein said nothing, quietly keeping her company.

After a while of lying still, she spoke.

“It was the voices of my friends.”

It was a statement without context, but Wonderstein understood what she meant.

“Was it?”

Silence ensued again.

She hesitated for a moment before speaking again.

“They cursed me.”

She muttered in a melancholic voice.

She wasn’t friends with all the kids at school.

But she had never heard such hatred and malice. 

Even among the voices, there were those of kids she had been friends with.

“They said they’d get revenge… they’d kill…”

Wonderstein could guess the situation roughly.

Perhaps her friends didn’t know she followed Wonderstein to save them.

Knowing Ella’s personality, she would have endured it alone, without giving them a chance to follow her. 

They likely thought of her as a traitor.

“Are they there… Did I do something wrong?”

Fear was visible in her eyes.

In such a situation, she could have lived happily without knowing the truth. 

But now, she had glimpsed part of the truth.

And in the most painful form for her.

She would continue to tremble in fear now.

Thinking about what she had lost in memory.

“Maybe… were you trying to hide memories for my sake? Were you hiding something because I made a mistake or did something wrong?”

Wonderstein felt a twinge in his heart.

Even in such a situation, did she trust him?

It was a joyous yet poignant misunderstanding.

“No. Ella, you’ve done nothing wrong.”

“Really?”

“The voices you heard are all fake. Tricks of Cinepecus.”

“Is that so?”

Ella chuckled.

She could see through his words as lies.

But she was grateful that he cared for her.

Maybe her dislike of him before was just a misunderstanding.

She didn’t know if the hypothesis she had deduced before, “confessing and then rejecting”, was true.

He was a good person, and she liked him.

That was a fact that wouldn’t change even if her memory returned.

“You know… I’m always grateful to you.”

Wonderstein smiled wryly.

It was a bitter joke.

That she was comforted by the very person who was responsible for her friends’ resentment.

What would happen when she found out the truth?

Whose ego would determine how she accepted the truth?

Would the “current Ella” feel betrayed, or would the “original Ella” feel ashamed?

Wonderstein hoped it would be the latter.

If it was the latter, she might feel ashamed and upset, but if it was the former, it would bring her too much pain.


Having vented her melancholy, she changed the subject.

“But was I alone since yesterday?”

“No. Yurakne took over at night. And I wasn’t alone. Maya was with me.”

Ella raised her head and looked around.

“But I don’t see Maya?”

“Just as Ella woke up, Karen also woke up and she went to see her.”

Wonderstein gestured with his chin towards where Maya was standing in front of a bed.

“Ugh, really. She should’ve come to see the Assistant Director first.”

Ella muttered under her breath, but there was a smile on her lips.

Thanks to that, she could spend some time alone with Wonderstein.

Karen had just managed to speak up.

It had been quite a while since she had regained consciousness, but due to the aftereffects of her injuries, moving her body wasn’t easy. 

It took a considerable amount of time just to move her fingertips.

“Um… Hi…?”

Karen awkwardly greeted Maya.

She had saved her life, but it couldn’t be said that it led to reconciliation or the restoration of friendship.

But then, an unexpected word came from her mouth.

“I was worried.”

Karen’s eyes widened.

“W-Worried? About me…?”

She murmured with an uncertain voice.

“B-But… I… I harbored ill feelings towards you…”

“It’s okay.”

Maya shook her head.

She didn’t feel the need to explain what her misunderstanding had been about.

But she did want to apologize.

“I’m sorry for saying harsh things.”

Having said that, Maya hesitated for a moment before awkwardly embracing Karen.

It was something she used to do to her often.

Karen found herself involuntarily gasping for breath.

Maya’s scent and the feel of her skin were intense.

Until now, whenever she had hugged her, she had instinctively held her breath to avoid seeming like a pervert, but this was the first time she had been hugged first by her.

She felt a dizzying sensation as if she was floating in the air.

When Maya let go of her, she sighed with regret.

Karen awkwardly chuckled and scratched her cheek.

“Um… Is this… Is this finally being accepted as a friend?”

“No.”

Maya shook her head expressionlessly.

Then, looking directly at her friend, she said,

“You were my friend from the start, Karen.”

Karen felt something solid rising in her throat.

A friend.

Finally, a girl friend for me…

She exhaled heavily, wiping her eyes with the back of her hand.

They were damp.

“Don’t cry.”

Maya said in a cold voice.

To an outsider, it might seem like she was annoyed by her whimpering.

But Karen could feel the warm comfort behind her words.

“Oh, okay. I-I mean, then… as a gesture of apology… um… can you, um… give me a kiss on the cheek?”

Maya’s eyes widened at her words.

At that moment, Karen realized.

Oh, this time she’s really annoyed.

Having heard older brothers and uncles jokingly make such creepy requests, she had blurted out these words learned from observation as a joke.

“R-Revoked…”

Karen awkwardly cleared her throat a few times and avoided eye contact.

“Oh, but by the way, where’s my brother?”

The one who answered her question was the patient lying on the bed right next to hers.

“Always asking so eagerly.”

Karen turned her head to look at him.

But she couldn’t find the words to say.

“Uh… Hopps, were you there?”

“Yeah.”

An awkward silence ensued.

At that moment, three people in black trench coats entered the auditorium.

They were members of the Papal Circus.

Maya stood up from her seat.

“I’m going to check on our Director.”

Even as she left, Karen didn’t say goodbye.

It was too embarrassing to open her mouth.

Her brother had witnessed her asking Maya to hug her and give her a kiss on the cheek in a ticklish voice.

She felt as embarrassed as when she had bragged to him about her first menstruation.

Hopps chuckled and pulled the covers over her, seeing her return to her usual brashness.

“Why not just leave with your friend? Huh? The school uniform you’re wearing suits you well.”

Karen growled at his teasing.

“You’re talking nonsense. Thirty percent of Papal’s shares are mine. Where am I going?”

As she returned to her usual blunt tone, Hopps chuckled again and continued to tease her.

That was the case until the members arrived at the bedside.

Karen could feel that he was forcing himself to appear lively.

She wanted to ask why, but out of consideration for his feelings, she continued to respond with playful banter.

Seeing Maya approach Ella, Arno stood up from his seat.

He had come here to inform Wonderstein of the outcome of this incident.

Wonderstein spoke to him as he left, or rather, as she left.

“Someday I’d like to see your real face, huhu.”

He replied in a cool voice to Wonderstein’s jovial tone.

“Nonsense.”

He glanced at Maya, who was greeting him, and then passed by her.

There was no awkwardness in his steps.

The movement of his joints and muscles, the sensation of shifting weight as he walked on the ground, everything was realistic.

Arno.

No one had seen his true face.

In the first place, the face itself was an illusion, so there was no wind blowing it, no reflection inside it.

But people didn’t know that not only the face but also his existence itself was a illusion.

Of course, there was a face inside the mask.

It was the idealized image of a man created by Byeonsa.

Byeonsa could see the face of the man inside the mask.

His appearance resembled Maya in some way.

If Maya had had a brother ten years older, this would have been his face.

A beautiful man who suited the word “beautiful” more than “handsome.”

But there was something vaguely unpleasant and repulsive about his entire expression.

This was the image of an old colleague that Byeonsa remembered.

Before leaving the auditorium, Arno glanced back once.

There, Maya and Ella were arguing.


She had inherited her appearance from her father and her white hair and red eyes from her mother.

She noticed Maya’s gaze repeatedly turning towards Wonderstein.

Was falling for a man with a lame laugh or a playboy-like appearance something she inherited from her mother?

After briefly looking at Wonderstein’s face, she quickly turned away and left the auditorium.

Arno’s mask wavered for a moment before returning to its original state.
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The power of the Avatar’s curse was formidable.

Even after escaping the curse, there were victims still suffering from its aftermath even a day later.

So, patients could only be discharged after receiving spiritual treatment from clergy members of the Orthodox Church.

“I’m really fine!”

“No, absolutely not.”

Of course, patients could leave with the consent of their own doctors and guardians. 

But Wonderstein did not permit Ella’s discharge.

He has seen her on the verge of collapse a few times.

It was okay to let her rest deeply this time.

Wonderstein and Maya left the hall, leaving her behind.

“Maya, how are you feeling? Are you okay?”

“Yes.”

She replied in a nonchalant voice.

But her self-report was to never be believed.

She was not the type to show signs of pain either.

Wonderstein cautiously broached the subject, studying her face.

“I heard you’ve been suffering from Papiflux for the past two weeks.”

At his words, Maya stopped in her tracks and turned to him.

“…How did you know?”

“Mr. Arno told me.”

Maya bit her lip slightly.

He had promised to keep it a secret.

She tried to calm her pounding heart.

Stay calm.

It’s not confirmed that she has been found out yet.

“Did you… also hear about the cause of Papiflux?”

“No. But I can guess well enough.”

She felt a heavy weight drop in her heart.

Her complexion turned pale.

She recalled the trivial actions and words she had done in front of the Director over the past two weeks.

She definitely hadn’t realized she was being too obvious.

Especially the blatant tactics of dressing up and hanging out with other men to provoke jealousy were too overt.

Come to think of it, Karen also blurted out to him that she wanted to go to the ball with the Director.

Her shoulders trembled.

It was the worst.

She silently cursed Arno and Karen, the two of them.

The hope that the Director might have mistaken things was dashed by his next words.

“If you want to become my disciple, it should be normal to harbour such feelings, shouldn’t you?”

She closed her eyes tightly.

Ah, as expected.

Her cheeks flushed red.

Her heart raced madly.

She couldn’t bring herself to look straight at the Director.

“I… I…”

“Don’t worry. It’s just at that age, huh?”

He chuckled as if her behaviour was cute.

Maya suddenly felt embarrassed and angry.

He seemed to regard her in the same light as the other women who had looked at him with coquettish eyes.

“Don’t treat me like a child.”

With a cold voice, Maya lowered her eyes.

“Sorry. Um, so Maya, do you want to hear my answer?”

Maya gasped and took a sharp breath.

She felt like her heart stopped.

Her face flushed even more rapidly.

She was definitely curious.

What did the Director think of her?

“Yes. I want to hear.”

“Alright. Follow me then. There’s a good place.”

The two of them walked across Tettromino Plaza in silence.

Maya wondered where he was taking her.

After a while, the two of them stood in front of a building.

It was a towering structure across from the pastry factory, boasting a height of up to 20 floors.

“Here we are.”

Maya’s expression stiffened as she looked up at it.

Her facial muscles twitched as if experiencing a spasm.

She couldn’t believe this situation.

No wonder, because the place he brought her to was nowhere she had expected at all.

The tallest building in Yeterinpuurk.

It was a hotel.

With a brazen smile, he turned to her, frozen like a statue, unable to move.

“Why are you like this? Didn’t you want to know the answer?”

Finally, she remembered his true nature.

A playboy, a libertine. 

A pervert.

Disgust towards him surged within her.

But at the same time, it was hard to deny that she felt pleased.

The meaning behind him bringing her here was clear.

“Maya, you’re beautiful.”

“Of course! I can vouch for it!”


“I’m sure he will dance happily!”

Karen, you were right.

The Director accepted her feelings.

But she couldn’t simply rejoice.

Wasn’t it too early to go to bed?

Her lack of emotional expression didn’t mean she lacked common sense or moral boundaries.

When she devised a plan to seduce the Director, she had some hopes and expectations.

But to suddenly advance to this final stage.

Maya pursed her lips.

But it wasn’t easy to speak up.

Talking romantically about love seemed to make her seem even younger.

Moreover, they had only known each other for a few months, enough to call it a relationship.

Above all, if she rejected him here, he might never reach out to her again.

Maya took a deep breath calmly.

Considering the environment and status the Director grew up in, his proposal wasn’t entirely unreasonable.

She had heard that in rural areas, it was common for 14-year-olds to try various things with their peers, and many her age were already married.

Furthermore, he was a wanderer.

If he liked someone, he would often share a bed with them.

Even the women of nobility had been in public places with men.

It was more reasonable to see him bringing her here as considerate.

Its not like she had not imagined sharing a bed with the Director.

When she misunderstood that Reyna had slept with the Director, she had even thought about being in her place.

But she was only afraid of the sudden change in the Director’s attitude.

Was yesterday’s plan more effective than she thought?

As Maya sorted out her thoughts, Wonderstein went to the desk and returned.

It seemed he had booked the room.

“Alright, let’s go up.”

Maya hesitated for a moment before nodding.

“Sure.”

There was an elevator in the hotel.

Mechanical objects had existed since ancient times, but those powered by electricity were being supplied primarily in tall buildings in recent years.

The elevator attendant guided them to the top floor.

It seemed Wonderstein had booked the most expensive room.

Maya wondered what the attendant thought of them.

Did they think the age difference was too much?

Or did they think they were a well-matched couple?

Only the sound of the motor reverberated in the quiet space as the elevator ascended.

Maya hugged her legs tightly.

Was it because of fear or anticipation? Her lower abdomen had been tingling since earlier.

Would it hurt a lot?

She had heard it was very painful at first.

The elevator reached the top floor.

He led her to the door directly in front.

Only then did he realize that she was trembling.

An opponent who boldly faces demons and spirits is afraid of this.

Indeed, she was just a child.

“Is it your first time?”

Her expression stiffened at his question.

Her affectionate teacher, who was usually affectionate, seemed so lowly when it came to women’s issues.

“Yes.”

“I didn’t bring you here too hastily, did I? If you need time to think, you can go back like this.”

What a bad person.

To say such things after coming all the way here.

Maya shook her head.

“No. I can do it. Please.”

She said firmly.

It was something she had already prepared for.

If the first person she is with is the Director, she could accept it.

Today she would become an adult.

They opened the door and walked in.

Suddenly, a loud noise hit them.

It was a space that looked like a restaurant.

Dozens of people were chatting in pairs or groups.

The restaurant was surrounded by glass windows.

Beyond them was an outdoor terrace where you could overlook the square below.

There were quite a few people there too.

Maya couldn’t hide her confusion.

What is this?

She soon noticed a sign above the entrance.

She blinked as she read it.

<Sky Lounge: A restaurant on the observation deck overlooking Tettromino Plaza/>

“Today we will resolve the issue of Maya’s involvement in Papiflux here.”

When Wonderstein heard from Arno that she had been involved in Papiflux, he realized what the cause was.

He remembered the problem she had been hanging on to for weeks.

The mystery of Tettromino Plaza.

Maya had undoubtedly been caught up in that, which had driven countless scholars mad.

He ordered drinks one by one at the Sky Lounge and went out to the outdoor observation deck.

From there, the entire Tettromino Plaza could be seen below.

To him, as a modern man, this height was nothing, but Maya said it was her first time.

It wasn’t strange for her to be scared.

After TT2 was released, he revealed the solution to the problem that players around the world had been struggling with for weeks.

First, each tile on the floor had hidden meanings.

There were a total of 7 shapes that could be made by combining four squares.

J, L, T, Z, S, O, I.

They were also blocks from the game ‘Tetris’.

What they were replaced with could be hinted at from documents of the Alchemy Guild appearing in other stages. 

The Alchemy Guild had a table arranging elements similar to the ‘periodic table’ of reality.

Of course, being a fantasy world, it was different from the real periodic table.

It had a magical mystery added to it.

For example, water, fire, wind, and electricity were registered as elements.

They were divided into colored squares like the real periodic table, and from that, you could see which element each of the 7 shapes corresponded to in reality.

Oxygen, carbon, hydrogen, nitrogen, phosphorus.

Each shape represented five real elements. 

And the other two shapes represented ‘water’ and ‘tachyon’, with water symbolizing ‘combination’ because it was made up of oxygen and hydrogen in reality, and tachyon symbolizing ‘blank’ because it was a particle that was proven not to exist in reality.

By adding five elements and a combination and blank, substituting 2.5 million Tettromino tiles would result in the following shape.

A double helix, familiar to anyone as a modern person.

It was DNA.

Two DNA strands formed a double helix simultaneously.

In other words, it was a quadruple helix.

Of course, it was a structure that could not exist in reality.

“There is a memorial to Saint Victor, erected for the patients who died of the epidemic in the centre of the square. It’s a double helix of two DNA strands. The answer was right in front of our eyes.”

He knew why the developers hid the DNA structure in the game.

Perhaps it was to symbolize Wonderstein’s ability to manipulate organic matter.

After finishing the explanation, he realized she was glaring at him.

There was a cold, irritated light in her expression.

She exhaled as if the ground was going to collapse, then spoke in a chilly voice.

“I’m not interested.”

With that, she turned around and left the observation deck.

That’s it.

After explaining so much.


She was like a teenage girl who believed she was the best.

She often acted as her disciple, but when faced with a problem, she didn’t ask for help and tried to solve it alone, which only made the problem worse.

Even though he had bought tickets to the Sky Lounge.

She just left.

He felt like as an adult, he should understand her.
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Maya, who descended from the observatory first, took a carriage back to her lodging.

Her mind was in disarray, mixed with various emotions.

At first, anger at the disappointment was the strongest.

But as time passed, all that remained was remorse towards the Director.

The Director had never harboured any ill will towards her.

He had simply fulfilled his role as a mentor as usual.

He worried when she was in distress, taught her when she struggled.

Yet she had become annoyed with him, misinterpreted things, got upset arbitrarily.

It was childish behavior.

The reason she was fixated on puzzle on the floor of Tettromino Plaza was due to her remorse towards the Director. 

Although it was a misunderstanding, she had done something she shouldn’t have to someone who had sincerely explained things to her out of concern.

But apart from those feelings, the Director’s insight was truly astonishing.

To solve a puzzle that no one had been able to solve for the past 100 years so easily.

Maya created five differently coloured glass beads in the air as a illusion.

Oxygen, carbon, hydrogen, nitrogen, phosphorus.

The elements combined to form a single unit, repeating and forming a double helix. 

And the two of them twisted around each other again.

When did the Director find out about this?

They had been in this city for over a month.

It could have been probably be noticed by passing by.

But Maya was more drawn to a different hypothesis.

The Director had known about this from the beginning.

Judging from his attitude during the explanation, it seemed like he already knew the answer when she started trying to solve the problem.

Perhaps he had been here before and solved it then.

But then another question remained.

Why didn’t the Director reveal what he had discovered to the world?

There were many aspects of his adherence to secrecy that she couldn’t understand.

If he didn’t like attention from people in the first place, it didn’t make sense for him to lead a circus troupe and stand on stage.

Was there a reason he knew that she didn’t?

As she pondered over this, the carriage had arrived at the lodging.

“Oh my, Maya dear, did you come alone? And what about the Director?”

Yurakne, who had rushed out upon hearing the carriage, looked around anxiously.

“He had something to attend to, he’ll come later.”

Wonderstein said he’d be examining Clara this afternoon.

Maya intended to follow suit.

She had heard rumors that there had been some deep interaction between them after she had fainted off in front of Wonderstein last time.

But she had decided not to believe such rumors anymore.

Misunderstandings were now tiresome.

Perhaps the Director’s pure kindness had been distorted and misinterpreted.

Neither Ella nor Reyna nor she herself could tempt him.

The Director didn’t see a girl ten years younger than himself as a woman.

Even if it was a difference of nine or eight years, it didn’t make a difference.

“Oh, a package has arrived. It’s placed in front of Maya’s room.”

After experiencing the incident in Dvallchep, she contacted the Academy’s guidance professor.

She requested the latest research materials on Debulroots.

It seemed like they had arrived.

She tossed the professor’s greeting letter into a corner and began to read through the materials.

The amount of data was vast.

Two things caught Maya’s attention.

One was the connection between the “Black Magician” and the Curse Plague.

This was a study released by the Orthodox Church about a month ago, suggesting a similarity in patterns between the activities of the Black Magician and the outbreak of the Curse Plague.

The Black Magician.

Maya’s hand clenched around the paper.

It was the first time she had been separated from someone she loved.

Ordinary people might have thought that Maya wouldn’t remember what happened when she was a few months old. 

But her memory was almost perfect from two months after birth.

She could vividly recall the happiness and joy of her infancy.

And the despair she felt when she heard that her mother was no longer there.

It was the first sense of loss Maya had experienced.

She could never have good feelings about the Black Magician.

Maya continued to read the last piece of data.

It was the image of Debulroots captured through the latest observation equipment by IMT.

Even with the latest optical microscope, Debulroots could barely be seen wriggling as a cluster.

It seemed that the engineers at IMT had found a way to capture it.

On the back was a sketch drawn by the researcher who had observed it.

Maya shivered when she saw it.

The drawing skills were pathetic.

To Maya, who was at the level of a professional painter, it looked like nothing more than a doodle.

But the content was incredibly astonishing.

What they had observed in Debulroots.

It was two double helixes twining around each other like snakes.

***

I was in the visiting room in front of the dormitory, organizing the results of this time while waiting for Clara.

What I gained from defeating the Avatar was two things.

[You have completed the ‘Sub-Quest Disease Demon.’ As a reward, the ‘Professor’s Flask’ is provided.]

I slowly retrieved a transparent glass bottle spinning around in the status window with my hand.

Name: Professor’s Flask

Target: Blood filled in the flask.

Effect: The creature which drinks from the flask can be trapped and freely put in or out. The contract maintenance period is 30 days. Renewable.


Required resources: None.

The reward was similar to that of the ‘Ghost of the Cabaret.’

It was an item that could use the power of an ally.

This time, it seemed like a reward was her ability because she could secretly collect creatures like demons or monsters.

It was a perfect item to give to Ella.

I tossed it into my hat and pulled out another loot from my pocket.

It was a glass bottle slightly smaller than a fist.

Inside, it was filled with sparkling sand-like fragments.

I knew what this was.

It was a Shard of Tril.

In TT3, Wonderstein’s colleagues, the ‘Three Witches,’ used this to perform biomanipulation.

Back then, I thought it had power because it contained Wonderstein’s soul. 

But considering that Tril had to be eaten to manipulate the ‘unique traits,’ I hadn’t thought that this gem itself might have had a connection to Debulroots.

I opened the third main quest window.

*Main Quest – Tril

: It’s what you wanted to get your hands on.

Condition for completion

: Consume it after Tril turns completely red.

Reward upon success

: Ability to manipulate ‘Unique Trait’ without ‘Modification Penalty’

No penalty upon failure

: None.

To manipulate ‘unique traits,’ Tril had to be ‘eaten.’

What would happen if I tried it now?

It wasn’t a complete Tril, and it wasn’t completely red. 

Would it have any effect at all?

Or perhaps, would it unlock some abilities?

I opened the lid of the bottle and brought it to my lips.

My heart pounded.

The Smiling Man which always maintained his composure reacted strongly only to ‘Tril.’

Just as I was about to put it in my mouth.

The door opened, and someone entered.

It was Clara.

She looked at me, observing my actions closely.

I hoped she wouldn’t mistake me for a drug addict.

I put the bottle back into my pocket and casually spoke.

“Hehe, I’ve been taking medicine because I haven’t been feeling well.”

“…I see.”

I glanced briefly at the bag she had brought.

“Are you leaving?”

“Yes. I’m taking a leave of absence.”

Many of the students who woke up after yesterday’s incident applied for leave.

The influence of the curse of the Avatar had a strong effect on their minds.

Some even decided to quit being acrobats.

“Come here. Let’s start the treatment.”

She undressed in front of me.

She didn’t seem embarrassed.

After all, it was strange to care about such things when she was about to die in a few days.

Her skin was cracked like a dry rice paddy during a drought. 

Through the cracks, I could see blood pooling, shining like a red gem. 

Some areas turned into dry flakes, revealing a rosy flesh beneath.

The Evolution Research lab explained that it was a phenomenon that occurred when a crack between the soul and the flesh occurred.

It seemed to be a very rare disease.

I examined every inch of her body and restored it with Debulroots.

As the treatment neared completion, she spoke first.

“May I ask what the Director’s purpose is? Why does he insist on running a circus troupe?”

It was a tiresome question.

It was a question of why I was running the circus having such power.

I shrugged my shoulders and answered.

“It won’t be any different from what you already know.”

With that said, I added one more thing.

“Wonder Stage.”

Her back muscles trembled.

Meanwhile, the treatment was over.

I turned around and waited for her to change her clothes.

But suddenly, she hugged me from behind.

“Clara?”

“Can you accept me?”

She spoke with a soft voice.

It was one of the offers I had expected.

To heal her body, treatment had to be done every two weeks.

It would be more convenient to travel together instead of finding the city where we stayed each time.

I also thought that her joining would be a great help, considering she was once the top candidate of Lekachep.

However, I didn’t feel good about using her as a bargaining chip for her treatment.

“Give me a chance to repay your kindness.”

“I didn’t help you expecting something in return. Besides, people who were part of the Six Theatres at the start of the competition would be prohibited from participating throughout the competition.”

Clara buried her face in my back and nodded.

“The limitation applies to those who ‘perform on stage.’ It doesn’t matter if I don’t perform on stage.”

“Then what will you do?”

“I’ll work as the Director’s secretary. I’ll do anything, whether it’s errands or anything else. I’ll definitely be of help to the Director.”

I sighed softly.

I didn’t know what extreme choice she might make if I refused.

“Alright. Do you have any desired compensation other than treatment?”

“No. I don’t have such things. But there’s just one thing I’m curious about. It’s about me. …Why was I born?”

It seemed like she was questioning her existence.

It was a complicated issue.

She was a child who was desperate enough to contemplate suicide due to despair in life.

It wasn’t strange for her to ask such questions.

All I could say to her was to live for now.

“You might find the answer as we travel together.”

“Really? …Okay.”

She seemed to have hoped for a clearer answer, but she nodded as if she didn’t care much.

“Alright. Welcome, Clara.”

[‘Clara’ has been added to the member list.]

“But for now, could you please put on some clothes?”

Only then did she remember that this was the first floor of the dormitory, and she quickly picked up her clothes and put them on.

Clara glanced at her Master while riding the carriage together.

She had guessed one of the Master’s purposes.

It was based on the rumors and information she had collected.

To steal the artifact of Kirku, ‘Tril.’

And her guess was correct.

She didn’t know what the purpose was, but the Master wanted Tril.

Seeing him trying to eat the Tril fragment as medicine, could it be that he also had some kind of problem with his body like her?

She wanted to ask in detail but decided against it.

She didn’t want to make her master uncomfortable by asking questions he didn’t want to answer.

The important thing was the master’s goal.

He was undoubtedly trying to do the same thing as 17 years ago.

Turning the whole world into an enemy.

However, Clara wasn’t afraid.

A spark of ambition ignited in her heart once again.

It was the dream she had when she was ill.

To spread her wings on the world stage.

The day her master stood at the top of the highest city in the world.

She would be by his side.

As his most trusted subordinate.

As the person he relied on the most.

She realized this when she came out of the illness.


She preferred to move passively rather than take control of something.

A position of someone being in charge of her instead of standing above others.

That was her new goal.

She vowed to be of help to her Master.

The demon who came out of the bottle made a vow.
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There were hardly any privately-run welfare facilities in Korea that were not connected to churches.

Generally, the preferred place for churches was nursing homes.

Elderly people had high voter turnout rates, making them easy targets for politicians. 

During election season, feeding them a meal at a restaurant could easily garner dozens of votes from a single gathering.

Moreover, most residents of nursing homes were so frail that they could hardly walk in neighbourhood parks.

It was easy for the operators to control them, and there were fewer complaints from the local community.

On the other hand, day-care centres were the least favoured places by churches.

Firstly, children didn’t have voting rights, so it was difficult for churches to leverage political power. 

Furthermore, as children grew older, they were less likely to comply with the facility’s rules and often caused problems with local residents.

Above all, church members with children felt uncomfortable with their church donating money to daycare centers.

With such circumstances, it wasn’t just a joke circulating among welfare workers that “there are no poor pastor couples running nursing homes, nor are there large churches operating daycare centers.” 

In other words, while nursing homes were run by business-like churches seeking to expand their influence in the community, daycare centers were often managed by religious individuals deviating from mainstream beliefs.

In that sense, Jeon Eunggyo could be considered a unique religious group.

They had expanded across the country within just a few years of appearing.

The officially counted number of believers alone exceeded 500,000.

At the center of such explosive growth was the leader of Jeon Eunggyo.

He claimed to be the representative of God and displayed all sorts of miracles.

Among them, what enthralled the believers the most was his laying on of hands therapy.

Just by touching someone, even those coughing up blood due to lung disease or those with terminal cancer saw their conditions miraculously improve.

He prioritized providing treatment to the believers who donated large sums of money.

Up to this point, their activities weren’t much different from the numerous pseudo-religious groups that had existed before.

However, they did one peculiar thing.

They operated daycare centers.

They established facilities called “Jeon Eungwon” nationwide and readily accepted children.

Of course, there were conditions.

They only accepted severely disabled children.

If their purpose was to gather labor and support funds, they would have primarily accepted mildly disabled individuals. 

If their goal was to expand their numbers, they would have mainly accepted disabled individuals with parents.

However, strangely enough, they took in a large number of parentless disabled children.

Most of them had severe disabilities, unable to use their limbs properly.

Because of this, even the investigative agencies specializing in religious organizations hesitated to intervene with Jeon Eunggyo.

The daycare center on the outskirts of Yeogokeup was one of the facilities under Jeon Eunggyo’s umbrella.

The majority of the children there were orphans, but there were also some foster children among them.

Number 41 was one of them.

He had a given name from his parents, but he was mainly called by his number.

Everyone inside was like that.

“Everyone, wake up! Wake up! Wake up!”

It was 5 AM.

The lights in the dormitory turned on earlier than usual.

The children woke up within the three calls, as they had been taught.

Though they had welfare worker qualifications, among the children, a young man typically referred to as a “guard” walked briskly among them.

Some had their hands or feet stepped on, but they didn’t scream.

They knew what would happen if they did.

Of course, some couldn’t make any sound at all.

The guard poked one of the children who couldn’t get up alone with a stick.

“Who’s in charge of washing number 41 today?”

A boy with a hunched back who was behind him raised his hand.

The guard kicked number 41 with his foot towards the boy.

With no arms or legs, he couldn’t resist and rolled over.

“Wash up well. You’ll be in front of people today.”

The boy with the hunched back carried him to the washroom.

Number 41 was still half-asleep, murmuring in a dazed voice.

“I had a strange dream.”

“What was it? Were you walking in the dream?”

“……Yeah.”

“It’s a crazy dream.”

He placed him in the center of the shower room.

Other children who arrived earlier were already washing.

Number 41 rolled around in the space between them, soaking his body in water.

After a while, a friend who had finished washing came and wrapped his head with a towel.

“I had arms.”

“You’re still talking about your dream.”

His friend grumbled.

It was an important day, and here he was, still half asleep.

“So, what did you do with your arms and legs?”

“I went on stage and performed.”

“That’s not a dream. That’s exactly what we’re doing today.”

The boy with the hunched back tried to turn number 41 over, but it wasn’t easy.

Since he had just applied soap to his body, his hands kept slipping.

At that moment, a big boy appeared behind him and helped.

“What’s wrong? You’re helping everyone.”

The big boy said with a thick voice, showing affectionate sarcasm.

“If you’re all late, we’ll all get in trouble.”

The boy with the hunched back chuckled happily at his friend’s friendly banter.

Today was the day of the “Dreamy Festival”.

It was a festival that nobody participating could not enjoy.

The Dreamy Festival was an event held twice a year, in spring and autumn, by the local government where special needs children were gathered for a day of fun. 

Everyone on stage was a special needs child, and the audience was comprised of officials and related individuals.

Children from each facility came out as representatives to dance, sing, and perform plays.


After a day of hard work, members of the local welfare committee, along with guests with political affiliations, would visit to take photos with the children. 

They would lend their support and shoulders to lean on.

Disabled children were just props in such events for welfare facilities, but they couldn’t afford not to participate.

Participating in such events regularly was a prerequisite for being recognized as an “excellent institution”.

This ensured better funding and administrative convenience from politicians and government officials associated with the facilities.

Representing Jeon Eungwon from Yeogokeup were five children.

Three boys got into a van, followed shortly by two girls.

The van carrying the five of them headed towards the venue of the festival.

It was the auditorium of a local private university located in the provincial capital.

Number 41 looked at the banner hanging at the entrance of the auditorium.

That was the official name of the event.

Abbreviated to ‘Dreamy’.

The theatre play they were performing was assisted by students from the university’s drama club.

The male student playing the role of the “Magician” today tried hard to put on a friendly smile for the children.

“Oh, hi there?”

All five of them could tell it was forced.

“Okay. Let’s rehearse the script. I’m the magician and… first, the protagonist?”

The youngest girl among the five shyly raised her hand. 

Her appearance made the university students breathe a sigh of relief; she looked the least burdened among them all. 

Honestly, based on appearance alone, she could easily pass for a regular child.

“The scaredy-lion?”

The big boy raised his hand. 

He was bald with white scales covering his entire skin. 

One of his eyes was bloodshot due to the scales contaminating it.

The magician chuckled awkwardly, swallowing a gulp of saliva.

“The iron lumberjack?”

The hunched-back boy raised his hand. 

He made an uncomfortable expression and turned his gaze away.

“And the witch?”

No one raised their hand, but the university students’ eyes were directed towards one side.

Fairly speaking, it could be said that they were looking at the girl as she was the only one left who could be considered a “witch”. 

But even if she had been called first, the same reaction would have happened, the university students couldn’t deny that.

Most of her face was covered in green nodules.

Only one area was unaffected, around her chin and mouth.

“Um, can you see… with your eyes?”

The magician threw the question but then abruptly closed his mouth as if realizing it was impolite.

The iron lumberjack tried to retort, but the witch stopped him.

She smiled widely and said, “Of course. I can see everything here.”

She pointed to a gap between the lumpy nodules on her face.

The magician awkwardly nodded.

He called out the last role with a slightly tired expression.

“The Scarecrow?”

Number 41 raised his head.

Fortunately, this time the magician didn’t make any impolite remarks like “won’t you raise your hand?” or the like.

The meeting started in an awkward atmosphere, but the rehearsal proceeded in a surprisingly pleasant atmosphere.

Thanks to the expensive ice cream bought by the students, the children felt more relaxed, but above all, the students recognized them as actors because the children all took the play seriously.

As a result, by the afternoon, they were chatting comfortably and laughing naturally together.

The rehearsal they had went smoothly on the actual stage as well.

Even the teachers and welfare workers, who had been casually observing the children’s amateur performances, couldn’t take their eyes off them once they started.

Of course, the children’s appropriate appearances played a big part.

The protagonist girl was so cute that anyone watching couldn’t help but smile, the lion looked genuinely ferocious, the iron lumberjack’s joints really moved like they were creaking, the witch looked truly terrifying as she was supposed to, and the scarecrow hung from the pole with its arms and legs spread out as if it was a real scarecrow.

Their acting was so immersive that even the politicians, who were busy chatting amongst themselves, occasionally glanced at their performance.

The children were excited.

It was the first time they experienced admiration in the eyes of the people watching them, rather than pity or scorn.

Especially, Number 41 got completely immersed in his role.

He felt as if he was really traveling and adventuring with his friends.

He mistakenly thought that the decorations on his arms and legs were his real limbs.

The part where he moved was originally supposed to be controlled by the university students, but he was so excited that he threw himself forward with his own body.

The pole leaned forward.

By the time the students realized what was happening and tried to pull the pole back, it was already too late.

Crash.

The scarecrow fell off the pole and rolled on the ground.

Screams and shouts echoed back and forth.

The play was urgently stopped.

Fortunately, the children practicing Taekwondo at the front hadn’t fully cleared the mats yet, so nobody was seriously injured.

But once the play was stopped, it wasn’t resumed.

Instead, a multi-level blame game ensued.

The provincial council demanded a report from the officials in charge of the event, questioning if the children were unnecessarily pressured to prepare for the event. 

The officials reprimanded their subordinate civil servants, questioning how the welfare facility could be considered excellent. 

The civil servants promised a surprise inspection of the childcare center to the director, who, in turn, brought in the welfare worker who had supervised the children today and spent an hour berating them.

And such love was also extended to Number 41, who had made the mistake today.

“No food for a day! Anyone who gives this kid a drop of water will face consequences together!”

After being scolded by the instructor, Number 41 was thrown into a solitary confinement room labeled as a place for reflection.

He lay on the floor without even having dinner, groaning in pain.

His body ached all over.

Hunger and thirst tormented him.

It must have been late into the night.

The door to the solitary confinement room opened.

Number 41 raised his head.

There, the “witch” was waving at him.

“Hi, Scarecrow.”

They had become quite close through this incident, so they called each other by their roles instead of their numbers.

But the scarecrow couldn’t readily greet her warmly.

Because he had ruined the play today.

Instead, he hesitantly asked a question.

“The instructor?”

“Is asleep?”

She shrugged and showed something in her hand.

It was a water bottle.

“Here, open your mouth.”

The scarecrow wanted to refuse.

He felt sorry to accept such kindness after ruining everything.

But his mouth responded to the sound of water on its own.

Before he could realize it, she had poured the water into his mouth.

“Endure the food for a while. If they find out you’ve been given any food or water, even a whiff of it, you’ll be in big trouble.”

The witch wiped the moisture from his lips with her sleeve.

Her hand brushed against his lips.

Her fingers were white and slender.

Even a pleasant scent emanated from her.

The scarecrow considered it fortunate that it was nighttime.

At least he wouldn’t be caught with his face blushing.

But the crisis wasn’t over yet.

She massaged his body all over.

To prevent bedsores from forming in places that had been pressed against the hard floor for a long time.

The scarecrow had to grit his teeth whenever he felt a stimulus, to prevent his body from reacting as if it was being pricked.

After finishing the massage, she got up from the spot.

Strangely, the painful parts of his body felt lighter, as if they were flying away.

The scarecrow felt a sense of regret for some reason.

“Then, hang in there. I’ll secretly gather food for tomorrow just in case the instructor doesn’t give you any dinner.”

As she was about to leave, the scarecrow spoke up.

“Um, sorry.”

“Hm? What for?”

“For today… I messed everything up.”

She laughed at his words.

“Haha, I had a lot of fun, you know? Don’t worry about it. No one blames you.”

The scarecrow furrowed his eyebrows.

It was hard to believe that even his closest friend didn’t complain about something.

“What about the tin can?”

That was the nickname for the boy who played the iron lumberjack.

It was shortened from his lengthy role name.

The witch stuck out her tongue mischievously and smiled.

“Oh, yeah, he grumbled a bit.”

The scarecrow felt as if he couldn’t breathe for a moment.

Her smile in the moonlight.

It was more beautiful than anything he had ever seen.

“See you tomorrow.”


The witch brushed his hair aside and got up from her spot.

The scent she left behind tickled his nose.

He fell asleep thinking that today’s mishap wasn’t as bad as he had initially thought.

Sixteen years later.

In a place far away from his hometown, a man once called the Scarecrow, now known as Wonderstein, woke up from his sleep.



 
  
    Chapter 199: Wonderland – 2


Even after waking up, I lay still in bed for a while.

It had been a long time since I last dreamt.

Since coming to this world, I had never dreamt.

Dreams were merely chemical reactions happening inside the brain.

Was it because of the power of the ‘Smiling Man’ that forced me to maintain composure?

I had never dreamt in Wonderstein’s body.

But today was different.

It was highly likely due to what I ate before going to bed yesterday.

For the past two weeks, I had been conducting an experiment on my body.

Gradually increasing the intake of Tril fragments, obtained by defeating the demon.

At first, I hardly felt any changes.

But starting from a week ago, I began to sense something, leading to receiving this message yesterday.

[Unique trait the ‘Smiling Man’ will be deactivated.]

Even before the message appeared, I could feel it.

The buoyancy that made my emotions and thoughts float dissipating.

While bound to the Smiling Man, I always felt like I was walking on clouds.

But now, it felt like I was firmly on the ground.

However, it didn’t last long.

Within a minute, the ‘Smiling Man’ returned.

Though I considered attempting it once more, for the consistency of the experiment, I decided to try again at the same time tomorrow.

Soon after, I fell asleep again, only to start dreaming.

Sitting up in bed, I drank the water placed by my head.

I didn’t feel quite right.

To think of all memories from the orphanage.

Since being rescued from there, I had tried hard to forget.

Of course, life in the orphanage wasn’t all hardship.

There were definitely enjoyable moments.

But there was nothing as unpleasant as enjoying a comedy knowing it would end tragically.

Nor was there anything as hollow as memories without someone to share them with.

That’s why it had been a long time since I recalled those memories.

I sat on the edge of the bed, looking out the window.

It was difficult to estimate time just by the outside view.

Yeterinpuurk was close to the polar regions, so the length of daylight noticeably decreased every week.

Before we arrived in this city, there were reports of the phenomenon called the Midnight Sun, where the sun didn’t set for 24 hours. 

But now, more than half of the time was night.

As I opened the status window to check the time, I heard people laughing and chatting coming closer from a distance.

It seemed like the members who went to the morning market were returning.

I got dressed and went out to greet my family.

***

Group outings were a strange experience for monster members.

They always had to be in a carriage or inside when moving on the road.

Upon arriving in a city or town, they couldn’t go out and explore freely.

Especially for triplets Triamere, it was impossible to cover up their physical characteristics with clothes like other members.

But today, they were strolling down the bustling streets.

They revealed their bodies just as they were.

Their appearance caught people’s attention, but no one found them odd.

Everyone just passed by, thinking they were probably part of a parade.

The fact that Ella at the front was wearing a school uniform and Clara’s regal chef uniform added to that misconception.

Today is October 1st.

It’s the day the Halloween festival begins.

Halloween referred to October 31st, but the festival started before that.

In rural areas, it usually began a few days earlier, and in cities, it started a week ago. 

Major cities even started two weeks in advance.

But in Yeterinpuurk, you could spot people in monster costumes on the streets a whole month before.

This was due to two particular features of this city.

The first was the Lekachep Circus School.

They held a school festival during Halloween.

Since the festival started two weeks prior, students gathered in clubs a month ago to prepare special events or performances. 

In early October, large pumpkin decorations rolled around the campus.

Second was Slagbort Bakery.

They distributed free cookies to children who dressed up as monsters and visited the factory.

As winter approached, the demand for imperial trade shifted significantly, causing warehouse and distribution costs in Yeterinpuurk to soar from late November. 

Therefore, merchants here cleared their inventory at a low price just before winter.

It was literally ‘clearing the warehouse.’

However, it was impossible to accumulate and clear inventory for snacks that served as both food and luxury goods. 

So, distributing as Halloween treats was a strategy to adjust inventory from October in advance.

These were the reasons why Yeterinpuurk started Halloween earlier than other places.

One of the popular places during this period was the gypsy’s ‘Magic Market.’

The eerie magical tools and exotic trinkets they sold were relatively cheap and added to the Halloween atmosphere.

The place where the monster circus visited early this morning was also there.

At the magic market, there were places selling taxidermied animals cursed by plague, displaying dried fairy corpses or Ratman’s severed limbs, and even carving devil statues on the spot.

Perhaps because of that, the appearance of circus members didn’t attract much attention.

Thanks to that, the members could enjoy shopping and return to their lodgings without any problems.

Among them, Womon was the most excited voice heard on the street.

He experienced the Halloween festival for the first time, since living deep in the mountains with his mother.

He was now excitedly talking about the Halloween costumes he saw on the street.

“Really scary and weird costumes were everywhere.”

The one responding to his words was the triplets. 

They were also excited as they hadn’t been out like this for a long time.


“Especially that one was scary. The one whose arms and legs were several meters long.”

“I was scared of the mime. The imitation squeezed into the barrel looked so real.”

“I was scared of the woman with purple-painted skin.”

They shivered, not considering themselves scarier than those they saw on the street.

“I, from the one with the body on fire. It was fascinating rather than scary. How did they do that?”

“Maybe it’s an illusion?”

“No, I smelled real smoke from the act….”

At that moment, Ella, who was holding a lot of pumpkins, shouted from behind.

“That’s probably magic. It’s not real fire but a combination of metal powders oxidizing into flames and maneuvering devices. Maybe the one gathered by here? By the way, why didn’t I see anyone you mentioned?”

“When you went to buy pumpkins, they came.”

As they entered the villa’s entrance, Wonderstein was just coming out of the building.

Ella greeted him with joy.

“Director!”

She rushed to him, dropping the pumpkins and hugged him tightly.

She hugged his waist tightly and pressed her face against his chest.

The members just chuckled at her familiar behavior.

Lately, Wonderstein felt she was clinging more than usual.

He suspected it was because of anxiety about the memories coming back.

There was less than a month left until the deadline Gascon mentioned for Ella’s memories to return.

Sometimes she suddenly sighed or grabbed her head as if something came to mind.

Each time, she was drenched in cold sweat. 

But she never revealed what she saw.

Wonderstein gently stroked the back of her head.

He didn’t know when that moment would come, but it was certain that the enjoyable time was coming to an end.

“How was it? The dawn magic market?”

She nodded eagerly, still clinging to him.

“There were so many fun things. You should have come too. Oh, right. I bought a statue for you to give. If you mention the demon you want, they’ll carve it on the spot.”

Wonderstein burst into laughter as he looked at the figurine she offered.

With a rabbit head with deer antlers, a monkey body, goat legs, and a demon carrying a huge scythe on its shoulder.

It was the Reaper of the Abyss, Noua Zakanuba.

The only difference from reality was that he had bat-like wings attached to his back.

Many books depicted the reaper like that, but in reality, the reaper’s back was covered with fluttering black cloth instead of wings.

“I could only find small pumpkins.”

She pointed to the pumpkins on the floor with a disappointed expression.

Indeed, the pumpkins didn’t look appetizing, and they were smaller than human heads. 

All of them were misshapen.

At that moment, Gascon walked out of the dormitory, yawning as if he had just woken up because of the noise.

He looked around at the members, then spotted the pumpkins and chuckled.

“What are you guys doing?”

“It’s the start of the Halloween season today. So, we went to do some shopping.”

Gascon shook his head at Ella’s words.

“I know that, but why did you buy these defective ones?”

“Well, there was nothing else available….”

“Come here.”

He gestured to her.

Ella hesitated for a moment, then followed him, and the members followed with curious expressions.

Gascon led them to the garden.

It was a place where he hadn’t let the members approach much because of the strong smell since he spread a lot of manure there to cultivate the fields.

The members, who entered the garden after a long time, opened their mouths in surprise.

Just a month ago, it was an empty space.

But now, there were dozens of large pumpkins rolling around.

They were several times larger than the ones Ella brought.

“How did you do this?”

“Growing pumpkins for decorating the garden before Halloween is also my job. I thought we might need them again this time, so I planted them early.”

Ella widened her eyes in astonishment.

“They grew this much in just a month?”

“It’s the alchemy guild’s skills.”

Gascon said with a smirk.

Normally, Ella would have looked down on his love for plants, but not today.

“You’re quite something, Master. You’ve got a sense.”

Of course, Gascon didn’t give away the pumpkins for free.

He demanded from Wonderstein that he be exempted from training for a month and that Wonderstein learn how to handle vine plants.

Wonderstein inwardly sighed.

He really was a persistent master.

To secretly prepare such a thing for a month behind his back.

In his heart, he wanted to refuse outright.

In fact, he could easily get such pumpkins with the help of the Vergsong Merchant Union.


But seeing the members’ joy, he couldn’t ignore the old man’s effort to grow pumpkins diligently for a month.

It was Gascon’s cunning move to see through the surprisingly soft nature behind the jolly appearance.

“Understood.”

The gardener grinned as he led his disciple around the pumpkin patch, teaching him what he needed to know to cultivate vine plants.

Wonderstein nodded absentmindedly, faithfully recording the teachings in his notebook.



 
  
    Chapter 200: Wonderland – 3


Members equipped with materials began decorating the villa in earnest.

Maya also came out for the first time in a long time.

She glanced at Ella, who was holding the arm with a displeased look.

She was in the midst of intense research…

Two weeks had passed since returning from the hotel.

Since that day, she had more time alone.

Except for occasional visits from Karen, she hardly met anyone.

The new research topic she was pursuing was puzzling yet intriguing.

Debulroots.

Its identity had long been a mystery in the academic world.

Maya had read all the papers on it in her room over the past two weeks.

So far, not much had been discovered despite many attempts to uncover its identity.

Or even if she was as smart as she claimed to be, it was impossible for her to decipher all the accumulated data in just a few days.

“Start here, please. I’d like one member dressed in Halloween costumes for each wall.”

Ella instructed her to paint murals.

She wanted to decorate the villa with eerie pictures for the festival.

While working, Maya didn’t stop thinking about her research.

She reviewed the information she had organized over the past few days.


	Debulroots the substance behind the Curse Plague.

	Its structure is in the form of a quadruple helix.

	The Alchemy Guild possesses a substance called ‘Galaxy’ that can destroy Debulroots.

	It began spreading after the appearance of the ‘Plague Lord’.

	A person named Victor defeated that demon and received the title of Saint.



Up to this point, it was information known to the public.

And the next fact was known only to her and the Director.


	The memorial left by Saint Victor at the Tettromino Plaza was made to resemble the form of Debulroots.

	An encryption containing Debulroots structure remains on the square’s floor.



And finally, although not a research institution, there was one recent news from the Orthodox Church.


	Debulroot is associated with the ‘The Black Magician.’



Maya clenched her fist as she recalled that name.

Her memory was exceptionally sharp.

It wasn’t like having a perfect memory as rumoured, but once she remembered something, even if it was old, she could vividly recall it.

It was when she was six months old.

She cried in her father’s arms, saying there was no mom anymore.

Her father, who had always been cheerful to the point of being frivolous, had never made such a despairing expression before or after that.

To her, her father’s expression was more tragic than the fact that her mother had died.

She pushed those memories into the corner.

What she needed was not her emotions about the Black Magician but information about him.

Unfortunately, there was nothing more to find out about the Black Magician.

He had eluded pursuit worldwide for over a decade.

It was recently revealed that he was associated with the Curse Plague.

But for Maya, there was a more accessible subject to investigate.

Saint Victor and the Plague Lord.

There were official records about them as well as many circulating rumours.

Many scholars had surely investigated them, but Maya had the ‘structural formula of Debulroots’ that others didn’t. 

With this, she wondered if she could see things that others couldn’t, like the memorial at Tettromino Plaza.

Maya remembered Wonderstein explaining it.

Would he have known what it was, after all?

Actually, it was a needless question.

Of course, he would have known.

Maya had seen him cure the Curse Plague in Dvallchep using it.

It was a method more effective than the Alchemy Guild’s Galaxy and had fewer side effects than the stakes of the Orthodox priests.

The Director must have found a way to control Debulroots through repeated research.

He even used it to treat people.

Surely he had used it when she was attacked by Zakanuba, or rather, when Karen was practically dead.

Of course, sacrifices were also involved.

He suffered from absorbing Debulroots into his body and endured agony.

So she had monitored his health for a while after that.

Maya realized that her knowledge of the subject was much more extensive than others’. 

She had to use it wisely.

Fortunately, it seemed there were no major issues, so she felt relieved.

However, perhaps because she had read too much about the curse plague over the past two weeks, buried anxiety resurfaced.

Phrases from papers describing the potency and danger of Debulroots flashed before her eyes.

Many researchers who believed they could control Debulroot had become its victims.

There were scholars who suffered unknowingly from the new plague and died with their bodies deteriorating, and areas that became desolate due to its accidental leakage from the research lab.

The Director had contained such a dangerous thing within himself.

He jokingly packaged it as fixing Papiflux, but he already knew it was Debulroots at that point.

The reason he taught it to her.

Perhaps he didn’t know it would backfire.

Maybe he hoped she would discover what he found on his own.

“It wasn’t what I asked for, but is this pattern okay?”

Maya stopped her thoughts at Ella’s words.

She looked to the side.

There, Wonderstein and Ella had approached without her noticing and were standing side by side, watching her work.

Maya looked at the picture she had just painted on the wall.

There were countless depictions of double helices filling the walls, created and erased thousands of times over the past two weeks.

Double quadruple helices.

Debulroots.

It filled the walls densely, like dozens of them.

Lost in thought, she seemed to have moved the brush and paint with telekinesis.

Maya glanced at Wonderstein.

He subtly avoided her gaze.

He clearly saw it, but pretended not to.

And while Ella rambled on about the painting, Wonderstein said nothing.

Was he going to be offering advice or guidance to her to solve it?

Maya felt her sense of challenge burning even more.

Wonderstein avoided her gaze as her eyes sparkled.


Seeing the double helices she had drawn, it seemed like being cooped up in her room for two weeks was indeed because of that time.

It was a problem that even a genius like her had become deeply absorbed in.

But he didn’t offer any guidance or advice, just gave the solution.

He realized how deflating and frustrating it must have been for her as he left the hotel.

It must have felt like playing an exploration game diligently, only to be given all the hidden places, stories, and endings by someone else.

He understood her feelings, having been on the receiving end himself.

In fact, at first, he didn’t plan to give away the answer so blatantly.

He only intended to mention things like the periodic table.

He thought that would be enough for her to overcome it if she was inspired by it.

But then he got excited about knowing something after a long time and blurted it out.

He had seen her passing through the corridor carrying papers and materials some time ago.

The fact that the double helix was genetic material was not discovered by scientists until the late 20th century.

Even if she was a genius, it was impossible for her to figure out what it was by herself.

However, he couldn’t just say, “That’s DNA, it contains genetic information!” and avoid her resentment.

He could only watch.

Wonderstein watched her use telekinesis to lift the brush and paint, creating illusions, modifying the painting according to Ella’s demands.

Perhaps it was thanks to overcoming Papiflux.

Her skills seemed to have improved compared to before.

Wonderstein stepped aside, relieved, to allow her to focus on the painting.

“Shall we go now?”

While the members poured their efforts into decorating the villa, he decided to go to town.

A few days ago, we invited a tailor to the villa, and the members were fitted for Halloween costumes. 

He was going to pick them up.

Although there was a dressing room function in the status window, there was no need to waste Debulroots on something that could be done with money.

Above all, the dressing room could only replicate clothes that had been seen once, but it couldn’t weave clothes out of ideas sketched out.

“Let’s hurry back. We have a lot to do today,” Ella tried to follow him.

However, he smiled warmly and shook his head.

“There’s so much to do, Ella, you should stay here.”

“Uh… th-then, would you just go by yourself…?”

She hesitated in her words.

She knew what he was going to say.

But she didn’t like it, so she asked anyway.

Sure enough, the expected answer flowed from his mouth.

“No. I’ll go with Clara.”

“Director, the carriage has arrived!”

A blue-haired woman who still looked like she hadn’t grown up suddenly protruded her head from the villa entrance and shouted.

“Then I’ll be off.”

She stood still in her place, leaving Ella, who blinked her eyes, I headed out with Clara.

In the past, Ella would have followed him in such situations, but since Clara came, she took over all the tasks of assisting the Director.

Ella watched dumbfoundedly as the two of them left.

Clara stuck close to Wonderstein, chatting animatedly with him about something.

Wonderstein smiled awkwardly at her, looking at her.

Their relationship seemed close.

Clara.

Since she came in, Ella’s workload had decreased significantly.

Thanks to that, she was much more comfortable than before.

But there was something missing.

In fact, she had taken on too much work.

Passing on messages to the members or assisting the Director’s tasks was not something that should have been done by the Assistant Director.

It should have been done by someone else.

Clara was an efficient secretary who lived up to those expectations.

Perhaps it was because of her experience serving as a student representative, she knew a lot and had plenty of ideas to deal with various situations.

Above all, she didn’t care about the appearance of the members at all.

Although she looked like a quiet model student who had never done anything difficult, her personality was completely different.

While she was good at work, there were many sloppy and dishevelled aspects of her daily life.

She would take Sven’s nonsense seriously, or answer Womon’s questions with completely irrelevant remarks, confusing them.

Moreover, when she first arrived, she was scolded by Yurakne for walking around in just a t-shirt and panties, like she lived in a dormitory in the villa.


Clara became her second student to receive clothing education. 

The first was Maya, who wore the same clothes all week long.

Thanks to these friendly aspects, she quickly became close to the members.

Assisting the Director and smoothing the atmosphere of the members, these were originally Ella’s roles.

She did both very well.
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As the two disappeared completely from sight, Ella jumped up from her seat.

All eyes turned to her.

She trembled as if stricken with a fever, her whole body shaking.

Yurakne, who was standing nearby, approached her with a worried expression.

“Are you okay?”

Ella stiffly turned her head to look at her.

“Yes, y-yes? Oh, me? I-I’m fine……”

But it was evident to everyone that she was not okay.

She breathed heavily, sweat beading on her forehead, her eyes darting around aimlessly.

She awkwardly smiled and looked around at the others.

“Why, why are you all looking like that? Haha, it’s just a stomach ache…… I, I need to use the restroom…”

With that, she said and rushed into the mansion.

Not only her complexion but even her gait seemed unsteady.

She staggered midway.

Everyone looked at each other with worried eyes.

They all knew why she was behaving like this.

Ever since the incident at the freshmen welcome party, she had shown intermittent seizure symptoms.

It wasn’t due to an injury.

It was something they had anticipated happening sooner or later.

Her lost memories were coming back to her.

The members didn’t know what had happened between her and Wonderstein.

So, they couldn’t casually speculate about it.

Of course, just recalling what they had witnessed, Wonderstein was a dreadful presence.

He ruthlessly killed people without changing his expression, like a monster.

Ordinary people would never have accepted him.

That was no different for the monster members.

They had avoided being with him for several months.

But the members were those who had been rejected by society at least once.

They had suffered all sorts of hardships from “normal people.”

So, even if Wonderstein did something inhumane, they didn’t feel as much moral repulsion as ordinary people would.

That’s why they could choose to ignore his monstrous aspects as much as his human ones were revealed.

Of course, for Womon, Maya, and Gascon, who relatively joined the circus troupe late, they didn’t know what he had done. 

So, they had no initial aversion to him.

But Ella was different.

She was a founding member of this circus troupe.

She had seen everything he had done until now. 

Plus, there was a past that others didn’t know about.

They worried about how shocked she would be when she regained all her memories.

***

Ella, coming out of the garden, ran without knowing where she was going.

She just had to go where there were no members.

She arrived at the garden area.

The ground was completely empty, thanks to the members harvesting all the pumpkins in the morning.

She grabbed onto any wall and barely caught her breath.

“Ugh, ugh.”

She wiped the sweat from her forehead.

It was another damn hallucination.

It had been tormenting her since the freshmen welcome party.

It appeared even with her eyes closed and her ears plugged.

The places and people varied each time.

But there was a common denominator.

People died horribly, and Wonderstein was involved.

This time, it was an open field in some forest.

A group clad in Armor surrounded them.

When Wonderstein reached out his hand, they exploded into bits of flesh and blood.

Some fled, and some attacked with spears and swords, but they couldn’t become his opponents.

When he spread his arms, they all turned into a sea of blood and flesh.

He stood in the midst of that sea, laughing as he looked at her.

She wrapped her arms around herself.

Did he really… did he really do such things?

“No, no……”

Ella shook her head.

It was obviously false.

Surely, her constant negative conjectures about Wonderstein’s past were being reflected in these visions.

It must be…

Thus, she kept repeating words she herself wasn’t sure of.

Then, she heard footsteps from behind.

She turned around to see.

An old man, clad in muddy clothes, was trudging towards the garden area.

Approaching her, he extended a steaming cup towards her.

“It’s a tonic to clear your mind. You can’t stop memories from returning, but at least you won’t have sudden seizures like this.”

It was a freshly brewed herbal concoction.

He was undoubtedly responding to seeing her distressed.

“T-Thank… you…”

Ella cautiously accepted the cup he offered.

Gascon snorted and extended his hand.

“Hmph. You don’t have to thank me. It’s all because of that guy’s request.”

“That guy?”

“My apprentice, who else? He’s a real piece of work. Only learns what’s promised and then disappears… tsk. How nice would it be if he worried about me as much as he did about you.”


Grumbling like that, he pretended to tidy up the dishevelled area.

Ella stared at the herbal concoction in silence, murmuring.

“The director… worries about me…?”

A laugh escaped her lips.

The terror she felt upon seeing the hallucination dissipated as soon as she realized he was worried about her.

Gascon sighed deeply as he looked at her.

“You are fond of him, huh?”

“Hehe…”

She avoided his gaze as if embarrassed.

The old gardener shook his head as if in pity.

“Hmph. What’s so good about that guy? A pathetic fellow hanging around the circus despite having such abilities.”

Ella widened her eyes at Gascon’s words insulting the two things she liked the most.

“What? A dung carrier sniffing around and rolling on the dirt floor!”

“A dung carrier?”

The two exchanged insults, raising their voices.

Startled by the noise, the members who rushed to the area breathed a sigh of relief seeing the usual sight of the two.

***

Clara hummed a tune as she walked down the street.

She was singing the song the “Quartet” had played at the freshmen welcome party.

She occasionally hopped or swayed her shoulders in rhythm.

Passersby’s smiled subtly at the sight of the tall lady behaving like an innocent child.

What good news does she have?

Clara was engrossed in singing, unaware of how people perceived her.

Although she had lost her power, she still had the ability to listen in on conversations around her.

She had always kept it on before, but not anymore.

Using that power put a strain on her body.

She couldn’t keep causing trouble while indebted to her master. 

So, she refrained from using it except when necessary.

As she reached her destination, she stretched her arms out and spun around, finishing her song.

Clara learned about the world through human “conversations.”

In those whispers, she encountered numerous rumours, conspiracies, and manipulations. 

Thanks to them, she could grasp the dark and shady side of politics, society, and economics.

While listening to all those secretive stories, she acted as if she understood everything about the world and humanity.

But when she stepped outside, the world was different from her expectations.

The sensations of feeling, tasting, and seeing everything were filled with wonder.

“Wow, miss, what’s the good news? Why are you dancing like that from afar?”

A uniformed old security guard smiled at her and spoke.

Clara smiled back at him and shouted.

“Just because everything’s great! Here’s my Vergsong Merchant Union membership card!”

“Oh, okay, hmm, right. I’ve confirmed it. Haha, it feels so good to see a young lady so bright and cheerful.”

After confirming her identity, the old security guard opened the door for her.

She entered the bank.

Wonderstein and she had decided to divide the remaining tasks since it would take more time for him to come out with clothes.

She visited the corporate bank, responsible for handling the financial affairs of the Union and the company.

The building was bustling with elderly people in suits.

She was the only teenager there.

The guests looked at her as if she were out of place.

In this era, corporate banks were not places for the general public to frequent.

With difficult jargon, meticulous paperwork, and complex processing procedures involving stamps and signatures, it took a lot of effort just to accomplish a single task.

The circus had never had any dealings with this place before.

In Luz, Anais had taken care of the paperwork herself, and afterward, she had personally delivered the funds regularly.

However, for some reason, they had lost contact with her recently.

She hadn’t withdrawn her sponsorship.

They still had the qualification to participate in the Circus Grand Prix.

Wonderstein finally believed that the noble lady had taken an interest in something.

So, using the sponsorship qualification from the Merchant union, he had been going through the formal procedures to obtain funds.

He couldn’t believe it when Clara said she could handle it alone.

When he went to the bank, he and Ella always spent a lot of time discussing and dealing with this and that.

The staff at the counter had the same thoughts.

They didn’t think a teenager who looked barely over twenty could handle business at a bank alone.

But for Clara, who had accumulated knowledge of the world for a long time, bank business was nothing.

She handled what the bank demanded smoothly.

It was the skill of a seasoned merchant.

She handled the situation so well that the supervisor behind the counter even jokingly suggested that she should work for the bank.

Clara chuckled inwardly.

Perhaps she would have been moved by his words when her self-esteem was at its lowest, but not now. 

She was with the world’s greatest man now.

She didn’t envy any other position.

So, she was able to finish the bank business faster than Wonderstein had initially anticipated.

With time to spare, she found a nearby playground.

Although she was knowledgeable about high society, she hadn’t investigated acrobatics deeply enough to be able to pass herself off as Clara. 

But to properly fulfil her role as the director’s secretary, she couldn’t help it.

She needed to watch acrobatics and accumulate knowledge on the side.

Of course, there was another reason for her to be here.

“Alright, it’s time for an arm wrestling competition! Oh, wait, wait! You there, big guy, step back! This is for women only! Of course, if the gentleman is wearing a pretty skirt, we can consider it. I can’t dare to check if it’s attached to the lady or not, you see.”

Laughter erupted from the crowd.

The bearded man closed his mouth again and stepped back. 

Of course, he didn’t go to put on a skirt.

Clara also signed up for the competition.

The prize for the competition was a Halloween cookie set from Slagbrot Bakery, which she was already planning to buy today. 

If she won the prize here, she could pocket the money.

She believed she could win.

During this time, she had also received some enhancement to her physical abilities from Wonderstein’s ability.

She could easily handle the youngsters meandering around in this market.

Her first opponent looked to be about six years old.

“Hehe, little kid, little kid, little kid. I’ll eat you alive in the first match!”

Even though she was a kid, she didn’t intend to go easy on her.

She decided to weaken the opponent’s morale with some trash talk.

“Hey! Why did you come here if you’re just a baby bottle sucker?”

Clara whispered loud enough for her opponent to hear.

The kid blushed and bowed her head deeply.

“I-I’m old enough too.”

Clara pretended to listen intently to her mumbling.

“Yeah. What? Can’t hear you? Want me to come closer? Yeah, I can’t hear you, your voice is too small like a little kid’s!”

Then, from the crowd, the kid’s father shouted to cheer his daughter.

Clara pointed at him and teased.

“Is that your dad over there? Is that guy a person? Maybe a rooster?”

The kid’s shoulders trembled.

‘Hehe, she’s mad.’


The referee’s whistle signalled the start.

Clara twisted her arm without giving her opponent a chance.

Thunk.

The match was over in an instant.

TL Note: Eh is this foreshadowing. A small girl? A rooster? What do you think dear readers.
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I finished work earlier than I thought and spent time walking outside.

In various parts of the city, Halloween decorations were in full swing.

Laborers hired by the city were putting pumpkin-shaped ornaments on the gas lamps. 

And below them, they placed large models of bats and spiders.

When I first saw them, I felt a sense of familiarity.

It was because of the costumes they were wearing.

The people directly involved in the work were wearing overalls with skeletons drawn on them and skull-shaped helmets, while the higher-ranking officials supervising the work were wearing devil masks with red-horned leather.

Their appearance reminded me of clown and acrobats from our circus troupe.

Both the scale of the facilities prepared and the costumes of the officials indicated that the city was solidly preparing for this day.

It seemed like the city was taking advantage of this festival as an opportunity to leave a lasting impression on its visitors, especially with the large crowd gathered for the Circus Grand Prix.

I enjoyed the scenery as I walked along the streets.

Tril Trilo 2.

The spatial background of it was cities with six theatres.

And its temporal background was the Halloween festival four years from now.

Now the city was finally starting to resemble what I knew.

As I strolled around, I inadvertently passed the place where I had arranged to meet Clara. 

I ended up in the playground near the market.

Individuals or small-scale acrobats were showcasing their talents.

Laughter and amazement echoed everywhere.

I squeezed into the crowd to watch their performance.

Among them, there were familiar faces.

It was a comedy stage presented by two men dressed in identical suits.

“There’s a snake in my shoe!”

“Don’t miss it! We’ve been starving for three days!”

“But it’s scary! How do we catch it?”

“Let’s just cook the shoe!”

However, before they could even put the shoe into the pot, the snake jumped out from inside. 

It was because the shoe was so old that there was a hole in the toe. 

They chased the snake around, stumbling and falling, creating slapstick comedy.

The coordination between the snake and the two men was exquisite. 

That must have been the skill of the snake handler who accompanied them.

Laughter erupted from all directions. 

Some burst into hearty laughter.

Their skills had certainly improved significantly compared to when they were in Luz. 

Not to mention their acting skills, the script was much more natural than before.

Allen and Jo, who trembled at the sight of a single snake and babbled endlessly about it, along with Jo’s feeble attempts at tackling, were utterly ridiculous.

In the original work, they debuted as actors and didn’t receive applause for nearly three years.

But here, although it wasn’t a big stage, they were receiving positive responses from the audience.

I smiled as I watched them bow amid applause.

For someone like me who would eventually leave, these small changes were something to be happy about.

Each of my little choices was changing the future in unseen ways, regardless of the insignificance or importance of the circumstances.

Allen and Jo successfully concluded their performance.

I smiled as I watched them bow amid applause.

The next stage I visited was a solo performance by a tightrope acrobat. 

Surprisingly, instead of a tightrope, he was walking on something else. 

It was the blade of a giant pair of scissors.

“Is that real? Surely… it’s not fake, right?”

“Yes, it’s real! Earlier, a thick piece of wood was easily cut through!”

“How can she stand on top of that? And barefoot?”

The crowd murmured in amazement.

It was truly astonishing.

The acrobat not only walked by gripping it between her toes but also stood on it with her soles firmly spread.

But there wasn’t a drop of blood from her feet.

The acrobat silently performed her act without a word. 

She didn’t even give a simple introduction. 

Her face was hidden behind a mask.

From his physique, only the fact that she was a woman could be barely discerned.

She skillfully alternated between three sharp blades, performing daring feats on each one. 

Everyone watched her acrobatics with bated breath, gripping their hands in sweat.

When she completed a somersault in mid-air and landed back on the blade, cheers erupted from all around.

To not make a single mistake in such a chaotic environment was no small feat.

She was no ordinary performer.

At that moment, our eyes met.

“Huh?”

It was when she was completing her second somersault in mid-air and landing her foot on the blade again. 

She missed her step on the blade.

Her body plummeted to the ground.

Blood splattered from the blade as she fell.

“Scream!”

“S-Someone’s dead!”

“Ah!”

Spectators screamed in horror as they backed away.

But they would soon feel embarrassed.

The acrobat was perfectly fine. 

It was just a slight graze on her cheek.

Even that wasn’t too deep. 

While there was some bleeding, her life wasn’t in danger.

It was just one spectator overreacting.

As everyone awkwardly glanced at each other, I was already approaching her.


Despite being injured, the masked acrobat didn’t scream. 

I could barely hear her whimpering as I stood right in front of her.

“May I take a look at your injuries?”

She took a rough breath and nodded slightly.

As my hand touched her cheek, she let out a faint whimper. 

With each touch of my fingers, the bleeding stopped, and the cuts healed.

“What, is this a potion?”

“No way. You’d need tons of money to buy a single bottle of top-grade potion.”

“Is this also part of the show?”

I whispered softly to her, barely audible amidst the crowd’s murmurs.

“It was dangerous. You could have been seriously injured… Reyna.”

The masked acrobat flinched at my words.

She quickly shook her head.

“Y-You got the wrong person.”

Her forced attempt to speak confidently was obvious.

I immediately activated the Sound Room.

‘You’re not very good at lying.’

She didn’t respond at all.

I supported her and led her to a secluded corner of the playground.

Some of the spectators followed us, but when they saw us just sitting there quietly, they soon left to watch other performances.

We sat there in silence.

It had been a while since we last met.

Lately, she hadn’t sent me any quest requests.

She hadn’t asked for conversations, or secretly asked to meet in the alleyways, or requested me to play the role of her father.

Since the last freshman welcome party, she seemed reluctant to contact me.

After sitting silently for a while, she spoke first.

“I’m sorry.”

I smiled and shook my head.

“You should say, ‘Thank you,’ right? Reyna, you didn’t do anything wrong to me.”

She looked at me for a moment, then nodded.

“…Yes. Thank you.”

She let out a long sigh and spoke in a more relaxed tone.

We talked about how we had been during this time.

I also shared what had happened to me during this time.

That’s how we confirmed each other’s well-being after two weeks.

“When I feel frustrated, I often come out like this, cover my face, and perform alone. My father always criticizes me when I do it indoors.”

“I see. But performing such dangerous acts alone is risky. You should have someone helping you by your side.”

We never brought up why there had been no contact between us until the end.

By the time the blood dried up on the blade, a commotion erupted from a corner of the market.

It seemed like some kind of competition was taking place there, targeting the citizens.

Reyna decided it was time to leave.

She was still wearing the bloodstained mask.

“Are you going to keep wearing that?”

“Anyway, it’s for the Halloween costume.”

“Still, it’s a bit much to walk around with real blood on it. Wait here for a moment.”

Conveniently, there was a stall nearby selling masks.

I went there and picked one out.

In TT2, each protagonist and supporter character had a Halloween costume. 

Among the dozens of masks sold in the store, there happened to be the one she was wearing in the games.

I bought it and handed it to her.

“If it’s uncomfortable to show your face, you can wear this instead.”

It was a creepy mask.

The two horns on each side of the forehead were commonly seen in other masks, but there was something chilling about its expression.

It looked like it was crying, yet it also seemed angry.

With swollen eyes and sharp teeth, the gaping mouth seemed to be either crying in sorrow or screaming with anger.

“The Weeping Woman (La Llorona) mask.”

“The Weeping Woman?”

I didn’t know it had a special name.

Players just called it ‘Reyna’s Halloween Mask’ because of its appearance.

She accepted the mask I offered.

“It’s a legend from the Castya region. Haven’t you heard of it?”

She told me the story behind the mask.

It was about a pair of siblings.

As I listened to her story, I realized I had heard a similar tale before.

It reminded me of a conversation I had with Yurakne at a hotel in Luz a while back.

We used to exchange stories we read in magazines while drinking tea, and a similar story came up then.

The twins supposedly became stars and met only once a year on their birthdays, separated by the Milky Way.

I had commented that it was similar to the story of Altair and Vega….

As I mentioned that, Reyna nodded.

“Yes. That’s right. It’s about the stars. The twin stars have many names, and one of them is what I mentioned. It’s called ‘The Weeping Woman,’ and in that case, the other side is called… ‘The Laughing Man (El Reidor).”

The Laughing Man.

I glanced back at the mask store.

Just in case they had a mask for that man too.

Reyna corrected my expectations.

“It won’t be there. It’s mainly used for humorous purposes.”

As I looked back at her, she was already wearing the mask I had given her.

The Weeping Woman.

Knowing the story behind it, the mask seemed more sad than scary.

“Just wait here for a moment.”

She rushed to the mask store.

And she came back with a mask.

“I bought one too. For you.”

It was a crow-shaped mask.

I knew what it was.

“It’s the Saint Victor’s mask. It heals the sick…. Somehow, it seems to suit you, doesn’t it?”

She shouldered her equipment and left. 

People who met her on the way recoiled in fear.

It was certainly scary to see someone with a bloody blades and a Weeping Woman mask.

With the mask in hand, I got up to go meet Clara.

Then I saw people gathering in one corner of the street. 

It was the same place where the competition was supposed to take place earlier.

“What’s going on?”

“I don’t know, but apparently a monster-like kid came out in the first match. The table she was using as support turned to dust, and her opponent flew into a corner!”

“What? Wait, how old is this kid?”

Something seemed to have happened.


I followed the crowd to that place.

It seemed like the competition, or whatever it was, had been temporarily suspended.

The host, the other participants, and the audience were all looking at one place, murmuring.

“Aah!”

There was Clara, holding her broken arm and crying.
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I approached her, pushing through the crowd.

Clara, who had been sitting on the ground, sobbing, spotted me and immediately raised her head.

“Director… huh!”

Without considering her broken arm, Clara tried to get up from the ground and immediately screamed as she fell forward.

It was both pitiful and absurd. 

Laughter erupted among the spectators.

She poured out tears with a mournful expression.

I sighed lightly and approached her.

“Clara, what happened?”

“Waaah, Director!”

She buried her tear-streaked face into my chest and poured out her words incoherently.

“T-The thing is… I wanted to help in the circus… sniff!”

“Calm down. Let’s start by treating your arm.”

Her arm was twisted completely outward, with the bone protruding from her elbow.

I understood why she was crying so much.

Clara was already sensitive to physical pain and sensations.

If she rode in the carriage for too long, she complained of back pain, and if something cold or hot was nearby, she would exaggerate her reactions, astonishing those around her.

I grabbed her broken arm and infused her with determination. 

Debulroots flowed into her body.

The command I gave them was to recover her elbow joint to its original position.

It was a recovery command I had often used before.

However, this time, I had not considered one thing.

“Gyah… Ugyaaa!”

Crack. Snap.

The broken arm obediently followed my command, completely disregarding the pain its owner would feel. 

It twisted and bent on its own, causing Clara to roll her eyes back and foam at the mouth before fainting.

“Oh dear.”

The treatment had been so rapid that I hadn’t had time to adjust the command. 

Instead, I injected her with substances acting as painkillers and sedatives.

Her pale, contorted face regained color and relaxed.

After her treatment was over, I noticed the situation around me.

“I-I made a mistake… This shouldn’t have happened…”

“It’s okay, it’s okay. It’s not your fault. Look, that girl over there just twisted her arm a bit.”

A bit?

I looked behind me.

There, a large man of almost 2 meters in height was comforting a girl in his arms.

Now that I looked, the people being started by others wasnt Clara but those two.

The man soothing the child was none other than Minova, the Director of the Satbeyol Circus, my rival from the Rose Windmill Cabaret.

It was a familiar face after a long time.

Just as I was about to greet him, harsh words burst from his mouth.

“You! I finally found you! What have you done to my daughter!”

“Excuse me?”

I stared blankly at him as he suddenly emitted hostility.

Then, the child in his arms, Ruelle, turned her head towards me.

It was Minova’s daughter, Ruelle.

She looked exactly as I remembered her, but there was something unfamiliar in her expression.

She glanced at me from head to toe and chuckled.

“It’s you. The one who made me.”

Her words sounded far from childish.

I alternated my gaze between the defiant Minova and the mocking Ruelle.

I couldn’t understand what had happened.

***

Minova realized something was wrong with his daughter shortly after Wonderstein left Luz.

There had been signs before.

Furniture in her room kept breaking or malfunctioning.

Shelves collapsed, doorknobs broke, windows fell out of their frames.

Ruelle claimed it was just her playing around.

Instead of scolding his daughter, Minova praised her.

It was a relief to see her finally using her own body instead of lying in bed in pain for more than half the day.

He was even moved.

But when he saw her pulling out a wooden door effortlessly, he knew something was wrong.

He was once known as the Star.

He knew that talented kids showed signs before they turned ten.

But that was when they controlled their movements and actions. 

It was clear that being unable to control her strength in everyday life was unusual.

Even Ruelle herself didn’t know the cause.

“I don’t know. It’s been like this since I got better. It’s getting worse.”

“It’s okay. It’s not a bad thing! Haha, it seems like my daughter inherited her father’s strength, doesn’t it?”

He initially tried to think positively.

At least now it was certain what kind of acrobat his daughter would become in the future.

But that wasn’t the only side effect.

He woke up one night to a loud noise from his training room.

Rushing in, he found his daughter standing there in her nightgown.

He saw the iron bar in front of her crumpled like paper.

“Why… why are you in Dad’s training room?”

He saw that the iron bar in front of her was crushed like paper.

Rulle shrugged nonchalantly as she looked at it.

“I just wanted to test my strength.”

Her tone was so indifferent.


Minova’s paternal instinct kicked in.

He realized that the girl in front of him looked like his daughter, but what was inside her wasn’t his daughter.

“Who are you? Where’s my daughter?”

To his question, Rulle chuckled and shook her head.

“You catch on fast, huh? But even if you ask, I don’t know who I am. And your daughter is sleeping inside me. Don’t worry. I’ll give her back soon.”

There’s another entity inside his daughter!

That was enough to shock Minova.

***

Wonderstein, upon hearing the story, used his diagnostic function to check Ruelle’s body condition.

When asked if there was a problem, the Evolution Research Institute replied that there was no problem.

So he meticulously examined her body condition.

Before long, he could understand how things had gone wrong.

The Galaxy.

That was the problem.

At that time, Ruelle was receiving daily injections of the Galaxy into her body for treatment.

Originally developed as a curse remedy, it also had the effect of killing cancer cells.

Even on the day Wonderstein visited her for treatment, Rulle had just received an injection of the galaxy. 

He intended to use Debulroots to cure her illness.

The command given to Debulrotos was to “treat cancer cells, make the body healthy and robust, oh, and make the hair grow back.”

It should have ended there.

But the problem was that the galaxy was flowing through her body.

That’s what corrupted Debulroot.

Wonderstein remembered the fanatics he had met in Dvallchep.

Fortunately, Ruelle hadn’t reached that stage.

The corrupted Debulroot did not possess her brain. 

Instead, it formed another personality within her.

The change in her physique to “healthy and robust” was also a byproduct of that process.

Ruelle’s hair writhed like a living creature, swaying over her shoulders.

Her hair played around, picking up nearby objects and playing tricks.

Ruelle didn’t know what to do about it, so she bowed her head deeply.

It had a mind of its own, moving and acting on its own.

Wonderstein sighed.

He remembered the tales of cursed wigs that became possessed by demons.

“Indeed, it seems my treatment caused side effects.”

“As expected!”

Minova slammed the table in front of him.

As it shattered, all the cups on it fell to the floor and clattered.

He called in workers from outside to clean it up and sat back down.

Wonderstein asked, watching Ruelle calm herself by stroking her hair.

“So, what did you do next?”

“Ahem, I thought a demon had possessed Ruelle’s body. So I went to a nearby church. Luckily, Tisianne in the Luz Church had experience working in the Inquisition. I asked her to exorcise the demon from Ruelle’s body.”

Minova recounted what happened at the church.

***

It was like a horror movie.

The tense confrontation between the priest and the possessed daughter tied to the bed was thrilling.

The process of treatment was brutal.

Each time he drove the holy cross into Ruelle’s body, both the demon and Ruelle herself experienced excruciating pain.

Wonderstein believed it was inevitable.

The creature that had already been transformed due to Debulroots was no different from Ruelle herself.

In the end, unable to bear his daughter’s suffering any longer, Minova struck the priest on the back of the head, knocking her out.

The demon entrenched in Ruelle’s body proposed negotiations while tied to the bed.

It was a proposal to pretend to be healed, and Minova to cooperate with it.

“But won’t it be found out as soon as the holy stake is driven into the body?”

“Cut my hair. Most of my consciousness resides there. Without it, I won’t be able to exert any power. I’ll retreat into the depths of the consciousness. I won’t feel any pain even if the lance is driven into me.”

“And what if your hair grows back?”

“Then I’ll return.”

Minova’s fist trembled.

Negotiating with the demon infesting his daughter’s body was unthinkable.

But there was no other choice at that time.

If he didn’t agree, the priest would have tried to kill Ruelle to eliminate the demon.

Just as Minova was about to accept the proposal, Ruelle head turned 180 degrees to look behind him.

“There’s a little rat eavesdropping.”

***

At that moment, the door opened.

Thud.

All eyes turned in that direction.

Interrupting their conversation was the worker Minova had called earlier to clear the broken table.

His demeanor was peculiar.

It wasn’t that his appearance was extraordinary; he just displayed a sophistication that seemed out of place for his role—a scholarly-looking man with a refined demeanour.

He clicked his tongue at the broken table.

“What a mess. Who breaks things like this… Oh?”

His eyes met Wonderstein’s.

They stared at each other, unspoken animosity lingering between them.

Although they hadn’t met in a long time, there could never be any warmth between them. 

From the perspective of Dosville, Wonderstein was the villain who twice brought about his downfall. 

From Wonderstein’s perspective, Dosville was the despicable enemy who twice thwarted his quests.

As a chilly atmosphere settled in the room, Minova spoke up.

“The one who overheard our conversation is him.”

***

Minova continued the story, despite sensing the hostile tension between the two.

Dosville had been living attached to the church back then.

He lost his noble sponsors who once supported him during the opening ceremony’s trial, accumulated debts from gambling thugs due to wrongly betting on the Rose Windmill Cabaret’s test, and even fell out of favor with the authorities in Luz.

With nowhere else to turn, he sought refuge in the church.

Despite the church’s diminished authority compared to the past, it still held the privilege of sanctuary, where even kings couldn’t touch sinners.

Of course, in the current Orthodox Church, such authority wasn’t absolute.

However, even so, it wasn’t something that gambling thugs could meddle with.

Thus, he survived by obtaining porridge provided by the church once a day.

One night, he stumbled upon something unexpected: he accidentally witnessed people, including the priest, descending into the underground.

He witnessed everything, even the negotiation between the demon and Minova.

The moment Ruelle’s head turned 180 degrees to glare at him, he tried to flee in terror.

But the demon, still bound to the bed, leaped and subdued him.

“Aargh! S-Save me!”

Dosville struggled beneath the bed, foam forming at his mouth.

“He must die.”

As Ruelle’s hair extended like sharp blades, Dosville convulsed in terror.

But he couldn’t move a muscle against the monstrous force before him.

Just as Ruelle was about to decapitate Dosville, Minova intervened.

“Hey. Using my daughter’s body for murder! I can’t allow that!”

“Do you want to die?”

Minova glared at Dosville at his proposition.

Dosville trembled as he looked up at him.


He knew his life now depended on him.

His head spun frantically.

In that desperate moment, his survival instinct brought forth the only solution his quick wit could devise.

He crawled out from under the loosened bed, prostrated himself before Minova, and pleaded.

“Please accept me into the circus troupe!”
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Minova was well-versed in the physiology of the underworld, thanks to his youth spent wandering the back alleys. 

He negotiated with gangsters and settled Dosville’s gambling debts.

On the condition that he worked under him for two years.

Thus Lord Dosville came to join the Satbyeol Circus.

Officially, he was the director’s secretary, but in reality, he did the work of a servant. 

Even now, he was clearing broken tables and sweeping the floor.

After discussing everything that had happened, Minova got to the point.

“Can the Demon be removed?”

Wonderstein shook his head without hesitation.

He had been examining her body closely since earlier.

Unfortunately, the hair demon had already firmly bonded with her, becoming a ‘unique trait.’

Humans undergo cell replacement every six months.

Once that deadline passed, Debulroots couldn’t be separated from the newly generated cells.

In Ruelle’s case, the problem was that she was still under ten years old, even though she had only received treatment four months ago.

Children’s cell replacement cycles were shorter than adults’.

Minova looked despairing.

“Is there really no way?”

“I can’t guarantee it right now… but… there might be a solution in about two years.”

The Tril, the relic of the God of Circus, Kirku.

If they had it, it would be possible to fix her body.

Minova nodded.

He didn’t inquire further about what that method entailed. 

He was satisfied with the hope.

“Alright. If you ever need anything in the future, just ask. I’ll help with whatever I can.”

Wonderstein politely declined his offer to have dinner and left the building.

There was a carriage waiting in front of the building.

The luggage compartment of the carriage was filled with luggage sent from a clothing store, and inside the carriage, Clara was still asleep, drugged.

As he called for the driver to return to the lodging, someone came running out of the building.

A young girl with orange hair.

It was Ruelle.

“What’s wrong?”

She froze as they faced each other alone for the first time.

They had never properly spoken before. 

She was very shy. 

She took a small deep breath and barely managed to speak.

“T…there’s something Samson wants to say…”

“Who’s Samson?”

“I… I gave him that name…”

She said as she stroked her hair.

When her hand touched it, it squelched. 

It was like a cat enjoying its owner’s touch.

“Isn’t he the demon trying to take over your body?”

“Samson isn’t like that!”

Ruelle suddenly screamed.

Everyone passing by turned to look at her.

Realizing what she had done, she blushed and added in a low voice.

“I… I’ve talked to him… Samson is a good kid…”

“Well, we’ll see. Maybe Samson is deceiving you?”

“No, I… I said he isn’t…”

With a slight smile, Wonderstein looked at her.

The sight of the child was so cute that he couldn’t help but tease her.

“Alright. Let’s have a conversation.”

She hesitated for a moment, nodded her head, and closed her eyes.

And a few seconds later.

When she opened her eyes again, her pupils were coldly sunken.

“Creator.”

“Samson.”

They looked at each other silently.

It must have been a strange sight. 

A child and an adult almost twice her size staring at each other.

“I heard you had something to say.”

“I have a question.”

“What is it?”

He organized his thoughts for a moment and then spoke.

“How was I created? And was it really a coincidence that you made me? Or was there a purpose behind it? Ruelle cant hear, I pushed her down below. So, I’d appreciate it if you could answer me honestly.”

A human light that had never been seen before emerged in his expression.

Expectation, worry, fear.

He looked like a child who had just stepped out into the world for the first time.

Wonderstein explained his birth process as sincerely as possible.

Of course, he hid anything related to Debulroots.

Having heard the whole story, he looked up at the sky with a complicated expression.

“So according to you, I’m a being born without any purpose.”

“That’s correct.”

“… “

He stood there silently for a moment before speaking.

“I had hoped… I had expected something. That I was born with some sort of mission. I’ve been thinking about the one who made me.”

“What kind of imaginations did you have?”

“Scientists conducting experiments on human bodies, wicked magician, or maybe a possession like mine….”

“… “


“But all my expectations were wrong. To think I was just a byproduct created accidentally during the treatment process of this child. Am I nothing more than that?”

He let out a small sigh.

Wonderstein sensed familiarity in his attitude.

He remembered his friends from the orphanage. 

They often wore such expressions.

Failed experiments abandoned by their parents.

They pitied themselves like that.

Wonderstein felt a sense of responsibility towards Samson.

After all, he was a being he had created.

But he expressed strong resentment towards his attempts to console him.

“Get over it! Pretending to be my parents is pathetic. Didn’t you say it yourself? I’m just an accident, unrelated to your intentions. Do you feel responsible even for the weeds that grew from the fertilizer you spread?”

He said so and went back into the building.

Wonderstein couldn’t take his eyes off the direction he disappeared in for a while.

***

Shortly after the carriage departed, Clara woke up.

I told her what had happened during her sleep.

Of course, I left out anything about Samson.

I just explained that due to the side effects of treating Ruelle’s body, she had become stronger physically and was experiencing mental instability as a consequence.

A demon possessing a human body or a created being.

It would be an incomprehensible story for her.

She listened to my story, nodded her head, and then immediately fell asleep again.

It seemed like I had given her too much sedative earlier.

When we arrived at the villa, the members were preparing for dinner.

As I came downstairs after laying Clara in her room, Ella handed me something.

It was a small golden envelope.

I read the surface of it.

It was sent by Marquis Slagbrot, the owner of a Slagbrot Bakery factory.

“He wants to invite us tomorrow afternoon.”

“Tomorrow? That’s sudden.”

I carefully tore open the invitation, but there was no specific content written. 

It simply stated that the ten best acrobats from different field were invited.

“It’s not just me. Maya got an invitation too.”

“Maya?”

I looked around.

But she was nowhere to be seen.

Ella said she was tired and went to bed first.

“Maya learned acrobatics, but… was she at the level to receive an invitation from the Marquis?”

“Didn’t you know? Two weeks ago, when that monster appeared… They said many people saw her fighting. Like, throwing a thousand knives in the air at once. People who saw that went crazy saying she’s the best in dagger throwing.”

“I see.”

At that moment, the bell rang through the villa.

Ding dong.

It was announcing dinner time.

“Alright, today we’ve put our all into the meal!”

“Chirp chirp, everyone! Eat up!”

Yurakne and Ratman chef Lupa came out of the kitchen carrying dishes.

Certainly, among the dinners I’ve had since coming to Yeterinpuurk, today’s was the most luxurious.

The main ingredient was pumpkins harvested during the day.

Beef and pumpkin soup, grilled chicken wings with pumpkin, steamed clams with pumpkin, and so on.

Not only were there many varieties, but the taste was also exceptional.

“Wow, today’s food is the best I’ve ever tasted!”

“It’s worth all the effort we put into growing pumpkins for a month.”

“Is it really melting in the mouth?”

I also exclaimed while eating.

Indeed, among all the dishes she had cooked so far, today’s was the most excellent.

Seeing the enthusiastic reactions of the members, Yurakne smiled proudly.

“It would be embarrassing if you’re all so impressed. The best dish of the day hasn’t even been served yet.”

She looked towards one corner of the dining room.

There, there were dishes freshly taken out of the oven.

They also contained pumpkin.

“Oh my. I could open a pumpkin specialty restaurant!”

“I should have bought pumpkins every time I went to the market, what a regret.”

“By the way, Yurakne, didn’t you cultivate a vegetable garden? Did you grow pumpkins then too?”

Yurakne nodded in response to the youngest of the triplets’ question.

“Yes. Of course, I don’t have talents like Gascon so I couldn’t grow them as big. Still, when it was time to harvest pumpkins, I naturally became familiar with pumpkin dishes because there was a lot to cook.”

“Haha, what a lot of cooking for someone who lived alone in the forest…”

Sven’s cheerful voice suddenly diminished.

Something had come to his mind.

Even the people who were laughing and having a good time suddenly had their smiles fade upon hearing his words.

A silence fell over the dining room.

The only person whose expression didn’t change was Yurakne herself.

She maintained the same smile she had when Sven spoke.

Without any discernible change.

Everyone watched Yurakne closely.

Then, I made eye contact with her.

Realizing that I was smiling, I quickly covered my mouth.

She nodded towards me as if to indicate she understood.

“October is the month of my husband’s death anniversary. He liked pumpkins, so I always prepared a generous offering for the memorial.”

She stood up.

In one corner of the dining room, there was a dish that seemed to be the star of the day.

It was a large golden lump resembling a moon.

Six iron skewers were stuck into its surface.

Yurakne used her six arms to cut them all at once.

With a sharp sound, the lump was divided into six pieces.

Steam rose as the roasted meat and vegetables inside spilled out along with the brown sauce.

She scooped them onto a large plate and brought them to the table.

Everyone in the dining room remained silent, only breathing.

She served the food onto each plate with a large ladle.

“It’s not his death anniversary today… It’s around mid-October. This isn’t an offering, so feel free to eat.”

She said with a slightly raised voice, sounding cheerful.

But no one here responded to it.

They all silently focused on the dishes she served.

Then, Ella and Gascon made eye contact.

Both of them picked up their forks simultaneously. 

And they began eating the food with gusto.

“Wow! This looks so delicious! And the meat is incredibly tender!”

“Hahaha, the golden glow that only pumpkins can produce. Amazing! I’ll have to grow pumpkins diligently to eat this kind of thing!”

They exaggeratedly complimented the food as they ate.

Soon, other members also started to resume their meal one by one, following the two.

They all praised her cooking continuously.

After confirming that the atmosphere had returned to normal, I tasted the dish she had served.

The melted pumpkin and brown gravy sauce combined to create a deep flavour.

“It’s delicious, isn’t it, Ringmaster?”

“…It’s truly delicious. It’s the best among all the dishes I’ve ever eaten.”

“Haha, thank you. That’s the highest praise.”

After finishing our meal like that, we gathered in the reception room, enjoying desserts and sharing the Halloween costumes we had brought for the occasion.

“For now, try on your clothes tonight. And check if there’s anything uncomfortable. The tailor will come tomorrow morning to fix any discrepancies on the spot.”

With that, the members went back to their rooms to check their clothes.

Even though we ate until our stomachs were full from dinner to dessert, I still had something to eat.

It was to continue the experiment I had been doing for the past two weeks.

I took out a bottle containing sparkling powders from my pocket.

Starlight.

I don’t know who named it, but it was a fitting name.

I opened the lid and brought it close to my mouth.

Just facing it made me instinctively want to swallow it. 

It was like a primal instinct as Wonderstein.

Just for a fragment that was only made of Tril. I wonder how excited would I be if I saw a real gemstone?

Yesterday, when I drank a pinch, I could momentarily but quickly deactivate inherent characteristics.


How much should I eat today?

Two pinches?

Just as I was about to sprinkle the powder into my mouth, the door suddenly opened with a bang.

The bottle slipped through my loosely clasped fingers for a moment.

And a large amount of starlight powder poured into my mouth.
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The tailors of Yeterinpuurk were inherently knowledgeable about Halloween costumes.

After closely examining the physical characteristics of the monster members, they recommended designs that suited them.

Yurakne chose the costume of a “White Witch.” 

Having portrayed the “Black Widow” before, she wanted to try the exact opposite role this time.

The appearance of the costume was just as its name suggested.

She wore a white wizard’s robe and a wide-brimmed white hat that covered her head down to her shoulders. 

With glasses added, she exuded an image resembling a scholar who had been stuck in a library without seeing sunlight for a long time.

Yurakne liked this design.

In her usual self, she was a typical country woman who enjoyed gossiping and cooking.

She didn’t dislike being like that, but sometimes she wanted to appear intellectual and calm.

The costume of the White Witch was perfect for her desire.

However, when she actually put on the finished clothes, she couldn’t help but make a perplexed expression.

The clothing store had undoubtedly made the clothes as designed. However, there was a significant flaw in the outfit.

Yurakne took a slow breath and carefully stood up from her seat.

But before she could straighten her waist completely, there was a tearing sound from behind her. 

As she reached out to check it, this time, the button that was fastened at the front popped off.

The button hit the wall and bounced somewhere into the room.

She looked at herself in the mirror.

There she was, with her chest bone prominently exposed.

She turned around and checked the back.

It was even worse. The robe was torn from her neck to her waist, revealing bare flesh.

This was the problem.

The clothes were too small for her.

Surely, the robe that should have been loose was clinging to her body like an evening dress, revealing her figure.

But Yurakne couldn’t blame the tailor.

Because it wasn’t him who measured her body.

She measured her own size. 

Perhaps she felt embarrassed to reveal things like her bust size in front of everyone.

She thought she measured accurately, but something went wrong in the process.

The tailor said he would come back tomorrow morning to adjust the clothes to fit the members’ bodies.

Yurakne’s face burned at the thought of standing in front of people like this.

What should she do about this?

As she pondered, one thought crossed her mind.

The Director’s magic.

The ability to freely put on and create clothes once seen.

How could she not use that?

She carefully opened the door and stepped out.

There was no one in the corridor.

She moved her steps as quickly as possible. 

She couldn’t let other members see her in this embarrassing state.

“Would it be okay to show this to the Director?”

She recalled what happened in Luz.

The Director accidentally stripped her clothes while testing his new ability.

He called it a mistake.

Despite his awkward laughter and words, it had no convincing power at all.

But Yurakne knew about the curse on his body.

A curse that always forced a smile.

Among the circus members, only she knew this fact.

No matter what happened, he could only smile.

Looking back, it was humiliating.

Even seeing her own naked body without changing expression.

Despite knowing it was a curse, it felt creepy somehow.

At that time, what were the Director’s true feelings?

Was he embarrassed or… excited?

But she couldn’t blame him.

She had worked hard to cultivate her figure to the point where she wouldn’t lose to anyone. 

She didn’t even think her skin would pale compared to younger people.

During her travels, she had seen many people, but no one had a larger chest than her.

Oh, except one.

Except for Womon.

In the past, she had no confidence in her body as she did now.

No, she was rather full of inferiority. 

She envied ordinary people with ordinary bodies.

Because of that, she had worried that her husband might leave her. 

Even though she was grateful for his love, she sometimes doubted his sincerity.

She thought his love for her was just a kind of pity for a childhood friend.

Her husband was thoughtful and patient.

He always stood by her with a constant attitude, despite her sudden bouts of depression and instability.

Thanks to him, she could overcome her self-loathing.

That should have been enough…

If only his smile had been there…

He left to give her something greater, but in the end, he lost his life.

Thinking back to those days, she arrived at Wonderstein’s room. 

She checked her appearance once again through the mirror in the corridor.

Was it because she was too hasty? 

The clothes were even looser than before.

Thanks to the sleeves on her back and waist, the clothes didn’t completely fall off. 

But it was inevitable that the side of her chest was visible.

Is it really okay to go in like this?


Suddenly, she felt pathetic looking at herself in the mirror.

At this ambitious moment, exposing her body like this and searching for his room seemed like an obvious temptation.

What would the Director think of her?

And the fact that she had inadvertently thought about her husband on the way here also acted as a stumbling block in her mind.

So she hesitated at the door, but then she heard humming from upstairs.

Familiar melody and sound.

It was Sven.

Yurakne swallowed hard.

If that stingy old geezer saw her like this, she could imagine how he would react. 

He would tease her endlessly for weeks to come.

The humming got closer and closer.

It took him no more than 3 seconds to come downstairs.

Without thinking, she burst into the room.

Thud.

It was just the moment when Wonderstein was sprinkling Starlight into his mouth.

He ended up swallowing an amount of dust dozens of times what he had yesterday.

[Unique Trait ‘The Smiling Man’ is deactivated.]

As the message appeared, his face twisted and he began coughing.

Some of the dust had entered his lungs.

“Uh… cough… cough!”

“D-Director, are you okay?”

She approached him in surprise.

But just two steps ahead, she stopped abruptly.

What she saw was shocking.

He, who always maintained a relaxed smile regardless of the situation, was now tearing up and grimacing.

“Ugh, I think I took too much of this.”

Wonderstein took a breath and turned to her.

“I was surprised. What’s going on?”

Resentment appeared on his face. 

Even in his voice, which always had a hint of laughter, there was a full sense of grumbling.

She opened her mouth.

“You’re not… smiling, are you?”

At her words, Wonderstein blinked, then sighed.

“Ah! Um, th-that’s… hold on a moment…”

Yurakne watched dumbfoundedly as he scrambled to find a nearby mirror. 

There was no trace of his usual composure in his actions.

After checking his expression, he awkwardly forced a smile and scratched his cheek.

“Uh, h-haha, um, well, you see, there’s a bit of a situation…”

He couldn’t hide his confusion. 

While mumbling, he was sweating profusely.

Yurakne felt her common sense crumbling.

It was the first time she had seen him lose his composure to this extent.

But somehow, she didn’t mind.

Unintentionally, a smirk crossed her lips.

She wasn’t sure what was going on, but his current state felt fresh and amusing.

“What happened?”

“Well, you see…”

Wonderstein began to calm down and explain the experiment he was conducting.

“Oh, so that’s what happened. Does that mean the Director’s curse has been completely lifted?”

“No, it isnt. It’s only for a limited time.”

While speaking, Wonderstein felt a sense of discomfort. 

He didn’t feel like himself.

It had been easy to play the role of Wonderstein so far.

With the smiling man, he could simply throw out a few words and his laughter-tinged voice would make him seem normal.

He was relieved of the social aspect of the conversation which acted as  burden and instead allowed him to calmly assess the situation.

But not now.

He had to constantly think about what expression to make and how to speak in each situation.

It felt like suddenly having to manually control in a game that had always been on automatic mode.

Moreover, the person sitting across from him made him even more uncomfortable. 

Throughout their conversation, he couldn’t even meet her eyes directly.

Her outfit made it even harder to focus on what he was saying.

It was because of her outfit.

Her plump chest was fully exposed, barely covering the sensitive areas.

Every time he saw it, his face flushed red.

His heart raced, and his legs tensed around the object between them.

It was the first time he had experienced this since coming to this world.

Until now, he had never experienced such a thing.

Although he could harbour humane affection for women, he had never felt sexual desire.

Maintaining composure in the flesh always meant an inability to get excited.

That also applied to sexual desire.

Experiencing it after six months was quite unfamiliar.

Yurakne was aware of his condition.

Unlike before, his gaze, expressions, and movements were all too easily readable.

She could tell that he was greatly flustered every time she sneakily showed her chest.

She suppressed the urge to laugh.

Everything about him was so cute.

The man who always maintained a confident attitude and a gentle smile was now embarrassed like a young boy.

Contrary to his handsome face, his shy demeanour presented a charming contrast that had never been seen before.

Yurakne pursed her lips.

Until now, she had maintained a comfortable distance from him. 

She knew well how difficult it was to deal with suspicion and obsession, so she had tried to become close gradually by spending more time together. 

But even that couldn’t break down Wonderstein’s fortress-like composure.

But now, the opportunity had come.

Her woman’s intuition, honed by once trying to conquer a man, was speaking.

It’s time to make a move.

She approached the bed where he was sitting.

“Director.”

She pressed up against him.

Wonderstein felt dizzy.

The pungent raw smell emanating from her skin made his head spin.

“How do I look in my outfit?”

She slipped her finger into the neckline, making her ample bosom shake.

Wonderstein’s pupils also shook in response.

“W-well, it suits you… very well…”

“But, my chest is completely exposed because of the tear, isn’t it?”

She smacked his back with her palm.

Her lips drew a seductive curve.

Wonderstein felt like he was about to lose his reason to her charm.

His mouth moved uncontrollably.

“Isn’t that a good thing?”

What on earth did he just say?

He quickly shook his head.

“I-I mean, that’s not what I meant…”

As he tried to recover from the words he had blurted out, she moved.

Her shadow cast by the moonlight streaming through the window.

From there, six arms emerged.

The two arms on her back held onto his shoulders.

The two arms around her waist pulled his body closer.

And her two normal arms wrapped around his head.

“Miss Yurakne?”

“Stay still.”

Her voice contained an irresistible charm.

Her violet eyes grew larger and larger.

Her warm breath tickled his neck.


“Suddenly… what…?”

He couldn’t speak.

His breath was caught.

She blocked his mouth.

Something soft, slippery, and hot entered his mouth.
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Her sudden kiss made all his thoughts come to a halt.

Her breath, her scent, her skin.

It felt like the whole world was filled with her.

His body went limp, and his mouth involuntarily opened.

Thanks to that, her tongue easily slipped between his lips.

She explored every corner of his mouth.

It was a kiss so intense and passionate that it felt like she was trying to devour him.

She targeted every sensitive spot, making him moan when she licked, and shiver when she bit.

He couldn’t regain his composure.

He wanted to push her away, but he couldn’t muster the strength.

Yurakne found his resistance adorable.

His actions seemed more like an invitation to her.

At the right moment, she withdrew her lips from his.

It was a strategic retreat performed at a perfect timing.

His tongue, which had been moving uncontrollably, was now still.

It was an exquisitely timed withdrawal.

His tongue chased hers out of his mouth. 

It was only then that he realized what he had done.

Yurakne whispered into his embarrassed ear as she blew on it.

“Oh dear, was my kiss so enjoyable, dear Director?”

His face turned scarlet with embarrassment.

Her teasing tone seemed to make him even more embarrassed.

She didn’t give him a chance to defend himself. 

She moistened the exposed part of her robe. 

Thanks to her tightrope training, her slim, well-toned legs were revealed. 

She inserted them between his thighs.

His pants were bulging as if they were about to burst since earlier.

Yurakne stroked his thigh firmly, as he stubbornly held his head high.

“Ah!”

The sensation was so electrifying that Wonderstein couldn’t help but let out a scream.

The simple act of scratching the tip of his manhood provided an unbelievably intense pleasure.

It surprised Yurakne, who touched him, more than him.

He was so sensitive.

Don’t normal men do this much when they masturbate?

She whispered into his ear as she nibbled on it.

“Director. How lewd is your body, hmm? Hehe, you pervert.”

Who’s talking?

He tried to protest, but he couldn’t.

Her legs moved again, preventing him from doing so. 

This time, she didn’t stop at once. 

She continued to tease the tip of his glans with her thighs.

“Uh, uh!”

All he could do was moan in ecstasy.

Each time her legs brushed past him, his member twitched eagerly.

“Please, stop… Uh, ah! Y-Yurakne…”

He gasped for breath and twisted his hips.

It was a sensation he had never experienced before.

He had never masturbated since birth.

Perhaps because he had been rolling and crawling around since he was a child, his penis was so deeply discoloured that it was extremely insensitive. 

It was impossible to stimulate it by scratching or rubbing against the ground.

So, he was always in a state of sexual frustration.

While most men have a perfectly functioning sex drive, the problem was that he didn’t have a way to satisfy it.

But now, for the first time in his life, he was experiencing extreme sensitivity.

His face was now so flushed with embarrassment that tears welled up in his eyes.

“Uh! Y-Yurak… Uh!”

Yurakne thought he was adorable every time he made a sound.

The fact that such a strong and dignified person was now lying under her whimpering like a teenage boy experiencing masturbation for the first time made her feel pleased.

She teased him relentlessly, reveling in his distress.

“Uh, huhu, your mouth may dislike it, but your body is honest, isn’t it? You shy one.”

“Ah, ah…”

Wonderstein looked at her with teary eyes.

The woman who was playing with his body was not the usual Yurakne, who was shy and awkward in some ways.

Her provocative smile and lustful gaze were the epitome of a spider woman on stage, exuding sensuality.

She fell forward, still holding onto him.

The two bodies intertwined on the bed.

She covered his lips with hers once again.

The first kiss was her solo performance.

But the second one was different from before.

While she still seemed to dominate the stage, the other party also started to move with her.

Wonderstein threw away his reason and surrendered to his instincts.

The hand that was trying to push her away now grabbed her plump chest and squeezed it, and the tongue that had been cowering in his nest ventured boldly into the other’s territory.

It was a rough and clumsy caress.

But the feeling of conquering the other gave Yurakne a mental satisfaction.

The two of them passionately explored each other’s lips.

Their tongues entwined like a pair of snakes mating.

Moistened moans echoed back and forth.

As their tongues intertwined, the sticky sound of their mouths slurping reverberated throughout the silent room.

“Haah, haah…”

In the space where their mouths parted, a silvery, viscous saliva hung like a thread. 

Yurakne once again lightly stole his lips to suck up every trace of it.

“How long has it been since you last kissed someone?”

“…Uh, it’s been a few years.”

Upon hearing his words, Yurakne inwardly screamed.

At least that meant he hadn’t mixed bodies with anyone since she joined the circus. 

It seemed that even with the wealthy patron, it had all ended with just flirting.

Her lips smacked with a sense of victory.

Leaning into his chest, she rested her face against it as she pulled her golden hair, shimmering in the light, from his mouth.

“So, how was it? A kiss after a long time?”

Was this one achievement enough?

Her voice had been calm since earlier.

Thanks to that, Wonderstein could finally breathe a sigh of relief. 

He smiled playfully and replied, “Hmm… it smelled like pumpkin. Did you forget to brush your teeth earlier?”

“What?”

She raised her eyebrows, and he started to calm her down.

Yurakne enjoyed watching him struggle and gradually relaxed her expression.

Ah, so this is you.

You’ve been hiding this behind your nasty smile, haven’t you?

She slipped her arms into his shirt.

His firm abs were touched.

He accepted physical contact with a much more relaxed attitude than before.

He even seemed to have the leisure to stroke her hair.

But it was only for a moment.

As her fingers circled around his nipples, he swallowed a moan.

For some reason, a tingling sensation was felt at a certain point in his lower abdomen.

Yurakne quickly noticed his body’s reaction.

“Hehe, you’re sensitive here too.”

She flicked his nipple with her finger.

The tingling sensation burst forth, and his member stood up straight.

“Ah!”

His expression was illuminated by the moonlight.

The face of a beautiful man, worthy of making even women jealous, distorted with pleasure.

She had made him like this.

Other members wouldn’t even imagine.

That their Director could make such an expression.

Only I can see this side of him.

He’s mine.

This man is mine.

She teased his nipples with her fingertips and said, “Tonight, I’ll sleep here.”

Her words.

He knew what they meant.

“Is that okay?”

Her other hand undid his shirt buttons.

She unbuttoned his top and climbed onto his stomach.

Her violet hair and eyes glistened in the moonlight, like silk or jewels.

Her large breasts and slender waist were something even magazine models couldn’t match.

He wanted to hold her.

As much as she desired him, he desired her too.

He wanted to leave his mark on everything about her.

But there was a major problem for him.

It was his dignity as a man, something he couldn’t easily reveal.

Still, he decided to speak up.

After all, he would be exposed within 30 seconds of starting anyway.

“I… I don’t know.”

She chuckled at his words.

“Hmm?”

He swallowed his saliva and mumbled in a voice avoiding her gaze.

“I… I don’t know how to… do it…”

To understand his words, she had to replay them in her mind several times. 

Soon, she covered her mouth with both hands in disbelief.

“No way… Are you… a virgin?”

With a gaze akin to seeing a rare species, he nodded in embarrassment, different from earlier.

“…Yes.”

He truly was ignorant about sex.

He barely even watched the common adult videos in his previous world.

It was difficult to see it alone, let alone clear the traces of his actions.

“I can’t believe it… that someone like you, the Director, has never been with anyone else?”

It was a gaze as if looking at a caged monkey.

He gritted his teeth and spat out, feeling his pride hurt for no reason.

“There have been times… but I wasn’t the one taking the initiative…”

Even as he spoke, he felt somewhat ashamed.

Could that be considered as experience as well?

Welfare assistants volunteered to relieve sexual desires for people with physical discomfort. 

Despite the lewd implications of the term “sexual service,” it was actually an embarrassing and tedious task.

In a solemn atmosphere, a caregiver with an expressionless face would mechanically stimulate the genitals with gloves, squeezing out the accumulated semen. 

Given the ambiance, it was naturally difficult for the recipients to enjoy it. 

There was no room to feel pleasure. 

After accumulating for a few weeks, they barely touch it before ejaculating.

However, Yurakne perceived his words entirely differently.

She recalled his background.

Despite his confident attitude and incredible skills, she hadn’t recognized it well before, but he was a person without official status, a Wanderer.

He had grown up on the streets since infancy.

She didn’t know what he had gone through, but she could guess.

Looking at his current appearance, with those delicate lines and skin, she imagined him being even more beautiful than most girls when he was young.

An invisible child with no parents or status.

A pretty boy from the Wanderer group.

She had heard about how they treated pretty boys in the Wanderer groups.

He must have done whatever it took to survive.

Whether it was by his own choice or someone else’s.

Suddenly, she felt ashamed of her actions.

She bowed deeply.

“I’m… I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have touched your sore spot…”

“No, I’m the one who should apologize. I couldn’t meet your expectations, Yura…”

His smile left her speechless.

Could there be someone so innocent and kind?

But his following words made her slightly angry.

“You’re disappointed, aren’t you? You can leave if you want, I understand.”

He said with a bitter smile.

She raised her eyebrows.

What did he see her as?

Just because she heard about one past incident, did he think she would scorn him?

She pursed her lips and descended below his waist.

Feeling annoyed that he dared to think like that.

She grabbed his belt with her four arms.

“You can stay still, Director.”

She said so and pulled down his pants and underwear simultaneously.

His penis, with its skin peeled back, rose abruptly, revealing its pink flesh.

Yurakne stopped in her tracks as she saw it.

Unconsciously, she swallowed her saliva.

His was thick and hard, yet it had a graceful curve. 

The twisting veins at the base were impressive.

It was bigger than her faint memory of her husband’s.

“Y-Yura, w-wait…”

His protests didn’t reach her ears.

She stood still, gripping his thighs with her four arms, and plunged her head between his legs.

“I’ll handle everything… Aah.”

Her mouth, wide open to the point of being vulgar, swallowed his penis.



 
  
    Chapter 207: Wonderland – 10


Her tongue and cheeks enveloped his member gently.

Her mouth was warm and moist.

Feeling like all the blood in his body was rushing downwards, he felt dizzy.

Squelch. Squelch.

The sticky sound continued rhythmically.

He glanced downwards.

She was sucking his member vigorously, with her cheeks caving in. 

With each shake of her head, her breasts bounced against his thighs.

She had always been the one looking after the members with affectionate eyes from behind. 

The thoughtful woman was now kneeling in front of him, with his dirtiest part in her mouth.

Her actions were so stimulating. 

Even her distorted face when sucking was beautiful.

As he met her hazy eyes, his penis throbbed with more intensity.

She licked his shaft, sucked his balls, and even moistened it with her saliva. 

She pinched the skin under his glans with her nails or made a ring with her thumb and index finger and shook it from bottom to top.

“Hah, hah, hah, huff!”

She smiled inwardly at his pleasure-filled expression.

He was always a man who didn’t collapse under any circumstances.

Yet here he was, unable to gather himself under her touch.

It stimulated her sadism. 

Dark desires rose in her heart.

How could she torment him more?

How could she completely dominate him?

She wanted to see him filled with shame and tears because of her.

She wanted to see him trembling with pleasure even if she just touched him.

She wanted to see him looking at herself with resentful eyes while being forced into humiliating positions.

Eros and Thanatos.

The confusion of love and the desire for destruction.

Her eyes flickered with madness.

She loved him.

She wanted to break him.

To her, they were the same thing.

Then, he screamed.

“Ah… Y-Yura, I can’t hold it anymore… Ugh!”

The object she had in her mouth wriggled.

For a moment, he bowed his head, then raised it abruptly, spewing sticky liquid.

A translucent, yellowish mucus poured into her mouth.

A bitter and sour smell filled her mouth and nose.

It was an immense amount of semen.

But she couldn’t pull away. 

Wonderstein was holding her head firmly.

“Ugh.”

The mucus, emitting a foul smell, poured thickly into her throat.

She struggled to pull away, but he pulled her even closer into his embrace.

She could only lift her head from between his legs when his grip loosened and he collapsed with limp eyes.

“Pffft!”

She barely let go of his member from her mouth.

But even then, it didn’t stop ejaculating.

Squirt. Squirt.

His penis continued to pulsate, shooting liquid all over her upper body.

Her face, glasses, and hair were covered in semen.

Only when his member finally subsided did he collapse onto the bed.

He gasped for breath, staring blankly at the ceiling.

“Hah, hah… Th-Thank you, Yurakne… Hah, this feeling… It’s my first time…”

She raised her head, wiping the semen off her lips.

“Don’t mention it.”

She was truly thankful for what he had just done for her.

Thanks to him, she could regain her composure.

She realized what impulse she had been caught up in just now.

She wanted to destroy him.

She wanted to strangle him, hit him, or even stab him with a knife. 

She wanted to see him cry and suffer, to see him bleeding.

Her own curse.

She thought it had disappeared.

But it hadn’t.

The demon still resided in her heart.

It dominated her mind as soon as she fell into sexual excitement like that moment.

She bowed deeply.

Her body was still aroused. 

Her lower abdomen was throbbing.

She wanted to stay with him longer. 

She wanted to mix their bodies more fiercely.

But if she continued like this, she didn’t know what she would do.

She couldn’t repeat what happened three years ago.

“Sir, I…”

But she couldn’t continue her words.

It was because of something in front of her when she lifted her head.

A pillar emanating intense heat.

His penis was once again erect and rigid.

Unbelievable.

Usually, after ejaculating once, one needed at least an hour of rest…

Wonderstein, gazing blankly at her, spoke.

“I can’t just… enjoy it myself.”

He swept away her hair, now a mess with semen.

“Just a moment… Sir, I…”

“Trust me.”

His voice was much more confident than before.

He had recovered his stamina using Debulroots.

Plus, he had registered a new skill in his skill book.

The Evolution Research Lab had informed him that it was the most expensive skill among them.

Nevertheless, he spared no expense.

Though it might be difficult to use it again after tonight, he considered it worth it.

“I want to please you too, Yurakne.”

She, who had thought she should refuse outright, felt her strength drain from her body when faced with his affectionate whisper.

How could she reject him when he came out like this?

Yeah. 

It’ll be fine.

She comforted herself.

He was so powerful that he could engage in a battle of life and death.

Even if she was engulfed in some wicked impulse, it would be difficult to leave a single scratch on his body.

Above all, her curse manifested when her sexual excitement peaked.

Sorry, but she didn’t seem to have the ability to excite him that much.

Perhaps, like the husband on their wedding night, he would just try this and that until it was over.

“Alright. Come here.”

And so, the two began rolling on the bed, undressing each other.

However, not even 30 minutes had passed before she realized she had been mistaken.

“Ah! Ah! Ah! S-Sir, stop, there… Hah, no, D-Director, not there… Hah, haah!”

She clung tightly to the bedsheet, barely managing to support herself with her arms while lying face down on the bed.

Her legs were already unable to bear it. 

Her thigh muscles trembled as if in convulsion.

Despite his ejaculation, Wonderstein didn’t stop thrusting into her hips.

Instead, he pushed harder.

“Haahh!”

She couldn’t hold on any longer and buried her face in the bed. 

Drool dripped from her mouth.

Nothing came to her mind.

Her brain felt like it was on fire.

He hugged her tightly from behind.

The two of them lay intertwined, catching their breath for a moment.

But not even a minute passed before he moved again.

He lifted her body to face him.

She looked at his body.

His broad chest, faintly visible abs, and the firm muscles clinging to his shoulders and arms.

It was a perfect physique one could only see in the works of artists.

But the time to appreciate it was short-lived.

“Huuu.”

He licked her lips, ears, and every corner of her collarbone. 

He looked deeply into her sensitive areas. 

Everywhere his mouth touched was particularly sensitive to her.

While teasing her with his tongue, his hands never stopped.

He gently caressed her swollen nipples, which had turned red from his repeated touches.

“Huuu… You feel it again even when touched like this, Yurakne? You’re lewder than I thought.”

“Huuu…”

After a short rest, the two resumed their passionate embrace on the bed.

This time, she tried to find her pace again. 

She guided him towards areas where she could enjoy slowly and avoid sensitive spots.

But her attempts were thwarted in one fell swoop.

He found her favourite spots like a ghost and relentlessly targeted them until she completely lost herself.

“Stop…! P-Please… Ah, other people will hear…!”

She thought it might be too late to worry about it now, but she spat it out anyway.

To delay his pace even for a moment.

But he smiled brightly without any sign of panic.

“Don’t worry. I’ve taken care of everything.”

He said so and thrust his hips again.

Thanks to the continued lovemaking, her hole was well lubricated. 

Her vagina swallowed his penis to the root.

“Hup!”

Her waist bounced.

He knew that no one would hear this sound.

Thanks to the soundproofing function. 

Currently, only the two of them could hear the sounds they made.

He helped her scream a few more times.

Soon after, she collapsed on top of him as if she had given up.

“Huuuh…”

She climaxed multiple times within an hour.

This was unprecedented.

Even her husband could only manage twice in one night.

Before long, she felt his hand, which had been caressing her hair, slowly moving down her waist.

She had something she wanted to ask him before they started again.

Her desire, resurfacing as her sexual sensitivity peaked.

Eros and Thanatos.

The confusion between love and the desire for destruction.

In terms of the words on the bed, it could be expressed like this.

A sadomasochistic tendency.

Her penalty for mind control didn’t just affect “loving someone.”

It also affected “being loved.”

In other words, the desire dominating her now was the exact opposite of before.

She wanted to be tormented. 

She wanted to be destroyed.

But because it wasn’t easy to say it aloud, she hesitated.

Seeing her party quest popping up before his eyes, Wonderstein wore a slightly embarrassed expression.

He had tried to turn off the notification since her favourability rating kept rising, but the quest popped up at that moment.

Although he had promised to do anything to satisfy her, he hesitated when he saw the content of the quest.

But he quickly pulled himself together. 

He recalled how she had served him. 

It might be embarrassing, but if this was her wish, he decided to go along with it.

He whispered as he gently stroked around her anus with his fingers.

“How is it? Comparing your ex-husband and me?”

Wonderstein saw her anus quivering.

Thanks to combining the skill book responsible for skills and the diagnostic function for assessing the opponent’s physical condition, he could grasp everything about her and respond accordingly.

“Why… such a sudden question?”

“Isn’t it uncomfortable for you to think about whether you enjoyed being with me more than your ex-husband while we’re mixing our bodies? Just answer. It’s me or your husband?”

His tone seemed chilly, making her tremble.

He was irritated.

Having always seen him smiling, it was the first time he saw him angry.

Her husband’s face, who protected and rescued her, flashed through her mind.

At that moment, Wonderstein inserted his finger into her anus.

Since it was wet enough, his finger slid in smoothly.

“Huuuh…!”

“Speak up. Who is it?”

“N-Not him… That man is just my ‘ex-husband.’ Right now, my husband is… D-Director-nim… H-Haaah! Director-nim satisfies me much more than that man!”

The pleasure of one thing crumbling.

Semen dripped between her genitals.

Wonderstein inwardly sighed.

This is a bit tough.

And so, the two writhed on the bed for hours.

At times, she would hear his complaints, suffer insults, or be forced into submission.

She was satisfied.

His ability to understand her body was truly remarkable.

But there was one regrettable thing.

Although he had explored every sensitive spot on her body, there were still areas he had barely touched.

But that couldn’t be helped.

Even he couldn’t touch at six places simultaneously.

Then, a hand slipped between her armpits.

It wasn’t just one.

Nor was it two.

She resisted the temptation of those hands trying to tickle her and turned around.

There stood Wonderstein, who had returned from briefly going to the bathroom as he said he would.

She sighed as she saw him.

“Ah.”

The shadow of a man standing in the moonlight enveloped her warmly.

Six shadows stretched their arms toward her.

“Your ex-husband couldn’t do this, could he?”

He approached her with a smile.

With his six hands, he grabbed her six hands.

The six pairs of arms touched and explored each other as if in disbelief.

Tears streamed down her cheeks.

“Y-Yeah… He couldn’t. He was an incompetent husband. You… You’re the best.”

The two embraced tightly and exchanged passionate kisses.

The two spider-human hybrids shared everything about each other’s bodies that night.
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When I opened my eyes, the first light of dawn was just breaking through.

Checking the time, I realized that less than two hours had passed since I fell asleep.

Despite that, my body felt invigorated. 

Even after working intensely all night, I felt refreshed as if I could fly away.

It was all thanks to using Debulroos to continuously restore my stamina.

Of course, the sensation I was feeling couldn’t be solely attributed to that.

There was a mental liberation.

That was the biggest part of it.

I looked at Yurakne, who was sleeping, while holding my waist tightly.

Her body was marked with traces of the passionate night we had.

Marks from pinching, biting, and hitting were scattered all over her body.

Using Debulroots, I tidied up the traces of my presence on her body.

Especially, I paid more attention to the areas that were exposed, like her face and neck.

As soon as I swept my palm over her skin, the marks disappeared as if by magic.

With six arms, the task was quickly completed.

I refrained from touching the intimate parts of her body. 

Some parts were difficult to reach because she was asleep, but there was also a desire to leave some evidence of our love from last night.

The Evolutionary Research Lab informed me that the effects of the starlight was fading.

I originally thought it was a useful function, but my trust in this tool grew even more after last night. 

Thanks to this diagnostic function, I was able to understand all of her weaknesses.

Before long, shy sunlight peeked over the horizon and streamed through the window.

Her figure became much clearer than before.

She always used to tie her hair back with hairpins, but now she was letting it all loose.

Her hair was so tangled that it resembled seaweed.

The parts that had been pressed against the pillow were tangled messily together.

So that’s why she always tied it up.

I was glad to see another side of her that I hadn’t known before.

While stroking her hair, I reflected on last night’s events.

There were moments of embarrassment, where her face turned red, and moments of satisfaction, where a smile naturally formed.

It was the first time I had experienced something like this. 

Being intimate with someone else, physically.

Even though I had gained arms and legs here, my mindset about my body remained the same as before.

Handshakes were something done using arms, a “tool,” and walking was done using legs, another “tool.”

Psychologically, I had confined my existence to the familiar form. 

For me, the arms and legs on my body were additional appendages, characteristics like the mantilla’s blade, rather than part of my body itself.

But yesterday, I crossed that barrier.

What would it feel like for a mute person who had only understood words with their head and ears to finally open their mouth?

Experiencing others through the body and influencing them physically was a mysterious experience.

Moreover, she wasn’t just a stranger; she was a woman I had feelings for.

She was someone I could converse with most comfortably in the circus troupe, someone who had many things I didn’t.

The ecstasy I felt when we mixed our bodies wasn’t just due to physical stimulation. 

There was also a significant emotional satisfaction.

“Um, D-Director?”

Perhaps because I touched her hair too much.

She woke up.

She looked at me with a drowsy gaze.

Her purple eyes sparkled in the sunlight filtering through the window crack.

My reflection was visible in the center of her eyes.

She was still somewhat groggy, but even in that state, she looked beautiful to me.

I felt infinite affection towards her that I couldn’t describe.

I wanted to express my gratitude to her. 

I wanted to convey emotions that couldn’t be described at this moment.

But the moment I opened my mouth, an alert popped up.

[Unique trait ‘The Smiling Man’ is being applied again.]

I felt the muscles in my face twist. 

A smile, beyond my control, formed on my lips.

The sense of elation I had just experienced subsided into calmness.

I hadn’t noticed this when I always wore it.

But now that I had tasted freedom and returned, I felt it.

This suffocating feeling that fills my emotions with a leash.

What’s more frustrating is that I can’t even get angry in this situation.

I continued to smile, and no matter how much I tried to vent my frustration, my mind returned to calmness.

I still harboured good feelings towards her, but it wasn’t as vivid. 

There was an artificial scent that was almost unpleasant.

Why did Wonderstein implant such a trait?

My reflection in her eyes didn’t change much.

Although I twitched for a moment, I was still smiling.

However, she noticed my change.

She stared at my face intently and spoke.

“Have you come back?” she asked.

“…You noticed,” I replied.

“It’s pretty obvious. Now, if it’s about the Director’s body…”

She said with a shy smile.

Her smile would have made me fall for her all over again. 

But now, I couldn’t feel that level of excitement.

“Do you know what I was about to say?”

“No. But I can feel it even if you don’t say it. We had enough conversation yesterday.”

She suddenly pretended to wipe away tears while gently stroking my cheek.

It was an awkward sight, stealing glances from a smiling person’s eyes, but I felt a pang in my chest.


“Haha, Yurakne, I really can’t deceive you anymore. What gave it away?”

“Oh no, I just knew.”

I scratched my head awkwardly.

“That’s troublesome. Now we have one member who doesn’t listen to the Director’s authority.”

“It’s good to have at least one. Someone who appreciates your acting.”

We got off the bed and went to the bathroom together.

Even as she showered, she occasionally bumped her body against mine.

But I couldn’t respond to it.

The Smiling Man made me insensitive in every aspect. 

Not only in response to stimuli but also in thinking. 

Even her subtle gestures required scrutiny to understand their meaning.

Perhaps she felt that too, as she stopped her actions towards me.

“Is it the promise that the Director will fix our bodies? Does it apply to the Director’s body too?”

I nodded.

Seeing that using Tril’s fragments could be release the trait, it seemed that Wonderstein’s unique traits, though applicable to the Director’s body, were not particularly different from those of other members.

If it was a real Tril, fixing this body would also have been possible.

“I hope the Director’s research succeeds.”

But would that mean anything?

When the time comes, I might return to the original world….

After leaving the bathroom, I raised the temperature of my palms to over 60 degrees and dried her hair. 

Using techniques learned from the skill book, I combed and styled her hair.

Now I understood how she managed to tidy up this curly hair so neatly.

It was a technique that required having six arms.

After finishing the task, I decided to keep all four arms inside.

I could feel her disappointment.

“We can often stay like this when we’re alone.”

“Really? Isn’t it too much for the Director’s body?”

“Of course not.”

We embraced each other with the six arms we had attached to us.

And finally, we exchanged a short kiss.

But I couldn’t feel the same excitement as before.

It was because of the artificial excitement caused by the Smiling Man.

Had I always lived thinking this state was “normal”?

Even if there was a Smiling Man, I thought I could still be sad or angry inside. 

But now I realized that was my misconception.

Compared to real emotions, this was blurry and poor. 

I became more wary of the Smiling Man once again.

After breakfast, the tailor arrived at the mansion.

Due to the non-standard physique of the members, even if they took measurements, there were many discrepancies. 

He adjusted the clothes on the spot to fit the members’ bodies.

When it was Yurakne’s turn, he exclaimed.

“This is amazing! Haha, I thought the guest’s clothes would be the most challenging. I was worried that we wouldn’t be able to make proper clothes due to the unknowns of the joints and movements of the arms. But to have it fit so perfectly like this!”

The tailor kept expressing his admiration.

Yurakne and I smiled at each other.

The real clothes she received yesterday had become rags and were just thrown away. 

The clothes she was wearing now were brought out by me through the capabilities of the wardrobe.

After the tailor left, shortly afterward, the carriage sent by Marquis Slagbrot arrived.

I boarded the carriage with Ella and Maya.

The members came out in front of the mansion to see us off.

As everyone exchanged greetings as usual, Yurakne approached the front of the carriage.

She was dressed in a white robe, a white pointed hat, and wore glasses, dressed as a Halloween witch.

The White Witch quickly scanned Ella sitting next to me and Maya sitting opposite me. 

She smiled slightly towards them and leaned closer to me, whispering.

“Have a safe trip, Director.”

Before she got off the carriage, she suddenly kissed my cheek.

It was a very brief kiss.

Shorter than what Ella or Reyna had done. 

It was even shorter than what the fruit store lady had done last time. 

It was just a light touch of the lips.

But it was enough to shock the members.

“Hahaha, Y-Yurakne, di-did you fi-finally, hahaha, k-kiss him? Hahaha!”

“Wha-what? Wha-what is it?”

“D-Don’t be so embarrassed, Wo-Womon! It’s a, it’s a routine greeting in Kiev!”

“Th-that’s right! I-It’s, it’s no big deal!”

“Why are you guys noisier than Womon?”

Except for the taciturn Bendict, everyone else was making a fuss about Yurakne’s action.

Even the Gascon was laughing so hard he had to hold his stomach.

I calmly smiled and started the carriage.

“Well then, I’ll be going.”

Through the rear window of the carriage, I saw her blushing face and shouting back at the members. 

Sven’s head thumped against the ground again because of her slap.

Then, she locked eyes with me.

We smiled at each other and waved our hands slightly.

Only after the view of the mansion completely disappeared did I turn back to the front.

Ella and Maya were whispering something to each other, glancing at me.

It was the first time in months that the two of them looked so friendly.

They conversed with each other in hushed voices, and although I couldn’t hear everything, some things caught my ears.

Ella heard that Yurakne deliberately made her clothes bigger than her measurements, yet she found it strange that they fit perfectly. 

Maya nodded in agreement.

“She looks like she gained weight.”

Oh, was that so? 

So that’s why her clothes tore?

I was thankful that she gained weight.


If not, her clothes wouldn’t have torn yesterday, and she wouldn’t have come to my room.

“If that’s gaining weight then its great.”

Upon my words, Ella and Maya widened their eyes and looked at me.

They whispered something to each other as if they had something to say, then they glanced at each other’s bodies.

When the carriage entered the square, the two of them seemed slightly embarrassed.



 
  
    Chapter 209: Wonderland – 12


The overall appearance of the Slagbrot Bakery Factory resembled a massive castle. 

The sharp soaring chimneys resembled turrets, and the high outer walls without windows evoked thoughts of stone-built battlements. 

However, the factory did have windows, albeit not easily recognizable due to the metallic panels used as exterior cladding, which gleamed with a silver sheen. 

These panels were seamlessly joined together, leaving no room for even a single sheet of paper to slip through. 

What was even more astonishing was that not a single flat metal panel was used; instead, the panels were curved at various angles, allowing the factory’s outer walls to form smooth curves, akin to dough moulded by skilled hands, without any sharp or jagged edges.

Such extreme curvature did not seem suitable for a factory building that should prioritize efficiency and productivity. 

Similarly, there were no walls or armed guards blocking off the factory compound from the outside world. 

The low fences and large arched gate at the main entrance served merely as symbolic boundaries, with not even security guards patrolling the area.

This open working environment fostered a atmosphere where confectioners could continuously develop creative products. 

The factory manager also generally viewed this positively.

However, when the time came, he found himself seriously considering the need for barbed wire fences and armed guards. 

It was during the October Halloween festival.

Throughout this month, the factory held a special event: children dressed as monsters would visit the factory to receive free snacks.

However, the snacks given out were mostly surplus or low-quality items.

This event was also an opportunity to clear out warehouses before the influx of imperial logistics shifted to Yeterinpuurk.

The factory manager had no issue with the event itself. 

It was the boldness of the children, fuelled by the festive atmosphere, that worried him.

Just yesterday, several incidents occurred within the first day of October. Starting with a child falling into the chocolate tempering machine, then another being hospitalized for ingesting unneutralized toxins, followed by a child leaping into the incinerator to save the pet squirrel, and one nearly being flattened by the compression machine.

The fact that there were no fatalities that day seemed miraculous. 

The circus-like atmosphere in the city only seemed to exacerbate the children’s excitement, leading to more recklessness.

Back in his day, such antics would have been met with a swift reprimand. 

However, the factory manager recalled the daring children of his own youth with a sigh. 

He feared what other accidents might occur in the remaining four weeks.

So, when he disembarked from his commuter carriage and saw the crowd of reporters surrounding him, it was not unreasonable for him to feel a pang of fear. 

Perhaps there would be a fatality after all.

At this time of year, reporters often swarmed the area around the factory. 

However, the crowd before him now was several times larger than usual.

Clearly, something major had occurred.

The reporters bombarded him with questions before he even stepped off the carriage.

“What happened?”

“Is it true?”

“Really?”

Probing for facts amidst the chaos was one of a reporter’s patented manoeuvres. 

It was an effective tactic to unsettle someone who might be hiding something.

However, the factory manager was not one to be easily rattled. 

He calmly deflected the questions and assessed the situation.

The reporters seemed frustrated by his non-responses.

“Could it be related to the item you purchased at the Vegas auction?”

“How did you ascertain the authenticity of the item?”

“Why did the nobleman visit here today?”

Finally, the factory manager pieced together the outline of the situation.

Whatever the reason for the reporters’ presence, it wasn’t solely because of what was happening here. 

It was related to Marquis Slagbrot, the owner of this factory.

He noted that most of the reporters wore badges labeling them as “Special Correspondents” for various media outlets. 

These individuals were dispatched to cover the Grand Circus Prix.

Based on these clues, they inferred one fact through the mention of “Vegas auction.”

“The Marquis must have acquired something else again.”

Marquis Slagbrot as a well-known circus enthusiast, with many rare collectibles related to circuses in his possession.

Just two days ago, he suddenly announced another visit here, leading the factory manager to speculate that he intended to add another exhibit to the showroom he had set up in a corner of the factory.

“Clear the way!”

“Step aside, everyone!”

Soldiers in uniforms carrying swords emerged from inside the factory.

They were the Marquis’ personal guards.

They pushed aside the questioning journalists and courteously escorted the factory manager inside the building.

The Marquis’ young secretary greeted him.

“Manager.”

“What’s going on?”

The secretary sighed softly, shaking his head.

“It seems rumours have spread somehow. We originally planned to reveal the item you acquired once all the guests had arrived, but things have turned out like this. I apologize.”

“It’s alright. October is always like this. But who are these guests you mentioned?”

“Well… Ah, there they are.”

The secretary gestured towards one side of the square.

Five carriages bearing the noble crests were lined up, making their way here.

As the secretary signaled, soldiers rushed out and quickly formed a cordon around the carriages.

The carriages came to a stop right next to the factory entrance.

As the coachmen opened the doors, people inside the carriages began to disembark one by one.

The journalists gathered here were all from entertainment magazines or cultural sections of newspapers. 

They could identify the people getting off the carriages.

Golden Carnival.

Silver Veil Circus.

Satbyeol Circus.

Papal Circus.

Wonderstein Circus.

All five of them were participants in this year’s Circus Grand Prix.

They got off the carriages and greeted each other with delight.

Karen ran to Maya as usual, embracing her tightly, while Ella spotted Ruelle, clinging to her dad’s leg, and waved cheerfully.

Wonderstein exchanged greetings with Arno, Minova, and Hopps.

Hopps had met Arno at the Rose Windmill Cabaret before, but after him  rescuing her sister at the last ball, they properly exchanged greetings.

Unlike the 50-year-old Arno and the married Minova was in his 30s, Hopps, in his 40s, having a slightly naïve aspect about him, often teasingly chiding him like an elder brother.


He would often throw jokes at him like a spiteful older brother.

Hopps started at Wonderstein’s face and chuckled.

“You seem to have shaken off the bachelor label while I wasn’t looking.”

“…Can you tell just by looking at my face?”

“Haha, you’re more innocent than you look. At least if you answer like that, you’ll get some sympathy, right? Carrying that face all the way to this age? So, who have you been sleeping with?”

“Can you please keep it down?”

Wonderstein glanced at Ella and Maya, who were standing nearby, and spoke. 

Hopps’s expression stiffened at the sight.

“You wouldn’t happen to think that, would you?”

“Stop with the strange thoughts. It’s not like that. And shouldn’t you refrain from asking such questions?”

“So what? It’s just us guys here.”

At Hopps’s words, Wonderstein glanced at Arno standing next to him.

Arno didn’t give any indication and was staring into the distance.

At that moment, the man who had been standing alone until now intervened in their conversation.

“That guy’s nothing special, Hopps. He’s just a man who goes around hypnotizing women. Heh.”

At Simon Maguire’s words, Minova frowned and said, “Please stop with the nonsense, Lord Fantastic. Director Wonderstein is not that kind of person. He’s a decent young man. Let’s show courtesy among directors.”

Lord Fantastic nodded, as if to acknowledge his words.

“Ah, criminals indeed defend criminals. It may be true that there are many unprincipled individuals in this industry, but it would be awkward for me to treat someone who uses his fists or mesmerizes women the same way I treat other directors.”

“What did you say!”

The atmosphere between the two became tense.

The animosity between them spread to the children.

Ruelle clung to her father’s leg, trembling at the thought of another accident, while Ella glared at Lord Fantastic, who insulted Wonderstein, and Reyna standing behind him.

Now that it was about time for the secretary to gather the journalists and introduce them, he frowned at the situation unfolding.

‘This is why clowns are not welcome. How dare they come here as if they were invited?’

Fortunately, before he could step forward, Arno intervened and managed the situation.

As the oldest among the circus people gathered here, he gently restrained them, causing Simon and Minova to reluctantly step back.

Wonderstein thought that Simon seemed particularly irritable today.

Given their draft dispute, he certainly had reason to hold a grudge, but it was strange for him to pick a fight in this situation.

Once the situation was settled, the Marquis’ secretary lined them up behind and stepped forward to the journalists.

“As you may have already heard, His Lordship the Marquis recently acquired a valuable item. You may have heard of it before. ‘Fantasy 13.'”

His declaration surprised everyone present.

Fantasy 13 referred to the 13th script left by the playwright Christian.

Officially, he left behind 12 scripts, but rumours of an unfinished 13th script circulated in the industry since long time.

To finally find it was like discovering a gem in front of the factory.

“D-Did you hear? It’s Christian’s! Christian’s 13th script!”

No one was more excited than Ella.

She kept exclaiming in admiration, tightly gripping Wonderstein’s arm beside her.

He remembered how big a fan she was of Christian.

The journalists fired off their prepared questions like a barrage.

“W-Where did you acquire it?”

“Has its authenticity been verified?”

“When will you reveal its contents?”

The secretary calmly answered each question from the journalists.

“It was found in an old locker at the Lekachep Circus School. As you know, His Lordship and the playwright Christian were close friends.”

“It hasn’t undergone precise evaluation yet. However, His Lordship is confident it’s authentic.”

“His Lordship wanted to see the performance with his own eyes before revealing its contents to the public.”


The journalists nodded at the first two responses, but raised their eyebrows at the last one.

“What do you mean? His Lordship wants to see the performance himself?”

“Exactly as it sounds. His Lordship wishes to have the exclusive right to witness the first performance of the script.”

The secretary gestured to the 10 people from the five circus groups behind him.

“The individuals here are gathered to request exactly that: to perform the 13th script.”



 
  
    Chapter 210: Wonderland – 13


There was no one in the Circus industry who didnt know about Playwright Cristian.

That’s how significant his status was in the industry.

However, there was no one who could say they knew him well. 

That’s how much of a mysterious figure he was.

Externally, there was only one pseudonym known as Christian, with no known details such as appearance, gender, or age.

Originally, even the name Christian was something the world randomly assigned.

Over 30 years ago, at that time, carriage companies were distributing pamphlets containing simple maintenance knowledge and maps for carriage travellers.

Among them, a section introducing local attractions was included in a pamphlet by a carriage company that is now defunct, and an anonymous critic active there was the person now known as Christian.

It was a time when popular art was increasingly advancing after the Industrial Revolution, and the position of aristocratic art was becoming precarious.

The world of Acrobats was no exception. 

It manifested as a confrontation between magicians catering to the upper class and acrobats entertaining the lower class.

Magicians often mocked acrobats as mere street performers displaying cheap tricks, while acrobats viewed magicians as pandering to the whims of the nobility with their lackluster skills.

During that time of mutual baseless criticism of each other’s performances, Christian emerged.

He looked at the performances of both groups from the same perspective.

Such attempts had been made before, but most of them simply presented neutral standards and ended up being criticized by both sides.

However, Christian’s critiques deviated from that path.

He focused on the impact of technological advancement and social change on performances and the process of what is added and discarded in that process. 

He described where the performances he saw originated, how they branched out through various avenues, and what flowers they bloomed into, while highly evaluating the new possibilities pioneered by the seeds sprouting from there.

His writings were precise and sharp yet brimming with affection for the performances themselves. 

Even for those heavily criticized, his writings were enough to evoke admiration.

Thanks to the reputation of his critiques, what was merely an insert in a pamphlet provided for free by a carriage company evolved into an independent performance critique magazine even after the company went bankrupt, with the name remaining unchanged to this day.

It could be said that part of the fame of the critic was at play in the fact that the Christian’s Guide could qualify to award stars at this year’s Circus Grand Prix.

The renowned critic didn’t stop there but went on to write scripts himself.

He released one script to the world every year, with a total of 12 officially released. 

However, rumours circulated about the existence of a 13th script that he had written but hadn’t published before his death.

What lay before the acrobats gathered in the reception room of Slagbrot Manor was precisely that rumoured but silent “Fantasy 13th.”

No one could take their eyes off the bundle of papers.

Among those gathered there, Lord Fantastic was the only one who knew about the news in advance.

He had stayed at the Golden Carnival at the manor and had received a hint through the people around the lord last night.

While others were engrossed in the script, he quickly organized his thoughts and stood before the lord.

“I understand why you’ve summoned us. If it’s a work by Christian, it’s only natural for acrobats to perform it.”

The others nodded in agreement with his words.

Christian’s works had been adapted into countless versions after being released to the world.

However, considering it hadn’t been 20 years since his passing, the number of times his original works were staged was significantly less than the adaptations.

This was due to the difficulties inherent in Christian’s originals.

His original works demanded not only acting and singing but also acrobatics from the actors.

For example, scenes like the maid being controlled by the evil sorcerer’s thread in Shadow of Sorcery, or the juggling of freshly baked cookies between Master Baker and Princess in Sweet Delights, were typical.

In other words, Christian demanded actors to embody not just actors or singers but also acrobats.

Naturally, gathering people who could do all of that wasn’t easy.

So, the proliferation of adaptations that altered or even omitted scenes of acrobatics performed by actors was inevitable.

“Perhaps there are only four places in the world where Christian’s works can be perfectly implemented without the guidance of the original creator, with just the script in hand. The Wheel Circus that easily gathers people with abundant talent, the Lekachep 25 with talent from one of the six major theatres, ‘Christian Memorial’ where performers have mastered acting, singing, and acrobatics at a first-class level and the ‘Golden Carnival’ led by me.”

Lord Fantastic emphasized his position as the director. 

If he utilized his Inspira, he could make all members perform at a level surpassing Lekachep 25.

He said so and looked at the other acrobats gathered here, twirling his mustache.

“Don’t we have enough of ourselves? Is there a need to include those who fall short of the standard? Especially those two who are severely lacking.”

“What did you say?”

“You’re kidding!”

Minova and Ella both exclaimed, rising from their seats simultaneously.

“Did you forget that I am both a charlatan and a singer? I’ve acted in Christian’s original works since I was a teenager!”

“What are we lacking?”

Lord Fantastic sneered at the two, then quickly stuck out his tongue.

“It’s not a matter of skill.”

He softened his expression and bowed slightly to the Marquis.

“Your Grace, the performers of the premiere of Fantasy 13 will surely make a name for themselves in the industry. There will be months of buzz. But surely there will be those who envy. They will try to tarnish the value of the premiere you have enjoyed. Since they cannot criticize Christian’s work, the arrows will turn to those who performed it. Those two circus troupes will become the focus. They will become targets of intense scrutiny. They may have been back alley thugs in the past, or terrible slave traders. As Christian’s name is tarnished, wouldn’t it hurt you, who love him?”

The Marquis quietly listened to his words.

It was a decent attack to probe his feelings for Christian.

However, he did not refute the other’s words. 

Instead, he called for his secretary.

“Give out copies of Fantasy 13.”

The secretary brought ten stacks of papers and distributed them to them.

The acrobats grabbed them and began reading frantically. 

Lord Fantastic, too, got caught up in reading the script, forgetting his attempt to persuade the Marquis. 

Only Maya read it with a slightly grim expression.

The title of Christian’s 13th script was ‘The Five Acrobats.’

The plot went like this.

It tells the story of a festival in the capital city, where the daughter of a rural lord, who came to watch, ends up taking on the role of the court jester, which no one else in the palace wanted at the time when the storm was raging outside.

But why is it called ‘The Five Acrobats’? Because it involves five 10-year-old acrobats who are intertwined with her story.

A claimant to the throne who hides his identity to preserve his life.

An assassin who infiltrates the palace on behalf of an enemy nation.

An ambitious person who dreams of climbing the social ladder by forming ties with nobles or royalty.

A disciple who is terrified of standing on stage after his master jokingly gets his throat slit.

And a young caretaker who will do anything to feed his family in the slums.

The story woven by these six unique characters was intriguing in itself.

Anyone reading it could tell it was a story inspired by the six who founded the Lekachep Circus School.

The problem was, to perform this script as it was written, five 10-year-old acrobats who had mastered tightrope walking, ground tricks, taming, strength demonstrations, and archery were needed.

Only then did the five realize why they were invited this time.

Reyna, the tightrope walker.

Karen, the ground trickster.

Ruelle, the strength demonstrator.


Maya, the archer.

And Ella, the tamer.

When questioned by Simon on why Minova’s daughter was in the strength category, she directly bent and twisted the metal cane like a straw and pulled it back to show it.

Wonderstein noticed her hair flicker for a moment.

“They invited her after hearing about her performance in another city.”

Simon rubbed the part of his metal cane that had been folded.

“Even if five of them are here, the most important, the protagonist is missing, isn’t she?”

At Wonderstein’s suggestion, the Marquis nodded.

“That’s right. The role of the protagonist is the most difficult. She starts out as a naive daughter of a rural lord, but grows as she learns skills from the five acrobats. In other words, she must be proficient in all five areas to perform the ‘improving acting’.”

Ella and Reyna glanced at each other for a moment.

There were only two people among the teens gathered here who fit that description.

Although the Marquis couldn’t see, he seemed to have guessed it as he nodded.

“It would be good to have each person specialize in their field. That seems more fitting to me. I personally selected the protagonist. She is a suitable candidate who excels in all five areas.”

As one side of the reception room opened, a woman dressed in Lekachep’s uniform entered.

Wonderstein chuckled upon seeing her.

It was surprising to see her here, especially after she hastily left after only eating breakfast due to being called by the School.

“Miss Clara.”

“Oh, Director! What brings you here?”

She looked surprised to see them.

She had fainted yesterday, so she hadn’t heard that they had received an invitation from the Duke.

There was a brief commotion.

No one had imagined that Clara, who was the Head Student of Lekachep, would join Wonderstein Circus.

Since she hadn’t joined as an acrobat, they wouldn’t know.

“Goodness. The girl who picked on my daughter was ‘that Clara’?”

Minova looked at her with a complicated expression, seeing her picking on someone over ten years younger than herself. 

Even as Director, she seemed lacking as an ordinary 18-year-old.

“Eek, you’re that two-faced girl from back then!”

“S-sorry, sis…”

And so, it was concluded with Arno being introduced as the illusion specialist.

In this performance, there were no props, no background, and no costumes used.

Since the only audience was the Marquis, who couldn’t see, the illusions were solely for the immersion of the actors.

In a way, there was no need to call acrobats of their calibre. 

But the Marquis didn’t want to concede even that. 

Entrusting Christian’s premiere to those with no skill was itself an affront.


He was in a position where he couldn’t fully enjoy the performance anyway.

So, he was satisfied with selecting promising future acrobats worthy of the name ‘The Five Acrobats.’

“Well then, I entrust it to you, my acrobatic troops. Request anything you need from the secretary.”

With a smile filled with anticipation, the Marquis received support from his secretary and left the room.

TL Note: I will be honet….I didnt think he coudnt see? Is that why the Secretary always with him…



 
  
    Chapter 211: Wonderland – 14


In the Slagbrot Bakery Factory, there was a small three-story building that seemed out of place at first glance. 

Although small in comparison to the factory’s size, it was larger than several houses combined.

The building exuded an atmosphere as if it was living in a different era.

Its architectural style was quite old-fashioned, and its exterior was quite worn out, despite having been renovated quite a long time ago.

Surrounded by the factory’s elegant buildings with graceful curves, the building looked even older than its actual age, seemingly out of place.

The descriptor of not fitting in didn’t just apply to its appearance. 

Its purpose and location were also issues. It occupied a significant portion of the factory without serving any apparent function.

However, none of the factory workers questioned why the building was there. 

That was because this place was where everything began for this company.

It used to be the pastry shop of a certain pastry chef before he became the owner. 

Originally located on a different street, the pastry chef bought the building and moved it to this location.

Although the building was old and worn out, its interior was clean, thanks to the regular maintenance by the employees.

It was also the place where the rehearsal for “Fantasy 13” was taking place.

The 11 acrobats commissioned by the Marquis stayed here, dedicating themselves to the performance.

The Marquis’ soldiers guarded the building 24 hours a day, controlling access in and out. 

No one was allowed to leave the building until he watched the premiere of the performance. 

The Marquis did not want any information to leak out before then.

There were several attempts to break in, mostly unsuccessful. 

However, one attempt almost succeeded. 

Several journalists managed to sneak in by stealing the factory uniforms and pretending to be employees. 

They managed to steal a portion of the script that was left unattended in the rehearsal room.

Fortunately, the suspicious behavior of the soldiers led to their capture, preventing the information from leaking out.

The public’s interest in “Fantasy 13” was explosive. 

Newspapers devoted a whole page to the news every day.

Most of the news was repetitive, as there were no new revelations.

They speculated about the content of the play, questioned the authenticity of the script obtained by the Marquis, or condemned the Marquis’ monopolistic behaviour of owning cultural assets that should belong to all humanity.

Fortunately, there was little criticism of the acrobats invited by the Marquis, as there was no way to know what was happening inside.

Thanks to that, they could focus solely on preparing for the performance.

Before starting the actual rehearsal, they first selected a director. 

No matter how good the script was and how talented the actors were, without someone to coordinate the entire stage, the performance would face difficulties.

“I’ll take charge. Any objections?”

Lord Fantastic shamelessly volunteered himself.

No one objected to him. 

He was capable enough. 

There was no one here with as much experience in leading such a diverse group of acrobats.

As with Christian’s other works, “Fantasy 13” had several experimental elements.

First, there were only six actors on stage, including the protagonist and the acrobats.

The other characters were represented by puppets, panels, shadows, etc. They were not only ambiguous or exaggerated in form but also had no lines.

“Oh, I see.”

“A court jester. Isn’t that too much for such a little kid?”

“Do you not like my suggestion?”

The dialogue between them and the protagonist was only progressed through the protagonist’s lines. 

The audience could infer what the other character said through his reaction.

At first glance, it seemed like it would confuse the audience, but Christian cleverly arranged the dialogue, so the audience could naturally feel what the other person said. 

Watching the rehearsal, admiration naturally flowed.

At the same time, in some parts, he deliberately laid the dialogue with ambiguity to provoke the audience’s misunderstanding and give them laughter.

Another peculiar point was that the script was dynamically structured.

The five acrobats could take on different characters. 

Each acrobat could be the heir to the throne, an assassin, an ambitious person, an apprentice court jester, or the head of a poor family.

The script changed depending on which character each acrobat played.

For example, in a scene where the ambitious person teaches the protagonist the harsh reality of the court, the instruction only stated, “[Acrobat 17, as the protagonist, admires the pretty dolls and smashes them].”

If the acrobat was playing the role of an assassin, they smashed the dolls with brute force. If they were a dagger acrobat, they threw daggers to cut off all the doll’s heads. If they were an animal tamer, they swallowed them all through the tamed wolves. If they were a juggler, they stomped on them with their feet to make them flat, and if they were a tightrope walker, they pushed them off the railing and dropped them all off the cliff.

Although the actions were different depending on the acrobat, they all uttered the same line.

“You will end up like this too, poor jester. My smile is not a smile, but a sneer.”

Each acrobat was assigned dozens of skills. There were very basic acrobatics, difficult advanced acrobatics, and creative acrobatics invented by Christian.

The actors were required to memorize all of them and follow the instructions in the script.

Wonderstein thought it was like an action game. When a command was entered, each character displayed a spectacular action assigned to them.

Ella praised it as the script that demanded the most acrobatic skills among Christian’s works.

“Wow, this is not easy, right? If they had really auditioned properly, I would never have passed.”

Karen cried.

Despite her usual confident and carefree attitude, she was surprisingly sensitive to other people’s opinions. If she made a mistake, she would often look around nervously.

At such times, Maya had to be called to comfort her.

“Idiot.”

“T-thank you, Maya. For comforting me… I’ll work hard!”

Strangely, Karen regained her energy. It was unclear how that was comforting her, but she said so.

It was surprising how mature Ruelle looked, despite her young age, as she struggled to handle such training.

Even in difficult times, she never complained, and even when she made mistakes, she silently repeated the instructed movements.

“It’s less difficult than when I was drinking the Galaxy.”

People who heard her words sighed with pity.

She had once been afflicted with an incurable disease, so she could cope with pain calmly.

However, while she was indifferent to difficult things, she felt extremely embarrassed when she had to act lively or energetic.

“I-I would have failed if I had auditioned too….”

“What nonsense! If it was our daughter, she would have passed with her beauty alone!”

“Stop it, Dad…”

Of course, Minova was most embarrassed when Clara did acrobatics.

Despite being from the same incurable disease background (?), Clara was humble in the face of pain. 

Even though she was the oldest among the six actors.

“I came here on the condition of not doing acrobatics!”

The strange thing was that while she grumbled like that, she still managed to do what was required of her.


The scene where the protagonist, who knew nothing about acrobatics, clumsily imitated his colleagues’ talents was so realistic that even Lord Fantastic admired it. 

Moreover, she perfectly delivered the lines as required by the original script.

“Indeed, she is a graduate of the Lekachep!”

“The ‘novice imitation’ is originally the most difficult, but… The subtle skill improvement in the latter part is amazing.”

“Senior Clara must have been that type. The switch turns on when she gets on stage.”

People admired her skills. 

However, there was a hidden reason for this.

First of all, she was not acting as someone with mediocre skills imitating the protagonist. 

She really had mediocre skills. 

In the beginning, she tried to imitate the talents of others while watching them, but she ended up looking really incompetent, and in the latter part, since it was a scene where she had to perform the talents she had memorized, she showed a slightly better performance.

Moreover, it was strange when she made mistakes in her lines.

The script they were using now was something she had recovered over several months using a huge amount of magical materials and using the power of the Demon Mage as much as possible.

As she recited a conversation from a dozen years ago as it was, Pyrene would transcribe it.

In other words, she was nothing short of receiving acting guidance from almost the original author himself.

Unlike the three who revealed their strengths and weaknesses, Ella and Reyna showed flawless performances.

Their acting skills were so excellent that even the other practicing people turned back to look at them.

Ella treated the wolf, which was nothing more than a roughly cut piece of black paper, as if it was a wolf she had raised with affection, and Reyna performed a solo act that seemed like a life-and-death battle with the shadow of a royal knight trying to kill her on a wooden bridge.

However, there were flaws among the six of them.

Maya, who had never been on stage before, was one of them.

She, a graduate of the Castya Magic Academy, skilfully handled even difficult techniques, and she memorized the lines and instructions perfectly after seeing them once.

The problem was her acting skills.

Although she took on the role of ‘assassin,’ which had the least emotional expression among the five, she struggled to express it.

Her movements were stiff like wood, and her voice was always cold and blunt in any situation.

It was to the point that it not only broke the immersion of the audience but also of the people acting with her.

In the end, the experienced Lord Fantastic came up with a trump card.

“I’ll use one of my Inspira.”

[Mime in the Mirror]

One of his four inspirations, which allows him to imitate the opponent’s every move, or make the opponent imitate his every move.

When Maya stepped onto the stage, he decided to use the Mime in the Mirror on her to let him act himself. 

And Arno decided to implement the ‘Fantastic Vocal Cords’ to reproduce his voice.

“To be precise, it’s our Assistant-Director’s skill.”

He muttered as if excusing himself for something no one had asked.

“Wow, so this was the secret of the ‘Voice’? Maya, do you think you can do it too?”

“If I study it.”

So, leaving the movements and voice to the two, she decided to focus on acrobatics.

Many scenes of the play required one-person acts against silent objects.

So, it was convenient for them to practice separately.

Hopps was in charge of the shadows, dolls, and panels, which were their counterparts.

In the process of practicing the ground skills, he wore a doll mask and did it, so he was very good at that role.

His expressions were so noticeable in the plywood pictures that sometimes they could even convey messages.

“….”

“Can you bring me some water?”

The figure drawn on the board nodded.

The role distribution was finalized with Minova.

“What should I do?”

Simon smiled, as if waiting for Wonderstein’s question, and replied, “There’s one thing. It’s not related to the stage, but it’s important. It’s helping everyone from behind.”

The Director assigned him to handle odd jobs.

It had to be seen as intentional torment. 

Giving such petty tasks to someone who was a Director was insulting.

“Go and mop the floor.”

“Hey, didn’t I tell you to move this luggage before breakfast?”

It was like this.

Ella resisted strongly, but Wonderstein accepted it humbly. 

After all, someone had to do the job in the courtyard where access by other personnel was prohibited.

Ironically, Ella, who had expressed so much dissatisfaction at first, was the one who was bossing him around the most later on.

“Director, give me a shoulder massage!”

“Yes, coming.”

“Director, let’s go to the rooftop and feel the breeze!”

“Yes, yes, I got it.”


It wasn’t so bad.

He had been bossed around by her more than anyone else so far.

Above all, her intention to preserve her dignity by appealing that this was something that happened routinely in our circus troupe was felt.

Everyone was faithful to their roles.

On the 10th day, they were ready to show the stage to the Marquis.
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The performance time was decided for the afternoon of the 12th day.

The acrobats continued practicing until late in the evening the day before.

When they finished the joint acrobatics of the last scene, the six actors were completely exhausted.

They had repeated rehearsals several times today alone. They had to focus on acting, singing, and acrobatics, which took a toll on their stamina.

Usually, in a play, it was common to smoothly flow while adjusting to the other actors. There was a certain momentum that developed. However, it was not easy to maintain concentration as they had to perform 1-person plays targeting shadows or dolls intermittently.

Above all, the tight training schedule was the problem.

Originally, practicing was supposed to moderately manage their stamina for the main performance. However, the play they had to perform this time ended after just one performance. So, there was no need to conserve or rest. They had to give their all to maintain the best form for the last performance.

“Saving energy would be an insult to Cristian.”

That was Lord Fantastic’s thought. Ella, who often clashed with him, agreed on this.

It was fortunate that the Marquis was blind.

If they had tried to perfect everything, from the stage, effects, props, costumes, to directing, it wouldn’t have been enough even with a month, let alone two.

When Simon declared the end of practice, Ella and Ruelle sat down hesitantly as if collapsing. Clara and Karen lay down on the stage with chairs. Maya and Reyna just leaned slightly against the wall.

The managers also looked exhausted.

Lord Fantastic had used ‘Mime in the Mirror’ too much, and so as soon as the end was declared, he buried himself on the sofa. 

Hopps, who had complained about having to act as extras without lines all day, just lowered his head without a word once practice was over.

Arno was also equally tired.

He had to implement and modify all the illusions alone, and also had to perform voice acting, so his fatigue was no joke.

Minova also threw away the drumsticks he had been playing and panted heavily.

He was in charge as the juggler in the main performance.

In plays, there were often pairs of one actor and one juggler. Although several characters appeared this time, it was structurally similar to a one-person play.

One drum set handled all the music in the play. He had been playing it non-stop all day, so even sturdy Minova was exhausted.

While everyone was quiet, a man with a particularly lively expression came up on stage.

“Ha ha, you all worked so hard!”

While they were rehearsing, Wonderstein had been sitting in the audience, closing his eyes and listening. He was experiencing the performance as the Marquis, through his ears.

To avoid any disturbance in the enjoyment due to what he saw, he had avoided watching the rehearsals as much as possible.

At first, Ella thought that Lord Fantastic was deliberately avoiding him. Whenever she practiced acrobatics, he would force work on him and kick him out of the practice room.

Wonderstein stopped her from getting angry at his continued torment.

He told her about the conversation they had before they started practicing, about him taking on the role of an audience member. It was about how actors’ performances deteriorated when they were conscious of the audience, especially in performances targeting a single audience member like this one.

Ella listened to his explanation and pursed her lips, but she didn’t deny his words.

She knew about it too.

The Cookie Merchant Effect.

It’s a saying that comes from a rumor that when performing for children, you unknowingly start acting childish yourself, meaning that being too conscious of the audience’s bias would lead to the focus of the performance being lost.

If adjustments to the performance were needed, they would be made at the director’s discretion. Each actor consciously adjusting their performance would only cause confusion.

“Today was flawless. It was perfect.”

Since a few days ago, Wonderstein had been watching the rehearsals as the Marquis in the audience.

Which parts were difficult to understand, which parts were difficult to visualize.

Then, subtle adjustments were made to those parts. Since the Marquis wanted to watch the original play as it was, the script couldn’t be changed, but modifications to the stage were possible within the director’s discretion.

Thanks to this, they were able to create a performance that the Marquis could enjoy more easily.

“Everyone, go wash up and go to bed early. We need to rehearse one more time tomorrow morning.”

At Simon’s words, everyone got up from their seats and went back to their rooms.

The six lead actors headed in the same direction.

They were using the largest room jointly to increase the immersion of the play. Like the characters in the play.

The room was large enough for six people to be comfortable. However, the bathroom was not that big. So, they divided into two teams when bathing.

Ella, Ruelle, and Reyna used the bathroom in the room, while Maya, Karen, and Clara used the bathroom in the opposite room.

“Ruri! Should I wash you?”

Ella held up a towel and asked, but Ruelle shook her head slightly and approached Reyna.

“I prefer Reyna washing me.”

“Eugh!”

Ella made a wounded expression.

At first, she was close only to her. But now she was pushing her away and looking for someone else.

After eating together for over 10 days, they should have become close enough. Still, seeing her cling to another sister in front of her made her pride hurt.

“To be honest, it’s annoying, but if Ruri wants it…”

She froze at Reyna’s icy expression. It was a gesture of annoyance, but her lips were pursed, indicating she was holding back laughter.

Ella exclaimed, her eyes glaring fiercely.

“Ruri is the nickname I gave her!”

In response to her words, Reyna frowned and retorted.

“Do you have a copyright on nicknames?”

“Unnies, don’t fight.”

Ruelle intervened between them.

Her actions made Ella even more angry. It seemed like she was trying to stop the fight, but it felt more like she was pointing at her to be quiet.

She reluctantly resorted to a last resort.

“Are you really going to wash with Reyna? Chick and Dub here also want to play with you. Too bad. Since you don’t like it, I guess I have to send them away.”

The Dove and the mouse popped their heads out of Ella’s hat thrown into the dressing basket.

They understood their owner’s intentions and expressed disappointment, drooping their wings and ears.

“Ah.”

Ruelle sighed with a pained expression. Playing with them was one of her favourite things. It would have been fun to bathe together.

The two animals looked at Ruelle with disappointment and resentment, wanting to play with her as well, but feeling hurt because she refused.

However, Ruelle couldn’t give up being washed by Reyna. It was something the other entity sharing her body strongly desired.

Unable to do anything else, she spoke up.

“S-Sorry…guys.”

Tears welled up in her eyes.

Seeing her like that made Ella feel guilty.

What am I doing, making a fuss over a 6-year-old?

In the end, she raised the white flag.

“D-Don’t cry! Haha! It was a joke! You can play with them!”

“R-Really? Wow! Thank you, Unnie!”

Ruelle smiled brightly as she hugged the bird and mouse in her arms.

Seeing her innocent look, Ella and Reyna looked at each other, chuckled, and then got into the bath.

Seeing Chick frolicking freely in front of Ruelle, Reyna said, shaking her head.


“Is it okay? I heard you shouldn’t let water get in a mouse’s ears…”

“I trained the muscles around the ear hole. It prevents water from getting in.”

“That’s amazing…”

“Hey, aren’t you more amazing? How did you manage to persuade Ruri?”

Reyna, who had been chuckling, replied.

“Ruelle prefers me to tie her hair.”

At her words, Ella’s head shot up.

“Hair? Huh? Just for that, you betrayed me?”

“It’s not betrayal…I-I mean, it’s not me, it’s the hair that feels that way… When Reyna washes it…it’s soft.”

“Soft?”

Ella cocked her head in confusion at her words.

Ruelle glanced at her and muttered.

“It’s…her chest…”

“Eugh!”

Ella swallowed her groan as she watched Ruelle lean against Reyna’s chest with her body, her head resting on her.

The words Wonderstein had said two weeks ago passed through her mind.

“If that’s true, then it’s good. It seems that not only men but also girls like big-chested unnies. There were things that couldn’t be overcome with just the talent of taming to win people’s favour.”

At that moment, she wasn’t the only one who remembered what he had said.

Maya, who was in the opposite bathroom, was also thinking about that incident.

“Karen, come on, let’s go wash up!”

“Uh, Clara, se-senior…”

Karen had already lost her mind when she heard that she had to sleep with the girls. But when she heard that she had to bathe together, she almost fainted.

When she saw Maya and Clara’s naked bodies, her face turned red as if it would explode.

It was Clara who dragged her in, since she was sitting in the corner with her head wrapped in her hands, refusing to bathe each time.

Clara had been asked by Wonderstein to take good care of her younger juniors. This sense of duty grew stronger as she immersed herself in the role of the protagonist.

The basic skill of the Jester is endurance.

Originally, it was impossible for Clara to drag her in based on her strength alone. However, she knew Karen’s weakness. By hugging her naked, she could take the strength out of her body.

“Uh, senior!”

It had become a fixed pattern for Clara to drag Karen, who refused to bathe, in naked.

Today, Karen was leaning against Clara’s chest, unable to regain her composure.

Seeing her like that, Maya was annoyed.

“If that’s true, then it’s good. Since the director said that, every woman I meet makes me conscious of my body. And if that woman has bigger breasts than me, I somehow get angry.”

Ella thought she could get along with her after some time had passed.

However, when she saw Clara’s naked body, her confidence waned. And she didn’t even compare herself to Reyna’s body, as she might feel defeated just by imagining it.

While she was fantasizing about how Wonderstein would react if she artificially enlarged her breasts, Karen came in and took off her clothes.

But now, they were both soaking their bodies in the foam tub with Clara and Maya, so she wasn’t as flustered as before.

Maya suddenly felt relieved when she saw her friend’s body. She smiled slightly.

Karen cocked her head, looking at her.

“Huh? Why?”

“Oh, no. It’s nothing.”

After bathing, they gathered in the middle of the room with their pillows.

Usually, girls would chat, but they were acrobats. They preferred using their bodies rather than talking.

“The 10th Marquis Slagbrot Pillow Fight has begun!”

With Ella’s declaration, the six of them raised their pillows and charged at each other with a shout.

The game Ella proposed was one she often played with her friends when she was in school. Reyna and Maya, who were initially passive about the game, also actively participated after being hit in the face with a pillow several times.


The two-week training camp had formed a bond between them. It also influenced the content of the play they were performing.

Originally, they were supposed to sleep early to prepare for the performance tomorrow, but they couldn’t. They were filled with regret that this might be the last day of this kind of life.

The directors didn’t stop them because they knew this.

No, in the first place, the idea of restraining themselves from festivals and parties was unfamiliar to the devotees of Kirku.

The noisy building didn’t quiet down until long after the midnight bell had rung.
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The last street lamp designated by the city had just turned off.

As the night sky approached the earth, the colors of objects became darker.

Although everyone was asleep, it was not completely quiet; at least not for the soldiers guarding the old building inside the pastry factory.

The shouts of revelers and the machinery noise of the factory at night did not reach inside the premises. Nevertheless, this was clearly the noisiest place in Yeterinpuurk.

Thump, thud.

From the basement of the building where the acrobats stayed, a constant roar echoed. The basement of this building, which used to be the bakery’s kitchen, had several ducts that protruded outward like organ pipes, spreading the noise outside.

The screams that echoed from the basement of the old building at night.

It was a story that was perfect for horror stories, but the truth was more ridiculous.

The soldiers who heard this sound for the first time were surprised and rushed into the building.

The building had been moved once decades ago, all the way down to the ground. Since then, it had only been sporadically cleaned, and no one had ever lived in it.

But suddenly, about ten people went in and practiced acrobatics, jumping around all day, so it wasn’t strange that something strange happened.

The building could collapse.

In fact, when the soldiers went in, the acrobats were also surprised and were all running out to the first-floor entrance.

Except for one person.

Ruelle was still in Ella’s arms.

She soon realized why people had run out while they were asleep and covered her face, bowing deeply.

“My dad… is snoring…”

Minova the Rooster.

Known as a singer and a cartographer, he was said to have the best voice in the world.

The rumble shaking the building was caused by him.

That day, Minova’s bedroom was moved to the basement.

It was a good choice for those sleeping in the same building. Their bedrooms were on the 3rd and 4th floors.

However, for the soldiers on night duty, it was a taste of death. Perhaps they didn’t even realize that they were the ones who most welcomed the news that the performance had been decided for tomorrow.

As Arno descended, the snoring noise, which grew louder as he went down, made him smile quietly.

“The Satbyeol Circus troupe must have suffered too.”

She opened the door and went outside.

The soldiers guarding the building were standing watch beyond the fence.

None of them noticed that she had come out of the building.

They didn’t even notice as she passed by them.

She was using an invisibility spell.

That was why she could undress in front of people without hesitation.

The white cloth flew in the wind. It disappeared like snow melting. It was an illusion she created.

Inside the cloth was a chubby little witch.

Byeonsa, the sub-leader of the Silver Veil Circus. It was also another form of Arno.

She, too, threw off the cloth surrounding her body. It also flew silently through the air and disappeared into the darkness.

Her appearance, revealed by removing layer after layer of illusion, was so mysterious that it seemed to be real rather than an illusion.

Her skin, sparkling like gloss paint, was infinitely dreamy.

But more surprising was her appearance.

Although she was clearly in the form of a human, her form was slightly different from that of a human.

Her short stature of less than 1m and her slender arms and legs could be forgiven, but her smooth body, which showed no characteristics of either a woman or a man, was alien. The pointed ears, twice the length of a normal person’s, and the antennae sticking out between her silver hair showed that she was not human.

Byeonsa would always touch her back whenever she revealed her true form. There was something attached to her back that couldn’t be found in a human body.

It was four protrusions with a translucent membrane attached to the end.

Where once there were wings, now only traces remained.

She sighed as she looked up at the moon.

Even though 20 years had passed, she felt regret every time she touched it. She felt more regret about the cause of losing her wings than losing them.

Perhaps it was because she saw her children every day.

The area where her wings had fallen off throbbed more than usual.

She stood under the moonlight, frozen.

There was a figure waiting for her in front of the entrance.

If it was anyone else, she would have just thrown a simple greeting and passed by. But because the other person was Wonderstein, that couldn’t be done.

“What… is happening?”

Regaining her composure, she spoke in Arno’s voice.

Wonderstein, as always, smiled broadly and nodded.

“I woke up in the middle of the night. I came out for a walk.”

Byeonsa noticed his curious gaze.

In the direction he was looking, she could see the garden where she had been frolicking naked earlier.

“Did you just… see me?”

He smiled and shrugged his shoulders.

“I didn’t see you. I just noticed someone was there.”

“Really?”

“Yes. Of course. I knew it was Director Arno the moment you entered the building.”

With his words, Byeonsa breathed a sigh of relief.

“It’s a good thing you didn’t see me. It’s not a sight worth seeing.”

“Was it your true form?”

His question left Byeonsa speechless for a moment.

She debated whether to be honest or not and finally spoke up.

“Yes.”

“Why do you hide it?”

“Because I don’t like my true form.”

“Is that so? I asked something unnecessary.”

“Forget it. Don’t worry about it.”

She realized she had responded too sharply.

“Sorry. I reacted sharply for no reason.”

“It’s okay. I can understand how you feel.”

Wonderstein gave her a tender smile and nodded.

Byeonsa felt like she had gone back 20 years in an instant.

Maya’s father was like that too. Pretending to accept her, pretending to understand her.

She fell for it hook, line, and sinker. Every little action, every smile, stole her heart. She gave him everything she had to give.

But he chose Maya’s mother.


He confessed to the stone-like, emotionless woman.

Thinking of Wonderstein’s tender pleading, she thought of him.

Wandering around like this. Men like you are the problem.

Anger welled up inside her.

“Forget the comfort. You’ve never seen my true form, so what do you know?”

With a resentful voice, she stomped up the stairs.

Hope was futile.

The pain of losing her wings was enough once.

Wonderstein realized he had made a mistake as he watched Arno go up.

In his true form, he would have persuaded her by saying he understood her feelings, but in this form, it would be unconvincing.

Anyway, how strange must her true form be for her to react like that?

Even the original Arno hid her.

Even the disciple Maya had never seen her master’s face.

Wonderstein shook his head and put aside his thoughts about Arno.

He had something to do secretly tonight. The excuse of coming down for a walk was a lie.

He took out a vial containing sparkling powder from his pocket.

The last experiment using starlight.

Tomorrow would be a good opportunity for that.

The Tril was nicknamed the “Eye of the Circus” because people believed that Kirku watched the performance through it. It emitted a red light when an interesting performance was being watched.

The main quest was to make it completely red and then swallow it. It said that as a reward, he could manipulate the unique characteristics.

So, what about this starlight?

How would it react to tomorrow’s performance?

When watching a street performer’s mediocre talent or a cheap theatre play, it hadn’t even blinked.

He looked closely, and his palm reflected the colour of blood.

But tomorrow’s performance was different from anything he had seen before.

Based on a never-before-revealed work by the best playwright, it was a performance by the best acrobats.

There was a high probability of a reaction.

He headed towards the stage where they had been practicing earlier.

He would observe whether the vial containing starlight would turn red when placed in the seat where the countess would sit.

The stage was directly above Minova’s bedroom.

As he approached, the sound of his nose sniffing became louder. However, amid that, another sound could be heard. 

It was a musical sound with rhythm, unlike the ignorant noise pollution. Someone was playing an instrument in the hall.

Wonderstein cautiously opened the door to the hall. 

At the same time, the sound of singing became clear in his ears. The owner of that voice was Reyna. She was sitting on the stage in her nightgown, plucking at a string instrument. It looked similar to a guitar but different. If the body of a guitar resembled an hourglass, its body was a perfect circle.

Not wanting to disturb her performance, he sat in the audience and quietly enjoyed her singing. Listening to the lyrics, it seemed to be a lullaby, like a mother singing to her baby.

When the performance ended, he applauded loudly.

“Director?”

She opened her eyes wide and looked at him.

“Um, what are you doing here?”

“I came out for a walk in the early morning and heard the sound, so I came to see.”

“Did, did you hear a lot? I came here to play on purpose…”

“No. I was walking this way and happened to hear it.”

The two of them sat together on the stage and talked. Occasionally, she played or sang a song he requested.

“This is a benjo, an instrument my mother used to play. She used to sing lullabies with it.”

Wonderstein nodded, then seemed to recall something.

“Come to think of it, you said that when you had something frustrating, you would go out alone and perform on the street. Is that why you’re here today?”

She lightly plucked at the strings, smiling unexpectedly unlike her usual self.

“No. It’s different. I’m a bit nervous today.”

“Because of the performance tomorrow?”

“Yes. Originally, I just did performances because I was told to, but I’m really looking forward to tomorrow.”

“You liked the script?”

“That too, but…”

She hesitated, looking at his expression, then spoke.

“Before the rehearsal this morning… my… father called me and told me I did well. He said he’s proud of me for being his daughter.”

Reyna said, then couldn’t contain her joy, and smiled again.

“I’m glad.”

Wonderstein nodded in agreement with her joy.

But at the same time, he remembered the conversation he had with Lord Fantastic last night. While listening to his impressions as an audience and organizing them, he would suddenly mutter something to himself.

At that time, he commented on Reyna’s performance in one scene like this.

“It’s all good, but, hmm, it’s all good… but… The way she tries so hard to be acknowledged… it’s annoying. She must have been well-loved and raised by her master… it’s like she’s lacking in affection…”

He stopped himself from saying more.

Wonderstein guessed the reason he had suddenly become affectionate towards her. Everything was for the completeness of the performance.

In fact, Reyna’s performance today had changed noticeably from the scene he had pointed out. But she didn’t know there might be such a reason behind it.

“If I continue like this in the future, everything will be fine, right? My father…”

He couldn’t bring himself to tell her not to harbor useless hope.


He had nothing else to offer but to smile and nod.

She smiled brightly.

“Thank you, Director. I can’t play around like before, but… can I come and see you like this sometimes?”

“Of course, anytime.”

Shortly after, she went back to sleep, and he stayed, using the excuse of taking a walk, to place the vial containing starlight under the countess’s seat.
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Finally, the last day of the training camp had arrived.

I woke up a bit earlier than the others and prepared breakfast. Since the building was off-limits to anyone other than us, I had to take charge of cooking.

I didn’t need to worry about the skills. With the power of the skill book, I could show off cooking skills that rivaled those of a top chef.

The problem was the recipes.

The skill book only enhanced my cooking skills; it didn’t increase my knowledge. I had never even grilled a piece of spam in my life. No matter how skilled I appeared to be with my knife and wok, I couldn’t produce a proper dish.

So, I enlisted the help of Yurakne through the sound room.

“Is the sauce turning lumpy and brown?”

“Then turn off the heat and cut the meat you put on the iron plate edges earlier.”

“Fry the asparagus and onions in the remaining oil…”

She would give instructions remotely, and I would follow them.

Since we could order any ingredients we needed, there was no shortage. Thanks to that, everyone could enjoy a meal that was no less than eating out.

Even Lord Fantastic, who was picky and meticulous about everything, didn’t complain about my cooking.

For the last breakfast, I made each of them their favorite dishes as requested yesterday. The kitchen was quite large, probably because there used to be a bakery in the building. Even making several dishes at once, there was plenty of space.

While the foods that needed to simmer were on the stove, giving me a moment to catch my breath, Yurakne approached me with a voice full of embarrassment.

“Di, Director…?”

“Yes?”

“I have something to ask. It’s, um, about the temporary treatment… How many more times… can you do it?”

I mentally counted the remaining amount of starlight and replied.

“From my estimate of the remaining amount, about 15 hours. But why the sudden…?”

“Ah, haha… 15 hours should be enough. It’s been almost two weeks since you left… So, you didn’t want to see me?”

Only then did I realize what she wanted. I burst into laughter and shook my head.

“Of course, I wanted to see you a lot.”

“R, Really? Hehe, then when you come back… Shall I prepare your favorite late-night snack?”

Her voice, full of shyness, suddenly transformed into that of a seductive woman. Her image of sticking out her tongue and looking at me flashed before my eyes. Her transformation like this was surprising no matter how many times I saw it.

I pondered for a moment.

After finishing this experiment of turning red, there was no other experiment worth doing. I thought I could use the remaining amount to share physical pleasure with her.

But the timing wasn’t right.

“In 10 days, we have our exam.”

“Ah…”

“We need to preserve our stamina.”

“R, Right… Uhm…”

She puffed up her cheeks and then let out a sigh.

I chuckled at her cuteness.

“Yurakne, I saw that tall building in the square when I went out. The one with the elevator that moves with electricity.”

“That one? What was it… Oh!”

She remembered the building, the only one in the city with an elevator powered by electricity, and exclaimed in admiration.

“After this exam, how about going there?”

“Talking about the hotel? I, I’m fine! I definitely want to go!”

That way, I was able to finish preparing the meal on time.

The faces of those who ate the food were filled with satisfaction.

The final rehearsal held in the morning went smoothly without any problems.

At lunch, we prepared a Kievan-style memorial feast, and all the actors went on stage and paid their respects before it.

It was said to be a ritual performed before the premiere to comfort the spirits so that the performance wouldn’t fail.

The Marquis arrived at our location late in the afternoon. He was accompanied by a group of scholars who were experts in imperial university manuscripts and artifacts.

“While I watch the performance, they will verify the authenticity of the originals outside. They’ve been holding back from leaking the contents of the script to the outside world.”

“I hope it’s not proven to be fake after all the practice.”

Ella murmured to me.

Although the Marquis couldn’t see, he was sensitive to sounds. He smiled at her and nodded.

“I’m sure it’s real, Ella. If you’re as good as an acrobat, you must have felt it during practice, the deep shadows of Christian.”

“Oh, of course. His distinctive features were evident in many places, especially in the opening…”

“Is that so? Haha, I thought the same. And the part where acrobatics and singing are performed simultaneously…”

“Yes! Especially in that part…”

They, the Christian maniacs, excitedly discussed their impressions of the script.

Clara, holding the original of Fantasy 13, looked at the scholars leaving and whispered anxiously.

“D, Director, what happens if it’s proven to be fake?”

Hopps, who answered her question, said, “What will happen? The Marquis, as well as the 11 people here, will all be embarrassed. Everyone will say, ‘Didn’t you feel that it was fake after practicing for two weeks?’ People will point fingers at us even if we pass by. We might even be driven out of the industry.”

“Ugh…”

Clara’s face turned pale, and she looked at me, seeking approval for her actions.

I sighed inwardly, looking at Hopps, who was chuckling.

Because of her immature behavior, she often became a subject of ridicule here as well.

But I knew her circumstances, so I couldn’t just laugh along with them.

Due to her illness, she couldn’t survive without regular treatment. She was a friend who had even considered suicide because of her illness.

She used to puff up with pride when praised, and looked embarrassed and didn’t know what to do when teased. But I knew. All her foolish behavior was just her way of healing her own anxiety.

So, even though I could play other pranks on her, I couldn’t just sit back and watch her get upset by jokes. I quickly put on a smile to reassure her.

“Don’t worry. Director Hopps exaggerated.”

“Really?”

“Yes. Of course. It might become a bit of a sensation, but it won’t affect our work.”

She breathed a sigh of relief at my words.

“Then, that’s a relief.”

After the greetings, we went into full preparation for the performance.

The actors changed into their costumes, and the directors each took their places.

The Marquis, supported by his secretary, came in and sat down. I checked the bottle containing the starlight powder hidden under the audience seats and then came down from the stage.

The secretary closed the hall door and left.

Lord Fantastic gathered the actors and spoke.

“Is everyone ready?”

They nodded in agreement to his question.

“Alright. Let’s begin.”

Six of them stepped onto the stage one by one.

The scene started with the two leads appearing on stage together. The story progressed with the protagonist reminiscing.


I went backstage and operated the lighting equipment to turn off all the lights in the hall.

As the hall plunged into complete darkness, the sound of a drum began softly, slowly increasing in speed and volume.

I gradually illuminated the stage lights to match it.

The opening was followed by the story of the protagonist leaving home.

Her father, a rural lord, lived in a modest two-story cabin turned manor. It would be nice to say he was a modest noble, but in reality, he had lost everything to gambling, even putting the house on the line.

The protagonist was the youngest daughter of such a family, with three older sisters and one brother.

The story began with the family gathering in the living room on a stormy day, discussing various topics.

Minova’s drumming recreated the atmosphere of the cabin shaking in the storm.

Thud.

The stage shook.

It seemed to shake more forcefully than during rehearsals.

“Oh my, could the house be blown away by the storm, Father?”

Clara’s voice, full of playful banter, was heard.

Of course, there was no reply from the other character. This was a one-person play.

She seemed really scared.

The stage didn’t shake as violently during rehearsals.

“Don’t imagine silly things. But look at this, it’s really…sh-shaking.”

Thud thud.

The stage shook again.

The equipment in front of me swayed enough to be noticeable.

I heard the whining sound of Ruelle in the dressing room and the anxious voices of Ella and Reyna conversing.

They seemed to find this situation strange too.

I held onto the equipment tightly to prevent it from falling.

Wasn’t this shaking too violent?

I turned my head to the side to look at the outside situation.

Then, darkness covered my vision. All the lights on the stage disappeared in an instant.

Boom!

A deafening sound, as if the world was tearing apart, engulfed us.

Screams echoed from all directions.

“Woah!”

“What is this?”

A momentary flash of red light flashed before my eyes.

A dizzying sensation of falling engulfed my entire body.

My consciousness fell along with my body.

***


“What is this?”

A momentary flash of red light flashed before my eyes.

A dizzying sensation of falling engulfed my entire body.

My consciousness fell along with my body.

***

Wonderstein couldn’t tell how long it had been since he opened his eyes. It felt like he had closed them and opened them right away, but it also felt like it had been days.

He looked around.

It was still pitch black, and he couldn’t see anything.

“Is everyone okay?”

But no one answered his question.

Perhaps everyone was seriously injured.

He tried to get up quickly. But his attempt was quickly thwarted.

His hand slipped, and he fell to the ground with a thud. It was strange. His arms and legs felt stiff and wouldn’t straighten out properly.

Wonderstein was suddenly frightened.

If he, who was so sturdy, was this injured, what about the others…? Maybe they were… dead.

Earthquakes, building collapses, gas explosions.

All sorts of terrible scenarios ran through his mind.

He reached out his arm and grabbed whatever was around him and managed to lift himself up.

As he did, the surroundings came into focus more clearly than before.

The faint light coming in through the crack in the door helped illuminate his surroundings.

“Hello?”

He thought his voice sounded strange.

It sounded like his, but it also didn’t.

Was it because his body hadn’t fully recovered yet?

He cautiously took a few steps toward the light.

His legs didn’t bend, but by stretching carefully, he was able to move forward.

He arrived at the door.

He noticed that the colour of the light coming in from outside was not constant.

Red, yellow, and orange lights were mixed up, swirling around in a confusing pattern.

He carefully reached out and opened the door.

At that moment, a noise he had never imagined rushed in.

He was stunned by the sight before him.

Against the dark evening sky, fireworks of various colours were burning in the air.

Hundreds of fireworks were shooting up simultaneously. And continuously.

Underneath those fireworks was a huge castle. It looked hundreds of meters high.

But what was more surprising than its size was its shape. It was not an ordinary castle made of stone and wood.

“Haha….”

A forced laugh escaped his lips.

It was one large circus tent. More precisely, thousands or tens of thousands of buildings stacked up to form the shape of a circus tent.

“This can’t be real….”

He couldn’t believe what he was seeing.

It wasn’t surprising that he was astonished by the surreal atmosphere of the place.


It was just that he couldn’t believe he was here.

He knew where this was.

This was the place where the Wonderstein who killed Saint Valentina used Kirku’s Eye to open a dimensional portal and lead an invasion of monsters.

The final stage of TT3.

This place was ‘Wonderland,’ the domain of the God of Festivals, Performances, Acrobats and of the Circus itself, the mad Kirku.
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The reason why the Demons are worshiped is because they fulfil the requirements of a religion. One of the representative aspects is the promise of the afterlife.

The Demons provided their believers with the ‘world after death’.

The Demons residing in the Abyss each built their own unique Domains within it. 

The size and characteristics of these places varied for each Demon.

Wonderland was the Domain governed by Kirku. 

The souls of magicians, acrobats, and clowns automatically gathered here after death.

This place was especially significant to him, a fan of TTT.

Players could meet allies and enemies from TT1 and TT2 here.

Regardless of how they met their end, they all cooperated with the player to defeat Wonderstein. 

The final battle, in which they all participated, was an unforgettable experience for fans who had enjoyed the Tril Trillo series for a long time.

The final stage boasted the quality and vast volume befitting the conclusion of a trilogy.

In fan communities, some would say that with just this final stage, TT3 deserves to be called a masterpiece.

Wonderstein himself thought so too.

This place was the destination of TTT, containing its essence.

He found himself staring at the scene in front of him, forgetting about searching for his companions.

A huge circus tent, thousands of meters high, made up of thousands of buildings piled up.

Streets pulsating with all sorts of colors.

And cheerful music and laughter coming from all directions.

It was the first time he had seen such a peaceful scene in Wonderland.

This was because, at the main storyline point, smoke was rising and murders were taking place everywhere due to Wonderstein’s invasion.

Was he overwhelmed by the scenery?

He stood up hastily. 

In the process, he confirmed that his legs were also like wooden sticks.

He looked around at the building he was in. 

His reflection was visible in the glass window.

“What is this…?”

A worn straw hat, ragged clothes.

A face made of patched rags.

And arms and legs made of wooden sticks.

There was the scarecrow standing there.

***

When TT2 was first released, there were several videos on the  community that became quite a sensation. They were uploaded by an anonymous user.

The videos featured incredibly skillful gameplay, almost to the point where it seemed like the player was using macros, and they were designed in such a creative way that even people unfamiliar with the game could enjoy them.

People started calling this anonymous user “Torch Dancer.”

The reason he was called that was simple. After pulling off unbelievable superplays, he would always make the character hold a torch and perform a “dance” move.

An employee of an internet broadcasting company visited his house to recruit him as an exclusive creator for the company.



“Surprised?”

“A little.”

As soon as the employee laid eyes on him, she recalled the profanities she often used.

She had encountered many socially awkward individuals in her line of work. Strangely, when he personally asked her to visit his house, she blurted out the profanity, recalling several unpleasant experiences she had had.

However, in this case, it turned out that what she said wasn’t just a profanity but rather a neutral description of the person. Upon seeing him, she felt embarrassed about using it as a profanity.

Their conversation started awkwardly.

However, she was a professional salesperson. She quickly brought up topics that the other person would like to talk about and smoothly led the conversation.

They mainly talked about games.

Which games were good this year, which ones were disappointing, what genre they particularly liked.

The excited Torch Dancer showed her how he could manipulate the computer. Every time his eyes moved, the screen switched quickly. She constantly exclaimed in admiration at his reaction speed, which was comparable to a professional gamer’s.

Torch Dancer also seemed to be in a good mood, showing her various things he could do on the computer.

But when it came to talking about broadcasting in earnest, he quickly became discouraged.

“Can I really do a broadcast?”

She couldn’t belittle his low self-esteem. He was in a position to feel that way.

But comforting him here would be a minus as a salesperson. She had to encourage him.

She persuaded him for hours.

She was not just passionate because of his skills. His handicap was controversial. Just by starting a broadcast, he would attract global attention.

She was honest about that too. He was physically disabled, but he was not a fool. He knew what kind of attention he would get when he went out into the world.

“Thank you. For not hiding or avoiding mentioning it. I thought the same way.”

Fortunately, Torch Dancer highly appreciated her honesty.

In the end, he decided to contract with her company. However, he did not agree with everything the company proposed.

“I want to hide my face.”

He revealed his past to her.

She understood his situation. It was a case she had seen in the news before.

“Okay. Let’s expose your body condition, but hide your appearance. We can overlay a virtual image. Do you have any character in mind?”

Torch Dancer answered without hesitation.

“Scarecrow.”

***

Wonderstein looked at himself reflected in the glass window.

This was clearly the avatar he used when broadcasting.

When the disciples of Kirku came to Wonderland, their souls changed into a special form.

Their forms were determined by reflecting the performances they had done on stage, the makeup they had worn, and their specialties.

A mask for acting on stage.

Persona.

That was definitely the name.

Scarecrow, huh.

He remembered a hypothesis he had made before.

If he called his activities as a streamer a kind of performance, the status window could be said to be an Inspira given to him as such.

As an extension of that hypothesis, this scarecrow could be considered his persona.

He looked back.

For some reason, it was clear that this place was Wonderland.

What he needed to know now was the whereabouts of the rest of the group.


He brought up the status window.

The system also recognized him as a different character from Wonderstein.

Name: Torch Dancer

Age: 27

Occupation: Streamer

Specialty: [Persona: Scarecrow］

He tried to make a call to the Sound Room, but he couldn’t connect with anyone. Neither Ella, Reyna, nor Maya, nor any other members in the villa responded.

There was no response to the party quest either.

He noticed that the glass window reflecting himself was becoming fainter and fainter. 

It wasn’t just the window. The whole building seemed to melt away like an illusion.

He looked around the area where the building had been, just in case, but he didn’t see anyone else.

Where could everyone have gone?

Then, he heard the sound of people crowding behind him.

As soon as they spotted him, they shouted.

“We found him!”

“Intruder!”

They seemed to be enjoying a Halloween festival. People wearing masks and loud costumes surrounded him, pointing weapons at him.

The Scarecrow tried to tense up when he saw them, but it wasn’t easy. Their weapons looked too ridiculous.

They aimed rubber balls, yo-yos, ribbon sticks, trumpets, and the like at him.

It seemed like a fight was about to break out, but their guard quickly broke down.

“Wait, wait, stop!”

“What’s up, it’s a persona, isn’t it?”

“Persona? What, for real?”

They confirmed the Scarecrow’s appearance and put down their weapons(?). They approached him with a friendly attitude as he stood there awkwardly.

“Hey, you looked surprised. Why are you wandering around here like this?”

“Yeah. We thought some mountain dwellers had invaded again.”

The Scarecrow tried not to be too surprised by their words and asked.

“Mountain dwellers invaded?”

“Yeah? Don’t you know? It’s been crazy around here for the past few days.”

They suddenly looked suspiciously at him.

Some even picked up their weapons again.

“Could we know your registration number?”

One of them asked, and the Scarecrow thought of an excuse, recalling as much game knowledge as possible.

“Well… I didn’t receive any Inspira.”

“Ah, then you must be a resident living in the lower north.”

“No. The lower north is off-limits. I live in the lower east.”

With his smooth answer, the guards completely relaxed their guard.

“Sorry for suspecting you.”

“Things have been tough lately.”

“How did you end up here on the outskirts?”

The Scarecrow came up with another plausible answer.

“I came to save my family. That’s why I haven’t heard from the streets for a while.”

The guards made sympathetic sounds at his words.

“Well, it can’t be easy. Calling your family to Wonderland without Inspira is like trying to catch a star in the sky.”

“We can’t blame you for trying. But still, try not to go near places where light descends next time.”

They escorted the Scarecrow to the entrance of the circus castle.

It was because if he wandered around here and met some impatient patrolmen, he might be attacked without warning.

“By the way, what does it mean that mountain dwellers invaded?”

In response to his question, they told him about an incident that happened a few days ago.

Light flashed from the sky, and a group of mountain people appeared.

Some were arrested, but some escaped.

They claimed to be acrobats, but who knows.

“Their tactics are getting more and more cunning.”


“Oh, by the way, what’s your name over there?”

At the sudden question, the Scarecrow was at a loss for words. For a moment, the name “Frank Wonderstein” almost slipped out.

But he couldn’t casually mention that name here.

Instead, he replied, taking the name from a play he had appeared in when he was young.

“My name is Oz.”
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Walking towards the center of Wonderland, I continued to chat with the patrolmen, hoping to glean any useful information without arousing unnecessary suspicion. 

However, it soon became apparent that my worries were unfounded.

“Oh, you mean that? From what I’ve heard…”

“Wait, I actually know more about this…”

They seemed quite eager to talk, perhaps bored from their patrol duties.

They even volunteered information I hadn’t asked for.

Thanks to them, I learned a lot about the current situation in Wonderland.

It was not uncommon for people from the outside to enter Wonderland.

Whether it was due to astral projection, out-of-body experiences, or magical accidents, the residents of Wonderland would typically assign them a guide for a tour before sending them back to the surface.

However, the cultists were not accidental drifters or curious explorers.

They had entered Wonderland two days before we arrived and had been wreaking havoc throughout the city.

Given the nature of the original story, it was not difficult to guess their motives. 

After all, the ultimate goal of the villains in TT3 was this place.

The problem was that because of them, we were being mistaken for cultists as well.

“What’s happening with the cultist intruders?”

“They’re being interrogated in the basement of the security headquarters. We have some guys skilled in hypnosis, so we’ll soon extract information from them, including their goals and their leader.”

Their leader.

I awkwardly smiled and averted my gaze. 

The name “Wonderstein” had become increasingly sensitive.

I wanted to ask more about the whereabouts of my companions, but unfortunately, the patrolmen seemed more interested in the upcoming festival than in discussing boring topics like intruders.

“Can you guys take a look at the lyrics I wrote? I’m going to use them for a singing contest!”

“I need to practice my drumming as soon as security duty is over.”

“I’m going to touch up my persona before the festival. With blades instead of fingers, I keep snapping guitar strings!”

“Weren’t you practicing for the comedy contest?”

As security officers dealing with the intruders, their attitude was beyond incomprehensible.

However, I couldn’t blame them for lacking a sense of crisis.

Half of them had been in Wonderland for so long that they had forgotten their real names and their lives on the surface. What could be more important or meaningful to someone who had lost themselves?

They simply waited for the day to disappear after enjoying themselves.

After walking for a while, we finally arrived at our destination.

Various colorful buildings stretched hundreds of stories high, creating a chaotic skyline that extended for kilometers. A gigantic circus tent dominated the scene, so large that it could contain several mountains.

That was the “Card Sun,” which could be considered the castle of Wonderland.

In the language of the Abyss, it meant “House of Dreams.”

As we approached, more and more personas appeared. Amidst the music and singing, I felt like I had stumbled into the middle of a Halloween festival.

“There are a lot of visitors today.”

“Let’s keep going. We’re on duty as security officers!”

The patrolmen pushed through the crowd, and I quickly followed suit, not wanting to lose them.

The residents weren’t the only ones making this place lively.

“Come on, fairy kindergarten children! Follow your teacher!”

“Wow, look at this!”

“It’s an elephant!”

“Its ears are so big! Eek!”

A group of fairies flew overhead, chattering incessantly and scattering illusions into the air. The illusions, like wisps of smoke, floated around before coalescing and wriggling together, murmuring to each other while huddling and rolling around.

“Those who came from the Hunting Grounds of Manwol, this way. The acrobat who is guiding today is waiting!”

A persona holding a panel that read “<Welcome to Wonderland! Milletus devotees, this way!>” shouted. A group of people, resembling humans but not quite, started moving in that direction.

The Circus Area was one of the most accessible places in the Abyss.

The fairies of Yormungandr, residents of other domains, and even demons often visited Wonderland to enjoy performances.

“Please don’t have a Marketmon battle in the middle of the street!”

Upon hearing a shout from a security officer, I turned my head and saw two acrobats with only a puppy and a baby crocodile, respectively, engaging in a fight.

The acrobat guiding me grumbled when he saw it.

“We should ban Marketmon battles at the Council. With these butler demons, there’s even more work to be done.”

“Nonsense. Some members of the Council even raise demons… There’s a rumour that the Council will relax the danger level from Grade 5 to Grade 4 for importable demons.”

“The security is going to be a mess. It seems like public opinion about ‘taming’ is growing.”

Watching the captured demons being dragged away and people hanging on to security officers, I burst out laughing.

The farieis bustling around, the followers of other Domains awkwardly dressed and wandering in the lively atmosphere, and even the demon with balloons in hand that didn’t match their size, all of them were hilariously out of place.

Wonderland.

It was truly a magnificent place.

*Main Quest – Prelude

: The prelude must lead to the main story.

Conditions for Success

: Survive until the start of Tril Trilo 1

Reward for Success

: Return to reality

Penalty for Failure

: Death in reality

Until now, I had always thought that death meant the end of the game.

So, whether it was to kill or to be killed, I had to survive first.

But if there was such a promise, things had changed.

At this point… would it be okay to die?

*Main Quest – Circus Grand Prix

: The Sky City Hippodrome is calling for Wonderstein.

Conditions for Success

: Advance to the main stage of the Circus Grand Prix.

Reward for Success

: Ability to bring all acquired Debulroots and Biomanser abilities back to reality

Penalty for Failure

: None

If I completed the “Prelude” quest but failed the “Circus Grand Prix” quest, I would have to return to the old life stuck in that corner again.

In that case, it would be better to bash my head against a rock and die before returning to reality.

I could enjoy myself for a hundred years until my soul lost itself and returned as energy here.


But soon, I concluded that it was a hasty judgment.

It was all just my speculation. There was nothing certain.

“We’ve arrived.”

At the patrolman’s words, I snapped out of my reverie and looked around.

We had unknowingly reached the entrance of Card Sun.

The patrolmen bid farewell, showing signs of regret.

“We can’t enter Card Sun while on patrol duty.”

“Let’s meet again if fate allows.”

“I hope to meet my deceased family again.”

The persona with the leader-like butterfly mask among them even told me his building address.

He lived in the upper floors. A building resembling impressive stage had been constructed in Card Sun. That was how the many buildings comprising Card Sun were formed.

“I’ve been here so long that I don’t remember my real name. My residence here will disappear soon too. If you have time in a few days, come visit. Before leaving, I decided to call the people I had connections with and show them a few of my representative talents.”

“Thank you. I’ll definitely visit if I have the chance.”

Although it didn’t seem like I would stay here for a few days, I nodded my head in gratitude for his kindness.

After shaking hands and saying goodbye, as we were about to part ways, a group of patrolmen approached us at the entrance of Card Sun. The persona with the horse head mask waved to the butterfly mask.

“Hey!”

“Huh? Why are you here?”

They greeted each other warmly as if they knew each other.

“Nice to see you here. It’s been a while.”

“I heard your term of service was almost over?”

“It was supposed to end today. But it got extended.”

The butterfly mask smiled at the horse mask’s words.

“Why?”

“We caught one of the intruders… but we let them go in the middle.”

As I was about to leave, I stopped at his words.

Intruders?

“You mean those who came in a few days ago?”

“Yeah. We caught one of the young ones.”

If it was a young one, who could it be?

In my mind, the faces of six acrobats who had stepped onto the stage flashed by.

“Huh! A reward opportunity. How did you let them slip away?”

At the question from the butterfly mask, the horse mask scratched the back of his head as if he had no face.

“I let her go because she said she would show a new talent she had come up with. I turned around for a moment, and when I looked back, she was gone.”

It was a ridiculous excuse.

However, the others listened to his words and nodded as if they understood.

“It must have been a temptation that was hard to resist.”

“A talent from the mountains.”

“Well, I can’t blame him for that.”

As expected, they were residents of Wonderland.

I cautiously joined in their conversation.

“Um… Could I hear more about the person who escaped?”

“Huh? Who are you?”

The horse mask looked at me and blinked.

The butterfly mask smiled and pointed to my stick arm.

“Oz is a lower-floor resident. He was wandering around the outskirts to save his family’s souls and happened to meet us. It seems he’s curious about the news since he’s been out of Card Sun for a few days.”

“Oh, really? Then I guess I’ll have to tell my dance story again.”

Starting from how he found traces of the intruder to how he managed to catch her, the horse mask vividly described it all, using gestures, movements, and even imitating her voice.

“And then I let her escape.”

“Ugh! You finished the story before. Don’t ruin the beautiful ending. Damn, extended service! We have to prepare for the festival…”

Interrupting his attempt to complain, the butterfly mask said, “So, what’s the reason for coming to the entrance of Card Sun?”

“Oh, that. We were chasing the runaway, but we got mixed up in the procession heading for Card Sun. Once they hide in the city, it’s almost impossible to catch them, right? We have to follow orders, but citizens, especially those who have lived here, even if they were once acrobats, would likely raise a fuss.”

“That’s true.”

“I would too.”

The patrolmen nodded at each other, and even the one who brought up the story seemed to agree.


“The one running away would definitely try to hide in the city. So, we have to catch her.”

The patrolmen decided to inspect the entrance to Card Sun together.

I watched as they moved away and the crowd entering here.

I knew who the young one who had escaped was from the previous conversation.

Before being exposed to the patrolmen, I had to find her first.
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I headed to the rooftop of a building a little away from the arch. Climbing the walls with stick-like arms and legs wasn’t easy, but being high up was necessary for efficient exploration.

During my journey here, I pondered on ways to find my companions.

Most of the status panel functions were non-functional, but some basic ones were working. One of them was the diagnostic function of the Evolution Research Lab.

The diagnostic function only worked on living beings. However, it could be used in reverse to detect lifeforms, just like I had seen through Arno’s illusion.

I looked out at the crowd gathering in the square.

Most of the people here were “entities”. I used the biological detection function to find individuals with physical bodies in the crowd.

I detected more than I had expected. There were beings like fairies or imps, half physical and half ethereal.

I applied a filter to the diagnostic function. Entities judged as “diagnosis impossible” were displayed in white, “new diagnostic subjects” in blue, and “existing diagnostic subjects” in red.

The various personas turned white as if the paint was being drained from the picture.

Using the filter function in this way was a first for me. 

Until now, I had only used it to mark areas of lesions for treatment. I felt proud as a gamer to discover a hidden use of the system.

I looked around in the swirling white waves to find the red light.

The square in front of the card sequence was as wide as the Tettromino Plaza. Even though I had climbed onto the rooftop, I couldn’t see the end of the Plaza.

I leaned my centre of gravity to look into the distance and almost fell over. There were times when I almost fell from the rooftop. It was because my new body was not yet familiar.

If a leg stick broke here, I would have to crawl until the persona was restored. I continued exploring, paying attention to balancing as much as possible.

However, even after looking around for a long time, I could only see occasional blue lights, and no red light was visible.

Could they have already entered the city?

As time passed, I began to think more and more so.

Originally, this life detection was not omnipotent.

To diagnose, I had to directly see the target with my own eyes. If something was blocking my vision, I couldn’t see through it. That’s why the blue light, which was obscured by other entities, suddenly appeared.

No, even disregarding that, it was unrealistic to search through such a wide space, with so many people, alone. Even now, hundreds of people were bustling through the arch every second.

Wouldn’t it be better to use a different method?

After wasting several hours, I gave up on the search and descended from the rooftop.

However, just as I was about to release the filter, I saw a red light.

I discovered it and let out a sigh and a gasp at the same time.

It was right next to the building where I had been standing. It was inside an alley that I hadn’t been able to see.

Surely, it hadn’t been there all along, had it?

I had glanced at it when climbing the building.

However, I hadn’t paid attention to it because there were no forms that looked like people.

Thin fairies with insect wings, stout gnomes with beards, and golems made of sand and rocks.

There were fairies gathered there.

***

Many people have used metaphors to reveal their insights and perceptions of this world.

Wine, carriages, cats, and so on.

But if there’s one metaphor that stands out as the most well-known, it would surely be “a single flower.”

The world we live in is just a single flower blooming on a large tree, and what we think of as the sea is the water trapped inside the flower bud, and what we think of as continents are the food scraps floating on top of it.

And demons are insects clinging to the tree, and Greater Demons are the queen bees of beehives hanging on the tree, collecting honey from the flower.

It was a beautiful and noble metaphor, but the one that stuck in Arno’s mind was.

The world we live in is nothing but a cat dish left in an alley, and what we think of as the sea is the stagnant water inside the dish, and what we think of as continents are the leftovers floating on top of it.

And demons are insects wandering the alley, and Greater Demon are beggars rummaging through the dish for something to eat.

The space inhabited by beings in the border between the petals or the rim of the dish was there. They freely moved between the inside and outside of the world’s boundaries.

They were the fairies. The land of the border where they lived was called Yormungandr.

Arriving in Wonderland, Arno felt like she had returned home after a long time. Thanks to the bustling fairies around her.

She hadn’t come here often, but she had once been on a math field trip with her kindergarten friends.

“Far, far away… I’ve been gone for a long time.”

She smiled sadly as she watched the young fairies playing and creating illusions.

Decades ago, she had come out to the continent and was captured by slave hunters.

Originally, fairies could freely move between the spirit realm and the material realm through their wings. However, inhaling the hunters’ drug made their wings powerless. They couldn’t even create illusions well.

She was sold as a pet to a noble family and ended up as a gift to the noble’s daughter.

The noble’s daughter used her to show off at social gatherings.

But the gatherings were not sophisticated, they were more like childish and cruel playgrounds where children played with frogs or fought crickets.

They enjoyed watching her eat spicy food and cry, or teasingly break her arms and legs with a stick, or throwing a fork and making her confront a fierce cat.

She was still lucky. Many of her kind served as experimental subjects for magicians, becoming medicinal ingredients or being dissected.

She ended up joining a circus troupe.

It was a time when monster circuses were still popular. The people there, who were ostracized by society due to their appearance, treated her well, perhaps due to a sense of solidarity.

“Sister without wings!”

“Chubby sister!”

“Big sister!”

Young fairies flew around her, playing pranks.

She was less than a meter tall, but she was several times larger than the young fairies. Losing her innocence caused not only her wings to fall off but also her growth to continue.

“Sister! I’m sorry for what the kids said!”

Arno shook her head at the teacher fairy’s apology.

“No, it’s okay.”

She got up and dusted herself off. It was time to head into the city.

She needed to investigate what had happened to the captured group.

“Um, excuse me!”

Just as she was about to take a step, someone called out to her.

A scarecrow walked up to her with a ridiculous walk.

Arno let out a slight sigh.

It was obvious why those masked guys were looking for her, a half-fairy. They probably wanted her to create illusions for their performance. She had received requests like that several times on her way here.

“Sorry, but I’m not interested in creating illusions.”

“Illusions? Uh, then wait a moment… Are you… Arno?”

Her expression stiffened at his words.

“…Who are you?”

In her mind, the faces of her former circus companions, the only ones in the underworld who would recognize her, flashed by. But as she faced him, she could feel his presence distinctly.

She was a being belonging half to the material realm and half to the spiritual realm. She could discern existence not only by the appearance of the other person but also by their spiritual waves.

She looked at him with an expression that could not believe.

“…Wonderstein?”

At her words, the scarecrow reacted strongly and rushed towards her.


“Are you Arno? Nice to meet you! I was feeling so overwhelmed by the crowd that I didn’t know what to do, ah!”

The scarecrow suddenly screamed and rolled on the floor.

Seeing this, nearby young fairies burst into laughter. The illusion rope they created had tied his legs.

“Please untie this!”

Arno looked at him, swinging stick-like arms to untie the rope, with a puzzled look.

It was surprising enough that this scarecrow was Wonderstein, but it was also surprising to see him acting like this.

Wasn’t he the one who remained calm and laughed even when an Avatar descended?

Arno stared blankly at him and hastily waved her hand to erase the illusion rope tied around him when she saw him attempting to break like a shrimp.

“What is this… Why are you all of a sudden?”

The scarecrow grumbled, glaring at the young fairies flying around and giggling.

“They’re just playing around.”

“Tsk, playing? I almost broke my leg. How can I be careful when there are so many people around? Hey…”

“Uh, yeah?”

She caught him off guard, reaching out his hand, and supported him as he got up.

She looked him up and down.

A face made of tattered rags under a worn straw hat.

A body made of woven straw with a ragged vest.

And stick-like arms and legs.

He was an unmistakable scarecrow.

“Why did you show up now? And what’s with that appearance?”

“I arrived a little late. And this is my persona… These darn fairies! Get out of here!”

The scarecrow shouted at the young fairies, trying to tie his arms now, but they ignored him and continued to attack with illusions.

They weren’t evil either.

At first, they found the crying scarecrow amusing, but now they found his frantic behavior entertaining, so they continued to play pranks.

They laughed and cheered as he rolled on the floor.

“Hahaha!”

“So funny! This scarecrow!”

“Whoa!”

Arno couldn’t help but laugh at his appearance.

Was this really Wonderstein?

Not long after, the fairies left in a line with their teacher. Even as they moved away, they continued to stick out their tongues or slap their buttocks at him.

Watching them, the scarecrow chuckled and carefully checked if he had any broken parts.

“Surprising. This appearance.”

Arno’s words made the scarecrow suddenly feel embarrassed.

He had gone wild, jumping around, thinking he might not be able to use his arms and legs. And he had made quite a commotion.

The scarecrow knew very well how he had looked just now.

He had appeared as “Torch Dancer” when he was doing a broadcast.

When he started the broadcast, he intended to quietly play games, unlike when he anonymously submitted videos or actively communicated with viewers. Exaggerating and reacting excessively didn’t suit his personality.

However, he was convinced by the producers.

“After all, it’s a virtual broadcast where you cover your face with an avatar! ?”

“There are fans who admire Torch Dancer! How would they feel if they only saw you looking depressed and downcast? Wouldn’t they be disappointed?”

“Torch Dancer is now an idol who will change the world’s prejudices! Instead of thinking, ‘Oh, disabled people are unhappy and pitiful,’ they’ll think, ‘Even with that body, they live cheerfully!'”


In the end, persuaded by the producer’s words, he received vocal training and acting coaching before officially starting the broadcast.

Before long, he was able to skillfully portray the “Torch Dancer.”

“Hahaha, why are people with ten fingers so unskilled? Some people can do it better with their feet?”

On his debut day, he set a new record on the streaming site.

TL Note: No feet jokes 😀
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“Dancer-nim, the victory torch dance on top of the opponent’s body!”

“Oh, I can’t stand this! LOL”

“Nice acting, paying attention to details LOL”

The scarecrow thoroughly portrayed the character of Torch Dancer provided by the company.

No matter what game he played, he showed top-tier skills. Some people attributed his skills to his equipment. 

However, among them, no one could achieve even the basic controls after practicing for weeks if asked to do everything just by looking at it.

He not only had skills but also a strong mentality. He didn’t mind jokes about his disability. He never showed anger or wavering.

Honestly, considering what he had experienced in the orphanage, it was nothing.

Rather, he used his body as a source of jokes.

“The reason our team lost today is that Torch Dancer and I didn’t sync well….”

“Huh? What didn’t sync?”

“Oh? Uh, uh! Uh, it’s a mistake!”

LOL

Is another controversy being added?

“Domestic famous streamer, mocking disabled person live, shocking.”

In a way, what he did in the broadcast was not much different from what he did in the monster circus.

“Torch Dancer-nim, 100,000 won donation! Let’s roll!”

“Wow, is this Dancer-nim’s personal talent?”

“Wait, does laughing make us bad guys?”

“Rolling! Rolling!”

People liked to see minorities trying to assimilate into the majority.

People worshiped the victorious outsider.

People were proud to support such a person.

His character strategy was successful.

Although he followed the producer’s instructions well, there was one thing he didn’t compromise on.

That was the TTT series.

TTT was the first game he poured his love into and uploaded videos of since he was born. 

Unlike other content, he created videos with only in-game elements, without showing his face or voice, just as originally conceptualized.

[Greetings, dance, provocation? Avoid all “Thorns and Barbed Wire” only with expressions without moving!]

[“What is this…a rogue’s trick…? ‘Cardboard Box’ is an Easter egg that monsters can’t see through if you cover yourself!]

[Starting the new year with disgrace! Final boss humiliation by pushing buttocks!]

The company supported him with video editing and account management, but he came up with ideas and wrote the scripts all by himself. 

While the TTT videos didn’t have as many views as Torch Dancer’s popularity, the scarecrow enjoyed this work more than streaming broadcasts.

He anonymously donated the income he earned to orphanages nationwide.

Although the cult that oppressed them had been disbanded, many orphanages managed by their foundation still remained scattered around. 

Although there was no direct connection other than being under the same cult, he couldn’t ignore them.

“Hey. How long are you going to do this? Aren’t you embarrassed?”

At Arno’s shout, the scarecrow snapped out of his reverie.

It had been a long time since he had worn the mask of Torch Dancer, so old memories came flooding back. 

He had lived only as Wonderstein for the past six months.

“I got lost in my thoughts for a moment.”

Arno chuckled as she looked at his stupid face.

His eyes and mouth, roughly sewn together, looked as ridiculous as a doll made by an unskilled seamstress.

He got up from his seat and said in a polite, affected voice.

“Anyway, I’m glad you’re safe! Wait, but is this Arno’s true form? You were a fairy?”

The scarecrow recalled the fairies who had teased him earlier.

She resembled them in many ways.

The stick standing on her head, the pointed ears, the sparkling skin, and even the smooth body with almost no visible gender characteristics, as a man or a woman.

The only difference was that she was several times bigger than them, and she had no wings on her back.

Of course, being bigger was just in comparison to fairy standards, and in human terms, she was like a child. She was even smaller than Ruelle.

“Is the place to talk?”

She said, looking at the gnomes nearby who were trying to drink while using their conversation as background noise. When she spoke, they clammed up and started chatting among themselves again.

The two of them went up to the rooftop of the building together. Sitting side by side, they talked about what had happened.

“So you ran away immediately?”

“I had no choice. It’s hard for fairies, demons, and even other deities to exert their powers within this Realm.”

Suddenly thrown into a different world.

Arno realized that she had become visible when all the illusions were dispelled, so she quickly used invisibility.

And as soon as she concealed herself, the guards of Wonderland rushed over.

“Intruders!”

“Arrest them!”

Confused and not knowing what was happening, the acrobats ended up being caught. They couldn’t even muster the courage to resist.

“Of course, they soon realized that they had come to Wonderland.”

The scarecrow thought they must have been terrified.

Unlike him, who had clearly seen the true identity of this place in the game, this place was the afterlife they had only heard about.

“Were they very agitated?”

“No, they were jumping for joy, actually.”

“….”

Arno confirmed the expression on his face and quickly added, “Oh, of course, since the guards kept calling them ‘mountain people’ and ‘intruders,’ they must have known they weren’t dead.”

The scarecrow nodded in understanding.

“How did they feel about the situation”

“Lord Fantastic said it was like a ‘ritual.’ Performing the debut of a work by someone as famous as Christian acted as a kind of ‘ritual’ and accidentally opened a passage to the Abyss. And he explained that only the ‘actors’ on stage received the invitation. And you’re just a labourer, and I just lent my voice to Maya and there were no lines in the prologue, right? He was so convinced and explained it so confidently that everyone understood.”

The scarecrow nodded.

Of course, even if they had performed a legendary performance in the middle of a big city, it was unlikely that they would fly to the Abyss like this.

Three more conditions had to be met for this to happen.

First was the space.

The space where they performed was a building where no one had lived for decades. Considering that the barrier between the material world and the Abyss was the spiritual traces of intelligent beings, the place was practically like an abandoned house.

Second was the audience.

The reason why the performance, or rather, the ritual toward the circus, was less threatening was because there were spectators. The emotional energy they emitted significantly reduced the danger of the ritual.

However, this time, despite the tremendous name of Christian’s posthumous work, there was only one spectator. Moreover, he was a person who couldn’t even see. Naturally, the counteracting effect was quite low.


Up to this point, it was as Lord Fantastic had guessed.

And the scarecrow knew the third factor that they didn’t know.

It was the starlight he had placed under the seats. It was undoubtedly acting as the entrance fee for crossing over to Wonderland.

“Anyway, when the guards’ mood seemed hostile, they tried to escape. Some ran away, and some were caught.”

“Who was caught?”

“Three people. Fantastic, Hopps, and Minova.”

“Only the leaders were caught.”

“They blocked the guards and told the kids to run away.”

“What about Simon?”

“He didn’t fit in. But he did that too. Now, tell me what happened. Why were you there?”

The scarecrow briefly recounted what had happened to him.

“There was someone who was caught but escaped?”

“Yes. While looking for that person, I happened to see Arno. So now, please answer. Is Arno a fairy?”

The scarecrow’s eyes sparkled as he faced her true identity, which could never be known in the original.

She pretended not to notice his friendly gaze and muttered, “Y-yes. My wings fell off, but…I’m a fairy.”

She quickly added, “Isn’t it strange? Not human, not a fairy…”

“Ha-ha, no. You’re very pretty, though?”

At his words, Arno choked up.

“You’re just saying that. You don’t mean it at all.”

“Really…”

“Well, I was just being polite. You know how it is with men like you. No matter how sweet you are, there’s always another woman beside you.”

“Beside me?”

“Don’t twist my words!”

The scarecrow scratched his head, looking puzzled at her outburst.

‘What did he do wrong?’

Arno, who had thrown away the illusion, looked completely like a child. Like those fairies from earlier.

He couldn’t understand why she was angry.

“Okay, forget that. Tell me about yourself. You have a clear persona like a dead person. What happened?”

The scarecrow shook his head awkwardly at her question.

“Is it really that strange?”

“Yeah. Everyone else looked normal, with just some changes in their clothes. Except for Lord Fantastic, whose beard had grown several times longer, it was all pretty ordinary.”

The scarecrow’s mind was in turmoil.

Until now, he had considered it enough to explain that he had come to Wonderland and became a persona, but if he had changed like this alone, it was not something that could be easily dismissed.

If Arno had been able to use magic, he might have asked her to cover up the illusion, but she was not in a position to do so either. She had said that the illusion she could create was for one person only and could only last a few hours at most.

“It seems like you have something to hide?”

“….Yes.”

She nodded.

“I do too. I don’t want anyone to know that I’m a fairy. So, what do you think about…not being here at all?”

The scarecrow understood what she was trying to say.

“Hiding our identities?”

“Yes. You pretend to be a resident here, and I pretend to be a fairy who came out to play. And when people leave, we quietly follow them….”

The scarecrow carefully considered her proposal.

It wasn’t a bad idea.

“Is it okay?”

As he positively responded to her plan, an alert popped up in his status window.

*Sub Quest – Masked Drama

: In Wonderland, you are the Torch Dancer.

Achievement Conditions

: Do not reveal your true identity to your companions until everyone except Arno leaves Wonderland.

Rewards for Success

: You can take the Persona 1st Generation out of Wonderland.

Penalties for Failure

: None.

He can take the Persona out?

The content of the reward was intriguing, but it was difficult to understand exactly what it meant.

Then, Arno clapped her hands.

“Alright. Then let’s decide to hide our identities! But what about names? Do you have any thoughts?”

The scarecrow nodded.

“You can call me Oz. And you? Oh, come to think of it, is Byeonsa the name you used as a deputy your real name? Or, is it Arno…?”

“Both are correct. The former is my name in the fairy world, and the latter is my name in the human world. So here….”


Arno taught him a nickname that she had only allowed two people to use until now.

“Call me Lumie.”

“Ha-ha, okay then. Yes. Understood, Lumie. Please take care of me until we leave this place.”

“I should be the one saying that, Oz.”

The scarecrow and the wingless fairy smiled at each other and exchanged a light handshake.
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Oz explained his plan to Lumie.

He drew pictures on the floor, explaining the structure and layout of the place to her step by step.

Although there were detailed steps, the summary was like this: to gather scattered children again, rescue the captured leaders, and escape from Wonderland.

When he first mentioned that he had a plan, Lumie looked at him without much expectation, but her expression was full of surprise when he finished speaking.

She examined the map of the interior terrain of the cards drawn on the floor, then looked up at him with a puzzled look.

“Have you ever been to Wonderland before?”

The Scarecrow shrugged with an expression that it was nothing special.

“Well…how many times did you come?”

Lumie couldn’t tell whether to believe his words or not.

There were many acrobats who claimed to have been to Wonderland. Of course, most of them were beginners who hadn’t even received an Inspira, lying to gain fame.

Their testimonies were all similar. They seemed to have brought suitable content from the same place and embellished it.

However, Oz’s information was something no one had known before. He had a grasp of Wonderland’s social structure, administrative system, and even city geography.

As if he had lived here for a long time.

“Lumie, please memorize everything too. It will be easier for us to work together in the future.”

“Okay, got it.”

Lumie put aside her doubts and diligently wrote down and memorized what he called out. 

If there were parts she didn’t understand, she would create an illusion and ask for further explanation.

“Lumie, you’re not very smart, are you? Even Maya can memorize complicated things at a glance.”

Ugh.

Lumie’s expression twisted.

Of all things to compare…

“I mean, she’s incredibly smart!”

“I thought Lumie’s illusions were similar to Maya’s.”

“Illusions are our tribe’s specialty. The mystery of ‘illusion’ is similar to breathing for us. Even babies can do it.”

“Oh, now that you mention it, you did a good job with the kindergarten kids earlier.”

She glared at the Scarecrow with a natural expression.

After speaking, she felt angry for some reason. It was as if she had ended up justifying herself by saying that she was just good as a normsl person from her tribe.

She kicked the drawing on the floor with her foot and said, “By the way, are these informations really reliable? If I go later and you say, ‘It’s changed since I last came.’ Won’t we  get in trouble?”

“Ho, hoo, trouble? Hahaha!”

Oz burst into laughter.

Lumie’s face turned bright red. Seeing him like this for the first time in a long time, she unintentionally spoke in a fairy-like tone.

“I-It was a mistake! Why is that so funny?”

When she frowned as if she was going to get angry again, the Scarecrow quickly changed the subject.

“Anyway, about the reliability of the information you’re worried about. You don’t need to worry about that.”

He had already verified the knowledge he had.

While walking here, he had mixed in bits and pieces of information from the game, pretending to agree with the guards’ words. Most of them nodded in agreement with what he said.

Lumie didn’t say anything and just stared fiercely at him, but she didn’t press the issue further.

Having shared the plan, they decided to start searching for their missing comrades among the guards.

Lumie gave him wings. Four transparent sheets, like those of a fairy, grew from his back.

This was one of the proud magic of ‘Arno’s Illusion’. After losing her wings, she had tried to create fake wings through illusions to make up for her regret.

It wasn’t just a matter of following the shape. It had to be able to impart physical force to the illusion, and she had to research the principles of lifting the body with wing flaps in order to actually fly.

The completed magic was used to give guests the experience of flying in the sky.

“Wow, look at this, Lumie! I’m flying in the sky!”

She watched him with amazement as he flew back and forth with the wings she had created for him. She was sitting on top of a building dozens of meters high.

Originally, this ‘Fairy’s Wings’ act was controlled by her on the ground. However, after listening to her explanation, Oz suddenly asked to be allowed to control it himself.

She smiled at his request.

There had been many like him before.

However, controlling 18 channels in a 3D space was by no means easy. Especially from a first-person perspective.

Most people couldn’t even do basic movements after practicing for a few weeks.

But that scarecrow did it at once.

Of course, his idea helped.

He asked for the wings’ channeling to be linked to an illusion of a tool. It was a stick with several buttons on it. He held it in both hands and manipulated the wings.

Ascent and descent, stationary flight, and turning.

He demonstrated the movements she requested one by one.

The Scarecrow remembered the flight simulation game he had played in the past. He had tried everything from fighter jets to helicopters and large passenger planes there.

It was much easier now than in the past, when he had to use eye movements to control the mouse cursor and solve button problems with a combination of blinking and a virtual keyboard.

“Wow! With this, we will be able to find people in no time! Shall we go then?”

She immediately stopped him from soaring into the air.

“Just a moment. There’s one problem. You can’t fly high with this.”

“Why not?”

“I told you earlier that it’s difficult to use magic here, right? It’s the same with these wings. The radius around me is limited to 50m…”

At her words, the scarecrow grinned.

“Then can’t Lumie fly with me too?”

“I told you. With the current state, one person’s worth of illusion is the limit.”

She got up from her seat. It was a bit inefficient, but she had to keep walking for him to find people in the sky.

But Oz had a completely different idea from her.

“Then I’ll just carry you and fly?”

“What?”

Her body stiffened. His shadow loomed over her.

“Come here.”

“Hey, hey! Y-you idiot! F-flying alone… is more beneficial!”

She tried to avoid his hand, but she was caught before she could take a few steps. He was now over 2 meters tall, more than three times her height.

His arms, made of sticks, turned her into a puppet and pulled her towards his body made of straw.

If she was an ordinary person, she would have only seen him as a scarecrow. But she was a fairy. She could keenly feel the soul of her opponent, which resonated with her own soul.

Although their appearances were completely different and their actions were somewhat clumsy, it was undoubtedly the soul of that Wonderstein guy.

“Let me go!”

She shouted as her face turned pale red.

But the scarecrow replied with a silly expression.

“Just hold on for a moment, please.”


With a whooshing sound, his body soared into the air.

He had to hold her tightly with his arms, as he needed his hands to operate the wings.

Lumie’s whole body tingled.

Since the wings fell off, she had always had several layers of illusion wrapped around her body.

It had been a long time since she had confronted someone like this. Moreover, the opponent was not only different in appearance, but also stripped of their physical shell. It was a situation where soul met soul.

“Let me go! Otherwise, I’ll dispel the illusion!”

“Then will we fall? We must be hundreds of meters high.”

He looked down using the diagnostic function.

Indeed, many more people were visible now than before.

She watched him intently as he concentrated on searching.

‘Yeah. We agreed to join forces to escape, right?’

‘I have to endure even if I don’t like it.’

‘There’s no other choice.’

She rested her chin on his arm and protruded her lips, saying, “It’s better to find them quickly. With the two of us flying, we can’t last more than 30 minutes with the current magic…”

“Ah, I found them! Look! We’ll get to them soon!”

The scarecrow chuckled and began to glide downwards as if sliding.

Why are they found so quickly?

This made Lumie angry again.

***

Ella glared at the two people who appeared in front of her.

Her eyes were full of vigilance.

She had been captured by the guards of Wonderland and had barely escaped using her skills.

She had tried to sneak into the giant tent, but she couldn’t muster the courage when she saw the guards watching the entrance.

She could only hide in the crowd, anxiously watching and waiting for a chance to sneak in.

Originally, she hadn’t been this tense.

Touring Wonderland while living in the mountains was one of the dreams of many acrobats. 

Although she was mistaken for an intruder, she thought it would be resolved quickly. The book also described Wonderland as one of the safest areas for humans in the Abyss.

However, she overheard people coming out of Card Sun.

She heard that soon, in the central square, the execution of intruders was scheduled.

Public punishment?

She never imagined that such a thing would exist even in the paradise of acrobats.

She had to somehow save them before that.

But the guards who were checking the path to Card Sun were increasing.

Unable to do anything, she was just standing there, feeling anxious, when a man and a woman who introduced themselves as ‘travel agency employees’ approached her.

“What business do you have?”

“We thought you might want to tour Wonderland, ‘Mountain Person’?”

At the mention of ‘Mountain Person,’ Ella quickly stepped back.

How did they find out? She had covered herself thoroughly.

She used the cloth she had brought out when she was captured earlier to cover as much of her body, including her face, neck, and thighs, as possible. With that, she could avoid drawing too much attention from passers-by.

However, these two suddenly approached her and asked if she needed help.

“Who are you? What do you want from me?”

“We just want to help!”

Although Ella was suspicious of the scarecrow’s words, she found them intriguing.

She knew nothing about this place. She didn’t even know how to get to the central square where executions were scheduled. If someone familiar with the place could help her, it would be a great help.

But can she trust them?

“I’m being chased by the guards.”

“Yes, we know. A wanted order has been issued even inside the city.”

Recalling the information he had heard from the patrolmen earlier, the scarecrow said.

“But you’ll still help me?”

“Of course. In fact, if you’re a living person, most people here would welcome you with open arms.”

After hesitating for a moment, Ella said,

“But… I don’t have anything to offer in return.”

“You’re an acrobat, right? At least that’s what you claim. You just need to show us your skills.”

Ella nodded without realizing it at his words.

When she was captured earlier, the guards had said similar things. They had even released her after she had promised to show her skills.

In the end, they were followers of Kirku.

Thinking about the appearance and behavior of the followers of Kirku, she could roughly guess their mindset.

“…Then there must be a way to pass through the entrance of the tent, right?”

“Of course!”

Ella looked at him for a moment and then sighed.

Although she was somewhat anxious, there was no other way.

“Alright. Then please guide me.”

“Haha, then the contract is complete. Shall we exchange names? I’m the President, Oz, and this here is Vice President Lumie. Excuse me, but what’s your name?”

“My name is El…”

She was about to say her real name, but she closed her mouth.

There was no need to reveal even this truth.

“El… Phi. Call me Elphi.”


The scarecrow and the fairy exchanged smiles as they looked at each other.

The fairy pointed her finger at her and shouted,

“Great, Elphi. Welcome to Wonderland Tour!”

The scarecrow adjusted his straw hat and bent his waist in a comical gesture.

“Then let me guide you to the exit of Wonderland! Miss Elphi.”
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“Is it really right to go this way?”

Ella looked at the two people guiding her with suspicious eyes.

It had been 30 minutes since they started walking.

Oz and Lumie were leading her deeper into the Card Sun, claiming there was a way inside without passing through the archway.

The overall appearance was similar to a circus tent that one might commonly see from the outside. 

It had a shape resembling an overturned washbasin, with red and white stripes repeating on top.

The red stripes were layers of stacked red buildings, and the white stripes were undulating curtains of light.

At first, when they said there was a way, Ella naturally thought it might be a tool to change their appearance or disguise themselves to pass through security checks. 

However, they simply asked her to follow them and began to walk around the outskirts of the district without heading towards the archway.

Could there be a hole somewhere there to enter inside?

Ella continued to walk behind them.

Buildings of various architectural styles were haphazardly piled up, seemingly covered in red cement that had been applied thickly.

However, despite the chaotic appearance, there seemed to be no holes or gaps that could be entered.

“Hey, when are we going to stop walking?”

As they walked along the wall, the entrance seemed to get further away.

With the increasing distance, the number of people around them also decreased.

Ella looked around anxiously.

Can she really trust these people?

A scarecrow on unsteady legs and a wingless fairy.

It was an unreliable combination.

Although she asked them a question, they only told her to wait and looked at each other without answering.

After walking for a while, they reached the end of the first red zone.

Now, instead of a solid red wall, there appeared a white, undulating curtain next to the path they were walking.

The scarecrow, who had been silent except for asking her to follow, stopped walking and turned to look at her.

“Miss Elphi, have you ever tried ‘cat sneaking’?”

“Huh? Why suddenly?”

Cat sneaking was a circus slang for ‘sneaking into the tent and watching the performance secretly.’ 

It was a term used because the posture of sneaking into the tent with only the upper body inside and the bottom sticking out was similar to a cat stretching.

It was something that children who couldn’t afford the circus entrance fee often did.

“We were quite poor, so everyone tried it at least once, right? Of course, if you were caught, you were thrown out… But why is that relevant now? Ah… wait, could it be…?”

She looked closely at the point where the curtain met the ground. There was a small gap underneath.

“You mean we can go in here?”

“Yes. The size adjusts to fit the body of the one trying to enter.”

She approached the white curtain and leaned forward. As she did, the curtain fluttered, creating an opening just the right size for her to crawl through.

She lowered her head to look inside, but due to the bright backlight from the curtain, she couldn’t see the other side.

“But why doesn’t anyone enter from here?”

Lumie answered her question.

“There is a powerful guardian spirit called ‘Boundaryser’ here. If someone tries to enter Card Sun without permission, it will run in less than 0.1 seconds and chase the intruder away.”

When she was young, she had tried to enter here with her fairy friends.

Although they had been warned by their teacher, they deliberately tried cat sneaking because they wanted to experience being caught by the Boundaryser.

“You can’t go out either. The moment you try to go out, you will be grabbed from behind and dragged inside. Entrance and exit are only through the archway.”

When Oz mentioned cat sneaking, Lumie dismissed it as nonsense.

The Boundaryser was a powerful presence that could even play with powerful demons like children. It was impossible for them to avoid his surveillance or resist his power.

But Oz said, “It’s possible.”

His suggestion was piercing the veil of common sense.

“How can we enter such a place?”

Ella was also surprised like Lumie earlier and shouted.

“Haha, Lumie gave you a hint just now, didn’t she?”

“A hint?”

Upon hearing his words, Ella fell into deep thought.

There was only one mention of entering inside in their conversation just now.

“If you try to go out, you’ll be dragged inside?”

Ella murmured as if she had caught on to something.

But she couldn’t come to a specific conclusion. Oz gave her one more hint.

The mistake of those who attempted cat sneaking was pushing their heads in.”

Ella looked at him with a puzzled expression as she said this.

“Then… should I push my butt in?”

“Yes.”

Ella looked at the gap under the fluttering curtain.

The idea of sticking her butt into that unknown space was somewhat awkward, she wondered if she would be safe if things went wrong and will she be thrown several kilometers away.

The scarecrow chuckled, twirling his straw hat with his finger.

“I can see you’re having doubts. Alright. Let me demonstrate first then. Lumie, please come in after you see Elphi entering.”

After clearing his throat, Oz prostrated himself in front of the curtain of light. With his butt sticking in, he began to crawl backward.

After about a second of crawling backward, something tickled his back, and at the same time, a booming voice sounded behind him.

“Guest, this is not the way out!”

“Woah!”

A powerful force grabbed his rear end.

He was suspended in the air without any resistance.

What grabbed him was a large figure wearing a top hat and a suit, standing 5 meters tall.

His broad shoulders and chest were more than human.

The scarecrow stuck out his tongue at the sight.

This was the Boundaryser.

The guardian of Wonderland.

They had fought fierce battles against the legions of Wonderstein throughout the various stages of TT3. They appeared only in one stage, without any lines, but left a deep impression on the fans with their exploits in overthrowing the legion.

The Boundaryser mechanically said, “Please go to the archway,” and then lowered him to the ground. He then looked around again to see if there were any intruders.

Even when time Ella and Lumie tried to push their butts in, he moved like lightning.

“Guest, this is not the way out!”

“Please go to the archway.”

He repeated the same polite words and repeatedly grabbed and lowered them.


Ella looked around with a bewildered expression on her face.

Other than the tangled outer walls of the buildings and the white light waves flowing above their heads, there was nothing else visible, but it was clear that they had entered the Card Sun.

“So, how was it? Our first course of Wonderland Tour?”

“Are you satisfied?”

Ella smiled at them and gave them a thumbs up.

“It was amazing Sir and Older sister! Both of you were more trustworthy than I thought!”

However, instead of expressing joy at her praise, the two exchanged glances. One looked somewhat angry, while the other seemed to be suppressing laughter.

Ella then remembered that they had a similar atmosphere while walking here earlier.

“Hey, did I do something wrong? Why are you suddenly like this again?”

The scarecrow murmured, making a sound like he was grinding his teeth.

“Sir? I’m not an old man.”

“Huh?”

“I’m not an old man! I’m in my 20s! And ‘Older Sister’? Lumie may look young because she’s a fairy, but she’s actually in her 50s… Ugh!”

Suddenly, a rope appeared in the air and pulled his arms and legs, making him twist and roll on the ground.

Ella then realized why he had been sulking and burst into laughter.

“What, so that’s why you were sulking? Gee, in your 20s, you’re definitely an old man. And age is just a standard before you die, right? You could be from a generation called grandfathers.”

“Th-then why is Lumie… Ugh!”

The rope tightened around him.

Lumie raised her hand to her waist and glared at him with a stern face.

“Are you talking about a lady’s age so casually?”

Ella made a gesture to calm her down, then turned to the scarecrow who was lying on the ground, gasping for breath.

“Lumie looks like she’s lived young. So, we should treat her youthfully.”

“Ugh, does that mean I lived till old age?”

“Yeah. Honestly, you seem like a clown with a bit of a boring style.”

The scarecrow looked blankly at her, and Ella burst into laughter at his expression.

Even Lumie, who had been scolding him, seemed to find it amusing that he had received a hit.

“Hahaha, you’re really smart! Having an Assistant Director like you must be a blessing for Director, right?”

“Is that so? Our Director should know that too.”

The rope had disappeared without a trace.

Oz grumbled softly, stretched his shoulders, and got up from his seat.

“That Director must have suffered a lot because of Elphi.”

“Really? Every night, he comes to my room and says, ‘I can’t go on without Elphi!’ and snuggles into my arms.”

At this point, Lumie glared at Oz with a fierce expression.

He tried to look dignified and shook his head.

‘Why did she say such a phrase?’

As he tried to change the subject, she spoke in a voice filled with tender emotions.

“Just kidding. Actually, I rely more on the Director. There’s no one better than him.”

Oz looked at her with slightly sunken eyes.

“…Is that so?”

“Yeah. I used to resent him a lot for what he did to me, but now that I think about it, he probably didn’t do it out of malice. Surely, he did it for me…”

Lumie’s face became even more menacing. She glared at him with a look that seemed to say, “What did you do to her?”

The scarecrow frantically shook his head.

It’s not what you think.

But he couldn’t make excuses because the truth was even more terrible.

Seeing Lumie’s menacing expression, Ella realized that her words might sound strange and corrected her misunderstanding.

She explained about the incident where she had collapsed because the Director had pampered her excessively at the Rose Windmill Cabaret.

Although Lumie seemed satisfied with the conclusion that he wanted to help the young Assistant Director gain experience, the scarecrow found it difficult to control laughter, knowing that this actually didn’t happen..

The three of them, who had become a little more friendly than when they first met, left the area guarded by the Boundaryser.

They passed through the ruins of buildings and headed towards the center.

The path was quite steep. Ella and Lumie found it difficult to climb the rubble after walking for hours today.


So, the scarecrow lifted the two of them onto his shoulders and climbed the ruins.

The stick legs swayed unstably due to the weight of the two, but Persona was not tired from physical fatigue, so it was not difficult.

After climbing for a while, they finally managed to get out of the dark alley.

As they threw off the heavy air and shadows, a cool wind blew, revealing a huge complex.

The place they stood was the rooftop of a building that seemed to be hundreds of meters high.
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The internal structure was similar to a dome stadium.

Tens of thousands of buildings stood shoulder to shoulder, forming a circular shape.

The arrangement of the buildings also bore a resemblance to the seating of a dome stadium. 

As one moved away from the centre, the buildings formed a stepped structure, with each level higher than the last. 

Where they stood was both the rooftop of one building and the front yard of a building higher up.

From the outside, it seemed vaguely large, but from within, the awe-inspiring scale of the architectural structure was almost unbelievable.

In terms of proportion, they could be likened to three ants in a stadium seating fifty thousand.

Ella opened her eyes wide and looked around.

The styles and sizes of the buildings varied greatly, and their arrangement was haphazard.

There were buildings of completely mismatched styles standing side by side, and small buildings squeezed in between larger ones.

However, there was a certain rule. Buildings adjacent to each other had entrance heights that were roughly similar.

Thus, the buildings stood side by side, forming a circuit. And such a carousel ride continued uninterrupted from the first floor to the thousands of meters high top floor, spiralling upwards.

Ella realized that each of the buildings served as a theatre. 

Even a cursory glance around revealed banners hanging at the entrances announcing the ongoing performances, with performers outside engaging in promotional acts.

“A relay acrobatics act involving 22 people! Only for a week! Hurry, limited seats remaining!”

“The legendary play ‘Knights of Moranon,’ guarding the theatre for 30 consecutive years, starts in 30 minutes!”

“A brawl between Della Paggery and Bendes Paggery! Welcome, everyone! Tomatoes can be thrown!”

Everywhere she looked, it was all about performances.

She simply couldn’t close her mouth.

Indeed, it was a place worthy of the name ‘paradise.’

The awe that the Scarecrow felt was no different from hers.

While not as deeply moved as the other two, Lumie was quite caught up in the excitement. 

For the first time in a while, she enjoyed the scenery, reminiscing about her childhood.

And so, the three of them quietly enjoyed the scenery in their own ways.

It was Ella who broke the silence.

“But are there really this many acrobats in the world?”

She looked around, starting from a building more than 10 kilometers away and scanning hundreds of floors above and below.

There seemed to be tens of thousands of theaters in total. 

Even if only ten people were inside each, it would amount to millions.

But that wasn’t all there was to the buildings. There were buildings beneath them, serving as the foundation. 

As they ascended the alleys from the outskirts, they had seen these ‘middle’ and ‘lower’ levels.

People lived there too.

In other words, when everything was considered, there were at least tens of millions of people residing here.

The emergence of the modern circus concept on the continent of Columbia had occurred only a few decades ago.

Before that, there were jesters, performers, musicians, and acrobats, but even if all of them were combined, they wouldn’t amount to as many as seen here.

At Ella’s question, the Scarecrow, playing with the brim of his straw hat, spoke.

“Not everyone here is a follower of Kirku. Acrobats summon deceased family members, and souls adrift in the abyss sometimes find their way here. And among fairies and demons, some dwell in the domain of Kirku.”

Lumie, taking over the explanation, added, “And there are other Worlds besides where we live.”

“Other worlds?”

Ella interjected.

Since it seemed to be his first time hearing about it, the Scarecrow looked at her.

Lumie explained the structure of this world to both of them.

Of course, she used a refined analogy, not the crude comparison of a cat’s dish, but that of a beautiful flower.

Having heard her explanation, Ella nodded, recalling similar stories she had read before.

“So, the world is like a giant tree, and the world we live in is just one of the hundreds of flowers blooming on it? This Domain can be likened to a wasp’s nest hanging from the tree.”

“Yeah. The wasps fly around the flowers on the tree. Magicians exist across multiple worlds.”

“Then, do all the acrobats from different worlds gather here?”

At the mention of ‘all worlds,’ the Scarecrow’s expression tensed.

Could it mean that acrobats from Earth could be here?

However, Lumie shook her head, denying his expectations.

“Not from every place. It requires the presence of ‘Kirku Faith’ there, and those people must be Kirku’s followers.”

Ella suppressed a sigh of admiration, her tongue clicking.

Acrobats from other worlds.

What kind of talents could they possess?

Her hands and feet were itching.

She wanted nothing more than to rush into the nearest theatre and watch any performance she could, but she didn’t have time. 

There wasn’t much time left until the scheduled execution of her colleagues.

“Is that the Central Plaza over there?” 

Ella pointed straight ahead, indicating the vast open space at the centre. 

Despite being as large as Tettromino Plaza, it seemed like a mere coin from this distance.

“Yes, that’s correct.”

“Ugh, it’ll take hours just to get there.”

At her words, the Scarecrow chuckled and shook his head.

“No need for that. We can just summon a Ticketer.”

“A Ticketer?”

“Similar to a Boundaryser, a Ticketer is a spirit affiliated with Card Sun. They handle reservations for performances.”

Lumie called out into the air, “I’d like to make a reservation!”

Suddenly, a flash of light appeared, and someone materialized in the air. It was a middle-aged, skinny man wearing a shirt and overalls. 

His body was made of translucent ectoplasm, similar to the Boundaryser they had seen earlier.

“Welcome, customers!”

Despite his nervous appearance, he greeted them with a pleasant voice.

“It seems you’re new or haven’t been here in a while? In that case, I’ll personally recommend something for you. What are you here to see? The latest show of the week? The bestseller of the week? A steady seller? A free performance? You can also set tags! One-person play! 19+! No singing! Fairy actors! Free drinks! No Fairy Zone! Oh, our customers are fairies too. Excuse me. Anyway, let’s continue, three hours or more! Comedy! Small theatre! Taming!”

Ella found herself caught up in his salesman-like atmosphere, momentarily pondering, ‘Which performance should I see?’ 

However, Oz calmly stated his preference.

“I’d like to see the execution of intruders at the Central Square, please.”

“Ah, that’s what you’re talking about! Got it! It’s taking place at the Central Judicial Theater, and the scheduled time is three hours from now. I’ll issue the tickets. The admission fee is 50 RP per person! You’re in luck, sir. A large number of tickets were cancelled just before the show, so the price has dropped!”

The Scarecrow nodded in agreement.

Indeed, it was affordable. Admission fees for theatres in the game started at a minimum of 100 RP.

The problem was that they didn’t have a single RP to their name.


“It looks like you’re completely broke? You’ll need to earn some RP! Let me guide you to a free performance nearby!”

With a wave of his hand, the Ticketer began to walk somewhere.

The three of them looked at each other before following him.

Ella quickly checked her attire to ensure her skin was properly covered, then whispered into Oz’s ear so the Ticketer couldn’t hear.

“What’s RP? And why are we suddenly going to watch a show?”

At her question, the Scarecrow smiled knowingly.

When it came to performances, there was often a lot of questioning from him and teaching from her outside. 

But here, he was taking on the role of answering. 

It was a refreshing experience.

“The performers in Wonderland aren’t particularly interested in material wealth. Instead, they seek the audience’s response and feedback. That’s essentially their currency. Depending on how well they respond during the performance or how diligently they write the visitor’s log after the show, they receive RP (Reaction Points).”

“Ah, I see. So, we’re going to work as audience members right now.”

Understanding, Ella nodded, feeling that something was strange as she looked at the two.

“Wait a minute, but why don’t you have a single coin? If you’re planning a trip agency, you must have lived quite a long time, haven’t you?”

Her question struck at the heart of the matter, and the two looked at each other.

What should they say?

After a moment of silence, they both seemed to realize something and exclaimed simultaneously.

“We started working because we ran out of RP! If we had money, we’d just be playing!”

“I love gambling! I went to the casino recently and blew it all!”

They threw out their responses and then looked at each other with bewildered expressions.

“What’s that supposed to mean? Are we gambling addicts?”

“Especially you, Lumie! Are we unemployed beggars?”

At least their words didn’t contradict each other.

“Tsk.”

Ella clicked her tongue while looking at them.

Her eyes, which were filled with affection just moments ago, now glimmered with disdain.

To someone like her, who was a circus enthusiast and passionate about this lively world, seeing them gamble and fool around like this seemed pathetic.

They arrived at a street lined with small theaters after walking for a while.

The Ticketer pointed to the area and turned to them.

“There are a few free performances nearby. Do you have any specific preferences?”

“Well, something short and light?”

Though the question was directed at all three of them, Ella didn’t even wait for their consent and answered immediately.


Oz and Lumie sighed as they looked at each other.

They seemed to be branded as pitiful humans after all.

In response to her request, the Ticketer flashed his translucent form and promptly replied.

“Under one hour, light and cheerful story… Ah, fortunately, there’s one.”

He led them to a nearby theatre where a puppet show was being held.
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It was said that even after a person died, they didn’t immediately disappear.

Even after the flame of life extinguished, there remained residual thoughts containing the spiritual information of the person such as memories, emotions, and will. 

They clustered together like iron filings drawn to a magnet, forming a powder-like substance.

However, no matter how well these thoughts were gathered, without the framework of a ‘body,’ they tended to crumble like a sandcastle.

Memories, emotions, and will, they all grew fainter over time.

That was why the souls in Wonderland sought the audience’s reactions.

By showcasing their talents on stage and receiving applause and cheers, they could affirm themselves and maintain their identities.

It was said that it usually took about 20 years for a soul entering here to forget their name. 

But through performances, that period could be extended to 50, even 100 years.

But nothing in this world was eternal.

It only delayed the inevitable, not prevented it.

Eventually, the iron filings would fall away, leaving only the magnet. 

And so, the empty husk of a soul, its essence extinguished, departed to embrace a new life.

That was what the magicians referred to as the cycle of souls.

“So, how many years have you been here?”

At Ella’s question, I provided a suitable number.

“About 17, 18 years, I suppose?”

Enough to be able to casually brush off questions about memories from my past life, if she were to ask.

She listened and then made a rueful expression.

“Well, then, you don’t have much time left. But can you afford to be so lazy? If you want to maintain yourself, you need to work hard in the performances.”

“I’ve said it before. You can delay it, but you can’t stop it. Is there really a need to make an effort to extend a few more years?”

My response seemed to displease her, judging by the look on her face.

“Do you have no family or anything?”

At her question, I thought of my deceased parents.

They were the ones who had fallen for the scam of a cult promising to heal their son’s body, working themselves to the bone only to end up passing away.

Logically, there was no way a cult could miraculously heal limbs, but…

But parents of severely disabled children often found themselves emotionally vulnerable, clinging to false hopes like that.

And the cults knew exactly how to exploit those vulnerabilities.

“Sir?”

“Ah, I’m sorry. I spaced out for a moment there. Family… Well, currently, I don’t have any.”

She glanced at me for a moment, then averted her gaze to the floor.

“…Sorry. I asked something unnecessary.”

“Haha, no need to apologize. This is the afterlife, after all. Death is the number one topic for clowns when they have nothing else to talk about.”

My words elicited a chuckle from her.

“Oh, really? That might actually be true… Oh, look, Lumie is coming.”

A fairy without wings entered the theatre’s entrance, carrying fruit juice in both hands.

I didn’t mind, but the two people with physical bodies needed to consume nutrients. 

Fortunately, this place was a theatre that provided free drinks.

“What were you talking about?”

“We were talking about the extinction of souls.”

My answer seemed to irk Lumie.

“Idiot. You’re supposed to make the customers happy. Why talk about such gloomy stuff?”

“She was curious after seeing that.”

I gestured to the banners hung up in the theatre.

There, it stated that a puppeteer with 70 years of experience in Wonderland had written and directed today’s play.

Puppeteers tended to stay in Wonderland longer than other acrobats.

Perhaps because their true persona was not the ethereal bodies but the puppets themselves.

“Ah.”

Lumie’s expression changed slightly as she read the panel below.

It listed the script and the name of the writer responsible for it.

I looked at her, sensing something in her reaction.

“Do you know them?”

“Huh? Oh, well, it was just a casual acquaintance, that’s all.”

She quickly regained her composure and sipped her fruit juice through a straw.

“Has it been long since they passed away?”

“17 years.”

In her words, I detected a deeper meaning, and I turned to look at her.

She nodded, confirming my suspicion.

“Yeah. They died in the accident at the 2nd Circus Grand Prix.”

“…Come to think of it, there must be quite a few people here who passed away then.”

I thought it would be best not to mention the name ‘Wonderstein.’

As we continued talking, the performance began shortly after.

The puppet show was as recommended by the Ticketer, a short and cheerful story that was easy to enjoy.

We watched the play without any intention of role-playing, naturally laughing and cheering along.

“48%!”

As we exited the theater, Ella exclaimed excitedly.

It seemed to be a rating for the performance we just saw.

It was a rare sight to hear her measuring performance levels like that.

So, I almost blurted out, “That’s a pretty good score,” as if I knew what it meant. Just like someone who knows what it means.

Fortunately, Lumie questioned what that meant, preventing my mistake.

She looked surprised after hearing Ella’s explanation.

“100%? That’s the score of your script? Wait, does that mean the puppet show we just watched wasn’t even half-decent? Is your director’s script that amazing?”

“That’s right. Didn’t I say? I respect that person.”

Respect, huh…

It was hard to suppress a smile. The corners of my lips twitched.

Lumie glanced at me for a moment, then chuckled.

“Respect, huh? You must really admire him.”

“That’s supposed to be an amazing script? I’m curious. What level is it at? Wait, by any chance… when you were back in the World, have you ever seen a show by Veil Arno?”

“The ‘Kinema’ by Silver Veil Circus? I’ve seen it a few times.”


“What was the score for that?”

Tension crept into Lumie’s face.

Perhaps because she was always hiding behind illusions, she wasn’t skilled at concealing her expressions.

Fortunately, Ella, oblivious to the change in her mood, casually replied, “Around mid 70% or so?”

“What?”

Lumie straightened up, her gaze sharpening.

“Are you sure you saw it properly?”

“Of course. But is that such a surprising thing?”

Ella looked at her with a puzzled expression.

I urged Lumie to calm down, trying not to smile.

“Relax. It’s just personal impressions, isn’t it? Don’t take it too seriously, Lumie. Perhaps our Fairy here is just proud of illusions.”

“Oh, really? By the way, weren’t all the Silver Veil people hiding their true selves? Maybe there’s a real fairy among them.”

“Haha, still, compared to a circus with Elphi, it’s only about 70%, right?”

At my words, Lumie, who had just calmed down, once again displayed a furious expression. 

However, it was problematic to argue while using the persona of the ‘Torch Dancer.’

“Even if it’s a hastily sewn mouth, you should speak properly! Didn’t you hear what this kid just said? This kid’s circus troupe has only just managed about 60%!”

“But there’s a goal of 100%, right? Veil Arno’s show is probably going to stay in the mid-70s forever, isn’t it?”

“What? Forever? Is this… ugh… unbearable?”

“Hahaha, I was just about to say, ‘Do you want to fight?'”

“Is this for real?”

“Ugh!”

The illusion rope rose again and twisted my arms and legs.

I could only roll on the floor mercilessly.

“Ehyo.”

Even though it hadn’t been long since I met Ella, she seemed tired of seeing us quarrel like this and shook her head as if she were tired of it.

“Can you stop fighting like a married couple and come on?”

“W-what? M-m-married? W-with this kid?”

Lumie turned red to her ears and waved her arms around.

Thanks to her, the illlusion weakened, and I managed to free myself from the rope.

“Yeah, that’s how it looks like we are, huh?”

Lumie protested again, but Ella pretended not to hear and turned away.

“Oh, right. I have to write a review. Then they’ll give us more RP, right?”

“Hey! Answer me!”

“I’ll wait for you at the entrance!”

Ella left us and headed towards where they wrote down the visitor’s book.

Once she was gone, silence fell between us.

As I stood up, straightening my bent arms and legs, our eyes met.

She blushed and yelled at me.

“W-what are you looking at!”

Not long after, Ella came out of the theatre.

She checked her watch and muttered.

“Still about two hours left.”

“Do you want to watch more of the performance?”

“Well, I do… but… wouldn’t it be late if we don’t leave now?”

I shook my head as if to say not to worry about it.

“Anyway, if we use the paid ticket, we’ll be moved right in front of the theatre.”

“Oh, really?”

“Yes. Of course. There’s still plenty of time left, so let’s watch a little more and then go.”

“Okay. I want to reserve tickets!”

At her shout, the Ticketer appeared in the air.

He was dressed the same as before, but he looked like a different middle-aged man.

“According to the algorithm, may I recommend something similar to what you just watched?”

“No, I’ll tag it myself.”

I interjected, inserting my head between the two.

“Are you going to see Taming after all?”

“No, I’ll search for ‘Monster Circus’!”

She said so and flashed us an embarrassed smile.

“I want to see Wonderland’s performance too. After all, I’m the deputy Director of the Monster Circus. I want to help the members… and the head.”

Her noble words left me speechless.

“You really have to be nice to this one.”

Lumie whispered in my ear.

I nodded.

Monster Circus.

As the head of the group, I couldn’t believe I hadn’t thought of that.

If I watched the show here, I might find something helpful.

But the Ticketer, after finishing the search, shook her head slightly with a gloomy expression.

“Sorry, there are no performances registered with that tag.”

“Why?”

She asked, pressing further.

Indeed, it was strange.

The Monster Circus was an essential part of circus history.

It was the beginning of modern circuses to carry bizarre creatures in mobile wagons as attractions. 

Magicians who performed at banquets, acrobats who showed off their skills on the streets, actors who acted in theatres, and jesters who entertained in palaces all joined later.

Of course, there were several reasons why there might not be a Monster Circus here.

“Maybe everyone here is indifferent to appearances after leaving their bodies?”

“Besides, this place is frequented by fairies and demons. Even if they look scary, wouldn’t it be difficult to gather an audience as Monster Circus?”

“Oh, then if our members come here, will they become unemployed?”

Ella shrugged helplessly.

“Can’t help it. Let’s watch something else. Since I chose last time, let’s let the old man and sister choose now. What do you want to watch?”

“I prefer something action-packed.”

“I prefer something with lots of singing!”

I chose ‘The Enemy Meets on a Suspension Bridge.’ 

It was a performance that coincidentally depicted a brawl between people with grudges meeting on a suspension bridge.

Starting with just two people, the story later involved acquaintances and passers-by, with over 20 acrobats holding each other and tumbling on the suspension bridge.

In the end, amusingly, they all fell into the river and were rescued by a passing fisherman.

“53%!”

Lumie chose ‘The Madness Kitchen,’ a play about chefs preparing a banquet in the kitchen, full of chaos, using cooking utensils and food in a unique way.

With every swing of the knife, colourful ingredients flew into the air, and pizza dough, which seemed to be several meters long, flew across the stage like a disk. 

Every time flames rose from the pan, cheers and applause erupted.

“67%!”

Leaving the theatre, Lumie looked at me with a triumphant expression.

“Hah, I chose the higher one. Seems like you have no eye for viewing compared to your scriptwriting skills.”

I said with a slightly annoyed voice.

“What you chose, Lumie, was a paid performance.”


“Oh, then let’s make a bet later. Who chooses the higher one.”

“Okay, let’s do it.”

When we came out after watching the third performance, there was now less than five minutes until the execution time.

We purchased tickets from the Tickter and tore them along the dotted line, not surprised that the scenery around us suddenly distorted since we had used it once before.

Our bodies moved to the judicial theatre in the central square.
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The courtroom theatre exuded an authority and solemnity not found in other theatres.

Constructed of marble, with the weightiness emanating from it, towering roofs, and gigantic stone pillars supporting it, it exuded an imposing presence that made people involuntarily feel intimidated.

Above all, what distinguished this place from other theatres was the giant staircase leading to its entrance.

While other buildings tried to make entering as easy as possible, perhaps fearing that the audience might turn away, the courtroom theatre was different.

The stairs were very high, demanding that visitors climb them directly.

Where we arrived after tearing our tickets was not at the entrance of the building, but under the stairs.

“The execution time is three minutes away!” 

Security officers stationed throughout shouted.

Three minutes was barely enough time to climb the stairs.

As I hurried along the path, I noticed Ella’s gaze was directed in the wrong direction.

She was looking towards the square.

Despite the festive atmosphere everywhere else, the central square was particularly noisy.

Sounds of shouting, singing, cheering, and musical instruments could be heard from all directions.

I knew what was happening there.

The competition the patrol officers mentioned they would participate in was in full swing.

We would go there in a little while, but not now.

“Ella, we don’t have much time left.”

At my words, she snapped out of her daze.

“Oh? Oh, right! This isn’t the time. Let’s go quickly!”

We hurriedly climbed the stairs.

But despite the urgency, Lumie struggled to keep up with our steps, much like when we climbed ruins. 

With each three steps I took, Ella took two, and Lumie struggled to take one.

“It’s too high! When will we reach the top?”

She exclaimed and then glanced at me.

Realizing what she wanted, I sighed slightly and stooped down.

“There’s no choice. Ride on my back.”

She awkwardly placed her arms around my slender torso—this felt really strange. 

Her other arm wrapped around one of my shoulders.

As she did so, even Ella, who had been walking briskly, stumbled in front of me.

“Uncle, me too! Me too!”

“Seriously! Alright, Ella, you’re on this side!”

And so, I carried the two women on my back and climbed the uphill road.

The road was wide and clear.

“But strangely, there aren’t many people around.”

“Yeah. Maybe because the stairs are so high?”

“Isn’t punishment pretty scary? Like being publicly shamed or something.”

At Lumie’s words, Ella and I burst into laughter.

No matter how much we thought about it, it didn’t seem like something that would happen in Wonderland’s atmosphere.

Still, thanks to the absence of people blocking the path, we managed to enter the theatre just before the closing time.

“It’s a bit uncomfortable carrying two people on my back while running.”

“But still, carrying Ella was more comfortable, right?”

“Huh? What are you talking about? It’s obvious given the height difference.”

I laughed at their conversation.

“To be honest, carrying Ella made me more comfortable.”

At my words, Lumie narrowed her eyes at me and glared.

“Isn’t that your way of getting back at me earlier?”

“What are you talking about? Ella evenly distributed her weight, making it comfortable to sit. In contrast, Lumie, you were hanging onto my shoulder with all your weight.”

Lumie looked embarrassed.

Considering Ella’s tightrope walking skills, such a difference was natural.

“Still, it was really comfortable! How about you become my ride from now on? Honestly, it’s too hard to keep up with your strides.”

“You want me to be your ride?”

My expression distorted at the absurd request.

She shrugged as if to say what’s the problem?

“In the Card Sun, fairies find it difficult to use their powers. Everyone hires rides a lot, you know?”

I remembered seeing people or animals carrying loads of fairies on their backs while passing by.

Was that what it was about?

“Anyway, even if…”

Before I could refute, Ella spoke up.

“It looks like it’s starting.”

Thousands of spectators were already in the execution hall.

It wasn’t a large number. 

It didn’t even fill one-tenth of the seats.

The host ascended the central stage.

His persona was quite ridiculous. 

Judging by his attire, he was definitely a magician, but he was wearing dozens of hats piled on top of each other over a blue ethereal body.

He looked around the audience and spoke in a serious tone.

“Then, as announced, we will execute the punishment for the intruders.”

As he gestured, security officers emerged from the corners of the hall, dragging the prisoners with them.

They were draped in veils, but glimpses of their skin revealed they were mountain people.

“Hey, who are those people?”

Ella asked, tilting her head as she looked at them.

They were mountain people, indeed, but they weren’t part of our group.

Then, the host announced their crimes.

“These individuals attacked the ‘Council of Saints’ a few days ago.”

Hearing this, I recognized who they were.

“Do you know them?”

“They’re the ones who caused the terror here a few days ago.”

“Because of them, you were misunderstood.”

“Thank goodness they’re not from our side though.”


After reading out their crimes, the host introduced himself.

“I am the ‘Crazy Hatter,’ the saint in charge of executing this punishment.”

“Crazy Hatter!”

Ella shouted as if she knew him.

Lumie also nodded beside me.

I had heard of his name before.

While experimenting with starlight, I tracked the whereabouts of starlight that appeared elsewhere.

Being iconic in the circus industry, news of him often appeared in magazines.

Several vials of starlight came out of Hippodrome, and one of them was auctioned off in Vegas a few weeks ago.

The identity of the buyer was not disclosed by the auction house, but some of the prominent items were revealed.

Among them was something belonging to Crazy Hatter.

A master magician who had been active decades ago.

I didn’t delve into his details much as my interest lay solely in starlight.

But judging by Ella and Lumie’s reactions, he seemed to have been a renowned magician, perhaps even a apostle of Kirku.

Crazy Hatter proceeded, tilting his tower of hats above his head and deftly balancing them as he went along.

“They have confessed to their crimes. They invaded Wonderland under the command of a group of witches called the Voodoo, but the leader’s name remains undisclosed.”

He raised his hand.

The guards escorting the prisoners removed the covers from them.

“Today’s punishment is both a penalty for past crimes and an interrogation to extract information. And at the same time… it will be an entertaining show for our audience.”

There was no trace of laughter in Crazy Hatter’s voice, yet the audience burst into laughter.

It was inevitable.

The sight of the uncovered prisoners was too absurd.

“Hahaha!”

“What’s that?”

“Disgusting! Haha!”

They were ordinary men and women in their thirties and forties.

There was nothing unusual about their appearance.

The problem lay in their attire.

They wore sailor suits with exposed navels, mini skirts, fishnet stockings, and high heels. 

Additionally, they had applied thick lipstick on their lips and tied their hair into twin ponytails.

Middle-aged men and women with protruding bellies were dressed up like modern teenage girl idol groups.

It was a bizarre sight.

While the three of us froze at the sight, the other spectators clutched their stomachs and laughed heartily.

“What a spectacle! What a spectacle!”

“I came to the judicial theater just to see this!”

“Start! Start!”

Excited by the strange fervor, the people shouted.

Crazy Hatter looked at the prisoners with a serious expression.

“From now on, I have full authority on this stage.”

With a flick of his hand, lively music filled the hall.

“Shall we start lightly? First… writing your names with your buttocks!”

As soon as his command was given, the prisoners stretched out their buttocks towards the audience and began writing their names.

The audience burst into laughter.

The Voodoo mages faces turned crimson as if they were about to explode.

But they couldn’t resist and carried out Crazy Hatter’s commands.

“This is nothing. Shall we continue?”

Crazy Hatter, unable to lift his head, instructed the gasping prisoners with the next order.

As the punishment progressed, the laughter of the audience grew louder.

The sound of feet rolling on the floor echoed throughout the hall.

Crazy Hatter’s commands became more relentless.

He made them speak blasphemy against the deities they worshiped, made them fight and insult each other, and even made them sprinkle each other with dirty substances.

He made them perform actions that would make them feel ashamed and humiliated. 

Some of it was so obscene that it was almost impossible to utter.

They accomplished all of that while being ridiculed by thousands.

I covered Ella’s eyes completely. 

She buried her face in my hand and exhaled slowly, trembling.

I felt like I was going to vomit as I looked at the stage.

I felt like I was choking on the laughter of thousands.

When I glanced sideways, Lumie was also staring at the stage with a stiff expression.

I wanted to tell her to stop if she felt distressed, but my mouth was sealed shut.

Crazy Hatter confirmed the faces of the prisoners, now smeared with despair, and paused the music for a moment to ask them a question.

“All right, answer me. Who is the leader of the Voodoo?”

“Grrr!”

“These damned spirits serving that mad Kirku!”

“Do you think we will tell you!”

Most of the Voodoo mages responded to his question with curses or spitting.

Though they had been enemies in the game, I felt sympathy for them now.

With an indifferent face, Crazy Hatter passed by them and stood in front of the last prisoner.

His face looked as if it could collapse into a puddle of mush at any moment.

“Do you have anything to say? Who’s your leader?”

“That, that’s….”

“Nothing, huh.”

Crazy Hatter turned away.

Then, the prisoner shouted.

“Wait! Just a moment! I’ll talk! I’ll talk!”

Crazy Hatter slowly turned to him.

While the other prisoners shouted at him, when Hatter gestured to silence them, they only muttered under their breath, unable to make any sound.

“Speak up.”

“Th-that… that’s…”

He trembled his voice, looking around at his colleagues.

Then, after swallowing a gulp of saliva, he opened his mouth.

“Wow, Wonder….”

I looked at the prisoner, suppressing a groan.

Surely I wouldn’t get caught here.

Especially with these two around.

Fortunately, he stopped speaking there and closed his mouth firmly.

Then he looked down at the ground, seeming to ponder something.

And after a while, he raised his head and shouted fiercely at the Crazy Hater.

“Hey, you Wonderland… bastards can go to hell!”

Boos erupted from the audience. 

His animosity was so intense that it was hard to find elsewhere in Wonderland.

“Take a break for a moment.”

The Crazy Hater said so and got off the stage.

It seemed he judged that interrogating wouldn’t proceed properly in this atmosphere.

We couldn’t say anything, still shocked by the sight, when we heard a strange sound from beside us.

Squelch 

squelch

Squelch

They were yellow spheres the size of fists.

On their smooth surface, there were crescent-shaped holes, from which eerie sounds emanated, as if laughing or mocking.

“What’s that…?”

At Ella’s words, I finally remembered to breathe and replied.

“It’s a Keekling. A spirit of laughter.”

Lumie also coughed loudly and responded to my words.

“It’s said they appear when something amusing happens. They’re scattered all over Wonderland.”

Our eyes met.

We realized we both had the same question in mind.

“…Really?”

Ella said so and looked down.

During the break, the audience came down from the stands and crowded in front of the stage.

They taunted and cursed at the prisoners, defying the guards’ warnings.

Lumie gently wrapped her arm around Ella’s shoulder and said.

“Shall we leave now?”

“…Yeah.”

As we left the hall, cheers and applause erupted behind us.

It seemed that Crazy Hater had returned.

We didn’t say anything until we completely left the building.

The view of the spacious square caught our eyes.

We both took a deep breath at the same time.

“I never knew punishment was like this.”

“Me neither.”

Ella glanced around the judicial theatre once and then pursed her lips for a moment before speaking.

“Our people will need to be rescued no matter what. Facing such things could lead to dying of shame.”

I scrutinized Ella’s face.

She was wearing an expression she hadn’t shown in a while.

Anger, contempt.

It used to be directed at me.

“Elphi, you seem really angry.”

“Do I?”

She hugged her overcoat and stood in front of the stairs.

The steep slope and the rough wind blew.

The back of her overcoat fluttered in the wind.

“Yeah. I’m angry.”

She spat out those words and then lowered her voice coldly and continued.


“I don’t know how serious the crimes those people committed are, but that’s not a performance. At least you shouldn’t call that a performance under the name of the Kirku! The laughter of the audience was more like mockery, contempt, rather than joy. That kind of thing… that kind of thing…”

Ella stopped there and pressed her lips tightly together.

Lumie smiled bitterly and continued what she intended to say.

“It’s closer to the original monster show.”

TL Note: I would like everyone to remember the Voodoo. They are important.
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Most of the world’s coastlines appeared on maps as the Age of Exploration drew to a close. 

With the accumulation of geographic information and advancements in printing technology, the era arrived when anyone could sit at home and purchase a world map. 

This facilitated industrialization by promoting the movement of people and goods.

However, its impact wasn’t entirely positive.

Around that time, there emerged a group known as “explorers,” who roamed the inland territories beyond the coastlines. 

Despite their romanticized name, they were essentially nothing more than bandits. 

Armed with weapons, they ventured into unmapped lands to plunder their inhabitants, technologies, and artifacts.

One of their primary targets was mysterious creatures like fairies and spirits.

They roamed the waters near Jormungandr, targeting lone fairies and spirits wandering away from their groups. 

They would capture them to sell as commodities to wealthy collectors or as exhibits in exhibitions.

Exhibitions were not just about displaying captured creatures.

Depending on how the items were presented and promoted, significant profits could be made. 

This led to the emergence of professional organizers specializing in exhibitions.

They employed various methods to attract visitors. 

They would train captured creatures to perform tricks or incorporate street performers’ acrobatics.

The emergence of monster circuses was part of this trend.

While conditions have improved significantly nowadays, back then, many children born to survivors of the cursed plague weren’t even registered as citizens. 

Despite having parents and hometowns, they were often treated as outcasts. 

It was common for them to be denied entry to villages, and during droughts or epidemics, they were often scapegoated and faced lynching.

As a result, most of the cursed ones shied away from human contact and lived in hiding, appearing to be part of human society yet distant from it.

They caught the attention of circus organizers constantly seeking new spectacles.

These organizers understood human desires well.

They realized that people quickly grew tired of admiring extraordinary things and pretending to be refined. 

Instead, they sought to stimulate more primal desires.

Providing a target for ridicule, contempt, and condemnation became their strategy.

With the acceleration of industrialization and urbanization exacerbating the gap between the rich and poor, the discontented masses sought targets for their anger.

Monster shows were born out of these societal tensions.

However, as circuses evolved into comprehensive performing arts, such shows gradually faded away. 

Although still occasionally seen in rural areas, they were rare in major cities. 

Anyone in the industry pursuing a respectable image avoided mentioning monster shows due to their violence and savagery.

Wonderstein’s involvement with monster circuses likely received negative attention due to this historical context.

Ella tried not to recall the stage she had seen at the judicial theatre.

However, even with her eyes closed, she could still hear the mocking laughter ringing in her ears.

Were the personas sitting here people from bygone days? 

From an era when there was shame associated with monster circuses?

She glanced at the two individuals with a slight hesitation.

“I hope you won’t misunderstand, sir, ma’am. Our circus… The show Wonderstein and I created isn’t like that… It’s a monster circus, yes… but it’s different.”

Would they perceive it as an excuse? Would they think she was defending herself with lies?

Fortunately, both seemed to understand, nodding in agreement.

“We understand. Miss Elphi wouldn’t be like that.”

“Trust us.”

Ella breathed a sigh of relief.

“Thank you. Oh, really, today of all days, I miss the troupe…”

Considering the duration of their training camp, it had been a good two weeks since she had returned to their lodgings.

Cheerful Sven.

Thoughtful Yurakne.

Innocent Womon.

Hot-tempered Triamere.

Quiet Bendict.

Timid Jobel.

Hadn’t they experienced similar things like inside?

Just hearing about it while passing by was quite something.

But thinking about it, seeing it firsthand, felt entirely different.

She stretched herself.

Regardless, she needed to get out of here safely to see her comrades again.

And the person she most wanted to see now… Wonderstein, that person too.

“Alright. Despite being a rather unpleasant show, knowing the other managers are safe is a relief. So, shall we get to the point? What’s the plan from here?”

Oz breathed a sigh of relief inwardly at seeing Ella’s relaxed expression.

“Firstly, talking. We’re gathering Elphi’s colleagues scattered within Wonderland.”

“How?”

Scarecrow raised his straw hat provocatively with his thumb.

“Think we’re going to reveal a riddle here? Hold on.”

Ella recalled the information she had gathered about Wonderland.

There were essentially two ways to gather scattered friends:

Either she would find them, or she would make them find her.

The former didn’t seem feasible, but the latter brought an idea to mind.

“Tickets. Right?”

She smiled confidently at him, and he smiled back, nodding.

“Yes. There are thousands of theaters here. Renting one for a performance. The quality of the show doesn’t matter; what’s needed is a ‘tag.’ Even if your companions stay here for half a day, they won’t be able to ignore the presence of ticketers. And even the dullest person will realize within a day what this can be used for. Is there a common code shared by the people you want to meet?”

Lumie swiftly added after his words.

“Something that the three captured individuals might remember.”

Ella recalled the two weeks they spent together.

Reyna, Maya, Karen, Clara, Ruelle, and her.

The six of them practiced, played, and slept together.

In the process, they naturally had shared keywords.

“It’s true. Then, let’s try it. The most memorable thing from the past two weeks…”

She deliberated, thinking about what would be recognizable yet subtle enough.

“We should use the name of our performance. ‘Elysium.'”

“Alright. We’ll arrange the details later, but for now, we should leave this place.”


Oz nodded, and Ella felt a sense of determination rise within her.

“Here.”

“All right. But right now, it’s festival season, and there’s a crowd of guests coming in from outside. It’ll be hard for an unknown acrobat to rent a theatre.”

As Ella heard those words, something flashed in her mind, and she looked down the stairs.

Far away, she could see dozens of stages set up in the central square.

Each stage had different sounds and colours. 

People on the stages were being replaced at short intervals. 

It was clear that some kind of competition was taking place.

“Is that what you’re talking about?”

“Haha, you catch on quickly. Yes! Ella is going to compete and achieve good results in the competition! As you know, the talent of someone from the mountain brings a strong resonance here. Any decent acrobat could easily win a prize there.”

Ella shivered with excitement.

Standing on Wonderland’s stage.

Her mouth, visible under her hat, was smiling, showing her teeth.

“Are you crazy? Mister, that’s a plan I really like!”

She seemed about to jump down the stairs right away.

But suddenly she stopped in her tracks.

“Um, but Mister, and Sister, are you okay? You helped and… won’t you get punished?”

At first, when she first hired the two, she didn’t really consider that.

But seeing the punishment, she couldn’t help but worry.

Lumie shrugged as if to say not to worry.

“Those magicians are so wicked that they deserve what they got.”

“Think about the patrolmen who caught Ella. They let her go because she showed her talent, right? This place is much more lenient than you think.”

“Really? Is that so? Well then, great! Let’s go right away!”

She shouted enthusiastically and hung onto Oz’s back.

Lumie did the same, climbing onto his shoulders.

The scarecrow sighed and shook his head.

“Are you going to keep doing this?”

“I admit it now. You’re our transport here.”

“Haha, okay, let’s go!”

“Hold on tight. It might be a bit fast!”

With that, he didn’t give them a chance to argue. 

He leaped down the stairs without warning, and they followed, hurtling downwards.

“Woah, hey! You crazy man! What are you doing?”

“Oops? Mister, are you confident?”

“Of course!”

The wind whipped their faces.

With a thud, they landed safely on the staircase. 

Oz had become quite accustomed to jumping by now.

He leaped down a dozen or so steps in one go. 

He checked that they were both okay and prepared for the next leap.

“Mister, we’re still going?”

“Hey, stop it!”

Lumie tried to stop him by grabbing his neck, but it was no use. 

He continued leaping down the stairs one after another. 

Each time, Lumie made a gasping sound, and Ella burst into laughter.

In less than 30 seconds, they were able to reach the ground.

With tear-filled eyes—she claimed it was because of the wind—Lumie glared at him and swore, while Ella held onto her stomach, laughing.

They crossed the square and looked around at the stages where competitions were in full swing.

From singing to acrobatics to comedy, performances in every imaginable field were underway.

“There are so many stages.”

“Which one do you think is good?”

“Let’s go where Ella wants.”

“All right! Should we check the list? I’m trying to make a reservation!”

At Ella’s shout, a Ticketer appeared in front of them.

Oz and Lumie, knowing her skill, believed she would do well no matter what performance she chose.

But the problem arose elsewhere.

The Ticketer, upon hearing Ella’s request, nervously shook his head.

“I’m sorry, but they’re all sold out, ma’am.”

The Ticketer explained that everyone performing on the stages today had purchased tickets several days ago.

“When’s the next competition?”

“It’s in 6 days, ma’am.”

At the mention of 6 days, Ella’s face fell.

“This is a big problem.”

“During that time, three more people could be executed.”

“Um, that’s true, but I’m worried they might not find us outside,” Ella fretted nervously.

It had already been two days since they entered this place.

They couldn’t know what chaos might be happening in Yeterinpuurk right now.

“Oh, you don’t need to worry about that,” the Scarecrow said brightly.

“During the festival period, blessing encircles Wonderland like a fortress wall.”

“What does that mean?”

“In simple terms, time passes slowly here. Spending 100 days here is only a day outside.”

“Wait, so only about 30 minutes have passed outside?”

Oz and Lumie nodded.

That’s why the two of them could have been relaxed until now.

“But even six days still feel too long. We don’t know what will happen to the three of us. Isn’t there any way?”

“How about waiting on-site, Maam? Cancelled tickets keep coming up in real-time,” the Ticketer suggested.

Ella reacted strongly to this suggestion.

“Is that so?”

“Yes. Giving up on a performance isn’t common, but it happens occasionally.”

“Occasionally? Oh, so it’s not easy to get those?”

“Once they’re out, yes. The entry passes for the performances don’t have instant teleportation. For example, if a ticket is cancelled three minutes early, there’s no reason for anyone not on stage to buy it. So, many cancelled tickets go to waste.”

Ella looked at the two of them.

The two who met her gaze nodded.

“Alright. Then let’s check for cancelled tickets. Anything will do.”

So, the three of them spent time watching nearby stages while waiting for the Ticketer to bring good news.

A few hours passed quickly.

True to the philosophy of ‘the show must go on’ worshippers, those who cancelled their promise to perform didn’t come out so easily.

Oz, halfway through giving up, buried himself on a nearby bench, and Lumie, perhaps tired, used his body as a pillow and fell asleep.

“I wonder if it’ll happen by today.”

The moment he uttered those words, Ella, who had been watching the stage in the distance, ran towards him frantically.

“Let’s hurry! The stage is on the other side!”

“Yes? What do you mean?”

“I got tickets!”

Ella shook what she held in her hand.

There was an entry pass.

“It starts in five minutes! Hurry!”


“You go ahead! Lumie hasn’t fully woken up yet! We’ll follow you!”

Ella shook her head at his words.

“No! I need you! It’s a duet singing contest!”

“What?”

The Scarecrow’s mouth fell open in surprise.
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“Duet? With me?”

“Let’s just go for now! We don’t have much time!”

Ella unfolded the ticket in front of him.

Underneath the printed closing time, the ink seemed to wriggle as if alive. 

It indicated the remaining time until the entrance deadline. 

The numbers were decreasing rapidly like on a stopwatch. 

Judging by the location of the stage Ella was pointing at, it seemed quite tight to make it on time even if they rushed.

The scarecrow let out a short sigh.

It took him hours to finally get these tickets. 

He couldn’t afford to miss this opportunity.

“Alright. Let’s talk while we go.”

He stood up, carrying Lumie in his arms.

She was sound asleep, deeply enough that she wouldn’t notice even if he carried her through a crowd. 

She didn’t even change her breathing pattern while he was running, staggering several times as they walked through the crowded area.

It seemed true that you couldn’t easily wake up a fairy from her sleep.

While running, Ella explained the rules of the competition to him.

It was a system where they would perform in front of judges, and based on the scores they received, they would advance to the finals.

“Scores? Then wouldn’t it be better to sing with Lumie?”

Ella glanced briefly at Lumie in his arms before shaking her head.

“She doesn’t seem like she’ll wake up anytime soon, right? Besides, she can’t. It has to be a mixed-gender duo.”

The scarecrow’s somewhat hesitant face wrinkled.

“But I can’t sing?”

During his broadcasting days, no matter how much money he received in sponsorship, he never sang. 

Singing alone was fine, but when he received attention from others, memories of busking on the streets came back, making his face flush and his breath hitch.

“Oh, singing isn’t a big deal. It’s all about confidence! Just enjoy it! You wouldn’t refuse, would you? Especially after going through the trouble of getting these tickets.”

Reluctantly, the scarecrow agreed.

Indeed, if he missed this chance now, there was no guarantee when the next opportunity would come.

But the problem still remained.

“Is there a song that you and I can sing together?”

“Hasn’t it been about 17 or 18 years since you passed away? Don’t worry. I know a lot of old songs. Shall we choose a famous one?”

The scarecrow pondered for a moment.

Although it had been over six months since he came here, he didn’t know many songs. 

This place wasn’t like the modern world where you could easily listen to music whenever you wanted. 

While there were record players, they weren’t easily accessible, and music wasn’t readily available.

Of course, his lack of interest in singing was the main reason.

However, recently, he had learned quite a few songs inadvertently while helping with rehearsals.

But he couldn’t ask Ella to sing those songs with him.

It would be too suspicious for him to suddenly claim he knew songs from Christian’s unpublished works.

At that moment, one song flashed through his mind.

Many “plays within a play” appeared due to the nature of the material.

Most of them were created by the writers to match the atmosphere of the play, but there was one exception, where the writer inserted one of his previous works.

It was a script from twenty years ago.

Even if he said he knew it, it wouldn’t be strange, given that he had passed away eighteen years ago.

When he asked Ella if she knew the song, she nodded vigorously.

“Christian’s? I know it by heart! Alright, let’s go with that!”

With the song chosen, they arrived at the backstage tent.

When they entered, a stage staff member was looking for them.

“Next contestant, please prepare! Next contestant? Is there no next contestant?”

“Here, over here!”

Ella waved her hand and rushed over to him.

He checked the ticket she presented and nodded.

“You’ve arrived right on time. You’ll be going up on stage right after the current performance. I need your names to inform the host. Could you tell me?”

“I’m Oz, and this is Elphi.”

“I see. Have you decided on the song you’ll be singing? As long as it’s a song you’ve performed on stage at least once, the band can play it for you.”

“Well, the song we’ll be singing is…”

The two of them completed the registration and went to the waiting room to review the lyrics and synchronize their breathing.

When Ella heard him sing, she whistled.

“What’s this? You sing well enough! No need to be so modest.”

The scarecrow scratched the back of his head, looking embarrassed at her praise.

“I just don’t perform well in front of an audience.”

“Could it be stage fright? You didn’t seem to have that at all.”

“That’s not it. Strangely, it feels that way only for the song.”

“Don’t worry! I’ll boost the mood, so just go with the flow. It’s just a 5-minute song, right? Let’s close our eyes and give it a shot.”

Seeing Ella’s confident attitude, he felt relieved.

There was no one as reliable as her on stage.

Their turn came quickly.

The stage manager signaled them to get ready to go onstage.

“Oh, but are you going out like that?”

She looked at the strap of the guitar, which was clinging to his torso made of straw. 

She had tried to take it off several times before, but he never let go of his body.

“I can’t help it. I have to carry it.”

He supported her firmly with one hand to prevent her from falling, and held the microphone with the other hand.

The two of them followed the stage manager’s guidance and moved to the side of the stage where the audience couldn’t see them.

Ella stood there, taking in the overall atmosphere of the stage.

The size of the stage, the position of the band, the gaze of the audience, the mood, the host’s rhythm.

In her mind, they naturally blended with the song.

She frowned as if she was dissatisfied with something.

Her instincts told her that something was about 2% lacking.

She watched as the previous contestants waited for the judges’ scores, then suddenly turned her head towards the stage manager.


“Can I borrow a guitar?”

“Are you going to play live? Of course!”

The stage manager smiled brightly and handed her a guitar that fit her size. 

As soon as she received it, she quickly adjusted the sound by plucking the strings here and there.

“Do you have a pick?”

“Yes.”

From her pocket, she took out an object the size of a coin.

It was a flat badge in the shape of a rose. 

It was a ‘Star’ obtained from Luz.

At that moment, the host called out the names of the two.

“The next contestants are Oz and Elphi!”

Usually, contestants would rush out to cheers from the audience.

But Ella didn’t go out. 

She stood still, waiting for the cheers to subside.

About 10 seconds passed.

And when people began to wonder what was going on, she strummed the guitar.

At that moment, the atmosphere in the audience changed drastically.

The sound of her guitar was only a short passage, not flashy or noisy.

But it had the effect of raising tension like an appetizer before the main course.

She didn’t miss that opportunity and stepped onto the stage. 

The scarecrow followed right behind her.

She crossed the stage, receiving the audience’s gaze, and then quickly grabbed the microphone the host offered, cutting off any attempt at introduction.

“Everyone!”

She lightly plucked the guitar strings once more and shouted again.

“Are you going to sit still?”

The audience fell silent for a moment.

And then, with thunderous cheers, the audience rose from their seats.

“What’s happening all of a sudden?”

“My body just reacted on its own.”

“Why am I suddenly so excited?”

She smiled around at the scene.

Yeah. 

That’s it.

Her performance, which was lacking 2%, had an effect beyond expectations.

She felt that every ripple she caused shook the audience more than usual.

Was this what the residents here called the ‘echo of the mountains’?

“I believe everyone knows this! It’s one of Christian’s works! Let’s go!”

The audience stomped their feet and clapped their hands, setting the rhythm.

Everyone knew the song.

She took a short deep breath.

And followed the rhythm of the audience’s breathing and the band’s beat, she plucked the guitar.

The moment her song began.

It gave goosebumps.

***

The protagonist of the story was a demon dwelling in the abyss. 

He was famous for his terrifying appearance, enough to frighten even the bravest of people.

One day, he found himself caught in a bet with a fellow demon.

There was a fearless woman in a rural area on the surface, known for her lack of fear, and the bet was that if he could scare her with his appearance alone, without resorting to threats or other tricks, the demon would give him a precious jewel.

Being tempted by the valuable item, he accepted the bet without properly considering it. 

He didn’t doubt that just a glimpse of himself would terrify the woman.

However, when he went to the village and saw the woman, he realized she was blind and couldn’t see him.

Only then did he realize he had been tricked, but a bet was a bet, and there was no way out. 

So, he struggled to find a way to scare the woman to win the bet.

During the day when the villagers were all out, he went to the woman and explained how terrifying he looked. 

However, she only found joy in the company of this amusing and kind guest who interrupted her mundane daily chores.

The song was about the him describing his hometown to the woman.

It was a humorous and warm song, contrasting the demon’s initial intention to scare the woman with his attempts to portray the abyss as an ordinary village and showing how his feelings towards her changed as he struggled to find a way to win the bet.

In fact, this song was not strategically suitable for the competition.

It required props, backgrounds representing the demon’s village, and the cooperation of demon residents to truly bring out its essence.

In the midst of such a noisy festival atmosphere, with no narrative context of the play, simply standing on stage with just the two of them singing the song diminished its appeal.

But Ella compensated for these shortcomings with her talent.

She managed to engage the audience, who were initially noisy, to stand up and naturally join in the response parts of the song, and she filled in the gaps with her ad-libs and acting skills.

Even those who didn’t know the plot of the play could feel how the situation was unfolding just by watching her.

Contrary to his initial lack of confidence, the scarecrow followed her lead well.

In a short time, he immersed himself in the role of the demon.

His ridiculous attempt to portray something evil as ordinary seemed somewhat similar to his own situation, seemingly ingrained in Wonderstein’s body.

He energetically sang the song, jumping around the stage.

But was he the only one immersed in his role?


The final verse sung by the blind woman hinted at her love for the devil, even if he was to be described as wicked.

The look in Ella’s eyes as she sang that part seemed to be filled with intense emotions.

At a glance, it almost seemed as if tears were welling up.

The moment he met her gaze, he missed the last part that should have been sung.

Amidst the confusion, the band played the final chords of the song, and with the loud bang of the drums, the two people’s stage came to an end.
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With a thunderous roar, applause poured onto the stage.

Thanks to that, the scarecrow could regain his composure and look around.

It hadn’t even been 10 minutes since she started singing, but suddenly the audience had increased by at least five times compared to the beginning. 

It seemed like everyone nearby had gathered.

“Elphi! Elphi! Elphi!”

“One more song! One more song!”

They shouted enthusiastically, chanting Ella’s name.

She dashed to the front of the stage, waving to the audience and responding to their cheers.

What’s going on? 

Did he misunderstand something?

Her lively movements as she dashed around didn’t resemble someone who had been crying just moments ago.

The scarecrow approached her with hesitant steps.

The last verse she sang reminded him of a confession she had made to him a few weeks ago.

“It’s such a boring and dull village. I can’t believe you’re from there. You’re such an interesting person. Actually, there’s something I didn’t tell you. The wine I served you last time, I accidentally grabbed the wrong one. Later, I heard what my family said. It was ‘Mama’s brew.’ It’s fake alcohol made by mixing pig’s blood when there’s an epidemic. You drank it so happily. Anyone else would have spat it out in disgust. But you kept quiet. You pretended not to know. You’re trying so hard to hide it, which is so cute. I like you just the way you are.”

“Elphi?”

When he quietly called her name, the presenter was just stepping forward to calm the audience. The spotlight illuminated the presenter as she stepped back, barely able to catch her breath.

“Phew, this is incredible. Indeed, it’s Wonderland. Oh, sir! Well done! See, you don’t need to worry, right? You did great!”

Each time she spoke, it seemed like blue flames flickered on her skin.

It was Lumie’s illusion to disguise the fact that she was alive. Beyond that translucent blue light, her expression was full of vitality.

“But why did you miss the last verse? Did you forget the lyrics?”

She replied with a tone of ignorance.

“What?”

Her expression twisted as she looked at him.

A moment later, she puffed up her cheeks and burst into laughter.

“Hahaha, no, did this gentleman really get into the role in just a few minutes? Why would I suddenly cry? That emotional range doesn’t fit this song. Maybe you misperceived it because of the illusion?”

“Is, is that so?”

Suddenly, embarrassment surged within him.

It felt like becoming someone who mistakenly thought a casual remark from a friend meant they had feelings for them.

Then, the presenter called them. It seemed like the judges had finished their evaluation.

The two of them stepped forward onto the stage.

The audience continuously cheered for Ella.

There were several personas sitting on the judging panel. They exchanged glances and nodded at each other before looking at the two.

“It was an impressive performance.”

“Especially Elphi’s voice. It resonated with the soul like the sound of a mountain spirit.”

“We’d like to give Elphi full marks just for the heart she put into it.”

“But judging must be fair. In this singing contest, 50 points are allocated to both male and female sides. While Elhpi receives a perfect score, Oz made a mistake by omitting the lyrics at the end.”

Ella’s complexion stiffened momentarily at those words.

To say that…

The scarecrow felt like sinking into a mouse hole, reminded of his mistake.

He shouldn’t have let emotions get the best of him.

“So that part will be marked down… We’ll give you 99 points!”

People cheered and shouted.

Ella looked at Oz, her expression showing disbelief.

“Did you hear that? 99 points! That should be enough to advance to the next round, right?”

“It seems so. Considering the two couples before us scored in the 70s and 80s… It’s more than enough, no, it’s practically confirmed!”

But their moment of joy was short-lived.

The staff informed them that the passing score for the qualifiers was 100 points.

Moreover, quite a few couples ahead of them had made it to the next round.

The two of them felt like they’d been hit with a hammer.

“What about those who scored in the 70s and 80s before us?”

“Haha, were those people unusually low-rated?”

“Laughing? This is all because you missed one point!”

Ella gestured as if she was about to punch him, clenching her fist and grumbling.

***

“Hey, could you put me down now?”

Lumie, who had suddenly woken up, was now looking at the two of them.

She yawned and stretched.

“Sis, what’s up? When did you wake up?”

“Just now. When you guys were talking about the scores.”

Ella stuck out her tongue as if she was  amazed.

“We were jumping around singing, and you didn’t wake up in the middle? That’s what worries me the most. Isn’t it dangerous to be dragged away by a bad person when you’re alone?”

At her words, Lumie rolled her eyes and pursed her lips.

“Our fairies find it hard to wake up once they fall asleep. But it’s not like we sleep anywhere. We only sleep where we feel really comfortable…”

Lumie stopped herself abruptly.

Ella smirked at her.

“Oh, so the scarecrow’s embrace is that kind of place?”

“F, foolish talk! That bench was comfortable!”

Lumie shouted, her ears turning bright red.

“We’ve been out of there for quite some time….”

“Shh, it’s too loud! Just tell me already! What happened while I was asleep?”

“Oh, we did a duet….”

“A duet?”

Lumie realized she had misspoken.

She had responded too sharply to something that didn’t warrant such a strong reaction.

Ella, not missing the hint, smirked mischievously.

“Hehe, what do I do? Sorry about that. While you were sleeping, the black-haired troublemaker girl beside you tried to steal your man…”

“Is this for real?”

As Lumie reached out, heat surged from the blue flames flowing over Ella’s body.

“Ack! It’s too hot!”


“Explain properly before I turn you into ash!”

“Ugh, jealous, are we? Is that what’s happening?”

“Hey!”

The flames rose higher.

At that moment, a guard who had been watching from afar shouted.

“Miss Fairy! You can’t use illusions in public places!”

But the two seemed not to hear and continued their squabble.

Seeing the guard approaching, Oz quickly intervened.

“I’ll explain. Please calm down.”

Oz moved them away from the guard’s sight and recounted what had happened.

After hearing the story, Lumie nodded.

“So, we failed.”

“Uh, sorry, sis. Can you lower the temperature a bit?”

Ella whimpered from the side.

Lumi had been keeping the illusion flames around her body at summer temperatures.

“Just one more burst.”

“I won’t do it. I won’t.”

Lumi cooled the illusion attached to her body.

Drenched in sweat, Ella slumped like wet kimchi.

Unable to retort to Oz’s chiding, Lumi averted her gaze.

She knew she shouldn’t be this angry.

But Ella’s joke about ‘doing things while she slept’ had triggered her trauma and made her unnecessarily agitated.

Lumie tried hard not to dwell on past events.

“Anyway, the plan worked, right?”

At Ella’s statement, Lumie chuckled.

“Huh? What’s she talking about? That wasn’t the goal, was it?”

“Right. Oh, they’re coming.”

Following Oz’s indication, Ella turned her head.

A group was approaching them.

They waved enthusiastically upon seeing Ella.

“There she is!”

“Are you Elphi? We just saw your performance! Please come to our theatre!”

“Hey, line up! Excuse me! I’ve written a new script, would you take a look?”

“Join our team! We’ll cast you as the lead in our upcoming production!”

Only then did Ella remember their original goal.

The three of them accepted the admission tickets handed to them and sat down in a quiet alley.

They received proposals from roughly thirty theaters.

“Not bad considering the response. What percentage of those who watched our performance might spread the word across Wonderland?”

They examined the admission tickets, which detailed the size of the theater, stage format, location, facilities, equipment, etc.

However, none of them met their desired conditions.

“Most require over two weeks to open up for a performance. The schedules are packed.”

“Can’t be helped. The theaters bustling with activity, handing out admission tickets fervently, are likely the ones actively operating. How many theaters do you think leave their stages empty during festival periods?”

Then, someone brushed past Scarecrow’s mind.

It was the patrol leader they had first met here.

He was also a theater owner, but he said his theater was closing down soon.

-In two days, I’m inviting friends to the theatre for a small farewell party. It’ll be my last acrobatic feat. If you have time, come and see.

Perhaps there…?

“Maybe word will spread tomorrow, and we’ll receive more invitations? How about taking it easy today?”

“Come to think of it, I’m quite sleepy.”

At their words, Oz shook off his thoughts and stood up.

Unlike him, who had no physical form, the two felt fatigue.

They decided to book accommodation regardless of what might happen later.

They moved away from the central square towards the inn street.

Unlike other streets in Card Sun, there were more fairies and imps than personas.

“Hello. How about staying at our inn?”

“Come to our inn! We’ll even give you a welcome drink!”

The street was bustling with street performers.

There were personas as well as sporadic fairies.

“Oh, look, there’s a fairy! Come to our inn! We offer a banquet with music for fairies and honey-based dishes!”

Blocking the path of the three was a fairy with butterfly wings.

At first glance, she looked similar to a fairy, but she had a slightly plumper impression.

“She’s a sprite. If fairies specialize in illusions, those over there specialize in hypnosis.”

“Hypnosis?”

Ella adopted a defensive posture as she glared at the fairy.

Lumie chuckled at her.

“Don’t worry. Generally, they mean no harm. They might play pranks though. Oh, but these ones can be a bit nasty.”

Lumie whispered to Sprite’s ear so she couldn’t hear.

“Nasty?”

“Meaning mischievous. But it’s okay. Like I said, this is Kirku’s paradise. If someone not a devotee of Kirku, their power is weakened. You won’t fall for hypnosis.”

“There’s one male and two females! Our room has a separate bedroom cantered around a living room, so it’s comfortable for mixed-gender stays! There are even two separate bathtubs!”

Sprite’s enthusiasm was remarkable. She continued to tout the advantages of the inn as they walked alongside them.

When the three stopped to discuss the room’s layout, Sprite stopped too. 

It seemed they didn’t like the idea of using separate rooms, probably because they were tired of wandering around, so the convenience of mixed-gender stay was a big plus.

Since they were already tired of walking around, they decided to follow Sprite.

“You’ve made an excellent choice, madam! Since it’s difficult for you to walk, I’ll arrange a mount for you!”

“Oh? I’m fine, but if I ride on her shoulders…”

“Oh dear, I can’t let you do that! Hey, is the mount available there? Come over here!”

On the opposite side of the street, gnomes were descending from some kind of mount.

And on top of the mount’s head, there was a sprite holding the reins.

Oz, Lumie, and Ella’s expressions stiffened as they saw the approaching mount.

“Come on, let’s go quickly. The guests are waiting.”

It wasn’t a horse or a spirit, nor an animal persona.

“Ugh, I can’t do it. It’s too hard.”


The mount made a groaning sound.

Then, the fairy sitting on its head raised the whip in her hand.

“Hey! Do you want another hit?”

“Eek, please don’t hit me!”

There was Clara, walking on all fours.
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“Hah, hah, it hurts. Please help… Master… Hic.”

“Hey, I told you to stop whining, didn’t I? Hey, hey.”

As the fairy pulled the reins, Clara stood before the three people.

They hadn’t moved from their spots across the street until she arrived. The sight before them was shocking enough to keep them frozen in place.

Clara’s mouth was muzzled with leather, and she drooled through it.

“Ugh… I… don’t want to…”

“She’s our four-legged performer from a circus! Haha, a bit noisy but obedient!”

Ella understood one word he said, even in her still bewildered state.

“A circus? Did you say circus?”

The hawker fairy fluttered his butterfly wings, nodding vigorously with inflated cheeks.

“Yes, indeed. We cover accommodation, dining, performances, and events! We even provide job placements!”

The fairy flicked Clara’s buttocks. Clara burst into tears.

Ella felt dizzy.

Among the sights she’d seen here, this was the most surreal.

“Wait a moment…”

As Ella tried to question the situation, Lumie blocked her path.

“Shall we ride along?”

She said, then mounted the saddle on Clara’s back.

Impressed by her naturalness, Ella whispered to her.

“Lumie, she’s my companion…”

“I know what you mean, but wait. There’s a way to deal with them.”

Lumie reassured her calmly.

Though she seemed to address Ella, her gaze was fixed on Oz.

Startled, Oz tried to calm his excitement, barely controlling the urge to beat the fat fairies giggling before him.

Though the practitioners might be displeased, they were his members now.

The Scarecrow suppressed the urge to strike the giggling fairies and whispered:

“Do you know who they are?”

“I have a guess. We’ll know for sure when we reach the inn. But there’s something even stranger.”

“What is it?”

“She’s incorporeal.”

“What?”

“Her physical form is absent.”

Oz examined Clara closely. 

Her white school uniform reflected her persona. The costumes of others reflected their personas from the stage, but Clara’s body remained unchanged, displaying the difference between those with and without physical forms.

“Is she a ghost?”

“Something like that. This form itself is her persona. It means the ‘Human Clara’ is a mask she wears.”

He recalled a scene from a movie he once saw, where aliens wore human skins to blend in.

Surely Clara couldn’t be…?

But he shook his head. It was an absurd thought.

There was a more plausible explanation.

“Clara has a condition where her soul and body are out of sync.”

“Such a condition exists?”

“Yes. It’s incurable, even for me.”

“Ah, her soul is unstable? That might explain… thats why the hypnosis affected her so strongly?”

Clara’s mental state was grave. 

Despite locking eyes with Ella several times, she didn’t recognize her, just repeatedly expressing distress.

Soon they arrived at the inn run by fairies.

The sign at the entrance read:

“As expected.”

Lumie sighed softly.

Of all the things to get involved in.

“Circus? Are these guys part of a circus too?”

“Haven’t you heard? It’s a circus troupe made up of fairies.”

Then Ella exclaimed as if something dawned on her.

“I’ve heard that name before. My master once warned me about it. He said if you hear music or children’s laughter in the woods or fields at night, never approach. It’s said that there’s a fairy circus going on, and the children playing there are taken away by the fairies to their realm.”

It sounded like a folklore or a fairy tale.

Lumie explained it more matter-of-factly:

“There are fairies and demons residing in the domain of the Masin, right? The Midsummer Night Circus is a circus troupe based in Wonderland. Of course, they’re not followers of Kirku, merely guests. They often travel the surface to perform.”

“And they kidnap children too?”

“They don’t do such things. This incident must be… a misunderstanding. Anyway, leave it to me. I have a connection with the Midsummer Night’s Ringmaster. I’ll definitely retrieve your friend.”

They entered the inn.

“Welcome! Welcome to the Midsummer Night Circus!”

They were greeted by a young human girl. Her voice was familiar to all three of them.

Ruelle bowed with a yellow chick doll costume.

“Ru, Ruelle?”

“Guests, no, s-sister?”

Ella couldn’t hold back and rushed forward.

“What happened?”

“T-That’s… “

Ruelle looked around, terrified.

Nearby fairies whispered as they looked at the two.

Unable to find a place to look, Ruelle spotted Clara lying on all fours at the entrance of the inn. Seeing her pitiful state, she forgot the store rule to always smile and burst into tears.

“That’s… Sister Clara…”

Ruelle explained what had happened until now, trembling.

***

The two people who had escaped from the security guard’s pursuit entered the card shuffle together.

Unlike Ruelle, who didn’t know anything, Clara had detailed knowledge about Wonderland.

Persona, Boundaryser, Ticketer, Theater, and so on.

She easily explained each of them to Ruelle.


“Wow, impressive, sis! Except for Persona, all of this is new to me.”

“Heh, just trust and follow me here.”

At that moment, Ruelle’s hair suddenly shot up and took on the shape of an animal’s mouth.

“Was your usual foolish appearance a disguise?”

“Foolish? I know much better about the world than you do! You’re just a newcomer.”

“Your behavior is more like that of a child.”

“What? You little brat!”

Clara grabbed Ruelle’s hair and engaged in a rough scuffle. Meanwhile, the owner of the hair was left alone.

Watching Clara and Samson arguing, Ruelle laughed.

Though they didn’t exactly know what had happened between them, one night, they secretly joined forces and quickly became friends.

Ruelle was pleased that Clara accepted Samson as a friend, even though her father considered him an evil spirit.

Given that she belonged to a circus with many frightening members, her boldness was understandable.

“Someday, I should tell Ella too.”

Though Ella and Reyna treated her well, there was still some discomfort due to the age difference between them.

Maya was aloof and hard to approach, while Karen seemed to enjoy teasing others like boys of the same age.

In contrast, Clara, despite being the oldest among the five sisters, had a childlike innocence when interacting with peers. Over the past week, the three of them had exchanged playful banter while rolling around under the blanket.

Despite her innocent appearance, Clara was knowledgeable and clever. It was she who devised a plan to use the Tag feature of Ticketer to locate other colleagues.

“To rent the theater, you need to participate in a competition and win some prizes.”

“Should I perform a magic show?”

“No, let the little ones stay quiet. I, as the eldest, should take care of it!”

Clara never forgot the master’s request to take care of the kids.

It was also better for her to take the lead in case of any unexpected situations on stage.

She chose a comedy stage among them.

Since she wasn’t confident in singing or other talents, she opted for “Duel.”

Perhaps she felt more suited for wrestling than being funny.

“Duel” was a type of two-person play derived from the quarrels of young fairies.

“The White Dragon is stronger!”

“No, the Black Dragon is stronger!”

Such childish arguments usually led to a competition to prove who was stronger.

However, the illusions were just that—illusions. Regardless of how the fight ended, it didn’t matter who was actually stronger. It was the power of belief that determined the outcome. The belief that shattered each other’s fantasies determined the victory.

In other words, the two participants in the contest had to present something stronger than what their opponent suggested to break their belief.

The fairy and Clara stood facing each other.

When the fairy raised his hand, a cheer erupted from one side. It was mainly his members who made the noise.

“Leader, teach that rude girl a lesson!”

“How dare she challenge our leader in a duel!”

Clara also raised her hand, flashing a smile.

“Wow, is that the Lekachep uniform? A true acrobat!”

“Arrogant fairy, I’ll show you what I’m made of!”

Most of the cheers for her came from Personas. It seemed like their pride was hurt seeing the fairies defeating everyone.

Before the duel began, this psychological battle was crucial.

Although the magician responsible for the illusions claimed to be neutral, there was still a chance that such confidence and momentum could influence the illusions.

The one who initiated the attack was the champion fairy.

“Well then, let’s begin. I’ll summon a giant frog. These creatures love to feast on fairies.”

Today, the magician responsible for the illusion was a fairy. She flinched for a moment but successfully conjured a giant frog.

The frog’s tongue wriggled above the fairy’s blue-skinned body.

“Heheh, scared the neutral magician, huh? Good start. Now, I’ll summon a cobra. It will devour that frog in no time.”

This time, a snake appeared above Clara’s head. It promptly swallowed the frog fantasy.

“A hedgehog. The cobra’s fangs and venom won’t affect it.”

A hedgehog appeared and bit the snake, breaking its body into pieces.

“A fierce jaguar.”

The jaguar’s illusion tore the hedgehog apart with its claws.

The two continued summoning stronger entities to counter each other.

Sometimes, anomalies occurred, like a bee with potent venom against a fierce tiger, or a swamp where it was difficult for heavy elephants to tread.

But they promptly countered each other’s suggestions with different concepts.

The audience murmured in amazement.

“Wow, the leader and she have already exchanged over fifty rounds.”

“They’re countering each other instantly, as if they have an encyclopedia in their heads.”

“Do you think it’s okay? Will the leader lose?”

Even the fairies and acrobats watching were impressed by Clara’s skills. 

Though they cheered her on, that fairy had defeated renowned challengers time and again.

“Lekachep might excel in technique but seems weak in improvisation.”

“Remarkable wit.”

“It’s sad she died at such a young age though.”

As time passed, the duel escalated into a societal scale.

“I am the Emperor who unified the continent. Everyone obeys my commands.”

“I am the voice of the revolution. I will overthrow any absolute ruler.”

The Emperor’s illusion, seated on a golden throne, was dragged down by the masses in tatters led by the revolutionary’s illusion.

The fairy’s expression tensed slightly.

She had expected to face assassins if she presented the Emperor.

Then, she would easily subdue the assassins with the Emperor’s guards. 

But a revolution?

“To reveal such a concept outright… Certainly, appearances can be deceiving.”

The fairy thought it was time to make her move.

Continuing with knowledge alone might lead to her defeat.

“I am Kirku, the God of Festivals and Performances, the Jester of Revelry. I enjoy laughter in the face of any misfortune.”

“I am the God of Light. I will subjugate all jesters.”

Clara smiled.

‘Was he in too much haste? Suddenly bringing the Jester.’

She enjoyed listening to the debates of scholars worldwide. If it escalated to cosmic levels, she possessed even greater knowledge. 

It was almost as if she had already won.

However, what came from the fairy’s mouth was a concept entirely unexpected.

“I am the Dormant Chaos. When I awaken, I shall devour gods and the jester alike.”

“What? Where’s that coming from?”

Faced with knowledge she didn’t know, Clara instinctively objected.

She regretted it as soon as the words left her mouth.

That was a word one should never utter in a duel. 

No matter how nonsensical the opponent’s idea seemed, one had to counter it with an idea that broke it down, not just deny it like a tantrum.

“Uh, wait, let me think, hold on…”

Clara quickly searched her mind.

But the concept of ‘Dormant Chaos’ was entirely new to her.

She couldn’t imagine anything to counter it.

A supernova? A black hole? Multiple dimensional collisions?

While Clara hesitated and lost confidence, the Dormant Chaos, consuming the God of Light, became clearer.

“The illusion is complete. I’ve won. Isn’t that right, Judge?”

“Wa-wait, I-I…”

Clara stumbled back.

This couldn’t be happening.

It’s absurd.

I’m supposed to win, but…

The fairy had no intention of letting her go.

As he straightened his back, wings unfurled from his shoulders.


One side bore the wings of a fairy, like a dragonfly’s, while the other side resembled a sprite’s, like a butterfly’s.

“That was an entertaining bout. Your name’s Clara, right? For the next year, you shall serve Oberon, the director of the ‘Midsummer Night’s Circus’.”

“Eek.”

As Clara’s eyes lost focus, her mouth fell open, drool trickling down.

An illusion of a leash materialized in the air, wrapping around her neck.
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I sighed inwardly as I listened to what happened to Clara.

I had thought that the fairies had hypnotized her and were feeding off her, but as it turned out, wasn’t she mostly to blame?

“So, in the first place, we were just executing a rightful contract!” 

The fairy sitting across from me spoke in a thin, high voice, sounding somewhat irritated.

He was a young boy with a similar build to Lumie’s, wearing oversized pyjamas that dragged on the floor as they didn’t fit him well. 

His nightcap, shaped like a hood, was significantly larger than his head, mostly covering his eyes and nose, with only his mouth barely visible.

“Even if it’s true for Clara, what about Ruelle…?” 

Lumie’s attitude towards him seemed somewhat cautious.

While she addressed Oberon by name without hesitation, she used an honorific when speaking to this boy.

He introduced himself as a Assistant-Director and said his name was Puck.

“The twilight little one, that half-and-half, seems like a good kid. When our angry Director started to hypnotize her strongly, Ruelle ended up like that willingly saying that if we can half the dealing if both of them are together.”

“So she’s doing the servant’s work…? But why did Clara end up like that? I understand she started that, but still… wasn’t Oberon a bit excessive?”

Lumie glanced briefly at Clara sitting in the corner, licking the back of her hand, seeming to think she was a cat.

“We originally didn’t impose any particular sanctions on her. But she ignored the contract and tried to run away. And she even took a young fairy hostage. In the process, one gnome had his knee kicked and broke his leg, and one sprite got punched in the face and had his nose flattened. So our angry Director put a strong hypnosis on her, and she ended up like that.”

I swallowed a groan.

For Clara to do such a thing.

It was self-inflicted. There was no room for excuses.

“Uhh, Oberon! I’m scared!” 

Clara, hearing his name mentioned, cowered behind her chair, trembling.

Puck lightly whistled towards her as her name was called. 

She closed her eyes and collapsed onto the floor, sleeping.

“Anyway, since it was a request from the friendly little half-breed, let’s return her. As a reward, let’s hope she can help us with our show for a few days later. In a few months? We’ll send a messenger.”

“Thank you.”

Puck acknowledged her thanks and turned his head towards me.

“And the homeward traveller.”

“Um… you mean me?”

Puck’s way of addressing people was strange. 

Instead of using proper names, he gave them nicknames as he pleased.

In my case, I was called ‘the homeward traveller.’

“You are a member of hers, aren’t you?”

“Yes.”

“Then you must also pay the price.”

“What do… you want me to do?”

“When our twilight little one comes to help us, come with her.”

I nodded without hesitation.

It was no problem to spare a few days for such a task.

“Okay. Then take her with you. Although the spell has been lifted, it will take a few days to fully recover.”

I carried Clara on my shoulders and left the room with Lumie.

She breathed a long sigh, seeming relieved, as if finally able to relax.

“Phew, I never expected Puck to be here.”

“What kind of fairy is he?”

Lumie glanced at me slightly, seeming to think that my tone was rude.

“Have you heard of the ‘Shaman’? He’s a fairy of sleep and dream interpretation. He’s one of the most powerful fairies with magical abilities.”

Puck exuded a strange sage-like aura despite his childish appearance and voice. He certainly seemed different from other fairies.

“If he’s so great… what did the nickname he called me mean?”

“What? The homeward traveler? Oh, that. He probably saw into your dreams.”

“Dreams? Could it be… he read my mind?”

I raised my voice without realizing it. Lumie smirked at me.

“Why? Do you have a lot of memories you don’t want to be found out?”

“No, it’s something anyone would worry about. Having their memories read.”

“Don’t worry. The Shaman’s dream interpretation is just reading overall symbolism. The nickname he calls you may change depending on the situation. Maybe he called you that because you’re striving to go back home right now?”

We headed downstairs to a large room. 

Ella and Ruelle were waiting for us there. 

As soon as the door opened, Ella stood up and rushed towards us.

“How did it go?”

“We got her back safely.”

I carefully laid Clara down on the bed as I spoke.

Ella sighed with apparent relief.

“Thank goodness.”

There was no anger or sympathy in her eyes as she looked at Clara now.

She seemed to view her with a hint of pity.

“But did they let her go without a fight? I heard everything from Ruelle. Clara-senpai caused quite a commotion, didn’t she? Did the people from the circus ask for something else from Uncle and Sister?”

“There’s nothing else. They just asked for a few days of help in the future from her.”

“It’s in half a year, so you don’t have to worry about it.”

Ella let out a sigh of relief but also seemed embarrassed, kicking at the legs of the chair.

“I feel like I’m always just receiving help.”

“We promised to help Elphi, right? You’ve already paid the price for that.”

“Did I pay for it?”

I chuckled at her.

“It was fun, wasn’t it? Sharing the stage with Elphi.”

As I spoke, she too seemed to recall the memory of singing earlier and smiled brightly.

“Yeah, it was fun… Oh, wait, Senpai?”

“Ow, ow, my head hurts.”

Clara groaned, opening her eyes. 

She held her head and whimpered, sitting up.

Ruelle, who had been the most worried about her, rushed to her side.

“Clara, do you recognize me?”

Clara frowned and looked at her.

“Uh huh, Ruri? What, why are you here? Oh, wait, Boss?”


Seeing herself being recognized, Ella let out a sigh of relief.

“She seems to be coming to her senses. Thank you for your hard work, Senpai.”

However, Clara’s reaction was beyond our expectations.

“Wow! My plan worked! Finally met! Boss! Boss!”

“Uh, Senpai?”

Clara, who had gotten out of bed, suddenly rushed at Ella, burying her face in her chest and rubbing against her.

“Why, why are you doing this?”

“Pet me!”

“What, what…?”

“I exist, you know. I tried to protect Ruri! Say I’m good!”

Looking at Ella with a puzzled expression, I shrugged my shoulders.

“It will take a few days for her to completely return to normal.”

Clara was no longer walking on all fours.

 But she still seemed to think of herself as a pet. 

She tried to lick Ella’s cheek like a dog.

“Nice to meet you! Nice to meet you!”

“Oh, Senior, please, stop…”

Ella tried to push her away. 

But Clara’s sudden rush made it difficult to easily push her aside.

“I like the Boss!”

“Oh, but… stay away… oh, seriously… stand properly!”

A thunderous shout erupted from Ella’s mouth. 

It was a firm and chilling voice.

Even we could feel a chilling aura from her eyes, expression, and voice, demanding submission from her opponent.

I had seen that expression on Ella before.

One of the tasks in the entrance exam for the Lekachep Circus School was ‘Taming a Beast.’

There, without even using the whip provided by the school, she made a tiger bred at the school lie down and show its belly in just five seconds with a single word.

Just as people say that dogs urinate when they see a dog trainer, ‘intimidation’ was a specialty of a trainer.

Clara quickly backed away and tried to hide behind Ruelle.

“Boss, scary. Ruri, please protect me.”

“Uh, sister, don’t grab my hair…”

“Does the Boss hate me?”

Clara looked at Ella with teary eyes.

Feeling sorry for her changed attitude, Ella quickly softened her expression.

“Oh, sorry, sorry. I unintentionally intimidated you.”

Clara looked at her with a puzzled expression.

“…Boss isn’t angry?”

“Huh? I’m not angry. I really like Clara Senpai.”

“You… like me?”

Clara cautiously came out from behind Ruelle and then hugged Ella tightly, crying loudly in her arms.

“I was scared!”

“I know, I know. Was it bad?”

“Yeah! It was bad!”

As Ella comforted her like that, Clara suddenly smiled brightly and pulled Ruelle’s arm, asking her to come and play.

Ella watched the two leaving the room with an embarrassed smile.

I realized that it was her emotions towards us.

“Um, I have a favour to ask…”

She said that and hesitated for a moment before continuing.

“Could you help take care of them while we are here?”

“Can we?”

Ella plopped onto the bed, scratching her head with a puzzled expression.

“I’m okay with going along with this plan… But what if our senior remembers later? How embarrassing would that be?”

I nodded in understanding.

Being treated like a pet by someone younger was incredibly humiliating.

It wouldn’t be surprising if she wanted to disappear later.

Hasn’t she already attempted that in the past?

“Understood.”

Before long, Clara and Ruelle entered with a bunch of peculiar gadgets made by gnomes.

“Let’s play with these!”

“Senior, they’ll take care of you until you recover.”

“Wow, I like being a boss. Who are these people?”

“This is Lumie, and this is Oz. They live here and agreed to guide us.”

Clara stared at us intently. 

She cautiously approached us, sniffed me, then wagged her tail, looking at me with a grin.

“Is this you Master?”

I nodded as I petted her head.

“Just play along for now.”

“Yes. That’s right, Clara.”

She hugged my straw body tightly with excitement.

“Wow, you’re the Master! But you look strange?”

“That’s how personas are.”

“Hehe, true!”

Before we knew it, a day had passed.

After having dinner provided by the inn, we summoned the Ticketer to examine the invitations that had arrived for Ella. 

Within a few hours, she had received a considerable number of tickets.

We left Clara and Ruelle to play in the room and gathered in the living room to inspect them. 

However, none of them met our desired criteria for a theatre.

“Is this it? Is this the end?”

“It’s really hard to find an empty theatre.”

As the confirmation of the invitations was nearing its end, the Ticketer appeared before us again.

He pulled out another invitation from his pocket.

Ella tried to accept it with little expectation, but the Ticketer handed it to me instead.

“This is an invitation sent to Mr. Oz.”

“To me?”

“Oh, looks like someone became a fan of your singing.”

I shook my head at Ella’s teasing and opened the invitation.

It wasn’t from an impressed audience member; it was from the patrol leader I had met when I first arrived here.

The back of the invitation mentioned his final performance tomorrow evening and invited us to attend.

It was only then that I remembered his situation, and I explained it to Ella and Lumie.


“A theatre of personas facing extinction?”

“Leaving the theater empty?”

“How about we go tomorrow and ask if we could use it for a few days?”

They both nodded in agreement with my suggestion.

We decided to try our luck at the square again tomorrow for better persuasion and called it a day.
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Wherever you go, Wonderland was a 24-hour festival atmosphere, but the inn street was different. 

Here, for the convenience of the guests, the streetlights would automatically turn off at a certain time, blocking out all noise.

So, hearing noises from outside meant that morning had come. 

I opened my eyes to the hustle and bustle coming through the window.

However, no matter how many times I blinked, the world remained pitch black. 

Something was blocking my view.

“Hehehe, master, you can’t go there, huff!”

As I took a deep breath, Clara murmured in her sleep. 

I realized that what was pressing against my face was her foot. 

Carefully moving it aside, I sat up.

Last night, she had exhibited quite a remarkable sleeping habit. 

Not only did she suddenly scream loudly, but at one point, she even kicked me in the shoulder.

Her clothes seemed to have disappeared somewhere, as she was wearing only a T-shirt and panties.

It was hard to believe that this same person who was now half-naked and scratching her belly had been the exemplary student representative in the entrance exams.

It was embarrassing to just watch her like that, so I quickly tried to leave the room. 

But at that moment, something pulled me back.

Pointed ears and shimmering skin were clearly visible even in the dark room. 

Lumie was clinging tightly to my waist.

Last night, I had intended to sleep alone in the living room.

But Clara insisted on joining me, and Lumie joined forces with her under the pretext of making sure I didn’t touch her. 

So, the three of us ended up sleeping in one bed.

‘If you cross this line, you’ll die!’

However, the person who had threatened me like that I hadn’t expected her to cling to me like this.

I managed to pry her off and lay her back on the bed.

My body, made of straw, was crushed and deformed from being squeezed so tightly.

When I straightened my waist, it felt like my entire body had shifted about 2 degrees. 

My shoulder, which Clara had clung to, made a creaking sound somewhere.

Today, I vowed to sleep alone in the living room no matter what.

The dim lights of the street illuminated the living room.

Wonderland’s lights always maintained this twilight hue. It seemed to be the most intoxicating time of day.

As soon as I emerged, I noticed someone lying where I had marked my sleeping spot for the night.

“Miss Elphi?”

Ella was already half awake, looking at me with drowsy eyes.

“Good morning… sir, it’s a nice morning… as you can see, although it’s not exactly the morning sky.”

“What happened? Why are you sleeping outside?”

“Oh, nothing, I just had a nightmare… So I woke up and wandered around the living room and ended up here.”

At the mention of a nightmare, I noticed tear stains on her cheeks.

I remembered that she sometimes had seizures due to memories.

She hadn’t even eaten the medicine from the Gascon that she had to take daily.

She tried to put on a cheerful facade.

I pretended not to notice as she wiped away the tear stains with a handkerchief.

“Ugh! The sofa is definitely uncomfortable. But didn’t you have trouble sleeping too? Clara senior has really nasty sleeping habits.”

“Don’t say that. I’ll sleep well no matter what today… Wait! Come to think of it, did you ask us to take care of Clara because you didn’t want to sleep with her?”

“Oh, busted?”

Ella playfully stuck out her tongue.

Not long after, Lumie emerged from the room and, seeing her, I was speechless. 

She asked if I had touched her body, and I lost my words. 

Afterward, Ruelle and Clara also got up and came out into the living room.

We had breakfast and went out to the central square.

To increase the chances of success in the operation, it was better to raise our reputation a bit.

However, despite wandering around the stage for hours, we couldn’t find any cancelled tickets.

By lunchtime, we had given up on getting tickets and were watching the performances on stage.

“The stage here seems different from where we performed, doesn’t it?”

At the central square, even in the centre zone.

There were five stages facing each other in five directions.

“Vocals, bass, guitar, piano, drums. The five winners in each field will have the honor of performing a joint performance of Strauss’s Symphony of Fate.”

I read the text written on a banner near the stage.

Ella whistled as she heard my words.

“Conductor Strauss was also a Apostle of Kirku. He was a figure about a hundred years ago…”

These five stages were the most popular among the competitions held in the square. To get tickets for the next season, you had to wait at least 10 days.

This meant that canceled tickets were scarce, and there would be many competitors trying to get them. We moved to another location in search of tickets.

However, despite wandering around the square all afternoon, we couldn’t find any cancelled tickets.

It seemed that yesterday we were just very lucky.

“Well, there’s nothing we can do. Let’s just do our best with what we have. Shall we go eat dinner?”

We ended up passing through the centre of the square on our way back to the lodging.

The five stages were still bustling. 

Since the competitions were held simultaneously in the same order, whenever the music started, the music from the five stages merged together to form a harmony.

Of course, due to differences in the participants’ abilities, one side’s sound would quickly overpower the others, or they would compete with each other, causing the rhythm to be disrupted.

As we were about to leave the square and head towards the lodging, we heard a familiar instrument sound in the distance.

It was the instrument we heard three days ago in the early morning, on the empty stage where Reyna was practicing. It was the banjo.

Could it be…?

“Hurry, let’s go! What else do you want to see?”

At Lumie’s urging, I quickly nodded.

Musical performances were scattered all over the place. 

We must have heard the banjo passing by dozens of times. 

But now, amplifying the sound of just one instrument made it stand out vividly.

“Come on! Ride!”

Lumie hopped onto my back.

She always hugged me tightly even when sleeping, so carrying her seemed quite comfortable.


“Uncle, me too, me too!”

Ella climbed onto the other side. 

Then Clara also jumped on me.

“Master, me too, me too!”

There was no way I could refuse her either, but remembering last night, I felt somewhat annoyed by her eagerness to ride comfortably.

“Clara, you cant ride let Ruelle.”

“Spoil-sport!”

Although Clara grumbled, she obediently followed my instructions.

With Ruelle on my back, I started walking on all fours.

“…Don’t walk on all fours.”

“Got it!”

***

Not long after they left, the five-stage ensemble came to an end.

However, none of the performers who participated in the ensemble left the stage. 

Both the audience and the judges seemed to have completely forgotten that there were other performers waiting for their turn.

All eyes were focused on one place.

It was the bass guitar stage.

There stood a woman wearing a golden cloak and a suit, with a menacing expression as if she was angry or crying, and a white mask with horns.

In the five-stage ensemble, one stage often overshadowed the others.

Usually, the ones that attracted attention were vocals, guitar, and piano.

The drums were often overshadowed by the other three stages, but they still managed to hold their ground with their noise and performance.

However, the bass guitar was always the one being pushed around. Due to its low range, its sound easily got drowned out by other instruments.

The beginning of this stage was no different from usual.

As the vocals, guitar, and piano started to play along with the rhythm of the drums, they followed their own rhythms.

Just like the previous stages, this stage’s harmony was quickly shattered.

The tempo, pitch, and rhythm each played according to their own personalities.

The audience and judges tried to focus only on their own stages, ignoring the dissonance from other stages. 

But among them, the judges evaluating the bass guitar were having the hardest time.

“Why did the Council set up the stage like this?”

“Yeah. If they’re going to do this, they might as well perform together! This isn’t competition or cooperation, it’s chaos.”

No matter how hard they tried, it was difficult to evaluate the bass performance properly in this noise.

However, just as the judges were trying to choose a suitable middle score to throw, a change occurred.

The chaotic performances gradually began to merge into one flow.

“What’s going on?”

“What’s happening?”

At first, everyone expressed doubt about this strange phenomenon.

However, they soon realized where the change had started from.

It was a stage for the bass guitar.

As she played the banjo, she initially drew in the drums. 

The soft yet empathetic resonance of her instrument was so seductive that the drummer, who was engrossed in his pounding, found himself impulsively wanting to synchronize with her, almost without realizing it.

As the two instruments responsible for the backdrop of the ensemble harmonized so well, the remaining three stages seemed to be drawn in involuntarily.

It was the vocals, guitar, and piano, which individually may not have seemed so outstanding, but as the bass and drums formed a duet, creating harmony, the other three stages felt somehow like actors performing solos, isolated from the rest.

And so, the five stages converged along a single line, continuing the performance.

And finally, as they simultaneously emitted the last note, the wave emanating from there swept through the square.

The people right in front of the stage keenly felt what it meant for their souls to tremble.

Completely immersed in the stage, they could feel a gust of wind leading them amidst the tumultuous and colorful rhythm. It was undoubtedly emanating from the bass stage.

“The highest scorer of the bass stage this season has emerged!”

The announcer’s proclamation prompted the audience to chant her name along with the names of her instruments.

“The Crying Woman! The Crying Woman!”

“Banjo! Banjo! Banjo!”

Amidst the enthusiastic encore requests, the bass player descended from the stage, clutching her instrument.

The theater officials rushed towards her from all directions, extending tickets towards her. 

The crowd around her multiplied several times over.

She hadn’t expected such an enthusiastic response. She didn’t consider herself significantly superior to other contestants in terms of technical prowess.

She didn’t know the power of the resonance of the wounded.

Nevertheless, thanks to it, she could achieve her goal.

She carefully examined the invitations she received. Among them was a theatre with an empty seat in three days.

She chose that place.

She returned to her lodging, discarded her makeup, and went to wash herself.

The stage costume inspired by her father.

The instrument, an heirloom from her mother.


And the mask, a gift from the person she liked.

Reyna, who didn’t enjoy performing, was truly satisfied with today’s stage.

“Father, please wait for me. I will definitely save you.”

With that determination, she submerged her body in the warm bathtub.

The exhaustion of the past few days, spent desperately fleeing and scheming in unfamiliar places, seemed to wash away.
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“The Eagle’s Nest” was famous as the tallest building in Wonderland.

The theaters in Wonderland were generally a reflection of the activities of their former owners, so the size and artistry of the buildings didn’t necessarily correspond to the fame of their owners. 

However, the Eagle’s Nest was deserving of admiration just from its appearance alone.

The Eagle’s Nest was unique even among open-air theatres. The overall shape of the theatre resembled splitting bamboo in half and burying the convex side into the wall.

Audiences sat in seats arranged along a cliff, allowing them to feel the wind passing by as they ascended the sloping surface thousands of meters high.

“Please don’t throw paper airplanes. Someone on the lower floors might get hit.”

With a warning from the staff, Ella stopped folding her ticket into a paper airplane with a disgruntled expression.

The building was not only tall but also uniquely positioned. It was located at the top floor of the spiral theatre, which wound around a card suit. From the seats, one could overlook the entire Card Sun. The view alone was worth the price of admission.

The Eagle’s Nest, long beloved by residents and tourists as a lookout point in Wonderland, had been closed for a while.

Its owner was preparing for retirement.

Today was the day of his final performance before retirement. The owner of the theatre had invited the residents he had known over the years to his last show.

Thanks to that, the Eagle’s Nest was bustling with audiences after a long time.

Tweet.

The sharp cry of a raptor echoed through the semi-circular seats.

The attention of the audience, who had been enjoying the view below the cliff, shifted to the stage in the centre.

But calling it a stage was an overstatement; there was only a large log hanging from chains. It resembled a perch for a bird.

A man ascended gracefully onto it.

He was the acrobat and owner of the Eagle’s Nest.

He had shed the butterfly mask he wore during his patrol duty and instead wore a mask resembling that of an eagle with sharp beaks.

Furthermore, his attire had changed from a guard’s uniform to a flashy costume with feathers resembling wings that he used during his acrobatics.

He greeted the audience briefly and spread his wings on the perch.

“Well then, please enjoy my final performance.”

Flutter.

A master standing in the corner waved his baton. He drummed on the large drums, enhancing the atmosphere.

Flutter. Thud-thud-thud. Flutter.

The acrobat with wings took a deep breath and then leaped off the perch.

His body plummeted down the cliff.

“Aaah! He really jumped!”

“Stay calm!”

“Wow, I’ve only heard about this…!”

Like an arrow shot downward, he suddenly spread his wings wide at a certain point. 

Then, his body swayed backward and began to rise with the wind rushing up the cliff.

It didn’t take long for him to return to the point where he had jumped. Passing by the audience, he folded his wings around his body and performed a skillful rotation in the air.

Cheers erupted from the audience.

“Wow!”

“Amazing!”

“That gentleman, he’s not dead, he’s not dead!”

Giggles also burst from the kids who had gathered around.

He continued to soar through the air, displaying his tricks for 30 minutes.

Even the scarecrow couldn’t help but be amazed as he swirled above the heads of the people.

Even a real eagle wouldn’t be able to fly like that.

Ella screamed and jumped around throughout the performance being a fellow aerial acrobat,, while Lumie, watched his show with keen interest.

The performance ended, and he wandered through the audience, greeting guests. 

His disappearance was only a few days away now. They bid farewell with a sense of finality, thinking of this meeting as their last.

When he found his way to the seats of the Scarecrow’s party, most of the guests had already left the venue.

“Ah, it’s you. Thank you for coming,” he said as he stood before them, but just then, Ella, who had been wanting to talk to him since earlier, interjected.

“Mr. Chen Hawk?”

As soon as she uttered those words, he felt a sense of nostalgia mixed with unfamiliarity.

“It’s been a while. That name. Here, I’m usually called Mr. Magpie. You gave quite a warm applause during the performance, didn’t you? It’s memorable.”

“Hehe, not at all.”

Chen Hawk.

Scarecrow had learned quite a bit about him from Ella, who had been talking about him before he arrived. 

Chen Hawk was an acrobat from the Sierra Madre Highlands tribe. He was more like a warrior class than a performer, strictly speaking.

However, with the advent of industrialization and trade, the warrior class of the indigenous people became obsolete. 

So they elevated the status of the tribe by showcasing aerial acrobatics to travellers visiting the Sierra Madre using their tribe’s flying technology.

Chen Hawk was the most famous among these Highland acrobats.

Ella mentioned seeing the mask of the magpie he was wearing in a textbook before.

“I know I was called by that name. But I’d prefer if you didn’t inquire about the life I lived. Haha, honestly, I don’t remember anything at all.”

“Oh, was that a rude question? I’m sorry. I haven’t been here long.”

“It’s okay. Even if it’s been a long time since I passed away, there are still plenty of people curious about the life I lived. Anyway… Is this child the family you mentioned?”

Hawk remembered the Scarecrow’s who wanted to find the soul of the deceased.

The Scarecrow quickly shook his head, feigning disappointment.

“No. I… couldn’t find my family. This child is just… a friend.”

“Is that so? Too bad. Just because the bond in life was strong doesn’t mean you can always call them here. Timing and luck have to align.”

Chen Hawk gave some advice on how to summon family souls. 

Perhaps due to his long experience in patrol activities, he was quite knowledgeable about it.

Though it was a story that had nothing to do with him, the Scarecrow nodded along as if listening attentively. 

Then they smoothly transitioned to the main topic.

“Do you want to perform in my theater?”

“Yes. We urgently need to perform in a few days, and it’s not easy to find a theatre.”

He explained their situation to him skillfully.

Unfortunately, it seemed he hadn’t heard about their performance at the duet concert. 

But he shrugged as if it didn’t matter.

“You didn’t win? Well, it doesn’t matter. I’d be glad to let my theater be used by my juniors. But is there a suitable performance for this theater? As you can see, it’s a structure that’s difficult to use unless you’re like me, doing aerial acrobatics.”

They had investigated the Eagle’s Nest yesterday.

Lumie showed him her long-prepared piece, “Wings of the Fairy.” 

Chen Hawk was impressed as he watched Ella flying in the sky with dragonfly wings attached.

“Fantastic! I’ve been curious about fairy flight for a long time… How many can you make at most now?”

“Right now, just one. But with permission, I can make up to ten inside the theatre.”


“Haha, I want to fly with you. I can’t resist without giving permission. So, could you tell me what the performance is about?”

Ella took over the explanation.

She told him the plot of the script they had concocted over the past few days.

“There is a kingdom where birds live. There, a young wealthy peacock holds a dance party, inviting five princess birds, and the story unfolds.”

Keywords were carefully selected to convey to the scattered members of the group.

They didn’t know what the three captured had confessed during interrogation. 

So they couldn’t use the exact themes or circumstances they had gathered. 

Instead, Ella cleverly modified those contents.

Choosing a peacock as the protagonist was also an implication of the Marquis Slagbort, whom they had gathered the group for.

Hawk was quite satisfied after hearing the first part of the plot she described.

“Excellent! Birds, huh? I like the theme. Flying with the wings of a fairy, and on top of that, adorned with bird disguises? I’m dying to know the rest of the story. Haha, I might have to postpone my disappearance for a few days. It would be a shame to vanish without seeing this performance.”

Hawk explained in detail how to manipulate stage devices and the structure of the theatre.

“I’ll be in a state of sleep. If I stay awake, my essence will dissipate faster. If I sleep, I might delay my disappearance a little longer. I’ll wake up in about three days. Prepare well. I’m looking forward to it.”

The three bid farewell to him as he went to sleep, exchanging subtle smiles.

They had a plan to rescue three leaders as soon as the entire group gathered and escape from here. 

It turned out they had become the unfortunate ones who had to deceive him before he disappeared.

“If things don’t work out, we’ll just show him the ‘Five Acrobats.’ After all, they say the Mountain tribes loves the skills so much.”

Ella said so, then called the Ticketer to prepare for the performance under the authority of the theatre delegate. 

After registering the introduction to the performance, automatic recommended tags popped up.

“No, let’s get rid of ‘harem.’ This is about just one dove princess.”

The Scarecrow carefully examined the tags being registered one by one. Some were predictable, while others were unfamiliar to him.

Then suddenly, his eyes fell on the keywords currently being registered.

“‘John Jalstain,’ the name of the protagonist, a noble. Is this also a keyword shared by Elphi’s friends? Whose name is it?”

At his words, Ella shrugged her shoulders uneasily and forced a awkward laugh.

“Oh, that, uh, well, it’s the name of quite a well-known magician in reality! We were talking late at night, and this name came up. E-everyone’s a fan of him….”

The Scarecrow nodded, seemingly understanding, but then noticed Lumie standing next to him, holding back laughter.

“What’s wrong?”

“Why don’t you try reading the protagonist’s name and title together?”

The Scarecrow followed her advice and soon felt the urge to bury his head in embarrassment. Lumie chuckled quietly beside him.

Then, the Ticketer, who was writing in the ‘New Tags’ section, spoke nonchalantly.

“The keyword ‘John Jalstain’ is already registered. I’ll classify it under existing tags.”

His words surprised the three of them, and they looked at him in astonishment.


“Wait, it’s already registered? Where is that?”

“That would be… Ah, just now, two tickets have been released.”

“What?”

At that moment, a light flashed from the entrance of the theatre.

It was the sign of the fast travel feature of the tickets.
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Ella hurriedly ran out of the theater.

As the shimmer faded, the figures of two people appeared in that spot.

Distinctive personas in translucent forms with unique attire.

They were typical residents of this place.

Ella noticed that the light emanating from the two people’s skin was similar to her own. 

The faces shimmering beyond the illusion were undoubtedly those of people she knew.

Just as Ella was about to call out their names, one of them approached her briskly. 

She seemed to be holding back tears as she contorted her expression. 

She paused for a moment upon facing her counterpart and then pulled her into a tight embrace.

“Hey, damn, you’re alive… I’m relieved.”

Karen muttered, burying her head in Ella’s shoulder.

Momentarily taken aback by the sudden hug, Ella chuckled and patted her back.

Still as adorable as ever, Karen.

“Did you go through a lot?”

Among the six participants in the competition, Karen was the one who struggled the most with the group activities during the camp. 

Despite her outgoing appearance, she was quite sensitive to others’ perceptions.

Growing up among boys, she found it challenging to fit in with the typical dynamics of female gatherings. She often stumbled over her words or awkwardly responded to jokes, feeling out of place.

And the more she experienced such situations, the more self-conscious she became.

The fact that she felt comfortable around Maya might be because Maya was indifferent to such things.

Ella understood Karen’s state better than anyone.

There was a girl like her at the school Ella attended. She was lively among her female friends, but she became shy and awkward when hanging out with boys.

A friend with little experience with the opposite sex.

Ella knew well how to integrate such a friend into a group.

“Pillow fight partner?”

Although Karen’s case involved bonding with same-sex individuals, the commonality among those who found it difficult to mingle was the pressure to present a different image from their true selves. 

So Ella deliberately chose activities that Karen enjoyed for their nightly entertainment.

Through these activities, Ella actively engaged with Karen. 

By immersing herself in the games, Karen gradually became accustomed to physical contact, easing her fear of intimacy with women compared to before.

Thanks to that, Karen’s fear of femininity had significantly eased since before.

They became fast friends faster than anyone else.

Maya watched the two embracing each other with a cold expression. She seemed to be observing them with a hint of disdain.

‘Our princess, look at this! Wally likes Daddy more!’

Why does something from her childhood come to mind now?

However, it was not Maya’s style to reveal her emotions through her expressions.

Instead, she turned her head and looked at the two people who had followed Ella out.

The persona wearing a straw hat among them greeted her.

“Hello! You are the Illusion magician… Maya, right? Just as I heard, you seem as cold as ice. Nice to meet you. I’m Oz!”

Maya felt a sense of familiarity emanating from his body.

If this was the surface world, she might have been able to see through the identity of the person. 

But here in Wonderland, she couldn’t handle magic as proficiently as on the surface. It meant that not only using magic but also detecting it, her abilities were diminished.

So she didn’t recognize him, nor did she recognize Lumie standing beside him.

“Maya, aren’t you glad to see me?”

Ella asked Maya with an indifferent expression.

“Only not seeing each other for a few days… Who are those people?”

At Maya’s cold response, Ella scratched her head with a wry expression.

“They’re the ones who helped me. Come on, let’s go inside. There’s only us here.”

The five of them sat in the highest seats of the nest, overlooking the scenic view, and discussed what had happened.

The strategies taken by Maya and Karen were different from those of others. They found it challenging to achieve good results in the competition.

Maya couldn’t properly use her powers here, and Karen had trouble with her outfit. 

Instead of the tights she had been wearing for over ten years, an elaborate and flashy skirt she had never worn before appeared as her persona.

It was the outfit she wore when she worked as a hostess at the Rosewind Cabaret.

“Wow, the circus must have been impressed by that. ‘Karen, the Smile of Papal!'”

“What’s even more impressive is that she managed to incorporate the pomegranate into her chest. Look at this.”

As Karen attempted to reveal her chest, Lumie was surprised and blocked her path.

“Hey… Guys, thats a man over there?”

“What’s it matter? There’s nothing to see anyway.”

Karen shrugged nonchalantly and continued talking.

It was impossible to perform acrobatics in such bulky clothes. 

If it was something related to ground skills, it might have been worth trying, but the cancellation ticket was not something that came out as easily as one could pick something they liked.

“So we got a job at the theatre. Being a illusion magician seems to be quite valuable here.”

The souls of illusion magicians entering Wonderland by chance were only a few in a year. 

Fairies’ illusion skills were excellent, but they were often prone to quitting their jobs, lacking the communication skills required to fulfil requests.

So when Maya offered to help with the performance, the theater gladly welcomed her. 

In return for lending her power, she made a few modifications to the author’s rights.

“Ah, so that’s how we were able to insert the tag?”

“Yeah. While we were working at the theatre, the Ticketer appeared and informed us that a new performance had been added to the tagged alarms. So we used our tickets to come here. Haha, I’ve explained everything as if I’m so smart, but actually, Maya thought of it all.”

Ella nodded.

Both Clara-senpai and Maya were smart. More than anything, their quick adaptation to a new environment without succumbing to panic was admirable.

Maybe pairing up in twos was helpful.

Thinking about it that way, there was someone she worried about.

Reyna.

She would be wandering somewhere in Wonderland alone right now. 

She knew because she had been in that position herself. 

It was hard to maintain composure amidst anxiety, confusion, fear, and worry.

Is she doing okay?

Reyna was quite different from what she seemed. 

At first glance, she seemed endlessly cold and indifferent like Maya. 

But after spending a few days together, she realized that Reyna had many thoughtful and meticulous qualities. 

Sometimes her seriousness bordered on innocence to the point of being ridiculed.


Can she reach this place alone?

Then, there was another flash of light near the theatre entrance.

Ella found herself jumping up involuntarily. 

Rushing outside first, she smiled brightly when she saw who appeared in front of the theatre.

“Reyna.”

“Ella, was it you?”

Finally, Reyna had made it here.

With that, the first stage of the plan had been successfully completed.

The next day, Ella gathered Clara and Rulle at the dormitory. Clara immediately ran to the scarecrow and cuddled up to him, showing her affection.

“Master, I was so bored locked up in the room!”

“Why is that senior acting like that again?”

Reyna frowned as she watched Clara cuddle up to the scarecrow and playfully slapped her cheek.

Reyna and Clara had the least amicable relationship among the six of them.

It was because of what they had experienced earlier.

All the incidents during the field trip were allegedly orchestrated by Clara.

Huh, even though she claimed to be the top-ranked, she seemed to be trying to suppress her. 

If there’s ever a confrontation again, just trample her completely.

Clara.

Appearing affectionate on the surface but possibly scheming something behind the back.

Both her father’s advice and Reyna’s own observations confirmed this.

So when she heard that Clara had become Wonderstein’s secretary, she was more surprised and wary than anyone else. 

Even though they were staying together, she was cautious of her.

“Uh, Clara lost a bet with a fairy and got hypnotized……”

Ruelle glanced at Reyna as she spoke.

Reyna understood her feelings and gently stroked Clara’s head.

“Sorry. I might have been a bit sharp.”

At that moment, Lumie entered the dressing room.

“Now that everyone’s here, shall we explain the second stage of the plan?”

They had to wait one more day before moving on to the next step since Maya had taken charge of the illusion performance. 

Here, the principle of “the show must go on” was heavier than any other rule. Once the tickets were sold, the performance had to be completed no matter what.

Otherwise, the security guards would inevitably come and take them away.

Oz explained the structure of their target using the fantasy provided by Lumie.

Currently, three leaders were trapped in the basement of the judiciary theatre.

There were two ways to get there. One was to go directly to the judiciary theatre, and the other was to use the passage in the lower north area.

The lower north area was an area opposite to the Card Sun, where the oldest theatres in the Sun Card were located and where residents were prohibited from entering due to the danger of collapse.

There was a hidden passage connecting that area to the basement of the judiciary theatre.

In the original story, the players defeated the monsters occupying the judiciary theatre and rescued a disciple who had been taken hostage.

Through him, they found out that Wonderstein had entered the basement of the judiciary theatre, but the passage had already been blocked by him.

So, they went north and entered the basement of the judiciary theater through the secret passage.

That was where Scarecrow intended to go.

He thoroughly explained the process, hidden rooms, passages, and precautions to them.

“Don’t worry about not memorizing everything. I’ll lead the way.”

His smooth explanation amazed the group.

“He’s amazing. Where did you find such people?”

Even Maya, who was rarely surprised, asked such a question, causing Ella to shrug her shoulders proudly.

“I didn’t find him. He found me first……”

She said that and then clammed up.

Come to think of it, there was one unresolved question from the beginning. 

How did these people find her?

At that moment, someone knocked on the dressing room door.

The group looked nervously toward the door.

Who else would come here?

Oz gestured for them to get dressed, then cautiously opened the door to confirm the visitor.

“Uh, Mr. Hawk?”

The person standing outside was Chen Hawk, the owner of the theatre.

“Weren’t you supposed to be asleep until tomorrow?”

At his question, Hawk gave a nonchalant smile.

“Oh, sorry, but I woke up a bit early. My friends came to see me. Why is my theatre tagged as closed?”

“Ah.”

Oz sighed.

He hadn’t thought about that.

They quickly got ready for the next step.

“However, because you blocked ticket sales, friends ended up walking all the way up to this top floor. They came to my accommodation and woke me up.”

Hawk glanced through the gap in the door to the scenery inside the waiting room.

Fortunately, the people there didn’t seem suspicious, so the group greeted him.

“Nice to meet you. Are these the actors who will be performing?”

“Yes. That’s correct.”

Hawk hesitated for a moment before cautiously speaking up.

“If it wouldn’t be too much trouble, could you show a short performance? Even if it’s not fully prepared, it’s fine. I feel bad just sending away friends who came worried about me.”

“…Alright. Please wait a moment.”

Given their situation of renting the theater, it was hard to refuse his suggestion.

So they decided to show a few parts of their play.

The stage equipment of the nest of gulls was in the form of a lift.

Stepping out from the lower level waiting room onto the stage, they operated the pulleys from the upper floors to raise the stage up to where the audience would be seated.

Lumie manipulated the tongs to replace what was hanging from the lift with a round, wide floor made of logs.

“Wow, if you fell from here, it would be really dangerous.”

Karen shivered once, hearing the sound of the wind rising from below, before standing on the stage.

Fortunately, the floor seemed solid, likely well-fixed.

“Sir, please raise it now!”

When Ella shouted, accompanied by the sound of chains winding, the stage ascended.

“Does everyone remember this part?”

“Of course. We practiced it so much.”

“Wait, what about Clara senior?”

“She seems fine, doesn’t she?”

Ella nodded towards Clara. 

Just a moment ago, she was sticking close to Oz, shaking like a puppy, but now she stood where she should be, preparing for acrobatics with a serious expression.

“Oh, is it like a subconscious thing brought on by practice?”

“Then everyone, take your places.”

“Was I supposed to stand here?”

Amidst everyone bustling around, Maya stood still alone.

“Uh, Maya? Why are you over there?”

“I… can’t do it.”

“What?”

Karen looked puzzled, while Ella smacked her forehead.

“Oh, right. Maya can’t act.”

Reyna also nodded, as if remembering.

“Yeah. Father took care of physical acting, and Director Arno handled voice acting.”

“Wow, then what do we do?”

As they were making excuses, the stage had already risen to the front of the audience.

Ella was about to shout at Oz to stop the pulley, but as the view from the upper floor revealed itself,

She froze in shock right where she was.

Maya quickly realized the situation and looked back.

But there was no other way there. There was only a dark abyss hundreds of meters high.

Ella checked the area where the stage machinery was operated.

There, scarecrow was kneeling on the floor, tightly bound with ropes.


From downstairs came Lumie’s screams and cries.

Hundreds of stone seats surrounded the stage.

There, Hawk’s ‘friends’ were all gathered.

Their expressions as they looked at the stage were full of vigilance.

Hundreds of guards aimed their weapons at them.



 
  
    Chapter 232: Wonderland – 35


“Before, you must have fooled me so well! You wench!”

“What did I do? You’re the one who decided to let loose!”

Ella ended up wrestling with the security chief who had missed her last time and got caught.

Maya seemed to think resistance was futile, so she remained quiet, while Reyna asked the guards to handle Ruelle well and accepted capture without resistance.

“Come on! Come on! You brats! Maya, come behind me!”

Karen bravely swung her fists while shielding her friends, but she couldn’t overcome the fierce hands and was subdued.

“Sorry about this.”

Hawk said as he clapped me on the shoulder.

“Hahaha! Let go of this! Master! Mast…ugh!”

Watching Clara, who had been resisting, get knocked out by a club, I shook my head.

“How did we get caught?”

“A duet singing contest.”

I sighed lightly.

That was what happened on the first day we entered the card sequence.

“…We were in the palm of your hands.”

I had guessed why they hadn’t arrested us immediately. They probably waited until we gathered all our scattered comrades.

“It’s the song of the mountain. Haha, wouldn’t it have been great to hear it directly? I understand you. It must have been a temptation that was hard to resist.”

Thankfully, he didn’t seem to realize that I was part of the same group as them. 

He just seemed to regard me as a resident who succumbed to the persuasion of the mountain man.

So, the quest wasn’t over yet. 

Lumie, who had been dragged down from downstairs, seemed to have thought the same thing as me, nodding at me with a similar thought.

The guards who had subdued all of us tore up our tickets. 

Then we were escorted under the grand staircase of the courthouse. 

They hoisted us onto their shoulders and ascended the stairs.

Unlike last time, there were no spectators in the theatre. 

The guards placed us all on the stage and then exited the hall together.

Once they left, Ella hopped over to me with her legs still bound.

“Sir, are you okay? Was it too severe?”

It seemed she was worried about me, seeing my sprawled figure. 

I put on a nonchalant, carefree smile and tried to get up.

“They didn’t do anything because I surrendered right away.”

She smirked as if she found my words amusing.

“What? You didn’t resist at all?”

“I’m too scared. What if I break an arm or leg?”

“Pfft, yeah, fighting with that body would be impossible.”

She said that and glanced around the inside of the theatre. There was a hint of anxiety in her eyes.

I guessed what she was worried about. It must be about the punishment we saw four days ago.

At that moment, the door on one side of the hall opened, and familiar faces entered after a long time. 

They were the Directors who had been arrested earlier.

“What? You guys got caught too?”

“Oh, Ruelle! My daughter! Are you okay?”

“We’re fine, but did they do something?”

Their demeanor seemed more relaxed than I expected. 

They didn’t seem to have received rough treatment. 

As they entered, the ropes that bound us all loosened.

“Are you okay?”

“We’re fine. And you?”

“We’re okay.”

Hopps and Karen chuckled and lightly bumped their fists together as they checked on each other’s condition.

“Ruelle! Hey! Missed your dad?”

“You, you’re so clingy…embarrassing…”

“You brat! You devil! Our Ruelle wouldn’t refuse her dad!”

“Ugh…stop it…”

Ruelle seemed embarrassed by her dad’s clinging.

She had been spending less time with her dad since she started living with her sisters. 

From Minova’s perspective, who had been nursing her since she was a baby, it might have been disappointing, but it was natural for a child to behave that way.

Although there might be some tension between them, they wouldn’t become like Lord Fantastic and Reyna.

“Father…”

“Who are they?”

“They’re the guides Ella hired.”

“Seems like a bunch of weaklings.”

Simon spat out coldly and ended the conversation. He didn’t even ask how his daughter had been.

Anyway, that temperament.

But is it good to have such a family? 

Reyna’s expression softened more than before as they shared family greetings.

While they were exchanging post-capture news, three more people entered through the door on the stage.

“Is everyone here?”

The man dressed in magician attire with layers of hats on top of each other spoke first.

“I am Saint Crazy Hatter.”

Next to him, a chubby man with a belly that protruded like a violin waved a baton and spoke as if singing.

“Saint Strauss!”

His name I had seen on banners. The winners of the five stages held at the central square were supposed to perform his new piece together.

“Saint Diamond Queen.”

Lastly, the woman dressed in white magician’s attire with a white cloak introduced herself. 

Instead of eyes, a red diamond-shaped jewel was embedded in the centre.

“Diamond Queen?”

Simon, who always maintained a mocking expression, seemed greatly surprised and looked at her.

Diamond Queen.

Her relics had also been auctioned off at the Vegas auction along with Crazy Hatter’s. 


She claimed to have developed a considerable number of card magic tricks in her hands, and much of the deception in existing card magic was said to have been developed by her. 

Her reputation was enough to take the seat of a Apostle of Kirku.

Above all, she had one peculiar background that caught my eye.

It’s none other than…

“Master?”

“Long time no see, Simon.”

It was Lord Fantastic’s Master.

Simon looked at her with a bewildered expression.

Anyone would be surprised. 

Meeting someone who died over twenty years ago.

“I heard you got caught. I wanted to rush over, but I cant leave my place empty.”

The jewels that replaced her eyes emitted a red light. 

It was like the eyes of a machine lens. 

But because of the affection felt in her voice, it somehow seemed warm.

“Yeah. I heard that Fantastic Boy is now the respectable director of a circus? Has my disciple grown up a lot?”

It was a posthumous reunion.

Could it be that even ordinary words come out of his mouth now?

We looked at him with expectant eyes.

But instead of giving a heartwarming response, he laughed heartily, tilting his head back.

“Hahaha.”

He laughed for a while, ignoring the gazes directed at him. 

Then, suddenly stopping his laughter, he looked around with a cold expression.

“Now I understand what’s going on. Arno of Silver Veil!”

Thinking he was calling her, Lumie jumped up.

I patted her shoulder to calm her down. 

He wasn’t talking to her; he was just staring aimlessly around.

“Whether it’s the Duke’s request or whatever, stop fooling around now.”

He shouted, then abruptly slapped Reyna’s cheek.

Smack.

“Ugh… Father?”

Reyna looked at him with astonished eyes.

“Wake up, Reyna! This is all an illusion! No, are you an illusion too? Haha, it was all fake. Wonderland and everything.”

He said that and this time tried to strike Reyna with his staff. 

Noticing, I pulled Reyna back. 

The staff made a swooshing sound as it passed in front of her nose.

Simon clicked his tongue once and then looked away from her, shouting again as he looked around.

“Clearly, a vivid illusion. But the investigation was a bit lacking! Master. She is not such a warm person. If you had seen the hysteric spinster yourself in her final years…”

Then, a crimson flash occurred.

Thunk.

Simon’s neck twisted, making a cracking sound, and his body flew out of the stage into the air.

Where he had been standing, a white cloak fluttered. 

Diamond Queen must have slapped him across the face at lightning speed.

She must have struck him so hard; with one blow, Simon’s eyes rolled back, foam dripped from his mouth, and he passed out.

“Oh, this brat still can’t hold his tongue, huh?”

She sighed, rubbing her forehead, then looked at us.

“Is he stubborn and foul-tempered?”

Her red jewel eyes emitted a cold light.

Hopps and Minova quickly nodded.

“Yes.”

“Yes.”

“Alright then.”

She patted the spot where she had struck him, then looked at the stunned Reyna and clicked her tongue.

“I should have disciplined you more severely, but you were my only disciple, after all, I raised you too gently.”

She explained the ‘gentle discipline’ she had given him, interspersed with rough curses.

We could somewhat understand why Lord Fantastic’s personality had turned out like that. 

It seemed that growing up under such a mentor was the only path to having such a twisted personality.

As her story was coming to an end, Crazy Hater began to tidy up and leave.

“First of all, let me apologize for what happened in the past few days, Mountain acrobats.”

He bowed to us.

“We arrested the three directors, but we realized that you were not intruders.”

“Better late than never!”

Strauss shouted, waving his baton.

“But by the time we realized, you had already escaped. Originally, we should have brought you here politely, but considering the circumstances, we had no choice. There might be more meddling from the Voodoo in Wonderland. If they find out about our plans, who knows what they might do. So we had to bring you here by warrant and arrest.”

“Then are you going to send us home now?”

Ella asked, to which Strauss replied by straightening his baton.

“We can’t do that for reasons we can’t disclose. And those reasons are the same as why we shouldn’t.”

“Yes. From now on, I’ll explain those reasons. It’s related to what we want to ask you to do. It’s going to be a bit secretive.”

He looked at me and Lumie.

“You two, come along.”

“Us too?”

“Yes. Originally, we were going to ask only the Mountain acrobats, but Mr. Sandman specifically requested you.”

“Mr. Sandman?”

“Yes. But we also have conditions. This applies to everyone here. From now on, never speak about what we’re about to teach you to anyone outside this room.”

Ella raised her hand eagerly.

“Even to our other colleagues on the surface?”

“Yes, to anyone.”

“Hmm… Alright. Then please tell us what the request is.”

“First, let’s take a walk. You need to see with your own eyes to understand.”

Crazy Hater took the lead.

Reyna glanced down at the sprawled Simon beneath the stage with a worried look.

“There… What about father?”

Diamond Queen waved her hand reassuringly, as if to say not to worry.

“Ah, Simon? That kid used to take dozens of hits a day when he was young. He’ll wake up in a few hours. Come on, let’s go.”

Leaving the unconscious Simon and Clara above, we followed the apostles down into the depths of the judicial theatre.

The stairs seemed endless.

As we descended, we felt our bodies growing heavier. 

A powerful pressure began to crush our chests.

“There’s something there.”

Everyone nodded at Maya’s murmuring. 

They couldn’t see it, but they knew.

Some presence below was the source of this oppressive feeling.

The point where the stairs ended.

There was a huge common space.

Red pulsating walls surrounded the horizon far away, like looking through an endoscope.

Chains hung from the common ceiling, with large metal plates that could accommodate thousands of people lying down.

We stood above it.

I looked up at the ceiling, surveyed the walls, then looked down at the floor.

I had been here before.

This was where the final battle with Wonderstein took place in TT3.

But below.

On the common floor was something I hadn’t seen before.

In the game, it was where a sea of blood, flesh, and bones writhed. Now, some massive entity occupied that space.

It was a giant eye.

At least thousands of eyes, embedded in the flesh that filled the common floor, writhed and squirmed.

And most of those eyes were closed.

Only a few were open.

Crazy Hatter stood at the edge of the metal plate, looking down at it.

“That’s the Identity of our God.”

“Our God?… Do you mean Kirku?”

“Technically, what we call Kirku refers to only a very small part of the dreams he dreams.”

Diamond Queen muttered in a sombre voice.

“It has existed since the beginning of the universe.”

Apostle Strauss recited in a mournful voice.

“The sleeping chaos. When it opens its eyes, the entire universe, even the Masquerade itself, will be destroyed in the time it takes to draw a breath.”

Then, laughter echoed from below.

Hee-hee-hee.

Kee-kee-kee.

Chuckles. 

The spirits of laughter, they gathered around the blinking eyes, chuckling by the thousands.

Various images flashed before the giant eye.

Clowns performing their tricks.

Singers singing.

Actors acting.

Magicians performing magic.

Some were earthly scenes, some were from Wonderland.

Dozens, hundreds of images passed by at rapid speed.

As we watched them, the irises gradually turned red. And when they became completely red, the eye closed as if satisfied.


Then, after a while, another closed eye opened.

It felt like lightning striking inside my head.

All the information I had gathered seemed to connect into one.

Crazy Hatter turned to us and said,

“We, you, our comrades above, and the acolytes of chaos who play lullabies to make him continue sleeping, all of us are the chaos’s minstrels, making sure he keeps dreaming pleasant dreams.”
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“Our god falls asleep when he sees something enjoyable!”

While he slumbers, this world remains safe.

But upon waking, the world comes to an end.

The scarecrow’s mind wavered in the face of the cosmic horror the apostles spoke of.

The looming figure below exerted a presence that weighed heavily on him.

Yet others seemed not as astonished. 

They didn’t take the apostles’ explanations too seriously.

Ella, in particular, went as far as to make light of the situation.

“Our God seems to be the boss around here, right?”

Others seemed to agree with her sentiment, nodding along. 

Then they began making jokes about Kirku.

“Most of his eyes seem closed. Is the performance boring him?”

“Lord Kirku! Since we’ve met in person, can I ask a favour? Can you give me Inspira too!”

Whether intoxicated or chaotic, to humans, the gods were distant entities. Their god enjoying a performance was nothing new.

Except for Lumie and Maya, the rest of the group seemed satisfied with this optimistic conclusion.

How could they be so serene?

The scarecrow was taken aback by their nonchalant response. 

Yet, observing their casual attitude, he sensed how they were internalizing this revelation.

“In a few hundred years, a solar storm will engulf the Earth!”, “If bees go extinct, global famine will ensue!”, “When the super-eruption begins, 80% of life will perish!” and so on.

The vague future catastrophes that scientists feared were akin to how the general public felt.

These people had grown up hearing tales of how the world would end if this or that happened regarding the gods.

The secret the apostles revealed to them was merely that “If Kirku finds the performance dull, he’ll destroy the world.”

The apostles nodded, seemingly unsurprised by the people’s reactions.

“It’s better to live with such thoughts. Anxiety, doubt, and pessimism only strengthen the connection between the Abyss and the world. That’s why this secret shouldn’t be casually shared with the living.”

“Then why tell us?”

Maya asked, her expression stern.

Before the apostles could respond, someone emerged from the edge of the stage.

“Echha.”

He was as massive as a wumon, covered in blue fur from head to toe.

“Oberon?”

Lumie recognized him and stepped forward. Ruelle hid behind her father recognizing him.

The scarecrow had heard of Oberon. He was the ringmaster who duelled with Clara in the Midsummer Night Circus.

“What are you doing here?”

He wasn’t around when they stayed at Midnight Summer Circus, so they negotiated with the assistant ringmaster, Puck.

But to think he’d be here.

Oberon shrugged, showing a pouch in his hand.

“I sprinkled Sandman’s dust over the sleeping chaos. Only I can defend against its mental assaults with hypnosis and illusions…”

Oberon tossed the pouch to the ground and pulled out a cigar from his pocket. Then, he looked at the apostles and spoke.

“Looks like these folks were the ones you brought. Have you told them everything?”

“No. We were just about to start.”

Crazy Hatter twirled several hats at once, pondering for a moment before speaking.

“First, we must explain the Circus Grand Prix. As you all know, the performances of the living are much more efficient than those of the dead. The dimension of ‘vividness’ is different. But the performances of the living also have weaknesses. They are far from Kirku.”

He stood on the edge of the stage, pointing downwards.

There, one of the eyes of the sleeping chaos pierced through the images before them. Performances set in Wonderland were clear, but those set on Earth were blurry.

“Nevertheless, we have maintained a balance. But in recent decades, the influence of Earthly performances on Kirku has greatly weakened.”

“Why?”

“That… we don’t know.”

Crazy Hatter looked a bit flustered as he stumbled over his words.

“Anyway, the cause isn’t important. The problem is that Kirku has been waking up more frequently because of it. So, Kirku created a tool to help him see the world better. You could call it a magnifying glass.”

Hopps seemed to have a realization.

“Eye of Kirku.”

“Indeed. However, we call that gem ‘Tril.’ Originally, ‘Eye of Kirku’ refers to something else.”

“Something else?”

The one to answer that question was the Diamond Queen.

She spoke, her only gemstone eye shining brightly.

“It’s a tale from long ago. Kirku, feeling frustrated watching performances from afar, selected humans to become his ‘eyes’ to observe for him. ‘Eye of Kirku’ originally referred to those individuals. Just a hundred years ago, there were thousands of Eyes of Kirku on the continent of Columbia.”

“Really?”

Saint Strauss waved his baton, writing numbers in the air.

“The number has drastically decreased in the past decade! The cause is unknown! We don’t even know who Eyes of Kirku are anymore! There’s absolutely no way to distinguish them from the outside! We only know that the frequency of the ‘images’ transmitted from below has decreased.”

“That matter is unrelated to the creation of Tril. Tril was created about 20 years ago. Anyway, the acrobats who created Tril planned a large-scale ‘ritual’ called the ‘Circus Grand Prix’ to pacify Kirku. It was truly a remarkable feat. Thanks to that, Kirku could sleep deeply for a while. However…”

“Terror Incident.”

Maya said, her eyes cold.

Crazy Hater nodded.

“You’re sharp. Indeed. As you know, the competition came to an end after just two sessions. Tril was also destroyed. What’s more serious is that the acrobats were massacred. As a result, the frequency of the performances on the surface that appease Kirku drastically decreased. Thanks to that, us Saints are all dedicated to the ritual of appeasing Kirku . Most of them are still down there.”

He pointed to a black sphere floating in the center of the room.

Dozens of faint figures swam inside it.

“Why are you out here? Running out of steam, perhaps?”

Ella’s joke made the Diamond Queen choke up.

“We’re taking turns resting!”

“Wow, this lady is scary. Why are you getting so mad?”

“Hehe, she was actually the youngest till 20 years ago! Only after two more Saint came in did she finally get out of her junior life!”

“Strauss! You don’t need to reveal everything!”

Watching Diamond Queen and Strauss argue, Crazy Hater chuckled.

“Even if they’re out, they’re not resting, but working their eyes off on administrative tasks. On top of that, as Diamond Queen mentioned earlier, the disappearance of ‘Eyes of Kirku’ for the past ten years has hit us hard. Thanks to that, we’ve hit a limit. What’s fortunate is that the Circus Grand Prix is ​​resuming, and Tril has been restored. Thanks to that, we’ve caught a break. But other Demons have caught wind.”

“Others?”

“They’ve launched an attack on Wonderland!”

Ella cocked her head in apparent confusion at Strauss’s words.

“But if everyone dies when Kirku wakes up, won’t the Demons , too?”

“Don’t try to understand the actions of Demons with human reasoning. Their existence is the ‘concept’ itself. Demon of destruction, Demon of war, Demon of silence, they’ve always only schemed to disrupt cosmic order. Voodoo mages only followed the orders of the gods they worship, but it wasn’t clear what exactly they were doing it for. Demons and mages are merely contractual relationships for profit.”


“But it’s fortunate that there are Demons helping Wonderland too. The Time Demon Lutermine is a prime example. The reason time flows slowly in here is thanks to his time boundary.”

“And that’s exactly why you can’t return right away! Numerous boundaries are protecting Wonderland. Only selected audiences can enter here. I don’t know how you managed to break through the closed door, but we can’t open the door for you to go back. Because if the barrier opens, other Demons might attack. It’s too risky, especially in the current state with so many eyes open.”

As Reyna looked at him with a stern expression, the attitudes of those listening to the Saint’s story changed significantly. 

With the intertwining of realistic elements like the Circus Grand Prix terror, the atmosphere became serious.

“That’s where our request comes in.”

Crazy Hater and Diamond Queen turned to Strauss.

He smiled proudly, waving his baton.

“I composed a lullaby!”

“A lullaby?”

It was a too soft and fluffy word that came out amidst the heavy conversation.

Strauss stepped forward, his thick buttocks and belly wobbling.

“We managed to create a song itself that can soothe the Kirku with the collaboration of disciples who are deeply knowledgeable about music. But the disciples’ performances cannot stimulate the Kirku. So, we planned to select five musicians through the festival. Oh, but you see, there’s no longer any reason to proceed with that competition. Reyna, right? Your performance has far exceeded the criteria we had set.”

“The performance of the mountain people…”

Ruelle murmured the words he had heard several times before.

Strauss winked, pointing at her with his baton.

“That’s right! Missy! The resonance of the mountain people is stronger than anything else. If ‘Mountain People,’ ‘In Wonderland,’ and ‘Lullaby’ are played, we can surely lull the Kirku to sleep for a long time! Maybe even until the day of the Circus Grand Prix! Anyway, if we manage to close all the eyes of Kirku, we’ll open the door to your home! If Kirku fall into a deep sleep, even if a hole is dug in Wonderland, we can hold out for a while!”

“But, do we have to perform? What about the directors? Wouldn’t they do better?”

Karen said in a hesitant voice.

“The directors have been on stage for so long that their personas have become too developed. It even affects their bodies.”

At his words, Hopps and Minova glanced at each other.

Hopps, nicknamed ‘The Immovable Hopps,’ had boots that looked like they had roots spreading in all directions, and Minova’s hair and beard were like real chicken combs whimpering.

As for the Lord Fantastic, he had a loud patterned mustache and a golden membrane between his arms and waist like a flying squirrel.


“Then the pure resonance of the mountain people won’t come out. It’s better for you, who have less developed personas, to perform. We want to soothe Kirku for as long as possible. Of course, if it doesn’t work out, adults will have to do it.”

The group looked around at each other.

There was no other option.

Playing a lullaby for Kirku.

That was the new task assigned to the five acrobats.



 
  
    Chapter 234: Wonderland – 37


The footsteps of those emerging from the underground common area quickened as they ascended.

Until just a moment ago, they had been casual, but now, their faces were pale with sweat, as if they might vomit at any moment. 

Memories of everything they had experienced below – sights, sounds, smells, sensations – suddenly assaulted their physical and mental strength.

Upon exiting the judicial theatre, they felt liberated from the pressure. Everything seemed refreshing.

“Whew, what was that?”

“Ugh, my head hurts.”

The group looked at each other. Their appearances spoke volumes.

Minova shook his head, muttering as he rubbed his temples.

“It’s like a hangover. You don’t feel it when you’re drunk, but it hits you hard when you sober up.”

“Is this what that giant fairy meant by a mental assault?”

“Still, it’s fortunate they play the lullaby on the surface.”

After catching their breath for a moment, they used their tickets to move to the Eagle’s Next. 

It was on the top floor and, being on the verge of closure, provided an excellent space for practicing lullabies.

“Welcome, living acrobats, to the Eagle’s Nest!”

Chen Hawk, dressed in a calm suit, greeted them as he had been contacted by the apostles in advance.

Ella glanced at him, her arms crossed, displeasure evident in her gaze.

“Geez, this guy’s nerve. He betrayed us once… Is it okay for the theater owner to be like this?”

Hawk extended his hands as if to say he had no choice.

“Sorry about that. I couldn’t refuse the direct orders from the apostles. Please forgive me.”

“Fine, whatever. We’ve done our fair share of deception, too.”

“That aside, I never knew you lot would be asked to perform Strauss’s new piece.”

Chen Hawk was unaware of Kirku’s true identity. 

He believed they had been released due to some sort of judicial deal. 

Five surviving performers playing together was the agreed-upon compensation.

As the owner of the Eagle’s Next, he vowed to assist them to the best of his ability during their stay.

The shock of encountering Kirku had somewhat subsided for the five acrobats, who immediately began their rehearsal. 

Hopps and Minova, who had experience with musical instruments, led the session. 

Unfortunately, Lord Fantastic was still unconscious, lying in a room.

“Something’s off. “

“Before, this would’ve woken him up… Has he gotten that much older?”

Diamond Queen seemed disappointed she couldn’t talk to her disciple, although it was doubtful whether her disciple would have reciprocated.

As everyone went about their tasks, Scarecrow found himself alone in the audience seats of the Eagle’s Nest, organizing the information gleaned from the underground of the judicial theatre.

Combining the information from the game with what he knew, some aspects became clearer while others remained ambiguous.

The conclusions drawn by the apostles regarding Voodoo were filled with loopholes. 

They claimed the captured mages didn’t know much, considering their roles, they could have been discarded pawns.

At TT3, Voodoo seemed to be moving with an attitude of indifference even in the face of world destruction. 

At least that was the sentiment of the three witches, including the executives.

They weren’t merely lackeys of other Demons.

After calmly considering all factors, he concluded there was no need to revise their course of action.

There was still work to be done. They needed to participate in the Circus Grand Prix.

As his thoughts began to settle, Ella suddenly leaned in front of him.

“Let’s go have some fun, Mister!”

“Is rehearsal over already?”

“I was expecting something grand since they called it a lullaby to calm chaos, but it was nothing special. Just a few verses. And I’m a vocalist, yet the lyrics are all whistles!”

Ella whistled a few bars of the lullaby she had just sung.

At the sound, Scarecrow exclaimed.

“Why? Did something strike a chord with the dead?”

“…No. I just felt a sense of longing somewhere.”

He felt tears welling up inexplicably.

The melody she had just sung was the main OST of the Tril Trilo series, which played repeatedly on the menu screen when TT1 was first launched.

Scarecrow glanced towards the direction of the practice room.

He hadn’t realized it before, but the various melodies emanating from there were undoubtedly familiar to him, composed of combinations of those tones.

“Are the others still rehearsing?”

“Reyna and I are done, but Ruelle and Karen might take a bit longer. Maya… might take quite a while. She’s struggling with each piano movement, trying to correct them. But I think she’ll finish by tomorrow morning…”

“I see. Well then, that’s it. Once rehearsals are over, we can head home.”

At his words, Ella paused for a moment, her expression stiffening before she smiled and grabbed his arm.

“Let’s go then. It’s the last day at Wonderland, after all. Aren’t you moving? Hurry up, fulfil your duties as our guide.”

There seemed to be an unusual urgency in her voice, more than usual, probably because it was the last day.

Scarecrow got up from his seat, straightening himself.

“Alright. But didn’t you say Reyna was done rehearsing? Wouldn’t she be bored alone?”

“I don’t know. Does she have something else to do?”

He nodded.

It had been some time since he and Reyna had exchanged words. It might seem strange to pay her too much attention.

“Alright. Let’s go. I suppose the theatre is the obvious choice?”

“Of course!”

The two called for Ticketer, purchased tickets, and made their way there.

Reyna watched as their figures disappeared into the radiance beyond the window and then turned back to her conversation partner.

“So, you’re saying I can find my mother here?”

Reyna, done with her rehearsal, approached Chen Hawk to inquire about the place. 

There was no other reason. She simply wondered if her deceased mother might be here.

She had been so focused on saving Father that she hadn’t even thought about it, but when she saw Father meeting the deceased master earlier, it occurred to her.

“If she had a theater soul, the chance of reaching here after death is high. If she had an Inspira, it’s about 99%. And if she is just a regular acrobat, it’s about 30%. Your family… your mother, right? She had Inspira?”

“Yes.”

“Then it’s probably over 99%.”

“What’s the 1%?”

“It could be because of strong grudges or determination that she stayed on the surface. Or she might have been dragged away by other Demons.”

With that, he jumped up onto the railing.

Reyna stood up in surprise, but he gestured for her to sit. He had been performing here for decades. This was easy for him.

“Have the Ticketer search for your mother’s name or stage name. Even if she’s not the theatre owner, if she had Inspira, there should be a registration number that comes up in the search.”


Reyna’s expression remained tense as she listened. She nervously fiddled with her fingers.

“I heard that being here can make you lose your memories. I’m afraid my mother might not remember.”

At her words, Hawk chuckled.

“It’s been several years since she passed, right?”

“Nine years.”

“Haha, then there should be no problem. Memory loss usually starts after about 15 years. And would your mother forget such an important memory in such a short time? Family ties are connected through the soul. That’s why many people wander the outskirts of Wonderland trying to call the souls of their deceased family members here. Like the scarecrow who guided you. The old saying ‘someone you know becomes the death messenger’ comes from there. Your mother probably didn’t feel you here because you’re still alive. Having a physical body weakens spiritual power. That’s why the development of personas is weaker for those who are alive. So don’t worry that your mother didn’t come looking for you.”

His confident tone boosted Reyna’s confidence.

“Thank you, Chen Hawk.”

Reyna bowed her head to him and went outside to call the ticket taker.

After catching her breath for a moment, she had the Ticketer search for her mother’s name and aliases.

“Solana Maguire, Lady Fantastic, the Magician of the Strings.”

“A theater matching all three has been found!”

Reyna clenched her fist in triumph.

Her mother was in Wonderland. And she was the theater owner.

She received her ticket from the Ticketer. 

But just before tearing it, she hesitated and looked towards a corner of the theatre.

Was it right to go alone to such an important place? Wouldn’t it be better to go with Father?

Father might wake up at any moment. He might go back home tomorrow. This might be the only chance she’d ever get.

She tore the ticket.

Then she headed to the entrance of her mother’s theatre.

The appearance and size of the theatre were ordinary. 

But she felt a strong sense of familiarity. It was because it was built in the architectural style commonly seen in her hometown.

She read the letters on the signboard erected next to the theater.

[Fantastic Floor]

That was the name of the theatre.

She tried to enter the theatre, but the door was firmly locked and wouldn’t open. 

Perplexed, she grabbed onto the door handle with force.

Suddenly, children playing nearby rushed towards her. They wore various masks and surrounded her threateningly.

“Sis, what’s wrong? The door isn’t open yet.”

“What?”

She looked at the ticket in her hand with a puzzled expression. 

Indeed, there were still hours left until the performance time printed on the ticket.

She had been so eager to see her mother that she hadn’t paid attention to the performance details.

She released her grip on the doorknob and stepped back.

“Sorry… my mistake. But what’s your relationship with this theater?”

She apologized, and the children relaxed, laughing amongst themselves.

“We’re students of Maguire, so that’s why. Maguire teaches us music for free.”

“Oh… not the theatre owner?”

“Yes! Right now, she’s outside playing with us because it’s break time!”

The children pointed to a side door next to the theatre.

It was connected to the building as part of the sponsorship.

Reyna sat down at the sponsorship and felt a pang of longing. Somehow, it resembled the fence of the mansion where they used to live until Mother passed away.

Persona and the theatre, both reflected the past, didn’t they?

Reyna could easily imagine her mother teaching the children music there. Even when she was alive, whenever children came to the mansion, she would gather them and play instruments, singing together.

“Really? Then, can you guide me to the teacher over there?”

Reyna’s suggestion made the children hesitate. They seemed to want to continue playing.

Then, a girl among them suddenly raised her hand.

“I’ll guide you!”

“Thank you.”

As she watched, the children looked embarrassed and laughed at each other. They all seemed eager to continue playing.

At that moment, the girl stepped forward confidently.

“Let me guide you!”

The rest of the kids dashed off to play again, while Reyna followed the girl towards the sponsor. 

Even as she walked, she meticulously checked her attire, making sure that no element revealed her true identity. 

Despite Chen Hawk’s assurance, she still feared that her mother might not recognize her.

She had decided she would reveal her face only when she was certain her mother remembered her.

As she approached the sponsor, familiar sounds reached her ears. It was undoubtedly the piece her mother used to play so well.

Reyna clenched her fists in nervousness.

“Oh.”

The moment Reyna saw the sponsor, she almost faltered.

It was an ordinary garden, yet so familiar to her. A place from her past that she could never return to. 

The memories of that time, that space, playing music with her parents in that garden.

Was her longing too obvious?

The music abruptly stopped.

The woman playing the instrument paused and looked at Reyna as she entered the garden.

Her face.

Though it was a semi-transparent ethereal form, it was unmistakably the face she had yearned for in memories, dreams, and photographs.

Reyna fought back tears.

For now…

For now, she would greet her mother… slowly ask questions, one by one…

Then, her mother spoke.

“Reyna?”

Hearing her mother’s voice, Reyna tightly shut her eyes.

A voice she had longed for so much. Tears streamed down behind her mask.

Her mother remembered her. And she recognized her immediately.

Despite the mask, the clothes hiding her, the connection of blood was unmistakable, felt in the depths of the soul.

Reyna removed her mask and moved forward to answer her mother’s call.

“Um…”


At that moment, the girl who had guided her here stepped forward, removing her mask and shouting.

“Mom!”

“Reyna, why did you come in during break time?”

…Huh?

Reyna’s breath stopped.



 
  
    Chapter 235: Wonderland – 38


A person who can remember events before the age of 5 is not common. However, events that are vividly imprinted in the mind tend to be from childhood.

Reyna’s earliest memory was when she was 4 years old.

At that time, she had been hospitalized due to a carriage accident and had just been discharged.

Everything felt unfamiliar when she returned home. 

The house, the streets, even her father who came to pick her up, everything felt strange.

As soon as her father brought her home, he took her to the courtyard. Her mother was sitting on a bench there. 

Her mother sat motionless, staring blankly at the empty swing in the corner of the garden.

She looked like a hollow shell, as if her soul had left her body. It seemed as if she wasn’t just asleep, but rather as if she had died with her eyes open.

“Honey, take a look at this. Reyna’s back. She’s alive and well.”

As soon as her mother heard her daughter’s name, she lifted her head, and when she saw her daughter, her unfocused eyes regained their light.

“Reyna?”

As soon as she saw her daughter, Solana got up from her seat. 

She stumbled halfway, her shoes even came off, but she didn’t care, running barefoot towards her daughter. 

As if afraid her daughter would disappear if she looked away, even as her knees touched the ground, she didn’t take her eyes off her.

Solana kneeled in front of her daughter and gently touched her face with her hands.

These eyes, nose, mouth. It was undoubtedly her daughter, Reyna.

Solana hugged her tightly, tears streaming down her face.

“You’re alive after all! Isn’t that right, honey? I was right, wasn’t I? Then that’s it. What mistake did the doctor make? It’s strange. They said there was no hope, but Reyna is here, alive and well. Do you remember mommy’s face? Huh? You haven’t forgotten after seeing me just two months ago, have you?”

She rambled like a madwoman. 

In reality, she hadn’t had a proper meal in the last two months. 

She would often just sit blankly until she passed out from exhaustion.

Sometimes she would even scream when she saw her daughter’s apparition.

“Reyna might be surprised. She still seems confused because of the shock from the accident.”

Solana wiped her tears and spoke in a calmer voice.

“Really? I’m sorry, Reyna. Mommy was so worried. Mommy thought you were gone. The priest kept asking about you. Were you cold underground? Lonely? I’m sorry. Mommy will never let go of your hand again. Okay? Mommy will always be with you, okay?”

Reyna slowly nodded her head.

Perhaps it was because she had been in a coma for so long, but everything felt unfamiliar and unsettling.

Fortunately, that awkwardness didn’t last long, disappearing within a few days.

She quickly regained her usual self while looking at photos taken with her dad and mom, reading her illustrated diary, and listening to the memories whispered by her parents.

Every day was new and joyful.

Especially enjoyable were the acrobatic practices. 

Starting at such a young age because of her mom’s claim that “If she had done a backflip, she could have avoided the carriage!”

The first-class acrobats taught their daughter generously. 

Reyna absorbed everything she learned.

“Isn’t she amazing? She seems more talented than I was at her age….”

“We didn’t know our daughter was this talented before, did we? Haha, is it because of our good teaching? They say ‘genius is made,’ you know?”

At those words, Simon’s expression turned cold.

“…Made? What nonsense. It’s innate. Where would our blood and my wife’s go?”

But happy times were too short-lived. In just four years. Her mother passed away when she was 8 due to illness.

Simon placed all the belongings Reyna used when she was young in his late wife’s coffin. Even after the funeral was over and all the mourners had left, he stayed by the grave for a long time.

After making a small gravestone with piled stones next to his wife’s grave, he finally left. 

Perhaps he wanted to give his wife something he made with his own hands rather than a perfectly made gravestone. 

Every year on his wife’s memorial day, Simon repeated the process of piling stones next to her grave.

How did he feel about his wife’s death?

His attitude towards her changed after that day.

“Uh… Dad?”

“Don’t call me Dad!”

Simon’s cold response made Reyna freeze in place as if she were frozen.

He looked at her frightened eyes, softened his expression for a moment, then hardened it again and said solemnly.

“Reyna. You’re old enough now. How long are you going to call me Dad? Call me father.”

She didn’t understand why her father suddenly treated her so coldly. But she decided to follow his words.

“Okay, Father.”

9 years old.

She tried to understand her father.

Maybe he felt so sad because he lost his wife. Maybe he felt guilty when we enjoyed our time together, thinking he was betraying my mother.

10 years old.

As she started practicing in earnest to become an acrobat, her father became stricter. Still, Reyna believed her father loved her. It was just a different way of showing it.

I’ll work hard to become an acrobat that you both can be proud of.

I’m your daughter.

11 years old.

She was scolded by her father for the first time.

Her father harshly judged each of her small mistakes. 

The father who used to be delighted as if he had seen the best talent in the world even for simple tricks was no longer there. He treated her harshly.

12 years old.

The first time, she was hit by her father. 

Despite claiming it was for training purposes, there was clearly hatred in her father’s eyes as he kicked her away.

I must have done something wrong. Father has reason to be angry. After all, I’m not living up to his name.

Thirteen years old.

She was forbidden to address him as “father” in official settings.

Well, it can’t be helped. Displaying personal affection during performances would disrupt teamwork, wouldn’t it? Father’s right. I shouldn’t be fooling around here.

Fourteen years old.

She experienced defeat for the first time. It was a boy from a rural circus school three years her senior, and he had remarkable skills. Indeed, the world was vast.

Father postponed her debut plans, ashamed.

Fifteen years old.

Father called her a “worthless girl.”

Was he regretting the expenses he had invested in her upbringing?

That day, she went into her room, buried her head in her album, and sobbed.

Sixteen years old.

As time passed, she began to resemble her deceased mother more and more.


Blonde hair, tall stature, mature figure.

People who were close to her mother claimed that the spirit of the magician had returned.

However, the colder her father’s gaze became towards her. Sometimes, his eyes were so sharp that she wondered if it was not hatred but something else.

I must have been mistaken.

And seventeen years old.

Reyna looked at the soul of the little girl nestled in her mother’s embrace. Though translucent, she could clearly recognize her.

It was her younger self.

Because she meticulously organized her albums by date, she realized at what age this image was taken.

She was four years old.

“Mom, there’s a guest! She arrived too early for the show and said she miss you! So I brought her here instead of playing!”

She chuckled at the child’s words.

Mom? Who are you to call my mother “mom”?

But a greater anxiety writhed in her chest than that.

If I didn’t mishear, what came out of mom’s mouth…

“Well done, Reyna.”

Reyna? Who’s Reyna?

She desperately wanted to scream. 

Instead, she calmly studied her mother’s appearance again. 

Could it be a namesake? 

Maybe a fake. 

In the circus industry, once you gain fame, impostors appear.

But Reyna couldn’t deny the voice, the gaze, the gestures directed towards her. 

She couldn’t bring herself to say that she wasn’t her mother.

“Pleased to meet you. I am Lady Fantastic, the owner of Fantastic Floor Theater. What brings you here?”

Reyna wanted to rip off her mask and tell her mother that her daughter was here.

But her subconscious refused. Instead, she pointed to the instrument in Solana’s hands.

“That, um… because you’re good at playing the bass… I wanted you to hear me play…”

“Oh, are you one of the participants for the quintet?”

“Yes? Yes… yes!”

“Hehe, I’m scheduled to participate next week too. I’d like to hear you play. I wonder how good my competitor’s skills are.”

Reyna borrowed Solana’s instrument and began to play.

The performance would have been so bad that if her father had been present, he would have snatched the instrument and made her sit on the floor in disgrace.

Partly because she was nervous in front of her mother, partly because she couldn’t focus because of the fake Reyna. But most of all, because the composition itself was incomplete.

It was a piece she had composed when she was seven years old.

“It has a nice resonance. But can you really stand on the central square stage with such tension?”

Reyna bit her lip almost to the point of bleeding at the warmth and sharpness of her critique. 

She couldn’t doubt anymore that this person wasn’t her mother. 

It felt like talking to her mother when she was alive.

“And the song selection doesn’t suit the bass. Why did you choose this kind of song…?”

“…Have you ever heard it before?”

“No. It’s the first time I’m hearing it.”

Reyna almost let out a loud sigh of frustration.

Her sense of defeat was overwhelming.

“When I was seven, it was a piece I dedicated to my mother’s birthday.”

“Ah, so that’s why it sounded like a lullaby with a childlike innocence. You chose that song because of my daughter, didn’t you?”

My daughter?

She tightly shut her eyes.

It was hard to bear someone else being referred to as her daughter other than herself.

Did Dad feel the same way?

When she kissed Mr. Wonderstein on the cheek earlier?

No, why.

Why can’t Mom remember this?

This is an important memory. It’s the first song I composed. It’s the song I prepared for Mom’s birthday.

Mom said she liked it so much, it was touching, that she would never forget it……

She bit her lip tightly, then finally uttered the words she had wanted to say since earlier.

“Mom.”

But the moment she spoke those words, her mother quickly interjected with another.

“…the child was singing earlier, right?”

Reyna hoped she would say something to justify herself.

There are many beings like spirits or fairies here. 

Oh, right. Could it be a illusion? 

Maybe she created a fake doll because she missed her too much. 

Perhaps it’s hypnosis. No, channelling! 

I heard there are fairies that blend into human relationships pretending to be their real children, like cuckoos. 

Could it be?

But Solane’s next words brutally crushed her hopes.

“Yes. Reyna. My lovely daughter.”

She hugged little Reyna and stroked her gently.

“Hehe.”

Big Reyna resisted the urge to grab that fake sitting on her mother’s lap and slap it.

That’s my place.

But why are you occupying it as if it was yours?

“It seems your daughter died early.”

Reyna blurted out, surprising herself. 

Her voice was unintentionally tinged with malicious resentment.

How could her mother not recognize her own daughter even when she’s right in front of her?

But Solane didn’t sense anything strange and continued to smile, stroking little Reyna’s head.

“Yes. Actually, she died 4 years before me. But we’ve been together ever since. My daughter became my guardian spirit.”

Reyna remembered what Chen Hawk said earlier.

He mentioned souls wandering on earth unable to go to the afterlife due to strong grudges or determination. 

She thought of demons, but is such a case possible?

“A guardian spirit?”

“Yes. Oh, but I’m definitely not a good mother. I realized that after I died.”

For a moment, Reyna’s intuition screamed.

Now is the time to stop asking questions.

Don’t dig any deeper here.

But she suppressed all those ominous feelings and asked.


“What do you mean?”

The moment she uttered those words, all strength drained from her body.

The time waiting for a response felt like hours, even though it was just a moment.

Eventually, Solane spoke, her voice thundering through Reyna’s mind like a storm.

“She died when she was 4 years old.”
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In Wonderland, death was not a heavy subject. 

The day of death was treated as a concept similar to a birthday, and discussing death was a common topic that arose when conversations dwindled.

Solana’s attitude, smiling as she talked about her child’s death, was enough to make the living feel uncomfortable.

But Reyna had already been to Wonderland and even watched “The Moment of Death Impersonation Contest.” 

It wasn’t something else that shook her. It was what she said.

She couldn’t understand her mother’s words.

I died?

She shook her head.

That’s ridiculous.

Refuting that was simple.

Just take off the mask. 

But she couldn’t. 

She was afraid her mom wouldn’t recognize her. 

No, she was afraid her mom might say something more than that.

As she hesitated, little Reyna, who had been silently watching, chimed in.

“Are you talking about back then? Mom, that was so bad!”

“Sorry. Mom will apologize again, okay?”

Young Reyna pouted and turned her head. 

Sensing the gaze of the older Reyna looking at her, she approached her.

She covered her mouth with her palm and whispered loud enough for her mom to hear.

“Yeah, sis. When I was stuck to Mom, I saw something scary.”

I’ve never seen anything scarier than you.

Reyna said, suppressing the urge to push away her younger self.

“What?”

“A fake Reyna.”

Reyna felt a heavy weight drop in her chest at her words.

She clenched her fists with trembling hands. 

Then, barely calming her breath, she spoke.

“A fake… what?”

“Yeah! I was stuck to Mom, and Mom called that fake Reyna her daughter, so I was sad.”

“I don’t remember it well, maybe it was because of the shock of losing a child, but I think I thought of the wrong child as my daughter for a few years.”

Reyna wanted to deny her mom’s words.

Wrong child? No, no.

I’m your daughter. What are you talking about?

Then how do you explain it? The pictures of me and Mom.

What’s in those pictures is clearly… clearly…

“Mom being deceived is not strange either! She looked exactly like me.”

Reyna anticipated the answer and felt like she might vomit.

Her mouth moved now without her will.

“… What happened to that child?”

Even resentment or hatred would have been okay. 

She wanted to hear her mom’s thoughts about herself. 

She wanted answers about the four years of memories she built with her mom.

But even that hope was ruthlessly crushed.

“I don’t know. Honestly, it’s correct to say I’m not interested. I intentionally didn’t pay attention because I felt sorry for my daughter, so I completely forgot about the fake child in few months after coming here.”

“Hehe, I told you to be like that. I won’t forgive you if you’re not!”

The two laughed as they looked at each other.

It was a mother-daughter relationship that seemed so happy.

There was no place for her next to it. It was never hers from the beginning.

“Oh dear. We talked too much about ourselves. By the way, what’s the guest’s name?”

“What’s your name, sis?”

The two looked at her. 

Although their faces were genuinely asking, they looked as if they would devour her.

“I am…”

Her breath quickened.

Reyna, who had lived as herself for 14 years, was denied.

The fake who looked like her.

Ten years of enduring agony, remembering the four years of happiness…

‘Don’t ever bring up old stories again!’

‘Honestly, I’m not interested. I completely forgot about the fake after coming here and a few months later.’

She was denied by her father and her mother. Everything about herself.

The sound of something she had relied on crumbling echoed now.

“I am… so, I, I am…”

She tried to push her mom’s hand away. But she couldn’t muster the strength.

Then, amidst the bustling noise, the children crowded into the garden.

“Teacher, break time’s over!”

“Let’s go back to class!”

Amidst the noise, Reyna suddenly regained her senses.

Ignoring her mom calling her, she fled from there as if escaping.

And she ran.

Without any particular destination.

***

Lumie and Oberon weren’t siblings. 

Such a concept didn’t exist in the fairy society to begin with. 

Oberon was once in danger wandering in the human world, and Lumie saved him, thus forming a bond.

It had been over 10 years since the two last met. 

Though a short time for fairies, Lumie was accustomed to human sense of time. 

She felt it had been a long time.

Indeed, Oberon looked quite different from when she last saw him. 


He had grown taller, broader, and his beard had grown longer.

Lumie frowned at him lighting up a cigarette.

“That’ll kill you someday.”

“It’s worth it.”

He took a drag and blew out smoke.

“Trying to impress someone… Thinking of becoming a dandy now?”

“What else is there for me to do?. How about you? What brings you here?”

Lumie briefly explained what had happened to them.

“Hmm, would such a large-scale transfer really take place? Feels like there’s more to it…”

“I don’t know. Maybe it was just the right time.”

Oberon flicked ashes from his cigarette.

“So, is that scarecrow part of your entourage too? Alright, I’ll keep the secret. But what about that white girl among the five acrobats? Maya, was it? Your friends’ daughter?”

Oberon remembered the two humans he briefly interacted with under a glamour.

One was a handsome painter, and the other emitted a cold, aloof aura as a magician.

“Yes.”

“Ha, got the looks from dad and the vibe from mom, huh? What’s her personality like?”

“More like her mom’s side.”

As they sat and talked, Lumie suddenly realized she was getting older. Being called ‘elder sister’ these few days had made her forget her actual age.

Of course, by fairy standards, she was still considered young, but in human society, ‘Arno of the Silver Veil’ was definitely seen as elderly.

Their masquerade would end tomorrow. She needed to focus now to avoid any mistakes upon returning.

“But who’s that scarecrow? Lover?”

“Lov- Lover? No, no!”

She jumped up, startled.

“You seem pretty defensive. Why?”

“Just stop poking at it without any basis!”

“Your eyes lit up when you looked at him. How many times did you hold his hand in just an hour or so?”

“You little…!”

A phantom of a white dragon appeared above Lumie’s head and pounced toward Oberon. He conjured a black dragon phantom to counter, and the two dragons clashed, tearing and clawing at each other.

They continued their conversation amidst the phantoms.

“Damn, you’ve grown a bit too big for teasing, haven’t you?”

“Teasing, huh? I’m just worried about you. There aren’t many who can banter with you under glamour.”

He chuckled, tapping his cigarette and Lumie shook with laughter at the sight.

“Why does the kid look so disgustingly old?”

“Time, my dear.”

Then, a tearing scream echoed. 

It was the sound of a dragon phantom. 

The white dragon mounted on the black dragon, clawing wildly, while the black dragon whimpered in defeat.

“I lost.”

“Hmph. Your phantoms aren’t as sharp as your tongue.”

“Heh, not many can banter with a fairy and her phantoms.”

Oberon waved his hand, dispelling the black dragon. Lumie lifted the white dragon phantom onto her knee, scratching its neck in victory.

They then shifted their conversation to the issue of Tril and the Kirku’s problem.

“What if you make plenty of tril? The apostles said so, that it’s like a magnifying glass to the world. Make plenty to match the number of eyes. Easy.”

Oberon shook his head.

“Morally and physically impossible.”

“Morally?”

“Why do you think Tril earned the nickname ‘Eyes of Kirku’?”

Lumie paused, thinking, then her expression changed.

“Eyes… Wait… Seriously?”

Oberon nodded, confirming her suspicion.

“Yeah. The core ingredient of Tril is human eyeballs. It requires the eyes of someone born under the actual Eye of Kirku.”

Lumie displayed a complex expression, then sighed deeply.

“So what about Tril, which was made just recently…?”

“I guess that’s possible.”

Lumie, who had a momentarily complex expression, let out a long breath.

“No matter how much we try to pretend it’s all fun, doesnt it all come down to the same thing in the end? Cruel? There is a physical limit to amount of Tril that can be made without reducing the Eyes of Kirku too much.”

“That’s right.”

Lumie remembered what Saint had said.

He had mentioned that the number of people born with Eye of Kirku had been rapidly decreasing for the past ten years.

Suddenly, a dreadful thought crossed her mind.

“What if someone made a bunch of Trils?”

“Then the Saints would have known.”

“What if a bunch of people with Eyes of Kirku went on a group trip and had an accident?”

Oberon chuckled at Lumie’s joke and shook his head.

“Even if something like that happened, it wouldn’t make sense. When someone with Eye of Kirku dies, the authority automatically passes on to the next person to be born. Breaking that cycle would undoubtedly be evidence of powerful magic intervention.”

“Well, there can’t be more than one or two bad guys in this world, right?”

“That’s true. So even if we try to watch over from this side… there’s no way. Since Eye of Kirku cannot be distinguished outwardly.”

“Then how are they being found?”

“I don’t know. All I know is that people born with Eye of Kirku have one characteristic in common.”

“What’s that?”

Oberon tossed the half-smoked cigarette into the ashtray and asked.

“What do you think is the most important characteristic of Tril?”

“Well, that they turn red when they watch an interesting performance, right? That’s why they are used to compete to see who could make the gem turn red most”


“That’s right. You could put it like that. It’s a measure of the ‘relative score’ of the performance.”

“Hmm?”

The word ‘score’ momentarily brought a voice into Lumie’s mind. It belonged to a lively teenage girl. 

As she recalled that person’s name, Oberon added to his explanation.

“People born with Eye of Kirku literally replace the relic. They can feel it when they watch a performance. Like, how many points it’s worth.”
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“79!”

As we exited the theater, Ella exclaimed confidently.

I whistled softly. It was the highest score we had seen in any performance at Wonderland.

“The Ticket algorithm’s recommendations are useful after all.”

“Yeah, we’ve been getting scores in the 70s consistently.”

The chuckles from the people around us filled the air. 

It seemed like they laughed even more the more entertaining the performance was.

“We’ve already seen four of them! Should we start heading back soon? We should grab dinner too.”

Ella shook her head at my suggestion.

“I’m fine, really. Not feeling particularly hungry either.”

Seeing her sparkling eyes, it seemed like she could stay up all night. 

Knowing her personality of pushing herself until she was completely exhausted, I couldn’t help but worry.

“Aren’t you tired, Elphi? We have rehearsal tomorrow, you know.”

“Don’t worry. I’ve saved up energy for that. What about you? You don’t seem too disappointed about us parting ways tomorrow?”

She pouted, a hint of disappointment on her face.

“Of course not. I’m just worried that Elphi might be pushing herself too hard…”

“Oh, are you worried about me?”

Ella leaned in so close it was almost uncomfortable, then crossed her arms.

“Looks like I’m getting a ride from you since you said you’re full of energy!”

“Am I worrying too much?”

I teased, leaning back and folding my arms.

“It’s inevitable. Carry me then.”

“Hehe, it seems like I’ve ridden more on you than walked by myself.”

“At this rate, I might transform into a horse with a saddle on my back.”

She continued to bombard me with questions even on our way to the cafe.

Mostly about life here.

What I usually did, how I met Lumie, what other customers were like.

I recounted some of the absurd stories of side quests, adapted from game knowledge, to entertain her.

“Hehe, really? It must be fun living here.”

“Even if you come, it’ll be decades later, you know?”

“Decades? You think it’ll take that long…?”

“Huh?”

“Nothing… But hey, what kind of performances did you do in the mortal realm?”

“Me? Just a jester. Wasn’t really famous.”

“What was your stage name?”

I almost mentioned the Torch Dancer’s name but stopped myself. It seemed better to stick to the original plan.

“I forgot.”

“Where did you live?”

“I forgot.”

“Your family? You don’t remember any names?”

“Nope. Forgot them all.”

But the perfect excuse of memory loss felt flimsy as I spoke, avoiding the topic more roughly the more I spoke.

Perhaps she also noticed that I was lying, as she replied with a slightly strained voice.

“If you don’t want to talk about it, it’s okay.”

We arrived at the cafe and went upstairs. 

Despite it being late for dinner, there were still many customers. 

Most were fairies, and there were a few locals too. We found an empty seat by the window and sat down.

“Hey, check that out.”

Ella pointed outside with a smile.

There was a large billboard hanging there. It was advertising Christian’s performance.

“Shall we go see that later? Seems perfect for our last performance here, doesn’t it? What do you think?”

“Let’s do that.”

Soon, the drinks and snacks we ordered arrived.

She hadn’t been hungry, but as soon as the food was served, she devoured more than half in an instant.

“It’s delicious. The food here suits me well, too,” she said, leaning back in her chair. She gazed out the window for a while, seemingly lost in thought.

Could it be that she’s sleepy now that her stomach’s full?

Just as I was about to say those words, she spoke up.

“Sir, you know, what if we lived together like this? Would that be okay?”

I was taken aback by the unexpected question and found myself at a loss for words. She looked at me with a serious expression. 

It wasn’t the gaze of someone joking around. She was asking sincerely.

I hesitated, pondering what to say, then cautiously responded.

“You mean living together in the afterlife?”

She rested her head on her hand and looked up at the ceiling.

“Just staying here might not be so bad after all. With you and Sister Lumie. The three of us. Performing together, going out together, working together. We saw some decent listings at the auction house on our way out of the courthouse earlier. With the three of us pooling our resources, we might be able to afford the rent.”

“…But Elphi, you’re alive, aren’t you?”

“So should I die then?”

She asked playfully, but her eyes were anything but light-hearted.

I found myself raising my voice without realizing it as I replied.

“What about the Circus Grand Prix?”

“Oh, right. That’s a thing. So, should I die in two years then?”

“Elphi!”

I exclaimed. 

It was something I could never have done while wearing the mask of Wonderstein. 

I hadn’t felt this excited in a long time.

My mind was a whirlwind of anger and worry as I shouted.

“Why are you suddenly talking like this? Are you burdened by the truth of the circus?”

“It’s not that…”

She paused for a moment before speaking again.

“Actually… at the duet concert… you saw it right. I teared up at the end.”


Back then? Was that really the case? Maybe I hadn’t been mistaken.

She let out a long sigh before continuing.

“I have someone I like, and maybe that person is a Demon.”

I inwardly sighed. I wasn’t the one she was talking about, was I?

“Just like in the story we perofrmed right?”

Ella nodded.

“Yeah. But there are more differences. The blind woman knew the demon was lying but still loved him. Even after she opened her eyes, she still loved the demon. But I’m not sure. The demon I know might seem good on the surface, but the person I like might be a demon beneath the surface.”

She sighed deeply, then looked at the table.

“About one week, no, maybe two weeks left. By then, it’ll surely be revealed what that person has done. I’m afraid. Afraid to confirm it. And even more afraid. Afraid that I’ll come to hate that person.”

After saying that much, she glanced at me before abruptly bringing up another topic.

“You know, I’m an orphan. The master said he pulled me out of my dying mother’s womb. He said my mother was an acrobat, and before she died, she said my father was… a clown? Both of them were apparently not famous.”

She paused for a moment and glanced at me.

“I heard that when you die, your family members come to greet you as reapers. So when I came here, I was expecting that, but it seems like it was all a lie.”

I couldn’t understand why she suddenly brought up this story, but I felt a strong sense of duty to somehow comfort her.

“But Elphi, you’re still alive. So maybe your family couldn’t feel your soul’s vibration. And the chance of an acrobat without an Inspira arriving here is less than 30%. You might not have any family here at all.”

“Is that so?”

Her voice sounded less melancholic now, and I forced a cheerful tone as I nodded.

“In any case, we’ll all go there eventually. Even if you live diligently, it’s not too late.”

“But what if you forget about me?”

I couldn’t hide my confusion at her emotionally laden words.

What did I do to make her so obsessed?

As doubt surged, instead of rebutting, I did my best to persuade her.

“Even if I forget my own name, I’ll never forget Elphi’s name! Even after 30 or 40 years! So come when you’re old! I’ll be waiting!”

Was my sincerity reaching her?

She wiped away a tear and smiled brightly.

“Really? Promise!”

I swore with her, holding her hand.

A little later, we went to see the play advertised on the billboard.

We sat side by side and enjoyed the performances of the actors.

What we saw was a version close to the original, utilizing all the acrobatics, with some adapted parts here and there. These adaptations mostly appeared in sections designed to elicit responses from the audience.

It was what Ella had referred to as the ‘persistent problem of Wonderland performances.’ The actors here sought the audience’s reactions, often at the expense of the overall cohesion of the play.

Seated in the audience, we played our part. We cheered when we needed to, and booed when appropriate.

As we entered the middle part of the play, “The Most Ordinary Village in the World” came on.

The actor playing the demon role delivered the concluding lines I had missed beautifully.

I glanced over to the side. Perhaps she was looking at me too.

But she was leaning on my shoulder, dozing off.

She had never fallen asleep this early before.

Perhaps encountering the circus earlier today had exhausted her. I decided to leave the theater with her midway through the play.

She woke up when we arrived at the entrance of the ant hill. The sudden shift in gravity seemed to wake her.

“Hmm… What? Why back at the lodge?”

“Elphia was sleeping, so I just carried her out.”

“You should’ve woken me.”

She grumbled lightly, but thankfully didn’t insist on going back.

The waiting room lights were already off, indicating practice was over.

However, music was still echoing in the theater. We couldn’t see who it was, but we had a good guess.

It was the low resonance of a bass.

Onstage stood a woman wearing a white mask with horns. 

Despite the lively tone of her performance, something about her seemed melancholic, perhaps due to the evening setting of the Card Sun.

I didn’t know if it was because of the mask she wore.

With horns attached, it resembled a devil, but there was a sorrowful expression on the mask.

I couldn’t mistake it. It was the Halloween mask I had given her.

The Weeping Woman (La Llorona).

Even to a layman like me, Reyna’s performance seemed amateurish. It was unlike her usual skill. There were frequent mistakes, like missing strings or skipping notes.

We could sense something was wrong with her. 

But her playing looked so desolate that we didn’t dare intervene.

After Reyna finished her performance, Ella approached her.

“What’s wrong? Are you okay?”

Only then did Reyna seem to notice our presence, startled, she withdrew her hands from the instrument.

“Just taking a walk.”

“With your instrument in the middle of the night?”

“The wind blows up here anyway. Sound doesn’t carry downward.”

“I wasn’t criticizing. But why the mask?”

“The mask?”

Reyna raised her hand to the mask, feeling it with her thin, pale fingers.

“Even if I take it off, inside… “

She stopped there and let out a long sigh.


“No. Nothing… I’ll take a walk. Don’t follow me.”

With that, she descended from the stage and left the building.

I was about to follow her but stopped.

If only I had Wonderstein’s appearance, or even just the function of the status window.

I watched the door she had left through with worried eyes.
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The next morning, five acrobats gathered at the judicial theatre, each carrying their instruments.

There were no other people in the hall except for the three Saints.

Today’s rehearsal was merely a ritual to pacify the Kirku. 

Regular audience members were unnecessary.

“Did everyone sleep well? Have you eaten enough? Don’t forget to use the restroom. Those are the basic elements of producing good sound,” Strauss, the apostle, stood on the platform with a baton in hand, and one by one, the five ascended to the stage.

Ella on vocals.

Karen on flute.

Reyna on bass.

Maya on piano.

Ruelle on drums.

Everyone took their positions.

“Go, our daughter, go!”

Minova raised her arms in excitement. Ruelle waved lightly towards her father and then gripped her drumsticks.

The drum set seemed quite large compared to her small body. With her 6-year-old frame, it seemed challenging to strike the drums in various directions.

So she used her hair. Her hair twisted around like octopus tentacles, wrapping around the drumsticks as she lifted them.

“At that age, such ‘yoga.’ It’s hard to believe. How much did she suffer?”

Hopps, wielding four drumsticks, watched Ruelle wielding four drumsticks, who was stretching her body, with disbelief.

Yoga was a power often demonstrated by ascetics enduring suffering. It was rare for someone on stage to master it, but it occasionally happened due to the demanding nature of their training. 

Well-developed yoga often seemed like magic, leading people to mistakenly believe it as inspiration.

The idea of using Ruelle’s moving hair as yoga was Clara’s idea. She advised Rulle after seeing her struggle with drumming at the Circus of Midsummer Nights yesterday.

Having mastered yoga in overcoming a fatal illness, it was a plausible story.

Thanks to that, Ruelle could wave her hair in front of people without revealing anything about her illness.

“Excellent! Best drums! Our Ruri is the best!”

“Dad… please stop…”

Ruelle felt embarrassed by Minova’s enthusiastic gestures. Perhaps because they had seen something during their stay together, she just stuck her tongue out now. 

However, there was someone looking at the two with envy.

It was Reyna.

She looked around the audience section. There was no sign of Lord Fantastic. 

He had regained consciousness only this morning, just before leaving the nest, unaware of anything, and had been brought here.

“To my disciple, I will explain the situation, so you all just play,” Apostle Diamond Queen led him underground as soon as they arrived. 

It seemed unnecessary to explain the chaos of sleep when a simple verbal explanation would suffice, but she knew her disciple’s nature better than anyone else.

“Is he the kind of person who believes other people’s words without seeing them? He needs to see it with his own eyes.”

It was the time when her father would have reached underground.

But Reyna didn’t think the truth he would know would be more shocking than the truth she had learned.

Whether it was chaos or madness, it was a story that had nothing to do with her directly.

But the truth she had learned shook her existence.

She forgot to pluck the string and gripped it tightly until it dug into her flesh.

“If showing my face is burdensome, then I’d rather wear this.”

She wanted the person who gave her this mask to see it. She wanted to confide everything in his arms and rid her mind of all the entanglements.

Then Maya slammed down on the piano keys. She looked at Rulle with cold eyes.

It was Maya who was hit by Ruelle’s mistake of swinging her drumsticks to stop her father’s embarrassing cheers.

It was just a child’s mistake, but the force in her hands was not that of a child. 

The drumstick flew like an arrow, making a loud noise as it hit Maya’s skull.

“Sorry, Maya… I’m sorry, sis…”

Rulle apologized, but Maya ignored her and focused on releasing her hands again. 

Even Karen, who had been playing joyfully, was now distracted by the three’s mood.

“What’s wrong? Why are you all like this?”

Ella intervened as she sensed something amiss, stopping the restless Strauss.

“It seems like there’s something wrong with the atmosphere here.”

“Indeed. It feels like there’s something wrong with this place. I’m feeling nervous too, for some reason.”

She trembled, recalling the stage where punishment was executed and the presence below it.

“Will there be any problem with the performance?”

“Of course not. It’s not a particularly difficult piece. Saint Strauss calculated that if people of our skill level perform, the eyes will close one per minute.”

“One per minute… then it’ll be over in about 20 minutes.”

The Scarecrow roughly estimated the number of eyes he saw underground and said.

“In that case, we’ll be able to go home.”

“I’ll miss it, Miss Elphi.”

The Scarecrow spoke honestly.

Soon, she would regain her memory upon returning to the surface. 

He couldn’t gauge how much of a shock it would be. 

Maybe her liking would plummet even more than before the curse plague incident.

It was really fortunate to have shed the Wonderstein façade and shared sincerity with her before it was too late.

“I’d like to stay a bit longer, but I can’t help it… Well, so… Um… Mister…”

She hesitated considerably to speak. It was rare for her, who always spoke confidently, to hesitate like this.

“Go ahead. It’s okay.”

“So… Um, after the performance, before we go back, there’s one question I want to ask, can you answer honestly?”

What could she be so hesitant to ask?

The Scarecrow chuckled.

“You can ask now.”

“No, I don’t want to distract myself from rehearsing by asking and then not being able to focus. You shouldn’t just mumble that you forgot like yesterday. Please answer honestly. Promise me. Okay?”

At her almost desperate request, he nodded without even realizing it.

“Alright.”

The Scarecrow wondered if she might ask if he was Wonderstein. Quest fail when his identity is revealed, not when he is suspected, after all.

If she asked, what should he do?

The Scarecrow thought it was a problem without hesitation. It was unfortunate for her, but he could only deny it. It wasn’t just because of the quest.

Soon after, the warm-up ended and the joint performance began.

Kirkus’s Lullaby.

The main OST of the Tril Trilo series.

The Scarecrow hummed it with a nasal voice as he walked out onto the stage.


At the theatre entrance, Minova and Hopps were sitting with a drink each they had managed to obtain. They seemed to be enjoying themselves at the thought of going home.

The Scarecrow approached Chen Hawk. He was commanding the security forces guarding this place in case of any unforeseen circumstances. 

He was dressed in a butterfly mask and a uniform with feathered wings, as he had said he would when working as security.

“Didn’t you say you wear a butterfly mask and uniform when working as security?”

“Haha, getting older takes almost a day to switch personas. I guess I didn’t get to perform the persona transformation ceremony while being with you guys. That’s the regulation, but whatever. I’m going to disappear today anyway.”

The Scarecrow was surprised to hear his words.

“Today?”

“That’s right.”

“Then why don’t you come inside and listen to the performance?”

“It’s okay. I heard them rehearsing a lot yesterday.”

The Scarecrow was about to say something comforting to him but stopped himself. 

This was Wonderland. Death was used as a joke here. Sentimental farewells didn’t fit.

“Thanks for the great time. It was fun.”

“I enjoyed it too. It’s nice to leave with one good memory on the last day.”

At that moment, the Rooster suddenly intervened between the two.

“Cock-a-doodle-doo! Hey, we’re grateful to you too! Our daughter, no, our daughters!”

“My sister!”

Hopps shouted loudly from behind.

“Thanks for taking care of us! Come on, have a drink each!”

Minova and Hopps had flushed faces. It seemed they had actually put into practice what they had been joking about, drinking the liquor of the afterlife with each other.

The Scarecrow accepted the drinks they offered. Hawk was on duty, but he, too, seemed to be affected by the atmosphere. He gladly accepted the glass.

Perhaps it was the liquor sold in Wonderland, but the intoxication seemed to affect even his soul. The Scarecrow soon felt a pleasant drowsiness creeping in.

The four of them sang together at Minova’s suggestion. It was a song Ella had put lyrics to Strauss’s Lullaby, shocked by the vocal amount she had only whistled yesterday.

They sang one song, had a drink, sang another, had another drink, were about to sing a third, when suddenly a loud voice echoed.

“Guests, this is not an entrance!”

“Guests, this is not an entrance!”

“Guests, this is not an entrance!”

“Guests, this is not an entrance!”

A booming mechanical voice.

It was clearly that of Boundaryse, the spirit guarding the outskirts of Cardsun.

I knew its voice could echo throughout Cardsun.

Over the past few days of staying here, we had heard it occasionally reverberating.

But hearing it simultaneously like this was unprecedented.

At that moment, a guard came running up from below the grand staircase.

He too was a lieutenant like Hawk. He was the same fellow who had once captured and then lost Ella.

“Lieutenant! Lieutenant! Intruders!”

At the word “Intruders,” Hawk set his glass down and sprang to his feet.

“Surely not another person from the mountain?”

“No, they came from the Abyss!”

“Another army of the other Demons?”

At Scarecrow’s question, the lieutenant shook his head.

“No, they’re mercenaries hired by the Demons!”

“Demons? What kind of creatures are they?”

“That’s…”

At that moment, an immense rumble shook Wonderland’s ground.

Thud.

The guards screamed. The three of us, who were drunk, couldn’t control ourselves and collapsed to the floor. 

Hawk, accustomed to such tremors from his aerial acrobatics, staggered momentarily.

“Where are the enemies?”

“They’re all around! They appeared throughout the outskirts of Wonderland and are now converging towards the entrance! I rushed ahead with the teleportation ticket to…”

At that moment, another rumble echoed.

Thud.

Simultaneously, the barrier covering the archway entrance to Card Sun began to crack.

Creak. Creak.

Through the translucent glass-like barrier, countless shadows could be seen hurling their bodies, smashing against the door.

Just as someone was about to inform the guards, the barrier collapsed.

Dazzling shards of glass scattered everywhere.

And piercing screams erupted.

Screeeeeech


Clack clack clack

Rabbit heads with elk antlers.

Sharp claws resembling those of mountain goats’ hind legs, coupled with whip-like tails.

Scarecrow knew who they were. He had encountered them since arriving in this world.

Thousands of Zakanubas poured into Card Sun.



 
  
    Chapter 239: Wonderland – 42


The demon army pushed into the heart of Card Sun with ruthless momentum. 

They smashed through buildings without mercy as they advanced.

Their one-sided onslaught was made possible by the absence of obstacles blocking their path. 

Thanks to the Ticketer swiftly distributing tickets for people to move to the rear, the Zakanubas were simply sweeping through empty streets.

While evacuating residents, a summons was conducted at the judiciary theater, the heart of Wonderland. 

Citizens registered with an Inspira ID were required to serve in the militia at regular intervals. 

And in times of emergency, they were obligated to fight to defend Wonderland.

Except for the theatre owners providing refuge to guests in the rear, summon warrants were issued to all citizens nearly a hundred thousand personas, who quickly gathered in the central square.

All of this was accomplished in less than three minutes. 

It was thanks to the messenger role of the Ticketer and their power of instant teleportation.

Scarecrow, Minova, and Hopps couldn’t help but be stunned at the sight of Wonderland’s forces pouring into the square. 

What had just been a cheerful and bustling place now emanated the aura of war.

“This is not the time. To Ruelle!”

As Minova snapped out of shock to search for his daughter, Crazy Hatter walked out of the theatre.

“Seems like you folks have been quite startled.”

“I-Is this okay?”

“It’s nothing much. It’s just a periodic occurrence in Kirku’s domain. Of course, an event of this scale is rare… Anyway, this isn’t an area where you should get involved. You should prepare to return home quickly.”

“Is the lullaby… the ensemble all finished?”

“Almost. It should be wrapped up in about five minutes.”

“But our party members are missing… Ah, there they are.”

Oberon, Lumie, and Clara dashed up the stairs from below. 

They each carried a sturdy pouch on their shoulders. 

They had gone to obtain the “Sand of Slumber” to use against Kirku.

“Guides, as soon as the ensemble finishes, please guide the guests to the exits! Mathias, you’ll guard the guests. Director Oberon, after the ensemble finishes, find less shielded eyes and properly close them off with the Sand of Slumber.”

He shouted this and then descended the stairs to command the militia below.

The Scarecrow divided his gaze between Lumie and Minova and shouted to the other two leaders.

“Mr Minova, Mr. Hopps, please go inside and bring out your party members!”

“Oh, alright.”

“Lord Fantastic is there too. Don’t forget.”

The two of them dashed into the theater, and Oberon exchanged what seemed like a farewell with Lumie before following others. 

The rest of the people surveyed the situation in the square below.

The Zakanubas near the entrance had surged forward to just outside the square. 

People realized they weren’t just rampaging aimlessly; they clearly had strategic objectives.

It was obvious where they were aiming. 

People could see them getting closer and more frequent. 

They were converging on the judiciary theatre.

The militia also noticed and formed a defensive line around the square.

Soon, the Zakanubas rushed into the square. 

They had been bounding forward as if they were about to collide any moment, but they stopped just a few steps away from the militia.

Thud.

A simultaneous sound of feet stopping echoed through the square. 

A cloud of dust swept through.

The Zakanubas snarled at the people in front of them with contorted postures. 

The militia members also stood firm, facing their vicious momentum.

A few figures emerged from the demon camp and walked toward the square. 

They were more than twice the size of ordinary Zakanubas, each wielding a large scythe and draped in billowing black cloth.

“Reapers.”

The muttering of the Scarecrow made everyone around him startle and look at him.

“Reapers? Are those really reapers?”

“Noiua-Zakanubas! It’s my first time seeing them in person.”

“Why would such high-ranking demons…?”

The Reapers shouted loudly so that everyone in the square could hear.

They demanded that half of Wonderland be handed over to their faction.

The incredulous reaction from Crazy Hatter alone indicated how outrageous the demand was. 

It was either their first time encountering such audacious demands or they found it utterly absurd.

Instinctively, the Scarecrow sensed what it meant.

It’s a double move!

His mind quickly formulated a hypothesis.

What if that massive army is just a decoy to draw attention?

At that moment, the shout of the Boundaryser echoed in his mind.

“Sir, this is not the place to enter!”

The mechanical sound of the sentries had echoed from all directions.

The demons had to rush in from multiple directions simultaneously to make such a noise. But those voices were heard only once and never again. If that attempt and the army in front of him were all decoys?

The scarecrow turned to look in the direction where Boundaryser’s voice had not been heard.

Opposite to the archway, directly symmetrical to the point of Card Sun.

To the north.

There, on the lower floor, was a secret passage connected to the basement of the judicial theater!

The moment he tried to inform others of this fact, screams and loud noises erupted from inside the theatre.

At the same time, the Zakanuba Legion rushed the guards.

***

High-level demons were often not born through reproduction but rather through processes such as awakening, fusion, mutation, and evolution undergone by ordinary demons.

Noiua Zakanuba, nicknamed “The Reaper,” gained strength and intelligence by obtaining the artifact known as the Reaper’s Scythe.

It was a mystery when the Reaper’s Scythe came into existence in the Abyss. 

However, it was clear that all existing scythes were originally one entity, which had been divided into the current artifacts carried by the Reapers.

Except for a few exceptions, only Zakanubas could wield it.

Catarophe recalled the moment he obtained the Reaper’s Scythe. 

Dozens of his kin who had grabbed the scythe before couldn’t handle its power and exploded into pieces, losing their lives. 

His parents and siblings all perished.

He couldn’t quite remember what he, who had been so beastly, had thought at that time.


It was just too sad and too terrifying; that much was certain.

Still, there must have been some mistake. 

He had grasped the Reaper’s Scythe and survived. 

Overcoming immense pain, he gained unimaginable power.

He believed he was chosen. 

He hoped other Reapers were undoubtedly noble beings worthy of the power of the scythe, like himself.

However, whenever such gatherings of Reapers occurred, he couldn’t help but question the criteria by which the scythe chose its owner.

“Katpia, Katpia! Come here and eat this.”

A plump Reaper shoved something into his mouth, looking satisfied.

Beside him was a middle-aged Reaper looking at him with amusement.

She offered a lunchbox filled with food to Catarophe.

“Katpia, wouldn’t you like to try some fairy dumplings? I made the filling from pickled fairies.”

“I’m good. You two eat plenty.”

Catarophe sighed at the sight of his comrades, who lacked the dignity befitting their nickname of “Reapers.”

“Why are you so sharp-tongued? Katpia’s charm was always being laid back.”

“He got beaten up by humans not long ago when he went to the surface.”

The plump Reaper’s words made the middle-aged Reaper cover her mouth with her hand.

“Oh my, oh my. Our esteemed Reaper?”

“Who’s esteemed? Hey, and speak directly. There were three ‘Apostles’ there! Including priests and knights from the Orthodox Church! Can you beat three Apostles? Huh?”

When Catarophe jumped up, the plump Reaper thrust his mouth roughly and muttered.

“He only gets angry at me.”

“Oh, only towards our dear Patty? Are you delusional?”

“He doesn’t even use honorifics to me.”

“Stop dreaming. You’ll never hear it in your life.”

As he was speaking up, another Reaper who had been silently watching them approached him. 

Unlike other Reapers, she had a slender waist, and her curves emphasized femininity.

“Catarophe.”

“Sha, Shaanura.”

Her voice was higher and thinner than other Reapers’. 

Catarophe felt his face blush as she looked him straight in the eyes.

“You should call me ‘Miss.’ There’s only a small age difference.”

“But, still, it’s more convenient this way…”

“Did you really lose to humans? With your skills? You survived, even against three Apostles.”

“I… I didn’t lose! I, I tied! If only that knight…”

At that moment, the plump Reaper suddenly intervened between them.

“Sha, come here and eat some dumplings.”

“Hey, hey! Don’t call her Sha!”

“We’re all friends here, what’s the big deal? You’re being picky, Catastrophe. Catastrophe.”

The cart carrying the four Reapers was heading through the underground passage towards the basement of the judicial theatre.

Today, nine Reapers were hired for the mission.

Five of them commanding the Zakunubas, attracted attention, while the four gathered here were supposed to accomplish what their client failed to do ten days ago.

They first sent the Zakunubas into the vicinity of the Card Sun to activate the alarms of the bouncers. 

At the same time, the four of them cooperatively dealt with one Boundaryser as they entered from the north.

­So-oo-on……Niii, Im……

The Boundaryser was a powerful spirit. 

It was difficult even for the Reapers to confidently guarantee victory in a one-on-one fight. 

However, under the surprise attack exerting all their strength, the Boundaryser collapsed without even uttering a word.

Quietly infiltrating into the Card Sun as planned by the client, they were now heading underground to the basement of the judicial theatre through the secret passage in the northern lower area.

“Come to think of it, a group of humans broke into my house not long ago.”

“Were they Heroes coming to capture you?”

“No, they were just some random scoundrels.”

“How did you deal with them?”

“The skewer you’re eating right now is made from their kind.”

“Wow! No wonder! Shall I stop eating too?”

“I’ve been vegetarian lately.”

“Vegetarian? Grass doesn’t taste good.”

Now, they were almost at their destination. Catarophe, feeling full and energetic, glanced at his friend and shouted,

“What on earth are these appearances? Are we on a picnic? Please, let’s focus! Have some dignity for client’s sake!”

At that moment, the middle-aged Reaper took out a dish from the lunch basket.

“Katpia, we’ve brought a stew made with herbs that Katpia loves.”

“Muna, please…”

“Not gonna eat? Huh? Huh?”

“Sigh… Alright.”

Reluctantly, Catarophe sat down and accepted the dish she offered. The scent of herbs and the stew were among his favourite foods.

“I knew you’d like it!”

But before Catarophe could even lift a spoon, there was a loud clang followed by the sound of a screeching halt. 

As a result, the stew bowl rolled off the rail and fell down.

“Oh no…”

“What should we do? Shall I pick it up and eat?”

“Put it away! Let’s get on with the mission!”

“Katpia, I’ll make it for you again after the mission. Don’t be too upset.”

The four Reapers got off the cart with their respective scythes in hand.

“We can hear music from above. We were told to stop it if it’s being played?”

“Someone needs to go to the prisoners who are being held.”

“The final terrorist act…”

They divided their tasks and went their separate ways.

Catarophe chose the hall on the ground.

As soon as he entered the hall, he launched a surprise attack on a man who looked like a disciple. 


Perhaps because he was deeply focused on commanding, the man couldn’t even attempt a counterattack and was thrown against the wall without resistance.

With a thud, the stands collapsed, and due to the aftermath of the attack, the stage where the music was playing also split in two.

Everyone screamed as they fell to the ground, but Ella, who was light on her feet without an instrument, managed to balance herself on the stage.

Catarophe checked her appearance and chuckled.

“Ah, you’re that acrobat from back then, aren’t you?”
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I dashed into the theater in a frenzy.

A sense of danger I had never felt before with Wonderstein’s body engulfed me. 

Screams and shouts echoed from the square below. I tried hard not to recall the scene I had seen just before turning my back.

If a Reaper had infiltrated the theatre, it was usually a big deal. 

Even though the demons couldn’t exert their full power here, harming a few people was child’s play for them.

As I reached the hall, I felt my heart sink.

The place seemed to have been attacked, with the seating area collapsed. I spotted Ella sitting hesitantly on the shattered stage.

“Ella!”

Even with my call, she showed no reaction.

Surely she isn’t dead.

I rushed towards the stage. Thankfully, she looked up a moment later and glanced at me.

“Uh, mister…?”

“What happened?”

After confirming Ella was unharmed, I surveyed the surroundings. Other people who had been sprawled on the floor were also getting up, groggily.

“What just happened?”

“Unpleasant memories…”

White ice covered the stage like spiderwebs. Every time someone spoke, a puff of breath escaped their lips.

It was clear that Reapers had come. 

Their gaze carried a curse that froze their targets. 

And the only weapon sharp and powerful enough to split this large stage in half was the Reaper’s scythe.

I examined their condition closely. 

Fortunately, it seemed no one had been directly stabbed by the Reaper’s scythe.

“What happened to the Reapers?”

At my question, Ella flinched and shook her head.

“I… I don’t know? They just ran away.”

“Did they do anything else?”

“Um, no.”

I instinctively felt she was hiding something, but I didn’t pry further. 

Soon, others entered.

“Why is the place broken again?”

“Is our daughter okay?”

Lord Fantastic, fainting, was supported by Minerva and Hopps on either side as they appeared, followed by Lumie and Hawk chasing after me.

Finally, Oberon emerged from below, staggering with a large wound on his chest.

As they exchanged greetings and their stories unfolded, I could understand what was going on.

Several Reapers had infiltrated the judicial theater.

One had come up here, smashing the stage and instruments before disappearing. 

Another had encountered Oberon on his way down to the underground and struggled under his hypnosis and illusions. 

And another was engaging Diamond Queen one-on-one.

I explained what was happening outside to the people. Their faces paled at the mention of thousands of demons attacking.

“We need to run!”

“Yeah, yeah. Someone open that door or whatever quickly!”

“But what about finishing the song? Is it okay?”

“Is the song important right now? And most of the instruments are almost destroyed, what more can we do…?”

Amidst the chaos, someone rose from the collapsed debris of the seating area.

“Ugh, took a hit.”

“Saint Strauss! Are you okay?”

Hawk rushed over to help him clear the brick fragments and stand up. He looked around at us with a bitter expression.

“Unless the eyes of Kirku close completely, we won’t open the way.”

“Is it not urgent enough? Aren’t the Saints on our side?”

Strauss’s lips twitched with a hint of mockery at my words.

“Do you think the Saints would care about the plight of mere humans? Saints lent their power not because we find you pretty, but to quell chaos. As per our initial contract, if the eyes of chaos don’t close completely, we won’t open the barrier.”

Minova burst out angrily.

“Damn, and because that fancy barrier was breached, those demon jerks came in! What’s going on?”

“It’s probably because the Demons who want chaos to reign lent their power. Otherwise, could they dare to strike us like this on our own land?”

I intervened again to stop Minova from venting his frustration. Complaining here wouldn’t solve anything.

“So, how much time do we have left?”

“Wait a moment.”

Strauss closed his eyes and concentrated. After a while, he licked his lips and opened his eyes.

“About half a half of an eye…? Too bad. If only we had played a few more bars…”

“Is there… no other way?”

“There is, but… we’ll need Sandman’s help. His Sand of Slumber…”

“You are here!”

Oberon, who was receiving emergency treatment in a corner, shouted. Strauss seemed to realize he was here only now. 

His face paled as he observed Oberon’s condition.

“Oberon! Did you come? Yes! The sand of slumber! Okay! Okay! Then, take that and…”

The excited voice of Strauss suddenly died down. He sighed as he inspected Oberon’s condition.

“Going down to the underground area with that body… will be difficult…”

“I can do it.”

Ignoring Lumie’s objections, Oberon stood up.

But we could all see that he was pushing himself too hard.

The cost of capturing one of the Reapers was steep. 

His body appeared unscathed, with a broken leg, a dislocated arm, and a wound on his chest pouring out a bucketful of blood.

To scatter the Sand of Slumber, one had to approach right next to Kirku’s eye. 

But in this entire Wonderland, the only person capable of doing that was Oberon, who was skilled in both illusions and hypnosis. 

According to yesterday’s explanation, even the Saints would be devoured by Kirku’s mental attacks if they got that close.

But now, that Oberon had been rendered incapacitated by the Reaper.

“I’ll manage somehow.”

“Not with that body of yours. Even when you were at your best, you couldn’t hold out for more than five minutes.”

“Right. It would be better if I…”


“No, sister, you can’t endure it! I have to go!”

Oberon stubbornly insisted on going down himself.

I looked around. There seemed to be no other viable options. It was time to make a decision.

“I’ll do it.”

All eyes turned to me at my words.

“What?”

“What kind of madness is this!”

“This isn’t your place! What do you think a lower-tier resident with no Inspira can do!”

I confidently smiled at the people staring at me in shock.

“I can do it.”

Yesterday, everyone had felt nauseous and dizzy when coming up from the underground cavity. 

It was the aftereffect of approaching within several hundred meters of Kirku.

But I felt nothing. 

Of course, the pressure of seeing such a colossal entity and the cosmic-scale terror made me dizzy, but that was just because I was startled, not due to any power acting on me.

For some reason, Kirku’s mental attacks didn’t affect me. 

I could do what Oberon was supposed to do.

However, people vehemently tried to dissuade me. 

Especially Lumie and Ella, who had been with me the longest since coming here, were frantic.

“Hey! What do you think you’re doing! Why do men always try to show off in life-threatening situations!”

“Yeah! Mister, there’s no need to go that far! Just wait until those devilish bastards retreat… restore the instrument and play again…”

I shook my head.

“That’s not an option. You know how things are going. We almost all died just now, didn’t we?”

At my remark, Ella seemed at a loss for words and mumbled.

“The Reapers are supported by the Great Demons who want Kirku to awaken. This time, they only destroyed the instrument, but if you try to do anything more, they might try to kill the performer directly. We need to escape quickly.”

“But… but…”

Ella’s face was filled with worry for me, as if she thought I was going to my death.

I patted her shoulder to reassure her.

“Elphia, I promised, didn’t I? Even if it takes decades, I’ll wait for you. Do you think I’d break that promise?”

At my words, she bit her lip and looked at the ground. 

Then, after a moment, she whispered in a resigned voice.

“I’ll wait.”

She looked up at me with tears in her eyes.

“I’ll wait at the door until you come. I said I had something to ask you. I won’t leave until I ask you that. So, you have to come. Okay?”

I took off my straw hat, placed it on my chest, and bowed as if making a vow.

“Understood. I’ll definitely come.”

With that, the group said their farewells to me and left the hall one by one.

As I received their sympathetic gazes, it really felt like I was heading to my death.

What a strange feeling.

Finally, Lumie stood before me. Her arms crossed, she glared at me with obvious disapproval.

“Lumie, please guide them.”

She stared at me for a long while, then sighed and spoke.

“You… are you really confident?”

“Of course. But…”

“But?”

“Um, should I call it insurance? I have one request…”

“What is it?”

“When the door opens… don’t wait for me and push everyone in.”

My words contradicted the promise I had just made to Ella. 

Lumie raised her eyebrows sharply and glared at me.

“You bastard! You said you were confident!”

“I think there’s no such thing as 100%. So, please, do it.”

“Crazy… Do you think sacrificing yourself like that will make the people around you happy? How guilty do you think they’ll feel later when they find out you’re the Director…?”

“Haha, it’s not like I’m trying to sacrifice myself.”

“Sly bastard! You’re always like this…”

I wasn’t really trying to sacrifice myself. 

But I had no other way to explain it to her.

*Sub-Quest: Masquerade

: In Wonderland, you are the Torch Dancer.

Completion Criteria

: Ensure that everyone except Arno exits Wonderland without discovering your true identity.

Reward for Success

: You can take Persona 1 out of Wonderland.

Penalty for Failure

: None.

The sub-quest ended once all the party members left Wonderland. 

Only then could I use the reward.

The ability to take Persona 1 out of Wonderland might also apply to my Persona. 

If something happened and I couldn’t escape after putting Kirku to sleep, using the quest reward to escape Wonderland was a possibility worth considering.

But first, everyone in the party had to leave Wonderland. 

Staying behind to worry about me would actually put me in more danger.

I remembered a game I had played before, where the goal was to escape from a serial killer. 

In that game, the emergency exit only opened when one survivor remained, but sometimes other survivors would linger, trying to escape together, and end up getting caught by the killer.

My request to Lumie was to prevent that from happening.

“If you really end up dying… I’ll kill you myself.”

“Thank you.”

With her as the last, everyone left.

The only ones remaining in the hall were me and Saint Strauss.

He looked at me with a complicated expression and then bowed his head.

“We will not forget your sacrifice.”

I no longer had the will to ask for belief, so I just waved my hand.

“We don’t have time for this. Let’s hurry.”

“Right. Let’s go down.”

However, just as we were heading towards the stairs to the basement, something large emerged from the opposite corridor.

“Uh, what’s this? Have you seen a hairy fairy? How dare it play such a trick on me and run away.”

Unlike the one we met last time, this Reaper spoke with the voice of a plump middle-aged woman. 

Judging by her words, it seemed Oberon had bound this Grim Reaper with illusions and hypnosis. 

She looked around and then glared at us.

“What is this? This is supposed to be Katpia’s area! Where is Katpia? Don’t tell me you…?”

A fierce aura emanated from her entire body. 

Saint Strauss raised his baton and stood in front of me.

“I’ll hold her off! Go ahead!”


“Understood.”

“Go? Go where! Tell me where Katpia is!”

A huge shockwave hit my back from behind. 

Apostle Strauss screamed, but somehow managed to block the attack.

I slung the sack of sleep sand over my shoulder and ran towards the basement.
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It was a path I had taken just yesterday. 

I estimated it would take me about 10 minutes to get from the hall to the commune at my pace.

However, things didn’t go as planned. 

Shortly after leaving the hall, I encountered a scene where an Saint and a Reaper were fighting.

“How long do you plan on dodging and weaving?”

The Reaper, swinging a scythe with menacing force, had the voice of a young woman.

Her opponent was the Diamond Queen, a Saint. 

She had honed the basics of card magic and was once banned from all casinos in Vegas due to her sharp observation and deft hands.

Even with just one eye, she could perfectly discern her opponent’s habits and movements, skilfully evading the scythe in the narrow corridor.

“Is this all you’ve got? I’ve never seen someone so bad at handling a scythe. It’s not you wielding the weapon, it’s the weapon wielding you! If you were in a circus, I would have hit you a lot.”

Her fluid movements and taunting words were befitting of Lord Fantastic’s mentor. 

The Reaper’s eyes glowed red as she intensified her attacks.

The corridor they were fighting in was extremely narrow. 

A single glancing blow from that scythe could be the end for my fragile body. 

If that happened, even Debulroots wouldn’t be able to restore me. 

So, I took a detour, finding another staircase down.

Below was a place I knew well. 

It appeared in the game and was one of our initial attack targets: the prison where prisoners were held.

On either side of the cliff were thousands of caves, each with iron bars, holding a prisoner in a prison uniform. 

The person in the foremost cave looked up at me.

“Who are you? You don’t seem like an Saint.”

Other prisoners reacted to his voice, rushing to the bars.

“Who’s here?”

“What’s that noise? What’s happening outside?”

“Are you an intruder? If so, please let us out!”

There seemed to be around a hundred prisoners.

Excluding the voodoo mages, the prisoners were a mix of demons, fairies, personas, and followers of other Demon gods.

“Hey!”

“Over here!”

“Straw Hat!”

I quickly moved past them. 

While there were plans to use the prisoners in our escape strategy, I had more urgent matters now.

But after a few steps, I stopped in my tracks.

The diagnostic function detected that all the living humans were Voodoo mages. 

The status screen showed a common trait applied to their bodies.

At that moment, I heard a voice from the corridor I had descended.

“Prison, prison… Ah, found it!”

There was no need to guess who it was. 

Frost was spreading from the entrance of the prison.

I quickly scanned the prisoners and hid in one of the caves.

***

The Reaper Pahomet, commonly called Patty by friends, wasn’t late to his destination because he was lost or in a fight.

Today’s mission was an unprecedented attack on a Demon god’s territory.

Excited, he had recklessly smashed anything that felt like Kirku’s influence.

Though he wanted to run out into the square and create more havoc, he knew his friend would scold him, so he hurried to perform his task.

Entering the prison, he looked around at the prisoners and shouted.

“Voodoo mages, hands up!”

The prisoners froze at the sight of the high-ranking Demon known as the Reaper of The Abyss. 

Some poked their heads through the bars at the mention of Voodoo.

Realizing something significant was happening due to the noise and the appearance of an outsider, some responded.

“We are with the Voodo…”

“Are all of you?”

“Here’s another one!”

“And me too…”

Some shameless demons and fairies claimed to be part of the Voodoo , but Patty was aware that they were alive, ignored them and focused on his targets.

“I’m here at the client’s request.”

“The client…?”

“Of course, your Organization.”

The mages smiled brightly at each other at the Reaper’s words.

“We, we survived!”

“Long live Voodoo!”

“Grr, to think they would go this far for us…”

The Reaper cast a cold smile toward the jubilant crowd.

“But you lot are impressive. One, two, three… wow, not a single one dead?”

The mages were excitedly chattering, thinking they could finally leave this place.

“Those Wonderland guys are quite soft, aren’t they? They don’t even do physical torture.”

“They always try to capture us alive…”

“Though I nearly lost my mind during the punishments…”

Instead of joining in their banter, Patty shook his head.

“That’s not what I meant.”

His voice had a mocking tone. 

Finally, the mages sensed something was off and exchanged uneasy glances.

“I’m surprised none of you mentioned the boss’s name.”

Patty spread the fluttering black cloth wrapped around him, enveloping himself in it. 

This act multiplied his defensive capabilities, as if he was donning solid armour.

“Uh… that is…”

“H-how did you know?”

“What does that have to do with nobody dying…?”

Patty bared his sharp teeth at the bewildered mages.


“You’ve all got bio-bombs attached to your bodies. They activate as soon as they hear the keyword.”

A chilling silence fell over the prison, which had been filled with laughter moments ago.

Bio-bombs?

Frozen in disbelief, they finally snapped back to reality when Patty opened his mouth again, and they began to scream and shout in panic.

“R-reaper!”

“Wait, please!”

Ignoring their pleas, the reaper shouted the name told by the Voodoo.

“Frank Wonderstein!”

An immense pressure and a deafening roar shook the cave. 

The bodies of the ten or so mages swelled up like balloons and then exploded simultaneously. 

The blast was powerful enough to collapse the caves they were confined in. 

With the prisoners conveniently gathered on one side among the thousands of tunnels, the other prisoners were also inevitably caught in the carnage.

Patty glanced around at the collapsed cave, strewn with shattered flesh and blood, and burst into laughter.

“Kahaha! Success! Blowing things up really is fun. Now, shall I go hang out with Katpia?”

With that, he left the place.

Not long after he left, the debris on one side of the collapsed cave began to stir. 

Two people emerged, gasping for air.

One was the Scarecrow, and the other was a Voodoo mage who had been furthest from the entrance of the prison.

“Damn, to think they’d use us as a discardable pawn.”

The mage muttered, touching his back. 

There, a hard, turtle-like shell had grown. 

Without it, he too would have been caught in the explosion. 

Or rather, if the bomb inside his body hadn’t been defused, he would have swelled up and exploded like the others.

He felt around his lower abdomen. 

The higher-ups had implanted something there, claiming it would enhance his physical abilities. 

The foreign sensation it caused was now completely gone.

He looked at the ridiculous figure made of cloth and straw. 

The scarecrow had entered his cell just before the reaper had arrived. 

It was the scarecrow who had deactivated the bomb and caused the turtle shell to grow on his back.

“I can’t believe it. To nullify something made with Debulroots without starlight… How could that… Wait. The only person who could…”

The mage looked at the Scarecrow in shock.

The Scarecrow nodded, confirming his suspicion.

“Thank you for not mentioning my name until the end.”

“A-ah, as I thought, y-you are…?”

The mage knelt before the Scarecrow.

Although he did not know how it happened, the cult leader he had never seen before appeared and saved him.

“Uh, why did you…?”

The scarecrow chose his words carefully. 

The more he tried to fabricate a story, the higher the chances of getting caught in his own lies. 

He was the one who saved the man’s life and was also the leader of the organization he belonged to. 

He didn’t need to make him understand; he could guide him in the desired direction without doing so.

“I see the Executives have been up to some interesting things while I was away.”

Honestly, the scarecrow didn’t know how much of it was Wonderstein’s doing and how much was the executives acting on their own. 

But he believed that if he feigned knowledge and probed a bit, the other party would react accordingly.

As he had expected, the mage sighed as if he understood something.

“Yes, that’s right.”

“Some of those things don’t please me.”

The mage did not have a high rank within Voodoo. 

He was just a field operative following orders, not an executive. 

Therefore, he didn’t know the details of what the cult was doing.

However, there was one recent event he knew about.

The normally secretive executives had shared information about this particular matter openly enough for the whole island to buzz with it. 

It was about the Vergsong Chambers of Commerce.

They had taken a hostile stance against the Voodooo. 

They used their intelligence resources to uncover the organization’s secrets and handed them over to investigative agencies in various countries, cut off the organization’s funding, and hired mercenaries to attack the organization’s secret operations.

Why had the leader allowed this to happen?

Unable to understand his actions, the executives had secretly plotted something against Vergsong.

That must be what he was referring to.

“W-what should I do?”

He seemed to have a clue. The scarecrow inwardly rejoiced.

“Judge and act on your own. However, the next time we meet, you’ll need to bring a gift for me.”

It wasn’t good to give detailed orders to a subordinate who feared their superior. 

Out of fear of punishment, they might stick rigidly to the instructions given and not deviate. 

Thus, the scarecrow gave a deliberately vague order.

After all, he didn’t know much about the internal affairs of the Voodoo. It was better to be vague than to risk suspicion by pretending to know too much.

Moreover, by doing this, he could prevent the Voodoo from figuring out how much he actually knew.

It was a useful strategy in many ways.

The mage nodded resolutely.

Demon worshippers of a contracted demon were a minority even within the Voodoo

Their abilities were not particularly useful for the organization’s operations, so they were only deployed for tasks like this. 

He usually had many grievances but endured for the sake of his dependents.

But installing a bomb in his body?

That was the moment when even his pride in his loyalty hit rock bottom.

However, with the leader saving his life and directly assigning him a mission, he decided to change his mindset.

It was an opportunity to become a direct subordinate of the Black Magician.

He couldn’t miss this chance.

After finishing their conversation, the two stood up.

“Um, how do I get out of here?”

“The barrier surrounding Wonderland will be temporarily lifted soon. When that happens, escape. Use this passage to exit the theatre. It leads to the lower northern area. It’s chaotic outside right now, so it should be a good place to hide.”

As the scarecrow was about to hurry on, he suddenly realized he hadn’t asked the most important thing.

“By the way, what is your name?”

“Ben Sullivan, sir.”


“…Outside, you should call me Director.”

“Yes, Director!”

“See you later, then.”

With his subordinate seeing him off, the scarecrow descended the stairs.


TL Note: Yes. Wonderstein is the leader of Voodoo Union of Mages and the Cult. The Executives are the Witches. We have already seen Rabbit Witch Lele Rohe. High Priestess of the Cult. Then there is the Crow Witch who is also the Vice President of the Comprachihos.
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In the vast underground cavern, dozens of chains were embedded in the ceiling, suspending a gigantic platform capable of holding tens of thousands of people.

Scarecrow walked through the area, recalling his final battle against Wonderstein in TT3.

Below, the Eyes of Chaos were all closed except for one. Even that one was half-closed, as if it was on the verge of sleep. 

All he needed to do was sprinkle Sandman’s Sand of Slumber onto it.

Scarecrow inspected the edge of the platform where Oberon had climbed up yesterday. 

Thick ropes, secured by large nails, dangled towards the ground. Grabbing one, he slid down quickly.

Upon landing, he saw nothing but grayish flesh all around. The bumps were as big as small hills. 

Unlike the view from above, it was hard to distinguish anything from down here.

But he didn’t panic. He had a guide to follow.

Creak, creak.

Giggle, giggle.

The sound of Kiklins‘ laughter echoed from afar. 

He ran towards the direction of the sound. 

After running for a while, he found his target. 

Thousands of Kiklins were surrounding and laughing at the eye, which was observing some sort of spectacle.

Carefully, he approached and opened his bag, pouring its contents onto the eye. The bright yellow sand melted away upon contact with the eye’s surface.

He was careful not to inhale any of it accidentally. The sand from Sandman was so powerful that even a handful could put dozens of people to sleep.

He had poured an entire bag. 

No matter how powerful the demon was, it couldn’t resist the drowsiness. The Eye of Chaos closed, and the broadcast ceased. 

The Kiklins nearby stopped laughing as well.

Mission accomplished. Scarecrow prepared to climb back up. However, he soon encountered a problem.

“Where am I?”

When he arrived, he had followed the sound of Kiklins’ laughter without paying attention to the path. 

He hadn’t thought about how to return. 

Looking up, all he could see were the huge platforms. The rope he had used was obscured by the fleshy mounds.

He climbed up a nearby hill to get a better view. Fortunately, he spotted the rope in the distance.

“Did I really walk this far?”

He memorized the location and descended the mound. 

The uneven, flesh-covered terrain made it difficult, but he tried to keep his gaze fixed in one direction and walked in a straight line.

Upon reaching the next hill, he realized he had veered about 40 degrees off course from the rope.

“This isn’t going to be easy.”

He noted some distinctive features in the direction he needed to go and moved again. However, upon reaching the next mound, he found himself even further from the rope.

Observing his surroundings again, he noticed that the ground was slightly moving up and down.

He wasn’t standing on solid ground. He was on the skin of a giant creature. 

The height of the mounds and the folds of skin changed with its breathing and slight movements.

Due to the overwhelming size difference, he hadn’t noticed until now.

No wonder his direction kept changing despite having landmarks.

Scarecrow checked his status screen. The quest completion notification hadn’t appeared yet.

“Should I wait for the reward?”

As he wandered, his body suddenly lifted into the air. 

Hearing a flapping sound, he turned around. Four translucent wings had grown on his back.

He knew what they were.

“Fairy wings?”

Why had Arno’s illusion magic appeared here?

While he pondered, the wings lifted him hundreds of meters into the air, eventually bringing him to the platform.

He burst into laughter at the sight before him. 

A silver-haired fairy in a fluttering sleeveless dress stood with her arms crossed, looking exasperated.

“Idiot. You should have tied the rope to your waist.”

“How did Lumie get here…?”

The fairy twitched her pointed ears and smiled smugly.

“I was worried about you, so I came to help. I thought you’d be in a coma from a psychic attack.”

“Didn’t you trust me? I said I could do it. See? Look, I’m fine.”

As Scarecrow wobbled and acted silly, Lumie’s mouth twitched.

“So, you ended up lost among Kirku’s pimples?”

“Well, I have no excuse for that.”

Their eyes met, and they both laughed lightly. 

They were grateful for each other’s efforts and happy to be reunited.

“What happened to the others?”

“The kids are being protected by Oberon and others. Hey, what are you doing?”

Lumie shouted, blushing as he suddenly hugged her.

Was he confessing at this moment?

But Scarecrow looked at her with a casual expression.

“I am going to give you a piggyback ride again anyways?”

“Uh, well, yes, but……”

Lumie stammered, tearing at a stray piece of straw. 

The confession she had anticipated now seemed like a ridiculous notion.

What did they really have between them, anyway?

More than that, the way he took care of her, as if he knew her well, made her heart flutter.

But what came out of her mouth was something entirely different.

“I-it’s the smell of Kirku, it’s making me dizzy! I can’t stay close!”

“Ah, you can sense things like that?”

The scarecrow, understandingly, set her down on the ground.

Lumie sighed regretfully but quickly composed her expression. 

Her comment about the Kirku smell was a lie, but it was true that she should restrain herself from such behaviour.

“When we go back, don’t make a mistake. It’s troublesome if you just hug me like that. Don’t forget, when we’re outside, I’m Arno again. Be careful even when calling my name.”

“That’s a shame. I was just getting used to calling you Lumie……”

Lumie hesitated for a moment before blushing and saying,

“If, if you must, call me that when we’re alone, then I suppose it’s okay.”

“No, as you said, I might slip up, so I’ll just stick with calling you Director Arno.”


“Y-yes……”

Lumie’s antennae and ears drooped.

As they were about to head back up, they stopped in their tracks.

Three Saints were blocking the stairs.

Crazy Hatter, Diamond Queen, and Strauss stared at them with grim expressions.

“You’re all safe. Hatter, weren’t you on the battlefield? Is the fight already over?”

The man, wearing a stack of hats, shook his head.

“It’s still ongoing. I just stepped out briefly upon hearing that a Reaper had infiltrated the Judicial Theatre.”

“Although the lullaby performance was interrupted by them, I resolved it by sprinkling the Sand of Slumber,” said the scarecrow.

The Diamond Queen shook her head. 

Her persona was damaged in various places, likely from the fierce battle with the reaper.

“No, it’s not fully closed yet.”

“What? But I’m sure……”

Strauss, receiving his gaze, sighed and shook his head.

“Because of the invasion of the Zakanubas, 95% of the theatres in Wonderland are unable to perform. This has thrown off the calculations.”

He pointed with his broken baton in the opposite direction of where the scarecrow had come. There, an eye was faintly opening its eyelid.

“W-what should we do?”

Then, Lumie shouted as if she had just remembered something.

“There was also sand with Clara! It should be in the hall……”

Strauss, with a regretful expression, shook his head.

“The hall has collapsed. It would be hard to find it in that wreckage. Even if we did, the eye would be fully open by then……”

The scarecrow let out a dejected sigh, regretting that he hadn’t brought the two sacks down earlier just in case. 

He had been too focused on rushing.

“If it could just be closed a little more……”

Lumie stomped her feet in frustration, looking down.

“Is there no other way?”

The three Saints exchanged glances. Their eyes conveyed a mixture of bitterness and discomfort.

“There is a way.”

“What is it?”

“An impromptu performance here.”

“What?”

The scarecrow was bewildered. 

He knew that performances could put Kirku to sleep, but he had seen how many performances it took to close just one giant eye. 

To close that slightly open eye would require several major performances at least.

Instead of explaining, the Saints stepped forward with resolute expressions. 

They surrounded him, drawing their weapons.

“It’s not the way we should treat a hero like you, but we’re sorry.”

“Don’t worry, personas can be restored with time.”

“What? What are you……”

The Crazy Hatter swung his hat instead of answering. The sharp brim severed the scarecrow’s right arm.

“Huh?”

At the same time, a card thrown by the Diamond Queen cut off the scarecrow’s left arm.

In an instant, both of his arms were severed.

But before he could even comprehend the situation, Strauss swung his baton and cut off his legs.

Thud.

The Scarecrow rolled on the ground, now just a torso.

“What… is… this…”

However, the Saints did not stop there. 

They kicked him, sending him rolling toward the lone spectator below.

Then, they shouted toward that single audience member.

“Ha ha, isn’t it funny? Look at that limbless figure.”

“How dare a lowly resident without Inspira make eye contact with the Saints.”

“A maggot like him should just be hanging around with women.”

All three laughed heartily.

Lumie, her face pale, ran toward the Scarecrow who was lying on the ground.

“Hey! Are you okay? Snap out of it!”

“They’re gone… they’re gone…”

She was in shock seeing his condition. 

She was more horrified by his state of panic than by his severed limbs.

It was the first time seeing him so confused, someone who was always so carefree and cheerful.

He knew that his persona would eventually recover over time.

In the end, it was not the attack itself that shocked him, but the betrayal.

Lumie stroked his cheek, trying to comfort him, and then glared at the approaching Saints.

“What the hell are you doing, you bastards!”

They had already stopped laughing and were looking at the two with bitter expressions.

“We’re sorry.”

“But this was the fastest way.”

“Bullshit!”

The Scarecrow continued to mutter something, trembling. 

Lumie felt tears welling up. 

She hadn’t realized how terrible it was to see someone you know broken like this.

At that moment, yellow orbs surrounded the two of them.

Kiklings giggled at the sight of the Scarecrow’s dismembered state.

“Look.”

The Crazy Hatter pointed to the bottom of the pit. 

There, an eye that had just opened was closing again. 

He seemed deeply satisfied after watching the Saint cut off the Scarecrow’s limbs, kick him, and mock him.

“This is what we’ve been hiding. Our god is lowly. He likes cruelty, darkness, and ridicule. But he’s not interested in war or massacre. He only enjoys the amusement provided by his followers.”

Strauss muttered in a gloomy voice.

“As you can see, the efficiency is dozens of times better than any other performance.”

The Diamond Queen couldn’t bear to look at them, turning her gaze away.

“Do you remember when we said that the influence of performances on Kirku had been weakening for decades?”

Lumie recalled what had happened yesterday. Back then, he had avoided giving a clear reason.

“The truth is, we knew the reason. Now you know too?”

She thought of what had happened to the Scarecrow.

It felt eerily familiar.


Something she had experienced in her childhood…

Her eyes widened as if she had realized something.

“Could it be…?”

The Crazy Hatter lowered his head and sighed as he spoke.

“The Monster Circus has disappeared.”
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Nine acrobats, escorted by Oberon and Chen Hawk, left the judicial theatre.

The Midsummer Night Circus was taming a large fantastical beast as a mount, allowing them to fly over the square and pass through the archway. 

The demons were too busy fighting to care about what was flying above them.

They landed on a hill on the outskirts of Wonderland, a place similar to where they had first arrived. 

Holding the tickets they had been issued, they waited for the barrier to be lifted.

Leaving Wonderland was simple. 

They just needed to purchase an exit ticket from the ticket booth, then go to the outskirts and tear it. 

This would gradually reveal the place they had left, naturally transitioning them back to their original location.

Lord Fantastic gathered the group and sternly reminded them of their conduct once they returned.

“Remember your oath to the Saints? No matter what, do not disclose anything about the ‘Slumbering Chaos’ to your comrades on the surface.”

He emphasized this especially to Ella, Maya, and Clara.

Ella and Maya were dissatisfied that they couldn’t even tell Wonderstein about it, but they reluctantly nodded, having already made the promise.

Clara pretended to agree reluctantly but smiled inwardly.

‘Fools. My master is way ahead of you.’

She was the only one among them who knew the true identity of the Scarecrow. 

She believed that it was all part of Wonderstein’s plan for them to come here.

That’s why she wasn’t worried at all when he said he was going down to put Kirku to sleep. 

The others thought he was lying to reassure them, but she alone believed he would be unaffected by Kirku’s mental attacks.

Of course, if Clara had actually seen Kirku, she wouldn’t have been so confident. 

She was the only one in the group who hadn’t seen Kirku directly. When the first opportunity came, she had fainted in the hall.

She volunteered to handle the Sand of Slumber today to seize the opportunity to observe the chaos in the pit. 

Otherwise, why would she help Oberon, who treated her like a slave?

She had no recollection of what happened after she lost the duel.

Wonderstein had asked Oberon to erase her memory, fearing she might commit suicide out of shame.

She believed she had just done odd jobs at the inn. 

She hummed a tune, thinking she would ask her master about the purpose and plan of coming to Wonderland once they returned.

They sat on the hill, watching the battle unfold below. 

The followers of the Great Demon Kirku indeed were strong in their domain. 

The once ferocious Zakanubas were slowly being pushed out of the Card Sun by the guards.

Ella, worried about Oz, kept looking towards the judicial theatre, nervously tapping her foot.

“Are you that worried? Seems like you got attached to that guy.”

“We’ve been together for a week.”

Ella made that excuse to Karen, but she knew it wasn’t the real reason in her heart.

At that moment, Chen Hawk saw a blue light flash in the sky surrounding Wonderland and jumped to his feet.

“The barrier is lifted.”

The group stood up. 

At Lord Fantastic’s signal, they each tore their exit tickets. 

The illusion of the hall where they had prepared for the performance appeared and swallowed their bodies. 

Everyone was leaving for the surface, except Ella, who hesitated to tear her ticket, still looking back towards Card Castle.

“Aren’t you going?”

To Oberon’s question, Ella shook her head.

“I’ll go after seeing the old man.”

At her words, he sighed with a dissatisfied look.

“Shall I be honest?”

“……”

“He won’t be able to come.”

Ella glared at him, but Oberon continued unfazed.

“It was a feat only someone like me could manage. An ordinary human soul can’t withstand the curse of the Slumbering Chaos. Honestly, I thought even scattering the sand was beyond him. But it seems he managed somehow.”

Just then, with a loud thud, the archway of Card Sun shook.

The demons were being pushed back more quickly.

“The Saint who had gone dormant must all be coming out!”

Chen Hawk exclaimed in excitement.

But it wasn’t purely a cause for celebration. 

This caused demons to approach the hill where they stood. She caught a glimpse of a grim reaper-like figure.

Oberon surrounded them with an illusionary wall, preparing for any eventuality. 

The broken bodies of Zakanubas flew and landed nearby.

“At this rate, we might get caught up in this. Are you really staying here?”

“The old man is alive. He promised.”

Oberon put his hand to his forehead and shook his head vigorously.

“Fine. My sister followed him, so there’s a higher chance. But you know he won’t be in any condition to come straight here, right?”

“T-that’s…”

Ella stammered, searching for a retort, but Oberon raised his hand to stop her.

“In about half a year, we’re going to enjoy a forest festival on the surface. You heard, right? Clara and those two agreed to help us for a few days in exchange for her release. Oz and my sister will come up with us and work there. We’ll invite you too. How about that?”

Ella looked up brightly.

“Really?”

“I promise on my name.”

Ella was finally able to relent to his assurance.

She knew there was little chance Oz would show up here. 

Yet the anxiety over when she might see him again kept her from taking a step away.

He had confidently claimed he remembered her, but how could she be certain of that when even renowned impresarios like Chen Hawk had forgotten?

However, a few months later, it would be different.

By then, he would be in good health, and they could talk in a more relaxed situation.

“Pl-please! You promised. You must call me, okay?”

Only after obtaining Oberon’s firm assurance several times did she finally take the exit ticket in hand to tear it. 

Just before leaving, she turned back to Oberon as if she had remembered something.

“Wait a minute, but how will you know where I am?”

Oberon didn’t dare to say she would surely be beside Wonderstein and instead mumbled an excuse.

“……That Oz guy said he would know.”

“Oh.”


Ella’s brown eyes sparkled with a certain conviction.

“Got it, see you in half a year then…….”

“Take care, young acrobat.”

After waving to the two of them, Ella tore the exit ticket. 

The scenery of the place she had come from enveloped her in a translucent black-and-white mist.

The question she wanted to ask Oz wasn’t anything else.

-Are you trying to tour Wonderland, ‘living person’?

Even the guards couldn’t find her until she stood on the stage of the duet contest. Yet how did an unknown clown without Inspira manage to find her?

-Blood relations are connected by their spirits. You can feel each other even after death.

She overheard Reyna and Hawk’s conversation as she passed by.

At that moment, she recalled the conversation between Chen Hawk and Oz when they met.

-By any chance, is this child the family you mentioned?

Hawk said he met Oz wandering around the outskirts looking for a family member’s spirit.

The date coincided with the day he came looking for her, and the place he wandered was near where they had entered.

There were a few more clues as well.

They seemed trivial at first glance, but when pieced together, they were suspiciously conspicuous.

Acting as if he had known her from the beginning.

Hearing her name as ‘Ella’ instead of ‘Elphi’ several times after meeting her friends and not correcting it.

Saying he would accept the acrobatics of a living person as payment but not urging her at all.

And being excessively devoted to her.

­-I might forget my own name, but I will never forget Elhpi’s name! Even if 30 or 40 years pass!

When she heard those words, there was a question she wanted to ask.

And perhaps the answer to that question had already been revealed.

She looked back at the fading Wonderland and murmured to herself.

Uncle, are you safe?

I definitely want to ask you next time we meet.

Who you really are.

Her body completely vanished.

Oberon sat down on the ground, exhausted. 

As soon as he fulfilled the task Lumie had asked of him, all the tension drained from him. He had been barely holding on with his injured body.

Chen Hawk looked at him and smiled faintly.

“Wouldn’t it be better for you to rest, Director Oberon? I think I can handle it alone here.”

“……Could you do that for me? Then I shall take my leave. Later…….”

Oberon, who was about to promise a reunion, remembered that Hawk was scheduled for reincarnation today and shut his mouth. 

He nodded to Hawk, who waved him off, and left.

Shortly thereafter, two guides arrived.

The Scarecrow was lying on the carpet Lumie had summoned. His severed limbs were bandaged. With that, he couldn’t even stand, let alone walk.

“It seems the others have all left.”

“Thankfully.”

Seeing him with a sombre expression, Lumie sighed in sympathy.

Even though he had escaped the state of panic, he was still gripped by anxiety. 

It was unlike him to be so unlike the person who could face any danger with a relaxed smile. 

It was undoubtedly because he had gotten too close to Kirku and had become mentally vulnerable.

Acting tough like a fool.

She tried her best to lift his spirits.

“Your limbs will be fine! They should heal in a week or two. Those bastards cut them off as cleanly as possible, so they should be right. Of course, with your soul damaged, walking will be tough… For now, you should use a wheelchair, okay?”

The Scarecrow sensed her concern for him in her words.

He gave her a faint smile and nodded.

“Thank you, Lumie.”

Hearing his unusually serious voice, Lumie blushed.

“Hmph! What would you do without me, you idiot?”

The Scarecrow watched her hastily walk ahead and organized the information he had gathered below.

The monster circus is dozens of times more effective than a regular performance.

He now understood why there was such a gruesome building like the ‘Judicial Theatre’ in the heart of Wonderland and why ‘punishments’ were carried out in a manner akin to mental murder.

He didn’t believe that Wonderstein had set up the monster circus for the sake of the world.

If that was the case, attacking the Circus Grand Prix and slaughtering people off-stage wouldn’t make sense.

Wonderstein’s goal was to ensure the success of the Circus Grand Prix and make Tril completely red. 

The monster circus was likely a backup plan in case the gem was not completed.

In the original work, the preliminary rounds were not shown. 

However, based on the words of the monster crew who appeared as stage bosses, he was sure that the primal monster circus had been conducted.

While organizing his thoughts, they almost reached the hill.

At that moment, Chen Hawk, who had been quietly watching them from above, suddenly ran towards them.

“Hawk?”

He shouted at them.

“Get out of the way!”

A large gust of wind blew.


With a loud bang, dirt and rock fragments soared into the air.

If Lumie had been a little slower in pulling the carpet back, the Scarecrow would have been caught in the blast and shattered.

Still unable to move his limbs, he looked up at the being that had attacked him.

“Where’s Katpia?”

The fat reaper who had blown up the voodoo mages snarled at him, baring its teeth.
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“Give me back Katpia! You hid him, didn’t you!”

Patty shouted, brandishing the scythe of death menacingly. Each time he stomped on the ground, the rock cracked apart.

The Scarecrow was tense.

His mannerisms and actions seemed less impressive than the Reaper they had met before in Drvchep, but his power was not to be underestimated.

Just a single swing of his scythe had taken off half the hilltop.

Patty paid little attention to the Scarecrow and Lumie.

The scent of his friend had permeated the place long before they arrived.

So he focused his hostility on Chen Hawk, who seemed to have been here all along. 

The fact that he wore the captain’s armband of the guards also contributed to this judgment.

“Was it you? How could a non-apostle like you… What did you do to my friend!”

“Calm down.”

Hawk stood before the Reaper utterly unperturbed. 

Instead, he even seemed to smirk beneath his mask, provoking his opponent.

“We boiled your friend into a stew. Should’ve saved some bits for you.”

“You bastard!”

Patty swung the scythe again. 

Hawk spread his wings wide, as if anticipating the attack, and his body soared into the sky.

“You think I can’t catch you if you fly away!”

The black cloth swirling around 

Patty’s body unfurled into the shape of bat wings. He quickly pursued Hawk.

But he was significantly heavier and less adept at handling dark magic than other Reaper. 

He tried to grab Hawk with sluggish movements, but he couldn’t even touch a feather due to his clumsy actions.

“You think you can catch me at that speed?”

Hawk’s taunt only enraged Patty further, making him charge even more furiously.

“Argh! You bastard!”

The Scarecrow and Lumie noticed Hawk glancing at them amidst dodging the reaper’s attacks. 

His intention was clear. While he kept the reaper occupied, they were to escape.

The two exchanged a brief look and nodded. 

They couldn’t let his final, burning performance go to waste.

They pulled out their exit tickets and tried to tear them. 

But at that moment, their hands holding the tickets froze stiff.

“What, what’s this, why?”

“This is… No way…?”

The Scarecrow noticed frost spreading from where they stood.

Patty was floating in the air, glaring at them.

“Hmph. You think I wouldn’t notice that?”

The icy curse contained in the death god’s gaze.

Patty had realized Hawk’s intention to buy time for their escape and unleashed his power the moment they let their guard down.

“I thought you were insignificant, but I guess you’ll do as hostages.”

“Hey! Wasn’t I your opponent!”

Hawk tried to draw Patty’s attention back, but the Reaper ignored him and landed in front of Lumie. 

He deemed it better to subdue her than the Scarecrow, who was sprawled on the ground like a corpse and couldn’t get up.

As the Reaper focused on her, ice began to spread over her body with a crackling sound. 

Her complexion turned as pale as Maya’s.

“Ugh, urgh!”

Patty shouted at Hawk, who was flying overhead, looking for an opportunity.

“If you don’t want to see her die, tell me where my friend is!”

Hawk felt a sense of helplessness. 

He had no idea what happened to his friend. 

He had only pretended to know to provoke him and buy Oz and Lumie time to escape.

But this backfired, causing the enemy to take them hostage instead. 

Even if he now claimed he knew nothing, the enemy wouldn’t believe him.

In that dire situation, the Scarecrow was staring blankly into the air.

He was looking at the illusionary letters floating before him.

It was a message from Lumie. 

She had once shown him a trick called ‘lenticular,’ combining invisibility magic and refraction to show illusions visible only from certain angles. 

By using this, she could send secret messages to specific people within the same space.

­’I’ll tear your ticket for you.’

The Scarecrow looked at the hand holding his exit ticket. 

Small blades were forming there. Lumie had barely managed to conjure this illusion while freezing.

­’What about you, Lumie?’

The Scarecrow said, making sure only she could hear him through the Sound Room. 

She seemed momentarily surprised but soon blinked her frost-covered eyelids and sent him a reply.

­’If we stay like this, both of us will die. One of us has to survive.’

­’Then save yourself first.’

­I’m in the Reaper’s curse zone.

Around Lumiw, a bitterly cold wind raged. 

The Reaper’s curse affected not just physical temperature but also magic. Inside that zone, even magical energy froze.

­’Hold out your hand. Show me your ticket.’

­’I refuse.’

The Scarecrow firmly rejected her proposal. He couldn’t abandon her and return alone.

­There’s not much time.

The spreading ice gradually reached her nose and mouth.

The hard ice, which had been spreading, was reaching toward her nose and mouth.

‘I can just cut through that fluff and get to it.’

The manifested blades spun around her hand, ready to pierce through her own skin if necessary.

The scarecrow was furious at his own helplessness.

Should he leave her behind?

It was unfortunate, but there was nothing he could do. 


Debulroots only worked on living beings. 

If his limbs were still intact, he might have been able to tackle the reaper and force-feed something, but that wasn’t an option in the current situation.

“I can’t use it on myself or the enemy?”

Then…

A thought flashed through his mind.

A way for both of them to survive!

“Damn it.”

He mustered all his strength and pushed himself up with his fists and knees. Although wobbly, he could manage one leap.

‘Hey, what are you doing? What can you possibly do in that condition…’

‘Lumie, trust me and leave your body to me.’

‘What? What are you talking about? What are you planning…’

The scarecrow hurled himself towards her.

The reaper, who had glanced back to see what he was doing, smirked when he saw the scarecrow hug her and then collapse helplessly.

“Do you think you’ll be a shield?”

The scarecrow took on the reaper’s curse in her place. Given the significant size difference between him and Lumie, he was able to block most of the curse directed at her.

“Hah, hah, what, what are you… thinking… doing something this foolish… Hah, we’ll both die…”

She glared at him, breathing heavily. She was more angry than grateful.

Her ticket was clutched in her ice-covered fist, and his ticket had just become the same. 

As they had entered the reaper’s cursed zone, the blade illusion disappeared as the magic froze.

It was over for both of them now.

The scarecrow gave her a self-deprecating smile.

“I didn’t want to run away alone.”

“Are you… an idiot?”

Though her words criticized him, a smile crossed her face.

“Are you really determined to die with me?”

“Huh? What are you talking about? We’re going to survive together.”

“What?”

“Trust me.”

With his words, something surged into her body. 

Lumie instinctively tried to resist it, but seeing the scarecrow shake his head, she stopped managing her magic.

With death imminent, what was there to fear?

She allowed Debulroots to operate freely within her body.

The scarecrow’s modification of her body was simple. It was a trait he had used once before.

Trait: Palm Mouth

Application Area: Hand

Effect: Creates a mouth on the palm.

Resource Requirement: [Devulroots x6]

He also embedded a single directive: to tear the paper in her hand with her teeth.

A bright light burst from Lumie’s hand, enveloping her body. 

As the tingling sensation spread from her palm, she realized what he had done.

“Hey, you!”

She quickly manifested a blade to tear the ticket in his hand too. But as the reaper, startled by the sudden burst of light, focused his gaze, the magic solidified even more, making movement impossible.

The scarecrow whispered in her ear.

“Wait for me up there. I’ll follow right behind you.”

“You fool…”

Lumie’s body was engulfed in light and vanished.

She had returned to the surface.

“You bastard!”

Patty forgot about keeping Hawk at bay and swung the reaper’s scythe at the scarecrow. 

Seizing the opportunity from above, Hawk dove in a straight line, slashing Patty’s nape with his talons as he passed.

“Argh, you pesky insect!”

The Scarecrow could finally catch his breath when the Reaper averted its gaze from him.

It was a necessary choice just now.

His ability was remote, but her body was within the cursed zone. 

His ability was unaffected by the curse, but required direct contact. 

So he had no choice but to rush toward her.

Of course, it wasn’t because he was prepared to sacrifice himself for her.

He had a trump card.

Sub Quest – Masquerade

: In Wonderland, you are the Torch Dancer.

Completion Conditions

: Ensure that your companions, except for Arno, leave Wonderland without discovering your identity.

Reward for Success

: You can take one Persona out of Wonderland.

Penalty for Failure

: None.

The quest completion notification had just appeared.

He could use that reward.

Of course, it was uncertain whether he could escape from Wonderland with it. 

But it was better to bet on a possibility than to abandon her and run away.

The Scarecrow designated “Torch Dancer” as the reward for the quest.

However, the status window returned a negative response.

[You cannot designate yourself. Please select another Persona.]

The quest description only stated that he could take one Persona with him.

It couldn’t be used as an escape method.

But he didn’t despair. 

He still had one more trick up his sleeve.

-Hawk, can you hear me?

Hawk, who was taunting the Reaper and dodging its attacks, momentarily glanced at the Scarecrow.

Of course, he couldn’t respond. 

The sound room’s function was only usable by the troupe members.

The Scarecrow had configured his voice to be directed at a specific target like a directional microphone.

-Cut my hand in two.

Hawk’s flight path faltered slightly as he seemed momentarily confused by the Scarecrow’s words. 

The Scarecrow quickly added an explanation.

-Cut off the ticket in my frozen hand.

Using the quest reward would have been ideal, but since that was impossible, he had to resort to a backup plan.

Hawk understood his intention and sharpened the talons on his feet.

However, it was difficult to find an opening while dodging the Reaper’s attacks.

-I’ll count to three and then paralyze it for a moment. Ready? One, two, three!

The Scarecrow redirected the microphone’s direction to Patty and turned the volume to maximum before shouting.

“I’ve cracked a Reaper’s skull before! You rabbit bastard!”

“Aaaargh!”

The thunderous sound echoed in Patty’s ears, causing him to stagger in place while clutching his ears.

Hawk, waiting for this moment, folded his wings and dove toward Oz.

His sharp talons were more than capable of cutting through the Scarecrow’s frail hand.

But they underestimated Patty’s intelligence.

He knew that Hawk intended to rescue the Scarecrow. 


Just before Hawk could reach him, Patty had set a trap with pitch-black magic around the Scarecrow.

“Got you.”

Shadows around the Scarecrow rose up, tangling Hawk’s body with an indistinguishable mix of black smoke or fabric.

“Damn it!”

Patty, pausing mid-air, swung his scythe towards him.
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Lumie, upon waking, immediately cloaked herself in Arno’s illusion. It had become a habit over the past twenty years, and the transformation was instantaneous.

As soon as she assumed Arno’s appearance, someone opened the door to the lighting room.

It was Karen.

Seeing him sprawled on the floor, she shouted down the hallway.

“Guys, I’ve found Director Arno!”

They were apparently just starting to search the surrounding area for people.

Time flowed differently between Wonderland and the surface, so the difference between her return and the previous team’s arrival was less than 30 seconds.

Lumie abruptly stood up.

Wonderstein had promised to follow right behind. Considering the time difference between there and here, he should have surfaced by now as well.

However, as soon as she stood up, a dizzying spell of vertigo hit her.

Her body burned as if in a fever. It was no surprise, given that her body had once been frozen solid due to the Reaper’s curse.

“Director, are you okay?”

Karen, alarmed, moved to help her, but at that moment, Ella’s voice echoed from downstairs.

“We’ve found him! Our Director!”

“Really? Director Wonderstein?”

Lumie brushed off Karen’s helping hand and headed for the stairs.

“Move aside. I need to go down.”

Her body was in such a state that it wouldn’t be surprising if she collapsed at any moment. 

She wanted nothing more than to lie down and rest, but confirming that Wonderstein had returned safely was her top priority.

The backstage area was already crowded with people. They were gathered around Wonderstein, who was lying on the floor.

“What happened?”

Arno urgently asked. Ella, checking his pulse and breathing, shook her head.

“I don’t know. His body seems fine… but he won’t respond no matter how much I call.”

Lumie sighed inwardly.

It had already been a minute since she returned. That meant nearly two hours had passed there.

He should have been back by now. But his body remained motionless, as if his soul had vacated it.

Two, three minutes passed.

Lumi instinctively knew what had happened and closed her eyes tightly.

He had failed.

The image of his last smile flashed before her eyes.

­-Go on ahead. I’ll be right behind you.

Damn bastard.

Tears welled up in Lumie’s eyes. 

His promise to return together had been a lie to reassure her. 

He had intended to sacrifice himself to save her all along.

‘You jerk. Did you think I’d feel at peace if you left like this?!’

She recalled him standing protectively in front of her, facing the fearsome Reaper.

Lumie bit her lip hard enough to draw blood, trying to hold back her tears.

The others, unaware of what had transpired, were relieved to see everyone safe and exchanged smiles. 

They believed Wonderstein would wake up soon, not realizing there was a problem because he appeared unhurt.

Their innocent and ignorant peace made her grief even harder to bear.

Just when she thought she couldn’t hold back her tears any longer, he suddenly opened his eyes.

“He’s awake!”

“Director!”

Wonderstein lifted his head and looked around at the people surrounding him. 

When he saw Arno among them, he sighed in relief and immediately began acting.

“Ugh, my head… What happened? The stage suddenly started shaking…”

Lumie almost burst into laughter at his audacity.

She wiped the tears from her cheeks and glared at him.

How could he make her worry like this?

She flashed a lenticular message before his eyes.

­’What happened? Why did it take so long?’

­’Long? What…’

­’Almost five minutes have passed in real time!!!’

Seeing the three exclamation points, he realized how startled she must have been.

­’Oh, that. The time barrier collapsed as the Zakanuba Legion retreated. They said the flow of time returned to normal midway through.’

What? she never imagined something like that happened. Then, there’s no reason to be mad at him.

However, her expression quickly hardened again.

“Are you really okay, Director?” Maya asked.

He shrugged. “Aside from not being able to move my arms and legs?”

“With your magic, you can fix that easily, can’t you?” 

Reyna said, recalling how he had instantly healed her injuries before.

“Well, it seems like my soul took a hit. It’s going to take some time to recover.”

“Then someone needs to take care of you!” 

Clara shouted excitedly.

Karen, with a playful expression, joined in. 

“Feed you, change your clothes, bath you…”

“Ba-bath him… that’s weird…” 

Ruelle’s face turned bright red.

Come to think of it, while the adults were checking on Marquis Slabbrot’s condition, all the girls had come down to see Wonderstein. 

Lumie felt a surge of irritation seeing him surrounded by the girls, laughing. 

After all, they had gone through thick and thin together. 

She wanted to send him a long message of complaint, but with everyone so close to him, using the Lenticular was too risky. 

Since they found out he couldn’t move, everyone stuck close to him, chattering away.

Before long, three Director entered the waiting room. 

They announced that the Marquis had woken up safely. 

The Marquis believed he had fainted due to low blood pressure, something that had happened to him before. 

Lord Fantastic cleverly fabricated a story that they hadn’t realized the Marquis had fainted and continued the performance. 

It was a plausible excuse. 


Since the blind Marquis always kept his eyes closed, it was hard for those on stage to tell if he had fainted or was just watching the performance from the dark audience area.

Thus, they could create an alibi for the missing 1 hour and 30 minutes.

“Haha, a performance of Cristian’s new Script debut with the audience asleep. That would be quite a joke if the reporters found out. I’m sorry, but could you do it again? Let’s consider the previous one a rehearsal.”

Performing again wasn’t difficult. 

Even though a week had passed, no one had forgotten their parts.

Moreover, since it was almost a one-man show, they could review the script backstage.

“We’re not going to end up in Wonderland again, are we?” 

A scared Karen asked.

Maya reassured her in a calm voice. 

“Such coincidences are hard to come by in a lifetime.”

“Really?” 

Ella smacked her lips in disappointment.

While the actors prepared for the performance, Wonderstein lay on the waiting room sofa. Lumie used an illusion of Arno to pretend she was working, while she stayed with him. 

He told her what had happened after she left.

“Oh, right. We need to finish up. Give me your hand.”

“My hand? Oh…”

She looked down at her palm. 

Strangely, there was a mouth with white teeth sticking its tongue out.

“That grotesque thing needs to be removed. Isn’t it disgusting?”

“There are much stranger things in Jormungandr. There’s even a farting trumpet that looks like a butt.”

“…Does it smell too?”

“Of course. It also scatters poop powder.”

“Really?”

She puffed up her cheeks at his innocent question and then burst out laughing.

“Pahaha, did you believe that?”

Wonderstein smiled wryly as if he couldn’t help it. 

“You’re just like a fairy.”

“Hmph, indeed. It’s been a while since I felt like this. Thanks to you.”

“Me?”

“Yes. If you hadn’t found me back then, I’d still be stuck in a dream world.”

Lumie recalled what Oberon had said to her.

For twenty years, she as  fairy hid in a illusion world.

The remark was spot on. 

She lost her wings due to the pain of heartbreak, cut off contact with her friends, built walls between herself and the world, and lived alone.

Those years amounted to twenty long years.

The characteristic childishness and stubbornness of a fairy had taken a bad turn.

If there hadn’t been someone to pull her out, she would have lived like that until she died.

“Thank you. The week in Wonderland made me feel like myself again after a long time.”

“You could keep living like that, couldn’t you, ‘Lumie’?”

At his ticklish whisper, Lumie blushed.

Honestly, this guy is a master at charming women.

“Sh-shut up! It’s ‘Director Arno’! Get on with what you were doing!”

“Haha, understood.”

“Don’t laugh!”

“I’m always laughing, though?”

“Liar! In front of Kirku……”

“Well, then, please place your hand on my body.”

“Hmph. You don’t want to hear any embarrassing stories about yourself, huh? Here!”

She brought her hand to his mouth.

It was a thoughtless action. 

She chose the exposed face because he needed to make physical contact to use his power.

But she overlooked what was on her palm.

Was the movement that followed really just a coincidence, or did her subconscious play a role?

The moment she placed her palm on his mouth, the lips on it sealed his mouth and slipped a tongue inside. 

Then it bit down on his lips.

She realized the sensations climbing up from her palm were the same as those in her mouth and tongue, and she jumped in shock.

“Huh? Aaah! Hey, what’s going on……You, you……What did you do!”

“I was more surprised. This feels really weird. I never thought I’d be kissed by a ‘palm mouth’.”

“Who said it was a kiss! M-my hand moved on its own! Forget about it! A kiss should be done properly later……”

“Later?”

“No, no! That’s, um, well……! Hey, I said stop laughing! It’s not like that!”

Wonderstein laughed heartily, watching Lumie’s face turn bright red and her antennae perk up.

Just then, a bell rang from the stage.

It seemed the preparations for the play were complete.

A clown and five acrobats climbed onto the stage.

The three leaders took their places for their respective roles.

Just as the performance was about to begin again, the hall doors burst open, and the Marquis’s secretary rushed in.

“My Lord!”

His face was pale. The expressions of those following him were equally grim.

The acrobats recognized them. 

They had seen them before the premiere. 

They were experts in ancient texts and artifacts invited by the Marquis to authenticate the script.


“I told you not to come in without my permission.”

“My Lord…It’s urgent…It seems we’ll have to cancel tonight’s banquet and press conference.”

“What do you mean?”

The secretary, with a troubled expression, spoke.

“Well…the thing is…the authentication results…the script…was found to be fake.”
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The secretary’s announcement was enough to freeze everyone in the room.

The Marquis, who had been silent in shock, finally asked in a slow voice, “Are you sure?”

“…Yes.”

The scholars behind the secretary nodded with determined expressions.

“We stake all our honors on it, Your Grace.”

Then, they began to list the reasons why the script was fake, one by one.

The Marquis hung his head low. 

He wanted to shout at them, “What do you know?”

It wasn’t because of his honour or pride. 

He truly believed that the script was written by Christian.

But given the situation, he had no choice.

He looked back at the acrobats who were staring at him in dismay.

Everyone except Clara was aghast at the unexpected news.

A fake script?

They recalled what Hopps had said before the premiere.

When Clara asked what would happen if the script was fake, he had replied,

“What do you think would happen? Not only His Grace but all 11 of us here would be utterly humiliated. ‘What, you practiced for two weeks and didn’t realize it was fake?’ they would say. People would point fingers at us even as we walked down the street. We might even get kicked out of the industry.”

Of course, it was an exaggerated joke, but the words couldn’t cover the gossip that the people involved would hear.

“I’ll try my best to handle this, but it seems it will be difficult for the five circus troupes gathered here to avoid disgrace. Everyone except Miss Clara took a group photo in front of the factory. I am truly sorry. This is my fault.”

Even though a person of high status like the Marquis bowed his head and offered a sincere apology, not a single person accepted it graciously. 

Even Simon, who always treated him with utmost respect, was biting his lip, looking like he was holding back a curse.

Thus, the curtain fell.

As the five Directors and five performers exited the factory, reporters swarmed them. 

The invitation to a press conference immediately after the premiere had now become a curse. 

The reporters, having already heard the news, thrust notebooks and pens at them, blocking their way.

“Is it true?”

“Is the script really fake?”

“Didn’t you notice anything strange during rehearsals?”

The soldiers cleared a path for them, but the reporters persistently clung to them. 

They even continued to bombard them with questions while they climbed into the carriages and passed through the square.

There were only three people in the Wonderstein’s carriage on the way back to the lodgings. 

Clara had managed to avoid the reporters, so she had slipped out through the back door and would come later alone.

The atmosphere in the carriage was sombre.

Maya vented her frustration lightly over the wasted effort, but Ella, who had a deep affection for Christian, was deeply shocked.

To think she had been so confident and yet couldn’t recognize a fake script.

She was overwhelmed with a sense of self-doubt.

Wonderstein tried to cheer her up with a smile, but from someone lying in bed, it only looked like a pitiful gesture.

She seemed somewhat excited when talking about Wonderland.

During the ride back, she recounted her experiences there to Wonderstein. 

He listened with repeated expressions of amazement, as if hearing it all for the first time.

She left out the information about the slumbering chaos, as she had vowed to the Saints. 

The five-man ensemble was simply a result of the the Saint’s to hear a living person’s performance.

Wonderstein felt a mixture of pride and sadness as he sensed her special affection for the Scarecrow from her story.

Originally, upon returning to the surface, he had planned to reveal his true identity to the group.

After all, the quest condition was to escape from Wonderland.

But he realized he couldn’t do that.

First, to protect Arno’s secret. If he revealed that he was Oz, anyone would be able to deduce who the fairy casting illusions by his side was.

And second, for his own sake.

Ella had said it wouldn’t be long until her memories returned.

The good times were coming to an end. The Ella who originally despised him would return.

If he honestly revealed his experiences in Wonderland to her, those memories would soon be overshadowed by the dark ink of Wonderstein.

The sincere comfort he offered, the laughter they shared, would all be seen as deceit.

So, he decided to keep silent.

“It’s amazing. It’s a relief you came back safely from such a place.”

Before long, the carriage arrived at the lodgings.

The members were surprised and rushed over when they saw Wonderstein being helped out by Ella and Maya.

“Master, what happened?”

“What’s this, are you hurt?”

“Where is Clara?”

He waved away the barrage of questions from the members.

“I’d like to rest today. We can talk tomorrow. Clara will be here shortly.”

Carried to his bedroom by Maya’s telekinesis, he barely managed to move his trembling limbs and collapse onto the bed. 

He hadn’t felt this heavy just a while ago, but the moment he reached the accommodation, all his energy seemed to drain away, and exhaustion washed over him.

With great effort, he managed to pull the blanket over himself.

In this state, even eating alone seemed impossible. 

The modifications through Debulroots were of no use.

He had controlled Mantula’s knifes and the arms extracted from Yurakne during their previous encounter.

In other words, he had implanted the sensation of moving arms, allowing him to manipulate them easily. 

However, now the souls corresponding to his arms and legs were severed.

Even if he extracted them, he wouldn’t be able to move them properly.

Lying on the bed, he pulled out the item he had secretly taken during the earlier confusion.

It was stardust he had placed under the Marquis’ seat.

What had once been more than half full was now reduced to just a few grains at the bottom.

He decided to consume the remaining stardust. There was no telling what might happen if he left it.

After swallowing it, he lay back on the bed.

Just before falling asleep, he recalled the events of their escape from Wonderland.

***

It was the Saints who had saved Hawk during the moment of crisis.

As soon as the Eye of Chaos fully closed, the Saints, who had been busy pacifying Kirku, rushed outside. 


The power emanating from dozens of Saints was formidable. 

They quickly drove back the forces of Zakanubas.

Once the tide of the battle turned, the Diamond Queen ran to help the Scarecrow.

“Ugh, who are you?”

“I felt bad about what happened earlier, so I came to help!”

As she narrowly intercepted Patty’s attack and restrained him, Hawk inspected the Scarecrow’s body.

Patty surveyed the battlefield. 

Most of his kin were retreating from Wonderland. 

Staying any longer would mean being surrounded by the Saints. 

As much as he hated it, he decided to flee.

However, he didn’t plan to leave empty-handed.

“You’re coming with me!”

Just before leaping out of Wonderland, he swung his scythe to snatch Chen Hawk. 

Hawk had been the most annoying one today.

Had it been in mid-air, Hawk could have easily evaded, but unfortunately, he was grounded.

The Diamond Queen reached out to grab him, but she couldn’t overcome the soul-attracting power of the Reaper’s scythe.

“Kuhaha, I’ll play with this one’s soul until it completely shatters!”

The Scarecrow realized there was only one way to save him.

He used his quest reward.

Hawk’s soul, which had been trapped in the Reaper’s scythe, popped out and entered the reward section of his status window.

“What did you do? How did you mess with the Reaper’s scythe?”

Patty yelled and used his black magic on him. 

Black smoke shot at him like an arrow.

It was faster than he could tear a ticket.

He thought he would be impaled in the chest for sure.

But fortunately, one of the Saints, who had followed the Diamond Queen, blocked it.

She was a woman wearing a black pointed hat, a black cloak, and a lumpy green mask resembling a potato.

“Our youngest!”

The Diamond Queen shouted as she punched Patty in the face.

The Scarecrow remembered that the Diamond Queen had been the youngest until twenty years ago, before two more recruits joined.

As Oz was enveloped in light and disappeared after tearing the ticket, the youngest Saint whispered to him.

“Goodbye, Scarecrow.”

It was a voice and attire he was familiar with from somewhere.

Who could it have been?

A passing character in the game, perhaps?

He closed his eyes.

Was it because of exhaustion or the remaining stardust he had consumed?

He continued the dream he had last time.

***

Twenty-four hours had passed since he was punished. The Scarecrow was released from solitary confinement.

A hunchbacked boy came to fetch him.

“Thirsty? This big brother saved some water for you.”

In the Dreamy Festival play, he had played the role of the Tin Man. Since his name was too long, his friends called him Can.

“Are you okay?”

“Yeah.”

The boy nicknamed ‘Can’ rolled his body around, inspecting the areas where he had been beaten by the instructor the day before.

“What the hell, you don’t have a single bruise? You weren’t even hit that hard. You were just pretending yesterday.”

“No, it really hurt.”

“And now?”

“…It doesn’t hurt now.”

“That’s because you thought you were getting hit and panicked, screaming for no reason.”

Can spoke with the air of someone who had picked up some knowledge from somewhere and wanted to show off.

Scarecrow recalled the girl who had secretly come to his solitary cell the previous night and had massaged him. 

Strangely enough, after that massage, all his pain had disappeared.

He thought about telling his friend but decided against it.

Can was the most sceptical among the children at the Institution when it came to faith healing.

“It’s all a scam, a scam. Do you believe that crap? Damn it, if modern medicine can’t fix it, how can some nonsense like that?”

Of course, he didn’t say it out loud. 

He knew there were kids who clung to the hope of being healed by the pastor, and he didn’t want to destroy that hope.

“Time for evening worship.”

Following the instructor’s orders, the children moved to the worship room.

Up ahead, there was a girl whose entire face, except for her chin and mouth, was covered in green bumps.

The Witch.

She was also one of the friends who had prepared for the Dreamy Festival play with them.

Scarecrow hadn’t forgotten that she had brought him water at night.

“Thanks for the water….”

“It was nothing. Are you feeling better?”

He looked at the hand that had massaged him the previous night.

Until now, he hadn’t noticed, but it was very white and slender.

Maybe because it was a girl’s hand.

Soft. Warm.

The children each opened the religious text placed in front of them.

Most of them had bodies so damaged that the instructors had to help them open and turn the pages. 

Being a religious organization, the instructors became surprisingly kind during worship time.

The text distributed by the Church was like that of any cult, altering key terms from the original Bible to suit their needs or inserting baseless philosophical statements that one might find in a cheap philosophy book.

“Laugh, and blessings will come.”

“Believe, and blessings will come upon your body.”

“The end of the world has come, believe in God and you will be saved.”


The children read through these passages with bored expressions, following the instructor’s lead.

“Almighty Father, sleeping under paradise, open your eyes….”


TL Note: 

Okay. I am having theories now. First probably the youngest Saint/Apostle of Kirku in Wonderland is probably the Witch.

Secondly, does anyone else finds that last line ominous as if they are worshiping…..Kirku? I wonder if the orphanage and the religious group from his past life is linked with Kirku.
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Providing patrons with news from the outside world was considered one of the fundamental virtues of local taverns in this era.

From small-town gossip to major international affairs, enticing topics could reignite a dwindling drinking party, which in turn boosted the tavern’s revenue. 

Hence, bartenders honed not only their cocktail-shaking skills but also kept a keen eye on the happenings of the world.

Some taverns even went as far as hiring jesters specifically for storytelling. 

These jesters would come down from their rooms when the patrons’ interest waned and enliven the place with their comedy acts.

They sold information to merchants,

“Throwing and splashing tomatoes everywhere? Such a revolutionary idea, fitting for the ‘Iron Mask,’ renowned for her unique perspective. Haha, as someone who performs on stage, I’m a bit scared though. The first ever tomato festival to be held next year! Aren’t you curious about the potential locations? People are speculating about three main places.”

Told risqué jokes to soldiers,

“The duke’s daughter eloped with a mere jester! Could that jester have been handsome enough to captivate a maiden? Or was his tongue skill exceptional? Haha! Hey, don’t stick your tongue out like that! What are you imagining? I meant his eloquence! Show that kind of thing carelessly and our maid Bess won’t sleep a wink tonight… Oh dear, Bess, please don’t throw things!”

And provided farmers with targets for their frustrations about the injustices of reality.

“The Crown Prince has proposed a tax reduction policy, but the Senate blocked it. It just shows the limitations of a regent’s authority. Those greedy old men are the death of independent farmers. What is the Senate anyway? Just an old folks’ home doing errands for the great nobles in exchange for pocket money.”

After throwing out such topics, the patrons would continue their lively drinking with these as their discussion material.

Jesters thus always prepared several topics in advance to cater to different types of patrons.

However, in recent times, jesters had little trouble choosing material.

Thanks to the Circus Grand Prix. 

Even though the competition had been running for over four months, it provided fresh topics every week.

From news about the preliminary exams to various incidents and accidents as the circus troupes gathered, and the pride battles among the six host countries.

The Grand Prix’s issues spilled over from the cultural scene into society, politics, and economics, ensuring that no day was quiet.

With so much to discuss and enjoy, it didn’t take long for the Circus Grand Prix to become the go-to topic for tavern jesters.

In a small town tavern in Castya, the jester chose the Circus Grand Prix as his comedy theme.

That morning, he had received some hot-off-the-press news via telegraph and had crafted his script on the spot. 

The drinkers were just starting to cool down and their lips were parched.

He organized the script in his mind and stood up.

His name was Sikrik.

He was the leader of ‘Le Vaudevillien,’ a troupe known for its all-jester lineup.

Their performances typically involved well-prepared skits and characters on a proper stage. 

However, Sikrik often enjoyed performing incognito in small taverns. 

The raw interaction with the audience offered a thrill that the big stage couldn’t provide.

Today’s story was about ‘counterfeits.’

Counterfeits had recently become a major social issue.

In the current world, whenever a company poured its heart into developing a new product, imitations flooded the market shortly after. 

Even trademarks were frequently copied. 

In severe cases, counterfeit goods dominated the market over genuine ones.

This phenomenon arose with the industrial revolution, which allowed anyone with machinery and facilities to manufacture goods. 

In the past, the state regulated this through monopolies, but in the era of free trade, markets were generally beyond government control, except for strategic materials like salt and gunpowder. 

Some countries even actively promoted the counterfeit industry.

Though scholars in various fields proposed solutions, few were implemented in practice.

Sikrik intended to highlight a recent incident in Yeterinpuurk involving counterfeits.

He grabbed a cold beer and stepped onto the stage.

“In a time when it’s hard to tell real from fake! Quality degradation is a bonus! It’s common for the handle of an expensive beer mug to snap off, and who knows, the beer you’re drinking might just be horse piss mixed with alcohol!”

The patrons burst into laughter, but Sikrik noticed the tavern owner in the back had a look of shock on his face. 

He even turned his head away when Sikrik made eye contact.

Sikrik took a sip of beer, but decided against making the planned exaggerated expression of having smelled urine, and instead set the beer aside.

“Folks, counterfeits don’t just come out of factories. Today, I present a counterfeit from a playwright. Ah, now that I think about it, this did come out of a factory. It’s the tale of a Marquis with a confectionery factory in the north…”

He shared the morning’s news from Yeteinpuurk, interspersing it with bold jokes for the patrons.

The vanity of a Marquis who only knew how to collect things by spending money!

Five circus troupes who were humiliated due to their obsession with false glory!

He dismissed Lord Fantastic’s fame as superficial, denounced Silver Veil Arno as an old man lost in fantasy, mocked Minova as a loud-mouthed thug, snickered that Hopps was nothing more than a muscle-bound monkey, and depicted Wonderstein as a barbarian clinging to outdated customs.

He even jested that he couldn’t buy the goods sold by their sponsors because they seemed like fakes.

Two weeks ago, when he heard the news that they were postponing the premiere of ‘Fantasy 13,’ Sikrik felt a mix of inferiority and jealousy towards them.

Perhaps that was why.

His jokes were sharper than usual.

However, no one felt uncomfortable with this. 

Clowns and acrobats were figures anyone, from emperors to commoners, could look down on. 

The fact that the Grand Prix of the Circus was freely consumed as a subject of humour in taverns was partly due to this social backdrop.

Watching the customers who agreed with his comedy, Sikrik realized why he wanted to be on the tavern stage today.

He wanted to mock them thoroughly. 

It was too burdensome to openly denigrate industry peers in an official setting, so he took this opportunity.

He felt immense satisfaction. 

After giving his tips to the owner and shouting for a round of beer for everyone, he left the tavern to applause.

Everyone was joyfully downing their beers while talking about the “blind marquis and five idiots” that Sikrik had mentioned, but there was one table where the atmosphere was particularly tense.

They were merchants who had come to the city for an important deal. 

Among them sat a man with a fierce demeanour, the head of the merchant group.

He had come here to finalize a contract to supply 200 commercial freezers, a deal that could be described as the largest in the history of their trading company.

He had barely slept for weeks preparing for this deal. 

He conducted thorough market analysis and kept a close eye on competitors’ activities. 

Until the last moment, he meticulously researched his trading partner, even finding out their favourite tavern to arrange a hospitality session.

He drank over ten pints of the pungent beer favored by his partner. 

He even personally performed the demonstration of getting into and out of the freezer set up in his lodgings.

Because of all the hard work, the deal seemed to be progressing satisfactorily.

The merchant leader brought out fruits frozen in the freezer instead of champagne.

These were rare items he had recently acquired, which he used to celebrate significant deals by cutting them into eighths.

“Oh, these are said to be priceless… How did you obtain them?”

“I sponsor a circus troupe. Ah, they also participated in the Grand Prix. Thanks to them, I formed a connection with Vergsong Merchant Union…”

“Vergsong! That shows the calibre of your trading company.”

What seemed to be going smoothly suddenly went awry when the clown took the stage.

“Morning Star Trading.? I wouldn’t buy anything from them! They sponsor a fraud who seeks fake fame with counterfeit scripts. Their goods are undoubtedly fakes too!”

The previously jovial atmosphere quickly turned icy.

The merchant leader felt like he was back in the freezer he had entered earlier.


Moments later, the business partners received a note and stood up, citing urgent matters.

“We were very impressed with your company’s products. We’re eager to sign the contract, but such a significant deal requires further internal discussion. Unfortunately, we’ll need to contact you again later. We’re sure there will be good news.”

The merchant leader had nearly two decades of experience. 

He wasn’t foolish enough to wait for a positive response from his partner.

He took the golden tomato pieces he had brought out and put them back in the freezer. 

He spent some time cooling off from the chill of the freezer.

But that only delayed his explosion, not prevented it.

Soon, a thundering roar shook the inn room.

***

“I heard the Head is very angry?”

The woman neither raised her voice nor furrowed her brow. 

She merely turned over the documents in her hand with a serious expression.

That alone made Minova feel like he was suffocating.

The woman tossed the pile of documents she had been reading in front of him.

“My reputation is also in ruins.”

These were telegrams from merchants belonging to the Morning Star Trading sent from various parts of the continent. 

They contained stories about deals falling through or becoming a laughingstock in social gatherings because of what happened in Yeterinpuurk.

“Uh, is it really that serious…?”

Minova, feeling embarrassed, smacked his lips as he flipped through the documents she handed him.

The woman let out a small, regretful sigh.

“A person of the Marquis’ stature would naturally have many rivals. With five sponsors involved, people who wanted to tear him down have spread the news and taken jabs at him. It didn’t help that we publicized the ‘Fantasy Number 13’ so widely ourselves.”

“What did the Head… say?”

At his question, the woman’s expression hardened.

She was the one responsible for pushing the sponsorship of this Grand Prix on behalf of the Morning Star. 

Being a fan of circuses, she had taken on the task. 

She found it quite fulfilling to build connections through promotional performances, adjust sponsored items, and broaden her insights into the local market.

She thought her standing within the trading company would rise.

That was until she received a barrage of profanities from the Head yesterday.

But she had enough self-control not to relay that to the person in front of her.

“I’ll handle the internal affairs of the guild. So, Director, please focus on the competition. You absolutely must win a star at the November exam.”

“What if I don’t?”

“The circus might be disbanded. Or you might be replaced.”

The Satbyeol was a project-based circus formed by a sponsor.

Disbanding the circus itself wouldn’t be easy due to the contracts with the organizers, but replacing the director would be simple.

Having finished discussing business, the woman relaxed her stern demeanor a little and looked sympathetically at Minova, whose shoulders were slumped—though they still stood out more than most people’s.

“Where did Ruelle go?”

“She went to see the Halloween festivities with Dosville.”

At his words, the woman raised her eyebrows.


“You left the child with that man?”

“It’ll… it’ll be fine. Ruelle is strong… and, well… there are other kids too.”

The woman could guess who he meant by ‘other kids.’

Perhaps the ones having the hardest time weren’t the adults, but them.

With a complex expression, she gazed out the window.
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Stepping down from the carriage, Ella felt like she had returned to Wonderland.

The streets were bustling with festival atmosphere, filled with people wearing loud masks. 

While they had been practicing in seclusion for nearly two weeks, Yeterinpuurk had completely transformed into Halloween colours.

As she observed the bustling streets filled with all sorts of monsters and fairies, she muttered to herself. 

“It’s a bit less noisy here.”

Reyna, who was standing beside her, nodded in agreement, seeming to acknowledge Ella’s observation that was somewhat detached from reality.

They hadn’t had a peaceful rest for the past few days. 

Journalists had swarmed outside their lodging due to the incident they were covering.

“Can you say something, please?”

“Why aren’t you coming out? Didn’t you take great photos when entering the factory?”

“Explain yourselves, you swindlers!”

While they wondered if rumours could spread this quickly, in fact, negative sentiments had been accumulating since two weeks ago. 

The controversy over whether this was real or fake had been brewing, and it erupted all at once.

In the newspapers, they were mockingly referred to as “Frank 10.”

Frank was a genre of comedy where fake situations are created to deceive actors. 

It typically involved putting magicians or acrobats on stage and sabotaging their tricks or equipment, leading them to awkwardly fail in their performances.

If those involved in Frank 10 were ordinary members, they might have been able to brush it off as individual mishaps. 

But with directors also implicated, there was no such excuse. 

The entire circus troupe became a laughingstock in the industry.

The reporters were clamouring at every corner leading to the villa. 

Sven, eager to take matters into his own hands, offered to “persuade” them to leave. 

His inspiration, the “Clown’s Falsehood” had a weak effect of inducing mild hypnosis on non-members.

However, Wonderstein intervened to stop him. 

Sven’s abilities weren’t that strong, and the uncertainty of how long the hypnosis would last, as well as the aftermath once it wore off, posed a problem. 

Journalists in their right minds could retaliate with vindictive articles.

But the notoriety was already enough.

<Collusion that took place in a corner of the snack factory. Did the five directors know that the script was fake?>

<Was the suspicious selection criteria due to lobbying from sponsors?>

<Wanted more attention, so they did that. Was Ella, who was once unknown, infected with star disease?>

False statements were circulating as if they were true, and even the truth was being twisted.

Sometimes it was the workshop, sometimes the sponsors, but the main criticism was aimed at the 10 involved in the performance.

As mentioned earlier, while outside opinions turned hostile amid the controversy over the authenticity of Fantasy 13, they remained silent and focused solely on their performance.

The Directors took as much responsibility as promised.

But for someone in their position, there were forces around that moved against them regardless of their will.

The local media, with their strong ties, spread the logic that it was all the fault of the old, blind Directors, who couldn’t possibly recognize the script, and blamed it all on the jester characters who had been fooling around.

In particular, Simon, who was staying at the Director’s villa, became the main target. 

His photos, taken all around the city as part of his publicity efforts, were abundant in the articles.

While the Director Simon was the main target among the directors, among the five acrobats, Ella became the prime target for the media.

Considered the leading among the five acrobats, she became the centre of attention due to her proactive nature during interviews, unlike Reyna, who was taciturn and somewhat ‘boring.’

The media depicted her rise to fame from obscurity as a result of her standout performance during the entrance exam.

The interview published in the circus magazine became problematic. 

There, she had stated that she liked Christian the most. 

She had even performed impromptu on-demand performances.

Now, these were being used against her.

Wonderstein had lived in the ruthless internet broadcasting industry for years.

He had faced ridicule and criticism far beyond what today’s media could compare to. 

His talent was often mocked, and his disability was frequently ridiculed.

Some of the people who went so far as to curse him were fellow disabled people, even though they were in a better position than him. 

Despite being in a worse situation compared to them, they didn’t see his character as pathetic or depressing, but rather lively and spirited.

He had suffered many wounds and even mental disabilities.

Because of this, he understood Ella’s situation better than anyone else.

Despite the malicious attacks from the media, she remained lively in front of the troupe.

Behind that, how many scars did she truly bear?

That’s why he suggested she go out.

“Ella, how about going out tomorrow with the members?”

“What? In this situation? Besides, there’s an exam briefing the day after tomorrow…”

Ella murmured with a lack of confidence in her voice.

“That’s exactly why there’s only tomorrow for leisure. It’s time to take a break from physical training anyway.”

At his words, she glanced out the window awkwardly.

“But, what if I go out for no reason and end up in trouble again….”

“They won’t recognize you if you disguise yourself. Director Arno said he would help you get out.”

Ella couldn’t deny that she was scared. 

It was the first time in her life. 

Being afraid to stand in front of people.

Until now, she had been confident in everything. 

She could confidently face anything, regardless of what others said, because she believed she was right.

But for the first time, when she thought she was ‘wrong,’ her armor of confidence shattered. 

And she was exposed to the criticisms of the world.

Wonderstein raised his arm, seemingly understanding her inner thoughts, and comforted her with a pat.

“It’s tough, isn’t it? I understand well what it feels like to face criticism when things don’t go as intended. But if you stay locked up here, you’ll only feel more depressed and miserable. Ella, I’ve even been picking up the newspapers you were supposed to throw away and reading them secretly at night.”

“That, that’s… still, I need to check….”

Wonderstein nodded as if he understood her feelings.

“Don’t worry and try going out tomorrow. Forget about work and just have fun.”

Ella’s face turned red as she received his embrace. 

She had always been the one to approach actively since she lost her memory. 

He had always just accepted her passively, even stepping back if she got too close.

He even didn’t outright reject her confession two months ago.

But now, he was the one to approach her first, understanding her feelings and comforting her.

Feeling her courage rising, she nodded.


“Yeah.”

And the next day, as Ella went out, she felt infinite gratitude towards him.

“Fantastic, isn’t it?”

She looked around.

The laughter of people and cheerful music made her heart beat faster.

The vibrant energy of the festival swept away the clouds that had been hanging over her mind for days.

When her memories returned, she would be sure, but for now, she could be certain.

He who cared for her like this could never be a bad person.

Her trust in him grew even more through this experience. 

It showed how misunderstanding and prejudice could corner a person.

“Hey, Ella! You made it out alive!”

“Your face looked like you were going to die!”

“Let’s have a blast today and then go back in!”

Today, the ones guiding them were the Triamere brothers and Womon.

During the ten days they were with the aristocrat, the monster members roamed the city enjoying the festival. 

So when they suggested going out today, everyone seemed tired. 

Only Triamere brothers and Womon followed along.

“If we go this way, there’s a street circus challenge set up by small circus troupes from the Imperial West. It’s unique because there are many talents you’ve never seen before. And this way is a puppet show by gypsies……”

Ella looked suspiciously at Womon, who seemed to know the festival program too well.

“Did you train properly while we were gone? You seem to know too much.”

Triamere brothers thumped their chests as if unfairly accused.

“See, didn’t I say? Deputy Director always turns out like this.”

“Yeah yeah. We just came out to have some fun!”

“That’s right! Ella’s got training mania! If only Reyna came back……”

“What?”

Ella glanced at Womon, and the Triamere brothers giggled and teased each other. 

Reyna, who was standing next to them, smiled quietly, but no one saw her laugh.

It was because of the mask she was wearing.

“When are you going to take off that mask? I might forget what your face looks like.”

Ella teased the mask of ‘Weeping womenn’ which Reyna was wearing. 

Then, after a moment, Reyna replied stubbornly.

“It was a gift from father.”

“Why are you suddenly getting close?”

Knowing the relationship between Simon and her, Ella shook her head as if she couldn’t understand Reyna’s attitude.

Not wanting to talk more about the mask, she changed the subject.

“But your Halloween costume, is it that guy we saw in Wonderland?”

“Oh, this? Hehe, just tried to mimic him once!”

Ella looked down at her own clothes. 

Instead of the Halloween costume she had originally tailored from a tailor after returning from Wonderland, she had made new clothes and put them on. 

Made roughly with materials from the mansion, it didn’t have much appeal, but that’s why it had a more scarecrow-like charm.

“Come on, let’s go, Elphi!”

Ella imitated his voice perfectly, even mimicking his hesitant gait. 

Reyna, who hadn’t been inclined to laugh at the ridiculous sight, burst into laughter, finding it hilarious.

“It’s definitely better outside.”

Reyna thought she had made the right decision to accept Wonderstein’s proposal.

Of course, there was another reason why she didn’t want to be in the same space as ‘father’.

They arrived at the meeting point they had arranged with Ruelle.

There stood a young girl dressed as a chick and a young man dressed as a goose, holding hands.

Ella looked at Lord Dosvile with a complicated expression. 

Although she had heard about him before, seeing him like this made her nervous. 

As she hesitated, Womon recognized him and slapped his palm.

“That tomato-throwing old guy from back then!”

Dosvile frowned at his words, flapping his wings.

“Wonderstein circus member, huh. But ‘old guy’? Hey, monster brother, I’m in my twenties.”

“Hehe, then you’re a guy. And why ‘brother’? I’m ten years old.”

“What?”

Then, Triamere also recognized him belatedly and interjected.

“The guy who dragged those delinquents and got into a fight, right?”

“Yeah. They even tried to frame our director before that.”

“This rascal, what brings you here?”

“These damn monsters… I knew they’d come! This little devil…”

As the men raised their voices and bickered, Reyna and Ella greeted Ruelle.

They hadn’t seen each other for just a few days, but they were very happy to see each other’s faces.


Perhaps it was because they shared the same experience.

“I want to see Reyna unnie’s face, but…”

“Not now. I’ll show you later.”

Although Ruelle looked disappointed, it couldn’t be helped.

Since returning from Wonderland, Reyna hadn’t been able to take off this mask even once.
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It was only when she returned to the lodging that she realized something was wrong.

Although she disliked showing her face in front of people, she had to take off her mask to wash. 

However, it wouldn’t budge, as if it was nailed to her face. 

The unnaturally strong attachment seemed more magical than physical.

At first, she was terrified. 

A mask stuck to her face that wouldn’t come off?

It was like something out of a Halloween ghost story.

The horrifying sight of the weeping woman reflected in the mirror only fuelled her fear.

After struggling to remove the mask for a while, she remembered feeling a similar sensation somewhere before.

Persona. 

The outfit she wore in Wonderland felt more like an extension of her body than actual clothing.

The energy emanating from the mask felt similar.

She touched the thing covering her face.

Why had the persona appeared in reality?

And only to her?

The fact that it wouldn’t come off no matter how hard she tried was also strange. 

It was as if the mask had fused with her face.

For two days, she tried various methods to remove the mask, but she never succeeded. 

Fortunately, there were holes in the mask’s mouth area, so she could eat.

The problem was that her face was itchy since she couldn’t wash it.

Worried that she might have to live with the mask forever, she finally told Director Wonderstein about it yesterday. 

She didn’t think even he would know about such things, but fortunately, he quickly reassured her upon hearing about her condition.

“So that’s what happened. Don’t worry too much. Could you come to our villa tomorrow? Oh, and since Ella mentioned she’s going out, you can join her and come back together.”

Thus, she followed Ella into the streets, wondering if it wouldn’t have been better to go straight to Wonderstein. 

It had been three days since she last washed her face, and she felt quite uncomfortable.

She also worried about looking too dirty if she managed to take off the mask in front of the Director. 

Should she spray some more perfume?

Just then, a small hand like a fern reached out to her.

“Reyna, sister… hold my hand…”

It was Ruelle. 

She was holding Ella’s hand with one hand and extended her other hand to Reyna. 

Reyna, who stared at her blankly for a moment, soon smiled lightly and took her hand.

There must be a reason the Director told her to go and have fun. 

She decided to follow his advice.

They then plunged into the Halloween festival in earnest.

Womon and Triamere, festival veterans(?), guided them expertly.

In the experience zone, they all carved a large pumpkin to make a lantern. 

The pumpkin was bigger than most people. 

It was specially grown by gardeners from the Alchemy Guild of Yeterinpuurk for the festival.

“Last week, old man Gascon was frustrated that this was bigger than the one he grew. He said it’s hard to beat local alchemists who know the climate, environment, and habits of the region.”

They used chisels, hammers, and shovels provided by the organizers to carve the pumpkin. 

Womon and Ruelle, failing to control their strength, broke parts here and there, but Reyna skillfully added plausible carvings to those places as if it was intended.

As a result, they completed a pumpkin lantern that was overall humorous yet detailed with a quaint elegance. 

Their creation was placed along the rows surrounding the square.

“It’s easy to remember the location! Right next to the school!”

“I should bring my dad to see it tomorrow!”

Covered in pumpkin juice, they then visited the gypsy fortune market. 

There were more items for sale than two weeks ago. 

They wandered around the market, looking at spooky decorations.

“Oh, sister! Look at that! Ugh…”

Every time they saw something bizarre, the group enjoyed watching Ruelle cover her eyes and tremble, competing to see who could present her with the most frightening item. 

The game ended when Ruelle fainted after seeing a headless chicken flapping around.

When she woke up, everyone apologized to her. 

She said she was fine, but she looked pale and lacked strength, so Dosvile had to carry her.

“Sorry…”

“Tch, then walk yourself.”

Dosvile grumbled every time she apologized or thanked him but didn’t complain further.

There were also many interesting things in the street of tamers. 

Some were familiar to the monster troupe members.

A two-headed pig, a dog with a human face, a foal with extremely short legs were on display within enclosures.

Womon and Triamere, while fascinated, also felt somewhat bitter seeing them.

Walking down the street, they encountered a familiar face.

“A woman who controls dozens of snakes with a single flute!”

“The snake charmer, Suab!”

In front of a woman snake charmer wearing a turban, two men in cheap suits interjected a simple comedy routine, encouraging the audience’s applause.

“Haven’t we seen them somewhere before?”

“Really.”

“Somehow familiar.”

Womon and Triaere, who hadn’t seen Allen and Jo since their first meeting, tilted their heads in confusion. 

Only when Ella whispered next to them did they barely remember and nod.

“Right. There were people like that.”

“Looks like they’re getting by somehow.”

They went on to watch a joint acrobatics show by cats and an obstacle race by mice.

Lord Dosvile had bet his meagre salary on the race and lost spectacularly.

“I told you to bet on number 3.”

At Ella’s scolding, he looked at the number 3 mouse wearing the winner’s crown and swallowed his tears.

For lunch, they bought various street foods and gathered around an outdoor table to eat. 

Dosvile and the Triamere brothers, who had been cursing and quarrelling, ended up sitting across from each other drinking beer.

“Ah, drinking outside makes the beer taste even better.”


“Even if you want to drink inside, it doesn’t feel festive. Besides, no one in the circus troupe drinks.”

“The director doesn’t drink. Sven can’t drink. Bendict doesn’t talk. Jobel isn’t even here.”

The Traimere brothers, who were always together, were the only ones among the monster troupe who enjoyed extroverted activities. 

It was different of sociability.

Unlike the other members who had experienced being alone at some point, they had always been together and never felt loneliness.

“You three can drink together.”

At Dosvile’s words, the Triamere brothers shook their heads simultaneously.

“No matter how together we are, we have one body and two arms.”

“What’s the fun if you can’t have a proper drinking bout?”

“Hah, true. It would be funny to toast with a glass in each hand but One of us would end up not drinking anyway.”

Having endured hardships for months, Dosvile had lost much of his aristocratic pretense and readily drank the beer he would have scoffed at as cheap before. 

The four of them quickly went through over twenty glasses of beer.

“I told them to spend as much as they wanted, but it’s a waste for those guys to spend it all on alcohol.”

Ella clicked her tongue, watching them still drinking while others were finishing their meals and resting.

“Then what will you do?”

Reyna asked, and Ella smiled.

“I’ll put them to work.”

She led the group to a place filled with enormous machines.

There were tracks with trains going up and down, spinning swings, and a pendulum-like ship rising and falling.

“Wow! What’s all this?”

“When did this all get here?”

“I’ve never seen anything like this!”

Their mouths dropped open. 

They couldn’t close them in the face of a sight they’d never seen before. 

Reyna, too, was staring blankly at the machines, seemingly in awe.

Only Lord Dosvile recognized what they were and nodded.

“These are the latest amusement rides popular in the imperial capital. I saw them when I was studying abroad. I didn’t know they had them here in the provinces.”

“Yeah, we wandered around for days and didn’t see anything like this.”

“It was in yesterday’s newspaper. They said it starts this afternoon.”

Looking around, they saw people who had heard the news or were curious about the newly erected fences gradually approaching.

They hurried to try the rides before more people arrived.

The first ride was a pirate ship that swung back and forth.

But Dosvile and Womon were stopped by an employee.

“One person must work for every three passengers.”

“What? What does that mean?”

The employee pointed to a large wheel where several men were stretching their shoulders.

It turned out that this ride was powered not by a motor but by people turning it by hand.

Most of the men there were fathers of the children riding the ride.

“In the age of steam engines, this is ridiculous!”

“Wait! Then the Triamere brothers should turn it! I’m ten years old! Child labour is illegal!”

But the three brothers laughed and pointed to a warning sign attached to the ride. 

It read:

<No one over 185 cm tall allowed.>

“Ha ha, Womon, we get to ride. You pull.”

“Oh, we’re lucky to have a strong little brother!”

“Giddy up, Womon! Giddy up! Giddy up!”

Drunk and excited, the three brothers shook their hips and slapped their palms on their butts towards their youngest brother.

Womon, seething with rage, was about to explode but had no choice but to go down to the wheel as the employee instructed.

“Hey, big guy, stand on the inside.”

Dosvile, who had quickly grasped the structure of the waterwheel, whispered to Womon.

“If you stand outside, you’ll have to use more strength.”

“Really?”

“Yes. It’s the same principle as rowing. The person standing on the outer part of the circle has to work harder.”

“Wow!”

Womon’s eyes sparkled with admiration for the knowledgeable Dosvile.

They swiftly moved to the inside before more people arrived. 

Soon, the boat was full, and three people clung to each of the six spokes of the waterwheel, making a total of eighteen people. 

They turned it with all their might in unison with the signal.

“Argh!”

“Ugh!”

Creak, creak.

As the waterwheel turned, the boat made a metallic scraping sound and began to rise. 

The children inside were excitedly chattering among themselves.

Ruelle felt her bottom lift off the floor and gripped the handle tightly.

“Sis! You can’t let go of my wrist, okay?”

“Don’t worry so much. We’ve fastened all the safety gear.”

“Even so! You absolutely can’t let go!”

“Alright, alright.”

And when the boat reached the highest point.

The crank of the chain pulling the boat loosened, and Ella and Reyna, as if on cue, lifted their hands holding Ruelle’s wrist high into the air.

“Aaah! Sisters!”

“Hooray!”

“Haha! Let’s go! To the Caribbean Sea!”

“Whoa!”

“Ahaha, this is awesome!”

Screams of joy and fear mingled together.

The boat surged back and forth about ten more times before it gradually began to slow down. 

Just as relief and disappointment surged simultaneously, the pirate ship clanked and locked into the crank again.

The children inside showed mixed emotions on their faces.

The men, who had taken a brief break from the waterwheel, put in the effort to pull the boat up once more.

“Feels like being a marine!”

Dosvile grumbled loudly.


The pirate ship ride was repeated three times before it finally ended.

A hawk perched on the top of a nearby building had watched the entire process. 

In fact, it had been following them ever since they got off the carriage.

It briefly chuckled at the sight of the little girl who got off the pirate ship with tear-streaked cheeks, turning her back on her sisters in a huff, and the sight of the large youngest sibling lifting his mischievous older brothers and spinning them around.

After confirming that they were heading to the next ride, the hawk turned its body, spread its wings, and glided away in the opposite direction.



 
  
    Chapter 250: Lekachep Circus School Exam – 4


Startled by the sudden clashing of weapons, I woke up and looked down at the yard. 

There, the Skull Captain and the Headless Knight were duelling.

The two aimed their strikes at each other’s weapons rather than their bodies. 

Each clash produced a thrilling resonance. 

They continued their fight by dodging and countering with exaggerated movements that seemed more like a disadvantage in a real duel.

The Ratmen, sitting around them, clapped and squeaked in admiration whenever a remarkable move was displayed.

The one dressed as a pirate was Sven. 

However, I couldn’t tell who the Headless Knight was.

Did anyone in our group dress up like that for Halloween?

It didn’t take long for me to realize that the Headless Knight’s head wasn’t hidden by a costume but was made ‘invisible’. 

Whenever the knight’s breath became ragged, the space where his head should have been wavered. 

It was undoubtedly the power of Maya’s reward item, the ‘Invisible Paint’.

After fighting for a while, the two declared a draw as neither could secure a victory. 

There was no way a fight would end when they only clashed swords. 

They complimented each other’s skills in a theatrical tone.

“Haha, your well-honed traditional swordsmanship has no flaws!”

“Your unpredictable practical swordsmanship was also impressive!”

When the Headless Knight took off the invisible helmet, red hair blossomed out like flowers. 

The knight was Karen. 

It reminded me of her pestering Maya earlier to help with her costume.

“Squeak! I’ll be the pirate!”

“Squeak! Knights, gather here!”

Inspired by their fight, the Ratmen picked up wooden sticks and divided into pirate and knight factions. 

They began playing war games, with Sven and Karen as their leaders. 

Initially, the two seemed taken aback, but soon they were shouting commands like, “Charge, everyone!” and “Make them all shark bait!” as they ran around the yard.

They must have been restless for days. 

The constant presence of reporters nearby made it hard to relax.

Fortunately, today Lumie created an illusion of the fake ‘Frank 10’ to lure the reporters to the other side of the city, making the area around the lodge peaceful.

The castle walls made of stacked boxes crumbled, and the ship made of boxes sank.

I watched as the pirates and soldiers met their dramatic end and then sank into my armchair.

At that moment, I met the eyes of the person sitting next to me.

A silver-haired girl was staring at my face.

“Oh… Maya, have you been there the whole time?”

“Yes.”

Her expression was, as always, emotionless and cold.

I soon realized that she had been giving me a massage.

“Oh, quite a bit of time has passed. You could have woken me up.”

“I thought it was better to let you sleep since you fell asleep from spiritual fatigue.”

Upon hearing that I was unable to move my limbs due to a damaged spirit, she attempted a simple treatment based on the basic theories she learned at school. 

It wasn’t anything grand, just infusing magical power into the injured areas to promote the recovery of my spirit.

“How are your injuries?”

“Thanks to your massage, I feel a bit better.”

I lightly moved my arms and legs.

She slowly nodded and then got up and left the room.

Could it be that she sat next to me for an hour just to ask that one question?

I shook my head.

Even if she seemed absent-minded, she was likely fitting complex magical theories together in her head. 

She was probably conducting her own research.

She always spent her time finding new subjects to explore.

Earlier, she mentioned that she was re-examining the Tettromino Plaza puzzle I had told her about last time.

I wiggled my hands and feet.

It felt like I had regained some sensation compared to the first day, but it was still impossible to move around without a wheelchair.

My life after returning from Wonderland had changed a bit. 

I constantly needed someone’s care. 

Moving around the villa without help was difficult. 

Ironically, this kind of life was familiar to me.

At least in Wonderstein’s body, I was free from biological needs, so no one needed to feed me or take me to the bathroom. 

I consumed Debulroots so I could provide the necessary energy myself. 

I only needed help from others when I had to move.

I watched as a small dot in the distance grew larger and landed on the window sill. 

A hawk pushed the window open with its beak and entered.

“You’re flying quite well now. What’s that?”

I noticed the blood and flesh on the hawk’s claws and asked.

“I shook off an owl that tried to cling to me.”

“You even had an aerial battle. It seems you’ve fully adapted to your body now.”

The hawk was Chen Hawk, a persona I brought back from Wonderland.

Creating life was one of Wonderstein’s greatest powers. 

However, I had never dared to use it before.

Creating a living being came with immense responsibility. 

I had tried various experiments using Debulroots, but I never dared to attempt creating life.

But just in time, a lost soul came to me. 

I thought I could at least create a body for his soul to reside in.

The hawk cleaned its claws with its beak.

I originally planned to create a human body for him. 

However, he refused.

He thought it was an insult to Chen Hawk having a faint memory of himself while living in his shell, pretending to be him.

“Thank you for giving me a second life. Of course, I will keep your secret and cooperate with what you’re trying to do. But it doesn’t seem like I’ll be living as a human anymore.”

I respected his thoughts.

So, I created the body of a hawk for him. 


There couldn’t have been a more suitable body for someone who was once an acrobatic pilot.

“Then, what about a name?”

“You come up with one.”

After thinking for a moment, I called our circus’s animal tamer. 

I made up a story that I had found an injured hawk and saved it, and now it wouldn’t leave my side.

“Oh, our Director is something else, finding a hawk!”

She was very excited about me raising an animal. 

And when I asked if she had a good name, she replied,

“Hawky!”

“Squawk!”

The hawk let out a loud cry, almost as if in complaint.

I had momentarily forgotten her knack for naming. 

I just gave him the most straightforward name.

“How about Hawk?”

“That’s so plain!”

I watched Hawk grooming his feathers. 

They say the mind follows the body. 

Looking at his actions, he seemed completely like a bird. 

I picked up a few pieces of dried meat and offered them to him. 

He perched on my arm and ate them.

After filling his stomach, he spread his wings and flew outside again. 

To quickly adapt to his new body, he had been flying outside constantly. 

Since I had made his body much stronger than a normal hawk, there was no need to worry unless a griffon attacked him.

Not long after he left, I called Clara to my room.

***

For the past few days, Clara had felt like she was wandering in a nightmare.

Though she had lost most of her previous powers, as a former Apostle of the Great Demon Cinepecus, she still retained the basic ability to gather and listen to surrounding stories.

This ability transmitted information to her regardless of her will. 

She had never cursed her own power as much as she did now.

-They love promising newcomers. Must be bugs attracted to fame.

Ella and Reyna are one thing, but why is a six-year-old kid suffering? 

-A thousand knives? That’s ridiculous. Everyone was hearing things. Were they hallucinating?

-Good for them. Backed by a major sponsor and connected with the Marquis.

-Hehe, it’s common in this field to be sponsored by nobles. I see a bright future.

When she was trapped in the bottle, the conflicts among people were just like lullabies to her. 

She used to watch and mock the petty humans for tearing each other down.

But when those whispers were directed at friends she thought she was close to, the feeling was entirely different.

When she lived in her isolated world, she didn’t realize how sharp and painful words could be.

She used to think that belittling others was just a fun thing to do…

Now, she understood why the wizards of Cinepecus ended up wandering the back alleys, keeping their distance from people and living as nameless strays. 

Anyone with a sound mind would inevitably fall into Papiflux due to the constant whispers around them.

The recent fake script incident was her mistake.

It caused trouble for her master and friends. 

All the criticisms she heard felt like they were directed at her, just like she had done to others.

For the first time in her life, she felt guilty and couldn’t sleep for three days. 

Every time she faced Ella and Maya, she flinched and avoided them without realizing it.

What tormented her more was her master’s attitude.

She thought he would say something to her. 

Whether he knew about her mistake or not, she expected him to mention their trip to Wonderland.

What happened inside, who she fought to get her wounds.

But her master didn’t say a word to her. 

She got the impression that he was deliberately avoiding speaking to her.

Did she lose his trust?

If he had scolded her for her mistake, it wouldn’t have been this painful.

She wanted to hear something directly from his mouth.

And today.

Finally, her master called for her.

***

“Clara, you don’t look well.”

When he heard about Clara’s strange behaviour from Ella and Maya, he had a rough idea of what happened. 

She must vaguely remember what happened in Wonderland.

“Why did you call me?”

For the first time, Clara’s face showed hostility toward him. 

Her sunken eyes intensified that impression.

Wonderstein hesitated for a long time, reading the emotions in her eyes. 

When he saw her expression, he couldn’t bring himself to speak. 

Just telling her that he had heard everything from Ella and Maya could make her feel humiliated.

Clara, unable to endure his hesitation, spoke first.

“May I ask what happened in Wonderland?”

Wonderstein swallowed hard inside. 

He had made it too obvious.

He could have pretended not to know, but denying it now would be deceiving her after creating such an atmosphere.

“Do you not trust me?”

Clara muttered as if sighing.

“It’s not like that. It’s just that the mistake Clara made…”

“You knew, didn’t you.”

Wonderstein paused for a moment at her words, then nodded slightly, a little firm.

“Yes. I knew.”

Silence fell between them.

Clara was the first to speak.

“So you deliberately avoided me for a few days.”

“Well, yes… but it’s not because of what Clara did. Clara’s mistake made others a little awkward, yes. But it’s a misunderstanding to think that it changed my feelings towards you because of that.”

Wonderstein gestured to her while lying down.

She hesitated for a moment before approaching him. 

He barely lifted his arm to hold her hand.

“Forget about Wonderland. I’ll pretend I don’t know either. I’ll talk to you about it later, after Clara gets a little stronger, physically and mentally.”

“Am I not capable?”

“I worry about Clara.”

Clara felt a little more at ease with Wonderstein’s words.

Her master wasn’t angry because of her mistake.

She wiped away her tears.

“Ha, I’m embarrassed.”

“Not at all. It was just a mistake made while trying your best, right?”

She nodded. 

Then, with a somewhat petulant voice, she said, “I’m useless, aren’t I? Even joining the circus, I can’t help the Director and just seem to cause trouble.”

Wonderstein smiled at her words.

“The title of secretary seems to have weighed heavily on your shoulders. But that’s not a condition for accepting you.”

With her master’s words, she could finally lighten the burden in her heart.

Helping with the conspiracy, becoming his right arm, was purely her own desire. 

Looking back, he never demanded such a thing from her. 

He just wanted her to be alive.

She decided not to ask any more about Wonderland as he requested. 

If she didn’t have enough strength, she would only be a burden to him in front of great powers like the apostles, the angels, and the sleeping chaos.

“I’m just glad for you to be with the circus. Okay?”

“…Yes.”

“Please answer more energetically and brightly. Like usual.”

“Yes!”

At that moment, the outing team conveniently returned to the dormitory.

In fact, Wonderstein and Ella had arranged the timing to coincide with the Sound Room beforehand.

As soon as they came in, they searched for Clara.

“Senior, come down! We’ve bought lots of snacks!”

“Clara unnie, I’m disappointed we couldn’t play together today!”

“What’s all this? You bought everything for Clara senior and left out Maya and me?”


“Hey, Ratmen, stop sneaking around! Where are you trying to steal cake from!”

Only then did she realize that her Master had prepared a surprise party to cheer her up.

“I want to go down too, can you assist me?”

“Yes, Director!”

With a big smile on her face, Clara wheeled her owner down to the lower floor where her friends were waiting.



 
  
    Chapter 251: Lekachep Circus School Exam – 5


The late-afternoon party did not last long.

It was because the sun was setting.

The time Arno had promised them was coming to an end.

Soon, the reporters, realizing they had been deceived, would rush back to their original location in a huff.

Before that happened, Karen and Ruelle needed to return to their lodgings. 

At night, the reporters tended to hover around Papal or Satbyeol rather than here, where the mansions of the nobles were and where the police enforcement was stricter.

“It’s a shame, but it can’t be helped. Let’s meet up again after the exam. Good luck to all of you.”

Karen, dressed as a headless knight, was the first to get into the carriage.

Tomorrow was the preliminary meeting for the Lekachep Circus School’s qualifying rounds. 

Out of the five circus troupes, Golden Carnival, Silver Veil, and Monster Circus were taking the exam this month, while the other two, who arrived late in the city, would take it next month.

“I’ll come to watch tomorrow, sis!”

Rulle also wished them good luck, but Clara glared at her with a feigned angry expression instead of receiving the greeting.

“You said you were cheering for the Silver Veil Circus Troupe.”

“Th-that’s…not…please stop…”

Everyone burst into laughter at Ruelle’s flustered reaction.

Earlier, Ella and Reyna had mischievously asked Karen and Ruelle who they would support in the October exam. 

Sensing their intent, Karen quickly declared her support for the Monster Circus Troupe.

With Karen’s answer out of the way, Ruelle found herself in a tricky situation. 

Naturally, her heart leaned towards the Monster Circus, but choosing them would hurt Reyna, who would otherwise have no supporters.

“Ruri, who will you cheer for?”

“Of course, it’s our troupe with more friends than Reyna’s, right?”

“Poor Reyna. None of her friends are cheering for her.”

In the end, Ruelle said she would support the Golden Carnival.

At this, the Triamere brothers sighed audibly.

“Of course! The Golden Carnival is full of top-tier acrobats!”

“Yeah, it’d be embarrassing to support us nobodies!”

“Disappointing. I thought we had gotten pretty close…”

“N-no, it’s not that, brothers, it’s just…”

Ruelle frantically waved her arms, trying to smooth things over. 

Then, Womon, who had appeared behind her, spoke with a hurt expression.

“Are you really embarrassed to support us?”

“W-Womon, no, it’s not…”

Others chimed in with their comments. 

As Ruelle’s face grew redder, she shouted out loud.

“It’s not like that!”

She looked like she was about to cry any moment.

If Yurakne hadn’t quickly comforted her, she might have really burst into tears.

Ruelle glared at the people laughing mischievously at her.

Why did her sisters love teasing her so much?

She pulled her chick hat down over her face, annoyed by their smiles, and shouted.

“I-I’ve changed my mind! I’m cheering for Silver Veil!”

Her cuteness made everyone burst into laughter.

Pouting at the memory, Ruelle boarded the carriage. 

The demon entwined in her hair whispered as it watched the people laughing behind them.

“They’re more wicked than I thought. If you want, I can slaughter them all.”

Her hair rose into the shape of a blade. 

Startled, Ruelle stopped him.

“S-Samson, that’s not it. They’re just playing…”

But she couldn’t continue because she heard laughter coming from her hair.

“Heh, did you really think I would do that?”

“Y-you…really?”

“I understand why they tease you. It’s amusing.”

“S-stop it. If you keep this up, I won’t wash my hair tonight.”

“H-hey, that’s…unfair.”

The carriage carrying Karen and Ruelle departed.

The remaining people gathered in the yard to listen to Clara go over the schedule she had organized.

“The circus troupes taking the exam need to be at the school by 7 AM tomorrow. We’ve arranged three carriages for everyone. We’ll leave at 4:30. If we arrive right on time, the reporters will hassle us at the entrance, so we’ve decided to arrive an hour early. We need time to wash and prepare, so everyone should wake up at 3:30. I’ll go around to wake everyone. Yurakne, I’ll wake you 30 minutes earlier? And everyone should dress according to what we decided yesterday.”

Satisfied with Clara’s efficient planning, Ella nodded approvingly.

Thanks to her secretary-like role, Ella’s job as deputy had become much easier.

When they finally dispersed, it was past 6 PM. 

The sky was as dark as midnight. 

In polar regions like Yeterinpuurk, nights grew rapidly longer as winter approached.

Reyna took on the task of escorting Wonderstein to his room. 

She said she had something to discuss with him before returning to her lodgings.

***

I entered the room and looked at Reyna, who was sitting in a wheelchair.

The Weeping woman.

The mask imbued with the legend of a vengeful woman looked eerie yet somehow sorrowful.

I opened the team management window to check her status.

Name: Reyna Maguire
Age: 19
Affinity: 10 (Next reward at favourability – 15)
Title: Golden Libra
Occupation: Tightrope Walker
Trait: Persona— The Weeping Woman

I had opened and closed her status window dozens of times today. 

Each time, my eyes were drawn to three things.

First was her age.

Nineteen was two years older than her known age. 

I had enough reason to suspect this. 

She had been sold in the slave market and had her appearance altered to become “Reina Maguire.”

In other words, her social status began as the four-year-old Reyna, but her actual physical age could have been different.

There was a reason why her body was more mature than her peers.

Second was her affinity.


Her favourability towards me remained at 10. 

Even though she confided in me about such secretive matters, her favourability was still low, indicating that the favourability she displayed wasn’t purely directed at me.

She reminisced about her experiences with a “kind father” through me.

In other words, when she shared her worries and acted affectionately, it wasn’t to me but to “Simon from ten years ago.”

No matter how well I treated her, her favourability remained unchanged. 

She liked not the human Wonderstein but the character “Dad.”

Her psychological state undoubtedly influenced the emergence of this new trait.

Name: Persona—Weeping Woman
Applicable to: Mask of the Weeping Woman
Effect: Only the person who gave the mask can put it on or take it off.
Resources: None.

Though my body wasn’t in its best condition, I could still remove the mask.

But first, I needed to understand how this had happened. 

I had never seen a team member acquire a trait like this.

“Miss Reyna, could you tell me what happened at Wonderland? I heard you hadn’t taken off the mask since the day before you returned home.”

Although I couldn’t see her expression because of the mask, I sensed she was flustered and hesitant to speak.

I patiently waited for her to gather the courage to speak. 

After a while, she began to tell me, with a voice that seemed to both cry and rage like the mask’s expression, about her visit to Solana Maguire.

As soon as she mentioned she went to find her mother, I inwardly sighed, having guessed what she had gone through.

The story unfolded as expected.

I turned my head away abruptly.

It was a habit I had when the atmosphere turned sad or solemn, to hide my smile as a form of consideration.

“Yes. My whole life was a lie.”

She choked on her words, trying to hold back tears after finishing her story. 

Using the soundproofing function in the Sound Room, I quickly made her voice inaudible to others.

“I’ve blocked the sound. You can cry as much as you want.”

At my words, she collapsed to the floor and wept. 

Her anguished sobs were made more sorrowful by the mask’s expression.

I stiffly moved my arm to pat her back. 

She buried her face in my lap and cried even harder.

I had a vague sense of the curse that had befallen her.

The persona was based on the role performed on stage. 

She realized that her life as “Reyna Maguire” was just a role she had played on a stage.

Personas could be replaced, but changing a living person’s face without peeling the skin off was impossible. 

So she had replaced the mask she was wearing with a persona.

All of this was merely my conjecture. 

But it was convincing enough.

“I’m sorry. The director has nothing to do with this… it’s my personal matter…”

After crying profusely, she seemed to calm down and began to apologize. 

I shook my head with a bitter smile.

“No, it’s alright. You can always rely on me.”

Strictly speaking, her situation was not entirely unrelated to me.

The vice president of the child trafficking organization Comprachicos was one of the three sisters of Wonderstein, known as the ‘Crow Witch,’ and the president was me.

The three major organizations in TT3 were all led by the Wonderstein, and the three witches were the second-in-command in each organization. 

Of course, it wasn’t me but they who handled and led the actual operations of these organizations, but it was undeniable that I was behind all those schemes.

Seeing her unable to wipe away her tears because of the mask, I decided to wrap up the conversation.

“If I use my power, I think I can remove it.”

“A-are you sure? In your condition?”

“Oh, by power, I didn’t mean physical strength. Come closer.”

Personas could be changed with enough training.

Hawk, for example, could switch between his guard uniform and acrobat costume with a day of meditation. 

Ultimately, the persona was a matter of mindset.

I suggested she spend a day enjoying herself because I thought she was troubled by being trapped in the mansion and harassed by reporters, but the cause was entirely different.

It would be hard to overcome her current identity crisis with mere meditation.

I moved my arm and removed her mask.

“Oh.”

Her face was revealed. 

Her eyes were swollen from crying, but her features were still sharp and cold like a statue.

I thought this resolved the issue. 

Though it was a powerful restraint, the fact that I could remove it immediately meant it wasn’t a big deal.

“Are you alright?”

At my question, Reyna, unmasked, blinked at me like a newborn chick. 

Then, tilting her head, she asked in an innocent voice,

“Daddy?”

I was stunned as I checked her status through the member management window.

The moment I removed her mask, a new trait appeared.

Name: Reyna Maguire


Age: 19

Favourability: 10 (Next Reward: Favourability x15)

Title: Golden Libra

Occupation: Tightrope Acrobat

Traits: Shadow­-4-year-old Reyna
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A bright smile appeared on Reyna’s face. 

As I checked the status window, our eyes met, and before I could stop her, she dashed towards me.

“Dad! You’re really my dad, right?”

She climbed onto my lap and hugged me tightly. 

Her sudden outburst caused the wheelchair to wobble at a precarious angle as she, taller than most adult women, bounced around.

“Re-Reyna, please, you shouldn’t just…”

“Thanks for taking off the mask! It was so suffocating!”

She sat on my lap, wrapping her arms around my head and hugging me tightly against her chest. 

Then she started bouncing up and down, wriggling her hips.

“Mmph… Reyna?”

I tried to resist, but in my current state, unable to move my limbs, it was impossible to break free from her embrace.

“It’s Dad! Dad!”

She wasn’t listening to me at all, continuing to talk like a child and refusing to let go.

“Am I the only one happy? Dad, aren’t you glad to see me?”

At that moment, I realized what she wanted from me.

“Reyna… my daughter? P-Please, could you let go?”

“Oh, s-sorry! Did I hurt you?”

Only when I pretended to be her dad did she understand my words and quickly got off me. 

Her movement was so smooth and precise, typical of her usual self. 

Now that I thought about it, the reason the wheelchair only wobbled but didn’t tip over was probably due to her excellent sense of balance.

“Is it because I smell? I did wash regularly these past few days.”

Watching her sniff her clothes with a worried expression, I organized my thoughts.

It seemed her personality hadn’t really regressed to that of a four-year-old.

She had performed acrobatic movements skillfully, hadn’t asked where we were or what time it was, and she knew who I was.

This meant her memory was intact. 

She was simply acting like a child using childish words and behaviours.

This was different from the way she had been pretending until now.

Name: Shadow—Four-Year-Old Reyna

Target: Reyna’s mind

Effect: The target acts like a four-year-old.

Condition: Remove the mask of “Persona—The Weeping Women.”

A characteristic that counterbalances the persona: Shadow.

I had a guess as to why she was cursed with this.

She believed that everything after she turned four was “fake Reyna,” something she heard from the dead Reyna. 

So, she wanted to remain in the state of a four-year-old to become the “real Reyna” like the dead one.

It was a sad thought when you considered it.

She dismissed her “real life” from age four to seventeen as fake, while considering her “constructed memories” up to age four as real.

Her face, full of a child’s pure smile, looked at me.

Anyone else would be surprised to see this. 

To think that she, who always maintained a stern demeanour, could show such an expression.

The coldness usually visible in her expression seemed similar to Maya’s but was actually different.

While Maya’s coldness stemmed from a genuine lack of emotion, Reyna’s seemed to come from suppressed emotions.

Seeing her freely expressing her feelings was honestly pleasant. 

However, I couldn’t just let her stay like this.

I gathered my thoughts and spoke.

“Reyna, how about putting the mask back on?”

If my guess was right, the moment she put on the mask, the shadow would return to her mind.

But Reyna pursed her lips and shook her head vigorously.

“No! It’s suffocating!”

“But I have something important to discuss with the masked Reyna…”

“Dad, aren’t you happy to see me? It’s been a while since the freshman welcome party…”

She turned her head away from me, puffing her cheeks in a mock display of anger.

She was acting just like a real child.

I was at a loss.

If she was a real child, I could have coaxed her with sweet words, but her memory and reasoning were hardly different from usual.

How should I deal with her?

At that moment, a familiar concept flashed through my mind.

Avatar.

If the persona reflects a role on stage, it was similar to the avatar representing the player in a game.

In other words, from the perspective of ‘Shadow-4-year-old Reyna’, the life Reyna experienced from age 4 to 17 was merely what her in-game avatar went through.

Her removing the mask meant she logged out of the game.

I wasn’t a psychiatrist or a scholar well-versed in occultism, but at least from the Shadow’s perspective, it seemed that her life looked like that.

I sighed softly.

Thinking like that, I could understand her mindset. 

However, one unfortunate point was that the truth was the exact opposite.

I had to somehow get her to put the mask back on. 

But in my current physical state, it was impossible to force her.

Instead, I checked the quest that had just popped up.

*Member Quest – I want to wash

: Reyna feels uncomfortable because she hasn’t washed properly for several days.

Achievement Condition

: Reyna’s body must be clean.

Reward for success

: Reyna will fall asleep.

Penalty for failure

: None.

The system detected the member’s demand and informed me of the reward I could get by fulfilling it.

“Reyna, how about taking a bath first? My little girl’s face is too dirty.”

Reyna, who had been sulking and looking away, glanced at me and muttered in a sullen voice.

“If Daddy bathes with me too…”

I shook my head.

The quest condition was only to make her clean.

“Reyna, you can wash by yourself, can’t you?”

“No! Wash me!”

I could hear the sound of water gushing out in the bathroom. 

White steam was billowing from the open door. 

Earlier, Reyna had said she would run off to wash her face immediately upon removing the mask, so she had filled the tub with hot water, but forgot to turn it off due to the situation right after removing the mask.

I realized I had no choice. 

It would be worse if I stalled and someone else walked in and saw this scene.

“…Alright. Then shall we go in together?”

“Yes! I’ll help you in, Daddy!”

Since my room was the largest in the villa, the bathtub was quite big too.

If we pressed our bodies close together, two people could fit in.

I stepped into the tub with my clothes on. 

Anyway, what I was wearing was created by my ability, so it didn’t matter if it got wet.

“Daddy, you still need to take your clothes off!”

Reyna, who had carefully lifted me into the tub, yelled in an angry voice when she saw I was still fully dressed.

The ventilation duct in the bathroom connected the rooms above and below. 

If I didn’t mute her voice, it would be heard upstairs.

Who was directly above me again?

As I tried to recall someone, Reyna spoke to me with a disgruntled expression.

“If you don’t take off your clothes, I won’t get in.”

I sighed softly and quickly muted my voice as well.

“Alright. Sorry. I’ll take them off.”

I used the dressing room’s ability to remove my clothes. 

She soon flung off her skirt and underwear and got into the tub. 

It was surprising how she, who used to be so embarrassed to show her underwear, now had no problem being naked.

“Hehe, it’s been over 10 years since I took a bath with Daddy! This is great!”

She leaned her back against my chest. 

Then she grabbed my arm and pulled it around her waist, resting her chest on top of it.

Thank goodness to the Smiling Man.

Otherwise, she wouldn’t have been able to press her back against my body.

So we enjoyed the bath, sticking naked to each other.

To be precise, I was anxious someone might suddenly enter the room, while she was the only one enjoying it. 

Still, thanks to the smiling man, I was able to pretend nothing was wrong and go along with her.

She grabbed my wrist and used my palm as a shower towel. 

She used my soapy hand to rub her chest, her waist, and her thighs.

Although her actual age was that of an adult, hearing her innocent voice babbling made me constantly think of her mental age, filling me with guilt.

Eventually, when my hand brushed her private parts, I began to worry about her mental state. 

What if she hung herself out of shame after putting the mask back on?

However, I quickly shook off that worry.

Even when she was mentally sound, she had boldly come to me asking to help her change clothes. 

She wasn’t a fragile child like Clara and seemed tough enough.

While using my hand to wash her hair and face, she soon hit a limit. 

No matter how much she tried, she couldn’t wash her back.

“What should we do?”

“Well. There’s no brush here. Should we just get out?”

“But it feels gross. Can’t Daddy do it?”

She used my hand to wash her hair, face, and body efficiently, but soon hit a limit. No matter how flexible she was, there was no way she could wash her back on her own.

“What should I do?”

“Well, there’s no brush here. Should we just get out?”

“That would feel gross. Dad, can’t you help me?”

The quest was still incomplete. 

If I didn’t finish the quest, she would stay awake for a long time. 

I didn’t know what other variables might arise.

I tried to move my hand, but it wouldn’t budge. 

My body felt languid from the hot water, and I was exhausted from her using my hand so freely.

Was there no way?

As I stared at her back, a bolt of inspiration struck my mind.

I had a tool I used longer than my hands or feet. 

Back in the other world, I used it to pick up the remote control, hold a pen and write, and press the buttons on the phone.

Even after adopting visual tracking equipment and reducing its use, it remained a useful tool when I had no limbs.

But using it to wash her body…

“Dad?”

It was quite embarrassing.

But I had no other choice.

“Stand up and lean your back towards me, please.”

“My back? Like this?”

Her butt suddenly pressed against my face.

I shook my head roughly.

“Lower. Make the part you couldn’t wash touch my face.”

“Oh, got it.”

The hollow of her back touched my mouth. Naturally, my chin rested on her buttocks. 

Taking a deep breath, I stuck out my tongue and licked her back.

“Ah! Dad!”

She twisted her waist sharply.

“Stay still. It’s hard to wash you.”

I modified my tongue into a rough texture like a loofah and made body wash come out instead of saliva. 

Then, I licked the unwashed areas.

Didn’t I receive bathing assistance too?

I’m just doing for someone else what was done for me.

I kept reminding myself of this to calm down, but it didn’t stop the act from feeling completely different from what I experienced.

“Uh… Dad…”

She hung her head low and breathed heavily, her hips and thighs trembling so much that my jaw shook.

Seeing her like that reminded me of the night with Yurakne.

At that moment, I heard a voice from outside the bathroom.

“Director, are you bathing?”

Speak of the devil.

Yurakne was standing outside the bathroom door.

In that instant, I realized who the owner of the room above mine was. 

And that the mute function only applied to our voices.

Reyna stopped splashing. 

Surprised by Yurakne’s sudden appearance, she froze in place with her butt sticking out.

I, too, was frozen, licking her body.
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“Director?”

When I remained silent, Yurakne spoke up again. 

Her voice sounded closer than before. 

If I delayed any longer, she would surely try to open the door.

I hurriedly responded to her call.

“Is that you, Yura?”

Though I spoke hastily, my voice was as calm as ever. 

Thanks to the power of the Smiling Man.

As I tried to engage her in conversation, I quickly came up with an excuse to defuse the situation in my mind.

“What brings you to my room?”

“I was in the bathroom, and I keep hearing water sounds from downstairs.”

“Ah, it must have been a bit noisy.”

“No, it’s not that loud. I was just worried you might be overexerting yourself alone, considering you’re not feeling well…”

While we were talking, Reyna was still standing in front of me, her hips thrust out. 

Her slender waist, peeking out from under her flowing blonde hair, was trembling slightly. 

The pink folds, exposed between her pale mounds, were twitching intermittently.

She seemed quite nervous too.

“What, what should we do, Daddy?”

Fortunately, her memory and reasoning seemed intact. 

She could understand the need to avoid being caught by someone else while we were in the bath together.

To use the analogy of a game and avatar, she was at risk of having her real-life information exposed to someone she met in the game.

“Are you really okay on your own?”

“Yes, I can manage to get up with some support.”

I made up a story about treating my body with the steam from a hot water bath mixed with medicine. 

Yurakne, who had been holding the doorknob, sighed and let go when I said the outside air shouldn’t get in.

“That’s too bad. I even changed into fresh underwear just in case…”

‘Underwear?’

Reyna seemed to catch the implication of her words, widening her eyes and turning to look at me. 

I forced an awkward laugh and pretended not to notice her gaze.

“Let’s bathe together next time. Just the two of us.”

“Th-then please let me know the day before! I need to wash and get ready too.”

Wash? 

I felt a strange sense of regret upon hearing that.

‘Since Yurakne had six armpits, her sweat smell was stronger than others’. 

I liked that somewhat sour body scent…

Resolving to surprise her next time we had an opportunity, I quickly wrapped up the conversation.

“Sure, if we get a chance.”

“Hehe, alright! Have a good night.”

I heard her close the door and leave. 

Reyna sighed in relief and sank into the water.

After staring in the direction Yurakne had gone for a moment, she slid her hips between my legs, pressing closer to me than before.

“We almost got caught.”

“Indeed. It was close.”

We sat there for a while longer. 

After a moment, she looked at me with a shy expression.

“P-please keep washing me…”

She stood up again but I stopped her.

“Stay still.”

“But… how will you l-lick me then?”

She blushed as she spoke. 

Even for her, who had confidently requested to bathe together, it seemed embarrassing to have me lick her body.

Her reaction made me feel oddly satisfied after being so startled by her demands earlier.

Embarrassed? 

I felt the same way, young lady.

I buried my nose in her hair and whispered in her ear.

“Daddy’s going to use magic. Will you close your eyes? It might be a bit creepy.”

Startled by my words, Reyna shut her eyes tightly.

Watching her, I laughed inwardly.

I see. 

If she acts like a child, I can tease her like one.

Praising myself for discovering something new about her, I opened my mouth as wide as possible.

I intended to do the same thing as before. 

Using the only part I could move to wash her.

And this time, I had an additional idea. 

If I was going to modify it anyway, there was no need to limit it to its original form. 

I could change its length and size at will.

I requested what I needed from the Evolution Research Institute and poured Debulroots liberally.

Before long, something resembling a long eel emerged from my mouth. It was my tongue, writhing and crimson.

Like a snake, my tongue wrapped around her neck and slid downward. 

She flinched, but when I reassured her, she leaned back against me, relaxing.

Through the ‘extension of senses,’ I could actually feel as if I was licking her skin with my tongue.

It was quite a thrilling experience.

The other senses had a wide spectrum, from the minimal to the maximal. 

But taste had never extended beyond the inch-wide area inside my mouth.

Now, that sense of taste was amplified dozens, hundreds of times through the extended tongue, transmitted directly to my brain. 

It was a pleasure that could never be felt with a normal body.

It was fortunate that there was the Smiling Man. 

With my dopamine receptors numbed, I could maintain my composure in the face of any pleasure or fear. 

Otherwise, I might have been so excited that I would have pounced on her.

I explored every inch of her body. 

My tongue traced over the intimate areas she couldn’t reach herself.

I remembered earlier when she had neglected to wash the area beneath her breasts. 

I split my tongue into two, each part wrapping around and massaging her breasts.

“Ah!”

Each time I applied pressure, a soft foam erupted from my tongue, and she let out a moan.

I wasn’t sure to what extent the condition of being ‘clean’ needed to be met for the mission. 

So I considered the usual concept of ‘washing’ and inserted my tongue into all the areas typically washed.

“Ngh!”

My tongue now surged between her buttocks and then between her thighs.

Embarrassed to clean there, she clamped her thighs together, rejecting my approach. 

But when another end of my tongue reached her toes and teased between them, she let out a sob-like whimper and relaxed her thighs.

The waiting tongue seized the opportunity and delved into the gap.

“Ah… Ah… Ahhh!”

She resisted, shaking her body violently. 

But my tongue didn’t relent, persistently rubbing every nook and cranny. 

As my tongue stimulated her lower abdomen and that place simultaneously, her hips jerked upward.

The water rose high, then shook violently, soon becoming calm again. 

Like a beach after a typhoon, hot air lingered over the surface.

My tongue left a sticky saliva wherever it passed, emitting a fragrant fruit scent. 

It secreted a special compound that calmed the mind and body.

Perhaps the modification orders given to the Evolution Research Lab were too vague. 

Or maybe I had provided more debulroots than necessary.

I had expected something akin to body wash, but the effect was too excessive.

Covered head to toe in my saliva, she gazed into space with a dazed look, as if drugged. 

It seemed her sensitive reactions were not just because she was naturally responsive.

“Hoo… hoo, hoo… ah, Daddy, ah…”

Reyna lay limp, her face flushed red. 

I thought I should be more careful with drug-related modifications next time as I retracted my tongue into my mouth.

Once the bathing was done, a quest completion notification appeared, and she closed her eyes and fell asleep.

Earlier, I would have found this situation awkward. 

But not now. I had my tongue.

I split the skin from my lower lip down to my neck and pulled out a larger, thicker tongue than the one used for washing her. 

I also split the skin on my back, letting a similar large tongue grow there.

One side cradled Reyna’s body, while the other propped me up as I crawled along like a grub.

Even in the game, there were types of monsters that extended massive tongues through split skin.

It was a technique that could be called an application of the ‘palm mouth.’

Looking in the mirror, the form was horrifying. 

It was like a human-shaped shell of Wonderstein carried on the back of a snail.

It was clear that wandering around in such a form would be impossible.

Ordinary people would faint, and even my companions who knew about my Biomancer abilities would be horrified.

It seemed a wise choice to have made Reyna close her eyes.

I wiped off the water and mucus from Reyna’s body and dressed her. 

Then, I carefully laid her down on the bed.

“Uung, Daddy…”

Was the four-year-old calling for me or Simon in her dreams? 

I retracted all my tongues back into my body, moved my arms, and placed the mask on her face. 

The effect was immediate. 

The shadow disappeared from her traits section, and Persona appeared.

***

Reyna opened her eyes and stared blankly at the ceiling, muttering to herself.

“Was it a dream?”

A smile of mixed satisfaction and regret crossed her lips.

How embarrassing it would have been if it was real.

But how nice it would be if it was real.

She muttered to herself and turned her head. 

And then she froze.

There was Wonderstein, looking at her with a playful grin.

“Huh?”

Wonderstein realized it was his turn to tease her and whispered to her.

“Did you sleep well, my dear? Hehe, doesn’t it feel refreshing to bathe with daddy?”

“Wha, wha, wha, what…?”

Scenes from her dream replayed in her mind one by one.

Her face turned beet red.

“Hehe, what’s the matter? Didn’t you enjoy my bathing service?”

“Aaaah!”

Reyna jumped out of bed and dashed toward the window, leaping outside.

Wonderstein burst into laughter as he watched her disappearing figure and then checked the message floating in the air.

[Reyna Maguire’s favourability has increased by 5.]

[A bonus effect is granted to ‘Persona: The Weeping Woman’ for reaching 15 favourability with Reyna Maguire. (Next reward at 30 favourability.)]

Having left the mansion, Reyna ran frantically. 

She didn’t know where she was going. 

She just moved wherever her feet took her. 

She only realized she had come down the hill from the mansion when she was out of breath.

As she stopped and caught her breath, vivid memories of when the mask was removed came rushing back. 

No matter how much she closed her eyes and shook her head, she couldn’t shake them off.

‘What have I done? Crazy! Crazy! Crazy!’

Bathing with the Director?

Of course, she had been in her underwear in front of him before. 

But that was only for a brief moment while changing clothes.

This time was different.

Both of them were naked, and he even touched and licked her while washing.

‘Why did the Director do that! No, the Director couldn’t even move his body; it was all because I insisted… Ugh, what should I do now?’

If calling herself without the mask ‘another me’ would make her feel better, it would, but Reyna couldn’t deceive herself. 

The person she was without the mask was indeed herself.

The feeling she had was more accurately described as losing control and rampaging rather than another personality taking over.

‘How am I going to face the Director? No, I have to see him…’

Either way, only the Director could remove this mask.

But she couldn’t live with the mask off. 

The moment she took off the mask, she prioritized imitating a four-year-old over everything else.

After much deliberation until she returned to the Golden Carnival’s quarters, the conclusion was always the same. 

It was also the answer to the problem she had been contemplating for the past few days.

“You’re late.”

Simon was standing in front of her room. 

He had come down from his room after seeing her enter the mansion.

He looked at her with cold eyes.

“I told you today would be the last day you get along with those kids. From tomorrow, remember that we’re competitors.”

A rigid tone with not a trace of parental affection.

In the past, she would have desperately tried to find love for her in his voice, but not anymore.

She knew the truth.

Reyna looked straight at him. 

Until this morning, she wouldn’t have dared to muster such courage.

But maybe it was because she had just done something so absurd. 

She was not afraid of anything.

“Director Simon.”

A flash of emotion passed through Simon’s eyes. 

He noticed something different about Reyna’s attitude.

Seeing his bewilderment, Reyna resolved herself and opened her mouth.

TL Note: Okay this was a weird chapter
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Ella paced anxiously, tapping her foot while checking the time.

The current time was 4:20 in the morning.

According to the schedule Clara had drafted yesterday, the performers should have been ready by now, waiting outside for the carriage. 

However, not a single member was prepared to leave.

“Sis, there’s no hot water for showering!”

“The hot water’s out! The maintenance team is working on the backup boiler, so wait a bit!”

“Ouch, Ella, didn’t you see my arm? I fell into the toilet yesterday and had to wash it….”

“Arm? Trimmer? Lupa was carrying a load of laundry earlier, maybe it got mixed in there? Check the second floor!”

“Hey, there’s no hot water!”

“You only did one side of my hair!”

“What’s going on?”

“Just wait! Find something else to do in the meantime!”

“What else?”

“Go to the kitchen and help Yura-unnie, or bring some firewood for the boiler!”

“Boss,I went to the warehouse! No firewood! None!”

“What? There were some just the day before…”

“Oh, looking for firewood? I put those oak logs up on the annex roof to dry!”

“Why on earth would you do that, old man?”

“Oak needs to dry to increase fuel efficiency. Must have forgotten to bring them down.”

“Boss! You’re making us work twice!”

“Ella, didn’t you go get the cutlery?”

“Oh, right! Just a moment!”

It was truly a whirlwind of chaos.

Shouts erupted from all corners. 

Performers darted back and forth between floors. 

Some hadn’t even dressed yet, while others roamed around in their pajamas, unaffected by the chaos.

Everyone was running late due to oversleeping.

Ella, who managed to get ready relatively quickly, was trying to salvage the situation, but it seemed unlikely they would depart on time as originally planned.

“Clara, what about the carriage?”

“Well… the driver said he could wait until 5 if we pay extra… but we must leave by then due to the schedule.”

Clara couldn’t meet Ella’s gaze properly, feeling guilty as the secretary responsible for the circus’s current turmoil.

She woke up on time only because of a rare and precious item in the circus – a desk clock given to Wonderstein as a gift from Anais. 

Thanks to it, she could open her eyes at the originally planned time.

After she managed to wake Yurakne and send her down to the kitchen, she took a shower. 

It felt nice to soak in the warm water, but she succumbed to its warmth and drowsiness, falling back asleep.

She woke up again after 4, and it was only because Yurakne, who had finished preparing breakfast in the kitchen, realized that no one else had woken up and came running in alarm.

“We’re late, we’re late!”

She was so startled that she dashed out of the room without even putting on clothes. 

If Yurakne hadn’t stopped her, she might have barged into Wonderstein’s room naked.

“Sorry, sorry, sorry!”

Wonderstein smiled kindly at Clara, who was bowing incessantly.

Instead of raising his voice or frowning, he asked her to fetch the wheelchair.

“Didn’t you set an alarm on the clock?”

Last night, before going to bed, Clara had set an alarm on the large clock in the lobby just in case she couldn’t wake up. 

But it didn’t ring.

As Clara helped Wonderstein into the wheelchair, she explained in a voice that crawled with guilt.

“Um, I-I set it for 3:40 PM instead of AM….”

“I see.”

Clara became quite nervous at Wonderstein’s calm smile.

“A-Aren’t you… mad?”

“What’s done is done. Let’s hurry.”

Despite his calm demeanour on the surface, he felt quite irritated inside.

Due to the average favourability of the members and the fame of the circus troupe, about 40 debulroots were coming in every day. 

However, despite this, resources were not accumulating, perhaps because there were many outings here and there.

A considerable amount of debulroots was consumed periodically adjusting Clara’s body, and a significant portion was used a few days ago to make Hawk’s body, and yesterday, more than necessary was wasted washing Reyna’s body.

But now he had to use debulroots in a place he hadn’t planned on.

He woke the members using the function of the Sound Room. 

He informed them that it was already past 4 o’clock.

“Please hurry up.”

The quiet mansion suddenly became noisy.

Yurakne made lunchboxes using the food prepared on the table. 

There was no time to sit and leisurely eat breakfast. 

They had to solve it on the way in the carriage.

That alone saved a considerable amount of time. 

If everyone hurried, they might be able to meet the planned time.

But even that didn’t go as smoothly as he had thought.

“There’s no hot water in the boiler!”

“Eek!”

Clara was the culprit this time too.

Because she had left the hot water on for over an hour, the hot water ran out before some members could even take a shower.

It was not possible to wash with cold water either. 

The October weather in Yeterinpuurk was similar to winter weather in the lowlands.

Although this place was considered warm within the empire, it was based on the standards of the people of Kiev who enjoyed swimming in the rivers even in below-zero weather.

So, it was already past 4:30 and over 40 minutes had passed.

Fortunately, most urgent issues had been resolved. 

The members began to come down to the lobby one by one, getting dressed, and Yurakne also came out of the kitchen to go upstairs to change clothes.

Now, Ella, who finally had some leisure, looked around the lobby and her eyes fell on the pile of fur that had been accumulating in front of the fireplace.

Is that laundry?

Approaching to confirm its identity, she shouted in surprise.


“Maya, why are you here again!”

It was Maya, wrapped in a bundle of cardigans and sweaters. 

She was sleeping in front of the fireplace in a hunched over position, just like a cat.

“Wake up quickly!”

As she shook her roughly, Maya looked up at her with sleepy eyes.

“…Assistant Director? What’s wrong?”

“What’s wrong! How long have you been here?”

“Since last night.”

“What?”

“It’s warm by the fire.”

“And you didn’t wake up once in all that chaos? You’ll catch a cold! We’re leaving in 10 minutes! Go and get ready!”

Ella helped her up, and she yawned lazily and flew to her room using telekinesis.

So, when 50 minutes had passed and it was exactly 5 o’clock, the members were finally ready and able to board the carriage.

The last one to come out of the mansion, Yurakne, climbed onto the carriage panting. 

But she didn’t even have time to catch her breath.

“What’s with your clothes!”

She checked Maya and Clara’s condition, who were in the same carriage, and was horrified.

Maya came out wearing the same clothes she had been wearing since the day before. 

Not only were the sleeves and elbows dirty, but there were also pills and loose threads everywhere.

Her hair was messy too. 

Because of the static electricity from the wool, it was even worse.

“How can you stand in front of people like this?”

Yurakne took out a portable comb and combed Maya’s hair. 

She roughly tidied up the pills and loose threads on the sweater and cardigan, but she couldn’t do anything about the wrinkles and dirt.

How could such a pretty girl walk around like this? 

It was appalling.

If she asked Wonderstein, he would change her into neat new clothes in an instant, but she couldn’t bother someone who wasn’t feeling well with such trivial matters.

Clara’s outfit was passable, but her hair was a mess, tangled and clumped as if seaweed had been thrown onto her head.

Is she the model student?

Yurakne sighed involuntarily at the sight of her.

“Goodness! You used to be much neater at school!”

“Oh, back then, my friends helped me….”

Clara sighed wistfully, thinking of Pyrene. 

She appreciated being taken care of by her during their time together, bathing her, dressing her, and even feeding her.

Yurakne couldn’t help but feel sorry for Clara’s roommate, imagining how difficult it must have been.

“Ah, just look at both of them. I’ve always said….”

For the next thirty minutes, they had to endure lectures from Yurakne about proper grooming for women. 

Because of their laziness and strong personalities, they listened half-heartedly to her advice, but whenever Wonderstein was mentioned, their attitudes suddenly changed.

“If Director hears people talking badly about you, wouldn’t it be awful? Director wouldn’t like seeing a messy-looking woman.”

“Director… really?”

Yurakne chuckled inwardly at how their demeanour shifted so suddenly whenever Wonderstein was brought up.

Anyway, they managed to arrive at Tettromino Plaza a little past 6:30, chatting and forgetting about lunch along the way. 

There, they were greeted by a horde of reporters waiting in front of the school gates.

“The carriage is here!”

“Oh, who’s that over there?”

“Wait, is that some kind of freak show?”

“Really?”

The reporters rushed towards them as they stepped out of the carriage, bombarding Wonderstein, Ella, and Maya with questions.

“How do you feel about participating in this month’s exam with Golden Carnival and Silver Veil Circus?”

“Aren’t you comrades who prepared Fantasy 13 together?”

“Do you plan to make any deals between circus troupes again this time?”

“Please be honest. Did you know they were fake?”

“You claim to be a fan of Christian, Assistant Director Ella?”

“Is it true you flew a thousand knives using telekinesis?”

The questions poured out in a heap, relentless and exhausting, but Ella remained composed as she brushed past them. 

The clouds that had lingered in her mind had disappeared after yesterday’s outing.

Thanks to that, she could endure the reporters’ provocative attitudes without flinching.

The other members of the troupe also remained unfazed by the reporters’ attempts to provoke them. 

To the monster members of the Monster Circus, accustomed to hostile stares, this level of ridicule was nothing but a joke. 

And as always, Wonderstein and Maya remained unfazed by whatever others said. 

Their resilience, honed from years at the heart of politics, made their detractors seem pitifully small.

However, Clara was different. 

As a Apostle of Cinepecus, she was particularly sensitive to the whispers around her.

But today, Wonderstein noticed her distress and used the Sound Room function to block out the voices of others, allowing her to enter the auditorium without any issues.

And so they entered without incident.

Inside, a few circus troupes who were taking the exam this month were already present, including Golden Carnival.

“Reyna!”

Ella greeted the girl in the weeping woman mask as if she knew her well.

But Reyna, startled, glanced at her and then quickly turned her head away, staring silently at the ground.

Lord Fantastic, too, pretended not to recognize them and acted as if they were strangers.

Instead, other acrobats from Golden Carnival behind him remembered Ella and waved to her.


While acknowledging their greetings, Ella kept her gaze on Reyna.

“What’s with her? I didn’t expect much from that mustacho, but even Reyna’s like this? Is she an enemy now? Hmph.”

Shortly after, Silver Veil Circus and the rest of the circus troupes arrived, and the doors of the auditorium were closed.

And at 7 o’clock sharp,

Students in white uniforms filed into the audience, followed by the founders of Lekachep Circus School and the faculty, who took the stage.
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The auditorium was filled with a peculiar tension, a mix of confidence, determination, and anxiety. 

The competition participants were busy whispering to each other, scouting the strengths of other teams.

The one that garnered the most attention was undoubtedly the Monster Circus.

It wasn’t clear if it was because of the presence of three members of the renowned “Frank 10,” or because the appearance of the monster troupe members was particularly striking, or because they had the smallest number of members among all the circus groups gathered here.

Whatever the reason, the attention they received was far from pleasant. 

It meant being scorned, despised, or looked down upon.

“Before we begin the exam explanation, let’s first enjoy a celebratory performance prepared by our school’s students.”

The first to take the stage were the students majoring in feats of strength.

They bent steel pipes like licorice sticks and created one of the clown’s specialties, “balloon dogs.” 

Astonishingly, these were identical as if they had come out of a factory. 

It was an impossible feat without a perfect understanding of the strength and ductility of steel, and the power and skill to twist it accurately.

Thus, they lined up five steel pipe dogs in a row and left the stage.

Applause erupted from the audience, who had been watching without much expectation.

“Indeed, it’s Lekachep.”

“True to their reputation.”

The acrobats, who had been watching with little expectation, straightened their postures.

Groups of students ranging from as few as three to as many as twenty took the stage one by one, showcasing their skills. 

Their performances were simple in composition and direction. 

However, their skills were sophisticated enough to offset such simplicity.

They were on par with or exceeded the initial steel pipe dogs.

Each time a group’s performance ended, exclamations of amazement erupted here and there.

The acrobatics they displayed were so high-level that even the acrobats gathered here would only succeed once or twice out of ten attempts. 

Yet, the students performed these flawlessly, as if flowing water.

The name Lekachep was certainly not just for show.

They thoroughly excluded other elements that might stimulate the audience’s emotions, such as music, makeup, and special effects. 

They used only pure skill.

There was a saying that the more you know, the more you see. 

The more someone had learned acrobatics, the more they had no choice but to admire their performance. 

It was a refined display of self-pride that only an elite group could show.

The members of the Monster Circus also cheered loudly after each trick.

Except for one.

“Something feels missing.”

Ella murmured softly so that others wouldn’t hear.

She, too, acknowledged that their skills were impressive. 

She was amazed when dozens of steel hula hoops swirled around, and several people jumped around in all directions without colliding.

It was an acrobatic feat she could easily do alone, but having a dozen people execute it together was certainly impressive.

However, she preferred to enjoy performances from a spectator’s perspective. 

To her, their performance seemed deliberately mechanical, as if the fun had been extracted.

She would have done it differently. 

She would have painted the hula hoops more vividly, made the movements more lively, added playful costumes that created amusing variables, and accompanied it with colourful lights and music, singing songs, and inserting punchlines and jokes at critical moments, aiming for 80%, no, even more than that.

But the serious expressions on the Lekachep students’ faces, focusing so intently on their acrobatics that they broke into cold sweats, suggested they had no such leisure.

Despite her disappointment, the celebratory performance ended successfully.

The students received cheers and applause as they made their final bows.

Even the usually stern Professor Elpara nodded with a faint smile, seemingly satisfied with their performance. 

She stepped onto the stage and addressed the audience.

“What do you think is the most important element in a circus?”

Ella felt a sense of déjà vu. 

She had seen this scene four months ago as well.

The manager of the Rose Windmill Cabaret, Bouvalle, had asked the same question back then.

At that time, he had answered it was popularity.

“I’ve heard what other theatre’s have suggested as answers. They’re all correct. Popularity, acting skills, knowledge, and other factors are all important. But above all, isn’t the most important thing the acrobatics themselves?”

She said this and looked out into the audience. 

The students, faces full of anticipation, were waiting for her question.

“What is the motto of our school?”

In response to her question, all the students shouted in unison.

“We learn by falling!”

The voices of hundreds of students reverberated through the auditorium.

Perhaps it was due to the high-level acrobatics they had just seen. 

Some of the acrobats were overwhelmed by their spirit.

Professor Elphara nodded with a satisfied smile.

“That’s right. Mastery is achieved through practice. Falling during the learning process is inevitable. And to fall… you must first run.”

She stretched her arm toward the air. 

Then, behind her, a giant scroll unfurled to the floor.

“Some of the circus troupes here might have participated in the freshman selection test. Do you remember the last task, the ‘Start! Dream Race’?”

Ella and Reyna recalled the event from two months ago.

It was an obstacle race designed by Charlie, the top graduate of the 26th class.

For the two of them, it wasn’t a good memory. 

One had been seriously injured, and the other had wet herself in front of everyone.

“The preliminary test can be seen as an expanded version of that. A race across the entire school!”

She exclaimed this and read the title written on the scroll.

“Acrobatic Rush!”

A thunderous roar of cheers and applause erupted from the students.

They were so excited that they even stomped their feet. 

For them, the week when the preliminary test was held was like rain during a drought in their gruelling daily training.

Compared to them, the competition participants were relatively calm.

It had already been five months since the Circus Grand Prix started. 

They already knew what kind of tests the six major theatres would set.

As the students’ cheers subsided, Elphara began explaining the detailed rules of the preliminary test. 

The competition participants started to pay close attention from that point.


While the tests of the six major theaters were broadly similar, the rules were slightly modified each time a test was held. 

For example, in the first test at the Rose Windmill Cabaret, there was controversy over the prize issue, and in the third test held by the Monster Circus, the organizers had to deal with items that couldn’t be measured in market value.

They listened attentively to her explanation, focusing on the changes and additions.

“There are three trophies hidden in the school that can be exchanged for ‘stars.'”

One of the professors brought a sample trophy onto the podium. 

It was so large that it reached an average person’s waist even when placed on the floor.

“Your goal is to find the treasure chests containing those trophies.”

A second scroll was unfurled. 

It was several times wider than the first one. 

It depicted a map of the school as seen from above.

“On the day of the test, our entire school will transform into a giant obstacle course. To get through it, you’ll need to use your acrobatic skills.”

The people from Lekachep and those who had toured the school nodded.

Reyna remembered the door that required maintaining a force greater than static friction to open, Maya recalled the bamboo forest in the central garden where she had created stairs, and Ella thought of the tiger with a bell around its neck sleeping in the path.

“On the day of the competition, the school will likely transform into a place beyond your imagination. More challenging traps and obstacles will be added. Moreover, we’ve incorporated elements representing the city of Yeterinpuurk into the competition. Specifically, the floor tiles in ‘Tettromino Plaza.'”

A dense grid appeared over the map of the school. 

The squares making up the grid were painted in a total of ten different colours.

“Each circus troupe is assigned one color. Participants in the treasure hunt can only step on the ground that matches their troupe’s color. Please check which color has been assigned to your team.”

Ella read the words that appeared on the scroll and smacked her lips.

“We got red.”

“The Golden Carnival has yellow, and the Silver Viel has grey.”

“Ha-ha, this is quite intuitive, isn’t it?”

While people were checking the colors assigned to each team, Professor Elpara continued her explanation.

“The floor will be randomly covered with tiles of ten different colors. Of course, these aren’t real tiles. Our school’s illusion magicians will overlay a faint light on the floor to create this effect. As mentioned, each team can only step on the tiles that match their colour. If anyone steps on a tile of a different colour, they will be eliminated and unable to move from that spot. Furthermore, if three participants from the same team are eliminated, that team is disqualified.”

Aggressive exploration.

The goal is to obtain the trophy.

The three-out rule is to prevents this.

Wonderstein thought of baseball. 

The people running around the school could be considered batters scoring points.

So, are there also pitchers and defenders?

As if reading his mind, Professor Elpara spoke about what he was curious about.

“Up to five members from each circus troupe can participate in the treasure hunting team. So, what will the rest of the members do? They won’t just sit around. While the exploration team is searching the school, the other members will participate in ‘mini-games’ here in the auditorium.”

Elpara pointed to the pile of acrobatic training equipment in the corner of the auditorium. 

These were the items used in the freshman selection exam.

“Every five minutes, representatives from the ten circus troupes will come out and compete in a record-breaking contest using one of these pieces of equipment. The ranking will determine the number of ‘coins’ accumulated. First place gets ten coins, and tenth place gets one coin. Over 180 minutes, there will be a total of 36 mini-games.”

She explained what could be done with the coins.

Opening a discovered chest requires 100 coins.

Reviving an eliminated participant requires 30 coins.

Purchasing a random effect item card requires 10 coins.

In other words, if the school exploration team is the ‘spear’ aiming for victory in the game, the auditorium team is the ‘shield’ supporting their progress.

The team exploring the school could have up to five members, and the team participating in the mini-games in the auditorium needed at least five members.

In other words, they couldn’t make the exploration overly advantageous with many members, nor could they dominate the mini-games with one or two outstanding members.

“Please decide which members will participate in each team and submit the list by the day before the competition.”

A spear team and a shield team.


Choosing the best five members for each was the optimal strategy for this preliminary round.

It seemed that internal disputes were already brewing within each circus troupe over who would participate.

However, for the small Monster Circus Troupe, such competition was a luxury.

They had no leeway in choosing members.

Everyone had to participate.
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After the preliminary assembly in the auditorium, the students left to resume work on the preparations for the qualifying rounds.

While Lekachep had technicians and laborers who specialized in stage setup, this month was particularly busy with the Grand Prix exams and the Halloween festival, so they were short-handed. 

Therefore, the students helped with stage preparations not only during working hours but also after school.

They astonished the new workers with their antics, such as passing bricks while juggling, driving nails by throwing them without a hammer, bringing in trained bears to carry items, and standing on vertically placed planks to reach higher levels.

“Whoa, watch out! You’re going to fall!”

“I’ve heard rumors, but…”

“Is that really safe?”

“Haha, surprised? Don’t worry. Seeing them train daily, this is nothing.”

“They can ride unicycles while juggling, so this is a piece of cake.”

Despite their words, even the veteran workers couldn’t hide their admiration when they saw the students walking on tightropes several stories high while carrying materials on their shoulders and chatting.

The students were currently engaged in a heated debate about who the “Tinkering Fairy” might be.

“Isn’t the Tinkering Fairy probably Dmitry, who became the new top student after Clara graduated?”

“No way. It might not be based on grades. The Tinkering Fairy’s work is secretive, so they can’t stand out.”

“Then maybe it’s a freshman?”

“Do you think they’d pick a troublemaker on purpose? Like a ‘Shepherd Girl’ type? One of our club juniors said they heard someone claiming to be the Tinkering Fairy.”

“Did you forget why they got that nickname? You can’t trust what they say. They played pranks during the entrance exams, remember?”

“The chances of a first-year student who doesn’t know the school layout well being the Tinkering Fairy are slim. And it wouldn’t make sense for someone who was warned by the professors not to talk about it to claim they are the Tinkering Fairy.”

“I’m more curious about where they’ll hide the treasure chest than who the Tinkering Fairy is.”

“I have a spot in mind…”

The location of the treasure chest containing the trophy was kept strictly confidential until the day of the exam. 

The only people who knew its location were the professors who designed the race and the students known as the Tinkering Fairies.

The professors did not hide the chest themselves; they had those students do it.

This change was due to the events of the August exam. 

Observing the exams in June and July, the participants exploited loopholes in the rules just like people from other cities.

They meticulously monitored the professors’ movements before the competition, recording the locations they visited and targeting those areas first on the day of the exam.

The Silver Veil Circus, which had moved from the Rose Windmill Cabaret’s June test to Yeterinpuurk in July, was eliminated in the August exam and planned to retry in October because of this strategy.

Arno never imagined other teams would go to such lengths.

Lekachep’s professors, realizing the situation after seeing the organized efforts of several circus groups, introduced the Tinkering Fairies. 

The name suited the legend of beings who finished incomplete work and vanished while everyone else slept.

Charlie did not know who the Tinkering Fairy was, but he could deduce the location of the treasure chest.

He alternated between studying the construction site and the school map, meticulously examining the layout of traps, obstacle designs, and camouflage devices.

He could mentally map out how these elements directed the participants while blocking other paths, forming a vast vortex-like maze. 

With his eyes closed, he piloted an imaginary ship through the treacherous whirlpool until it reached an island.

The potential locations for the treasure chest became vividly clear.

He marked three spots on the map.

This exam was originally based on his graduation project, “Go! Dream Race.” 

He was familiar with all the basic devices used, so even with increased scale and complexity, he could grasp the overall context.

However, even with this knowledge, he couldn’t decipher the intricately designed maze by the professors solely based on that. 

He could pinpoint the treasure chest’s location because it was on the school grounds.

Saint Victor’s Cathedral, or the Miracle Palace.

He was confident that no one knew this place better than he did. 

He even doubted the founding professors knew more about it than he did.

In his first year, he had thoroughly explored the hidden rooms and secret passages of the Miracle Palace. 

He even investigated the crypts beneath the cathedral.

Known as the Catacombs, this place had once housed the cremated remains of Yeterinpuurk’s citizens. 

Due to the rampant plagues, the city was more accustomed to cremating bodies than other regions. 

The number of people whose bones were interred there numbered in the millions. 

The catacombs beneath the Miracle Palace extended for several kilometres, forming a vast labyrinth of bones.

When the cathedral was closed and the school established, the entrances to the catacombs were sealed, but Charlie discovered a hidden path and explored it with his friends. 

They made a secret hideout there and sometimes used it to sneak out past curfew.

When he was in his second year, he was able to find and deal with the giant snake that lived in the school’s sewer system and attacked students.

The snake had been secretly flushed down a toilet by a former student who had failed to tame it, and it had grown to a massive size. 

This was possible because he knew the structure of the school better than anyone else.

The place where Charlie and his group were currently staying was that very catacomb. 

He heard footsteps approaching from a distance.

Could it be the Lekachep kids?

He recalled the faces of the juniors to whom he had passed down his secret map of Lekachep.

But he soon shook his head. 

They had chosen a spot that was deliberately left out of the map. 

With the competition keeping everyone busy, there was no way the students would come down to such a deep place.

He could analyze the footsteps just from the echoes that resonated underground. 

He realized that the owners of those footsteps were his hometown friends.

Before long, their figures emerged from the darkness. 

They all looked grotesque.

A large man miming being stuck in a barrel.

“August.”

A boy with long limbs and standing several meters tall.

“Mickey.”

A girl whose entire body seemed to be on fire.

“Veronica.”

And a girl whose whole body was dyed purple.

“Viola.”

They were all dressed in Halloween costumes. 

To avoid having their faces recognized during reconnaissance, they changed into different costumes every day.

Charlie recognized that the costumes they were wearing were the ones they had worn two weeks ago when they went to recon the monster circus at the sorcery market. 

Today seemed to be the day for that rotation again.

The man miming being stuck in a barrel swelled up and returned to his normal shape. 

He looked at the map in front of Charlie and spoke.

“Have you found out where the treasure chest is?”


“Yeah. If we work around the spot I marked, it should be fine. How’s the construction work going? Manageable?”

“Thanks to your letter of introduction, the foreman was very helpful.”

“Good. So the construction site issue is settled… Everyone, gather around.”

Charlie spread the map under the light and explained the outline of the plan to them. 

The group, curious about why he had chosen this particular location, nodded in understanding at his explanation.

After finishing his explanation, Charlie looked around at them and asked.

“How about you guys? You were going to look around the villa when they vacated it, right?”

“Yeah. Besides the circus members, there were only about ten Ratmen.”

“They seemed like just hired hands.”

“Nothing unusual stood out.”

When they arrived in Yeterinpuurk two weeks ago, they struggled with deciding the extent of their revenge targets. 

They didn’t know exactly who had been involved in the massacre in their hometown. 

The surviving children gave conflicting testimonies, likely due to the trauma of the event.

The only common thread was the story that Ella had summoned the demon to the village and left with it.

“At first, we thought the circus members might be the ones who attacked our village.”

“But despite their appearances, they’re surprisingly simple people.”

“Yeah, just ordinary folks. We’ve observed them several times and reached the same conclusion.”

“Our target is just Ella. We can ignore the others, right?”

Charlie, listening to his friends’ opinions, shook his head quietly.

“No.”

His gaze turned to a chalkboard in the corner. 

It was filled with chalk writings detailing the names, personalities, and characteristics of the monster circus members. 

At the centre of this web of information was Ella.

“We need to take down one more person.”

He focused on a name connected to her.

“Ringmaster Frank Wonderstein.”

A chilling determination glinted in Charlie’s eyes.

***

The monster circus, having finished their pre-show gathering, decided not to return to their lodging immediately. 

Since they were already out, they opted to spend some more time outside before heading back. 

It seemed a waste to go straight back after causing such a ruckus in the morning.

Thanks to Wonderstein, they managed to avoid the prying eyes of people and slipped out through a side gate.

“Impressive. How did you know about this path?”

“I heard rumors. Apparently, students use this hole in the fence frequently.”

Carefully, they moved into the alley, keeping a cautious eye on the reporters swarming around the Golden Carnival and Silver Veil Circus from a distance.

They headed to the café across from the cookie factory, a place Maya had been frequenting for some time. 

While searching for a spot where such a large group wouldn’t attract attention, Maya mentioned that the café she frequented had a vacant room on the second floor for groups.

“Oh my, Maya, it’s been a while.”

The old lady running the café alone greeted them. 

She hugged Maya tightly in a Kyiv-style greeting. 

She then kissed the cheeks of Wonderstein and Ella, whom she had seen a few times before.

As she scanned the group for any more familiar faces, she recognized Clara and smiled warmly.

“Isn’t that Clara?”

“Huh? Yes?”

Clara looked at the old lady, startled. 

She had taken off the Halloween mask she wore to avoid trouble on the way to school, thinking it was too stifling. 

She never expected to run into someone she knew in such an unexpected place.

“Hehe, have you forgotten already after seeing each other so often just two years ago? I can guess why you’re pretending not to know me in front of your friends…”

“Um, well, that’s…”

Though she had meticulously gathered information to impersonate Clara before leaving the hospital, she hadn’t accounted for such a trivial conversation with an old lady.

Seeing her hesitating, the café owner smiled understandingly.

“Did Clara-unnie come here often?”

The old lady seemed momentarily taken aback by Womon’s use of “unnie,” but quickly nodded in response.

“Of course. It was two years ago. There were incidents where students from Lekachep were being attacked by a mysterious monster at night. Because of that, the dormitories were closed for several weeks. The students stayed with nearby residents for help, and I offered the room on the second floor of this café.”

“So Senior Clara stayed here?”

As if expecting the question, the old lady looked at the flustered Clara with a playful smile.

“No. It was a student Clara liked who stayed here. Just like anyone in love, she came here every day looking for him.”

“Hahaha, did Clara really like someone?”

Sven shouted in disbelief. 

The other members felt the same. 


Judging by her usual behaviour, such a sentimental story didn’t seem to fit her at all.

“What kind of boy was he?”

Yurakne asked excitedly, seemingly moved by the idea that even the wild Clara had her moments of tenderness.

The old lady, interpreting Clara’s silence and bowed head as a positive sign, replied.

“He was a tall and handsome student named Charlie, a year above Clara. He was even the top student in the entire school.”
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The café owner continued talking about Clara while making drinks for the troupe members.

“Oooooh…”

Her face turned increasingly red as she recounted her attempts to woo Charlie.

“Oh my, oh my, did our Clara really do that?”

“Hahaha, it was a rosy time, wasn’t it?”

“Wow, she went that far? That Charlie guy must have been really good-looking.”

She avoided the grinning glances of the troupe members by looking at Wonderstein. 

He, too, was smiling broadly and nodding. 

She barely managed to squeeze out a voice to speak to him.

“T-that was not the current me….”

She believed that her master would understand what she meant. 

However, before he could respond, other members started making a fuss.

“Not the current me? Why would you even explain that to the Director?”

“Hahaha, it’s obvious, Clara!”

“A woman’s heart is like a reed! Swaying in this wind, falling in that wind!”

Ella struggled to suppress her laughter as she watched Clara being teased by the troupe members.

‘Wow, she was quite the flirt, that senior. But Charlie, huh? Impressive. Clara is pretty attractive after all.’

She was delighted to hear unexpected news about her friend.

However, she decided to save asking more about her friend for later. 

If she spoke up now, she might become the target of teasing too.

Charlie and she were just friends…

The world often tried to turn any friendship between a man and a woman into a romantic relationship.

One thing that bothered her was that he never mentioned Clara to her. 

He wrote to her about all sorts of personal things in detail, so why did he hide Clara? 

Was he embarrassed?

“So, what happened between the two of them? Did they end up dating?”

Yurakne was anxious to hear the end of the story as the old woman served the drinks. 

The old woman shrugged and shook her head.

“Who knows? A few weeks later, the monster was caught, and everyone returned to the dorms. I don’t know if she confessed or not. You should ask her yourself.”

“Right! Clara, did you confess? You did, right? What happened? Did you guys date?”

Clara finally felt relieved when the story reached the part she knew. 

She had heard Clara tell Pyrene about the confession many times, so she knew it well. 

She smiled brightly and answered.

“I confessed a few months ago, but I was rejected. He already had someone he liked…?”

It was an unnaturally cheerful voice, hard to believe it came from someone who had been rejected. 

It was clear she was intentionally masking her sadness. 

People could sense that her wound was still deep.

“Oh no.”

“We were so insensitive.”

“We should have realized when she tried to deny it.”

The members who had been teasing her exchanged guilty looks and backed off.

If the next group had arrived just a little earlier, they might have been enveloped in an awkward silence.

With the sound of a tinkling bell, the shop door opened.

“This place has a real Halloween vibe, doesn’t it?”

“Myaaang!”

“It’s cramped.”

“Hey, Director Wonderstein!”

“Hello!”

Hopps, Minova, Dosvile, Karen, and Ruelle entered the shop. 

Ruelle, holding the falcon in her arms, shouted to them.

“Madoli brought us a message! It says to come here.”

“Yes, I sent him on an errand. But Madoli? My falcon’s name is Hawk.”

“Huh? But Ella called him Madoli.”

“Squawk!”

Hawk cried out towards Ella as if in protest.

After a light reunion, they ordered additional drinks and sat down.

The reason Wonderstein had summoned the leaders of the two circus troupes was to seek their help.

They had a critical weakness compared to the other teams.

In this game, the strategy for the auditorium team depended on the situation of the treasure search team.

Depending on the game’s progress, they needed to decide whether to buy chest keys with coins, revive an eliminated member, or create variables by purchasing items.

Additionally, they had to instantly decide which search team member should receive an item when the auditorium team obtained one.

In mini-games, it was crucial to consider the strength of the other teams and strategically decide whether to send a contender or a pawn.

Clara was to play the ‘brain’ role. 

She was quicker in thinking when it came to games or gambling compared to others. 

Since joining the circus, she had never lost in chess, dice games, or card games against the members.

Though she lost a duel in Wonderland, she was the first to corner the champion, Oberon. 

Oberon was so flustered that he even mentioned the secret of the Sleeping Chaos.

Wonderstein did not doubt her abilities as a strategist. 

However, even the best strategist cannot make correct decisions without sufficient information.

All members except Clara had to go out into the field. 

It was impossible for her to monitor both the school and auditorium situations alone.

So, Wonderstein asked Minova and Hopps for help. 

He asked them to act as the ‘eyes’ from the audience.

They readily accepted his proposal. 

They weren’t in competition since their exam was next month. 

Moreover, having such a rehearsal was beneficial for them.

They were also hungry for information. 

The September exam, which they were supposed to observe, had winners decided by walkover. 

Due to the appearance of the Cinepecus’s Apostle at the freshman welcome event, 8 out of 10 teams were automatically disqualified due to insufficient members.


This time, the school seemed to have changed the rules, allowing teams to submit their rosters by the day before the exam, likely considering last month’s events.

“Ah, the man who threw tomatoes!”

“Ha ha, our former enemy!”

The members who hadn’t seen Lord Dosvile yesterday were wary of him.

Fortunately, Womon, who had become friends with him through the rides, and Triamere, his drinking buddy, vouched for him, quickly easing their hostility.

“Dosvile has been around the gambling scene a lot. He’s good at coming up with schemes in such situations. Honestly, when we managed to win the badge after retrying in the Luz, it was largely thanks to him.”

Minova’s defense convinced the others, and they nodded in agreement.

Thus, Wonderstein secured personnel to assist Clara on the day of the preliminaries. 

Although the exchange or transfer of members between circus troupes was prohibited, simply relaying the situation from the audience as a spectator did not violate any rules.

Maya, who had experience auditing classes at the school, recreated the structure of the Miracle Palace on the table using illusions. 

With her unique spatial awareness and memory, she had already grasped most of the school’s three-dimensional layout.

Ella listed the games the auditorium team would participate in. 

Having passed them once during the freshman selection exam, she was already familiar with the mechanisms and strategies. 

The members noted down who might excel in each game based on her chalkboard notes.

“It’s clear that Womon is for showing off strength, I’m for tightrope walking, and Ella should be the one for taming, right?” 

Yurakne said after reading through the game categories. 

However Wonderstein shook his head.

“It’s not that simple. The goal of the preliminary round isn’t just to win many games. The objective is to find the chest and get the trophy. Those who have explored the inside of the school must be in the search team. That means Ella and Maya.”

Clara wrote their names under the search team.

“Well, then who’s going to handle taming? There need to be at least five members in the auditorium team, one for each task. Ella is the only one who can tame.”

“We’ll have to throw away taming as a lost cause. I can go. I’m useless in any role. Ssa, after Ella and Maya, I am the best shot, right?”

The bandaged man who had been sitting silently in the corner nodded. 

He spit out the nail he had been chewing like a toothpick. 

It flew across the room and embedded itself in the wooden wall, piercing the centre of a tree ring.

“Impressive. And acrobatics is Triamere’s specialty, right?”

“Leave it to me.”

“Looking at all the game details.”

“It seems we can aim for a middle ranking.”

Hopps inspected the three brothers and nodded.

“A good decision. Being ‘broad and balanced’ is advantageous for acrobatics. It makes it easier to maintain balance.”

Thus, the team assignments were finalized.

Ella, Maya, Gascon, and Sven were placed in the search team, while Wonderstein, Womon, Yurakne, Triamere, and Bendict joined the auditorium team.

Next, the tactical and strategic meeting began in earnest, with Clara and Dosvile taking the lead.

“Using the panel flipping item to strategically block key paths…”

“Identifying priority terrains for exploration, starting with the easily accessible areas of the main building…”

“What if we find the treasure chest without the key…”

The two of them kept throwing out ideas, sometimes even devising cunning tricks that bent the rules.

“If we just don’t touch the ground, right? Let’s knock them down and use them as human stepping stones!”

“We should set traps where we’ve already been to prepare for later!”

“We could have Ella manipulate the wild beasts used as obstacles to attack other participants!”

“If anyone is eliminated and stuck in a spot, we could intentionally trigger Ssa’s traps on them!”

How could they view this festive event from such a twisted perspective?

People felt uneasy but also admired their ingenuity. 

Thanks to the two, their outlook on the competition broadened significantly.

The meeting was led by those two, with Wonderstein occasionally introducing traps and obstacles likely to appear in the game.

People thought he got these ideas from the illusion of the school building Maya had created, but Maya herself knew that wasn’t the case.

Her mentor assumed the existence of such structures even in the spaces she hadn’t created. 

And her memories confirmed his assumptions. 

He saw through the details she omitted while conserving her magic.

It wasn’t just intelligence. 

He acted as if he inherently knew the internal structure of the school.

For the past month, Maya had diligently researched the tasks he assigned, suppressing her feelings to avoid falling back into Papiflux. 

She focused solely on her studies.

Debulroots, Curse Plague, Saint Victor.

Three words that could explain him.

He had just shown another hidden facet of himself. 

Considering the history of Lekachep Circus School, its naturally linked to one of those three.

Maya quietly stored this information inside. 


She tried not to hastily draw conclusions. 

A few drops of emotion in her magic usage could be poisonous, as she learned a month ago. 

She had to remain rational to control her growing magical power.

Thanks to this, the wild illusions she used to create randomly no longer appeared. 

However, she couldn’t stop the sound of a crying cat deep within her heart.
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After the meeting, the Monster Circus troupe returned to their lodgings and began practicing in earnest.

Ella hoped that the members wouldn’t dwell too deeply on the strategies and tactics discussed in the meeting earlier. 

While it was good to have prepared various countermeasures for different situations, becoming too immersed in them could lead to losing sight of the stage from a holistic perspective.

This wasn’t going to be a stage performance lasting several months; it was merely a 180-minute single-round match. 

No matter how many tactics they devised, it was impossible to execute them all within such a short time frame.

“One head is enough. No, I didn’t mean it like that, I meant trichotomy.”

Ella focused on teaching the exploration team members only the basics of the school’s internal structure and how to utilize items, emphasizing how to deal with terrain obstacles. 

This was what was commonly known as parkour.

It originated from jungle inhabitants mimicking the movements of animals to navigate through the jungle and evolved into acrobatics. 

Thanks to urban development, parkour acrobats nowadays could be seen leaping between tall buildings in major cities. 

Their skills were certainly helpful for this box search.

However, mastering parkour in a short period was challenging. 

Members like Maya, Sven, Gascon, all belonging to the exploration team, were at the bottom tier of the circus in terms of stamina and technical skills. 

Even if they hung on for days, their limit would likely be just mastering a few basic jumping and landing movements. 

In reality, the probability of encountering high-difficulty obstacles where a treasure chest might be hidden meant that Ella would probably have to break through alone.

Fortunately, the physical abilities and basic skills of the members participating in acrobatic competitions were not inferior compared to other circus troupes. 

So Ella passed on tips to the auditorium team members on how to quickly improve their records.

“Okay, like this… If you do it like this… Voila! Easy, right?”

Her teaching methods were remarkably efficient but difficult to imitate, fittingly dubbed the ‘genius way’. 

When she first demonstrated the technique, the members hesitated to follow along due to the complexity of the movements.

However, it wasn’t that she demanded the impossible from them. 

With gradual attempts, they could certainly achieve what she asked, and if they followed her instructions, they could undoubtedly improve their performance. 

It was her way of considering the physical characteristics and limitations of the members.

But the process of seeking their understanding was lacking.

It was more like. 

“Just do it because it makes you stronger, faster, and better balanced.”

It wasn’t because she was insensitive or authoritarian; she also wanted to explain, but she didn’t know why it worked better when done her way; it just seemed more efficient in her eyes.

“Reyna taught us kindly though…”

Ella perked up at Womon’s grumbling.

“What? What did you just say?”

Her angry tone startled him into silence. 

Despite Yurakne quickly intervening to calm her down, Ella was not so dull as to not notice Womon subtly siding with her.

“Ugh, until when are you going to think of Reyna as our ally?”

Ella also knew that Reyna was a good teacher. 

Similar comments came up during rehearsals too. 

She might have been distinctly inferior in terms of judging performances compared to her, but she was superior in guiding her friends in the right direction. 

Even Maya, who was good at brushing off others’ words, tended to follow her advice well.

Ella couldn’t help but admit, albeit reluctantly, that Reyna was more talented as a teacher than her.

“Kind Reyna is not here. You saw her this morning at the auditorium. Ignoring me and the director. She’s our enemy now.”

With that said, Ella hesitated to see if they would do as she instructed.

The tips she came up with certainly had an effect on improving their scores. 

Even the members who grumbled about her educational policy for a while couldn’t hide their astonishment when their stagnant records were suddenly updated in just a few days. 

They marvelled at how she came up with advice tailored to their unique bodies.

“Don’t overdo it. If you get injured during training, it’s all for nothing.”

“Heh, but still.”

“If we master all this…”

“Can we make it to the top three?”

The seamless way the three brothers continued each other’s sentences was always fascinating. 

Ella pondered over the movements they just performed as she listened.

And soon, she nodded.

“Well, it might be tough. Clara-senpai selected people from other circuses, and they were all outstanding. There were many faces from the new student selection test. If the remaining people are roughly similar in skill… we might aim for fifth place at best.”

“Fifth place?”

“That’s harsh.”

“It can’t be helped. They’ve been mastering the skills we rushed to learn just a few minutes before the test for years. Given that it’s a test where you only display predetermined techniques in about a minute, aiming for fifth place isn’t too bad. Alright then, keep practicing what I taught you earlier. I’ll go back to the exploration team.”

Yurakne glanced back at Ella, feeling like she had finished her words too quickly. 

But Ella walked out of the annex with her usual pace.

‘Did I imagine it?’

Yurakne shook her head slightly and refocused on the practice.

Ella, who came out of the annex, did not head to the location where the exploration team was practicing. 

Instead, she headed towards the sanctuary. 

A place where no one’s eyes could reach.

“Phew.”

Arriving there, she let out a deep breath. 

It felt like all the energy drained from her body in an instant, sinking deep into the sea. 

She reached out, barely managing to steady herself against the wall as she attempted to sit down. 

Beads of sweat formed on her forehead and the back of her neck. 

She wiped away a trickle of cold sweat running down her chin with the back of her hand.

“Disgusting. This too.”

More memories. 

This time, deceased friends appeared. 

Not just in their ordinary state of death, but with flesh and skin twisted unnaturally together.

She took out a vial from her pouch and consumed a concoction made by Gascon. 

This medicine, blocking seizures caused by memories, she found herself taking more frequently lately. 

Yet miraculously, it worked immediately after ingestion, calming her trembling body.

“I can do this.”

She muttered to herself.

It was a confrontation with her past self. 

Though she once despised Wonderstein, she stood on stage with him, breathing in sync, winning in the preliminary round.

If her past self could reach for the stars, so could her present self. 


There were only a few days left until her memories fully returned. 

Perhaps relying on medication would only last until the day after the test, or the day after.

She clenched her fists.

Despite nearly 90% of her memories returning, she still didn’t think Wonderstein was a bad person. 

If anything, seeing the images of deceased townspeople and friends only strengthened that feeling.

Their appearances resembled those afflicted by the curse plague in Dvallchep. 

She remembered him curing the curse plague and banishing the demons, yet they had to flee Dvallchep as if running away.

The Director must have meant well for the town.

She must have misunderstood something.

No doubt.

The test was in a week’s time. 

There was a sense of unease, as if it was her final test with him.

What if I end up hating him when my memories return?

“I can do this.”

With slightly more confidence than before, she murmured, stepping forward for the next practice.

***

Meanwhile, Wonderstein was alone in his room. 

He sat quietly in his wheelchair, eyes closed, waiting for someone to come.

He heard the sound of the window rattling in the wind. 

The scent of flowers and fruits tickled his nostrils. 

He smiled softly. 

It was a familiar scent for Wonderland.

Though he knew a guest had arrived, he continued to feign sleep. 

Perhaps it was a fairy-like prank triggered by the other person. 

The hesitant footsteps approached him cautiously. 

The scent of flowers and fruits grew stronger. 

Eventually, a warm breath brushed against his face.

He slowly opened his eyes. 

A silver-haired fairy leaned against the handle of his wheelchair, resting her chin on it as she gazed up at him. 

Her eyes wandered over his lips and nose before meeting his gaze.

“Oops!”

She exclaimed, startled, and stepped back.

“Surprised?”

Her face flushed bright red. 

She stammered, trembling.

“W-what, I thought you were sleeping! How long have you been awake?”

“Since the beginning.”

His words made her fumble even more.

“W-was it a childish prank? This isn’t Wonderland. I hope you realize I’m much older than you.”

She crossed her arms and growled threateningly. 

But with her childish demeanor and voice, she only appeared as a cute tantrum to Wonderstein.

“Hehe, understood. Be careful.”

“Don’t give me that look!”

Lumie kicked her wheelchair with her foot.

“Be careful. You’re supposed to be the one who knows this is not Wonderland, right? You’re barefoot, you could get hurt.”

“Hmph. I told you. We’re semi-entities. We don’t take much physical damage. Quit the small talk and give me what we agreed on.”

She said this and climbed on top of him. 

Then she perched herself on his knees.

“Do you still think of me as something to ride?”

“But, this way, you can also check the contents of the documents, right?”

She blushed and pulled the notebook from the table. 

She opened it so that Wonderstein could also look down at it, and started reading.

It contained the strategies and tactics for “Acrobatic Rush” that Clara and Lord Dosvile had written at the café earlier that day.

“Wow, I didn’t know you could look at the game this way. It seems you have a pretty good tactician.”

She asked questions about the parts she didn’t understand and read through the contents. 

After spending an hour thoroughly reading, she closed the notebook.

“Did you like it?”

“Yeah. Analyzing this will definitely be helpful.”

She nodded with a confident smile.

“Ms. Ella warned to be cautious. ‘When an actor becomes accustomed to the director’s gaze, they lose immersion in their role,’ was it?”

“Oh, I know that saying too. But it’s okay. We illusion magicians are always used to seeing things from the director’s perspective.”

Wonderstein nodded, recalling the show of Illusion. 

Their performances certainly had that aspect.

“Anyway, thanks. Thanks for helping me out like this.”

“It’s what we agreed on. If you help dodge the reporters for a day, I’d share the tactics with you.”

Wonderstein didn’t think this deal was a loss at all. 

As long as he was bound to a wheelchair, he had to rely solely on Ella for the box search. 

Thanks to her outing and fun yesterday, she had been able to resolve her mental panic state.

Lumie got off Wonderstein’s lap and spoke in a more subdued voice than before.

“But I’m not sure if we can make it through.”

It wasn’t just because of the teams using tricks that Silver Veil failed the exam in August. 

Silver Veil was a troupe made up entirely of magicians. 

They were naturally weak in pure physical contests like this. 

If they could use magic, it would be different, but even that was forbidden in this exam.

“If we don’t make it, we’ll skip this city.”

“Oh, Silver Veil Circus received 2 stars, right?”

To advance to the Grand Prix finals, a total of 7 stars were needed, with a maximum of 6 from the six major theatres and up to 3 from. 

In other words, a circus that received 2 or more stars from the critics didn’t have to pass all the exams of the six major theatres.

“Jealous.”

“Well, if we…”

She started to speak and then mumbled the rest, watching his reaction.

Wonderstein tilted his head, looking at her.

“What did you say?”

“Oh, nothing. Never mind.”

Lumie shook her head and ran to the window, seeming ready to leave.

The moon had already risen outside. 

Indeed, in October, the sun set quickly in the high latitude regions.

Her sparkling skin and thin sleeveless dress glittered in the moonlight.

Was it because she was a half-spirit? 

She didn’t seem cold at all.

Before leaving, she looked back at him one last time.

“Five days, right? Then let’s do our best.”


“Good luck to you too, Ms. Lumie.”

They smiled at each other.

With a tapping sound, the wind blew. 

The window rattled. 

The sweet aftertaste of flowers and fruits left a silver trail as it disappeared into the darkness.
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Time flew by like an arrow, and before we knew it, it was the day of the exam.

Saturday morning, October 23rd. 

We completed all preparations and set off for the exam venue.

The carriage ride to the school was filled with tension. 

The faces of the members, which had been lively when leaving the villa, stiffened as we approached the square. 

Even Gascon, who usually disliked circuses, muttered Kirku’s name as we neared the circus.

Anticipating this situation, Ella and I brought out the lucky cookies we had prepared in advance.

“How about everyone trying one of these? It might help ease the tension a bit.”

As we opened the packaging, the scent of chocolate and butter filled the air. 

The tense expressions of the members relaxed slightly. 

They each took one of the cookies I offered.

I acted as if I had randomly grabbed them from the carriage, but in reality, these cookies were specially ordered from the Slagbrot Bakery through Clara a few days ago. 

I had asked them to put good fortunes in each one.

The members smashed the cookies and retrieved the fortunes inside.

However, the words written on their notes were different from what I had expected.

“Caught in a hunter’s trap.”

“Hurt by a loved one.”

“Forgotten nightmares resurface.”

“People around you noticing your bad side.”

“Planned events fail.”

“Facing one’s own flaws.”

All of them received fortunes that were overwhelmingly ominous.

If Sven hadn’t made a witty joke at that moment, the atmosphere might have plummeted completely.

“Director, did you make a mistake with the order? Weren’t you supposed to put notes like ‘Winning at the Circus Grand Prix Preliminaries’ or ‘Choosing red will bring luck’? Hot, hot.”

Everyone chuckled. 

His words turned the omens of misfortune into a failed joke. 

I raised my hands in surrender.

“Alright. It seems there was some misunderstanding. Originally, I intended to put only good words. Of course, Sven’s suggestions were not explicit, but…”

“I saw when we visited the factory last time, they sprinkle the notes like salt over the dough, randomly picking them from several jars. Maybe the pastry chef mistook the jars of misfortune for luck.”

“Hehe, whether it’s luck or misfortune, as long as they taste good. These are really delicious.”

Womon scooped out a cookie from Ella’s hand, munching on it while continuing to read the notes.

“Attacked by a former pet.”

“Wrongly accused of something you didn’t do.”

“Hurt a friend deeply.”

“Hey, stop reading.”

“Why on earth would they put such unlucky fortunes in there?”

“Yeah, if a restaurant served desserts with these fortunes, I’d never go there again.”

“Coming up with unlucky words is quite a waste of creativity, huh, pastry chefs?”

Although our plans had changed, thanks to Sven’s timely joke, the atmosphere loosened up. 

Everyone chatted loudly about this absurd situation, momentarily forgetting about the exam.

But the confidence we had just managed to regain vanished as soon as we arrived at the school and opened the door. 

Journalists’ shouts and onlookers’ enthusiastic cheers surrounded us.

Thousands of eyes focused on us, freezing the members in their tracks.

When we got off the carriage, only Maya and I managed to maintain composure. 

Even Ella, who had been encouraging the members, couldn’t hide her anxious demeanour as she fidgeted with her hat.

“You seem nervous.”

“Something feels different. It’s like someone’s watching us.”

“Maybe it’s people from other circus troupes.”

“Hot, hot, or perhaps gamblers betting on the opposing team.”

We headed towards the auditorium from the carriage. 

Since it was the day of the competition, students actively blocked journalists’ approaches. 

However, the members couldn’t hide their unease, constantly scanning their surroundings.

Standing on a big stage wasn’t new to us. 

We had experienced it once in Luz.

But back then, all we had to do was execute our roles as per the script.

Today, we had to engage in a match that would be decided in just three hours in front of thousands of spectators. 

The pressure was on a different level compared to the Rose Windmill Cabaret.

As we entered the staging area, the transformation of Lekachep over the past week was evident. 

What was once a school building had completely transformed into a stadium for the “Acrobatic Rush.”

Banners in ten different colors adorned the school’s facade, displaying the emblems of the groups sponsoring each circus troupe along with their names.

“Players, this way!”

We followed the guidance of the students. 

While walking, a message came from Clara, who had led the Ratmen and arrived at the school before us.

“Director! It seems there was a mistake at the snack factory. The unlucky snacks we intended to give to other teams have all turned into lucky ones! Other team staff accepted them gratefully and even thanked us. There was even one that said, ‘Won the Circus Grand Prix Preliminaries,’ which I personally wrote.”

“To put such blatant messages… well, never mind. And we’ve eaten the unlucky snacks.”

“Oops!”

Just then, we passed by a billboard that read, “Slagbrot Bakery Factory. Surprisingly delicious! Custom orders for lucky snacks available!” 

The billboards also served to prevent players from straying off course.

While the race was set across the entire school, players couldn’t roam anywhere. 

With around fifty players moving simultaneously, scattering them across the school would disrupt the match’s progress.

The paths for runners were mostly wide spaces like gardens or halls, divided into ten sections:


	The “Front Yard,” including flower beds and various sculptures.

	The “Entrance,” with the main gate, lobby, and grand staircase.

	The “Central Garden,” with a bamboo forest and student relaxation areas.

	The “Menagerie,” where tamed animals resided.

	The “Dining Hall,” where students ate.

	The “Theater,” where students performed for outsiders.

	The “Shooting Range,” for dagger throwing practice and firework making.

	The “Playground,” for acrobatics and wall climbing practice.

	The “Swimming Pool,” with ponds and fountains.

	The “Track,” circling the entire school for the race.



Most of the stadium was on the first floor, with seating designed on the second floor and above for spectators to watch the games below.

Spectators could sit in their purchased seats or hang by the railings or windows to watch the players below. 

As we crossed the front yard towards number 1, the audience cheered at us.

“We have to split up here.”

Arriving at the auditorium, we exchanged final words.

I stood up from my wheelchair to see off the troupe members. 

I could now stand and walk slowly on my own. 

As their leader, I couldn’t show weakness as they left for battle.


“Next time we meet, we’ll be holding the trophy.”

Ella, exchanging greetings with other team members in the auditorium, looked at me and said with determined voice. 

She was always full of energy, but today, she seemed to have an extra layer of determination, even a touch of ferocity.

Instead of trying to calm her with words, I patted her shoulder.

“I believe in you. Good luck.”

“Leave it to me!”

With that, she shouted and led the scouting team away.

In the distance, the announcer’s voice could be heard.

“Players, please head to the track!”

“Players ready to engage in the game, please enter the auditorium!”

Before sitting back in my wheelchair, I looked back at Ella one more time.

Was my inner turmoil hidden beneath the mask of the Smiling Man? 

Was I feeling the same anxiety as the other troupe members?

Although she wasn’t far, she seemed as if moving away.

***

The grandstands required tickets for entry, except for Track 10, which served as both the starting and finishing point for the runners. 

Located on the outskirts of the school, Track 10 allowed outsiders to stand along the fence and watch.

Ella gathered the members of the exploration team for one last briefing.

“Understood? If three members are in the ‘eliminated’ state, we are automatically disqualified. So, focus on staying alive as much as possible. Always watch your step. Don’t approach slopes recklessly. If you sense anything suspicious, report it to Senior Clara. She’ll provide appropriate advice. Our advantage over other circus teams is that, so make sure to use it actively.”

Unlike other teams who received instructions through signals from their members or staff in the grandstands, they had Sound Room, which made communication easier.

However, today they couldn’t converse freely as usual. 

They were either concentrating on playing mini-games or navigating dangerous obstacles, so Wonderstein employed a communication method where Clara acted as an intermediary, relaying messages.

“Positions, runners!”

The sound of a trumpet echoed, and they dispersed to their designated spots.

The runners selected from the ten circuses stood in alternating positions, each wearing a vest with their team’s color, spaced 20 meters apart. 

Forty-nine runners encircled a 1km track. 

They all looked tense, their eyes fixed on the ground.

Currently, all the lights on the track were ‘white,’ meaning any team could step on them. 

However, once the signal guns fired and five minutes passed, they all turned ‘black,’ indicating tiles no team could step on. 

In other words, within five minutes of the game starting, they had to enter any of the nine arenas.

Ella noticed Reyna approaching her spot. 

She still wore the mask of the Weeping Women.

Ella knew Reyna’s presence here wasn’t a coincidence.

During the exams in June, July, and August, treasure chests were hidden in three separate locations among the ten arenas, and so far, no chest had appeared twice. 

That meant there was still one location where a chest had never appeared, making it the most probable spot for this round’s chest.

Ella had been analyzing that spot intensively for the past few days. 

Thanks to Wonderstein and Maya’s help, she could vividly imagine its structure even with her eyes closed.

Other circuses had done similar analyses. 

Ella spotted familiar faces around her, all ace members of the exploration teams as predicted by Clara.

Reyna stood right in front of Ella. 

She glanced at Ella briefly, then turned her head away, looking in the opposite direction.

“Why the mask today?” 

Ella whispered to Reyna’s back, though it was almost a shout considering the distance.

 Other runners didn’t hear due to the noise from the spectators surrounding the fence.

“Just felt like it.” 

Reyna replied, her shoulders slightly trembling.

Simon’s voice passed by her ear.

-Don’t forget. The conditions for leaving the circus.

Reyna took a deep breath and spoke calmly.

“Nothing’s wrong.”

‘It didn’t seem like nothing was wrong at all.’

Ella almost said that but stopped herself. 

She didn’t want to waste energy on anything other than the upcoming test.

So they stood in their positions for about thirty minutes.


After the greetings from the dignitaries and the event announcements, students in uniforms, holding checkered flags in twelve different colors, surrounded the track.

They raised their flags high, then, with the sound of the signal guns, they all simultaneously lowered them.

The Lekachep Circus School’s exam.

Acrobatic Rush.

October’s competition had begun.
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49 runners started running on the track to the cheers of the crowd.

On a special stage set up in the square outside the school, Lekachep’s assistants were explaining the race.

They had set up a map of the school divided into sections and pointed to pieces moving across a grid to explain the current state of play. 

Student hosts then compiled these explanations and conveyed the current situation to the audience.

“About half of the runners seem to be heading to the same place. Am I seeing that right?”

“Yes, that’s right. It must be that place. It’s the only place where a treasure chest hasn’t appeared in the past exams!”

One of the hosts exclaimed, pointing to a map where tokens were swarming in. 

A red token had just entered this map.

“Here it is.”

Ella looked around the place she had arrived at.

It was the location with the largest door, the highest ceiling, and the widest stairs in the school.

She had arrived at the front entrance, which was Arena 2. 

This was the place where a treasure chest had never appeared in the previous three exams.

“The ace players of each team are entering the entrance one by one!”

“This is expected to be the most intense competition today.”

“That’s why the seats with the best view here were the most expensive.”

Every time a runner entered, cheers erupted from the second-floor railing overlooking the entrance.

Originally a school corridor, it was now used as a spectator area.

In this area, the runners could only move around the first-floor lobby, the central grand staircase, and the landing. 

The stairs leading to the second floor on either side were blocked by billboards.

The runners moved carefully to avoid stepping on tiles belonging to other teams. 

Sometimes they had to perform acrobatic moves, like flipping over man-sized garden stones or using walls as vaulting horses to reach the opposite tiles. 

Performing such stunts in a mere 50cm square space was nerve-wracking for the runners but provided thrilling tension for the spectators.

“Didn’t touch the middle?”

“Wow, amazing. They jumped over that like that.”

“They really are top-notch acrobats.”

The runners continued to dodge obstacles, leap from tile to tile, search flower beds, inspect stone walls, and examine stairs.

Ella observed their busy movements with a leisurely attitude. 

From past exam examples, she knew that treasure chests were not easy to find. 

At least a few traps needed to be disabled to open the path to the chest.

So, while other runners searched the arena, she focused on identifying the positions of the red tiles spread throughout the area. 

The tiles she could step on appeared and disappeared in real-time all over the arena.

The color of a tile was fixed in principle, but it changed under certain conditions.

The first was the moment the person who had stepped on it left the tile. 

When a runner’s body moved off an existing tile and touched the next tile, the previous tile would randomly change color. 

This meant that people from the same team couldn’t line up and step on the same tiles in succession. 

It was also difficult for a runner to retrace their steps and exit the same way they entered.

The second condition was when the four tiles surrounding a tile each changed color at least once. 

When this happened, the color of the tile surrounded by these four tiles would randomly change. 

This rule was also mentioned in the competition guidebook. 

Due to this rule, several tiles often changed colour in succession.

The third condition was when tiles of the same color were adjacent to each other. 

In this case, one of the two tiles would change to a different colour. This also often triggered a chain reaction of changes.

Following these three rules, red tiles appeared and disappeared repeatedly.

Ella carefully followed the shifting colors of the floor within the stadium with her eyes. 

She had to be cautious. 

If she stepped on the visible red tiles carelessly, she could end up cornered in a spot with no tiles left to step on. 

That would mean being trapped and facing certain death.

In fact, one team was already in trouble because four of their members had ended up in such a spot, struggling due to the lack of tiles to step on.

“How could you step there and pass by? I was on my way there!”

“Then you should have signaled in advance. Did you forget what we decided?”

“Hey, this isn’t working. One, no, two of us need to go somewhere else!”

“Can you just do that without waiting for the signal from above?”

Disputes among teammates were beginning to arise in teams with more than two members. 

Too many runners had been sent to the primary candidate location for the treasure chest, making the tile changes incredibly chaotic.

This was a phenomenon not seen in previous matches. 

In those times, the treasure chest candidate locations weren’t narrowed down to just one specific stadium.

Despite the confusion, attempts to search for the chest continued. 

However, these efforts were also hindered by traps set up by the school.

Those searching through flowerbeds encountered snakes. 

The snakes, adorned with bright patterns, stood erect like individual flowers, baring their fangs at anyone who came close.

While it was unlikely that the competition would feature venomous snakes, the sight of dozens of snakes occupying the flowerbeds was enough to deter the acrobats from approaching.

“Does anyone know a snake charmer?”

“Damn it. We have one on our team, but they went somewhere else.”

Meanwhile, those examining the stone walls encountered another tricky obstacle. 

They discovered suspicious gaps between the bricks, clearly dug out for the test. 

Inside, they saw something resembling a switch.

Judging by past tests, activating that switch was likely a condition to open the path to the treasure chest.

The problem was figuring out how to press it. 

The gap was deep enough to fit an arm but only as wide as a child’s wrist.

“This seems like an obstacle for someone trained in flexibility.”

“Can’t we use a stick to poke inside?”

“No, there’s a peculiar bend in the middle that would block the stick.”

Examining the stairs also required caution. 

The central grand staircase appeared to be a regular steep stone staircase but was actually designed to train students’ leg strength and balance. 

If one didn’t step exactly in the centre of each step, the entire staircase would tilt, turning into a massive slide.

“Aaah!”

“Damn, who messed up on our team!”

“If you’re not a tightrope walker, stay off the steps!”


When the steps turned into a slope, it was usually possible to stand firm by applying pressure to the ankles. 

But today, there was an additional challenge. 

The school had coated the steps with oil for the test. 

Agile acrobats managed to leap toward the tiles on the ground as they slid, but others ended up stepping on tiles of different colours in an attempt to stop, or worse, slid all the way to the bottom in an undignified heap.

“Disqualified! Disqualified! We have multiple disqualifications!”

“Three people have been disqualified from the grand staircase!”

Ella smiled quietly as she watched the disqualified players. 

She had been the one to subtly shift her weight on one of the staircase’s steps, causing it to tilt.

At that moment, she heard Clara’s voice in her mind.

“Well done. Now, can you move to the archway on the left side of the flowerbed? Two blue team members went inside, and if you remove just two tiles, they’ll be trapped and unable to do anything.”

“Got it. Does that mean both will be disqualified?”

“If they sacrifice one, they could get out. Or they’ll have to wait until other teams create variables that make blue tiles nearby.”

“Okay. What should I do?”

“Just step on the four red tiles in the order I mentioned.”

Ella moved as per Clara’s instructions.

She had come here to hunt down other teams’ players from the start.

It was Clara’s idea. 

She realized that the most efficient way to gain coins in this race was to make the opponents lose theirs.

“Isn’t it obvious? Runners are precious resources since you can only have up to five. If three are disqualified, you automatically lose. Anyone without nerves of steel will use 30 coins to revive a member once two are disqualified. If we force the opponents to lose about 30 or 60 coins, it becomes much easier for us to control the game.”

Her logic was sound, but intentionally disqualifying other runners wasn’t easy. 

There were virtually no means to attack the opposing team in this race. 

Moreover, intentionally cornering them was difficult due to the vastness of the school grounds.

“No, no. There is. There comes a moment, a place, where such an opportunity arises.”

The only ones who immediately understood what Clara was referring to were Wonderstein, Maya, and Lord Dosvile. 

The three of them directed their gaze to one side of the map.

Entrance 2. 

The place with the highest probability of containing the treasure chest in this exam.

Although the race starts with 50 participants spread evenly along the track, it was highly likely that participants would converge there right after the start.

What if they utilized that place not as a ground for exploration but as a hunting ground? 

What if they could start by giving the opposing teams a disadvantage? 

Their chances of winning, being underdogs, would significantly increase.

Her strategy was something that couldn’t be used in previous exams. 

In the tests of June, July, and August, the 50 participants were scattered across 9 arenas, with usually about 5 participants per arena, rarely exceeding 10.

However, this time, there were as many as 30 people converging in a single arena. 

It was a unique phenomenon that only occurred this month throughout the entire two-year Lekachep preliminaries. 

She was targeting this.

“Of course, other circus teams might be concerned about that and might not converge there. But I am sure they will.”

Wonderstein also agreed with her opinion. 

This was akin to an arms race. 

Despite knowing that it was inefficient, they had no choice but to engage in a war of attrition to gain a competitive edge.

It would be best for everyone if all the participants scattered randomly across the arenas to search for the chest. 

However, the goal of this game was not for everyone to enjoy the game without interference. 

Only three teams would win, and the remaining seven would lose.

In such a situation, there was a place almost certain to contain a treasure chest. 

Not sending a team member there was not an option. 

The strategy of focusing efforts elsewhere also lacked persuasiveness. 

After all, it was a gamble to choose 2 out of the 9 arenas.

Thus, the best strategy for the Monstrous Circus was hunting. 

With the forces they had, dominating this place was impossible. 

If Maya, Gascon, and Sven entered such a place, they would be swept around, wasting red tiles and ultimately being eliminated.

Except for Ella, the rest of the team would be more efficient in preserving their lives while following Clara’s directions to scout and explore other arenas.

Clara realized that her team wasn’t the only one to send only one member to this place. 

Both the Golden Carnival and the Silver Veil Circus had sent only one member each.

While it made sense for the Silver Veil to share the same strategy as theirs, it was unexpected that the Golden Carnival also sent only Reina. 

Moreover, she was inducing the elimination of other teams, just as Clara had instructed Ella.

The Golden Carnival was the undisputed favorite to win. 

They deployed four acrobats from Lekachep and Reyna to the exploration team. 

They also selected the top scorers from each game to the auditorium team.

Yet, such a powerful team was adopting the strategy of underdogs?


It was rare for a team with the strongest forces to not swiftly overpower others and instead aim for a slow and efficient victory.

Clara clicked her tongue as she glanced at the Golden Carnival staff giving each other signals nearby.

Indeed, a championship contender was different in every way.

As the fourth and fifth participants were eliminated due to the machinations of Ella and Reyna, a loud announcement from the host was heard from the special stage outside the school.

“The first mini-game in the auditorium has just ended!”
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“Bang-ah-jjil-gi” was a game where competitors used a rubber mallet to hit a lever and see how long they could keep a ball airborne. 

Naturally, in our circus troupe, the strongest man, Womon, took on this challenge.

“Roar!”

Following Clara’s instruction, he raised his arms and roared as he walked out, intending to intimidate his opponent. 

However, Womon himself seemed quite embarrassed.

He carefully gauged the distance between himself and the lever before taking his position.

This game wasn’t just about swinging the mallet with all your might. 

It was crucial to make the ball rise vertically. 

The moment the ball fell back vertically, you could strike the lever again to launch the ball once more. 

The player could repeat this until the game ended.

In other words, it was a kind of seesaw or shuttlecock kicking game with a ball and a mallet.

Womon’s strength was immense, but he struggled with the technique needed to make the ball land in the right spot. 

On his first strike, the ball veered off from the 90-degree angle it was supposed to follow.

The ball’s trajectory still intersected with the lever, but he didn’t strike it again. 

A poorly timed hit could send the ball flying sideways.

This was a decision I made based on my own observation. 

Upon hearing my instruction through the Sound Room, Womon hesitated briefly, then let go of the mallet. 

It turned out to be the right choice.

Only three out of ten people managed to successfully hit the ball a second time. 

The rest missed the timing or the strike point, resulting in shorter airtime for the ball. 

Thanks to this, we secured fourth place in the first game.

“How did Ella and Reyna keep it up for a whole minute?”

Womon clicked his tongue as he watched his ball bounce on the ground after just ten seconds. 

The time measurement ended the moment the ball failed to reach a certain height.

In the end, only two out of ten participants managed to keep the ball above the benchmark until the final whistle. 

The winner was determined by who swung the mallet fewer times, and the victory went to a member of the Golden Carnival troupe.

The audience applauded the two competitors for their perfect technique.

Some, however, also paid attention to Womon, who finished fourth.

“He looks brutish but has sharp judgment.”

“Indeed. Most people would just swing the mallet without thinking.”

“The angle was impressive too. Most of our rookies can’t even hit the target on their first try.”

Though Womon pretended not to notice the murmurs around him, he couldn’t hide the pride in his shoulders.

“Fourth place is pretty good, right?”

“Absolutely. You did great.”

“Hehe.”

At my compliment, Womon chuckled like a child. 

Of course, only we would interpret it that way. 

To others, it probably looked like a fearsome beast growling with discontent.

While the students were tidying up one side of the auditorium, preparations for the next game were underway on the other side.

“The next game is ‘Own Goal Keeper’! Team players, please get ready!”

It was the same game Ella had played first during the freshman selection test, where players had to catch balls propelled by spring-loaded devices without getting pushed back. 

The Triamere brothers prepared to compete, as this game required agility.

I checked the scoreboard installed on the stage. 

So far, there were five eliminations, all from Arena 2. 

Both Ella and our red-marked members were safe. 

Everyone seemed to be following Clara’s plan well.

At that moment, someone approached the stage. 

It was Simon Maguire, the Director of the Golden Carnival.

“I’d like to purchase an item.”

His declaration caused a stir among the audience. 

Everyone was surprised by his boldness in purchasing an item as soon as he acquired ten coins. 

It indicated his absolute confidence in his team’s skills.

Simon intently watched the spinning roulette with dozens of item options.

At the right moment, with lightning-fast reflexes, he hit the stop button.

Having faced him before, I knew his capabilities. 

He had matched my skills, which combined Wonderstein’s dynamic vision and the Skill Book’s techniques. 

He must have precisely aimed for a specific item.

As the roulette stopped, Simon grinned with satisfaction. 

The announcer confirmed the item’s name and shouted,

“The Golden Carnival has obtained an item! ‘Forbidden Zone Activation’! You can turn all tiles in one of the ten arenas black for five minutes! How will you proceed? Will you use the item immediately?”

Simon signaled to his team in the audience and responded in a leisurely tone,

“Of course.”

“Then please select the location for use!”

Lord Fantastic feigned deep thought before raising his hand and pointing to a spot on the map hanging on the stage. 

His finger aimed at the area where the most activity was concentrated.

I quickly informed Clara of this fact through the Sound room.

***

Ella was shocked by the news Clara had passed on.

A restricted zone setup?

That wasn’t such a great item. 

But if nearly 30 people were gathered in one arena, it was a different story.

“You’d better get out of there! Head towards the front yard!”

“Okay, senior!”

Following Clara’s instruction, as she launched herself to get outside, black numbers appeared on the previously monochrome floor.

And coloured tiles, they started to decreased: 59, 58, 57…

It was then that the other contestants realized something had happened.

“Look at the floor!”

“It’s numbers?”

“Black?”


“It’s a restricted zone! A restricted zone has been set!”

The contestants, in a state of panic, scrambled to escape the arena.

However, the situation was far from smooth. 

In their haste to move to the next tile, they collided with others, landing on the wrong tiles, or tripped over obstacles while trying to avoid others.

“What the heck! Damn it! Why are you popping out from there?”

“That’s what I want to say!”

“Hey! Move out of the way! I need to get over that stone wall!”

“Damn! This way is clear, but these snake-like bastards!”

“Hey! Watch the stairs! Whoa!”

Eliminations happened in rapid succession. 

The announcer quickly called out their teams and names. 

The number of eliminations quickly surpassed Clara’s initial hunting target.

But Ella couldn’t be happy. 

Some of the ‘other team tiles’ they landed on were red. 

Once declared eliminated, the eliminated contestants couldn’t leave the tile they were on. 

This meant that as long as they stood there as eliminated contestants, she couldn’t step on that tile.

“Ugh, I have no choice but to go this way.”

Ella changed direction and moved towards the other side. 

Beyond the red tile across the fence, she could see a passage leading to another arena. 

But as she was about to leap over the fence, Clara shouted.

“Wait! Ella, not that way!”

“What?”

“It’s a trap!”

Ella quickly applied force to her toes and stopped herself.

“Eek!”

Dust rose up. 

She barely stopped at the edge of the tile and instinctively examined the floor. 

The darkened tile indicated that someone had stepped on it once. 

There were two dark tiles around the red tile.

Moments later, she realized that if someone stepped on the yellow tile a few squares away, it would trigger a chain reaction that would make the tile she was about to step on surrounded by four dark tiles, causing it to disappear due to the ‘Rule of 2’.

And she also noticed that someone was poised to jump on the yellow tile a few squares away. 

It was Reyna. 

She was ready to leap onto the yellow tile the moment Ella crossed the fence, triggering a chain reaction to remove her foothold.

“That…!”

Ella fumed. 

She knew that the Golden Carnival had used the restricted zone item. 

She thought Reyna had disappeared because she had received a signal and left early from the audience.

But to think she was hiding behind a pillar, ready to take her out?

“Ella!”

“Yeah!”

Ella spun quickly. 

She couldn’t blame Reyna. 

This was that kind of game. 

Hadn’t she herself eliminated a few people? 

Escaping from here was the priority.

However, there was no obvious escape route. 

She had already used up several of the nearest red tiles on her way here.

To take another escape route, she would have to go around the edges.

Even then, it didn’t seem like she could pass quickly with other players dithering between the paths.

There were only 40 seconds left now.

“Ella, the stairs!”

“I know!”

She ran towards the grand staircase where she had earlier eliminated three people. 

It was a place where if you didn’t step precisely in the centre of the steps, all the steps would tilt, forming a slope.

Normally, you would have to carefully cross it step by step. 

But she didn’t have time for that.

“Yup!”

She jumped five steps at once, flying through the air. 

The eliminated players, who were standing idly on the ground after slipping on the steps, screamed at the sight.

“She’s crazy!”

“Is she nuts?”

Ella thought the same. 

It was a path she often took during class, but unlike then, the floor was now slick with oil. 

Even she couldn’t guarantee she wouldn’t slip. 

But she believed in herself.

Because…

“I believe in you.”

Because he believed in her.

And…

“Good luck.”

Because she was the luckiest person in the world today.

Pow.

The sole of her foot struck the stone steps. 

Drops of oil scattered into the air. 

The eliminated players and spectators gasped.

But the scene they expected didn’t happen. 

The steps, which had turned into a slope as soon as others mis stepped, maintained their shape. 

Her body launched off one step and extended towards the next.

She made it!

Ella smiled brightly, feeling a dizzying sense of accomplishment. 

However, that caused her concentration to waver slightly. 

As she stepped on the second step, her body wobbled.

At the same time, with a creaking sound, all the steps tilted, forming a smooth slope.

There were a total of 12 steps to the landing.

She had just stepped on the 10th step. 

Unfortunately, she slipped with two steps left.

The entire stadium sighed in disappointment. 

But she didn’t give up. 

As she fell forward, she spotted a red tile on the landing. 

She reached for it. 

Only the index and middle fingers of her left hand managed to touch it.

“Ugh!”

She gripped tightly with her two fingers and pulled her legs, rolling her body forward. 

Her body spun like a ball in the air. 

Amazingly, she landed in a crouch on the landing with a thud.

Cheers erupted from all around. 

Even the eliminated players below the steps gazed at her with admiration and shouted. 

She had executed a somersault, a technique usually done with both arms, using just two fingers.

“Yay! This is nothing!”

She instinctively felt that her two left fingers were broken. 

But she forced herself to act nonchalant, waving back at the cheering crowd, then passed by the statue of Saint Victor at the archway and entered another arena.

From the opposite passage, Reyna had watched the whole scene. 


She glared in the direction Ella had disappeared, then stomped on the yellow tile she had planned to use as a trap. 

A chain reaction occurred, causing the red tile Ella had almost stepped on to disappear.

Reyna quickly turned and left the passage. 

A few seconds later, the numbers on the entrance tile turned to zero, and all the floors turned black. 

The host announced that a third of all players had been eliminated, accompanied by the groans of those who hadn’t escaped in time.
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Ella looked at her two fingers, which were burning like they had been caught in a fire, and suddenly remembered an incident from her school days.

Every month on the first day, they would gather around large tubs filled with water at school to do laundry together. 

However, one day, a friend managed to obtain expensive detergent from merchants as payment for a street performance. 

She generously poured a lot of it into each tub for her friends, but the detergent turned out to be so caustic that the fingers of the children who dipped them in the water swelled up badly.

It was later revealed that what she had brought was a bleach used in dye factories. 

When used at home, it needed to be diluted very carefully.

Everyone suffered for days because of that, but no one blamed their friend. 

She had used the water to wash her face, hoping to make her skin fair, but it had ended up burning her face like a burn.

Was this memory coming back as a signal?

She vividly recalled an incident from the past that had been tucked away in a corner.

As Ella stepped out of the front door, avoiding the gaze of the audience, she tightened her grip on the two broken fingers.

Crunch.

There was a sound of bones twisting. 

It hurt so much that tears welled up, but she barely managed to swallow her scream.

Her fingers, twisted in a strange direction, found their place again. 

She knew this wouldn’t mend the broken bones properly. 

Trying to force the joints together might have made the fractures worse.

But she had to keep them in a “normal” shape. 

She needed to use her skills decisively when the critical moment came.

When she displayed her skills, the bones would definitely break, but she was willing to endure it for the moment she snatched the trophy.

“When the match is over, I’ll ask the Director to fix it.”

Before losing her memory, she had not allowed him to touch her. 

Perhaps she felt physiological disgust at the sight of him manipulating people’s bodies.

But this time, she really wanted to entrust her body to him. 

She wanted to show that she trusted him.

“I should say my foot hurts too. My calves and thighs seem to be hurt… I got a star, so such a service is natural.”

She imagined Wonderstein molding her body with his bare hands. 

Just thinking about receiving “service(?) from him made her laugh involuntarily.

“Ella is entering the third arena! She’s showing that trick and is confident! She’s smiling!”

Passing through a short corridor, she entered the next arena, feeling the gaze of the spectators who were paying attention to her, and quickly changed her expression.

Yes. 

Everything happens after winning.

In the third arena, the central garden, there was a familiar bamboo forest.

It was where Lekachep students climbed up and down the trees as a shortcut.

Ella remembered the school tour she took with Clara’s guidance. 

At that time, she and Reyna climbed up the trees as usual, Karen held on to a tree with her grip alone, and Maya made stairs and walked up.

The garden was about 50m in diameter, surrounded by a spiral slope.

Spectators sat in rows from the second to the sixth floor to watch the game unfolding inside the garden.

There, fierce competition was taking place among the players.

Through information received from Clara, Ella knew there were four players here. 

One was “Silent Merren,” a silent tightrope walking expert two years older than her whom she had met a few times during her undergraduate years.

The other two were seasoned jugglers with at least ten years of experience each.

And the last one was her exploration team colleague and the eldest member of the circus troupe.

As planned before the test, Gascon was doing his best to keep his body in the corner of the arena. 

The chain reaction of the changing colours of the tiles had been calculated by Clara, so all he had to do was stand where she told him Ella would be.

However, Gascon encountered an unexpected problem here, which he had not had during practice. 

It was the audience.

“What’s that old bag doing over there?”

“Could that old man also be an acrobat?”

“Didn’t you see him jumping over obstacles? He barely managed to climb over the fence that reached his chest!”

“Oh my! It seems like there weren’t many people! It looks like they recruited a handyman to participate as an acrobat.”

“What are you doing? If you’re not going to play, get out!”

Gascon’s face turned red with embarrassment.

He had already been humiliated enough, standing at the feast of jesters. 

If he could, he would have abandoned everything, whether exams or whatever else, and fled outside. 

Without the promise to his disciple, he might not have known if he would really do that.

He concentrated on scanning the arena, trying to ignore the jeers from the audience.

Three performers were leaping through the bamboo forest, aiming to conquer it, but they couldn’t ascend beyond the third floor. 

Merren, who had effortlessly ascended to the fifth floor a month ago with Ella and Reyna, was now struggling.

The difficulty level of the bamboo forest was incomparable to before.

Back then, they had a clear destination at the fifth-floor railing. 

Once they found the optimal path, that was it.

But now, there was no clear destination. 

Among hundreds of bamboos planted in a garden of 50 meters, he didn’t know which tree led to the treasure chest.

Moreover, the number of branches between trees had multiplied several times compared to before. 

While previously there were only two types of branches – sturdy ones and elastic ones – now many more trap branches had been added.

Some branches would bend like rubber whips when weight was applied, striking like a whip against the human body, while others looked smooth but were covered with sharp thorns, impossible to grasp by hand. 

Some seemed sturdy but would snap like reeds when weight was applied, causing anyone sitting on them to fall.

The inability to freely deploy a parachute was also a problem. 

Here, like everywhere else, tiles of various colours were laid out in a grid on the floor. 

If you step on a colour that is not your team’s, you are eliminated.

That’s why they couldn’t cross the third floor. 

If you didn’t see a place where you could deploy a parachute next, you couldn’t just throw yourself there.

Ella arrived where the Gascon was when news arrived from the hall that the third mini-game was over.

“Klkl, are you here, Assistant Director?”

“Het, you’ve managed to come all the way here, sir.”

Although they were usually each other’s opponents and found fault with each other, they couldn’t hide their smiles when they saw each other now.

They were happy to meet an ally when alone on the battlefield.

“How about it, sir? Have you analyzed it well?”


“Krk, who am I? Aren’t I the master of herbalism at the alchemy guild?”

Gascon muttered, and he wasn’t just standing stupidly until now.

“In this bamboo forest, the ‘traps’ on the branches are not originally from here. They brought branches of different species and grafted them together. Given that they changed it within just a week, they must have received help from the alchemy guild. Furthermore, a skilled gardener from the landscaping guild smoothed out the colours and shapes of the branches so they cannot be distinguished. They did well, but they can’t deceive my eyes.”

He explained which species of branches were grafted onto the trees Ella pointed out.

Listening to his explanation, she began to visualize the path in her mind.

Her gaze passed through the third, fourth, fifth, and sixth floors to reach the top floor. 

There, blue bamboo leaves were growing thickly, forming the roof of the garden.

There must be clues to the treasure chest up there.

“Then I’ll go.”

Having gathered all the necessary information, she began to climb the tree. 

Since she couldn’t use her left hand, her speed was slow, but she steadily climbed up, inch by inch.

The host, who had been paying attention only to the nimble movements of the other players, naturally turned his gaze as she climbed higher.

“Third floor! Ella of the Monster Circus has reached the third floor height! Amazing! the player who just entered the arena competed with Mereen’s record height! Yes. Jump from this point! Is it a trap? No! It wasn’t a trap! There are no red tiles below, so a parachute jump was also impossible, but she threw herself like that! Where did her boldness come from? What a great nerve!”

The audience roared with excitement. 

When she grabbed the branch with her right arm and swung like a pendulum, landing precisely on the opposite branch, everyone cheered.

“It’s unbelievable. I thought she was just bluffing with that Frank 10 or whatever.”

“No, her skills are real. Don’t you know what happened during the freshman selection test?”

“They say she practically defeated Lord Fantastic’s Golden Libra”

She received the audience’s attention and calmly continued to cross between the branches. 

Soon after, she reached the fourth floor height.

Gascon moved from his original tile and approached Ella’s vicinity to continue teaching her which branches she should be careful of.

“Do you see the one sticking up to the 5 o’clock direction? It looks like bamboo on the outside, but it’s actually a large root reed type that exudes sticky sap.”

“What about the branches on the right?”

“I’m not sure what they are, but they’re all grafted. They’re definitely traps.”

She reached the fifth floor with the help of Gascon through the Audio room. 

As she appeared right in front of the railing on the fifth floor, the audience below cheered. 

Balancing on a bamboo branch suspended 30 meters high, the girl’s figure was breath-taking.

“Ella! Ella! Ella! Ella!”

She looked around at the audience chanting her name. 

Caught up in the intense competition, she hadn’t paid much attention, but now she felt the expectant gazes pouring towards her.

Ella relaxed her demeanor that had inadvertently stiffened as she ascended this high. 

She waved her hands vigorously left and right, reciprocating the enthusiasm of the audience.

“Thank you! Thank you!”

She even jumped in place on the branch where she stood.

Initially taken aback, the audience erupted into wild cheers as she demonstrated her skillful acrobatics.

“Yeah. This is what circus is about.”

Honestly, Ella wasn’t particularly fond of the theme of “Acrobatic Rush”.

Certainly, skill was crucial in the circus, but that wasn’t all. 

The performance needed to entertain the audience above all else.

She knew from articles what had happened during the exams in June, July, and August. 

Initially starting loosely, the races became more intense towards the end, acrobats showing fierce competition among themselves, injuries abounding in traps, and eventually, the audience felt left behind, witnessing internal conflicts among the performers.

Everyone focused so much on achieving high scores with their own skills that they overlooked the enjoyment of the audience who came to watch.

The October exam had introduced several additional rules in consideration of previous criticisms, but the essence hadn’t changed.

This aspect of the elite sports school was becoming evident.

She had discussed this with Wonderstein.

“I agree with Ella’s opinion.”

Thinking back to his gaming broadcasts, he replied.

Thanks to his amazing visual acuity and eye-tracking skills, he could play any game at a top-tier level. 

However, he didn’t particularly enjoy games that focused solely on difficulty of manipulation.

In the early days of his broadcast, he had a fondness for genres like fighting, rhythm, and racing, beloved by fans. 

He eventually lost interest in playing games as viewership for live broadcasts decreased significantly.

Being someone who had experienced such things, he understood well what Ella was trying to say.

She had spent hours discussing with him about that day’s performance.

Yeah. 

No one who’s that sincere about the circus can be a bad person.

She kept telling herself that, but she couldn’t stop the question.

“What about Lord Fantastic?” 

Fom lingering in a corner of her mind.


“Well then, I will head towards the summit! Please watch over me!”

Having sufficiently responded to the cheers of the audience, Ella was now preparing to ascend to the sixth floor. 

Standing at the end of the branch, she awaited Gascon’s advice on where to go. 

However, no matter how long she waited, his response did not come.

Sensing something amiss, she looked down and realized that something unexpected had occurred.
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The fourth game held in the auditorium was a game where participants tried to catch flying rag dolls with ribbons. 

I sent Bendict as our representative. 

He was more than qualified for such tasks, having practiced using the bandages wrapped around his body for a long time.

“Bendict should at least place fifth, right?”

“Yeah, probably.”

“Unlike us.”

The Triamere brothers seemed disappointed. 

They had only managed ninth place in the second game.

Their physique was broad sideways compared to their height, giving them a significant advantage in ground skills. 

However, the problem was their inability to fully control their shared body.

Sharing one body among three meant their intentions had to align perfectly in timing to move the body precisely as intended.

They could get by with approximate movements in everyday life, but precision was crucial in the world of acrobatics. 

Over the past few months, they had been practicing “synchronization,” used by dancers to practice their routines under Ella’s guidance.

However, their movements still didn’t show perfect synchronization. 

There was always a joint somewhere squeaking like a rusty robot.

“Well, at least we didn’t finish in the tenth.”

Womon tried to console them, but it wasn’t much comfort. 

They were always magicians from the Silver Veil Circus, who never managed to escape last place.

“That guy is boasting after coming fourth!”

“And he call that comforting!”

“Why does the conversation keep going like this?”

As the four started bickering, I turned my gaze away from them and continued my conversation with Yurakne. 

I was explaining the current situation at the school, which she had requested. 

She worried that there were only kids and elderly people in the exploration team and wanted to hear news of them.

“Oh, really? … Ahaha, well, that’s good, right?”

However, she seemed to struggle to grasp anything beyond the message “everyone’s safe.” 

When I started discussing detailed rules of the current game or strategies adopted by each team, her pupils dilated noticeably. 

It seemed like a big question mark was forming behind her head.

She excelled in housework like cooking, cleaning, and sewing, but she was weak when it came to using her head. 

Just a few days ago at the meeting, she pretended to understand everything upfront but repeatedly asked me basic rules or tactics afterward.

I suddenly remembered the time we solved the Escape King’s puzzle at the Rose Windmill Cabaret. 

While everyone was turning it this way and that, she had tried to force it open with sheer strength. 

I couldn’t help but laugh at the memory of her determined face.

“Why are you laughing?”

Her brown skin flushed.

“Oh, because I find Yurakne quite charming?”

“Wha-what are you saying?”

“I mean, your innocent look is surprisingly charming…”

She raised her eyebrows.

“What?”

“Oh, I misspoke! I meant ‘pure-hearted.'”

“Director, seriously!”

Yurakne puffed out her cheeks and began hitting me with her six arms.

Womon and Triamere looked at us disapprovingly. 

Even without the Sound Room, I could understand what they were saying. 

Lately, they seemed uncomfortable with her physical contact with me.

At that moment, Bendict returned after finishing the game. 

He had placed sixth.

“Wow, impressive. Better than the Triamere brothers!”

“Is that true?”

“Just used brute strength and complain.”

“Anyway, good job.”

“Great job, Benedict.”

Members greeted him with a word each, but he had a somewhat blank expression. 

Even though he was usually quiet, this reaction was a bit odd. 

He glanced at me briefly and muttered,

“No one was watching me anyway.”

He said that and sat down, covering himself with his worn-out coat.

We exchanged glances. 

It was true that during his turn, we had been busy chatting amongst ourselves. 

Perhaps that’s why he seemed upset.

“Oh, earlier the Director did say that.”

“Yeah, because it takes three hours, let’s wait for our turn quietly without wearing each other out.”

The members tried to console him.

I also tried to say something to him, but the host came out and introduced the next game. 

It was about taming. 

It was my turn to show my card.

I prepared to go out with a wheelchair. 

Then, from the stage, the announcer’s shout was heard.

“Maya Rendelin of Monster Circus eliminated!”

Our gaze turned to the situation board. 

On the map depicting shooting range, a red piece was stepping on another coloured tile.

“What happened? Did Maya make a mistake?”

“Well…”

I was about to contact Clara right away, but for now, focusing on the game I was assigned to was a priority. 

Besides, Maya was known to have the weakest physical strength in our circus troupe and the highest probability of elimination was discussed at the meeting.

Moreover, it wouldn’t be respectful to immediately look for Clara just because such an announcement came up. 

Since I had entrusted her with on-site judgment, it was right to let her analyse the situation and devise a strategy on her own. 

I didn’t want to disturb her while she was actively brainstorming and giving instructions to the search team. 


I decided to contact her later once the situation was settled.

It was to make the tiger step back without making any noise, only with eye contact, facial expressions, and gestures. 

Even in my wheelchair state, I could achieve above-average scores.

The tigers used in the game were being trained by Lekachep to be supplied to zoos across the empire. 

Taming was a skill that was too inefficient to raise through skill books.

Each creature to be tamed required different skills, and above all, it was a field that required knowledge of the animal and understanding of individual specimens, making it practically impossible to learn taming through skill books.

However, I still had the ability to solve this game. 

I asked the Evolution Research Institute to slightly modify parts of my body.

Trait: Tiger’s Eyes

Applied Area: Eyes

Effect: Replace the eyes with those of a tiger.

Required Resources: [Devulroots x3]

With just this, I thought I could even try eye fighting.

But not long after, my judgment was revealed as a mistake. 

These creatures, raised by humans since childhood, tended to react respectfully to human eye contact and behaviour, but were rather aggressive towards challenges from their own kind. 

Especially in the form of a human with tiger eyes, my appearance seemed to greatly irritate them.

“Rawr!”

Rather than stepping back, the creature rushed towards me. 

So the trainers who were waiting nearby had to quickly step forward to calm it down.

“Hey, stay still!”

“Why is this one acting like this? Showing aggression towards a human.”

The score of this game was determined by how much the tiger was pushed back in the eye battle. 

However, my tiger came forward, and thanks to it, I recorded 10th place, lower even than the magicians of the Silver Veil Circus. 

Moreover, the tiger from the Silver Veil side contemptuously yawned in front of the magician in sight and even turned around and farted.

Most of the audience laughed at me as I sat stupidly in a wheelchair watching the tiger approach.

“It’s just as rumored.”

“To be used as a pawn after losing the directorship. What an impressive circus troupe, heh heh.”

“He’s utterly incompetent.”

However, some acrobats looked at me with guarded eyes. 

They were mostly animal trainers from other circuses. 

They seemed to think I had done something to the tiger.

“It’s strange. The reaction of that tiger.”

“Yeah. It was closer to fear than hostility.”

“Could it be the instinct of a beast sensing something?”

Well, anyone would be scared if he suddenly had his eyes changed right in front of someone.

I returned to my place with a bitter smile. 

The members approached me and comforted me that it was just a discarded card anyway.

The sixth game featured Womon again. 

He took 4th place this time.

Thus, our coin count reached 28 as planned and we celebrated. 

But at that moment, the name of our member was heard again on the stage.

“Gascon Halidon of Monster Circus eliminated!”

***

Gascon realized what had happened to him after rolling on the ground several times. 

He barely lifted his head to confirm what had launched him—a bamboo branch swaying back and forth.

“A swishing branch!”

It had sprung like a whip, using elasticity to attack people unexpectedly.

Moments ago, it had suddenly flown sideways and launched him. 

He had been so absorbed in helping Ella that he hadn’t noticed the bent branch right in front of him.

“Ugh, wh-who?”

He grabbed his aching waist and struggled to get up. 

The branch remained still; it wasn’t the kind that moved on its own.

Someone had exerted force on it and then released, sending the branch flying.

Then, a woman in a white mask with horns descended before him. 

Gascon recognized who she was.

“Kuh, you, you’re from the Golden Carnival…”

“I’m sorry, Master.”

Reyna spoke sincerely, turning away from him. 

She looked up and met Ella’s eyes, who stood on the branch five stories high.

“Reyna…”

Ella gritted her teeth. 

Reyna had clearly exited through a different exit from the entrance and managed to come all the way to where she was.

By this point, anyone who didn’t know Reyna’s purpose was a fool.

Ella wanted to confront her right away. 

However, she restrained the impulse to jump down. 

It wouldn’t make sense to come up here only to go back down.

She should keep going up. 

Even though Gascon was eliminated, he could still help her. 

Being eliminated just meant he could stand there and help her. 

She needed to explore a path that wouldn’t take her out of his sight.

But before she could move, Clara contacted her.

“Ella, something big happened!”

“Master got eliminated, right? I saw it just now.”

“No, not just that… Well, that’s true, but that’s not all! Maya got eliminated 10 minutes ago!”

Ella felt a shiver run down her spine.

“Why?”

“It’s the same as now. Reyna trapped Maya!”

Ella looked down at Gascon groaning from the swishing branch and said,

“Is Maya okay? What trap did she fall into?”

“Reyna tripped her up and she fell.”

“…”

Anyway, that clumsy body.

Ella held back the desire to curse. 

That wasn’t important right now. 

The game disqualified the entire team when three people were eliminated.

If Maya and Gascon were eliminated, only Sven and her would remain.

“Sorry! I should have told you earlier, but you were focused on tree climbing and I couldn’t talk! Was Grandpa Gascon sabotaged too…?”

“Enough. How many coins do we have now?”

“28. If we wait a little longer, the seventh game will end. Then we’ll have over 30 coins. We can revive one person.”

Ella gritted her teeth. 

If they spent those 30 coins, they might not be able to find the treasure chest or the keys to open it. 

Besides, if they revived someone and Reyna eliminated them again, it would be pointless.

Reyna, who calmly endured her gaze, began to move again. 

Ella didn’t ask where her next destination was. 

It was too obvious.

“Senior, tell Sven right away! Reyna is heading that way!”


“Oh, okay. What about you?”

Ella took a deep breath and prepared to jump from 30 meters above. 

She saw the best path through the trees and slipped between them to land on the red tiles below.

“I have to catch Reyna.”

She jumped down towards the ground.
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In the center of the dome was a large circular pool. 

Circus balls floated on its surface, and several acrobats stood on top of them.

Sven’s assigned arena, “The Pool,” was once the site of the baptistery of St. Victor’s Cathedral.

The baptistery was a place where the icons of Orthodox saints were kept, and it was common to have a pool filled with holy water and decorated with lotus flowers in the center. 

In the case of small churches, it was enough to place small wooden statues the size of a fist in a small stone basin, but in the case of cathedrals, statues larger than people were placed in a pond large enough for several carriages to enter.

St. Victor’s Cathedral boasted one of the three largest baptisteries in the world. 

The diameter of the pool that could be filled with water was 80m, and the deepest part of the pool was over 4m deep. 

It was widely believed that baptism here would grant health and longevity, as it was the place where the remains of St. Victor, who was famous for curing diseases, were enshrined. 

So, the baptistery had to be large enough to accommodate the large number of people who came to visit.

The priests of St. Victor’s Cathedral devised a special device to give blessings to the many visitors every day. 

It was a fountain system installed at the bottom of the pond. 

By spraying the holy water like a firecracker, it was possible to perform sprinkling baptism on hundreds or thousands of people at once.

Lekachep used the device as an obstacle for the test.

Pfft.

A sound like a steamboat whistle echoed inside the dome. 

The pump that was compressing the air was now ready to fire it. 

The audience’s faces were filled with excitement, and the faces of the acrobats standing on the water were filled with tension.

“Ugh, here it comes, here it comes, here it comes…”

“Damn it, I have to hold on… I have to hold on here…”

The water rippled once. 

As a signal, a jet of water shot up with a bang. 

Colourful balls flew into the air.

“Wow!”

“Damn it!”

“How did you hold on to that?”

The acrobats who were precariously balancing on the balls were swept away by the waves.

Four of the five acrobats here were eliminated at once. 

Only one person survived. 

The announcer shouted the name of the survivor.

“Amazing! Sven of the Monster Circus! He survived this explosion too!”

A man in a skull mask in a flamboyant costume landed squarely on the ball. 

The ball he was standing on was also swept away by the explosion, but fortunately, he managed to survive by quickly jumping between the balls and moving to a place where the waves were weak.

He had also survived several previous explosions. 

His survival record was the best in the history of the test. 

The audience cheered and applauded him.

Lekachep’s students, who were serving as supervisors for the competition, looked at him with a look of disappointment. 

This was because the obstacle they had devised over the past few months had not worked on him at all.

This arena No. 9 was no exaggeration to say that it was the most difficult of the 10 arenas. 

Since it was an elimination if they were submerged in water more than ankle-deep, the acrobats had to rely on the balls, the only place that rose above the surface of the water. 

Of course, they couldn’t stand on just any ball. 

They could only stand on the balls that were the same colour as their team.

Standing on a large ball with a diameter of 1m was something that even a moderately skilled juggler could easily do. 

However, Lekachep had maliciously added one more device to the ball.

The ball would slowly fill with water if weight was applied. 

In other words, if a person kept standing on it, the ball would lose buoyancy and sink.

So the players couldn’t stay on one ball for too long. 

They had to keep moving from ball to ball. 

Of course, there were plenty of balls, and they were spaced relatively close together. 

The problem was that the players couldn’t jump from a distance and land on the ball. 

If they were to throw their weight down like that, the ball would instantly sink below ankle depth.

The only way the players could move was to roll the ball with their feet like rolling a ball. 

They had to roll the ball and move it while it was still afloat and then transfer to another ball before it sank.

Of course, if that’s all there was to it, this place wouldn’t have been so notorious. 

However, as you just saw, fountains that burst out at random locations every 5 minutes interfered with their search. 

It was a common pattern for players to be swept away by the explosion and fall into the water.

“Pfft, give up! Give up!” 

“There’s a reason this was called the worst stage.” 

“Damn it, I shouldn’t have insisted on coming here. I have no face to show my team.” 

“I don’t know if there’s a treasure chest here or not.” 

The eliminated acrobats looked at the only man standing on the water with a look of despair. 

He had been holding out in this hell for 30 minutes already. 

He had already finished exploring the deepest part of the pool. 

People couldn’t tell if he was staying here waiting for the coins to accumulate to get the key, or if he was pretending to have the chest to lure other teams into wasting their efforts here. 

For one thing, he was wearing a skull helmet, so it was hard to read his expression. 

Besides, he didn’t seem to find staying here that difficult. 

He wandered around this stage, which was said to be the most difficult, as if it was his own living room. 

It wasn’t that he had a different sense of balance or had learned any special skills. 

He was just… 

“Hot, hot, it’s light!” 

Sven bounced up and down, stretching his legs left and right on the ball.

Still, the ball only wobbled, not sank. 

The organizers probably didn’t expect there would be an acrobat so light that the ball’s submersion device wouldn’t work. 

Even if there was such a person, they would have thought it would be impossible for them to participate in this game, where they have to jump between tiles because they are so short. 

But here was a 191cm tall man weighing 18kg. 

The proportion of bones in a human’s body weight is usually not more than 20%. 

Sven’s body was made of different components than normal bone, but the weight was not much different. 

Even with the weight of his clothes, he was less than half the weight of the second lightest person in this race. 

“Hot, hot, it’s too easy!” 

Sven even put on a show of doing handstands or bending his back backwards and twisting himself like a pretzel, as if to tease the organizers.


The audience went wild over his ‘dangerous’ feats. 

“Sven! Sven! Sven!” 

The essence of acrobatics was to make what was physically possible look like a miracle. 

Reyna, who didn’t like watching or doing acrobatics, couldn’t help but admire him as an acrobat. 

The announcer spotted her as she just entered the stage and shouted.

“Oh, Reyna Maguire of the Golden Carnival! The absolute sense of balance known as the ‘Golden Libra’ has just entered Stage 9!” 

Sven stopped jumping and looked back at her standing at the entrance to the stage. 

He wasn’t surprised by her appearance. 

He had already heard about it from Clara. 

“I’ve heard the rumours. You sabotaged Maya and Gascon?” 

“Yes.” 

Sven felt a strange feeling when he faced her. 

The pure white mask of the ‘Weeping Woman’, which seemed to embody the devil, and the woman’s body revealed beneath it were not just incongruous, but monstrous. 

He wondered if that’s how people felt looking at him. 

“May I ask you one thing, Reyna?” 

“Ask me anything.” 

“I mean, looking at Reyna’s route, did you know which stage we were going to next?” 

Sven asked instead of Clara, who was curious. 

She heard about Reyna’s route and realized something was strange.

Reyna’s movements were too agile to be following someone’s instructions.

It was as if she had known their plan from the beginning and had set up traps as she was coming to the place they were without any hesitation.

“Yes, that’s right.” 

Reyna admitted it readily. 

Clara, who heard her answer, was worried about where the information was leaking from. 

But Sven knew that wasn’t the case. 

“I see, you were able to understand us that well even though we only spent about two weeks together two months ago. Hot, hot, I would have been touched if we hadn’t met as enemies.” 

Reyna listened to him and then opened her mouth.

“You’re stalling.”

“Was it obvious?”

“No. I read your expression.”

Sven flinched at her words. 

This was because it was a completely unexpected answer.

“When Mr. Sven has something else on his mind, his knuckles crackle subtly. In human terms, you could say you are licking your lips.”

“Haha, Ella-san also started to notice it after watching me for a few weeks….”

Reyna didn’t ask why he was stalling. 

She already knew from the signal she received from the audience that someone was chasing her. 

She felt a presence approaching from behind and turned around, calling out the other person’s name.

“Ella.”

“Reyna.”

Reyna’s blue eyes met Ella’s brown eyes.

The announcer stared at the two for a moment and then shouted.

“Ella, the player from the Monster Circus, has also arrived at arena 9! As you know, these two players took first and second place in the Lekachep rookie entrance exam! Is this a rematch between rivals?”

“Ella! Ella! Ella!”

“Reyna! Reyna! Reyna!”

Amidst the cheers of the audience, the two walked slowly. 

They walked side by side towards the pool, their eyes fixed on the front, not on each other. 

And then they stopped at the very edge of the water.

“Haha, the atmosphere between these two is really….”

As if about to make a joke, Ella spoke to Sven in a low voice.

“Get out of the water for a while, Sven.”

“Huh? But the treasure chest is over there….”

“If you get caught up in our fight and get eliminated, we’ll be disqualified.”

At her icy momentum, Sven looked back and forth between Reyna and her for a moment, then raised his arms in surrender and went back to shore.

After confirming that Sven had left, Ella was about to ask Reyna a question. 

However, Reyna seemed to have anticipated it and spoke first.

“We’ll take the star, and you’ll be eliminated. That’s the condition for me to leave my father and go to Mr. Wonderstein according to the ‘Rule of the Stars’.”

At Reyna’s words, Ella finally realized how things were going.

Rule of the Stars.

It was one of the regulations regarding the recruitment of members of the Circus Grand Prix.

All circuses could recruit additional members based on the number of stars they earned from 150 days after the start of the tournament.

However, there was a clause to it.

The clause was that when recruiting existing tournament participants, only movement from the side with more stars to the side with fewer stars was allowed. 

This was to prevent strong teams from pre-empting members like a draft system.

The 150th day of the tournament was just a few days away.

Currently, the Golden Carnival and the Monster Circus each had one star, so no movement was possible according to the Rule of the Stars. 

It would be the same if they both get stars in this exam.

Only if the Golden Carnival wins and the Monster Circus loses can she move according to the Rule of the Stars.

Of course, it goes without saying that the consent of each circus leader and the member himself was also required.

“Do you think we’ll accept you if you beat us like this?”

“What if I prove that I’m better than you?”

Hearing her words, Ella felt a sense of unease.

She noticed that something was wrong with Reyna’s condition. 

A voice full of compulsion, trembling eyes, and rapid breathing. 

Ella knew from her time with Reyna when these three things would come out.

It was when Lord Fantastic put some pressure on her and drove her thoughts in one direction that she would show that kind of appearance.

“Hey, you…”

“If I beat you, the Director will want to take me as his Deputy. Anyway, the feelings you have now are fake, right? There are only a few days left?”

Smack.

Ella heard something snap inside her. 

Was this how she was going to interpret her hard-won confession?

Ella knew that this was due to the brainwashing and coercion that Lord Fantastic had instilled in her.

It would have been a blessing to have a trapeze artist as good as Reyna on the team. 

Normally, the natural course would have been to slowly coax her along and help Simon loosen the chains he had placed on her heart. 

However, her pride would not allow it.

Ella spat out a mocking sneer at her.

“I’ll never do that. I’ll make sure I get the star. You live the rest of your life with your beloved ‘father’, working in the circus like a good daughter.”

Crack.

Reyna clenched her teeth. 

Father? 

That man? 

Do you really know who my real father is? 

He’s right there. 

Next to the place you’ve taken!

Cold air emanated from Reyna’s eyes, while hot flames blazed from Ella’s.

The two of them faced each other and mounted the ball.

At that moment, the sound of a foghorn blared.

Whooosh.


The water rippled once. 

With a bang, a huge column of water rose. 

The eyes of the spectators were drawn to the spot where the two people had been standing. 

But by then, the two people had already disappeared from the ball. 

Red and gold flashes surged towards each other.
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Simon nodded upon hearing that Reyna and Ella had started fighting.

Everything was going according to his plan.

A week ago, when Reyna expressed her intention to leave the circus troupe, he wasn’t surprised at all. 

It was a moment he had always anticipated. 

No, he had been looking forward to this day.

If he were to disown her, he would have to explain the reason to her.

Confess the wrongs he had committed as if he was a sinner? 

In front of his fake daughter? 

He had always lived with an air of arrogance. 

He never wanted to find himself in such a situation, not even in death.

He wanted her to leave on her own. 

His harsh treatment of her partly stemmed from this desire.

He had rehearsed the situation of her declaring she would leave countless times in his mind. 

However, there was a difference between those previous rehearsals and the recent times. 

It was the presence of Wonderstein.

If she were to leave on her own, he wouldn’t stop her. 

But he couldn’t tolerate the appearance of losing her to that man.

“You may leave anytime you want. But I wish to avoid causing trouble for our colleagues because of our father-daughter issues. If an ace like you transfers to another circus troupe, what do you think people will say? It will tarnish the reputation of our sponsor.”

Simon pretended to be concerned about the impact on others. 

It was ironic considering he had once abandoned her to that “other circus troupe.”

However, Reyna easily fell for Simon’s manipulation. 

She had affection for the Golden Carnival members. 

She didn’t want her departure to hurt them.

She spoke with a slightly softened determination in her voice.

“I’m not leaving because I’m dissatisfied with the Golden Carnival.”

“But people will say otherwise. Look at what happened with Frank 10.”

A small sigh escaped Reyna’s lips. 

Because of that, the acrobats of the Golden Carnival were currently being attacked by the media. 

Since they were staying at Marquis Slagbrot’s villa, they were the most targeted among the five circus troupes. 

If she were to leave now, who knows what malicious rumours might spread.

“Then, what should I do?”

Simon inwardly smirked and pretended to ponder before speaking.

“We just need to show that we are superior. Then, even if you join the Monster Circus, there won’t be talk that the Golden Carnival lost you because it was inferior. So… defeat them in this competition.”

“Defeat them? But this competition isn’t a one-on-one match. What’s the point?”

“It’s a necessary condition for you to transfer properly.”

Simon explained to her about the “Star Rules.” 

Transfers between participants in the competition were only allowed from a circus troupe with more stars to one with fewer stars. 

To create that difference, the Monster Circus had to be eliminated in this exam, and the Golden Carnival had to pass.

After hearing the explanation, Reyna chewed her lips and shook her head.

“I don’t need to perform. I just want to be with those people. The competition rules only apply to performers, right? I don’t mind going there as a worker.”

Simon’s eyes gleamed sharply. 

A smirk crept onto his lips. 

He whispered to her in a soft tone.

“Do you think Wonderstein would want you if you weren’t an acrobat?”

She took a deep breath. 

He could feel her expression change even behind her mask. 

He had hit the mark. 

He didn’t give her any time to think and continued to pressure her.

“He likes you because you’re the ‘Golden Libra.’ If you go there not as an acrobat, would he still welcome you as he does now? Think carefully.”

Her body visibly trembled.

How would the director treat her if she were not an acrobat? 

Would he still take care of her as his “daughter”?

Their father-daughter relationship was already nothing but an act he unilaterally played. 

If he decided to stop, she had no grounds to protest.

‘Let’s stop this. I can no longer play along with your antics.’

Dad would leave again. 

Because he was a fake dad.

She didn’t want to face such a situation again. 

Even if it was fake, she wanted to continue that relationship.

She had to be someone her dad needed.

Reyna easily fell under Simon’s suggestion. 

He was the one who had instilled such thoughts in her over the past ten years.

“It seems you understand.”

Simon deepened her doubts, fears, and anxiety with a few more words.

Then, he gave her additional suggestions.

“If you defeat Ella, he will do anything to recruit you.”

“He might even offer you the position of Deputy Director.”

“If she loses her mind again, she won’t be able to fulfil her role properly. Your presence might feel like salvation to him.”

He directly pushed her back and dangled bait in front of her eyes, leading her to think in a certain way.

“Make the Golden Carnival win.”

“…Make the Golden Carnival win.”

“Defeat the Monster Circus.”

“…Defeat the Monster Circus.”

“Destroy Ella.”

“…Destroy Ella.”

Reyna repeated his words with vacant eyes.

And today, she acted exactly as he intended.

Simon looked at the scoreboard of Arena 9, where two sets of names faced off against each other. 

As planned, the two members of the Monster Circus were eliminated, and Ella and Reyna were set to fight.


Their skills were evenly matched. 

In terms of physical condition and technical precision, Reyna had the upper hand, while Ella had better sharpness and reflexes.

However, Simon was confident Reyna would win. 

The most crucial factor in a fight was mindset. 

Reyna’s resolve was already clear. 

She would attack Ella without the slightest hesitation, not caring if her opponent was seriously injured.

“With his skills, even if she gets badly hurt, he’ll heal her quickly. Don’t worry and go confidently into the battle.”

“Yes, Father.”

Simon smiled contentedly to himself.

With this, he could beautifully take revenge against Wonderstein, teach the arrogant Ella a lesson, and hand over Reyna as a favour to the other side.

“Golden Carnival! Number one in ‘Groundball Outfielder’!”

The ninth mini-game ended. 

He laughed heartily along with his colleagues.

***

Reyna charged at Ella with the determination to crush her. 

She firmly believed this was the path for everyone’s sake.

The situation unfolded as Simon had planned.

But there was something he misjudged: Ella’s mindset.

He had assumed she would find it difficult to fight properly against Reyna, who could become a friend and future comrade. 

However, contrary to his expectations, she too attacked Reyna with ferocious intensity, showing no mercy.

Bang.

The bodies of the two collided in mid-air. 

It wasn’t just a mere collision. 

Reyna aimed to strike Ella’s chest with her knee, while Ella aimed to hit Reyna’s jaw with her elbow.

But neither of their attacks landed properly. 

Reyna’s knee was blocked by Ella’s opposite hand, and Ella’s elbow was blocked by Reyna’s forearm.

Swish.

Both flew in opposite directions. 

Logically, after such a collision, they should have fallen straight down.

However, they used each other’s bodies as a ‘wall’ to push off from.

“Incredible.”

The commentator forgot to narrate the match, staring in awe at their fight.

They had prepared four strategies simultaneously as they charged at each other.

First, how to attack the opponent.

Second, how to block the opponent’s attack.

Third, how to push the opponent away and fall in the direction where the balls were.

Fourth, how to push the opponent away so they fell in the direction where the balls weren’t.

In that moment of mid-air collision, they had calculated the positions of the balls scattered around the pool and engaged in a strategic battle.

“Is that even possible?”

The faces of the Lekachep students, standing as event staff, were filled with astonishment. 

They had seen this scene several times, yet it was still unbelievable.

When the two first collided mid-air, they were mocked. 

It was thought they had thrown the match away due to pointless pride.

Even when they blocked each other’s attacks and pushed off to land towards the balls, the sneers didn’t cease. 

They assumed the impact from that height would surely cause the balls used as platforms to submerge.

But what followed left them wide-eyed with shock. 

It was because of the ingenious method the two employed.

As they fell, they didn’t just throw themselves onto the balls. 

They stretched out their legs or arms in a straight line.

The moment they hit the balls, they slid along the surface with their extended legs or arms, imparting a rotational motion to the balls. 

This allowed their bodies to glide in a smooth arc, slowing down significantly and landing softly on nearby balls.

At first, no one could understand what was happening. 

It was impossible to grasp why the paths of the two people, who had been diving towards the ball, suddenly bent upon impact and veered towards the adjacent ball.

At that moment, the announcer shouted in a trembling voice. 

As Lekachep’s assistant, he had more insight than the students. 

He realized what the two had just done.

“Swing-by!”

At his shout, the audience looked bewildered, and the students gaped as if they had just understood something.

As the name suggests, a swing-by is a technique borrowed from trapeze acts. 

It involves acrobats using the rotational motion of the swing to accelerate, decelerate, or change direction while in mid-air.

The two had transferred the vertical force of their falling energy into the ball while using the horizontal force to spin the ball, thereby reducing the ‘total’ motion and changing its ‘direction’.

In other words, they had used the rotational motion imparted to the first ball as a ‘swing’ to propel themselves towards the second ball.

The audience could hardly understand the announcer’s explanation. 

But they could enjoy the magic these two were performing.

“Wow!”

“This is crazy! Insane!”

“Are they even human?”

“Unbelievable!”

The audience watched the duel between the two with excited expressions.

Ella and Reyna hadn’t stopped for a moment since their initial collision.

Sharp friction sounds, rough crashing noises, and tearing bursts echoed within the dome. 

The two dashed between the balls, repeatedly crashing into and bouncing off them.

Their movements were so precisely synchronized that it seemed less like a fight and more like a coordinated performance.

Strength, skill, speed, foresight, reflexes – there were slight differences, but overall, they were evenly matched.

After running around for about five minutes, the two, seemingly exhausted, distanced themselves from each other to catch their breath.

They couldn’t help but admire each other. 

It had been a long time since either had faced an opponent who could match their skills so evenly.

But this didn’t quell the animosity between them. 

No, because they were such skilled opponents, they coveted what the other had and feared losing what they themselves possessed.

‘If I really regain my memory and he appoints her as Deputy Director instead of me…’

‘He truly believes in her. I’m just a fake he can discard at any time…’

They glared at each other with determined eyes. 

They couldn’t afford to lose. 

It wasn’t merely a matter of pride. 

This was a fight to decide who was fit to stand beside Wonderstein.

As they continued to stare each other down, they heard someone’s voice in their ears.

­-Excuse me, you two?

It was Wonderstein. 

He had waited until they had finished their intense aerial manoeuvres, not wanting to distract them and cause an accident.

­-Haha, it seems things are getting quite heated. In my opinion…

But before he could finish his sentence, they both shouted simultaneously.

“Shut up!”

“Don’t interfere, Director!”

They looked at each other. 

They realized that they both had the same fear – that Wonderstein might say something favoring the other. 

Hence, they had shouted.

At least in one thing, they were in sync.

They felt a strange sense of camaraderie and briefly smiled at each other.


But it was only for a moment.

“Come on! I’ll crush you!”

“Try it!”

Bang.

The horn blared again.
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Many spectators who attended Acrobatic Rush found the competition surprisingly brutal and intense. 

They had come for a light-hearted outing with family or partners, only to be shocked by the sight of acrobats bleeding, rolling on the ground, and screaming in pain.

No matter how cheerful a circus might appear, there was always a harsh and grueling side behind the scenes. 

However, witnessing it raw and unfiltered was difficult for the average person to enjoy.

The match between Ella and Reyna was particularly fierce. 

It wouldn’t be an exaggeration to say that the roughest scenes of the day came from this encounter. 

They ran tirelessly between the balls, trying to dunk each other into the water. 

They attacked each other as if they were lifelong enemies.

However, unlike other times, the audience did not feel uncomfortable watching such scenes. 

What they witnessed was not a bloody brawl or a vulgar scuffle, but a high-level display of acrobatic skills. 

The diverse range of tricks they performed delighted the spectators’ eyes.

A middle-aged gentleman observing the match from the stands could not help but be impressed.

“This is the first time I’ve seen such a performance!”

His words carried a different meaning than the other audience members’ exclamations. 

He was not an ordinary spectator. 

He was an evaluator. 

His job was to travel the world, watch performances, and score them. 

For someone like him to say “first time” was high praise.

“What a pity. If today wasn’t a review day, I could just enjoy the show.”

He flicked through his notebook with a motion like swatting an annoying fly, quickly jotting down what he saw.

Evaluators from had to watch a certain number of performances each month and submit their reviews to the headquarters. 

The editorial department would then compile these evaluations, hold meetings, and assign ‘stars,’ which was the method of the Christian Guide.

To ensure fairness, the personal details of hundreds of evaluators were kept confidential. 

Only the editor-in-chief knew all their identities.

The editorial department provided no financial support beyond manuscript fees. 

Evaluators had to watch performances at their own expense and were not allowed to receive any special treatment or money from organizers. 

This strict adherence to fairness was why the Christian Guide had maintained its credibility and authority in the performance industry.

The evaluator meticulously documented the duel between the two.

Although he usually didn’t examine each technique so closely, the theme set by the Lekachep Circus School led him to focus solely on the technical aspects of his review.

“Wow, it’s starting!”

“That’s it! That’s the one!”

Excited murmurs spread through the audience like a wave. 

As the evaluator, who had been sketching stick figures to depict Ella’s previous high-difficulty maneuverer, stopped writing and looked up at the stage.

Three yellow balls had gathered around the ball where Reyna stood. 

He realized what she was about to do. 

She was clearly going to perform the technique she had shown earlier.

Reyna swayed her body from side to side, creating waves with the ball she stood on. 

Timing it perfectly, she jumped into the air as the three yellow balls bounced up at the crest of the wave. 

In mid-air, she spun and kicked the three balls in succession.

Pop, pop, pop.

The three balls shot out. 

Reyna landed gracefully back on the ball she had jumped from. 

Though the ball wobbled precariously, her body remained as steady as if it were pinned in place.

The audience gasped in astonishment. 

Her sense of balance was so perfect it was almost unbelievable.

“Amazing! Truly amazing! It’s no exaggeration to say she could stand on a needle.”

“She definitely has the skills of Lord Fantastic’s daughter.”

“Reyna! Reyna!”

Ella watched as three balls flew toward her. 

At first glance, the balls seemed to be flying in a straight line, but each traced a different trajectory.

If force had been applied three times in the air in the same direction, she should have been pushed backward. 

Yet, Reyna had landed exactly on the ball she had jumped from.

Ella realized that Reyna had applied different spins and speeds to each ball and distributed her force accordingly in three directions.

The reaction force from kicking the first ball was used to kick the second ball, and the reaction force from the second ball was transferred to the third ball.

There was no need to worry about the reaction force from the third ball.

The ball she had initially jumped from was sliding down the wave, waiting precisely where she would land.

‘I can’t do that.’

Reyna’s technique was possible because of her superior physical condition. 

Her tall stature and long legs provided significant power. 

If Ella tried, she wouldn’t even reach the second ball after kicking the first.

Three yellow balls flew toward her, seemingly encircling her. 

Ella’s colour was red. 

Touching a ball of a different colour meant elimination. 

However, she wasn’t worried. 

From the moment Reyna had launched the balls, Ella already knew their trajectories.

It wasn’t calculated with formulas like Maya did. 

It was an instinctive, animal-like sense based on experience. 

She could see how an opponent would move just by observing their instantaneous actions.

Having jumped around a few times, she also had a feel for the elasticity and weight of the balls in this place, allowing her to vividly envision their trajectories.

The balls shot toward the spot where Ella had been standing like cannonballs. 

The impact swept the nearby area with a wave. 

Ella was drenched, but she managed to dodge the attack by jumping onto another red ball just in time. 

Judging by the speed of the balls, she would have been hit if she hadn’t predicted their trajectories and moved in advance.

“Amazing! Ella narrowly evades Reyna’s triple spin kick! Reyna’s technique is incredible, but so are Ella’s reflexes!”

Even though her decisive strike had missed, Reyna didn’t seem disappointed. 

She knew Ella would dodge, and she immediately moved to her next position to launch more balls. 

However, she rarely had the chance to gather three balls again, mostly managing one or two, which Ella easily avoided.

After several one-sided attacks, a ship’s horn echoed through the dome.

Reyna, who had been jumping around on the balls, came to a stop, looking at Ella with tense eyes.


The audience erupted in cheers, anticipating what was to come.

Most of their attention was on Ella. 

If Reyna had her triple spin kick, Ella had her own signature move.

Ella kicked a nearby red ball. 

But it flew off in a direction far from where Reyna was. 

It landed roughly nearby, but without the force Reyna’s kicks had, it didn’t create a large wave.

Yet, Ella just smiled.

Shortly after the horn sounded, the water at a certain spot in the pool surged. 

Then, a few seconds later, with a loud bang, a column of water shot up from that spot. 

Balls scattered in all directions. 

Though their trajectories and speeds varied, some exhibited peculiar movements.

Those were the recently kicked red balls.

Some flew through the air, some bounced off the pool walls, and others ricocheted between the balls. 

Despite seeming chaotic, after a brief moment of confusion, a dozen balls suddenly flew toward Reyna in unison.

Some fell towards Reyna’s head, some flew from behind, some knocked away balls she might have jumped to, and some obstructed the path to other balls she could have jumped on.

Though the balls were of various colors, they all had one thing in common: the movement of the red balls influenced them in some way.

“Incredible! Ella’s predictive attack is pressing Reyna once again!”

The fountain in the pool floor that activated was entirely random. 

But Ella could tell a minute before the horn where the water would rise.

She could sense the subtle changes in water flow and predict where the air was being compressed.

The first fountain went by unnoticed, but by the second one, she had a sense of it, and from the third fountain onwards, she began to use it to set the stage. 

In other words, she placed the balls in advance so that they would automatically attack Reyna the moment the fountain erupted.

And it worked beautifully. 

She managed to perform complex calculations that only professional billiard players could pull off. 

Earlier, she had driven Reyna to the brink of elimination with this strategy.

Could she create such an opportunity again this time?

Reyna gritted her teeth as she watched the balls flying at her from all directions. 

‘What a monstrous girl.’

Facing her made the title of the Golden Libra feel meaningless. 

Reyna’s talent was entirely physical ability. 

The term genius seemed much more fitting for Ella.

“But I can’t lose.”

Reyna pushed her concentration to the limit, finding a way to survive amidst the chaos of the dozens of balls flying at her. 

It required pushing her joints’ limits and the utmost precision in her technique, but she narrowly managed to escape from there.

The final move was particularly impressive. 

Reyna stretched her body out straight, dived into the water, skipped across the surface like a stone a few times, and landed on the opposite ball.

Ella was enraged upon seeing that. 

She had also skipped across the water like a stone numerous times. 

When she was younger, she had even slid down rocks like a slide, using the momentum to glide across the water and land on the opposite bank when she went to the valley with friends.

But what infuriated her was that Reyna did it while lying face down.

“She has breasts. Don’t they get in the way?”

Ella bit her lip, recalling what she had seen when they bathed together.

Skipping stones is usually done with flat, round stones…

Despite having cornered her opponent, Ella felt an inexplicable sense of defeat.


Having countered each other’s attacks continuously, the two realized that if they kept exchanging offense and defense like this, the match wouldn’t be decided until it ended.

Ultimately, to finish this game, they needed to take one step ahead.

“I need to use the moment when she attacks.”

Ella and Reyna had the same thought simultaneously, glaring at each other as they moved slowly.

When the next horn sounded, they planned to end it all.
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The movements of the two who had been fiercely clashing suddenly became noticeably slower. 

The spectators thought at last that they must be exhausted. 

After all, they had been exchanging attacks frantically for nearly 20 minutes.

However, the crowd soon felt a certain tension flowing between them.

Though they no longer moved as busily as before, they reacted more sharply to each other’s slightest movements, their senses on high alert.

Only then did the spectators realize that the two weren’t tired, but waiting for something.

And anyone could guess what that something was. 

In this arena, there was only one variable that changed with time: the fountain explosion.

Both competitors’ expressions hardened as they recognized that the other had shifted to the same strategy.

Could it be that she read my move? 

What is she aiming for? 

Should I change my tactics? 

Or is she anticipating that?

Their minds swirled with these thoughts, but there wasn’t much time to ponder. 

The interval between explosions was just five minutes. 

Time flew by as they probed each other, engaging in a battle of wits.

Baaang.

The final horn that would decide the winner sounded, and shortly after, with a loud bang, a column of water shot up.

Balls that Ella had strategically placed clashed and flew towards Reyna with a carefully calculated delay. 

The intervals were so precise that dodging one would likely result in being hit by the next.

Up until now, Reyna had waited for the water spray to subside, then moved only after fully grasping the trajectory of the balls.

But this time was different. 

As soon as the explosion occurred, she launched herself straight ahead.

She darted directly towards the centre of the water column, not caring about where the balls were flying from. 

She was confident there would be no balls coming at her along this path.

Reyna had begun to suspect something during the second time she evaded an explosive attack. 

The trajectory of the balls felt odd. 

If one could launch a dozen balls simultaneously, they could simply cover the entire area where she stood. 

Yet, Ella chose to launch them from various directions.

Reyna knew Ella enjoyed flashy performances. 

But was there a need for that in a competition?

Reflecting on this, Reyna realized Ella had no other choice. 

The balls were launched from fountains embedded in the pool floor, causing them to spread outward from the explosion, and thus the balls coming from the front could only approach from oblique angles.

Reyna clenched her fist.

If she dashed towards the center of the fountain as soon as the explosion happened, she could avoid Ella’s attacks and even strike her with a surprise attack.

“Reyna moves boldly forward… she’s passing through the center of the fountain!”

The commentator’s analysis came a few seconds late.

By the time he started speaking, Reyna had already reached her target spot. 

She searched for Ella. 

Surely, she must be in her red athletic outfit with her black hair, flustered by Reyna’s sudden appearance.

But…

“Where is she?”

No matter how much she looked around, Ella was nowhere to be seen.

Reyna quickly scanned the red balls nearby, but Ella wasn’t among them.

A large wave surged. 

It was the aftermath of the explosion.

Reyna struggled to keep her balance and looked back. 

Ella was not in the spot where Reyna had started either.

“Where on earth…”

At that moment, she heard the crowd’s cheers. 

She saw their eyes focusing behind her.

Could she be above?

Reyna imagined Ella being propelled upwards by the explosion.

But falling from that height would generate tremendous kinetic energy. 

It was something that couldn’t be mitigated with a simple swing-by. 

She would undoubtedly plunge into the water.

Curious about Ella’s intent, but with no time to dwell on it, Reyna tried to quickly evade, preparing for an attack from above.

However, the attack came from an entirely unexpected direction.

A large ball flew from somewhere and struck her side.

 Half of her vision turned red. 

It was a red ball.

“Ugh!”

She lost her balance and slipped off the ball. 

Instinctively, she closed her eyes and held her breath. 

Cold water enveloped her body.

Ah.

She groaned inwardly. 

She had fallen into the water.

She hurriedly swam to the surface, clinging to the faint hope that perhaps only a small part of her body had gotten wet.

“Waaaah!”

The dome filled with the excited murmurs of the crowd. 

Reyna knew those cheers weren’t for her. 

Spitting out water that kept getting into her mouth amidst the surging waves, she saw the officials raising a yellow flag.

“Golden Carnival, Reyna Maguire is eliminated!”

She bit her lower lip hard.

She had lost.

She clenched her fist so tightly that her nails dug into her flesh.

She had lost.

“Both of you did great!”


“Yeah! Both of you were amazing!”

“Ella! Ella! Ella!”

“Reyna! Reyna! Reyna!”

The crowd chanted both names, celebrating the efforts of both competitors without regard for the outcome.

But Reyna felt no joy. 

She couldn’t accept reality. 

She couldn’t understand how she had lost. 

The red ball that struck her hadn’t come from above. 

It had come from directly behind her. 

From a direction she had confirmed to be empty.

Moreover…

She rubbed the spot where the ball had hit her.

If she wasn’t mistaken…the ball had come from below.

From underwater.

Just then, she heard the announcer’s voice.

“Ah, there’s no issue with the rules! No issue! The disqualification condition is to fall ‘beyond a certain depth’ into the water. In this player’s case, she didn’t cross the line, so it’s okay. But what incredible judgment and courage from Ella.”

Reyna pondered his words and realized, after a moment, what had happened, where Ella had been hiding.

Ella had been right next to her. 

Right under that red ball.

Amazingly, she had been underwater.

There was a black line marked on the pool wall indicating the depth at which a player would be disqualified. 

It was roughly ankle to knee depth based on where the ball submerged.

Falling into the water essentially meant disqualification.

However, there was a moment when the water level rose sharply—right when the explosion caused a big wave. 

Even if submerged, the height of the wave meant it was above the disqualification line.

“Did I win?”

Reyna looked at Ella, who was standing over her with crossed arms. 

Ella had managed to stay between the floor and the wave, maintaining her height to avoid falling below the disqualification line as the wave receded.

Ella had anticipated Reyna’s frontal assault, noticed her stance just before the water column shot up, and had dove underwater just as the explosion occurred.

She had exploited the assumption that a player had to be above water.

Holding her breath, she had clung beneath the red ball, waiting for Reyna to approach. 

Amidst the turbulent waves, she had seized the moment Reyna was disoriented and thrown the ball up, launching her surprise attack.

Ella originally intended to hide under one of the balls flying towards Reyna and ambush her. 

However, seeing Reyna charging, she changed her plan to set a trap in that spot.

She wanted to say something more to Reyna, but decided to hold off for now. 

The aftermath of the explosion was calming. 

She needed to get above the water before the surface level returned to normal.

Seeing a red ball floating below the wave, she jumped, reaching out for it. It was within reach.

But as her hand touched the ball, it slipped, and she realized. 

Her left hand. 

Two of the fingers were bent back against the back of her hand.

Ah.

Since when?

Reflecting, Ella recalled supporting the ball with her left hand when she threw it at Reyna. 

Without a solid base underwater, she had to hold the ball with one hand while hitting it with the other. 

It must have broken when she hit the ball.

Excited that her strategy had worked, thrilled with her victory, she had been oblivious to the pain from her left hand.

“Ouch.”

Her body sank below the surface. 

The depth was clearly below the disqualification line. 

The black shimmering flames underwater engulfed Ella’s body.

Everyone, including the announcer and staff, watched the scene in stunned silence. 

Finally, the referee blew the whistle, and the staff raised the red flag.

“Ella of the Monster Circus is disqualified!”

***

“Ha ha, it ended in a draw, huh? What a shame.”

“Damn it, I broke a bone.”

“I dislocate things all the time.”

“Is that the same?”

Ella climbed up to the elimination zone to change her clothes. 

They didn’t provide extra gym uniforms, but thanks to Sven giving her his, she was able to put on a dry, fresh one. 

Of course, since there was a significant height difference between them, she had to cut the ends off.

She used the cut-off pieces to make a splint for her broken finger. 

Even though the bone was completely snapped and wouldn’t be usable anymore, she had to do some first aid for proper healing.

“Who did you resurrect?”

Before the match, Ella had told Clara to use a coin to resurrect someone.

Ella intended to beat Reyna no matter what, but she had to consider the team in case something went wrong.

“Clara chose Maya.”

“Huh? Wouldn’t old Gascon have been better? Rather than someone who just trips over her own feet…”

“Well, actually…”

Sven was about to explain when Reyna approached them. 

Ella noticed her and smiled.

“The water’s really cold, isn’t it?”

Ella’s voice was full of excitement. 

She looked refreshed. 

There was no hostility towards her opponent. 

She was a natural-born acrobat. 

Any unpleasant feelings like anxiety or jealousy melted away in the face of the audience’s applause like ice on a summer day.

But Reyna didn’t feel the same. 

She never liked the circus. 

Sweating through acrobatics didn’t heal her heart.

She felt a cold, crushing sense of defeat and spoke in a chilling voice.

“I lost.”

Ella’s expression turned serious upon hearing this.

“…Hey.”

“I’ll give up joining your circus. Like you said, I’ll stick with my father…”

“Hey, hey!”

Ella jumped up and shouted. 

She looked at Reyna with a complex expression.

Despite often being overlooked due to her tall stature, mature figure, and provocative demeanor and speech, she was an inexperienced friend. 

She was a pitiable friend, suffering under her father’s constraints but unable to escape, and yet commendable for not growing up harshly.

Ella met her eyes. 

Her eyes behind the mask were shimmering with tears. 

Ella didn’t ask where they came from. 

Instead, she said,

“It was a draw, wasn’t it?”

“Ha, but I lost in tactics. Your finger…”

“It got broken at the entrance because of you. So that’s your achievement.”

“But still…”

Ella looked at her, awkwardly distressed despite her fierce mask, and laughed.

“Whatever that mustache told you, talk to the Director about it.”

“The Director?”

“Yeah. Don’t brood over it and come to a weird conclusion. Of course, that’s what that Simon guy must’ve wanted you to think.”

Even though Ella said this, Reyna was still at a loss.

“But I’m an acrobat of the Golden Carnival… I have to beat the monster circus, beat you… only then will my father…”

Simon’s suggestion was powerful. 

Even though she knew Simon wasn’t her father, it was so deeply ingrained that it was hard to shake off.


Whatever she tried to think, it would always end up with, “But if what father said is true…”

Seeing this, Ella sighed deeply and shouted.

“Why don’t you understand? Contact your dad! Tell him you’re leaving the Golden Carnival and joining the Monster Circus.”

Dad?

Ella’s decisive words broke the curse that had been suppressing Reyna’s thoughts.
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“Reyna Maquire of the Golden Carnival, resurrected!”

As soon as Simon heard of Reina’s elimination, he used 30 coins to revive her. 

Unexpectedly, they both ended up eliminated, but he was satisfied with that. 

At least it was a better outcome than the disgrace shown during the entrance exam.

He instructed her to hunt down the members of the revived Monster Circus again. 

Although there was a member named Sven in the pool, targeting a slow magician was safer than chasing a swift, light skeleton with a wet body.

Thanks to their joint practice, he knew Maya well. 

Her spatial awareness was extraordinary, but her physical strength was nothing more than that of an ordinary girl.

She would probably employ a turtle strategy, not moving a single step from the safe zone. 

If Reyna was determined to go after her, she could easily eliminate her.

Upon receiving news from the staff stationed in the audience that Reyna had started moving toward Arena 7, where Maya was, he laughed loudly.

He considered this the end of his revenge against Wonderstein.

However, Simon was unaware that Wonderstein and Reyna had a secret means of communication during the match.

Ella’s sharp remark to contact her father.

Although she meant Simon by ‘father,’ Reyna took it as referring to Wonderstein. 

As a result, her mind cleared as if a fog had lifted.

-Is that why?

‘Yes. I thought that if I didn’t defeat Ella, the manager wouldn’t accept me…’

-I understand.

Wonderstein nodded as if he understood.

To plant doubt and fear in his daughter’s mind and lead her thoughts astray—it was a typical trick of Lord Fantastic.

Wonderstein finally realized why Reyna had been keeping her distance from them for the past week. 

He had thought it was simply to focus on the competition, but that wasn’t the case.

Wonderstein felt intense disgust towards Simon. 

The fact that he could control her actions so strongly was because he had been brainwashing her in a way close to abuse since she was young.

He had seen Reyna’s mental state completely shattered in the game before. 

Simon had driven a girl already suffering from mental illness to the brink of a nervous breakdown for two years.

Though he knew it was the future, watching it unfold step by step before his eyes was deeply unsettling.

‘I’m heading to Maya now, under my father’s… orders.’

-Really?’

‘What should I do?’

Under normal circumstances, he would have told her to do as she pleased.

However, knowing her current state, he couldn’t say that easily. 

She still hadn’t escaped Simon’s grip. 

Despite declaring her intention to leave the circus and become independent, she was still being manipulated by him. 

If he let her do as she pleased, she would inevitably be drawn back to Simon’s light in some way.

Wonderstein sighed softly.

She was asking, but her true intention was different. 

She was pleading with him to become her new ‘father’ and guide her.

Was this how things were destined to be from the start?

Honestly, if he turned someone like Simon into an enemy, the future would become troublesome. 

As seen in this test, if a circus like the Golden Carnival targeted them seriously, it would be extremely difficult to earn stars.

From a quest perspective, it was wise to minimize conflicts with him.

But Wonderstein’s heart moved independently of such calculations. 

Before his mind could weigh the pros and cons, his mouth spoke first.

-I hope you get along well. With Maya.

‘W-What do you mean?’

-You’ll be teammates sharing the same table from now on.

Reyna closed her mouth tightly. 

It took her a few seconds to grasp the meaning behind his words.

She barely managed to suppress the excitement that made her body tremble.

He accepted her! 

She wanted to scream with joy. 

But she had committed a sin.

­-Let’s talk more after this match.

­’Yes. But for now, I’ll keep going to Arena 7.’

­-Why?

­’If I don’t go, Father might send someone else as an assassin anyway.’

‘I’ll go and stall for time. ‘

‘Others don’t know about the promise between Father and me. ‘

‘If I hold on a bit longer, others will find the treasure chest and open it.’

‘Then our team has to exit according to the rules.’

­-I see. Understood. Please do so.

After hesitating for a moment, Reyna added,

­-Please tell Master Gascon. I didn’t mean to be so harsh, but… It seemed like I wanted to go strong in front of Ella.

­-Don’t keep it too much in your heart. 

-I will explain the situation to the members well. 

-They will understand.

­’Th-Thank you, Dad, uh, no… that… Director…’

Reyna cut off the connection in a hurry. 

When she called him ‘dad,’ she remembered what happened last week.

Even now, the sensation and scent of his tongue lingered on every corner of her body.

If she joins the circus troupe now, will he continue to wash her like that?

Her face turned hot. 

She soon nodded her head.

It was just an accident because the director hurt his arms. 

When his body heals… 

Rather than with his tongue, he would touch my body with his hands directly… 

Every corner… 


In between… 

There too…

In her imagination, Wonderstein roughly stroked her body in the bathroom.

Splash.

She fell.

“Ow, Reyna’s player slipped into the mud pond in the garden! Is this the aftermath of the last match? She can’t get up!”

‘What am I thinking?’

Until her head cooled down, she decided to bury her head in the mud.

***

“Hah, Is Reyna okay?”

Watching her suddenly jump up and run out of the arena, Sven said. 

To him, she didn’t seem in her right mind. 

Perhaps she had received instructions from the audience(father’s people) and went hunting for Maya again.

Ella waved her hand as if not to worry.

“Well, the director will take care of it.”

She contacted him and asked him to take care of Reyna. 

He would probably comfort her well.

But thinking of Reyna talking and laughing with him made her feel uncomfortable. 

Suddenly, scenes of her cuddling in his arms and kissing his cheek at the snack factory came to mind.

Before Ella could think negatively of Reyna, she quickly changed the subject.

“Oh, right. Please continue that story from earlier. So why did you revive Maya instead of Gascon?”

“Oh, that? Well…”

Sven explained what happened in the 3rd arena that Clara had told him about.

The bamboo forest in the central garden was rapidly captured after Ella left chasing Reyna. 

Thanks to other players following the path she had stepped on, they soon reached the 5th floor.

“But weren’t there 6th and 7th floors?”

“The other team explored the path around where Mr. Gascon was standing.”

Ella bit her tongue at Sven’s words.

“Did they notice Gascon was telling me from below?”

At her inquiry, Sven offered a forced smile.

“Haha, well… Mr. Gascon couldn’t even climb up one floor and was disqualified after a swing of a branch knocked him down, prompting the audience to jeer at him. So, Mr. Gascon got angry and, thanks to his outburst, Ella managed to climb the bamboo. This allowed other teams to search along the path visible from his position, significantly narrowing down their options. Anyway, they broke through to the 6th or 7th floor and found the box. Now there’s a fight between the team guarding it and those trying to steal it.”

Ella frowned. 

In the end, they had only inflated the other teams’ scores.

“Got it. So you resurrected Maya instead. Since Gascon is now useless.”

Just then, a booming announcement came from outside the arena, coming from the central garden.

“It’s open! Yes, it’s open! Just one hour and two minutes into the match, the box is open! The trophy goes to… Merren of Desmos Circus! Known as Merren the SIlent! She’s grabbed the first trophy! This sets a record for the shortest time in tournament history!”

Sven shrugged as if to say ‘look at that’.

Shortly after, they saw Merren and members of Desmos Circus running along the school’s edge track, holding the trophy.

However, Ella felt more appetite than disappointment. 

After all, the bamboo forest made it easy for latecomers to follow paths made by those who came before. 

Even if she had found the treasure chest earlier, with only 100 coins, they would have struggled to keep it from other teams’ acrobats. 

They had only her to rely on, after all.

If she had found the chest, she would have pretended not to, then left for another arena.

Not climbing was the best option. 

Really, it was her own fault for getting excited about making the circus when it was a competition; it didn’t feel good to lose.

She still had no intention of ridiculing her opponent. 

If Desmos Circus had collected 100 coins in an hour, it was more than just luck: they were skilled, regularly placing second or third in mini-games.

Not long after Desmos Circus’s scouting team left, the monster circus hall team collected 30 more coins, allowing Ella to leave the elimination zone.

“Ella of Monster Circus, revived!”

There were now only 1 hour and 50 minutes left. 

To open the treasure chest, the circus team needed about an hour and a half to collect 100 more coins.

Until then, the probability of the treasure chest remaining was nearly fifty-fifty, because one hour before the contest ended, “sudden death” rules took effect. 

Every five minutes among the areans without a treasure chest, they all turned to black tiles.

That was a direct elimination method by the organizers to sift through the remaining treasure chests. 

The final chest during testing has always been in this sudden death time.

So there was still hope until 20 minutes before the end of the match, when eight arenas had been removed.

“Then I’ll be right back.”


Ella got ready and got up. 

Sven smiled with his arms outstretched.

“Haha, when we meet again, you’ll have the trophy in your hands, right?”

“Of course!”

Ella smiled confidently, giving him a thumbs-up before leaving the swimming pool.
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Ella, who had just broken up with Sven, headed straight for the front yard, which was the first arena.

It was a garden visible right as you enter the school from Tettromino Plazas, with well-kept garden paths lined with sculptures, and at the end of these paths stood a statue of an emperor.

“Ella is entering the arena number 1! Let’s see what kind of performance she’ll show here… Oh, what’s that? Audience from arena number 9 is flocking over!”

Ella looked up at the wooden stands three stories high surrounding the garden. 

People were streaming out from the corridor connected to the swimming pool. 

They spotted her and cheered with joy.

“Wow, it’s Ella!”

“Ella, hooray!”

“I’m your fan!”

“I’ll follow you anywhere!”

The audience who purchased tickets for the Acrobatic Rush could move freely to other arenas from their seats.

Since all the school buildings were interconnected internally, there was no disruption to the athletes’ games during these movements.

However, not many spectators actually moved around to watch the games. 

Leaving their designated seats meant they had to stand in the free seating areas to watch.

The school buildings where Acrobatic Rush was staged were not originally designed for watching games, so proper viewing seats were limited. 

Even fixed seats were uncomfortable, let alone free seats.

Yet more than half of the people who chased after Ella were originally from the swimming pool audience. 

They were willing to endure discomfort just to watch her acrobatics.

“Thank you! Thank you! I’ll do my best! Please cheer for me!”

Ella felt a thrilling sensation as she was showered with admiring gazes. 

She waved back lightly, showing off a few tricks, and after circling half of the garden, she began her assault on the stadium in earnest.

Just a week ago, there were no sculptures in the front yard. 

Now, statues in human form wearing unique masks were placed all along the walking paths.

Clara wanted to explain to Ella what these statues meant. 

However, she didn’t need an explanation. 

She already knew what they represented.

“It’s a Bai Mian Opera, isn’t it?”

Bai Mian Opera was a traditional mask play from the Kiev region, typically featuring characters from the lower classes who satirized corrupt upper-class figures. One distinctive feature of Bai Mian Opera was that all characters wore masks representing their occupation or social status.

Ella examined the masks worn by the statues. 

There were hundreds of masks used in Bai Mian Opera, but only a few characters were common. 

She easily recognized them because she was familiar with the characteristics of masks in Bai Mian Opera.

It wasn’t that she had always known so much about Bai Mian Opera. 

It was just something she had memorized shortly before the opening ceremony. 

One of the six theaters specialized in Bai Mian Opera.

Counting about ten statues, Ella soon realized that these were famous characters from a well-known Bai Mian Opera script. 

However, according to the composition of that script, one mask was missing.

“There’s no ‘Emperor’ mask.”

Ella’s gaze naturally turned towards the statue of the emperor. 

Around it were items that hadn’t been there before, all props used in Bai Mian Opera.

Studying the area closely, she soon understood that the characters in Bai Mian Opera were arranged around the emperor. 

Perhaps the clue to this stadium lay in placing those statues in their correct positions.

“So that’s why people are doing this.”

In various parts of the front yard, there were people exerting effort to move the statues. 

However, despite their efforts, most statues had not moved far from their original positions in the five minutes since Ella had arrived.

The statues weren’t actually that heavy. 

Ella tried moving one herself and found that she could easily tilt or push it with her own strength.

The problem lay in the ground surface. 

The walking paths in this front yard were paved with large stones of varying sizes, making it difficult to drag the statues.

Of course, if she were a magician, it would be easy to just lift and move the statues. 

However, there was a reason why it wasn’t so simple here.

Athletes had to step only on tiles of their own colour. 

It’s easy for acrobats to jump over tiles of other colors with gaps of about 1 to 2 meters. 

However, it wasn’t easy to do with a statue weighing dozens of kilograms.

Some excellent strongmen threw the statue to the opposite tile or lay down to reach the opposite tile, then jumped over it and grabbed the end to pull it back inside the tile. 

However, it was difficult to apply such a method if the gap between the tiles was more than several meters or if there was a stone wall or fence.

At that time, they had no choice but to maximize their strength and skill.

“Ha-ha, look at this!”

The athlete in the purple tracksuit looked proudly at the result of his recent feat. 

He had successfully balanced a statue, avoiding tiles of different colours, on top of a stone wall nearly 2 meters high.

The skill he employed was akin to straightening a tilted water bottle. 

The statue, with its weight unevenly distributed towards the bottom, similar to a bottle filled with water, was thrown with a spin so that its base landed on the stone wall. 

The statue sprang upright like a toppling toy, swaying precariously but ultimately stopping right on the edge of the wall.

People cheered in amazement. 

The purple athlete shrugged, acknowledging even to himself that his feat was impressive.

But soon he frowned as he realized the audience’s attention was not on him but on a girl in a red tracksuit running from afar.

“What’s with her?”

The answer to his question came from another athlete in an orange tracksuit several tiles away, who was struggling to pull the statue’s fingertip into his own tile.

“Oh, her! She is from the Monster Circus…”

“What circus?”

“You know, from Frank 10, the one with the most people…”

The purple athlete nodded knowingly.

“I remember now. They called her the Assistant Director of the Monster Circus, right? Supposed rivals with the Golden Libra.”

His voice carried a tone of rivalry. 

It wasn’t just about her stealing the spotlight from his recent performance. 

Nearby athletes, who were murmuring and holding onto the statue, also cast suspicious glances at Ella.

“Even if her skills are impressive, it’s impossible. You need strength and physique as basics.”

Others chimed in with disapproving looks towards Ella, who was intensely examining the structure of the statue.

Ella, seemingly unfazed by the murmurs around her, focused intently on the statue’s base and the stones embedded in the pathway. 

She smiled faintly.


“It’s nothing special.”

With that, she grasped one end of the statue. 

Despite exerting her weight, the statue barely budged.

The athletes scoffed, shaking their heads.

“Argh, kid, you’ll hurt yourself.”

“This is the realm of strength. Not a place for someone like you to mess around.”

Undeterred, Ella tilted the statue, propping it against one edge with a slight slant. 

The athletes scoffed again, convinced her limited strength wouldn’t make a difference.

Then, Ella pushed the statue with all her might. 

The statue, leaning on one edge, rotated a full circle.

“Whoa, what’s happening!”

“Hey, it’s tipping over!”

The athletes backed away, alarmed. 

Touching any part of the statue painted in a different colour meant disqualification.

“Is she trying to disqualify us?”

Ella continued to rotate the statue without responding to their shouts.

She had noticed two things: the statue’s center of gravity was significantly low, and the edge serving as its base was finely tapered.

At that moment, Ella recalled the “unbalanced top.”

It was a tool often used by acrobats to perform street tricks. 

It stabilized seemingly unplaceable objects leaning to one side, or irregularly shaped tops, in a stable manner.

The statue appeared ordinary on the outside, but in reality, it was like a large unbalanced spinning top.

She pushed the edge of the rotating statue through a gap between the stones on the path. 

The stones were uneven in size and shape, except for one spot where there was neatly laid cement.

There, a V-shaped groove was perfectly carved to fit the statue’s pointed edge.

With the edge wedged into the groove, the statue began to rotate much more stably than before, generating rough frictional sounds. 

Ella pushed it forward towards the next red tile she aimed to reach.

Surprisingly, the spinning top statue moved along the groove in the ground. 

The groove wasn’t straight, causing the statue to sway left and right, but it maintained its balance.

The audience cheered in amazement.

“As expected of Ella!”

“Incredible!”

“This is circus!”

“Yeah! This is what I came to see!”

“Ella! Ella! Ella!”

The acrobats stared blankly, following the path where the statue had advanced more in just a few seconds than they had struggled for minutes.

Ella turned to them as she saw the statue lose momentum near her target.

“Hey guys, the traction’s no good, so how about we call in some other acrobats to try the unbalanced spinning top?”

With that said, she left the stadium. 

The spectators in the free seats chased after her. 

Some of the fixed seats also followed her.

The acrobats stared blankly at the direction she left.

Ella’s next destination was Arena No. 6. 

There, she only gave hints on how to get through the main obstacle and moved elsewhere. 

She visited the arenas one after another and left for the next arena soon.

This was Clara’s strategy. 

Even if she delayed the conquest so as not to be robbed of the trophy by another team, the players left in the narrow arena would still have to solve the puzzle in a crowded state when entering the sudden death time. 

Then they would really lose the chance of winning the trophy.

But if you help them raise the progress rate of each arena’s puzzle to 80% just before the sudden death time, they can have a chance to seize each arena by surprise when the sudden death time is activated.

Ella admitted that this method had a higher chance of winning than waiting for opportunities when the treasure chest was identified in one specific place. 

But even if she discovered a treasure chest in this way, it seemed that it would be a waste of time without a key to open the box.

“Isn’t it the same as not opening it until 20 minutes before the end?”

“Huh? 20 minutes? Ella, you forgot.”

Clara corrected her misunderstanding.

The team that won the trophy did not participate in the mini-games from that point on. 

They were automatically treated as 10th place. 

In other words, bottom teams could earn one more coin than before.

‘Oh, right. I forgot.’


‘I think the Golden Carnival will get a second Star soon. Then we can barely collect 100 coins until sudden death starts.’

Then she heard the sound of a fireworks display in the distance.

Ella saw yellow fireworks shooting up into the sky. 

She knew what that meant.

The Golden Carnival had won its second star.
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“The four players from the Golden Carnival just opened a treasure chest at the ‘Field’ stadium in the eighth game!”

“If the swimming pool has the highest elimination rate, then it can be said that the most challenging stadium is this ‘Field’.”

“Yes, especially using freight boxes for block stacking requires not only skill but also strength and perseverance, and those four executed it so neatly!”

“All four had skills befitting graduates of Lekachep. Oh, Reyna is also coming onto the track now. Anyone who witnessed her showdown with Ella can’t deny her qualification for the trophy!”

Dressed in yellow gym uniforms, the four players and Reyna held the trophy high as they circled the school track. 

They received cheers and applause from the crowd as they entered the auditorium.

Members of the Golden Carnival poured out to congratulate their teammates, patting them on the back.

Staff who monitored the stadium from the stands and relayed strategies to the players praised their exploits during the exploration.

“Incredible! I’ve never seen Reyna with such fiery determination!”

“Having a rival really makes a difference. It ignites the fire!”

“The last part was a bit disappointing, but that’s enough to restore honor, I think.”

“Yeah, no more gossip about Frank 10 or whatever. Well done.”

Reyna couldn’t help but blush at their praise. 

Her confrontation with Ella wasn’t really a team-oriented action but a personal desire to leave the circus troupe.

However, unaware of Simon’s deal with her, the members considered her performance as a way to redeem herself from past events.

“I’m sorry. My selfishness caused trouble for the other four members of the exploration team…”

As Reyna apologized in a stiff voice, the Golden Carnival members quickly waved their hands in dismissal.

When they first met Reyna, they thought she had the same arrogant and cold personality as her father due to her aloof attitude. 

Over time, they realized she was emotionally restrained due to her upbringing in an environment that suppressed emotions rather than her being emotionally dry.

The highfalutin image of the ‘Golden Libra’ that circulated was nothing more than what her father had forcefully created. 

Her inner thoughts were sincere, kind, and even pure.

So among the performers of the Golden Carnival, there were many who disliked Simon, but no one disliked Reyna.

It was just sad that she was killing herself and living like that. 

So when she expressed her desire to defeat Ella this time, they didn’t say anything but secretly felt glad. 

It was the first time they had seen her wanting something other than recognition from her father.

They nodded their heads in disapproval when Reyna tried to bow her head towards them to apologize.

“No need to apologize. We talked about it beforehand and agreed, didn’t we?”

“Yeah, yeah. It felt good to go back to the old days when we used to hang out as friends at school.”

“Uncles and aunts just called Reyna……”

“Hey, who are you calling an aunt? I’m only 10 years older than Reyna. That makes me her big sister. Seniors are uncles and aunts, but……”

“What? Aunt?”

“You’re subtly reducing the age. Why does a 13-year difference become 10? You’re 30. You?”

“Single digits are usually removed.”

Reyna smiled quietly under her mask as she watched them chat on the spot to lighten her mood.

Indeed, the acrobats of the Golden Carnival were good people. 

Even when her father would be in a foul mood, they would silently comfort her. 

Knowing that openly defending her might only provoke him further, they couldn’t intervene directly, but she appreciated their concern.

She hoped they wouldn’t misunderstand her decision.

At that moment, Simon approached her, swaying his golden cloak, with a cold look in his eyes.

“Why didn’t you eliminate Maya Rendelin? There must have been an opportunity.”

The lively atmosphere quickly subdued. 

Despite their impressive performance and bringing home the trophy, everyone wore expressions of annoyance at his abrupt reproach.

Initially, Reyna had intended to announce her departure from the circus immediately upon arrival. 

However, meeting his gaze made her breath quicken.

Her lips trembled.

To soften his icy stare, she felt compelled to say what he wanted to hear right away.

‘I’m sorry. I’ll listen better in the future, Father.’

‘If Ella finds the trophy, I’ll stay at the Golden Carnival as promised with Father.’

‘Father, I’m cancelling my visit to Monster Circus.’

Various excuses swirled in her mind. 

They clearly weren’t her true feelings, just reflexive responses to appease her father.

This had been her way of taming him all along.

Unconsciously about to speak, one word got stuck in her throat and couldn’t come out.

‘Father? Did I just say father?’

She tightly closed her lips and swallowed her words.

Reyna recalled her recent conversation with Wonderstein.

She knew her father wouldn’t just stand by if she decided to leave the Golden Carnival.

-Are you sure it’s okay? My father will surely seek revenge.

-It’s fine. I can endure enough. For Miss Reyna’s sake…

-But what about me… if I leave while you obtain a star, I won’t be able to perform as an acrobat. Will I be useful at all?

It was the question Reyna had feared the most until now.

Was he only interested in “Acrobat Reyna” for the sake of advancing to the finals, even if it meant complying with unreasonable demands?

The brief silence between question and answer plunged Reyna into extreme anxiety. 

But soon, his voice, mixed with laughter, gently comforted her.

-Of course. You don’t need to step on stage. Hmm, how about guiding the training of our members? They all miss Miss Reyna’s teaching.

-Well, then…

-Yes. Whether we win or lose, you’re welcome anytime.

Reyna lifted her head.

Take courage. 

The Director said it’s okay.

She calmed her trembling heart and looked straight at Simon.

“Why didn’t you attack Maya?”

His voice was colder and more haughty than usual.

She had never felt so perfectly in tune with the character of Golden Libra before.

Ah, right. 

I was supposed to genuinely disdain the other person.

She glared at Simon sharply. 

Thinking her expression was unreadable behind the mask of the weeping woman gave her strength. 

She spoke confidently.


“I will leave the Golden Carnival and go to the Monster Circus.”

“How dare you…”

Simon mumbled under his breath. 

He couldn’t understand why her attitude had changed so drastically. 

Surely he had implied that talking about defection in front of the other members would hurt them…

Reyna quickly glanced around as if she had read Simon’s  mind and apologized.

“I’m sorry. I’m not leaving because I dislike it. I…”

But before she could explain, the members of the Golden Carnival nodded as if they understood.

“We understand. We understand.”

“Do we have to put up with that human nonsense?”

“Isn’t the Monster Circus where Ella is?”

“Isn’t it true that you enjoy being with someone at the right level?”

The members’ reactions were completely different from what Reyna had feared. 

They welcomed her resolution with open arms. 

They seemed so happy that she almost felt regretful.

Ah, right. 

The members have always wanted me to do this.

Thus, Simon’s last tactic also shattered. 

Reyna looked at Simon with a contented feeling. 

He was trembling with anger, holding the sceptre with golden decorations.

“What’s going on? Did Reyna just declare defection?”

“But according to the rules of the star…”

The reporters, waiting to hear her victory statement, rushed forward upon hearing unexpected news. 

The members of the Golden Carnival held onto Reyna’s clothes to stop them and said to her,

“Go. Greet the new Director quickly.”

“Yeah. We’ll take care of the rest.”

“Hey!”

Simon stepped forward, swinging his sceptre. 

He tried to hold onto Reyna a little longer under the pretext of withdrawal procedures, greetings to sponsors, and farewell ceremonies.

However, his intentions were already clear to the members of the Golden Carnival who had been with him for nearly a year.

“Although it’s not polite to interfere in others’ family affairs…”

“This gentleman. We’ve endured a lot too. Stop it.”

“Yeah. Isn’t it enough, Simon?”

“Argh!”

As even the key members who had remained neutral until now began to actively get involved, Simon could no longer put up a futile resistance.

“Thank you!”

“It was a pleasure working with you all!”

“Thanks to you, I was able to come this far!”

After bidding farewell to the members and staff, and also to the bewildered sponsors standing in the distance, Reyna turned her steps towards her new home.

There, Womon, Triamere, and Yurakne were waving at her.

“Reyna, are you really joining our side?”

“This guy gets excited just because a pretty girl is coming.”

“Anyway, welcome.”

“I don’t get it. Leaving such a top-notch circus to join us.”

At the grumbling of the second head of Triamere, Yurakne gave him a playful sidelong glance.

“Hey, wasn’t it Mr. Dunnadol who was the happiest when Reyna said she was coming?”

At her words, the other heads on either side also smiled mischievously.

“Indeed. Oh, wait a minute. I feel something from below.”

“Yeah. Something hot is rising from beneath our body. Can’t you calm down, Dunnadol?”

Womon tilted his head and asked.

“What’s rising?”

“Well, that’s…”

“Shut up!”

After greeting the members, Reyna approached Wonderstein, who was watching the other players’ games from the edge of the waiting area. 

He had told her that he wouldn’t help her leave the Golden Carnival. 

It was his way of considering her.

He believed that if she couldn’t shake off Simon’s shackles by herself this time, she would never have another chance. 

Thanks to that, Reyna was able to face Simon directly and break free from his suggestion and brainwashing without relying on him.

The two of them looked at each other and smiled.

“Can I really join the Monster Circus?”

Wonderstein looked at her for a moment before nodding.

“Of course. You’ve worked hard. Welcome, Reyna.”

The members cheered. 

The reporters wanted to approach, but the organizers strictly prohibited disturbing the teams still competing, so they dared not cross the line.

Still, Reyna whispered quietly to herself, afraid someone might hear.

“Thank you, Dad.”

Probably even the director didn’t hear it.


Thinking that, she saw Wonderstein slightly nodding and raising the corners of his mouth towards her.

Hehe.

She thought it was a good thing she was wearing a mask. 

Otherwise, everyone would have seen her silly grinning face.

Her smile didn’t fade even when Bendict grumbled about her not watching his game.
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Arena 7, the shooting range, was originally a place where knife throwing and firework-making practice took place. 

Therefore, the traps and obstacles were mainly designed to be overcome by shooting.

The shooting range had very narrow areas for the contestants to move around, but instead, targets were placed on the wide, fan-shaped slope centered around the range.

The arena provided the contestants with fist-sized balls made of tough leather. 

These balls were scattered around for easy pickup and throw, and those thrown at the targets rolled back down the slope to where the contestants were, ensuring a continuous supply of balls.

Targets would pop up here and there along the slope.

Each had a panel with a person’s image attached.

Contestants would take their positions at the bottom of the slope and throw balls at the targets.

In this setting, the area where the contestants were positioned was the stage, and the fan-shaped slope was the audience seating. 

The people depicted on the targets represented rowdy audience members causing trouble in a performance.

The contestants had to subdue them by hitting them with the balls.

At first, the contestants threw balls at any target that appeared, but over time, they realized there were some targets they shouldn’t hit. 

These were the panels depicting regular audience members. 

Hitting these would cause fireworks to be launched at the contestants.

“Ahh!”

A target with a girl throwing a bouquet of flowers was hit and made a crying sound as it fell backward. 

Then, the nearby bushes rustled, and with a whistling sound, a firework shot towards the stage.

“Who’s the circus idiot?”

“No, I thought that girl was throwing rotten tomatoes!”

The firework flew like a comet, trailing black smoke, and bounced on the ground. 

But that was all it did; it didn’t explode like other fireworks.

“A dud?”

As everyone hesitated, glancing at each other, an acrobat skilled in firework-making recognized it and turned pale, quickly diving behind a stone wall.

“It’s a hedgehog firework!”

“What?”

“Wait, I’ve heard of that before!”

“Is that important now? Just take cover!”

But it was too late. 

As the contestants started to move, the firework began hissing, shooting out needle-like flames in all directions.

Though they weren’t very hot, thanks to the highly reactive metal used, their colourful appearance belied their sharpness. 

They felt like getting pricked by thorns when they touched the skin.

“Ouch!”

“Whoa!”

“Don’t come over here!”

“Chain reaction… damn it!”

Whenever a “failure” occurred, all the unruly audience panels on the slope would pop up, mocking the contestants.

“Hehehe!”

“Hahaha!”

“Hohoho!”

Drunken brawlers, unruly kids, obsessive fans, nitpicking grumps, stubborn critics, and thugs sent from the theater across the street.

After laughing heartily, they would return to their previous patterns.

“Ugh, what, the female acrobats don’t strip? Hiccup!”

“Boring! Boring! Boring!”

“Eeek! Move! I can’t see our noble prince!”

“Hmph, a third-rate performance copied from traditional acrobatics.”

“Wait! Isn’t the trick too obvious?”

“This place is too dull. The place across the street does it much better.”

Their lines were uniquely provocative, often triggering traumatic memories for the acrobats, and their voice acting was vividly realistic. 

Listening to them, everyone would grip the balls tightly before throwing. 

The person who hit the flower-throwing girl earlier had also been targeting only the troublesome kids but in a fit of frustration and made a mistake.

Arena 7 had the most hostile atmosphere among all the arenas. 

Not only were the obstacles mentally taxing, but the system where one person’s mistake affected everyone also caused mutual irritation. 

This led to acts of trickery, such as deliberately bouncing balls at others or sending fireworks to intentionally cause elimination, fostering distrust among the contestants.

Ella realized why Maya was crouching behind a box in the corner of the arena. 

It was one of the few places where she wouldn’t become a target of the attacks.

Seeing balls and firecrackers raining down from all sides, Ella regretted being angry earlier when she heard that Maya was eliminated simply because she tripped over her leg. 

In a place like this, it couldn’t have been helped.

“Ella! Ella is here!”

“Hey, do something about your friend!”

“Yeah! If you’re going to hide like a coward, why did you even come out?”

Ella clicked her tongue, thinking that no matter how realistic the audience target dummies were, they couldn’t compare to the real thing. 

She was worried about Maya’s mental strength, considering she had been listening to this for two hours.

However, contrary to Ella’s worries, Maya was perfectly fine. 

From the beginning, she was the type who didn’t care at all about what others thought of her. 

That didn’t change even if she was in front of hundreds of spectators.

She focused on observing the patterns of the rising targets in the shooting range, remaining expressionless regardless of the surrounding chatter.

“Did you find any clues?”

“Yes.”

Maya conveyed what she had seen to Ella. 

Since it wasn’t possible to relay it through Clara, Maya had come herself because she needed to explain each target in this arena directly.

Maya explained to Ella which targets to hit to make certain targets rise in the arena, which targets triggered which kinds of firecrackers, and the pattern for the hidden room’s door that kept opening and closing slightly.

Listening to Maya’s explanation, Ella realized that once the path to the attack was discovered, anyone could clear this arena in five minutes. 

The challenge here was the multitude of trials needed to figure it out.

Fortunately, thanks to Maya’s logical observations of others’ repeated attempts, she was able to easily deduce the correct answer.

“Alright. Then when sudden death begins, we should come straight here, right?”

Knowing there was no need to give any more hints, Ella was about to leave the arena. 

Just then, Maya called her back.

“Is Reyna joining our circus troupe?”

It was rare for her to initiate conversation. 


Ella turned back with a mixed expression of delight and curiosity.

“Did you talk to Reyna earlier?”

“Yes. She came to apologize. Said she was sorry for tripping me.”

“Really? I couldn’t hear much because I was in the middle of a test, but it seems the director decided to accept her in the end. But why?”

Maya stared at her as if she had something to say, then shook her head.

“No, it’s nothing.”

After watching Ella leave, Maya crouched back behind the box, staring blankly into space.

It seemed even the deputy director didn’t know. 

If she did, she wouldn’t have welcomed Reyna’s arrival with such a carefree face.

But Maya knew what had happened between Wonderstein and Reyna. 

During the freshman welcome party battle with the Apostle of Cinepecus, she had learned the truth.

Asking him to pretend to be her father. 

That girl. 

Surely she’s not going to make such demands after joining, right?

Thinking about that time made Maya boil with anger.

Snuggling up to the director with a cute act, kissing in front of her, crawling into the director’s bed, or asking the director to help her change clothes.

Until now, she had tried to dismiss it as something in the past and forget it. 

But if Reyna was aiming for the director by changing affiliations entirely, Maya decided she wouldn’t just stand by.

Hot energy surged in Maya’s otherwise expressionless eyes.

Meowww!

Quiet. 

This isn’t jealousy. 

It’s about maintaining the order of the circus troupe.

She repeated to herself, calming the magic that was trying to move on its own.

Time passed, and now there was one hour left in the match.

The siren signaling sudden death blared.

Maya thought it oddly sounded like a cat crying.

***

The 23rd mini-game had ended.

At the Silver Veil Circus, a middle-aged magician, older than anyone except the Director and Assistant Director with a balding head, turned to Arno with a troubled expression.

“We currently have a total of 45 coins. There are only 13 games left. At this rate, we won’t reach 100 coins by the end of the games.”

“That’s correct.”

Arno nodded with a cold voice.

“Tell the members participating in the mini-games not to overdo it. It’s better to skip this city.”

“Understood.”

The middle-aged magician jumped down to the bench below.

The remaining magicians in the audience looked at their Director with respect. 

Even though two months of training had gone to waste, he did not show a single trace of disappointment or anger.

‘That’s the composure a magician should have.’

‘He doesn’t allow even a moment of faltering.’

However, his appearance and voice were just an illusion.

His true self, Lumie, had erased her presence with invisibility and silence spells and was rolling around on the floor, wildly flailing her arms and legs.

“Ugh, this is so frustrating! So frustrating! So frustrating!”

The silver-haired fairy, who had been screaming for a while, clenched her small fists and stood up abruptly.

She looked at Wonderstein, who was smiling confidently on the opposite side of the auditorium.

She had tried to maximize the survival rate of the exploration team by referring to the strategy he gave her, aiming to get a chance to open the chest during sudden death time. 

But that was only possible if they collected 100 coins.

Despite the fact that they had faster 1st and 2nd place finishes compared to previous matches, they couldn’t gather 100 coins. 

Even though the young magicians had diligently trained their physical strength and skills for two months, it was still impossible to compete with the existing acrobats.

“I put on a show in front of that guy! All I did was make things easier for him!”

Lumie stomped the floor with her bare feet.

She had been overtaken by a junior. 

She thought that was why she was angry. 

It was definitely not because he kissed the player who returned from the 24th game on the cheek.

“What are you doing in a public place! You bad guy! Bad guy!”

Lumie floated a straw and cloth doll that resembled Wonderstein in the air and punched it repeatedly.

At that moment, the middle-aged man who had gone downstairs to deliver instructions returned. 

He glanced in Lumie’s direction briefly before quickly fixing his gaze on Arno’s illusion.

“Director, I’ve told the mini-game participants to rest. What should we do about the exploration team now?”

Lumie paused her beating of the Wonderstein doll and manipulated Arno’s illusion.

“If they stay in the arena, there’s a risk of injury, so they should come out now.”

“Understood. Then…”

Meanwhile, the Monster Circus camp was in a festive mood. 

Yurakne had just finished 6th in the game, bringing in 7 coins, and their total number of coins had exceeded 100.

Now, they could open the treasure chest too.

“Excellent! Now the rest is up to Ella.”


Wonderstein and the members turned to face the stage.

As the 24th game ended, exactly two hours had passed since the start of the competition. 

The announcer, standing in front of the ten arena maps, shouted excitedly.

“Yes! Now there is 1 hour left in the competition! Only 1 treasure chest remains! Who will get the last trophy? With the chime of the clock tower ringing every hour, sudden death has begun!”

With his shout, sirens blared throughout the entire school.
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Ella, who had been investigating Theater, Arena 6, dashed outside the moment she heard the bell.

Following the sound of the siren, the host’s announcement echoed.

“The first elimination point is Arena 3, the Central Garden!”

That was the location of the bamboo forest where the first treasure chest had been found. 

Just like the previous trials, it seemed that they were erasing already cleared points first.

Ella started moving towards the Shooting Range as planned. 

However, her speed was not as fast as she had hoped.

In this game, other team members had to keep moving, causing the tiles to change color and increasing the number of red tiles she could step on. 

But despite Ella’s extensive movement, the other players hadn’t moved as much, resulting in a significantly reduced number of red tiles.

Thus, her movement speed was inevitably slower than at the beginning. 

Of course, she could save time by cutting across other arenas, but those tiles had to be conserved for later.

Nevertheless, Ella did not panic. 

As long as she knew the strategy, clearing the Shooting Range wouldn’t take long. 

She should have enough time.

But her confidence quickly dwindled. 

As she entered the arena, the host’s voice, the crowd’s cheers, and the jubilant laughter of the players flooded in like a wave.

“The players in the Shooting Range have cleared all the obstacles! The stage floor is opening, revealing something! Could it be a treasure chest?”

The mischievous audience panels on the ramp were all waving white flags. 

Astonishingly, while she was wandering through other arenas, the challengers here had reached the puzzle’s endpoint.

They stood around the center of the stage, waiting for something to emerge.

Could it really be the treasure chest? 

No, it can’t be this easy…

Ella wondered why Clara hadn’t relayed any information to her until the situation reached this point. 

Just then, the anticipated contact spoke up.

“Ella! I just got news from the Satbyeol Circus messenger! At the Shooting Range…”

“I’m here right now! What’s going on?”

“Well, Maya was out on the track five minutes before sudden death started! I thought it was right to minimize risk, so I told her to leave… but I didn’t expect them to solve it in that short time…”

“But surely there must have been some signs of progress beforehand? If you had told me, I could have come and prepared…”

The puzzle here couldn’t be solved with a sudden flash of inspiration. 

It required methodically testing each target to see which mechanism reacted, gradually working towards the solution. 

Solving the puzzle suddenly without following the steps was impossible.

“No! There were really no signs! Maya said there was little progress on the puzzle before she left! These players seemed to find the solution in the last 10 minutes and stormed through the obstacles!”

“How could that be…”

Just as Ella was about to raise her voice, she stopped, noticing someone in the audience.

A man with a mustache, dressed entirely in a gold suit, was looking at her with a smug expression.

The moment Ella saw his face, she understood what had happened.

And he realized that she had figured out what he had done.

“You thought I’d just walk away after that humiliation?”

A twisted smile spread across Simon’s face. 

Ella gritted her teeth.

They had underestimated him. 

They thought he would start his revenge only after this trial ended.

But he had prepared for retaliation right after losing Reyna to Wonderstein. 

His method was selling strategy information to another team.

The Golden Carnival having already secured the trophy, could no longer participate in the game. 

However, it wasn’t against the rules for him to approach the staff of another circus in the audience and pass on the strategy for that arena.

He had information from the Golden Carnival staff who had analyzed the arena. 

Someone like Lord Fantastic could easily come up with the strategy just by reading it and taking a quick look around the site.

Ella relayed what she saw to Clara.

“That annoying mustache guy?”

“Yes. Damn, I didn’t expect him to act this way.”

In this industry, whether magician, acrobat, or clown, no matter how loose-lipped, they never revealed their tricks to others. 

The secrets of magic, the techniques of acrobatics, and the materials for jokes were not just money-making methods but their identity as performers.

Lord Fantastic had always taken a cynical stance on this matter. 

He maintained that there was no need to teach fools who couldn’t figure it out even when shown.

Yet, despite his motive being to torment them, he had shared his knowledge with others.

It was an entirely unexpected action.

“Oh, what a pity. What emerged is not a treasure chest! Instead, it contained a ‘Revival Ticket’ item!”

The acrobats on stage looked disappointed at the reward from the box. 

Nevertheless, satisfied with resolving the issue they had been clinging to, they nodded at each other in approval.

Simon glanced at them with a sneer, laughing inwardly.

‘Hmph. With such a rotten attitude, you’ll never earn a star here.’

He twitched his mustache once and then stood up. 

He turned to Ella, who was staring blankly at him. 

His voice reached only Ella, despite being loud enough for others to hear. 

It wasn’t magic like Wonderstein used, but a ventriloquism technique.

‘What a pity. I could have ended it here. But don’t think it’s over yet. There are still 55 minutes left in the game. Let’s see. If we hurry, I could teach you how to conquer two or three more places.’

He quickly walked out of the spectator area.

“The second annihilation point is Stadium 8, the athletic field!”

It was the place where the Golden Carnival found the treasure chest. 

Sudden death proceeded in the order of the conquered points. 

In other words, the next annihilation point would be here.

Ella gathered herself and tried to move to the next stadium. 

However, the moment she stepped forward, something white brushed her cheek.

Bang.

It was a ball that hit the wall and bounced back.

Someone had thrown a projectile provided by the shooting range at her.

Ella turned around.

There, four or five acrobats who had just conquered the shooting range were looking at her with mean smiles.


“What are you doing?”

One of the acrobats responded with a smirk.

“What do you think? We’re trying to eliminate you.”

“What’s the point?”

“Point? There is one. The guy who taught us how to conquer this place promised us something. He said he’d give us the complete guide to this stadium’s strategies if we eliminate you.”

Ella felt a surge of anger bubbling inside her.

That mustache! 

He always boasted that first-rate magicians never sold even the smallest techniques or knowledge!

“This test isn’t over yet!”

“We’re just aiming for the next one. Honestly, this one seems like a lost cause.”

“Damn, rotten attitudes! Even if you get the guide, what’s the point? The strategies will change for the next test anyway!”

“The basic framework remains the same. At least we can get some ideas. Honestly, we couldn’t figure out this shooting range even after spending nearly two hours, but he saw through it at once. It’ll definitely help.”

“Enough talk! Attack!”

Dozens of balls flew towards Ella simultaneously. 

It seemed they had mastered the technique of throwing multiple objects at once, befitting acrobats.

Ella quickly dodged the incoming balls by twisting her body in midair, doing handstands, or somersaults.

The acrobats showed brief admiration for her skills but soon twisted their faces in frustration.

“Amazing. Truly amazing.”

“Despite all this, she’s not stepping onto another tile?”

“She must know that using the tiles would limit her space.”

“But how long does she think she can dodge everything in one spot?”

Balls rained down on her again. 

Ella tried to stay on her current tiles, but the persistent attacks forced her to move to another tile. 

As the red tiles disappeared one by one, she was gradually cornered.

“The third annihilation point is Stadium 7, the shooting range!”

With the announcer’s declaration, numbers appeared on the floor tiles. 

The countdown, starting from 300, ticked away.

However, Ella couldn’t think of escaping from the attacks. 

Just dodging them was exhausting.

The countdown soon reached double digits. 

When it hit zero, the entire floor of the stadium would turn black.

‘Am I going to be eliminated here again?’

Ella bit her lip hard. 

Of course, this wasn’t the end. 

She could revive immediately by using 30 coins.

However, there was no separate elimination zone like the swimming pool. 

Once elimination was declared, she couldn’t move from her spot. 

Even if she revived, she would start from where she was standing, making her an easy target again.

Reviving should be done after the entire stadium turned black. 

That way, she could dash to the entrance and revive there.

‘Ella, get eliminated now. You’re going to revive soon anyway. No need to waste energy running around.’

That was Clara’s strategy. 

Ella knew Clara’s advice was correct. 

There were only a few red tiles left. 

Escaping alive was already impossible.

Despite her frustration at wasting more time, there was nothing she could do. 

Just as she stopped and tried to move onto a different coloured tile, a sudden gust of wind blew.

“Waaah!”

“Huh?”

“What the heck are these things!”

Out of nowhere, a group of people appeared and swarmed the ones throwing balls at Ella. 

They seemed completely unconcerned about being disqualified, throwing themselves onto any tile to block the attackers’ path.

Ella noticed they were all wearing gray athletic uniforms.

That colour clearly indicated they were from the Silver Veil Circus.

One of them, while being pelted with balls, shouted towards her.

“We’re helping you under the Director’s orders!”

“Hurry and escape!”

A smile spread across Ella’s face.

‘The Director has done something!’

To be honest, she had always thought the members of the Silver Veil Circus seemed like weaklings who only studied, but now they looked more dependable than anyone else.

“Thank you, magicians!”

Ella quickly dashed towards the exit. 

Thanks to the Silver Veil Circus members stepping on the tiles, a few red tiles appeared, allowing her to escape the arena without much trouble.

She had just thrown herself outside when the countdown ended.

“3, 2, 1, 0! The shooting range is now completely black! 10 players have been eliminated! What kind of agreement was made? The three circus teams blocking Ella have been thwarted by the Silver Veil Circus!”

Seeing the red marker leave the map of Arena 7, the middle-aged magician from the Silver Veil Circus sighed in relief. 

He turned to the Director beside him and said,

“It went just as you planned, Director.”

The middle-aged magician recalled the orders given 15 minutes ago.

‘Since they’re inside the arena, it’s time to tell them to come out to avoid injury.’

‘Understood. Then…’

‘But… there’s something to do first. Tell everyone to help the Monster Circus.’

A week before the competition, Lumie had hesitated to make this proposal when she received the strategy guide from Wonderstein. 

Since they were already certain of their disqualification, she thought they might as well help them.


However, she hadn’t felt comfortable offering help first, so she kept silent.

And now she knew that choice was brilliant.

Wonderstein, for whom she had appeared at the critical moment to help, was now bowing his head from afar to express his gratitude.

“Hmph. I’ll be sure to collect my payment later.”

She tried hard to furrow her brows, but a smile wouldn’t leave her lips.
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After escaping the shooting range, other team members continued their assault on Ella.

They blocked her path by receiving her location in real-time through the audience. 

Even the contestants who had just been eliminated seemed to have resurrected and were now aiming to catch up with her from behind. 

It appeared they had completely abandoned opening the treasure chest and were focusing all their efforts on capturing her.

“Hey there!”

“We don’t need to catch her alive!”

“Yeah! Just push her out of the tiles!”

They threw anything they could get their hands on towards her and didn’t hesitate to launch coordinated attacks despite their own eliminations. 

It seemed as though as long as they could eliminate Ella alone in this test they had already given up on, nothing else mattered to them.

“Dirty tactics!”

Ella confirmed the presence of those blocking her path and turned in the opposite direction without even looking at them. 

She could still pinpoint their location because their angry shouts continued to echo from where they were.

“Aren’t you ashamed, acting like this towards a kid?”

“What are you doing to a child!”

“Dirty scoundrels!”

Such coalition actions had been common in previous tests as well. 

The contrast between ten teams vying for three trophies and eight teams aiming for just one trophy was stark.

Ultimately, Lekachep’s tests tended to conclude in the latter half with circuses battling it out among themselves in physical combat.

However, this month, the audience’s reaction was quite different from previous tests. 

Back then, they evenly cheered for both sides even during fights.

But now, the majority of the audience was unilaterally in favour of Ella.

Her spirited performance had been enough to captivate the audience. 

The skill level she demonstrated in effortlessly overcoming obstacles even adults found challenging was impressive, and her creativity shown during the process was remarkable. 

Moreover, her showmanship between tasks made her tricks enjoyable even for those unfamiliar with circus techniques. 

Even people who had harboured unfavourable biases against her before entering the arena had all turned into her fans.

Yet, with Ella being hindered by losers who had given up on the test, anyone would get upset. 

No one would praise the sight of adults rushing to one girl.

“Ella, stay strong!”

“Don’t listen to those jerks!”

Each time Ella heard the audience’s cheers, the smile on her lips grew wider. 

The electrifying thrill she felt on stage was sharpening her focus even more.

Despite the encirclement of about fifteen acrobats, she managed to slip away without a single hair touched.

“Is that a human being?”

“Darn it, if we can’t catch her like this, we might be criticized by sponsors.”

Circus officials in the audience sighed deeply, their faces showing signs of defeat.

It wasn’t that they liked doing things that would be booed by the audience. 

However, as they were sponsored, they had to improve their performance regularly. 

So they promised each other and combined forces to explore Simon’s strategy book, but instead, they ended up making only insults to the sponsor’s name.

“Try to stop it somehow!”

“There’s only one!”

But no matter how much they yelled from above, they couldn’t catch Ella. 

Instead, they fell one by one into her trap, and the team that ran out of options could no longer revive their players. 

Their encirclement grew weaker.

“Wow! She broke through!”

“Go! Go, Ella!”

She advanced swiftly, receiving cheers and applause from the crowd.

“The fifth elimination point is Theater, Arena 6!”

“The sixth elimination point is Courtyard, Arena 1!”

“The seventh elimination point is Restaurant, Arena 5!”

Tiles in the restaurant began to countdown. 

Now, only Sponsorship, Entrance, and Track remained.

The entrance was undoubtedly the most likely place.

It was the first place Ella had visited in the previous exam, where no treasure chest had ever appeared.

Despite many people rushing there, they had hardly made any progress. 

Unlike other arenas where basic strategies were known because treasure chests had occasionally appeared, the entrance remained a mystery.

Moreover, the fact that many people gathered there wasn’t necessarily advantageous; they continued to hinder and compete with each other, neglecting to find clues in the end.

Even an hour ago, confusion among the trainers over handling the snakes in the entrance’s flowerbed, causing them to attack players randomly, led to players temporarily abandoning the area and heading elsewhere.

“It seems like the snakes have calmed down now. Shouldn’t we start moving towards the entrance?”

“That’s probably a good idea, but…”

Ella scanned her surroundings. 

She was currently in the Restaurant of Arena 5, just designated as an elimination point, and the countdown was past 150.

However, the remaining players weren’t considering leaving; they were all staring at Ella.

She could see into their minds clearly. 

No matter how agile she was, if she couldn’t leave one arena, she would eventually be caught by them.

Realizing that mindlessly chasing her wasn’t the answer, they were conserving their strength until the final stage.

In this process, they must surely be considering catching her when she dismantles the puzzle and retrieves the treasure chest.

Ella thought that she shouldn’t head towards the entrance like this.

“Senior, I have a strategy, would you like to hear it?”

Standing in place for about a minute.

Now the countdown was down to double digits. 

They were starting to glance at each other, wondering if they should start moving, when suddenly Ella turned around and started running.

“Oh, Ella is running suddenly! But isn’t that direction towards the sponsor?”

They all looked surprised. 

Just now they had been insisting that the treasure chest would be at the entrance. 

Yet here she was running in the opposite direction towards the sponsorship at Stadium 4.

“Chase her!”

“Follow Ella!”

The players hurriedly followed her into the sponsorship area.

They saw her approaching the Griffon’s Nest. 


This creature, with the upper body of an eagle and the lower body of a lion, represented the Empire’s majestic beings and was the only one kept at Lekachep.

-Oh, Ella, I’m afraid we’re going to face the fierce griffon!

“Yes, yes, and we’re going to say hello…”

It was the one they met with Ella in the novice selection test. 

After Professor Pyrene, who teaches animal training, disappeared, there was no proper person to handle it, so it was left on one side of the sponsorship, with assistants looking after it.

Originally, like other predators, it had a role assigned during the test, but without anyone to give it commands, it was relegated to merely exuding a threatening presence from the corner.

“Krrr.”

Sensing someone approaching, the griffin opened its eyes wide, spread its wings, and scratched the ground with its claws. 

It was a clear threat.

However, Ella approached it fearlessly. 

Without hesitation, she reached out and gently stroked its beak.

“Hehe, long time no see. Good boy.”

“Kikr, kikr.”

Upon her touch, the griffin, which had just been angry moments ago, suddenly softened and accepted her hand without resistance. 

Even when brushed, several assistants had to stick close to calm down this fearsome creature, but she handled it as gently as one would a docile foal.

“Unbelievable.”

“I’ve never seen ‘High Cloud’ behave so calmly like that.”

The taming assistants looked at her with eyes that couldn’t believe what they were seeing. 

While she had scored top marks in handling him during the freshman recruitment test, it was under controlled conditions. 

It was due to the premium feed laced with stabilizers they had given him the night before and also because Professor Pyrene was nearby.

But now, she was managing a practically wild creature like it with such ease.

Even Charlie, said to be the greatest talent in Lekachep’s history, hadn’t been able to handle it like that.

“Wow!”

“She’s taming the griffin!”

“Amazing, Ella!”

Applause poured in from all sides. 

The residents of Kiev might not have known much about other beasts, but they were well aware of griffins. 

To become a griffin rider, one had to undergo nearly a decade of rigorous training.

Yet, even though he had been previously tamed, managing him so skilfully left a great impression on the imperial people. 

Some were moved to tears.

But Ella surprised them all once again. 

After grasping its neck, she leaped onto its back.

The audience froze in an instant.

It was a catastrophe!

People thought the griffin would leap wildly. 

There were even screams of fear at the possibility of Ella being seriously injured.

Yet their fears did not materialize. 

Astonishingly, the griffin accepted Ella sitting on its back as if it were perfectly normal.

“Kikdora!”

It took them a while to realize that Ella’s shout was calling the griffin’s name.

It was clearly an impromptu name.

Wouldn’t the griffin be angry at such a shabby name?

But they didn’t have time to worry about that.

Because the griffin, now named by Ella, spread its wings and soared into the sky.

The griffin soared into the sky, flapping its wings. 

It was not unusual for people in the Empire to occasionally see griffins flying in the sky, so the sight itself was not remarkable. 

What astounded them was the girl’s affinity that defied their common sense.

Perhaps it was due to her professional calling.

Before the commentator could regain composure, his mouth moved first.

“Uh, uh, Ella is riding the griffin and flying! As per the rules… well, there are no issues! Using creatures that appear as obstacles…”

Below, the assistant trainers and students went wild with applause. 

They seemed worried about what might happen if Ella flew off with the griffin.

However, the griffin paid no attention to the assistants and students, only following Ella’s commands.

She flew freely over the school buildings toward the courtyard.

The players who had been staring blankly finally realized they had become like dogs chasing chickens. 

They quickly tried to return to the cafeteria, but the tiles there were already entering single digits of life expectancy.

Wow.

A while later, the siren sounded again, and the commentator announced the next elimination point.

“The eighth elimination point is Sponsorship No. 4, the stadium! And with that, Sudden Death concludes!”

With only two remaining areas—the track and the courtyard—the Sudden Death game ended. 

Since the track was originally changed to white for everyone to step on when Sudden Death began, stopping here meant the treasure chest was in the courtyard.

“Damn it.”

“We’re done for.”

The players realized Ella had lured them to the sponsorship.

The sponsorship was the deepest part of the school, and unlike the central garden, it was the only place not connected to the track.

In other words, it was a dead end with no way out. 

So when Ella ran here without any suspicion, everyone followed her….

They looked at the griffin’s buttocks, which disappeared over the roof with a helpless look on their faces.

Ella, who had escaped from the sponsor, asked the griffin to descend. 

It was okay to fly to the courtyard as it was, but she didn’t want to do that for the griffin. 

The creature, though outwardly showing no signs, was in turmoil.

“Now you’d better go back. Don’t embarrass the people who take care of you.”

“Gluh.”

“Thank you for keeping your promise to take me whenever I want. I didn’t know this would be the last time.”

“Gliiick.”

The griffin gently tapped its beak on her cheek as if it were nothing. 

Ella stroked its feathers and handed it over to the trainers who followed.


“The remaining arena is now one! One treasure box! Do you see? Only one player remains in the current acrobatic rush! That person is Ella, the deputy Director of the monster circus!”

Wait a little longer, Director.

I’ll bring you a star.

Remaining game time is 20 minutes.

Ella now headed for the last obstacle.



 
  
    Chapter 274: Lekachep Cricus School(End)


The stands of Arena 2 buzzed like a marketplace.

Typically, after Sudden Death ended, people crowded into the remaining arena, but today many insisted on staying until the very end, even though the outcome was already decided.

“Please move forward!”

“Yeah, we can’t see anything back here!”

They were all here chasing after Ella. 

The crowd was so dense that it overflowed into the reserved seating area, pushing against the advertising boards that separated the stands from the arena.

“What an incredible atmosphere! Now, let me explain the final remaining rule! Resurrections and item purchases are prohibited from the end of Sudden Death onwards! The only things you can use are the box keys and… clues!”

The announcer shouted towards Ella as she entered the arena.

“Each clue costs 50 coins! With the remaining coins from the Monster Circus, after deducting the cost of the keys, you could afford one. Originally, this is a decision for the auditorium team, but right now, I want to ask the only contestant left, Ella! What will you do? Will you buy a clue?”

Ella barely managed to steady her trembling hands.

Could it be the adrenaline rush from the chase?

As the adrenaline subsided, the injuries she had forgotten reminded her of their presence. 

The pain was much worse now. 

The broken part of her finger throbbed with intense heat.

But she forced herself to smile confidently and replied,

“No, I don’t need it. I already know the answer.”

“Wow, what confidence! Ella has declared a complete strategy!”

The audience erupted into cheers, chanting Ella’s name.

“Really, Ella?”

Clara had somehow made her way into the stands as well. 

Ella squinted in her direction, sensing the direction from her voice.

“Of course. Just trust me, senior.”

In fact, just before coming here, Ella hadn’t figured out the answer yet. 

All she knew was the summarized information Clara had provided and what she had personally checked earlier.

The main obstacles here were the snakes in the flowerbeds, the switches deep inside the walls, and the stairs that turned into a slope.

The gap where the switch was located was shorter than a person’s arm length, but it had a peculiar curve that only someone skilled in contortion could press.

According to Clara, a few contortionists had almost managed to conquer the switches earlier. 

However, due to the trainers making the snakes angry, the attempt failed, and a few contortionists were eliminated, preventing further attempts.

Others had tried to control the snakes to press the switches until Sudden Death started, but the snakes had refused. 

Clara speculated that there might be some substance inside the walls that prevented the snakes from being approached, except through contortionists.

Originally, Ella had planned to purchase a clue to get through the obstacles.

But upon entering the arena.

Something she hadn’t noticed before caught her eye. 

It was right in front of her, on the staircase.

The steps of the staircase were painted alternately with 12 different colours. 

Naturally, the arrangement was different from what she had seen earlier. 

However, two colours of the steps remained in the same positions.

They were black and white.

Colors that no one could step on and colors that anyone could step on.

The moment Ella saw them, an idea flashed in her mind like lightning.

A staircase with 12 lines. 

Black dots on the steps.

Could it be… sheet music?

Ella remembered that the trainers had failed to command the snakes to press the switches.

If there was music hidden on those stairs that could command the snakes?

It seemed more realistic than having five contortionists simultaneously thrust their arms into the walls. 

So far, the puzzles prepared by Lekachep had always demanded more creativity than brute physical ability.

If the 12-line staircase is called the decimal system, the black is the note.

‘But one thing is missing.’

Just marking dots on the lines didn’t make music. 

It needed a reference pitch on the score. 

The same score could sound lively or melancholic depending on the reference pitch. 

This score lacked that reference pitch.

At that moment, something flashed through her mind and she lifted her head abruptly.

The foyer was literally the entrance to the school. 

There was a high tower there with bells hanging. 

An automatic device on top rang the bells every hour, marking the time.

Ella had been hearing that sound incessantly during her two weeks here. 

Hadn’t she heard it three times already during this exam?

If she could use that as her reference pitch and play this score…

“Ella, it’s been 5 minutes already. It’s not the time to stand still. You need to move now! Show us something! The remaining time is… Ah!”

The announcer gasped and then tightly shut their mouth. 

The murmuring audience also fell silent.

She approached the flower bed occupied by snakes, broke off one of the grasses growing there, and began to speak with her mouth pressed against it.

It was music that didn’t feel particularly special. 

Except that the vocal range was very low.

It was a sound that accurately targeted the audible frequency of the snakes. 

The oddly coiled grasses in this flower bed were clues prepared by the organizers.

Other trainers had also used this to agitate the snakes earlier, but they hadn’t noticed the notes on the grand staircase and had only restrained each other with frequencies that excited or calmed the snakes.

The snakes that heard Ella’s performance showed very strange movements. 

They slithered through cracks in the wall where conjurers had struggled and agonized, applying weight to switches inside.

In this way, with snakes positioned on all switches, the puzzle was solved.

Gears clicked.

The sound of stones fitting together was heard. 

It came from the direction of the grand staircase.

The steps were inclined, transforming into a slope.

All of its steps lay diagonally.

Except for one color.

White.


All could step on the white ones.

Ella leaped onto the stairs and stepped on them in order. 

It turned out that the white steps were not just an illusion, but were solidly coated with pine resin. 

Because of this, even though the steps were inclined, they did not slip.

As she stepped on the last white step and came down, the grand staircase began to move. 

The stairs rocked heavily as if a wave made of stone was crashing. 

The stones orderly pushed each other aside, revealing a hidden space inside. 

There was a room big enough for a carriage to fit.

And there was a treasure chest.

The host shouted excitedly that she had discovered the third treasure chest. 

The audience rose from their seats, cheering and applauding her.

Ella stared blankly at what she had found. 

Her chest felt tight with emotion, drowning out the noise around her.

I did it. 

I did it, just like I did when I hated him.

She muttered silently to herself dozens, hundreds of times.

How much time had passed?

Was it because the tension had eased? 

Ella suddenly felt her strength drain away, almost collapsing right there.

If someone hadn’t caught her from behind, she might have.

“Oh, Maya?”

Ella blinked, looking at her expressionless friend staring at her. 

She wasn’t alone. 

Behind her, Sven and Gascon were waving and greeting the audience. 

The three colleagues who had explored together today had come out to greet her.

Ella chuckled softly as she looked at Gascon, who bent his arms back and bent his waist. 

She had worried that he might have hurt himself when he fell due to Reyna, but it seemed he was fine.

“Master, they said you shouldn’t bend your waist in a place like this, right?”

Embarrassed by her remarks, the old man stroked his beard and stood up.

“Well, it’s not bad. Sometimes it’s like this.”

When Ella nodded her head to his sudden change of attitude, Sven slipped in from the side.

“Heh-heh, remember when he fell due to Ms. Reyna and rolled into the front row!”

“Hey, hey!”

Gascon tried to cover Sven’s mouth, but he dodged the light attack.

“Ha-ha-ha, there was a middle-aged woman standing there, and she gently stroked Mr. Gascon’s forehead with a handkerchief! From then on, it was so lovely….”

“You skeleton guy! That’s not related to that!”

“What was it? ‘An honorable person who bravely challenges at a late age!'”

Ella laughed as she watched Sven evade Gascon’s attack by twisting his neck.

“I’m glad. It ended well without anyone getting hurt.”

“You were hurt.”

“Oh, right.”

Ella chuckled awkwardly at Maya’s comment.

Then, with a fluttering sound, a pigeon landed on her head. 

And the mouse sitting on it crawled down her shoulder.

“Have you all come?”

After finishing the exam, Ella noticed that Dub and Chick, whom she had entrusted to Clara during the exam, had come to her. 

Ella patted the head of the mouse.

At that moment, the emcee stepped forward to calm the audience and proceed with the final procedures.

“Alright, all team members have gathered! Let’s applaud for Ella, the winner!”

Ella walked into the space under the grand staircase.

Judging by the remaining traces inside, it didn’t seem like a space created for the competition, but rather one that had always been there. 

Ella recalled Charlie telling her about the mysterious secret spaces all over the school.

She approached a box and with a solemn feeling, admired it once more before lifting the lid. 

Inside was a golden trophy gleaming brightly.

Now, if she were to carry this back to the auditorium, it would be over. 

And she would present it to him.

Wonderstein had given her the rose windmill star. 

He had won it for her, substituting for her when she was hurt. 

This time, she would do the opposite.

She reached out towards the trophy. 

However, it was quite large and heavy to pick up with one hand. 

She attempted to ask her colleagues behind her for help.

“Hey, could someone…”

But before she could finish her sentence, everything around her suddenly collapsed. 

Simultaneously, she felt the ground beneath her feet give way.

She screamed as she fell downwards.

Was she falling off a cliff?

For a moment, she thought of such a terrible scenario, but the shock of hitting the ground below on her backside dispelled that dreadful imagination. 

Of course, she wasn’t grateful for that. 

The pain in her pelvis was enough to make her think it might be broken.

A bigger problem was that this wasn’t the end. 

The place she had fallen into wasn’t flat but sloped downward.

She slid down the passage. 

Even though she tried to grab onto something nearby, it was futile in this darkness. 

The surfaces were slick, impeding any attempt to slow down.

How many seconds did she spend sliding down?

She landed on a pile of dust, rolling around helplessly.

“Ugh, what is this? Another trap?”

Rubbing her pelvis, she managed to get up.

Despite the thick darkness, the torches on tall pillars illuminated the scale of the space.

The ceiling seemed to be at least several meters high, and the other side of the wall was obscured in darkness.

Judging by how her voice echoed, this place seemed to be as large as the mansion they stayed in.

“There’s everything in the school basement. No, it was originally a cathedral, right?”

Ella noticed that pictures were drawn on the pillars and walls. 

Although it was difficult to see clearly in the darkness, the unique style and motifs indicated an ancient religious context.

As she looked around, she soon noticed a silhouette in the darkness across from her.

“Ella.”

“W-who’s there?”

Someone, whether human or ghostly, called her name, startling her. 

Despite the chilling tone in the echoing voice, it felt familiar.

“There were several opportunities in between. But I couldn’t bring myself to interfere when I saw you running.”

Realizing he had deliberately called her here, Ella focused more on the poignant emotion in his words than their content.

Someone I know.

As she tried to remember who the voice belonged to, the dove and mouse that were with her suddenly leaped forward.

“Oh, guys, come back!”

Were they attacking in response to a perceived threat?

Contrary to her worries, nothing violent happened.

Instead, he greeted them warmly.

“Long time no see, Dub, Chick.”

They responded happily to his greeting. 

Their cries showed no sign of caution.

“Why did you bring the kids…?”

Ella was about to ask him a question when she stopped.

When he bent down, his face appeared under the torchlight.

Smiling at her, he said,


“Hello, Ella.”

Dark brown curly hair, tall figure, sharp eyes.

She recognized who he was.

“…Charlie?”

Her childhood friend from her hometown stood before her after ten years.



 
  
    Chapter 275: Charlie Circus – 1


Charlie and his companions, upon arriving at Yeterinpuurk, first set out to gather information about the Monster Circus. 

Although there was information about them in circus magazines, it was only superficial.

However, investigating them was not straightforward.

The area where the Monster Circus stayed was densely populated with mansions of nobles, making it difficult to approach casually due to police patrolling the alleys.

Charlie especially needed to be cautious; he had only graduated from school three months ago, and many here could recognize him.

Fortunately, it was the beginning of the Halloween season, which made things easier. 

With the circus members starting to venture out, they could disguise themselves and investigate more freely.

While his friends investigated the circus, Charlie looked for someone to help him within the school. 

Clara was the first person who came to mind. 

They had known each other for almost two years; she was a capable and trustworthy junior. 

But approaching her wasn’t easy.

“Why? Am I not good enough?”

“No, no. You’re a great friend, Clara. But I… I already have feelings for someone else.”

Recalling their last conversation, Charlie felt it wasn’t right to ask for her help. 

Especially considering how he had rejected her confession, and hearing she had taken a leave of absence due to an incident at the freshman welcome party.

There were whispers of psychological attacks against her, possibly from Papiflux. 

Charlie sensed a connection to the reason he had turned down her confession.

Reluctant to ask other friends for help, especially during exam season when their covert operations could be mistaken for academic dishonesty, Charlie decided to act independently.

He secured lodging underground—a complex catacomb beneath the former cathedral of the school. 

Despite its maze-like structure filled with skulls and bones, it felt like home to him. 

He briefed his friends on the catacomb’s layout and continued preparing for their mission.

They hadn’t yet decided how far their retribution should go. 

Ella said that she had brought the monster that killed the people in her hometown, but he didn’t know whether it was the members of the circus or another devil or monster.

Most circus members appeared ordinary, limiting what they could learn from afar.

So Charlie decided to try one thing.

“Maybe I can get information from Reyna.”

He recounted to his colleagues what had happened in the selection exam for freshmen three years ago. 

Lord Fantastic sent his daughter to Lekachep but she ended up losing to him.

“So you think she’ll help you out because of a three-year-old rivalry?”

“It’s just… We’ve been exchanging letters periodically since that duel.”

Four friends looked at him like. 

“Are you serious?” 

None of them had heard such a story during their two-week vacation.

Charlie blushed slightly, avoiding the faces of his friends, who responded in the same way. 

He quickly concluded his speech.

“In fact, it wasn’t a love letter. We just asked each other about our recent status and well-being.”

Charlie concluded his speech quickly enough to be firm.

In fact, for the first two years, there were only those contents in the letters exchanged by the two. 

They treated each other as friendly rivals who were stimulating each other.

But from last year, the two began to talk more and more personal stories. 

The first one to change was Reyna. 

Instead of talking hard answers like before, she expressed her sympathy to him without knowing it.

Would there be a man who would not be affected by a woman like her who approached him actively? 

He actually hesitated a few times. 

He still liked Ella, but he was frustrated with the idea that she still did not see him as anything more than a friend.

He couldn’t force himself to ask for more than one more question if he had a chance to talk to his friends.

“Anyway, I think I can ask her about the Monster Circus. She has a habit of hiding her identity and going to street performances. I’ll try to contact her then.”

Charlie tried to end the conversation as calmly as possible, but it was difficult to deny that he was looking forward to the meeting. 

It was a three-year-old meeting between two people who were both mature now. 

If he wasn’t excited, it would be a lie.

Especially, now that the emotions for Ella are confusing, the emotions for Reyna have grown bigger than before.

“Do I need to wear a suit?”

“Sure, sure. Even spray perfume.”

“This doesn’t mean I can meet looking like beggar.”

Charlie calmly replied to his friends, who were looking at him suspiciously, and left the hideout. 

It was because his owl, which had been monitoring near the mansion where the Golden Carnival and Monster Circus stayed, had just informed him that Reyna was performing on the street.

Charlie was dressed in his best suit and wore a mask of ‘The Laughing Man’ as a disguise. 

The mask featured exaggerated rosy cheeks, a comically curved mustache, and a jawline that was drawn like the centerline of a face. 

It was tailored to match Reyna, who was wearing a mask of ‘The Weeping Woman’.

He waited until Reyna finished her performance. 

With an incredible sense of balance, she performed acrobatics on the tightrope. 

After receiving applause from the crowd, she disappeared into a deserted alley. 

It was his chance. 

To talk to her, he had to remove his mask and reveal his identity. 

In the square where the street performance took place, children in school uniforms were sporadically visible.

However, Charlie following her soon witnessed an unbelievable scene.

“Daddy!”

Reyna, who always showed a cold and haughty demeanor, was now smiling brightly like a child, hugging a man. 

She took off her mask and nestled against his chest, begging for affection in a playful voice.

“Please pat me!”

“Give me a kiss!”

Charlie was frozen in shock. 

The image of Reyna he had constructed in his mind shattered completely.

The impression he had faced directly with her, the letters and articles about her, rumors circulating about her, and her usual demeanor observed through the owl—all of it was now denied.

“It seems like my daughter held back a lot yesterday. She clung to me as soon as she met me.”

The man addressed as her father behaved naturally, as if accustomed to her acting this way.

Looking at Reyna’s golden hair and graceful appearance, Charlie momentarily wondered if he could actually be Reyna’s hidden father. 

In rural areas, it wasn’t uncommon for teenagers to marry early. 

Although they didn’t look much different in age at first glance, considering Reyna appeared more mature than her peers, it was plausible even if the man had a particularly young appearance.


But soon, hearing Reyna mutter about ‘role-playing’ in a slightly subdued voice, Charlie realized they were just acting out a relationship.

Of course, knowing this did not calm him. 

Rather, he found his actions even more distasteful.

Approaching a younger girl and pretending to be her father while caressing her body—no decent human would do such a thing. 

The man’s handsome appearance and sinister smile only fuelled Charlie’s thoughts further.

They stood leaning against a corner of the alley, engaging in conversation. 

It was mainly Reyna venting about her difficulties and the man consoling her.

“We’ll have exams soon.”

“Yeah. We need to step up our practice now. But why did the Marquis suddenly summon us? Have you heard anything about it?”

“I don’t know. Father seems to know something, but he won’t talk about it. It could be some information obtained through other means…”

Talking ill of Simon was something Reyna always did when she met him.

Charlie was shocked once again.

He knew that Reyna was struggling with the harsh education.

However, he had no idea she harboured such strong resentment towards him.

Charlie had always thought she respected her father.

Especially over the past year, the letters they exchanged were filled with an almost excessive pride in her father.

He thought they had grown closer by sharing their honest feelings…

Was it all just an act?

Charlie struggled to calm his pounding heart. 

But his surprise was far from over.

“Do you know what my father did to get information for this exam?”

What came out of Reyna’s mouth was both the answer to his question and the most astonishing thing he had heard all day.

“It was strange! Suddenly, letters stopped coming from Charlie. But I found out my father had been exchanging letters with him, pretending to be me, for over a year. He was trying to coax information about the Lekachep exam out of him. ‘All boys are the same. Praise them a little, and they’ll try hard to show off what they know.’ He was boasting in front of me about how he managed to extract some useful strategies from Charlie! Can you believe it? I wasn’t supposed to tell my father that he was involved in designing the exam…”

Wonderstein silently sighed as he listened to her story.

Simon Maguire. 

A man who, when delved into, only produced horror stories.

What a bizarre thing to do.

The two parted ways after agreeing to meet at the candy factory soon.

Left alone in the alley, Charlie stared at the ground for a long time. 

Then, confirming they were far enough away, he threw his head back and laughed out loud.

“Puhahahaha.”

He threw the prepared gift into the trash can and wiped away his tears.

He wasn’t sad. 

After all, he had only harboured a mild affection for her, never seriously liked her or confessed. 

It was just too absurdly funny.

It was nothing.

Yes, it was nothing.

‘It was all a misunderstanding from the beginning.’

It was a story fit for a joke. 

If it was not about him, Charlie would have used it as a joke often. 

It was too embarrassing to bring up anywhere. 

The crux of this laughter lay in his delusion that she liked him.

Charlie got up and thought about the man who had been with Reyna earlier.

Who was he?

Even though the feelings he thought had blossomed between him and her turned out to be a delusion, imagining her nestled in his arms didn’t sit well with him.

How could a person change so drastically?

Was it hypnosis or a suggestion of some sort?

Charlie thought he had seen his face somewhere before.

He couldn’t observe him closely for fear of being noticed, but a face as handsome as his wasn’t easily forgettable. 

Lost in thought, Charlie stopped after a few steps.

A hazy black-and-white photograph flashed through his mind. 


Despite the low resolution of photographs of this era, it was possible to distinguish whether someone’s appearance was similar or different.

Charlie remembered who he was.

That man.

He was the leader of the circus troupe where Ella was.

TL NOTE: NTR PLOTTTTT



 
  
    Chapter 276: Charlie Circus – 2


Among the hypotheses that Charlie’s group had come up with, there was also the idea that Ella was being threatened or controlled by someone. 

However, they had never properly discussed this subject among themselves.

Whenever someone tried to bring it up, one of them would always derail the conversation, causing it to fizzle out. 

It wasn’t that a specific person did it; everyone took turns playing both roles.

They feared that if they started to sympathize with or worry about her, their determination to track her down would waver. 

Whether it was to rescue her or to seek revenge, they needed to catch her first to uncover the truth.

Charlie thought of the man who had just held Reyna in his arms. 

If he was controlling Reyna with some kind of magic, couldn’t he have done the same to Ella?

Scenes Charlie had just witnessed replayed in his mind, only with the characters switched.

Ella kissing Wonderstein on the cheek, Ella in his arms, Ella confessing her love to him.

Charlie felt something surge inside him. 

Of course, those things hadn’t actually happened; they were all just his imagination. 

But even thinking about them made his emotions run high.

What had he done to Reyna? 

He must have used some dirty trick. 

Evil magic, drugs, spells. 

Yes, definitely…

Charlie considered talking about it with his friends but decided against it. 

The only evidence he had was that it was strange for Reyna to be hugging him so affectionately. 

If he brought it up, they’d probably say he was blinded by jealousy.

He needed more information to prove his point.

Fortunately, from that day, Wonderstein and Ella were going to be away from the villa for about two weeks because of the “Fantasy 13.” 

This gave them a chance to get closer to the members of the Monster Circus.

However, no matter how much they investigated, the members didn’t seem to be involved in the village massacre. 

They were only scary in appearance; their behaviour was no different from that of ordinary people.

“It looks like the others really don’t have anything to do with it.”

“Yeah, it seems we just need to catch Ella.”

Although his companions said this, Charlie couldn’t easily accept it. 

He believed that, even if not the members, at least the ringmaster Frank Wonderstein had a hidden side.

“It’s too early to draw any conclusions. Let’s wait a little longer.”

Soon after, it was revealed that the Fantasy 13 was a fake, and Wonderstein and Ella returned to the villa.

Charlie decided to use animals to observe him. 

He had two pets.

One was a blue-furred monkey, whom he had been with since childhood after secretly hiding the monkey when it escaped from a merchant’s cage. 

The other was a snow-white owl, given to him by an acrobat who had recommended him to the school as a commemorative gift when he entered Yeterinpuurk.

“Make sure Ella doesn’t notice you. Don’t make contact with Dub or Chick either.”

At Charlie’s command, the monkey looked at him with a bewildered expression, as if hearing such an absurd order for the first time. 

To the monkey, those two had been close friends since childhood, and Ella, their owner, was no different. 

So why should he hide and spy?

“Ook!”

The owl, who had not met Ella many times, obediently accepted his command, but the monkey protested by pounding the ground with its hands for a long time.

Charlie tried to appease him with his favourite expensive bananas, but the monkey wouldn’t accept them. 

In the end, the mission fell solely to the owl.

He sent the owl towards the villa and opened his notebook. 

It was filled with drawings and notes on various acrobatics. 

He flipped to the back of the notebook and stopped at a section he had been eyeing recently.

Spirit Link.

Charlie closed his eyes and called the owl’s name three times in his mind. 

Suddenly, the view of the distant skies of Yeterinpuurk appeared before his eyes, and the sound of the wind roared in his ears.

This was an Inspira that allowed one to share senses with a tamed creature.

This is my skill.

It was something often said by the professors of Lekachep.

Students at Lekachep focused so much on honing the level of their skills that they neglected to develop something unique to themselves. 

Because of this, even top graduates often found themselves less popular than more distinctive acrobats once they entered the field.

So, the professors urged students to develop their own unique skills, often saying, “This is my skill.”

Charlie had struggled with this for a while too. 

Thanks to his remarkable talent, he could master any skill quickly. 

He could easily imitate even the most complex tricks after seeing them once or twice. 

However, he was not good at developing new routines.

His notebook was proof of his efforts. 

He recorded, analysed, and recreated other people’s acrobatics, trying to create something from them.

Had Kirku been impressed by his efforts? 

One day, he received an Inspira.

It was the ability to borrow the Inspira of others.

On the day he received the revelation, the remaining pages of his notebook were filled with details about others’ Inspira. It contained names, characteristics, and usage methods of the Inspira, accompanied by detailed explanations and drawings.

While most acrobats might only obtain one Inspira in their lifetime, he could activate them conveniently by simply opening his notebook.

However, his Inspira wasn’t all-powerful. 

Once used, the Inspira would disappear from the notebook, and any new Inspira added was random.

Moreover, since his notebook was almost full, only a few pages remained, and no more than ten Inspira had ever been registered at once, no matter how brief the descriptions were.

Spirit Link was registered a few months ago, and he had been saving it because it looked useful for surveillance at a glance.

The owl hid among the trees, keeping an eye on Wonderstein’s movements.

Charlie knew that Ella had an uncanny ability to sense animals from way back, but he wasn’t worried about the owl catching her eye. 

He had already received word that she had led the reporters to the other side of town. 

She probably wouldn’t return until late tonight or tomorrow.

Wonderstein had been lying in bed all day as if he had been injured somewhere. 

He showed no suspicious behaviour. 

Charlie wanted to catch some evidence before the competition started, but of all times, he got hurt now.

As the morning passed and he was just wasting time, someone opened Wonderstein’s door and walked in.

The moment Charlie saw the person, his heart almost stopped.


A girl with black hair, dressed in a red tailcoat, stood there.

Ella… it was her. 

After a year and two months, Charlie was seeing her again.

***

Charlie, having finished his sophomore year, returned home for the summer break. 

Professors had suggested that he might want to intern with a renowned circus troupe during the break, offering to write letters of recommendation, but he had politely declined. 

He gave the professors various excuses, but his main purpose was to see Ella.

He got off the carriage and visited the alley where Ella performed before going to school. 

There, a girl in a red tailcoat was performing tricks with a pigeon and a rat for a few village children.

Charlie stood quietly in a corner, waiting for her to finish her performance. 

Her program composition skills were excellent. 

She maximized the tricks a pigeon and a rat could perform with just a stick and a ring.

Since studying in Lekachep, Charlie’s theoretical understanding of performances had greatly expanded.

He was amazed at how every small glance and gesture of Ella’s had meaning.

Before long, the performance ended. 

The village children fumbled through their pockets to pay for the show. 

Most of it was leftover food from their homes.

It was more like a feeding experience than a payment.

The children loved playing with Dub and Chick, who were well accustomed to human hands.

Charlie stood in front of her, spinning his hat on his fingertip.

“Long time no see, Ella.”

“Who, oh… Charlie? When did you get here?”

“Just now.”

“Ten months, no, a year? Come here. You’ve grown tall, huh?”

Ella approached him and hugged him tightly. 

At that moment, his face turned bright red because of the soft sensation below his chest.

“You… you’ve grown quite a bit too.”

Charlie spoke and instantly regretted it. 

It felt like he was blatantly revealing that he was conscious of her body.

“Really? Well, I did get new clothes.”

But she just shrugged it off with an unconcerned expression. 

Charlie felt both relieved and disappointed.

“Come on, let’s go. The master is waiting.”

Ella grabbed his hand as she used to. 

Charlie flinched at the ticklish feeling of her fingers on his palm, but Ella didn’t seem to mind.

Am I the only one conscious of the fact that we’re a boy and a girl?

Charlie tried hard not to show his disappointment and smiled.

“Okay.”

His school friends welcomed him warmly. 

But not everyone did. 

Some of the boys openly showed their discomfort. 

They glared at him disapprovingly as he stuck close to Ella.

In childhood, it could be explained as simple competition between boys, but as he grew older, Charlie could understand the nature of the hostility between them.

It was closer to jealousy of a rival in love.

Charlie found their jealousy amusing.

You guys get to spend the whole year with Ella. 

Do you know how much my insides boiled when I heard she was splashing around in the stream with you in a sleeveless shirt and shorts? 

How about when I heard you were practicing ground acrobatics together, holding each other’s waists and legs on a straw mat? 

Imagining her laughing at your jokes? 

It drove me crazy.

Whenever he received letters from home, Charlie’s heart became unsettled. 

Ella probably sent them just to let him know they were doing well, but thinking of her hanging out comfortably with the boys made his heart ache.

There wasn’t a day he didn’t regret entering Lekachep.

Had he made the same mistake most men make?

Leaving a girl to prove he was a great guy, only to give some less impressive guy the chance to snatch her away?

Charlie imagined her as a “woman” in someone’s arms.

The very thought was horrifying.

The only consolation was that she still wasn’t aware of any romantic feelings. 

Her attitude towards the boys, though it felt disappointing earlier, now seemed reassuring.

Time passed, and the day came for him to return to school. 

He had resolved to stay an extra year, but the thought of leaving Ella behind was utterly depressing.

Seeing him troubled, she cautiously approached and asked. 

“What are you so worried about?”

“Huh? Oh, it’s just the graduation project…”

Charlie lied. 

Ella smirked and poked his waist.

“You said your grades are good. What’s there to worry about?”

“Well, I’m not good at creating new scripts. Still, I’m the valedictorian; I can’t just present any mediocre work.”

“Really? Want me to help?”

Ella offered various ideas based on the concepts he had jotted down in his notebook. 

Despite his feelings for her, Charlie couldn’t help but feel a surge of admiration for her.

“Amazing! Honestly… your creative ability is astounding.”

“Who’s the valedictorian of the elite school flattering?”

“It’s true. If you just gave up taming, you could join any top circus troupe right away.”

“I don’t want to give up taming.”

She stubbornly shook her head.

“Right… then how about this? The only thing I lack is scripting… Ella, after graduation, why don’t we start a circus troupe together?”

“What?”

Seeing her frown, Charlie held his breath.

He had carelessly voiced his long-held wish in the heat of the moment.

Starting a circus troupe together meant living together, sleeping together, laughing and having fun together. 

It was almost a confession.

What am I saying?

Charlie closed his eyes tightly. 

If she said ‘no’…

He waited breathlessly for her verdict.

But no answer came. 

When he cautiously opened his eyes, he found her looking at him with an excited expression.

“Start a circus troupe together?”

“Y-yeah…”

Charlie, frozen stiff, nodded. 

Ella seemed to ponder something deeply before nodding.

“Hmm, knowing your skills… if I supplement the areas you’re weak in… sure! If I don’t get any other offers by then… let’s do it.”

Charlie looked at her in disbelief. 

The dream he had always thought of was coming true.

“Really? Really, Ella?”

“Aren’t you too happy? I said if I don’t get any other offers, remember? Do you also think my taming is hopeless?”

Ella’s face showed a bit of anger.

Charlie quickly shook his head.

“No! That’s not it, ha ha, it’s just that, um, I’m happy that someone with your skills is joining me…”

Charlie didn’t even know what he was saying. 

He was just overjoyed that his accidental confession was accepted.


The next day, he promised Ella a famous confectionery set from Yeterinpuurk for her birthday and headed back to school.

The valedictorian of Lekachep.

Yes. 

With that title, he could take her with him, he thought.

And the day after he left, a magician in a black suit and cloak came to Alamo.
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Charlie resolved to write letters to Ella regularly this year.

He felt reassured by constantly reminding himself of this promise.

However, once he returned to school, he found that he didn’t even have time to pick up a pen, let alone go to the post office. 

He had managed to send her a birthday present before the term started, but after that, he was so busy he barely had time to use the bathroom.

The role of student representative was always demanding, but this year, Charlie’s workload was exponentially greater. 

The reason was the Circus Grand Prix scheduled for the following year.

The Circus Grand Prix, held once every 17 years, was a globally anticipated event. 

The professors wanted the students to put on the best celebratory performance at the opening ceremony in late May next year.

The professors even scheduled group practice sessions into the timetable. 

Charlie, as the student representative, had a significant role. 

He and the school’s top students had to lead the performance. 

After practice, he was utterly exhausted.

Moreover, the graduation project he prepared with Ella’s help was more successful than expected, adding to his responsibilities. 

The professors, who were wondering how to prepare for the preliminary rounds, decided to base the exams on the report he submitted.

The idea of using the entire school as a race venue actually came from Ella. 

Back home, they used to follow her lead, setting up traps around the school for obstacle races.

While it was an honor, it wasn’t entirely a joy. 

His workload had increased. 

After work hours, he led the student council members around the school, investigating potential race venues and collecting and organizing ideas for obstacles and traps.

Delegating the task was impossible since he knew the school better than anyone else. 

He had to constantly shuttle between the field and the student council room, organizing progress. 

To meet the professors’ schedule, he gave up his weekends and sometimes pulled all-nighters during the week.

If he had handled all this alone, he might have succumbed to exhaustion before spring arrived.

Fortunately, he always had someone by his side. 

Clara, a sophomore with neat light blue hair, was always there to help. 

She gave up her own life to assist him as if it was her own work.

“Senior, are you okay? How about taking a short nap?”

“But there’s still data to organize…”

“Give it to me. I’ll handle it. Come on, you look like you could collapse at any moment.”

“Alright. Thank you, Clara.”

Charlie spent more than half of his days with her. 

Since her freshman year, Clara had visited his apartment frequently. 

However, they became much closer through their student council work.

As they spent more time together, physical contact became more frequent. 

Sometimes, she would fall asleep with her head buried in his chest, sometimes they would massage each other’s tense shoulders and calves, and sometimes they would sleep close together on the cot in the student council room.

During this time, Charlie leaned heavily on Clara both physically and emotionally.

Charlie was sometimes startled to find his hands naturally reaching for her waist or shoulders. 

It felt like he was betraying Ella. 

But then, Clara herself clung to him even more persistently, so he figured it was fine.

The thing that troubled him the most over the past few months was Ella. 

After receiving a letter thanking him for sharing the snacks she sent with his friends, she stopped writing.

Although he had been too busy to write, he thought she would contact him out of curiosity…

Charlie sighed deeply.

After months apart, his feelings had cooled somewhat.

In hindsight, it seemed like she hadn’t taken his proposal as seriously as he did.

Was he the only one who felt their relationship had progressed? 

Did she not feel any excitement thinking about a life together with him? 

Perhaps she thought it was no different from their previous cohabitation.

To make matters worse, he was unsettled by Reyna, who seemed to express her feelings for him through her letters. 

Ella’s indifferent attitude only made him more distressed.

Charlie became defiant. 

By winter, when he finally had time, he chose not to write to her. 

Instead, he exchanged letters more actively with Reyna, boasting about significant aspects of the exam that he had designed.

He let Clara’s advances slide, not caring anymore. 

He didn’t know if she was acting this way because she had feelings for him or because of the open atmosphere typical of physical education schools, but he wanted to show Ella that he, too, could be vulnerable to other girls.

The turning point that brought Charlie’s wandering heart back on track was a letter from his hometown, arriving just before the opening ceremony. 

It was from his mentor.

The mentor had been staying in a hospital in Vegas since last year. 

Knowing this was a crucial time for Charlie, he had asked the children not to send letters until his studies were complete.

Charlie was delighted to learn the reason Ella hadn’t written to him.

Of course. 

There had to be a reason.

With this, Charlie was able to pull himself together. 

The opening ceremony performance went wonderfully, and the first preliminary round, the June Acrobatic Rush, concluded without significant issues.

Charlie graduated at the top of his class as planned. 

He declined an invitation to join the ‘Lekachep 25,’ a group of 25 top graduates. 

Entering would mean two years of menial tasks, as performers couldn’t participate in the circus during the competition.

Regardless, he already had a destination. 

For him, the place he belonged was with her in the world’s best circus troupe. 

He had no regrets.

Well, maybe one.

It was Clara. 

She confessed to him right before graduation, and he rejected her. 

There was a time when he relied on her like an escape, but he couldn’t help it. 

If he had to choose between the two, he had no choice but to choose Ella.

After the graduation ceremony, he immediately boarded a ship to return to his hometown. 

First, he planned to stop by Vegas to check on his master’s illness, look after the school, and if circumstances improved, he would leave for a roaming circus with Ella.

This July.

Charlie returned to his hometown.


But the woman who had promised to join the circus with him was not there.

***

Charlie stared blankly at Ella as she entered Wonderstein’s room through the eyes of an owl.

He had always been cautious not to get caught by her, so he had never seen her up close. 

Now she was only a few steps away.

“Director, I’m leaving now. Thank you for making this opportunity.”

“Hehe, thank Director Arno. He was the one who lured the reporters away.”

“You asked him to do it, didn’t you?”

He didn’t know why she, who was supposed to be on the other side of the city, was here. 

But at that moment, Charlie couldn’t think about it. 

All his attention was focused on her.

She had matured over the past year. 

She was taller and more physically developed than before. 

The most noticeable change was her overall demeanour.

She was the girl he had always dreamed of.

Dreamy eyes, a delighted laugh, shy gestures. 

It was…the look of someone in love.

She was the girl he had always imagined.

But all those things were not directed at him. 

The person she was looking at was the man who had teased Reyna. 

She chatted with him, laughing continuously as if something was amusing.

He must have done something.

He did the same to Reyna. 

He made the cold Reyna act strangely.

He must have done something to Ella too. 

She had never…never…shown that side of herself to him.

He didn’t want to see anymore. 

He didn’t want to hear anymore.

Ella looking at another man with those eyes. 

Ella chatting happily with another man.

But the owl’s vision and eyes, capable of spotting prey from hundreds of meters away, continued to show him the scene in the room.

He need to cut the connection.

Although he resolved to do so, he couldn’t take his eyes off her. 

He wanted to keep seeing her. 

Her feminine appearance was overwhelmingly enchanting to him.

He should have been there…

“Then I’ll be off. Ah, wait. Right, I need to give the medicine before I go.”

Wonderstein tilted his head at her words.

“Did the master make it? It won’t work since it acts on the soul anyway…”

“It’s okay. This also works on the soul.”

Ella then suddenly kissed his cheek.

Charlie felt his soul freeze cold. 

It felt like his mind was falling into deep darkness.

However, the person who was kissed just chuckled as if it was nothing.

“That’s unexpected.”

“What is?”

“I thought you’d take this chance to kiss my lips since I can’t move my body.”

Ella covered her mouth with her hand and giggled, winking one eye.

“I’m saving that.”

“Saving it?”

“Yeah. You confidently claimed I’d regret it 100% later. But I believe I won’t. Whatever changes, I’ll tell you the same thing. Just like then.”

Ella grabbed the doorknob to leave the room. 

Before opening the door, she turned around with an embarrassed smile and whispered like she was singing.

“I like you, Wonderstein. Truly.”

Charlie’s mind broke.

***

The owl continued its mission silently even after its master’s voice was cut off.

The blond man lay in bed all day. 

Occasionally, someone else would come in. 

However, no strange movements were detected.

A few hours passed like this, and the owl saw someone upstairs. 

Blue hair. 

He could recognize the person. 

It was the woman who had spent the most time with the master over the past year.

The human voice signal would have called her “Clara.”

The owl remembered its master’s order to report anything unusual after their connection was cut. 

He flew up to return to his master and report.

Then,

“Screech!”

Thud.

A hawk swooping down from the sky attacked the owl.

Its beak pecked at his eye, and its claws gripped and twisted his wing. 

The owl helplessly plummeted down the cliff.

“The owl we saw even at dawn. Has it been around all this time? It might be surveillance using domestication.”

Hawk confirmed the owl’s body being completely swallowed by the waves before entering Wonderstein’s room.

“You seem to be sleeping quite well now. What is that?”

He spoke, looking at the blood and flesh stuck to the hawk’s claws.


“An owl stuck to me, so I shook it off.”

“Even engaging in aerial combat. It seems you have fully adapted to your body now.”

Wonderstein handed him a few pieces of meat. 

After filling his belly, he spread his wings and flew out again.

TL Note: Wonderstein stealing all of the girls and killing his pet ALLEGEDLY gonna cause him to go DARK
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After breaking the spirit link, Charlie exhaled heavily, like someone struggling to breathe. 

Tears flowed endlessly from his eyes, and beast-like sobs escaped his mouth.

He checked his watch. 

It wouldn’t be long before his friends returned.

Inevitably, the conversation would turn to Ella if he was with them. 

He didn’t want to face them right now.

Charlie put on a mask and left the cavern. 

He wandered aimlessly.

No matter how much he walked, he couldn’t escape what he had seen. 

Ella confessing her love to another man. 

Her sweet voice and loving gaze were both endearing and hateful.

He had liked her for ten years. 

So why…?

Charlie barely held back the tears threatening to spill out again.

He wandered the streets aimlessly, walking all night. 

The sun rose, but he didn’t stop; he just kept walking.

However, it did little to soothe his sorrow.

It wasn’t until the sun was overhead that Charlie stopped walking. 

He looked around. 

Not far away was the 15-story hotel, the tallest building in Yeterinpuurk. 

Despite walking all night, he hadn’t managed to leave the vicinity of the square. 

He had apparently been walking in circles around it.

Charlie felt the urge to lean on someone, to cry his heart out in someone’s arms.

His friends would be at the hideout. 

They were reliable, but the thought of sharing what he had seen with them was unbearable.

Was there anyone else in this city? 

Someone he could rely on?

One person came to mind. 

Over the past year, she had always been there for him.

Clara.

He missed her. 

Her caring voice and thoughtful gaze.

Charlie opened his notebook. 

He had often used the seemingly useless Inspiras to free up space, but he saved the useful ones for later. 

The one he was about to use had been with him for about two weeks.

It allowed him to send a letter via a trained animal, which would find the recipient no matter where they were in the world. 

He had acquired it shortly after arriving in Yeterinpuurk, in case Ella noticed their pursuit and fled.

But that didn’t matter anymore. 

Today was the preliminary gathering for the Acrobatic Rush. 

It should be over by now. 

Ella would likely not flee but participate in the game.

Honestly, though, what mattered more was his urgent desire to see Clara.

“Ook-ook!”

The monkey in his arms took the note with Clara’s name on it and started running in a certain direction. 

He followed the monkey, which led him down increasingly familiar paths. 

Finally, when he reached Tetromino Plaza, he found himself standing in front of a familiar building.

“This place…”

Charlie looked at where he had arrived. 

The place, tucked in the corner of Tetromino Plaza, was the café where he had briefly lodged on the second floor during his second year.

Was Clara here?

He cautiously looked around. 

He noticed the table where they had worked on assignments, the streetlight where she had waited for him in the morning, and the yard where he had helped her with her tricks. 

But there was no sign of Clara.

Charlie wondered if he had deactivated the Inspira too soon. 

When the monkey tried to dart into the building, he quickly stopped it and took back the note.

Had the monkey simply tried to cut through the café?

He rummaged through his notebook but couldn’t find another carrier pigeon Inspira. 

Once used, an Inspira disappeared. 

His notebook now held different Inspiras.

The café owner, who had been washing cups in the kitchen, noticed the masked man loitering in front of the shop and watched him carefully.

‘He looks familiar.’

After scrutinizing him for a while, she seemed to realize something, her eyes lighting up as she left the kitchen and approached him cautiously.

“Isn’t that Charlie?”

“Uh, well, I…”

Charlie tried to deny it, but the owner was faster. 

She smiled brightly and grabbed his hand, shaking it vigorously.

“It’s you, Charlie! How have you been? It’s been a while.”

Feeling he had no choice, Charlie removed his mask.

“Ah, nice to see you. But, how did you know?”

“Café owners can recognize regulars just by their footsteps. Besides, you stayed here for months. Of course, I’d recognize you.”

They exchanged pleasantries for a moment.

“So, what brings you here? Didn’t you graduate?”

“Ah, I had some business nearby.”

“Really? Are you doing well? You don’t look so good.”

“Yes, I stayed up all night working.”

“Oh dear. Would you like some coffee?”

“No, I’m fine. I need to get going. By the way, do you know how Clara is doing? You remember Clara, right? She used to visit often…”

“Of course I remember. She was here today, actually. With some circus folks.”

“Circus folks?”


Charlie asked, completely surprised by the unexpected answer.

“Yes, I heard there was an accident at school a few weeks ago. I heard Clara took a leave of absence because of it and decided to work with a circus troupe.”

“I see.”

Charlie felt a surge of guilt about her.

Come to think of it, what kind of audacity did he have to come looking for her?

He had done something so cruel to her. 

Having experienced the pain of heartbreak himself, he now fully understood her feelings.

Still, it was hard to suppress the desire to lean on her.

He felt that if he told her he was back, she would welcome him back without hesitation. 

He felt the same way about Ella. 

The fact that she had returned to the place of their memories showed that she still had lingering feelings for him.

Charlie looked around the café and spoke.

“So, is Clara here?”

“I don’t know right now. I let the circus people rent the second floor room for the day, but they all went out to get lunch earlier. I’m not sure if she went with them or is still upstairs.”

“I’ll go up and check.”

She was probably upstairs. 

The homing pigeon Inspira had pointed in this direction.

Charlie climbed the stairs. 

Having once boarded here, he knew the layout well.

Before opening the door, he glanced inside through the hallway window.

There was a familiar girl with sky-blue hair.

It was Clara.

He approached the door with a happy heart. 

But then, he heard a voice from inside that he never wanted to hear again.

It was the voice of someone he despised.

“Would have done it at the dorm if you’d told me in advance.”

A voice mixed with a mocking laugh.

Frank Wonderstein. 

It was him.

What? 

Why is he here?

Wait a minute… could the circus troupe Clara joined possibly be…?

Charlie froze in front of the door as Clara’s voice continued.

“I-I’m sorry. I tried to hold out until the evening, but I just couldn’t wait.”

Clara’s voice was whining like a child.

He had never heard her speak like that.

“I can’t stop you, can I? Next time, don’t hold back and just tell me. Now, come here. Take off your clothes.”

Charlie heard a sound like a stone dropping in his heart.

Did he hear wrong? 

Take off her clothes?

Charlie thought Clara would surely refuse.

She wasn’t someone who asserted herself strongly, but she was firm in her sense of propriety.

A command to take off her clothes in broad daylight on the second floor of a café with a clear view of the square was something the Clara he knew would certainly refuse.

Even if the order came from a Director…

“Yes, Director.”

But Clara obeyed his command in a shy voice. 

He heard the rustling sound of clothes falling to the ground one by one. 

Charlie, feeling intense repulsion, still moved closer to the window to peek inside.

Maybe it was just outerwear, a coat, a vest. 

Of course, it must be. 

It doesn’t make sense. 

The model student Clara accepting such an absurd demand…

However, Charlie soon regretted peeking through the window. 

Inside, there stood a woman exposing her pure white naked body. 

And in front of her was a man smirking as he appreciated her body. 

It was the man who had tormented Charlie with nightmares last night.

Charlie quickly stepped back. 

He soon hit the railing and slid to the floor. 

But he could still hear voices from inside.

“I can’t move my body well, so you’ll have to do the work, Clara. Hmm, there’s a lot of fluid coming out of the cracks. It must have been quite hard to endure, huh?”

Wonderstein looked at Clara’s cracked skin, where blood mixed with fluid was seeping out, and clicked his tongue. 

She had foolishly endured instead of getting regular treatment, resulting in this mess.

“Now, on my hand… yes, like that…”

“M-Master… ah.”

Clara, who always quietly yielded to others, had a stubborn pride inside, Charlie knew. 

But now, she was fawning over a man, obediently taking off her clothes and moaning under his touch. 

Charlie couldn’t believe this was happening. 

He wanted to believe he was hearing things due to the exhaustion and torment of the night.

But regardless of his wishes, things were progressing inside.

“For there, using your tongue would be better than your hand.”

Ah! 

It, it feels strange!”

“Are you in pain?”

“I, it hurts, but it feels good…”

“Next time, let’s do this properly in my room. What is this? I had to ask Ella to lead the others out.”

“Uuuuh, Ma, Master…”

“I’m saying this for your sake, not mine. Haha, you can’t live without this, after all.”

“Y-yes… I’m sorry. It, it’s all my fault… sob!”

Wonderstein looked at her, writhing in pain, with sympathetic eyes. 

Having had his own soul torn, he could imagine how painful it must be to reconstruct a body to fit the soul.

He had used the narcotic saliva he used on Reyna yesterday, but the pain didn’t completely disappear and occasionally reappeared in spasms.

So, like a pediatrician distracting a child getting an injection, he brought up a topic to divert Clara’s attention.

“Come to think of it, this used to be that Charlie’s room, didn’t it?”

“What? Yes, yes!”

“Haha, the man Clara had a crush on. I’d like to see how impressive he is.”

Wonderstein teased Clara with the story of her first love that the café owner had just told him, hoping it would distract her from the pain.

Indeed, she, who had been grimacing in pain, suddenly exclaimed excitedly.

“I, I didn’t love him!”

“But I clearly heard that Clara came to school with Charlie every day?”

Clara realized that he was teasing her and gave up trying to explain it wasn’t her.

“T-that was because he was the top student and I needed help with my grades…”

“But didn’t you confess to him?”

“T-that was because I heard he was joining a famous circus…”

“Hmm, so if Charlie is there now, would you go?”

“N-no! I only have eyes for you, Master…”

“Really? Don’t you still like Charlie? You could visit him regularly for this.”

“I-I don’t want that! Even without this, I want to be by your side…”

Charlie covered his ears and buried his face between his knees. 

He held his breath to keep any sound from escaping, but he couldn’t stop the tears.

Why… why…

‘Senpai, I like you. Please go out with me.’

Clara had said that…

Soon, they got word that Ella was returning and began to clean up.

Charlie, who had been in despair, snapped back to reality when he heard that name.

‘Right. I have something to do.’

Charlie hurriedly left the place. 

He carefully descended the stairs, trying not to fall. 

He asked the café owner to keep his visit a secret.

Knowing that Charlie had rejected Clara, the owner, perhaps imagining the reason, readily agreed to his request.

Charlie didn’t remember how he got back to his hideout.

He just found himself back in the underground cave, and his hand was writing the operation plan on its own.

He tried to think as positively as possible.

The reason he investigated that guy in the first place was to find proof that he was controlling people, right?

There are enough clues. 

Recall the conversation between him and Ella. 

It was based on the assumption that she would hate him once she came to her senses. 

The same goes for the others. 

Reyna, Clara too.

A fierce determination began to rise in his eyes as he stared at the chalkboard.

By evening, the friends who had gone out to scout returned. 

They had no idea what Charlie had been through over the past two days.

“They’re surprisingly simple people, despite their appearance.”

“Right. They’re just ordinary people. We observed them several times and came to the same conclusion.”

“Our target is only Ella. We can ignore the others, right?”

Listening to his friends’ opinions, Charlie quietly shook his head.

“No.”

Charlie’s gaze turned to the chalkboard in the corner. 

It was covered with chalk writings, detailing the names, personalities, and characteristics of the members of the monster circus troupe they had investigated. 


At the centre of the relationship diagram was Ella.

“We need to catch one more.”

He fixed his eyes on one name connected to her.

“Director Frank Wonderstein.”

A chilling murderous intent appeared in Charlie’s eyes.



 
  
    Chapter 279: Charlie Circus – 5


The auditorium erupted in cheers and applause upon hearing that Ella had opened the box. 

Most participants had already withdrawn from the mini-game, so the audience was keenly focused on the updates from the arena.

Their reaction was more enthusiastic than when previous teams had opened the box. 

Stories of underdogs overturning expectations easily captivated the public’s hearts.

However, the audience’s support for the Monster Circus wasn’t solely due to such psychological factors. 

Ella’s performance was undeniably impressive. 

Her wit and skill had even earned the admiration of the professors at Lekachep.

No one hesitated to name her the star of today’s competition. 

Even the members of the circus troupe she fought against reluctantly acknowledged this.

“Honestly, Ella was amazing. It’s not an exaggeration to say she dominated the match.”

“That’s right. But I think the performance of the troupe members who participated in the mini-game was also remarkable. They consistently placed around 5th or 6th, didn’t they?”

“Indeed. This game isn’t just about the exploration team doing well.”

“I’ve changed my perspective. I used to think they were just creatures relying on their bizarre appearance.”

“Well done, Monster Circus!”

The audience didn’t hold back their praise for the monster troupe members either. 

They sometimes even chanted their names.

The troupe members were at a loss, experiencing such support for the first time.

At the Rose Windmill Cabaret, they had also left a good impression on people. 

However, that was only as ‘monsters.’ 

Even when taking portraits, they had to act like monsters. 

Womon, for instance, had to growl and talk about meat, portraying a character that was dumb and violent.

Customers treated them like exotic animals. 

Some rude individuals even asked how we had ‘trained’ these monsters. 

Ella and I responded that they had ‘trained’ themselves.

Ultimately, the praise for opening new horizons for the Monster Circus was meant for Ella and me. 

Even if the troupe members became famous and popular, it wouldn’t be purely enjoyable for them. 

To ordinary people, the troupe members were just monsters acting in their usual manner.

However, the attention they were receiving here was not directed at their monster characters. 

It was praise for skilled acrobats. 

I knew better than anyone how significant that difference was.

During my time at the orphanage, even before stepping onto a stage with my friends, I had performed in front of people.

The All-Powerful Church called it ‘fundraising,’ but it was a form of begging. 

We would sit in front of universities or busy streets with signs saying ‘Help our friends’ and sell souvenir stickers bought from Chinese online stores at a significant markup.

“Oh dear, how do they live like this?”

“Poor thing, tsk tsk.”

“Here, take 50,000 won. You don’t need to give me a sticker.”

“Your skin looks good and you’re well-fed. They must take good care of the kids here.”

I didn’t explain to them that gaining weight was easier than breathing for a disabled child with limited mobility.

The church staff only required me to thank people awkwardly whenever they gave us money.

Those who donated acted as if they had earned the right to pat my head or slap my back. 

It was a deeply humiliating experience. 

I felt ashamed of exploiting their goodwill for profit.

When I started broadcasting as the ‘Torch Dancer,’ I made the character so flamboyant partly because of my aversion to that past. 

I thought showing a pitiful image to viewers and receiving donations wasn’t much different from back then.

For the troupe members, being treated as ‘monsters’ was similar.

I understood their feelings better than anyone. 

I was proud that they could receive such applause and that I was their leader.

“Yurakne, Benedict, Hanssten, Dunnadol, Sevram, Womon.”

The troupe members turned to me as I called their names. 

I bowed deeply toward them.

“Thank you.”

They didn’t respond. 

After a moment, I looked up at them.

Womon was crying, and the Triamere brothers clenched their jaws to hold back tears, avoiding my gaze. 

Bendict seemed to want to say something but shook his head and remained silent, while Yurakne gave me a gentle smile, wiping her eyes.

Yes, words were unnecessary. 

I nodded at them.

However, our time to revel in victory was short-lived.

Soon, news came that an accident had occurred at Arena 2.

“Director Wonderstein, you need to go to the entrance immediately.”

“What’s the matter?”

“Apparently, the obstacle stairs have collapsed. It seems Ella is trapped inside. Oh, don’t worry about the competition. The Monster Circus’s victory was already confirmed when Ella touched the trophy.”

At that moment, we didn’t consider it a serious issue.

Given that Ella had overcome those vicious traps and obstacles, it seemed unlikely she would be injured by a mere collapsing wall.

When I felt something was wrong, it was because Ella didn’t respond when I spoke to her. 

Even with the volume turned up to maximum, there was no answer. 

Not even a moan or the sound of her breathing. 

It was completely silent.

Could it be that she was knocked out by a stone? 

Or, perhaps…

Worried, I quickly opened the party management window.

Name: Ella

Age: 17

Favourability Level: 30 (Next reward at Favourability Level 50)

Title: Assistant Director

Occupation: Beast Tamer

Traits: [Inspira—Spirit Link] [Inspira—Hat Magic]

Her status window, unlike the green ones of others, was gray. 

In the original TTT, a profile being displayed in gray meant that the support character couldn’t be used due to event conditions.


Here, I’ve only experienced the profile turning gray once before.

It was three months ago, just before leaving Dvallchep.

At that time, the party members were seriously injured from fighting the Zakanubas and Saint Valentina was helping them recover by inserting holy needles into their bodies.

I was anxiously checking Ella’s status at that time through the party management window, watching to ensure no strange traits were conferred upon her, who had been stabbed by the Reaper’s scythe.

Then, I saw some of the members’ status windows change. 

The moment the holy needles pierced their bodies, their profiles turned gray.

At that moment, I quickly recalled the original system.

Gray. 

This character is currently unavailable.

Just to make sure, I tried chatting with them, but it didn’t work. 

The wardrobe function also couldn’t be applied to them. The diagnostics function was the same.

The power of light used by Orthodox priests could neutralize demonic power. 

That’s why exorcists would insert holy needles into the bodies of criminal sorcerers when arresting them.

Even Debulroots perished when struck by Valentina’s spear of light. 

If this status window was also given by a demon, it was only natural that it would be rendered ineffective before the power of the Orthodox Church.

I had deliberately asked Valentina to insert a holy needle into my body back then, to verify a few things.

Indeed, most functions of the status window were disabled while being penetrated by the power of light.

Even Debulroots, when injected near the spot where the holy needle was inserted, would react and then vanish.

However, this had no effect on my physical strength or regenerative abilities. 

In fact, it invigorated me.

In other words, only the demon’s power was neutralized by the Orthodox Church’s power, but the results of biological manipulation through the demon’s power were unaffected.

I referred to this state as “offline.” 

Just like a game installed locally that can still be played even when the internet is disconnected.

Lekachep School was once a cathedral. 

If there was a zone of strong holy power inside the building, it would explain Ella’s current state.

“Director!”

Ahead, Yurakne was waiting for me. 

Lost in thought, I had forgotten to push my wheelchair. 

I gestured for her to quickly head to where Ella was, then started rolling the wheels by hand to follow her.

But before I could get far, someone grabbed the handles of my wheelchair.

“Mr. Wonderstein?”

It was a young man’s voice. 

I looked back. 

He was about my height but twice my size.

“Would you come with us?”

Three more people appeared. 

Two of the women looked about Clara’s and Reyna’s age, while one seemed two or three years older than Womon.

“Who are you?”

“We’ve captured Ella.”

Could what just happened not have been an accident?

But who on earth were these people?

Their eyes were cold and filled with suspicion, probably finding my relaxed demeanour in such a situation quite suspicious.

“Alright. Let’s go together.”

If they had taken Ella, I had no choice. 

I complied with their demands without resistance.

While one of them pushed my wheelchair, the rest shielded my body from the direction of the stadium.

Their synchronized steps showed they were no ordinary individuals. 

They didn’t seem like easy opponents.

I considered informing my team about the current situation but decided against it. 

I needed to know who they were first. 

If they knew about the “Black Magician,” this had to be dealt with without alerting the others.

The only saving grace was that I knew Ella was currently offline.

Once we arrived at the location, I couldn’t use the status window’s functions. 

I poured the remaining Debulroots into physical modifications and prepared various traits for any potential situation.

***

As soon as the host announced the end of the test, Reyna briefly returned to the Golden Carnival faction.

She went to fetch the belongings she had brought with her today.

The members offered her words of encouragement one last time. 

However, her father, who was speaking with the sponsors, didn’t even glance her way. 

His attitude was so cold that even his conversation partners glanced uncomfortably at Reyna.

Was he indicating that he no longer cared about his departing fake daughter?

Reyna could have just left. 

However, she decided to approach him one last time and suddenly hugged him tightly from behind.

“Eek!”

Simon, not expecting this, looked like he was about to bite his tongue.

“Thank you for everything, Father.”

With those words, she turned and left.

Simon glared at her with a fierce expression. 

He seemed about to say something but then let out a snort and looked away.

‘This will be the last time I see you.’

Reyna let out a deep sigh mixed with regret. 

But she had no regrets.


Now she was part of the Monster Circus.

She headed outside the auditorium to follow her colleagues who had gone to the accident scene. 

Even in the bustling crowd, she could accurately locate Wonderstein.

‘Director?’

She realized he was heading in a completely different direction from the stadium.



 
  
    Chapter 280: Charlie Circus – 6


Generally, after cremating the corpses, the remaining bones were simply placed in a jar. 

However, during the bubonic plague epidemic, a new cremation method was introduced to handle the influx of corpses. 

It involved burning only the flesh of the body, while the remaining skulls and bones were stored underground.

Creating bone powder requires temperatures of over 1000 degrees Celsius, while burning flesh only requires about 700 degrees Celsius. 

Although the temperature difference is only 300 degrees, the fuel required to achieve the former temperature is several times greater than for the latter. Catacombs were formed for this reason.

Considering its origins and location, the Catacombs easily connect with the abyss. 

Yet, thanks to the priests conducting funerals and the underground location of the cathedral, Catacombs rarely saw demons or spirits even in the deepest areas.

Charlie could use this place as a hideout during his school days. 

Of course, it was never a stable place for him. 

Stacks of skeletons and bones alone brought visual horror.

However, cheerful voices were echoing in the maze of the bones, which didn’t match. 

The owners of the voices were Charlie and Ella.

Meeting each other after a long time, they didn’t know how to start their conversation at first. 

Ella was cautious of him unexpectedly appearing from a place she never anticipated, and Charlie approached her without deciding how to handle her.

What changed the atmosphere were the animals they raised. 

The pigeon, mice, and monkey seemed indifferent to their owners’ complicated circumstances, expressing intense joy by embracing each other and rolling on the floor.

Seeing this, both of them chuckled. 

Just a year ago, they were like that themselves.

They temporarily set aside the questions they wanted to ask each other. 

Instead, they exchanged greetings as they laughed like they used to. 

They talked about what had happened in the meantime, but skilfully avoided mentioning their hometown.

“That obstacle was ingenious. How did you come up with it?”

“Oh, that? We created it while reminiscing about our days plundering the desert wanderers’ pockets.”

“Ah, really? Now that I think about it, it was back then. Some were lookout kids, some caused a racket, and we sneaked in. Hmm… Especially that part was exactly the same.”

“What part?”

“If you fail, your calves won’t be left.”

Charlie burst into laughter at Ella’s words.

“Haha, we were really in trouble back then.”

“So, what did you tell your friends about this puzzle? You said everything else as ‘this is from our hometown,’ right? I find it a bit embarrassing to reveal this. The kids from the countryside circus school might think we use our skills for theft.”

Charlie pointed to the blue-furred monkey in her arms and said.

“Of course, I hid everything except for the part about rescuing this little guy. Especially, I didn’t mention anything about the priest running towards us with a club. And stealing isn’t that bad. They say when you learn magic or acrobatics, you often play such pranks when you’re young. It’s not that different even if it’s an elite school.”

“Woo woo!”

The monkey, as if enjoying something, hugged Ella’s back of the head and playfully rubbed its face against her forehead. 

Ella smiled broadly and tickled its belly.

“Blue Monkey is still mischievous as ever.”

Hearing the name she gave to the monkey, Charlie said in a low voice.

“Monte Cristo, I think.”

“Think of it as a nickname. Is that right, Blue Monkey?”

“Kaaak!”

Monte kept nodding his head as if he liked the name she gave him.

“Do you like the name I gave you better, Monte?”

At Charlie’s question, the monkey pretended not to hear, making a yawning gesture. 

Charlie looked at him and said that he couldn’t hold back. 

Even though Taming was the subject he studied the hardest at the Lekachep, his affinity with animals couldn’t keep up with Ella’s.

“But where did the owl go?”

He who played the role of his usual self looked worried for the first time. 

After a moment of gazing at the ceiling, he muttered with a sinking voice.

“Gone.”

“What?”

A look of unease appeared on Ella’s face as she asked again.

Gone, does that mean…

Charlie quickly adjusted his expression again. 

He knew the cheerful atmosphere between them would soon come to an end, but he wanted to enjoy it as long as possible. 

With a cheerful tone, he said.

“Seems like my female owl and the Dove didn’t see eye to eye and left.”

Ella, who had initially looked puzzled, burst into laughter shortly after hearing his words.

“Wow, that actually happens! Don’t be too disappointed. Birds often abandon their nests more frequently than mammals. Hmm, should we just get another female for Dub and let him settle down?…”

At her words, Charlie grimaced slightly and said seriously. 

“Then I will feel sorry for Dub.”

“Huh? Why would Dub?”

“Because he’ll have to live squeezed between a mother-in-law and a daughter-in-law.”

Ella burst out laughing. 

The two exchanged a few jokes about married life before shifting the topic to Simon Maguire, who had pulled a dirty trick in the match.

“He’s really shameless and cunning.” 

Ella said.

Charlie had never seen her express such strong dislike for someone before. 

Perhaps she was angry at how he had turned the game she designed into a den of conspiracy.

Their lively conversation was interrupted by the sound of a bell coming from the entrance to the cave.

Upon hearing it, Charlie let out a small sigh.

He wanted to stay like this with her for a while longer…

He closed his eyes briefly and then opened them. 

It was regrettable, but unavoidable. 

Their purpose here was revenge.

He sent a monkey to greet the guest.

“Ukki-ii!”

The creature that had descended from Ella’s body rode on a pillar made of skulls and bones and disappeared into the darkness.

“Where did you send Blue Monkey?”

“You’ll find out soon. Now, let’s go this way.”

Charlie still wore a tender smile on his lips, but his voice sounded cold unlike earlier. 


After hesitating for a moment, Ella got up and followed him.

The question she had postponed now resurfaced.

Why did Charlie appear here? 

Why did he bring me here?

She was curious, but she couldn’t bring herself to ask.

She was afraid of what he might say.

The two walked in silence. 

The tension between them was so thick that it was hard to believe they had just been enjoying a lively conversation.

Charlie broke the silence first.

“How skilled is your Director?”

His sudden question caught Ella off guard, but she replied. 

“What do you mean by skilled?”

“In acrobatics. Hands-on skills.”

“Very skilled. He once competed with Lord Fantastic and tied for first place.”

Charlie chuckled softly upon hearing her words. 

He didn’t think Wonderstein was that skilled.

It was because the Wonderstein he had seen here was only ever a villain, trying to deceive the world with fake scripts, mocking girls, or suddenly claiming to be ill with a wheelchair before exams.

Charlie retorted with a sarcastic tone.

“Oh really? If he was that good, would he have gone on the exploration team?”

“Of course. Then he would have shown off the best combination with me. We would have cleared the game in an hour.”

Charlie’s eyes gleamed fiercely.

The best combination? 

Clear my game?

His lips twisted into a cruel smile filled with animosity.

“If he’s such a skilled person, he must be amazing even in a wheelchair, right? I want to test it out.”

“What?”

Charlie stopped walking and turned to look at her. 

A cruel smile that had never been seen before hung on his lips.

“I wonder if your Director can overcome the traps and obstacles I set up and come all the way here.”

***

Charlie’s colleagues, who had left school, took Wonderstein and descended underground through a sewer entrance tucked away in an alley.

They treated Wonderstein relatively politely. 

When rough terrain appeared, they adjusted the wheelchair’s speed and lifted it over large gaps to assist him. 

Unlike Charlie, they showed no emotional deattachment to Wonderstein.

Charlie didn’t share what he had seen or heard with his friends. 

He lacked sufficient evidence to vilify Wonderstein as a villain. 

Moreover, speaking of it would have been too embarrassing.

Instead, Charlie convinced his friends by suggesting they use Wonderstein as leverage to force Ella to tell the truth. 

Reluctant to involve an unrelated person, they reluctantly agreed due to Charlie’s strong insistence.

“Why did you kidnap Ella?”

“…”

“Do you have any grudge against me?”

“…”

Wonderstein couldn’t guess who they were. 

They weren’t figures from TTT, nor did they seem to harbour any resentment towards him. 

They only spoke when necessary.

Eventually, he gave up trying to gather information and focused on preparing for combat.

They passed through the sewer into catacombs filled densely with skeletons, a sight unfamiliar even to Wonderstein.

Soon after they entered, a blue-furred monkey greeted them.

“Our guide ends here.”

“From now on, follow the monkey.”

Their plan was this: to trap Wonderstein in a chamber of traps, show it to Ella, and threaten her to reveal the truth of what happened that day if he wants to be spared.

Originally, they had planned to interrogate Ella directly, but they modified it based on Charlie’s suggestion.

They weren’t sure if it was right to push a man barely able to wheel a wheelchair into a place teeming with traps.

“Why do we have to resort to this method?”

“I don’t know. If Ella really is the killer of the villagers, this threat won’t work, right?”

“I don’t know. Let’s just trust Charlie’s judgment. He’s our leader.”

“Yeah. He’ll handle it well, I’m sure.”

They confirmed Wonderstein followed the monkey and disappeared deeper into the cave, preparing to move towards where Charlie and Ella were.

Then, they heard footsteps approaching from behind. 

It was clearly following the path they had descended.

And it wasn’t just one person.

“It seems like they’ve caught up to us.”


“Yeah, they took their sweet time. Should’ve just thrown the wheelchair in a sack and sprinted instead of pushing it.”

“Then we would’ve been caught at the entrance.”

The four of them prepared for a fight.

Shortly after, a group of four people appeared at the entrance of the cave.

They too numbered four.
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As soon as August confirmed their presence, he sprang into action. 

He was the biggest and strongest among Charlie’s group, and equally impulsive. 

Before his comrades could stop him, he uprooted a nearby tombstone and hurled it toward the entrance.

With a loud thud, a black cloud of dust rose. 

He grinned, seemingly pleased with his reaction. 

However, the other three were horrified by his rashness.

“August! You should’ve at least asked who they were first!”

“Yeah. Are you planning to kill innocent people?”

“Not just that. You idiot! This place is underground! What if it collapses?”

August picked his ear, responding to their scolding.

“Stop freaking out. I controlled my strength enough. You think I wouldn’t calculate that? And did I kill anyone? I just blocked the entrance a bit.”

As the dust settled, his boast was proven true. 

No one on the other side was hurt. 

The cave remained intact. 

The problem was that it was too intact. 

The entrance he aimed to destroy wasn’t even scratched.

August and his group couldn’t hide their shock at the sight before them. 

Someone had caught the several dozen kilogram tombstone he had thrown and was standing there holding it. 

What was even more surprising was that this person appeared to be a girl no older than six or seven.

With ease, Ruelle placed the massive stone, about the size of her own body, carefully against the wall.

“Throwing a tombstone… You’ll be cursed…”

“Who the hell are you?”

August growled, glaring at her. 

He couldn’t believe that such a small girl had caught the stone with his strength behind it.

It was Reyna, standing behind Ruelle, who answered his question.

“We’ve come to get back the person you kidnapped.”

In the darkness, they couldn’t see each other’s faces well, but their height and build were visible. 

Though the speaker wore a mask, August felt he had seen her somewhere before.

As he was about to voice the name that came to mind, Maya stepped forward.

“Where did you take the Director?”

It was rare for her usually emotionless self to raise her voice.

***

She had been waiting for the auditorium team at the second arena until a moment ago.

Her telekinesis could have helped rescue Ella, but knowing nothing about structural integrity, she refrained from using her power recklessly, fearing further collapse. 

Instead, she watched as the safety personnel cleared the rubble from the collapsed stone chamber.

Shortly after the rescue operation began, the auditorium team arrived at the second arena. 

Maya noticed that Wonderstein was not among them.

“Where is the Director?”

She asked Yurakne, who came in last. 

She nonchalantly pointed behind her.

“He’ll be here soon. He’s probably bringing Reyna along.”

“Just the two of them…?”

Shaking off Yurakne’s hand, Maya rushed out of the arena.

She knew what Reyna was capable of when left alone with the Director. 

Even during their temporary stay, she had been bold, and now as an official member, who knew what she might do.

Seeing Reyna heading far outside the school, Maya found it suspicious and followed her. 

Karen, who had been Maya’s personal supporter throughout the test, sensed her abrupt move and followed. 

Ruelle, who was waiting to present flowers to the returning circus troupe on the track, also noticed the four leaving and trailed behind, finding it odd.

This chain of events turned out to be fortunate for them.

With four people together, Charlie’s friends couldn’t fail to notice.

The four finally met at the sewer entrance, and after hearing the situation from Reyna, they joined forces to rescue Wonderstein.

“You’re all dead. Hearing that our beloved Director was kidnapped made Maya very angry.”

Karen cracked her knuckles, threatening them. 

Though her voice carried a playful tone, her eyes were like those of a predator eyeing its prey.

Thanks to Rulle’s extraordinary strength display, the kidnappers didn’t underestimate the four girls. 

They exchanged glances, knowing they needed to buy time for Charlie to interrogate Ella.

Their only target had always been Ella. 

They didn’t want to risk their lives fighting anyone else.

“This is the only way.”

“Let’s each take one.”

“Good luck, everyone.”

“Alright. Scatter, everyone!”

The catacombs were a place where it was easy to get lost if you didn’t know the geography well. 

The four of them each chose a different path and ran. 

At the same time, they provoked the girls by throwing nearby objects or shouting insults.

“Hey, cliff girl, are you actually a guy?”

The youngest boy in Charlie’s group shouted this as he ran away.

“If they split into four, we should too!”

Karen shouted excitedly as she chased after him.

“Idiot.”

Maya muttered as she watched her friend’s back. 

It was clear they were trying to delay them by scattering.

How could they fall for such an obvious trick?

Then, the girl dressed as a clown, who had run the farthest, shouted.

“I’m going to take that blond hottie!”

She cackled as she disappeared into the darkness.

Moments later, with a loud bang, Maya’s body shot forward like a cannonball.

“Maya! Wait!”

Reyna called out to her, but Maya didn’t hear anything else. 


Her mind was filled with thoughts of punishing the girl who had just insulted her mentor.

Reyna shook her head helplessly as she watched Maya disappear. 

Since it had come to this, she decided to take on one of them too.

“Alright. I’ll go this way. Ruri, don’t do anything dangerous and stay here, okay?”

Reyna chose a path and ran down it. 

This left Ruelle alone at the entrance of the cave.

“Oh dear…”

Left alone, Ruelle fidgeted nervously, unsure of what to do.

She wanted to boldly shout “Leave this to me!” and chase after the enemy like her sisters, but she lacked the courage.

At that moment, her hair fluttered. 

At the same time, a provocative smile appeared on her face.

Samson, unable to stand her hesitation any longer, had taken control. He shouted through Ruelle’s mouth.

“Of course, you should chase that big guy! Shouldn’t we pay him back?”

“But Reyna told me to stay here…”

“What if he goes to help his team? Someone will have to fight two against one. If something goes wrong there, we might end up fighting three against one, four against one! Do you want to regret it after seeing your friends’ corpses?”

Ruelle’s face went pale, then she nodded resolutely. 

She couldn’t let that happen. 

She ran in the direction where the big guy who had thrown the tombstone had disappeared.

***

The monkey occasionally looked back to make sure I was following it properly as it led the way.

The deeper we went into the cave, the higher the ceiling became, and the wider the spaces between the pillars grew. 

Moreover, the once bumpy path became increasingly smooth. 

The wind blowing from deep within the tunnel suggested the presence of a large cavity inside.

The cave, filled with the bones of the dead, the paintings on the walls, and the cavity inside were all intriguing.

But more than anything, I couldn’t take my eyes off that monkey.

I knew that creature. 

I didn’t know its name, but I had seen it in the game.

TTT was a game renowned for its variety of choices. 

It featured countless skills that could be acquired in-game.

This element prevented the game from becoming boring despite multiple playthroughs.

Players could choose different attributes each time, allowing them to tackle the game in ways they hadn’t seen before and enjoy subtle changes in dialogue.

The ‘Mysterious Helper’ was an attribute that had been in TTT since the first game. 

It was a highly effective and enjoyable attribute, arguably the best among the basic attributes.

As its name suggests, a masked magician of unknown identity would appear at certain times to help the protagonists. 

His remarkable trait was always providing the right help at the right moment.

TTT collected user play data through online accounts. 

It tracked where players often died, which choices they preferred at various junctures, and how they defeated enemies in different sections. 

The Mysterious Helper decided how to assist players based on this information.

Examples included creating a platform during a fall, causing an attack to miss when the player was about to be hit by a fatal blow, appearing with an antidote when poisoned, or kicking a support character stuck in a wall to free them.

No one knew the true identity of the masked magician.

There was no information available about him either in the game or externally. 

He was silent. 

While the ‘Silver-tongued’ attribute for thieves revealed some choices to uncover his identity, it only led to the vague statement: “Let’s just say he has a grudge against Wonderstein.”

He was incredibly versatile. 

He displayed dozens of abilities in the game. 

Sometimes, he even used other characters’ unique skills.

Due to the system’s design, he always acted in a way that solved problems, which led to this phenomenon.

Players sometimes manipulated him to use specific skills or perform absurd actions.

Many of my humorous videos starred him.

People focused on his secretive and versatile character and gave him the nickname ‘Mysterixer.’ 

In Korea, he was called ‘Trifalgo,’ highlighting the impressive AI calculating the right help.

That blue-furred monkey definitely belonged to Mysterixer.

The white suit, the cape, the hat, and the mask covering his face, along with the monkey on his shoulder, symbolized him.

It made sense if he was the one behind this kidnapping.

Though I didn’t know the details, he was a man with intense hatred for Wonderstein.


Knowing the identity of the kidnapper, I devised a plan to deal with him. 

I understood his personality. 

He only hated Wonderstein. 

Whenever he encountered those modified by Wonderstein, he always felt sorry for them.

Given his nature, even if he had Ella as a hostage, if I appeared compliant, he wouldn’t harm her.
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The reason Charlie chose this underground cavity as the stage for his plan was because it was none other than a Sanctuary.

Sanctuary was a term often used when criminals fled into a church, with priests blocking the police from entering.

However, that was merely borrowing the authority of the word “sanctuary” arbitrarily. 

A true sanctuary meant a place imbued with genuinely sacred power.

Sanctuary was often explained as the traces of the God of Light staying in this world. 

In such a place, no entity from the Abyss could exert its power. 

Weak demons would burn up and vanish the moment they entered the sanctuary, and even wizards couldn’t use the powers they received from the demonic spirits within it.

There were various conditions for the formation of a sanctuary, but the most well-known was the land where the remains of a saint were enshrined. 

Or rather, it could be said that the sequence was reversed.

When a sanctuary formed around the deceased, the papacy would officially canonize the person as a saint.

“You must be aware of our school’s history. The emperor took what was originally a cathedral and turned it into a playground for clowns and acrobats. The priests here knew well how the emperor had razed the existing parishes. So, before the cathedral fell into the emperor’s hands, they secretly relocated the important relics to this underground hidden space.”

Ella reached the end of the cavity with Charlie.

There, she saw stone altars and golden ritual items.

“The priests moved the most important treasures of the cathedral here.”

He took her up to the altar and showed her a rectangular stone block. 

It was a sarcophagus.

“Here lie the remains of Saint Victor. Thanks to that, a sanctuary formed around this area. Within a radius of several meters from here, it’s impossible to use Inspira. The same goes for other magical powers.”

Listening to his explanation, Ella understood why Wonderstein hadn’t contacted her in this situation. 

His powers also originated from magic, so it would be the same for him.

‘Is the Director alright?’

She began to worry about Wonderstein. 

When Charlie had mentioned traps earlier, she hadn’t been too concerned. 

Although Wonderstein was confined to a wheelchair, he was someone who had faced even the fearsome Reaper head-on. 

If he used his power, he could easily destroy any trivial traps.

But if this place was a sanctuary, the story was different.

Ella looked down from the altar.

There were no torches or electric lights here. 

The light she had seen earlier was coming from nowhere.

White light spread like mist from the altar, illuminating the cavity.

This was the luminescent phenomenon said to occur in a sanctuary.

Charlie stood beside her, continuing his explanation while looking around the cavity.

“Even after hiding the relics, the priests weren’t reassured. They worried about the emperor’s spies or grave robbers. So, they set traps in this cavity.”

“Traps?”

Ella narrowed her eyes and looked around the cavity. 

Now that she thought about it, there were some oddly formed spaces, like during Acrobatic Rush.

“Yes. They were all set up with the intent to kill intruders. But compared to their power, their sophistication or ingenuity was lacking. Thanks to that, I managed to dismantle all of them when I was just a first-year student. It took me six months, though. But I’ve restored them over the past month, using my knowledge to make them even more intelligent and lethal. Aren’t you curious? Will that man be able to get through there?”

Ella bit her lip. 

Until now, she would have shouted that her Director could handle it. 

But now, knowing this place was a sanctuary, she couldn’t be sure.

She feared that he might get seriously hurt or even die.

“Why… why are you doing this…?”

“Tell me what happened at Alamo on your sixteenth birthday.”

He abruptly hit the core of the matter. 

It was a topic the two had been avoiding since earlier.

Ella closed her eyes tightly.

In fact, she already had an inkling of why Charlie had come. 

From the moment she heard he had returned to their hometown after she arrived in this city, she had expected this moment to come.

Most of her memories had returned by now. 

She knew that the villagers and her school friends had not survived. 

But she had avoided recalling it as much as possible. 

Every time she tried to dig into the incomplete memories, her head throbbed painfully.

But what she feared most was that if she remembered everything, she might come to hate Wonderstein.

I like him.

I am so happy with him right now.

Seeing Ella turn pale as if she was about to collapse, Charlie approached her and held her shoulders.

“There’s something wrong, isn’t there? Brainwashing? Hypnosis? Blackmail? Was it Wonderstein? What kind of trick did he pull on you?”

Charlie spoke in an excited voice. 

His voice was full of worry, but also a hint of joy. 

He was pleased to find evidence that Ella might be under some mental constraint.

“N-no…”

Ella shook her head violently. 

But she couldn’t stop the things she saw that day and heard that day from flashing before her eyes.

Her neighbors and friends were dead in grotesquely twisted forms. 

Some seemed to be still alive, screaming and moving, but in such a state that they could hardly be called living.

‘Ella, the person you brought… that wasn’t a human. It was a demon… a monster in human form…’

A dying friend had told her this. 

But even after recalling that memory, Ella tried to believe in Wonderstein.

That friend must have misunderstood something. 

His magic is a bit gruesome with bones and flesh tangled up, right?

She comforted herself like that, but a part of her mind remembered that the corpses of her friends also had bones and flesh grotesquely tangled.

Seeing Ella greatly agitated, Charlie couldn’t hide his smile.

It seemed he just needed to push a little more.

“Ella, the survivors said so. That you brought a demon into the village. Who was it? Was it Wonderstein?”

“I told you, no!”

As she shouted, another scene appeared before her eyes.

A blood-soaked monster was playing with the corpses of her friends, laughing.

’I came as promised, Miss Ella.‘

The monster then transformed into a human form. 

In the middle of the pool of blood and corpses stood the man she loved most in the world, holding a dead friend’s head in one hand.


But even when recalling that memory, Ella didn’t give up her faith in him. 

She defended him based on the event she experienced just before losing her memory.

Think about that village where the cursed plague spread.

He tried to treat the people there. 

But somehow, the people turned into monsters, and he had no choice but to kill them.

Didn’t Sister Valentina explain everything? 

Something similar must have happened in our village as well. 

I’m sure I misunderstood it back then. 

It must be.

“Then tell me. Who killed the people?”

“Th-that is…”

I hate it. 

I don’t want to think about that day again. 

I don’t want to recall any more of it.

She tried to cover those lingering memories with the good ones she had of him.

Memories of revising scripts together, hosting events on stage together, him risking his life to save her, comforting her when she was sick, holding her tightly and telling her he believed in her, …

Charlie saw Ella’s agitation gradually subside. 

He noticed the pink hue returning to her eyes.

-I like you, Wonderstein. Truly.

The magician’s trick was clearly working again.

Charlie burst out, furious.

“You’re being deceived by him! The feelings you have are fake emotions created by him!”

Fake emotions?

At those words, a surge of defiance rose within Ella. 

It echoed Wonderstein’s words, who had dismissed her confession as temporary confusion.

You’re saying my feelings are fake?

Just as she was about to retort, a voice came from the other side of the cave.

“Ella?”

Wonderstein had arrived at the cave entrance. 

The monkey that had guided him here left him alone and disappeared into the darkness.

Wonderstein reflexively tried to follow the monkey, as he always did. 

However, as soon as his wheelchair hit a certain point, a long, solid metal rod flew through the air and struck his side with a whoosh.

Crash.

The wheelchair toppled over, and his body rolled several times on the ground. 

After rolling, his head struck a stone pillar, and he collapsed with his head hanging limply. 

Though he was dozens of meters away, Ella saw red blood spreading from where he had rolled.

“Director!”

His defense, which could deflect even rocks and blades, was easily shattered. 

Her suspicion that he might become powerless inside the sanctuary was correct.

“As expected.”

Charlie said with a triumphant smile.

Ella turned to him with fierce eyes and shouted.

“Stop it! He came to rescue me! If he was truly a bad person, he wouldn’t go to such lengths…”

“Of course, he trusted his abilities. But as you can see, they’re useless here. And ‘go to such lengths’? I’d gladly endure that much if it meant I could have you.”

“What?”

At Ella’s question, Charlie blushed slightly and shook his head. 

His true feelings had slipped out without him realizing it.

“Anyway, just stay back and watch. Please. I just want to avenge the villagers.”

He spoke in a serious tone, causing her body to freeze.

The images of the dead villagers, friends, and Wonderstein smiling among them flashed before her eyes again.

“Ugh.”

Ella grabbed her head and sank to the ground. 

She was one step away from remembering everything, but she herself was rejecting it.

The worst memory she had. 

A blessing-like curse formed from the scythe of the reaper and the power of the apostle had erased it. 

She wanted to enjoy it a bit longer.

Seeing Ella’s reaction, Charlie was convinced that Wonderstein was the culprit. 

Normally, he wouldn’t try to kill someone based on that alone. 

But over the past month, he had watched Wonderstein toy with Reyna, Ella, and Clara.

“Cough, cough, cough.”

Wonderstein let out groans of pain and spat out blood. 

Or at least, he pretended to.

In reality, he didn’t have a single scratch on his skin. 

His physical strength was currently at 6.0. 

In terms of the status window’s description, it was equivalent to bulletproof glass. 

He couldn’t get hurt by just that.

The blood he was spewing was fake, made from a combination of bodily fluids. 

The tear in his clothes was caused by him sprouting spikes from his body, and his arm bending backward was due to reverse-joint manipulation.

He had prepared all of this before entering the cave.

It was a bit wasteful to use Debulroots for the injury mimicry, but it was necessary to make the enemy let his guard down and safely rescue Ella.

He looked at Ella and Charlie standing on the altar.

Is that young man the mastermind behind the Mysterixer?

He’s younger than I thought.

Even now, he could unleash all his prepared combat abilities and charge at him. 

But he decided to wait a bit longer. 

He needed to make the man lower his guard further. 

If he attacked now and the man grabbed Ella and put a knife to her throat, it would be disastrous.

“D-don’t come, Director! Please! Go back!”

Ella shouted as she saw him push himself up off the ground. 


But Wonderstein shook his head with a faint smile at her.

“Stay calm. I will save you.”

“Director…”

With a bloodied body, he limped toward her.

Tears streamed down Ella’s cheeks.



 
  
    Chapter 283: Charlie Circus – 9


Charlie’s comrades had been residing in the catacombs for the past month, each keeping an eye on specific spots.

These were all places ideal for ambushing intruders in the labyrinth. 

At the same time, they were spots where they could efficiently utilize their skills.

They had thoroughly familiarized themselves with the passages leading to these spots. 

In case the operation went awry, they had to be prepared for battle.

The reason they scattered at the entrance of the cave was not just to buy time. 

It was to lure the enemy to the battlefield each of them had chosen.

They believed they could handle the enemies sufficiently at those spots.

The geographical advantage was one thing, but they also had confidence in their skills.

Didn’t Charlie say so? 

When it came to their specialties, they were better than the top students at Lekachep Academy.

At first, they thought Charlie was exaggerating to boost their morale. 

However, after arriving here and witnessing the actual skills of the Lekachep students, they realized Charlie’s words were true. 

At least in their main areas of expertise, they, from a poor rural school, were superior to the graduates of a world-renowned elite school.

The place Mickey led Karen to was the deepest part of the catacombs. 

Uniquely, it was a place where the floor was piled high with sand.

Mickey carefully waded into the sand, cautiously putting distance between himself and the entrance. 

Not long after, Karen, who had been chasing him, spotted him and shouted.

“Hey, kid! Finally tired?”

She lunged at him. 

But that was clearly her mistake. 

The moment her feet touched the sand, her body sank down.

“Ugh, what is this!”

The sand that only reached Mickey’s ankles now rose up to Karen’s thighs.

Mickey smirked as he watched her panic.

“Hehe, success.”

“What is this, you!”

Karen thought she had simply fallen into a dirt pit and tried to pull herself out quickly. 

But the more she struggled, the deeper the sand pulled her in.

Mickey wagged his finger at her, who was now buried up to her waist in sand.

“Better not move. The more you move, the deeper you’ll sink.”

The place Mickey chose as his battlefield was a spot where the sand from the cave had settled, meeting with an underground water flow, forming quicksand. 

Growing up near the deserts of Vegas, they were well aware of its dangers.

Of course, the quicksand here wasn’t as deep as in the desert. 

Even if one sank a lot, the maximum depth would be about chest height.

“Stay still. You won’t die anyway. If things go well, I’ll let you……hey, wait!”

Mickey was surprised by Karen’s actions. 

When she started thrashing again, he thought she was wasting her efforts. 

But as she flailed, her body began to rise above the sand.

“How did you get out of this trap?”

“Hmph, it’s nothing. It’s similar to swamp training.”

Karen grabbed onto a rock with both arms and pulled herself out of the sand.

Mickey stared at her with a dumbfounded expression.

“Swamp training……are you an earthcraft major too?”

“Of course.”

“But even so, to escape this easily?”

‘Resisting,’ ‘Flowing,’ and ‘Dispersing Weight’ were the three core techniques of earthcraft. 

To escape the pressure of fluid, one had to deploy all three simultaneously. 

When encountering the ‘hardness’ of the sand, one had to use resisting; when encountering the ‘flow’ of the sand, one had to use flowing to move in the desired direction in the quicksand. 

Of course, merely doing this was insufficient to push against the sand; it was also necessary to secure buoyancy by dispersing weight.

In his hometown, there were only three people, including himself, who could escape quicksand up to the waist.

Naturally, the other two were Ella and Charlie. 

But this woman was also that skilled in earthcraft?

“Hopps used to fill a tank with mud and throw us in out of nowhere.”

Karen, who had escaped from the sand, shook the sand out of her shoes and grinned at Mickey. 

She waved her hand at him and shouted.

“Come at me, kid!”

“Ugh, this won’t be easy.”

Mickey slid across the sand, moving toward her.

The frustration of having her prepared trap easily broken was something Veronica also experienced.

She watched in dismay as Maya intercepted all the arrows shot from the crossbow trap she had set up.

“Hitting all of those in the dark? Are you using some detection magic?”

“No, I just calculated the trajectory the moment I saw them.”

Veronica scowled at the indifferent reply that seemed to look down on her. 

Her clown makeup twisted along with her expression.

She pulled out a bunch of throwing knives from her pocket. 

They were small knives meant for juggling, not throwing.

Their blades were curved at over 120 degrees.

Realizing that straightforward attacks wouldn’t work, she had decided to use these. 

She fitted the knives between her fingers and threw them simultaneously at Maya.

Eight curved blades flew at her in parabolic arcs from the darkness.

Meanwhile, Reyna arrived at a wide dome-shaped space where water poured from all directions. 

She stood on one of the chains hanging around and looked down. 

It was too dark to see the floor, but she could gauge the depth from the sound of the water. 

It seemed to be at least several meters deep.

“It’s an underground reservoir of the city. Used to store rainwater.”

Viola stood on a chain opposite Reyna. 

She had identified her opponent while luring her to this place.

“You’re Reyna Magquire, the Golden Libra, right?”


“Yeah. Who are you? Why did you kidnap the Director?”

“I’m not interested in him. He’s just a hostage to threaten Ella.”

“Ella……? I see. So the incident at the stadium wasn’t an accident.”

“……”

Viola stared at Reyna intently. 

Among her hometown friends, the boys mostly liked Ella, and the girls mostly liked Charlie. 

She also liked Charlie.

However, she was one of the less obvious ones. 

She always watched Charlie from a step back compared to others. 

And unlike the other girls who liked Charlie, she treated Ella kindly.

She considered it strategic.

But whenever there was an opportunity, she tried to get between the two. 

When Charlie suggested an outing to Ella, she would intentionally include Mickey, or if the two seemed to be in a good mood, she would instigate August to pick a fight with Charlie.

She didn’t hesitate to secretly observe Charlie’s private life when necessary. 

Recently, she had stolen and read several letters Charlie had kept. 

They were all from Reyna.

She glared at Reyna with a cold smile.

“Facing the Golden Libra, it’s an honour as a tightrope acrobat.”

“No greetings for kidnappers.”

The two kicked off the air high above the dark sewer.

***

“Ugh, cough, cough.”

Wonderstein vomited a mouthful of blood and staggered, using the wall for support to stand. 

His body seemed completely battered. 

He looked like a rag.

He was pretending to be gradually broken while getting hit by traps. 

If he was just the ordinary circus director Wonderstein, pretending to be unconscious after the first trap would have been enough, but the enemy knew him as the demon Wonderstein.

Even though he had lured them into the sanctuary, if a man like Wonderstein fell after a hit or two, it could arouse suspicion that he was acting.

So, he had to pretend to be barely standing while getting hit and injured by traps. 

By occasionally revealing tentacles, mouths, tongues, or spikes from his wounds, he made it clear that he was struggling to control the monster inside him.

He limped towards where Charlie and Ella were.

“Stop……. Stop it……. I hate this kind of thing…….”

Ella’s face was tear-streaked. 

She clenched her fists so tightly that her nails dug in, drawing blood.

She wanted to run to help him immediately. 

However, Charlie’s words kept her rooted in place.

“You know too! That man is the one who destroyed the village and killed our friends!”

“Look at that monstrous form! It matches the survivors’ testimonies.”

“You knew, didn’t you? You knew and still defended that man?”

Charlie’s words hit her like a dagger to the heart.

As he mentioned the names of their deceased friends one by one and spoke of revenge, she could not stand in his way.

With a ping, the trap activated again.

This time, arrows shot out from the walls, striking Wonderstein all over his body.

He collapsed to the ground, vomiting what looked like his insides.

He fell forward and couldn’t get back up.

“Director!”

Ella called out his name.

Lying on the ground, he barely lifted his head to look at her.

“I’m… I’m fine. Miss Ella… just… stay still….”

Even in his blood-soaked state, he didn’t lose his smile.

Despite his impending death, he was worried about her.

Ella nodded, wiping her tears.

Yes. 

He’s our Director. 

He’ll find a way. 

I trust you. 

I trust you, Director.

Charlie frowned as he watched Ella.

Despite knowing he was a monster, despite knowing he had killed villagers and friends, she never lost faith in him.

Her blind trust seemed nothing short of the devil’s work.

-I love you, Wonderstein. Truly.

Charlie clenched his teeth so hard they could break.

So that’s how he won her over.

He pulled out his last resort from his pocket.

“Let’s end this now.”

“N-No, don’t!”

Ella screamed in terror at the sight of it.

Charlie had drawn a gun. 

It was a musket, about the length of a forearm, a relic compared to the rifles used by soldiers, but criminals often used them because they were easily obtainable on the black market.

He handed her another musket.

“Here, you take one too.”

“What?”

Ella took it, looking at him in shock.

“We’re going to break your curse together.”

Ella couldn’t believe what he was suggesting.

Shoot him? 

That man?

Charlie spoke to her slowly and deliberately.

“Prove your innocence. Kill him. Then you’ll surely come to your senses.”

“N-No, Charlie. Don’t. Kill him… No… There must be an explanation. If we do this, there’s no going back… Just give me one day. I’ll come to my senses. Okay?”

Charlie couldn’t believe her words. 

Even after all this, she couldn’t break free from him. 

Saying she needed just one more day seemed like she was under his control, trying to save him at any cost.

“Fine. I’ll do it alone.”

“Charlie, no, don’t, Charlie!”

Ella tried to stop him, but she couldn’t move her body.

“Damn it, move! Move, I said!”

In truth, Charlie had used an inspiration related to hypnosis from a notebook to restrict her actions.

Though he couldn’t free her from Wonderstein’s spell with it, he could restrain her long enough to deal with him.

Charlie descended from the altar. 

The musket from the black market wasn’t very reliable. 

He had to get closer to hit accurately.

“Stop, stop! No, Charlie!”

Ella wailed, but Charlie shook his head.

Her cries were only temporary. 

Once he killed him, everything would be fine.

“It’ll be over soon.”

He stood between Wonderstein and Ella and aimed at him.

“Stop! Take your hand off it! You coward!”

Charlie, about to pull the trigger, turned around in fury at her words.

Who am I doing this for?

“You don’t know how vile and cunning that guy is!”

“Shut up! Don’t talk about someone I love like that!”

Someone she loves.

Charlie clenched his teeth and aimed at Wonderstein again.

“Ella, you’ll thank me once you come to your senses!”

He put his finger on the trigger. 

Ignoring Ella’s screams, he pulled it.

Bang.

A single gunshot echoed through the chamber.

The bullet easily pierced skin and flesh, shattering bone and organs.

Charlie slowly turned to look at Ella, his expression contorted.

“Ella…”

“I told you… to stop…”

Ella wiped her tears with her hand, sobbing.

Charlie let out a hollow laugh.

“Ella… you…”

Charlie looked at her hand.

Following his gaze, Ella realized that smoke was coming from the gun in her hand.

She screamed and threw it to the ground.

“W-What? Why is this…?”

She couldn’t comprehend what was happening.

When she looked back at Charlie, she froze in shock.

There, before her, was an incomprehensible sight.

Why was there a red stain spreading on her friend’s chest?

Why was her friend looking at her with such a sorrowful expression?

Ella finally understood what had happened and looked at the gun she had thrown.

“I… did I…? No, I didn’t… I didn’t…”

Blood gushed from Charlie’s mouth as he collapsed.

“Charlie?”

At that moment, the hypnosis that bound her was lifted.

She jumped up and ran down the altar with a pale face.

“Charlie? Answer me, Charlie?”

She cradled his trembling body in her arms. 

Blood gushed from his chest. 

His eyes, filled with pain, affection, and sorrow, looked at her.

“E-Ella…”

“I didn’t mean to… Charlie, please… say something… Charlie? Charlie! No!”

She clung to her friend’s body, crying desperately.

Then, a dark shadow loomed over her. 

Ella, tears streaming down her face, looked up.

There stood an unexpected figure.

“Wha…?”

“Good job, Miss Ella.”


There, in perfect health, stood Wonderstein, looking down at her and her friend with a smile.

“Why… How… No, this is…”

Laughing amidst the sea of blood, and her dying friend.

Guilt and betrayal engulfed her.

And at that moment, all her memories came flooding back.



 
  
    Chapter 284: Charlie Circus – 10


The small town of Alamo near the desert crossing was one of those common places where passing merchants would stop to quench their thirst for a while. 

However, fifteen years ago, after a retired old acrobat established a circus school here, it gained a reputation as a worthwhile stop for travellers.

The head of the school, commonly referred to as ‘Master,’ always wore a mask due to a significant facial injury from an accident. 

Yet, even to the villagers who had never seen a proper circus before, his skills were remarkable.

He took in children with nowhere else to go and taught them various circus acts.

“Our three strongmen will show off their strength! The show starts in five minutes!”

“First, I’ll give you a simple demonstration! Here we go!”

A buzz-cut boy grabbed a seemingly solid stone and smashed it against his forehead.

The merchants watching gasped, but soon after, they saw the stone split in half and let out a cheer of admiration.

The boy held up the split stone and raised his arms triumphantly.

“Come watch our show!”

“You won’t regret it!”

“I’ll show you how to uproot a mountain and throw it!”

The boys had enough spirit to take on the world.

The merchants, impressed by their showmanship, applauded heartily.

“Pretty good for kids.”

“Not bad! Should we watch this?”

“I saw the tightrope walkers this morning, and they were amazing.”

“I need to go see the kids rolling barrels.”

The children from the circus school performed for travelers passing through the village.

The school provided a place to sleep, two meals a day (breakfast and dinner), and a space to practice acrobatics.

Everything else had to be earned by performing their honed skills for pocket money.

Thanks to the versatile Master, the students could choose and learn skills suited to their talents.

Feats of strength.

Acrobatics.

Tightrope walking.

Animal training.

Shooting.

These are commonly referred to as the ‘Five Traditional Acts’ of circus fundamentals.

Though the Master was proficient in everything, there were some things he found challenging to teach here.

One of those was animal training. 

While the Master could create training tools with a hammer and nails for other skills, animal training was different.

Elephants, lions, horses, etc.

The large animals commonly used in circuses required an enormous amount of money just to feed. 

With barely enough resources to take care of the children, there was no money to spare for feeding animals.

Thus, none of the students specialized in animal training.

Except for one…

“The animal show by Ella, the beast tamer, starts in three minutes!”

At the energetic voice of the girl, passing travelers turned their heads.

But upon seeing the two animals in front of her, they showed a disappointed expression and continued on their way.

“Pigeon and a rat…”

“At least bring an eagle…”

Some people would occasionally ask if there were any other animals, but the girl always replied that these two were all she had.

“Ella, another bust today?”

“Skipping lunch again? Heh heh.”

“No wonder you’re so short, little Ella.”

Friends would tease her as they passed by.

Ella glared at them with a sulky expression.

“If you’re not going to help, then get lost.”

“Tsk, why do you keep insisting on animal training when you’re good at other skills?”

The kids clicked their tongues and walked away.

Ella sat on the ground with a grumpy look.

She wasn’t oblivious to reality.

Even she wouldn’t watch an animal show with just a pigeon and a rat when there were other circuses around.

Should I switch to another skill? 

But I really want to do animal training.

It would be great if a rich circus troupe scouted me.

While she was staring blankly at the ground, sighing, someone spoke to her.

“Three minutes have passed.”

Huh?

Ella looked up to see a tall gentleman standing before her.

He was a handsome man with bright blond hair and fair skin, wearing a black suit that didn’t match the midsummer Nevada heat. 

His appearance alone drew the attention of passers-by.

He smiled at Ella and said,

“Are you not going to start the animal show?”

“Oh, um, I was just about to…”

Ella stood up, adjusted her clothes, and greeted the only audience member before starting the show she had prepared.

She showcased various tricks using the characteristics of the pigeon and the rat. 

Though not flashy, the appropriate pacing and transitions made it an engaging performance.

It was something she had prepared by revising the script overnight and repeatedly practicing with the kids.

Expectation, fulfillment, and surprise—the three key points of a performance were all well utilized in her well-structured show.

“And with that, the performance concludes!”

Ella, along with Dub and Chick, bowed deeply in unison, as if they were one body.

The man, seemingly impressed, applauded with admiration.

“Really wonderful! Did you prepare all this by yourself?”

“Um, yes… heh heh.”

It was the first time she had received a compliment from an audience member.

The Master and her friends, who could see through the script, acting, and structure, recognized her effort, but ordinary spectators, who only enjoyed flashy and stimulating shows, often dismissed her performance as dull.

But today, for the first time, a stranger acknowledged her show.


There was no doubt that this person had a discerning eye for the circus.

“Are you by any chance connected to the circus?”

 Ella asked.

The man smiled faintly at Ella’s question.

“Heh, I’m a magician preparing to start my own circus troupe.”

“A magician…”

As expected, he was someone in the business.

“What’s your name?”

“I’m Frank Wonderstein. Ah, there’s no need to try to recall anything. I haven’t built any notable reputation.”

As Ella nodded, her stomach growled. 

Embarrassed, she turned her head.

Wonderstein laughed at her.

“Haha, how about we have a meal together? My treat.”

“…What? No, um, my master always said that if I were to live as a performer, I should never accept free meals…”

“Ha, a wise master. But this isn’t a free meal. I watched your performance. I must pay the admission fee.”

Wonderstein was as generous as his smile.

He took Ella to the best restaurant in Alamo.

They had lunch together and chatted about various topics.

Mostly, it was Ella who talked.

She shared how she ended up at the circus school and how she grew up. 

Wonderstein listened, occasionally nodding in agreement.

After the meal, they took a walk and then went to a café for some refreshing drinks.

For Ella, spending time with an adult man other than her master was a first. 

He had a way of making people feel at ease. 

It felt like family, different from her friends at the circus school.

As time passed and the sun set behind the mountains, it was time for Wonderstein to leave.

“Are you asking me to join your circus troupe?”

She responded loudly to his proposal, but in truth, Ella wasn’t that surprised. 

She had sensed what he wanted from her during their conversation.

“Yes. I believe having you with us would be a great help.”

“But I’m just a humble animal trainer…”

“That’s great. I’m just a humble magician myself. And my circus troupe only has one member so far—me.”

By the time they had reached this point, Ella had already made up her mind.

Otherwise, she wouldn’t have followed him around until late in the afternoon.

Frank Wonderstein.

Kind, reliable, and knowledgeable about the circus. 

She liked him.

“But my master might oppose. He always tried to place us in established circus troupes with at least a second-tier status. He might not approve of a newly established troupe…”

Wonderstein’s eyes gleamed sharply at her words.

Was it a trick of the sunset?

He maintained his gentle smile as he spoke.

“Don’t worry. I’m confident I can persuade him. If we talk, I’m sure he’ll understand.”

Wonderstein extended his hand.

Ella grasped it with both hands and shook it firmly.

“Then, I’ll take care of things. See you in a few weeks, Ella.”

“Yes, Mr. Wonderstein… No, Director! Take care! You must come back! You must!”

Ella waved enthusiastically at him. 

Once he was out of sight, she clenched her fists and let out a small cheer.

“Yes! I knew someone would recognize my talent eventually. Heh, Charlie will be so surprised when he hears about this!”

Ella recalled his offer from the previous day with a smug smile.

He thought I wouldn’t go anywhere for a year? 

Hmph. I can do it if I set my mind to it.

Starting a circus troupe with him… 

Does that make me a founding partner? 

Haha, surely they wouldn’t make a 15-year-old the assistant director, right?

But her excitement was short-lived. 

She thought of her master’s stern gaze and voice. 

No matter how much she liked Wonderstein, if the old man didn’t approve, it would be difficult.

Wonderstein had said he was confident, but convincing her master was no easy task.

She had received several offers like this before. 

But her master had rejected them all. 

Some offers came from quite reputable troupes, and places where other graduates were already working.

Would such a master really allow her to join a newly founded one-person circus troupe?

“If he doesn’t approve this time, I might have to run away.”

She liked Wonderstein that much.

He was perfect in every way. 

He had a keen eye for the circus, and the tricks he casually showed were amazing. 

And his handsome face…

At that thought, Ella blushed and shook her head vigorously.

It’s just that a good-looking person can attract more attention. 

That’s all.

Anyway, his stage name is a bit old-fashioned.

Wonderstein, really?

There was a time when adding “Wonder” to a name was trendy. 

Wonder Boy, Wonder Magician, Master Wonder. 


It was derived from the circus haven, Wonderland, but it became so overused that it now felt outdated.

“If you drop ‘Wonder’… Frank… Stein? Wait, do you add ‘en’ to the first letter if it’s a male suffix? Or not for people’s names? Or only for surnames?”

As she pondered such things, she found herself standing in front of the school building.

It was a long, two-story wooden structure situated on a hill in the centre of the village.

At the entrance stood an old wooden sign.
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The first place Ella ran to upon arriving at school was the master’s room. 

Along the way, her friends greeted her, but she barely acknowledged them as she passed by. 

Her mind was entirely occupied with how to persuade the master.

When she opened the door and entered, she found an elderly man sitting on a chair and a girl in an apron wrapping a bandage around his face.

“Ella, you’re here?”

The brown-haired girl greeted Ella with a warm smile. 

Her name was Anna, and her narrow eyes always gave her a gentle and friendly appearance.

“Is it time to change the master’s bandages?”

Ella asked in a playful voice, though she actually knew that the master and Anna would be together, thanks to her advance scouting with Dub.

Anna, along with Charlie, was one of the oldest students here and took care of the household chores at the school.

She prepared meals for the children every morning and evening, mended the clothes they tore during practice, and sometimes ran errands outside the village on behalf of the master.

Because of this, the master found it hard to refuse her requests. 

Some children would even approach her first when they had a favour to ask the master. 

She always took the children’s side, and most of them followed her words as if she was their older sister.

Ella believed that having Anna around would make it much easier to persuade the master. 

She had deliberately timed her arrival to coincide with the master’s bandage-changing time.

“How was the performance today? Did you make any money?”

“Of course. I hit the jackpot!”

Anna smiled knowingly at her confident reply.

“Looking at your expression… did you get another recruitment offer from somewhere?”

“Huh? How did you know?”

“The kids were talking earlier. They said you were with some stranger.”

At that, Ella glanced over at the master. 

Even though the bandages covered most of his face, she could tell his lips were curving into a smile.

Ugh, so they knew all along.

“Little tattletales.”

“I would have noticed even if the kids hadn’t said anything.”

The elderly man, who had finished changing all the bandages, stood up and spoke to her in a clear voice. 

He chuckled, pointing over his shoulder to the window.

“How could I not know when Dub keeps peeking outside?”

At his words, Ella pouted. 

He was always uncannily good at sensing the presence of animals.

“So, have you already made up your mind?”

“No. Actually, I was just about to tell Anna before you came in. I asked her if something was up because you were watching me with Dub. So, tell me, Ella. Where is it this time? I heard it’s a young man. It’s not like last time with the cabaret, right?”

“Oh, come on. If it was a place like that, I wouldn’t have come running like this. I don’t want to go there either.”

Ella was the only student who spoke casually to Willie.

Unlike the other children, she had considered him her grandfather since she was a baby, so she treated him comfortably.

Willie also had a soft spot for Ella. 

No matter how stern he tried to be, he couldn’t stay angry when she smiled and called him grandfather. 

Some children would even hide behind Ella when they thought the master was angry.

Ella told them about the man she met today named Wonderstein. 

Throughout her story, she glanced at Anna, signalling her to help persuade the master.

“What do you think? Doesn’t it sound great?”

However, when Ella finished her story, Anna tilted her head with a concerned expression.

“Um, isn’t it a bit risky?”

“What? Why?”

“Well, think about it. Starting a circus troupe at such a young age, and making a 15-year-old girl the first recruit? It’s suspicious. What if he’s targeting young girls? We’ve had people like that before.”

“H, but this man is different from those creeps! He recognized my taming show!”

“Maybe he was just flattering you. Saying you have a good look or talent.”

“I’m telling you, that’s not it!”

Ella was frustrated by Anna’s constant cautious remarks and felt worried that the master might say no again.

At that moment, Willie, who had been silently listening, spoke up. 

Ella gave him a defiant look, ready to counter whatever he said. 

However, his words surprised both her and Anna.

“If you want to go, then do it.”

“Master?”

Anna looked shocked. 

It was the first time he had accepted a recruitment offer so readily. 

He usually scrutinized the contract and explained the pros and cons to the child before making a decision.

Ella, equally stunned, stared at him blankly for a moment before speaking.

“Uh, Grandpa, really? You’re not joking, right? This isn’t the start of a new skit, is it? You’re not going to add a condition like ‘but we need 10 tons of gold as a deposit,’ are you?”

“I’m serious. So… if he had seen through your taming performance that thoroughly, I think it’s safe to trust him with this. We’ll make a definite decision after seeing him in person in a few weeks.”

“Really? No backing out? You can’t change your mind later!”

Ella left the room, jumping with excitement. 

Anna looked at Willy, her eyes demanding further explanation, but he shook his head, indicating he wouldn’t say anything more on the matter.

After Anna also left the room, Willy let out a long sigh and stood up. 

He leaned against the window and looked out at the distant desert hills.

He chuckled as he recalled the story Ella had just told him.

Then, looking at the darkening sky, he muttered,

“A blond handsome man. Wonderstein. Still walking around with that face? The face of the person he hates?”

***

The news that Ella had been invited to join the circus quickly spread throughout the school. 

Unlike her excitement, the children’s reactions were indifferent.

“A one-person circus?”

“A twenty-something unknown magician? Sounds fishy.”

“Didn’t the master say he’d decide after seeing him in a few weeks? Maybe he just said that to avoid arguing with Ella. He probably won’t show up anyway.”

“Hey, you’ve been scammed.”

It was no surprise that the children didn’t readily accept her words. 

They had all seen how picky the master was about contracts. 


Some of them had even received offers but couldn’t sign a contract because of the master’s objections.

And now, the master was handing over Ella, whom he cherished like his own granddaughter, to a stranger?

It was an unbelievable story. 

So, whenever Ella brought it up, the children would mock or joke about it.

August, the second oldest boy after Charlie, was particularly mischievous. 

He still called her by her childhood nickname, ‘Little Ella,’ and never missed a chance to tease her. 

Of course, every time, he’d get kicked by the enraged Ella.

Still, he’d laugh and take her blows with a grin.

Viola, watching their fight from the corner, shook her head.

“August will never change, will he?”

Veronica, halfway through wiping off her clown makeup, nodded with a look of disdain.

“If he wants to get her attention, he should do it differently. What is that, picking fights and playing pranks…”

“They’ll just stay friends forever.”

“Maybe he’s satisfied with that. That fool.”

Viola clicked her tongue regretfully at Veronica’s sarcastic comment. 

If August could just take Ella away, she could take the seat next to Charlie…

Lacking the courage to challenge Ella directly, she could only wait and hope Charlie would give up on her.

At that moment, Anna was shouting in the corner of the living room, inspecting the children’s packed bags.

“Mickey! What’s wrong with you? You only have three spare clothes. Didn’t I tell you to do the laundry in advance?”

“It’s fine, I know the streets of Vegas well. I can just steal from the clothing market near the alumni.”

“Hey! Didn’t we agree never to steal again after joining the circus?”

Anna said, pulling Mickey’s cheek as he stood awkwardly.

“Ow, ow! It was a joke, Anna! I’ll wash them! I’ll wash them now! If I do it now, they’ll dry by tomorrow night!”

Anna had joined the school in its early days but had no real talent for acrobatics. 

She still couldn’t perform basic acrobatics properly and was even less skilled than Mickey, who had joined recently.

Of course, Mickey’s quick learning in acrobatics was due to his background as a pickpocket in the markets of Vegas since he was young, making him the fastest learner after Ella and Charlie.

Anyway, Anna had taken on the role of the caretaker at some point, realizing the difference in talent. 

She knew she couldn’t succeed as an acrobat and sought other ways to contribute to the group.

The red blotches covering half her face were also a result of this. 

In the early days when she still performed street shows, she had received a bleaching agent used in dye factories as payment. 

She intended to share it during group laundry time.

He didn’t know it was industrial-strength chemical that needed to be diluted. 

Thinking it was just expensive detergent, he used it in the communal laundry water, causing everyone’s hands to swell. 

Having poured it directly over her, her skin peeled off.

Though her skin had mostly healed over time, the scars remained.

Mickey felt guilty every time he saw her burn marks.

Everyone thought she had the accident while washing with the chemical, but it was actually Mickey who had spilled the bleach-laden water on her as a prank.

That’s why he was especially kind to her.

After the accident, she had completely given up performing on stage. 

Still, she didn’t despair. 

She didn’t envy the other kids. 

Instead, she helped them with non-acrobatic tasks, working hard towards a new dream.

Although she couldn’t openly share it due to the nature of her new career, which only the master knew, she was training to become an evaluator.

Thanks to the master’s connections, she could start this journey because he felt sorry for her giving up the acrobat path.

For nearly a year, she had been running errands for the master as an excuse to visit other towns. 


And in just a few weeks, the 15-month process would end.

Then she would officially become an evaluator.

Her final task was to participate in the upcoming ‘Theater Festival’ in Vegas, watch the performances, and submit a report.

It was perfect timing.

The day after tomorrow was the school’s annual field trip to the festival.
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The children in Alamo eagerly awaited September the most throughout the year. 

It wasn’t because they welcomed the stinging sandstorms blowing from the Nevada desert in the fall.

Every year around this time, they went to the nearby big city, Vegas, and stayed for about two weeks.

The reason they visited Vegas was singular: to enjoy the theater festival held there. 

During the day, the children would roam the theater district in groups, and at night, they would gather in their lodgings, excitedly talking about the performances they had seen, dreaming of one day standing on such stages themselves.

The tickets provided to the children were the cheapest basic admission tickets. 

These allowed them to watch about half of the performances in the theater district for free during the festival. 

Most of these were street performances or held in small theaters. 

To see famous and large-scale performances, they had to pay extra.

Given the financial state of their poor school, this was unavoidable. 

Even their accommodation in Vegas was the same. 

It was nothing more than an old warehouse with dozens of hammocks strung up. 

It was the best they could find during the festival period when lodging prices soared.

However, none of the children complained about this.

They were content just to see performances they couldn’t normally watch.

The children saved up their pocket money throughout the year for this time.

With that money, they would buy tickets to the performances they really wanted to see or purchase souvenirs they liked.

Ella also had saved a considerable amount over the year.

She had earned quite a bit by herding cattle on the ranch or taking care of traders’ camels.

She had already planned out where to spend her money.

The top priority was, of course, tickets to the main performance at the ‘Christian Memorial.’ 

It was the largest theatre in Vegas, famous for staging Christian’s works year-round. 

Not adapted versions, but the originals.

Christian’s works demanded acting, singing, and acrobatics from the performers, so most theaters didn’t follow the originals strictly. 

But at the Christian Memorial, you could always enjoy the originals.

Moreover, during the theater festival, top-tier actors, who usually rotated in roles throughout the year, would all gather at once. 

As a fan of Christian, Ella didn’t want to miss this chance.

“Anna, you’re going to see the Christian Memorial too, right?”

“Of course.”

Anna nodded while checking her schedule. 

It was no surprise that the Christian Memorial was on her report list.

“Then, would you like to go with me today?”

Guides were recommended to go alone to be thorough in their evaluations. 

If you went with someone, you might get swept up in the excitement or be influenced by their opinions. 

But Anna readily accepted Ella’s suggestion.

Ella had the best eye for assessing performances among their school friends. 

She thought she would gain more than she would lose by watching a performance with her.

So, on the first day of their field trip, the two visited the Christian Memorial together.

The grand columns and the well-formed roof that appeared as you climbed the marble steps made it look more like a temple than a theater.

The front of the memorial was crowded with people wanting to buy tickets. 

Usually, the Christian Memorial required reservations, but during the festival, tickets were sold on-site.

Of course, there were a few exceptions to this rule.

“Look over there.”

“Why isn’t that person standing in line?”

“You’re so ignorant. Look at his face.”

“Isn’t that poet Muel?”

People watched the middle-aged man confidently pass the ticket office and enter through the main entrance of the theater.

Poet Muel.

He was a well-known figure in the Vegas theater district.

Though he didn’t make a name for himself as a poet, his sharp critiques of performances were famous.

Recently, he had been working as a columnist, known for his harsh reviews of even the most renowned performances.

Someone of his status could enter the theater freely as a special member of the memorial. 

However, everyone else had to line up at the ticket office.

“Buyers of tickets for 2, 3, and 4 people, please step forward. ID registration will proceed after purchasing the tickets.”

“Looks like I can stand here alone. Anna, do you want to look around the exhibition hall?”

Anna didn’t ask if she could stand in line instead. She guessed why Ella was being considerate. People had been sneaking glances at the burn scars on her face and whispering since earlier.

“Thanks, Ella.”

“Not at all! But join me for shopping later, okay?”

“Shopping?”

“Yes. If I form a circus troupe with Director Wonderstein, as I mentioned before, I want to give a startup gift… But I don’t know what to buy.”

Anna looked troubled at her words.

“Oh… You still plan to leave with him?”

“Of course! I feel it in my bones. He’s my destiny!”

Anna thought it was lucky that Charlie couldn’t hear her.

“But buying a gift before anything is decided seems a bit…”

“If it doesn’t work out, I can give it to Charlie as a graduation gift.”

Giving a gift meant for another man to Charlie…?

Anna thought it was really fortunate that he couldn’t hear her.

“Alright. If that’s what you want, let’s do it.”

“Great. Go have fun! I’ll send Chick when I get the tickets.”

Anna parted ways with Ella and headed to the exhibition hall.

The Christian Memorial was not just a theater but also served as a museum. 

Naturally, it mainly dealt with the playwright Christian.

His background, speculation about his identity, explanations of the 12 plays he left behind, rumors about the legendary 13th play, and more.

Anna slowly walked around the exhibition hall, recalling her memories of visiting with friends years ago. 

During her visit, she saw a familiar face from earlier outside the theatre.

“I acknowledge the talent of the actors here. But it’s embarrassing for the memorial to carry its name with the lack of quality and quantity of Christian-related items they hold. I once saw the originals of these replicas in Yeterinpuurk…”

The poet Muel strutted past someone who appeared to be an employee, bragging loudly. 

He crossed the section guarded by security without any particular restraint. 


People of his calibre seemed to have free access even to places not open to the general public.

Anna disliked how he flaunted his privileges as a critic.

While she used anonymous reviewers to write the fairest critiques possible, her company preferred raising star critics. 

As a result, many critiques there were more about flaunting personal tastes or hurling baseless criticisms rather than offering professional analysis.

Even though she was an intern, Anna took pride in being a reviewer for the Christian Guide.

I won’t become someone like that.

Just as she was about to continue viewing the exhibition, a commotion arose from the restricted area where Muel had entered earlier.

“Where do you think you’re sneaking into, you filthy old man?”

People’s attention turned toward the disturbance. 

Security guards were holding onto someone.

“Let go of me, you bastards!”

It was an old man with gray hair, dressed in a black suit, black hat, and black cloak. 

He wildly swung the cane he held, but it didn’t reach the guards at all.

He was the most peculiar-looking person Anna had ever seen.

He was so short that he barely reached her chin, yet his belly was round and bloated like a big balloon. 

However, his arms and legs were relatively long compared to his torso.

His mouth was slit wide, almost reaching his ears, and his teeth, briefly visible, all appeared sharp and pointed.

Most striking was his nose. 

It was long and hooked like a bird’s beak, appearing three times longer than normal.

The guards, seemingly uncomfortable with the spectators’ gazes, finally set him down on the floor.

Only then did Anna realize that he was a hunchback. 

A hump, the size of a human head, protruded from his back.

“You wretches! I won’t stand for this humiliation!”

The old man, free from the guard’s grip, immediately lit up with fury and lunged at them again. 

He swung his cane at the guard’s shin. 

Though not particularly powerful, it was enough to enrage the guard.

“This old geezer!”

The guard lifted him and slammed him onto the ground.

He let out a scream.

“Ow! You brat!”

The hunchbacked old man tried to get up to retaliate, but because of his hump, he couldn’t straighten himself and flailed about like an overturned turtle. 

The guard chuckled at his predicament and kicked him, causing him to spin like a top.

The onlookers burst into laughter. 

Initially, they felt sorry for him, but after he attacked the guard, they felt he deserved it and laughed freely.

Anna couldn’t just stand by and watch. 

Having experienced cold stares from people due to her burn scars, she felt a sense of kinship with him.

She helped him up and straightened his disheveled clothes.

“Are you alright?”

“Ow. Such a kind young lady. Thank you, thank you. But you shouldn’t have bothered. Ridiculed and mocked… Still, I satisfied him in any case.”

“Him?”

Who was he talking about?

She looked around and fixed her gaze on the restricted area. 

There, the poet Muel was watching the scene unfold and laughing.

Anna felt a surge of anger.

“Sir, get up. Let’s get out of here.”

She supported the old man and led him away. 

Thankfully, the guards didn’t try to bother him further.

As they moved to another exhibition room, she examined him more closely. 

Fortunately, he didn’t seem to be seriously hurt. 

Despite his hunchback and short stature, he had a surprisingly solid build.

“Thank you, miss. I don’t know how I’ll repay this kindness…”

“It’s nothing. I just couldn’t ignore it. What happened?”

“I didn’t realize it was a restricted area and tried to enter. Then those guys grabbed me out of nowhere. But what did you think of my spinning act? Was it amusing?”

The old man laughed cheerfully, despite his disability.

Anna couldn’t help but admire his attitude. 

Even after such an ordeal, he managed to laugh.

Suddenly, he clicked his tongue, looking at something over her shoulder.

“It’s all wrong, tsk tsk.”

Following his gaze, Anna saw a statue.

The room they had entered displayed sculptures inspired by Christian performances, recreating scenes from her plays.

The old man was looking at one of them.

Like other playwrights, Christian also wrote a play related to religion. 

The sculpture in front of her depicted a scene from that play.

It was the moment when Saint Victor drove a holy nail into the Lord of the Plague. 

The depiction varied in religious paintings, but in Christian’s play, Victor used a hammer and nail to strike the Lord of the Plague directly.

The old man shook his head, staring at the nails driven into the Lord’s forehead and heart.

“Victor nailed him in the neck. Two nails on each side.”

He muttered as if he had experienced it himself, rubbing both sides of his neck. 

Despite his eccentric appearance, he seemed knowledgeable in this field.


Anna smiled warmly and introduced herself.

“What’s your name? I’m Anna. I dream of becoming a critic.”

“My name is Igor.”

He grinned, showing his sharp teeth.

“I’m the director of the Monster Circus.”
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Monster Circus.

That word seemed to explain everything Anna had seen about Igor.

His strange appearance, the reason he was lurking around here, and the fact that he didn’t mind being a laughingstock in front of people. 

If he was the Director of that place, it all made sense.

Even though it was a monster circus scorned by the industry, there was no hint of disdain in Anna’s eyes as she looked at him. 

Instead, she felt sympathy for him.

“You must be Director Igor.”

“Yes. But what I’m aiming for is not an ordinary circus. I’m aiming for the Circus Grand Prix!”

Igor chuckled, his shoulders shaking with delight at the mere thought.

Anna didn’t bother to point out that with a monster circus, it would be hard to find a sponsor, let alone make it to the finals. 

She simply gave him an encouraging smile.

“How many members do you have?”

At her question, Igor’s laughter abruptly stopped, and he took off his hat, scratching his shiny bald head.

“Just me for now. I’ll start recruiting from now on. How about it? Want to join our circus? I’ll make you the deputy Director.”

Anna couldn’t help but chuckle at his offer, not knowing if it was shameless or confident.

“I’m not sure if I’m capable. I don’t have any talent for acrobatics.”

“You didn’t laugh at my show. That’s enough.”

Though he spoke cheerfully, Anna felt a pang of pity hearing his words. 

She sensed the hurt he had received from the world in the way he judged people.

“Thank you, but I have something I want to do.”

Igor then smacked his forehead as if he had just remembered something.

“Right. My bad. You said you wanted to be a critic, right?”

“Yes. But… not like Mr. Muelwe saw earlier. I want to work at Guide.”

Igor snapped his fingers as if it was a fortunate coincidence.

“Hmm, I can help with that. I know an editor at Guide very well. How about it? If you help me for three years, I’ll get you a job there as a full-fledged critic.”

Anna’s ears perked up at his words. 

Honestly, even if she submitted her final assignment, there was no guarantee she would become a full-fledged critic.

The selection criteria for guides were very strict. 

Retired critics said that it was common to try three or four times.

If three years of work guaranteed a critic position, it was worth considering. 

Igor probably mentioned three years with the Circus Grand Prix in mind. 

It was also appealing that she could participate in the Grand Prix after giving up the acrobat’s path once.

However, she quickly calmed herself and shook her head.

She remembered the determination she had when she first hoped to become a critic.

“Thank you, but my goal isn’t just to get a job at a magazine. My dream is to become a fair critic. Like playwright Christian.”

“Like Christian, huh…?”

A smile of unknown intent appeared on Igor’s lips. 

It was hard to read his eyes because he was wearing dark glasses.

“Yes. So, I don’t want to get in through a connection. Besides, I really won’t be of much help. I can’t even juggle a few balls without getting my arms tangled.”

“Alright, alright. I understand your feelings. Sorry for confusing you with a pointless offer.”

At that moment, a pigeon sat on the window ledge outside the exhibition room, tapping the glass with its beak. 

It nodded at her before flying away again. 

It seemed Ella had gotten the tickets.

“I think I have to go now. My companion is waiting.”

“Is that so? Then I’ll be off too. If you become a critic, we might meet again someday. Nice to meet you, Miss Anna.”

Igor left the room, swishing his black cloak, and soon disappeared from her sight. 

Despite his short stature and a limp, he moved incredibly fast.

Anna placed a hand on her chest, calming herself as she watched the direction he had left.

He was an old man with a strange impression that was hard to describe.

It wasn’t because of his appearance. 

If she was shocked by that, she wouldn’t have been able to change her master’s bandages every day.

It was probably the unsettling feeling the word “monster circus” gave or his quirks that she sensed little by little behind his cheerful demeanor, she thought as she left the exhibition room.

Soon after, Anna entered the lobby and saw Ella running towards her with an excited expression.

“Anna, I got tickets in quite a good spot! Look at this! I…”

However, before Anna could approach her, someone grabbed her. 

The hand clamped down on her roughly.

“Ouch, what are you doing?”

Anna turned to look at the person who grabbed her, frowning as she recognized him.

It was the guard who had thrown Igor to the ground earlier in the exhibition room. 

Holding Anna’s arm tightly, he spoke to the well-dressed old man standing behind him.

“This is the girl. She was definitely there earlier.”

“Is that so? Then take her. Ah, I apologize, everyone. I am Orsay, the curator of this museum. There was a theft in the exhibition room, and we are here to take the suspect.”

The old man spoke with a polite and gentle tone. 

His slow, deliberate voice made the commotion seem like no big deal.

People who had been curious about the commotion now whispered as they pointed at Anna, held by the guard.

-Isn’t that the burned girl we saw earlier?

-I knew something was off. Why would a lower-class girl come here?

-I thought she looked like she was from a thieves’ guild the moment I saw her.

Their words reached Ella’s ears.

They don’t even know her and they’re talking nonsense!

Anna is such a good friend…

She was so infuriated that she rushed towards the guard.

“Let go of her! A thief? Don’t be ridiculous! Are you suspecting Anna? Do you have any evidence?”

Ella’s tone was the opposite of the old man’s. 

Her voice was provocative and emotional. 

It had the power to make even those who were about to leave pay attention again.

Curator Orsay still maintained his calm exterior, but internally he was quite troubled. 

If this reached the ears of the reporters wandering around, it would be a disaster.

“Fine. Then you come with us too.”


“Release Anna’s arm first.”

“Alright. If you come along quietly, we won’t have to be rough with you.”

With that, Anna was released and walked alongside Ella, following Orsay and the guard.

“Anna, what’s going on?”

“I don’t really know.”

The place they arrived at was a large room in the corner of the museum. 

There were already a dozen people there, shouting excitedly at the director.

“Director Orsay, what is the meaning of this? We are guests!”

“I have a premium admission ticket. To treat someone who came all the way from the Empire like this!”

“Do you dare to suspect me, a baron, of being a thief?”

Orsay received their protests with a calm expression. 

He spoke only after the guards had brought in the remaining suspects.

“The truth is, the story about the stolen item was a lie. I had to say that in front of everyone else. Please understand.”

The guests looked bewildered. 

What was the reason for calling them here under such a pretence?

“The fact is, several guests collapsed in the east exhibition hall earlier. Our on-duty doctor is currently attending to them. He mentioned that the symptoms resembled those of the cursed plague.”

The atmosphere in the room turned chilly, as if cold water had been thrown over them.

“The cursed plague?”

“Yes. A priest from the cathedral is on his way here. Once he arrives, we’ll have more clarity. In the meantime, we decided to gather all the guests who were in the east exhibition hall. Is everyone here?”

A guard, looking uneasy, responded to the director’s question.

“There was one old man we missed. He was a hunchback with a limp, so we thought we’d find him quickly. He seems to have left the memorial. Should we send someone out to search for him?”

“No, let it be. If it causes a commotion, it will defeat the purpose.”

At that moment, a guest who had been quietly listening stood up to ask a question. 

He was Muel, a famous poet from the Vegas theater district.

“But why gather us so secretly, even lying about a theft?”

“I’m about to explain that.”

The director took a moment before he began his story.

“Currently, in the sky city of Hippodrome, discussions are underway about the venue for the Circus Grand Prix preliminaries. We are only waiting for the final vote on the candidates.”

Some astute individuals in the room gasped as they realized what he was getting at.

“Although the jury claims to decide fairly through discussions and votes, intense negotiations take place behind the scenes among political groups, families, and corporations. Our memorial is one of the final eight candidates. According to my sources, one or two places will be excluded. Some seem almost confirmed, but we are not among them. However, if news spreads about an epidemic within our theater, we will certainly be eliminated.”

He looked around at the gathered guests, who were now beginning to understand his point.

“Those of you who love the Vegas theater district, imagine the disgrace if our Christian Memorial is eliminated in favor of a tacky place like the Rose Windmill Cabaret in Charlotia. It would be an insult to Christian’s name.”

Ella, who had initially planned to argue, backed off, biting her lip.

Many of those gathered were fans of Christian, Ella included. 

If the Christian Memorial were excluded from hosting the Circus Grand Prix, it would be very disappointing indeed.

The director’s proposal was simple. 

Until the final vote for the preliminary venue in ten days, they would all undergo ‘quarantine treatment’ here, with all conveniences provided by the memorial. 

The quarantine treatment was a pretext for later justification if any issues arose.

His suggestion was not mandatory. 

He did not have the authority to enforce it. 

He was merely explaining the situation and asking for their cooperation.

At first, Anna intended to refuse. 

She had important things to do, like the final test to become a certified Christian guide, which required her to watch performances and write reports.

However, as most of the guests accepted the proposal, and a few vocal Christian devotees pressured the hesitant ones, she couldn’t help but agree. 

Anna was no exception.

“Are you really okay with this? Should I call Master?”

Ella, having promised the director to keep the secret, was allowed to leave. 

Since she hadn’t been in the exhibition hall, she couldn’t be held under the pretext of treatment.

“I’m really fine. Now I get to eat and sleep in a nice place, and I can continue to view Christian’s works here. It’s even better. Just tell Master not to worry about me.”

Anna forced a smile. 

It was regrettable to lose the apprenticeship process she had worked on for over a year, but there was nothing she could do.

Almost no one passes on the first try.

I wouldn’t have made it anyway.

I’ll try again next year.

“Don’t worry about me and have fun.”

She reassured herself as she watched Ella leave.

However, she soon remembered a rule: if disqualified for failing to meet requirements, she wouldn’t be able to retake the test for three years.

‘If I had known, I might have accepted Director Igor’s proposal.’

Feeling disheartened, she blankly looked around the room.

Then she noticed something odd.

She approached the guard who was assigning rooms to the quarantined guests.

“Excuse me. Does that mean everyone who was in the exhibition hall and isn’t here has contracted the cursed plague?”


“Yes. They are currently in a separate ward in the infirmary.”

Anna looked over the faces of the people leaving the room with their keys.

And she noticed something.

The people who had mocked Igor earlier.

Except for the poet Muel, none of them were present.
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The quarantine life was much more comfortable than Anna had expected. 

Unlike the old dormitory where dozens had to sleep crammed together in an old warehouse, here she was given a private room, and instead of a hammock, there was a plush bed. 

Moreover, instead of having to settle for oatmeal porridge and somen noodles from a roadside restaurant near the dormitory for breakfast and dinner, three luxurious meals were provided daily here.

There were plenty of entertainment options as well. 

They could watch all the performances held at the memorial hall for free from special seats. 

The main building featured original works by Christian, while the annex showcased adaptations and recreations, allowing them to choose whichever they preferred.

The guests seemed very satisfied with this life. 

Some even said they wouldn’t mind if the quarantine lasted a few more weeks.

Anna, too, had grown accustomed to greeting dawn in a bathtub filled with expensive bath salts. 

Yet, she wasn’t at all happy. 

The longer this life continued, the more miserable she felt.

Indulging in luxury in a situation where her dreams were shattered only heightened her anxiety about the future.

After all, everything she was experiencing now was merely a mirage that would disappear in a few days.

She got out of the bathtub, dried herself with a towel, and looked at the book on the table. 

It was a collection of Christian’s critiques from his days of writing for a pamphlet.

This book was her greatest comfort in her current life.

Reading it allowed her to shake off the anxiety of doing nothing, and she felt her perspective on critiques broaden.

Anna sat on the bed and opened the book. 

But today, strangely, the words didn’t seem to sink into her mind. 

Something was bothering her.

She had a hunch about what it was. 

She closed the book and threw it on the bed.

A few days after the quarantine started, her master visited the memorial hall. 

As her official guardian, he had the right to know the situation. 

He, who was always calm, seemed quite surprised when he heard about the curse plague. 

He left after telling her to take care of herself.

Anna wasn’t upset that her master came to see her late because he was always busy when he visited Vegas around this time. 

The person she was disappointed in was someone else.

It was Ella.

Since leaving the memorial hall on the first day, Ella hadn’t visited her once. 

When Anna asked her master what Ella was doing, he said she was busy watching performances.

Anna sighed as she looked at the ceiling.

Isn’t that too much, Ella?

Her other friends didn’t even know she was quarantined here. 

This field trip was all about finding and visiting the performances each wanted to see, leaving no time to care about each other. 

It was like travellers sharing information about the shows they saw while passing through a hostel.

Ella was the school’s top circus enthusiast. 

During field trips, she always packed her schedule tightly, running around the theatre district without resting, coming back at dawn to get a few hours of sleep before heading out again.

Anna knew that. 

But she thought this time might be different. 

She thought Ella would care more about her being stuck here. 

But she was still the same. 

She didn’t change her schedule to take care of a friend.

Anna tried to understand her.

Yeah. 

I’m staying here comfortably. 

There’s no reason for her to worry about me. 

I’m not even sick. 

Priests and doctors are always on standby. 

She’s the one struggling more, not eating or sleeping properly, always busy.

But no matter how much she comforted herself, she couldn’t stop the resentment from building up. 

It had accumulated in her even before the field trip.

-Ella, you’re leaving school soon. Does it really not bother you? Even if you can’t see me?

A week ago, when Ella brought up Wonderstein, Anna had unusually nitpicked. 

There was a hidden reason for that.

It was the kind of thing you could never confess if you wanted to remain friends.

The vigilance Anna felt toward Wonderstein was akin to jealousy of a rival in love. 

She sighed as she looked at the ceiling.

When did it start? 

Falling for a girl three years younger.

She was at least thankful her eyes were narrow. 

It made it easier to hide her feelings.

-I just knew. That person is my destiny!

When she heard Ella say that, Anna felt considerable anger.

Who always looks out for you? 

Do you know I’ve been giving you extra helpings since I started cooking? 

You can’t even imagine that sometimes I bury my face in your clothes when mending them. 

You don’t even notice that I always sit next to you when we bathe together. 

You don’t know what I think every time I smell you, every time I see your skin.

There were many things she wanted to say. 

But in the end, she couldn’t say a word.

Charlie, who’s great at acrobatics, couldn’t become more than her friend. 

How could I capture her heart?

Ella’s attitude during this quarantine only reinforced her belief.

Anna finished her 10 days of quarantine and returned to the dormitory. 

Her friends, having heard the news that afternoon, were all waiting for her.

“Are you feeling better, Anna?”

“Did they treat you well there?”

“How was the food?”


“Did you see anyone with the curse plague?”

Anna answered their questions while looking around the dormitory. 

As expected, Ella was not there.

“Can you believe Christian’s memorial hall was designated as one of the six great theaters?”

“Charlie’s Lekachep was chosen too.”

“Did you hear anything inside? Like how the exams will be conducted?”

They were all excited about the Circus Grand Prix. 

Some even said they would join a circus troupe this time, regardless of the master’s opposition.

Which circus troupe will win?

What kind of tests will come out?

If you rank the six great theatres, what would the order be?

They all talked excitedly until they fell asleep.

However, only Anna couldn’t fall asleep, staring at the ceiling. Ella never showed up until the end.

At that moment, with the fluttering sound, a white dove sat by the window.

It was Chick. 

The fact that it had returned meant that Ella was nearby too. 

Anna quickly got out of her hammock and ran outside the lodge.

Ella was just coming down the alley.

“Oh, Anna, did Chick wake you up? Your quarantine is over, right? I heard the news.”

Anna wanted to confront her. 

How could she not visit even once in the past ten days?

But facing her, such words didn’t come out easily.

“Where have you been?”

“Of course, I’ve been watching performances. I was running around like crazy.”

“…Really?”

“I barely got any sleep. My schedule doubled.”

“Double…?”

At that moment, Ella’s appearance was revealed under the streetlight. 

Her face looked quite haggard. 

Her hair was greasy and messy, and dark circles shadowed her eyes.

She smiled brightly at Anna, holding up a bundle of papers.

“Ta-da! I watched all the performances for the assignment and wrote the report! If you submit it by 3 PM tomorrow… no, today since it’s past midnight, you can avoid disqualification.”

Anna took what she handed her and stared at it blankly.

“You… you knew I applied to be an examiner?”

Ella grinned and nodded.

“Yep! I overheard a conversation between you and Master a few months ago. But I couldn’t tell you. It’s said that examiners of the guide must keep their identity secret even from their family for fairness, right? I thought it wouldn’t be good if I acted like I knew. But this time, there was no choice. Even if you have a long career as an examiner, if you don’t submit the report, you’ll be disqualified, right? That’s really strict, isn’t it? So when I knew you were quarantined, I followed your schedule and wrote the reviews myself. Of course, what I wrote wouldn’t pass the exam, but it’s better than disqualification. Isn’t it? Hey, but writing is really hard. I struggled so much trying to imitate your style by looking at the articles you wrote. I quickly mimicked your handwriting though… Ah, I wrote the scores as I saw them. Is that okay?”

Anna felt tears welling up. 

Ella hadn’t been neglecting her. 

Instead, she had been running around theatres, losing sleep, struggling to write reviews she’d never done before, all for her.

She knew she was aiming to become a critic.

Maybe she also knew her feelings? 

Could she be waiting for a confession?

Anna suddenly felt a surge of courage.

“Ella, I…”

At that moment, Ella suddenly hugged her tightly. 

Anna felt a mix of confusion and thrill.

Did she really…?

But Anna soon realized it was her illusion.

Ella wasn’t hugging her. 

She was snoring. 

The accumulated fatigue from the past ten days had hit her all at once as she handed over the report, and she fell asleep standing.

Anna looked at her friend sleeping on her shoulder and chuckled.

“Thank you, Ella.”

She hugged her sleeping friend tightly.

***

Muel walked through the alleys of Vegas late at night. 

He was on his way home after drinking a lot at a party celebrating the selection of the Christian Memorial Hall as one of the six major theatres.

He chuckled the whole way. 

He was thrilled that an outsider like him could mingle with theatre people, and no one could object to his presence.

He even managed to get a promise to help with the preliminary round preparation for the memorial hall.

“This is why I became a critic.”

In his youth, he dreamed of being a writer. 

But he never found success in writing. 

Then one day, the reviews he wrote for living expenses gained fame, and he quickly tasted the fame and power he had never achieved before in the industry.

“I always had talent. It finally shone.”

He stroked his eyes.

Since he was young, he could feel the ‘score’ the moment he watched a performance. 

His fame as a critic was largely due to that ability.

Even newly planned, unknown performances would quickly become hits if he gave them high scores, and renowned master’s performances would receive poor reviews if he gave them low scores.

He never specifically studied criticism. 

He just roughly matched the scores he saw, using all kinds of metaphors to harshly criticize or excessively praise them. 

This matched public evaluation perfectly, making him a star critic for magazines.

Thanks to that, he enjoyed privileges he never imagined before.

Even during this quarantine period, he was treated differently from others. 

He pressured the curator to move freely outside to watch other performances. 

His accommodation being separate from others was also for that reason.

‘If I handle the Grand Prix examiner well, I’ll enjoy even greater fame.’

He smiled, imagining his rosy future.


At that moment, someone called his name from a dark corner of the alley.

“Mr. Muel.”

“Huh? Who’s there?”

Mule squinted and looked into the alley.

There stood a short old man in a black hat, black suit, and black cape.
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Although Muel was thoroughly drunk, he could quickly recognize who was in front of him. 

He would never forget the extremely long nose and the large hump on his back.

“Were you perhaps in the memorial hall’s exhibition room last week…?”

“Heh heh, you remember?”

Muel stared blankly at him for a moment, then burst into laughter while clutching his forehead. 

Even now, recalling the old man spinning like a top because of his hump was amusing.

“Puh, kuh, ah, I’m sorry. It’s just that it reminded me of that time… But what brings you here? If you’re here to get something from the theater, you’re too late. The preliminary round location has already been confirmed.”

The old man shook his head.

“No, I just wanted to confirm something with you.”

“Confirm what?”

Igor grinned, revealing his sharp teeth, and pulled something out from his pocket.

Muel recognized it as a magazine published a few months ago. 

The old man opened it and read a paragraph from a review he had written.

“…The saying ‘there’s nothing to eat at a famed feast’ was true. The desperate struggle of a washed-up master, now just a burden to the festival, was painful to watch. If I were to rate the three works he presented at the festival, I would give them 38, 33, and 21 points respectively, with no leniency. This… you wrote this, right?”

Muel sensed that the old man’s voice was trembling with excitement.

They were currently in a dark alley with no passersby. 

It was only then that he felt the danger and his intoxication vanished.

“H-hey, I was just being honest in my review. Do you have a problem with it?”

“No, not at all. In fact, I was impressed. The eyes of people like you who watch performances are truly remarkable.”

People like me? 

He must be referring to critics.

At that moment, Muel heard a clicking sound from somewhere. 

It was similar to the sound of teeth clashing.

As he looked around briefly, he soon noticed that the old man was approaching him and took a step back.

“Ha ha, well, I’m glad you were impressed. Of course, my review…”

“No, not the review. I was talking about the eyes.”

The clicking sound was heard again. 

Muel realized it was coming from the old man.

But it was strange. 

How could he make a clicking sound while talking?

Feeling uneasy, he tried to move away from the old man.

However, his body felt as if it was tightly bound and wouldn’t budge. 

Looking down, he gasped.

Dozens of wriggling tentacles, similar to octopus legs, were entangled around his body. 

They extended from beneath the old man’s feet.

A monster!

Muel tried to scream, but the tentacles had already climbed up his body and tightly covered his mouth.

“Mmmph!”

He twisted and struggled wildly, but the tentacles held him firmly and wouldn’t let go.

Then, the clicking sound was heard again.

The old man had come right up to his face and was staring into his eyes.

“One with the Eyes of Kirku. Would you like to see my eyes as well?”

The old man took off the tinted glasses he was wearing.

Muel’s eyes widened in horror. 

He finally realized where the clicking sound was coming from.

In the place where the old man’s eyes should have been, there were mouths instead. 

The clicking sound was the teeth there trembling with excitement.

As the old man smiled, the mouths in his eyes also revealed their teeth and grinned. 

It was the last sight Muel saw.

“Aaaaaagh!”

Like a frog’s tongue reaching for its prey, Igor’s eyes, revealing their crimson flesh, extended and bit down on the mule’s eyes.

Crunch. 

Crack. 

Munch.

The teeth tore through his skin, crushed his bones, and chewed his flesh.

Igor tossed the mule’s corpse to the ground.

Thus, another magnifying glass through which Kirku viewed the world had disappeared. 

Currently, Igor’s body contained hundreds of pairs of Kirku’s eyes. 

This was the result of hunting down and killing those born with the Eyes of Kirku over the past ten years.

Originally, identifying someone with Kirku’s eyes was impossible. 

They had no distinguishing external features. 

Though they were immune to Debulroots, it wasn’t feasible for him to shake hands with billions of people one by one.

Of course, there was a common phenomenon around them. 

It was the cursed plague.

The cursed plague was essentially a form of possession.

Dormant chaos inhabited a human body, spreading Debulroots within.

Typically, a ritual was necessary to welcome a god.

A ritual for Kirku naturally meant a performance. 

And the act that resonated with Kirku, the action that connected with him, was laughter.

This much was known to anyone who had studied theology.

However, no matter how great a performance was, even if people laughed heartily together, the cursed plague would not spread.

Considering the immense power of Kirku, unlike other demons, it would take at least hundreds of thousands of spectators to welcome him. 

Moreover, healthy laughter and emotions weakened the connection between this world and the Abyss.

That’s why Kirku was known as a ‘harmless demon.’ 

Even performing rituals to welcome the god resulted in nothing happening.

But things changed when two conditions were met.

It was precisely the Eye of Kirku and the Monster Circus.

The Eye of Kirku was a kind of window through which the Kirku peered into the world. 

When performing in front of someone with the Eye, the power of the ritual increased tenfold.


Furthermore, the Monster Circus stimulated Kirku’s darkest desires—mockery, scorn, and contemptuous laughter. 

It provided hundreds of times more satisfaction than a regular performance.

In other words, combining these two conditions increased the probability of a cursed plague by tens of thousands of times.

The performance didn’t necessarily have to be a Monster Circus. 

Any public stage performance that incited ridicule, contempt, and derisive laughter from the spectators was enough to resonate with the Kirku.

However, tracking down the Eye of Kirku to find the source of a cursed plague was no easy task.

You never knew when or where it would happen, and even if you arrived in time, identifying the person with the Eye was challenging. 

Moreover, they might already be dead, caught up in the cursed plague events.

Igor managed to get hold of a pair of Kirku Eyes after years of pursuit. 

But for the past ten years, he had stopped collecting rumours or seeking out information.

He didn’t need to. 

People brought him information voluntarily.

The Christian Guide.

This performance review journal, which rivaled bread and circuses, received scores from hundreds and thousands of readers worldwide every day. 

They rated the spectacles around the world, providing both critic scores and reader scores in the magazine.

About ten years ago, Igor contacted an editor from the Guide. 

In exchange for granting the editor’s desires, he received insider information from him.

Coincidentally, the first Eye owner Igor found was an avid reader of the Christian Guide. 

He searched for someone who had given the same scores as him for the same performances.

Typically, even if two people with Eyes of Kirku watched the same performance, they wouldn’t necessarily feel the same way. 

A king accustomed to daily opulence would dismiss a fifty-point performance as trivial, while a boy from a remote area with no entertainment might find it thrilling.

However, the advent of the Christian Guide introduced the concept of ‘scores’ to people. 

At least, those who subscribed to and contributed to the Guide expressed their evaluations in terms of scores.

Kirku’s representatives showed an astonishing consistency there. 

They all gave the same scores to the same performances they watched.

It wasn’t common for Kirku Eye owners to watch the same performance simultaneously.

But there were often overlaps. 

That was enough for Igor. 

If one or two matched or several overlapped similarly, he would visit and check directly.

In this way, he had hunted hundreds of Eyes over ten years.

The recently killed Muel was someone he couldn’t have identified through his usual methods. 

He had contributed to a different magazine, one that focused more on vivid descriptions and subjective impressions rather than objective performance evaluations. 

They didn’t collect scores.

But Muel made a mistake a few months ago. 

He mentioned the score for a performance he watched.

Igor had his friend at the Christian Guide review the data and found that all three performances matched the scores of previous targets.

Igor could have killed him ten days ago. 

But he delayed the hunt on a sudden thought, waiting with a faint hope, and Muel played his role excellently.

Igor pulled a sheet of paper from Muel’s corpse.

It contained scores for the performances he watched during the recent theater festival. 

Igor ignored the metaphors or words he used to praise or criticize the performances. 

He was only interested in one thing.

A clue to track the next Eye.

“Hah, ptooey!”

Igor spat a wad of phlegm from his throat. 

He placed it in his palm and manipulated the Debulroots.

The phlegm squirmed like clay, entwining with blood, bone, and muscle, growing into a creature.

It stood awkwardly like a newborn chick, rubbing its body against Igor’s hand affectionately.

“Squawk!”

Of course, it looked more like an attempt to shape a bird from slaughterhouse scraps than a real bird. 

However, it actually rolled its protruding eyes around, and its neck and wings moved awkwardly but functionally.

“Deliver this material.”

“Squawk!”

The bird took the material in its beak and flew towards the headquarters of the Christian Guide.

Readers who watched the theater festival would likely send many reviews. 

Hoping their critiques would be published, winning a subscription prize, or being invited as trainee reviewers.


Igor smirked as he put his glasses back on.

“Christian, Christian… you’re useful both alive and dead.”

He smiled, looking up at the moon.

His long, crooked nose glinted in the moonlight, resembling a bird’s beak. 

Like a crow.
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The dormitory where the circus school children stayed was originally used as a warehouse, so it had no windows.

Instead, there were ventilation openings just below the roof, allowing them to guess the time of day by the light coming through. 

Ella, who had just woken up, knew it was around noon thanks to this. 

She stretched and got up from her hammock.

“Uuuugh, chilly!”

“Ella, did you sleep well?”

Anna, who had been sitting in a corner of the warehouse reading a book, approached her as she woke up.

“Mmm… What happened? I don’t remember lying down inside…”

Ella smacked her lips and rubbed her eyes.

“Don’t you remember? You came to the dormitory and suddenly collapsed while standing.”

“Really? Oh, right. I think I did…”

She yawned widely and got down from the hammock, looking around the warehouse.

“There’s no one else here. Did everyone go to watch the performance?”

“Yes, they all went to enjoy the last day of the festival.”

At her words, Ella opened her eyes wide in surprise.

“The last day? Wait a minute! When I came back, it was only the 11th day!”

“That’s right. You’ve been sleeping for over two days straight.”

At this, Ella sighed deeply and threw herself back into the hammock.

“Two days? This is a disaster. I missed ‘Billy and Betty.'”

Billy and Betty was a circus troupe composed entirely of trainers, and Ella, who dreamed of becoming a trainer, had been most eager to see them at this festival. 

But she had missed it.

Ella had been singing about Billy and Betty since a month before the festival. 

Knowing this, Anna couldn’t help but feel guilty. 

After all, it was ultimately her fault that Ella didn’t see them.

However, before Anna could apologize, Ella shook her head and cheerfully exclaimed.

“Well, it can’t be helped! There will be another opportunity someday.”

Her smile wasn’t forced. 

She had genuinely sorted out and let go of her emotions in that short time.

Anna smiled at her. 

She had always liked Ella’s lively and straightforward nature.

“That’s a relief. Then shall we go shopping today instead?”

“Shopping? What are we going to buy?”

Anna chuckled lightly at Ella’s puzzled look.

“Don’t you remember? You promised to buy an entry gift for Director Wonderstein.”

At the mention of Wonderstein’s name, Ella’s face lit up, and she sat up straight.

“Oh, right. I did! Alright, let’s go! Wait, are you okay now?”

“What do you mean?”

“Hmm, Anna, you used to get a fierce look in your eyes whenever I mentioned the director.”

Was it that obvious?

Anna hid her embarrassment and calmly said.

“I was just worried about you. But now I’ve decided to trust you.”

“Not the director?”

“How can I trust someone I’ve never met?”

“Tsk, you should trust my judgment of people.”

Anna tilted her head and gave a playful smile.

“I trust your judgment of animals, but people, I’m not so sure.”

“Don’t underestimate me.”

Anna stifled a bitter smile as she watched Ella grumble and get up. 

She couldn’t possibly say that Ella, who hadn’t noticed Charlie and her own feelings for years, had a good eye for people.

The two got dressed and prepared to go out. Anna sat Ella down in front of her and brushed her hair.

“I like it best when you do my hair.”

“The master does it for you too.”

“Grandpa brushes my hair like he’s brushing a horse’s mane. He always tries to scrape something off my head. It hurts so much.”

Anna chuckled at her whining.

“People in the old days suffered a lot from lice and fleas, so they brushed like that. When you first got Dub, you used to have bugs all over you. I brushed you like that too back then.”

“That was so long ago. I taught Dub to bathe within days. Anyway, I like it when you scratch just the right amount.”

“Especially here, right?”

Anna said as she scratched the spot where Ella’s stiff hair stood up at the back of her head. 

Ella shuddered and let out a “Huh!”

“Pfft. How will you live after leaving school? You said it yourself. It doesn’t feel the same when you scratch yourself.”

“Hoo, I know. It would be nice if you could brush my hair every day.”

Anna’s hand paused for a moment at Ella’s casual remark.

She briefly imagined waking up next to her every morning.

“Uh, um… That’s…”

“I know, I know. You’ve decided to become an evaluator. You can’t go with me.”

“Y-yes. That’s right…”

“Then should I ask Director Wonderstein to brush it for me?”

“No way!”

Anna couldn’t help but shout out.

Ella quickly changed the subject, fearing Anna would start lecturing her on being careful around strange men again.

“By the way, have you submitted the evaluator report?”

“I sent it the day before yesterday. You wrote it better than I expected. I might even get an interview.”

“That would be great. It would make all the hard work worthwhile.”

The two people, dressed up, left their lodgings and walked down the street. 

Because it was the last day of the festival, the street was busier than ever. 

They first visited the shopping district and bought a gift for Wonderstein.

Ella picked up a trainer’s whip made of high-quality leather, but Anna quickly dismissed it.

“He doesn’t even have animals to tame. What would he do with a whip?”

“Then how about gifting him an animal? We could give him a puppy, which is easy to raise for first-time owners.”


As Ella approached the cages in front of the market, the puppies inside wagged their tails and crowded around her.

“Does he even want to raise one? It might just become a burden.”

“Then how about this? A trainer’s whistle that can adjust to five different tones. It doesn’t necessarily need to be used for animals.”

“That’s just something you want to buy! In situations like this, you should go for something simple like a tie pin or a necktie.”

After wandering around for a while, they eventually managed to buy a necktie from a clothing store in the shopping district. 

As Ella received the carefully wrapped gift from the shopkeeper, she noticed that Anna was still peeking around the inside of the store.

“What’s up? Are you looking to buy something?”

Anna stared at Ella for a moment before speaking.

“Ella, can I give you a gift too?”

“Huh? Why?”

“You’ve taken care of me for the past ten days. I’d feel better if I gave you something. And your birthday is coming up in a few days too.”

“Oh, then that sounds great to me! What is it? What are you going to buy?”

Ella’s eyes sparkled as she bounced with excitement. 

Anna, looking at her, spoke firmly.

“At the very least, it’s not a whip or a whistle.”

“Hey, that’s mean…”

“They aren’t something you need right now. There’s something more urgent.”

Ella approached the shelf Anna was pointing to. 

There were rows of cylindrical hats in various colours.

“The hat you’re wearing is too old. You’re going to be working in a new environment, and you don’t want to go there looking shabby.”

Thus, Ella received a new hat as a gift. 

It was a red hat that matched her tailcoat well, adorned with the rare turquoise feather of the silver pheasant, combining elegance and splendour.

“How do you like your new home, Chick?”

“Coo!”

The pigeon cooed happily as it nestled inside her hat. 

Ella, clearly pleased with the hat, adjusted it frequently, admiring her reflection in nearby mirrors or glass panes.

“Thank you, Anna. It’s such a wonderful gift.”

“No problem. I used the savings I had left over from coming to see the performance. So it’s nothing.”

“Come on, let’s go! Dinner’s on me!”

After finishing their shopping, they wandered around the night market, grabbing street food for dinner. 

Then, they went to the entertainment grounds to enjoy street performances and shell games.

As they spent time there, the street parade for the Cristian Memorial began. 

It featured actors dressed as all the characters from the twelve works of Cristian’s, marching around the theatre district.

On the first day of the festival, actors who suited the characters took on the roles, but on the last day of the festival, it was a tradition for actors who did not suit the characters at all to dress up. 

Ella and Anna burst into laughter when a man with a scruffy beard appeared in a princess costume from “The Cookie-Baking Princess,” and they squealed in delight when a cute foal in a demon costume from “The Lost One” pranced around. 

They were also mesmerized by a beautiful woman dressed as the golden knight from “The Enchantment.” 

The actors paused occasionally to sing the most famous parts from the scripts before continuing their march.

When the lively parade ended, the final event of the festival, the fireworks display, began.

The two sat side by side on a dark bench at the corner of the street, watching the fireworks light up the sky. 

As the final golden firework soared highest, spread the farthest, and lingered the longest, people all around raised their arms and cheered, marking the end of the festival.

“What wish did you make?”

Anna asked, still looking at the golden firework that lingered in the sky a minute after it had burst. 

Ella, also gazing at it, asked back.

“What about you?”

“I asked first.”

“Hmm, I wished for our circus troupe to do well. So, what about you?”

“I…it’s a secret.”

“Hey, don’t be like that! Now I’m curious.”

“I’m not telling.”

“You’re so mean, so mean, so mean!”

Listening to Ella’s teasing voice beside her, Anna looked up at the sky one last time and shouted in her heart.

‘I hope Ella will understand my feelings someday.’

Returning to their lodgings, they packed their things early the next morning and left the city. 

They loaded their luggage onto camels rented from the relay station, crossed a few more stations along the desert route, and returned to Alamo in three days.

In this era, relay stations also served as post offices. 

The mail for Alamo was usually handled by a few contracted village merchants, but this time, as they were returning to the village, Willy collected the mail directly from the station.

“Charlie sent you a birthday present, Ella.”

The large package contained a set of famous sweets from the region where Charlie lived. 

Ella shared them with her friends on their way back to the village.

Veronica clicked her tongue as she tossed a candy into her mouth.

“Charlie is so clueless. Did he not realize Ella would eat it all like this if he sent such a gift?”

“So what? It’s really delicious. Let’s encourage Ella to ask him to send more later.”

August laughed heartily as he shoved more sweets into his mouth.


“Ella might be leaving in a few days…”

Viola spoke cautiously, hiding her happiness.

“That’s a scam. I bet 100% she either won’t go, or she’ll get kicked out by the master.”

Mickey shook his head, chewing on jelly.

Two days later, on the day Ella picked up a pen to write back to Charlie, thanking him for the sweets, it was her 16th birthday.



 
  
    Chapter 291: Charlie Circus – 17


The personal information of the evaluators working in the “Christian Guide” was thoroughly kept anonymous. 

Even the editorial staff who corresponded with them knew only their pen names and security numbers. 

They did not know any personal information such as their names, ages, genders, or addresses. 

The only person in the editorial department who knew the identities of the evaluators was the editor-in-chief.

Although it was a personnel system that could easily lead to favouritism, the selection of evaluators itself was conducted transparently. 

A committee of randomly selected editors thoroughly verified the abilities of the applicants and selected those who would become official evaluators.

Editor Jose was selected as a member of this quarter’s selection committee. 

However, he did not welcome this responsibility. 

He had a pressing matter to attend to, which no one knew about.

This matter was commanded by someone outside the company. 

Jose had been following his orders since he was a junior editor.

The demand was always the same: to find readers who gave specific scores to certain performances and pass their information to him. 

The readers he identified shared no commonality except for the scores they gave. 

However, once Jose handed over the slips of paper containing their personal details, another commonality was added: they no longer sent letters to the editorial department.

A noblewoman who followed Houdini’s performances.

A rural boy who meticulously recorded every performance near his village.

A prominent local writer who enjoyed sharp-tongued comedy.

These readers, who had even appeared in the public submission section and caught the attention of the editorial department, suddenly stopped sending letters. 

This all happened after Jose sold their information.

Jose did not want to imagine what might have happened to them.

However, even if he tried to ignore it, news of some being brutally murdered would inevitably reach his ears. 

Each time, he felt guilty, but he could not defy the old man. 

If he did, he was sure he would be killed himself.

Yesterday afternoon, the old man gave him a new command.

Jose, as usual, searched the readers’ submission box to find someone whose scores matched the ones sent by the old man. 

He wanted to avoid the old man coming to find him, as facing him directly always led to nightmares for days.

The old man was a creature with a human shape but could not be called a person. 

Even the creatures he sent as messengers were terrifying. 

Jose tried not to think of the dreadful bird currently in his room.

He estimated it would take at least two weeks to complete the task. 

The Vegas Theater District Festival had just ended yesterday, and readers’ letters were only now starting to arrive at the editorial department.

However, luck came from an unexpected place. 

At the selection committee meeting he reluctantly participated in, he found a trainee who gave the exact same score as the one the old man had sent.

For regular evaluators, even if he found a match, there was no information to give to the old man. 

Evaluators submitted reports anonymously with only their pen names and security numbers from any post office, leaving no traceable means.

However, security for trainee evaluators was less strict. 

Jose secretly tracked the postmark on the package sent by the trainee and found the P.O. box number.

Thanks to this, the messenger sent by the old man returned within four days, and Jose could sleep comfortably in his room again.

But the next night, as he entered his house, he sensed a suspicious presence. 

A chilling air brushed his spine. It was a strange yet familiar feeling.

He looked at the shadow standing in a corner by the window. 

There stood a figure cloaked entirely in black. 

Jose was certain it was the old man.

“I didn’t expect you to come in person. I sent the messenger back yesterday.”

Jose tried to remain calm, but his voice trembled. 

His fear of the old man was immense.

However, upon confirming the figure, he felt puzzled. 

It was not the hunchbacked old man he knew. 

Instead, it was a handsome blonde man in his twenties.

He was smiling, but the smile felt unnatural. 

Before Jose could make any judgment, the man moved first.

Wonderstein drew a blade from his back and extended tentacles from the shadows to restrain him.

His bedroom shook momentarily, but Jose did not scream. 

It was not because he was particularly brave, but because he was used to such situations.

“You, who are you…?”

“I can’t believe you used the guide to find the eye…”

Wonderstein berated him.

If he had known earlier, he could have saved hundreds of lives…

His sentimental attitude towards the Christian Guide delayed his understanding of the truth.

“You, listen, I…”

Jose realized that this man was not friendly to him. 

From the atmosphere, he guessed that this man was hostile towards the old man.

Wonderstein squeezed the tentacles tighter, crushing his bones.

“Ugh!”

“Answer carefully from now on. I won’t tolerate lies.”

His voice was polite, and his mouth always wore a smile. 

However, his inhuman courtesy terrified Jose even more. 

He confessed everything he knew to Wonderstein.

“That’s how it happened… I had no choice! If I didn’t…”

But Wonderstein did not let him continue. 

He knocked Jose unconscious and threw him to the floor before heading to his desk to check the information he had sent to Igor about the trainee evaluator.

Perhaps if he followed him now, he could still stop him.

Wonderstein examined the torn envelope with the postmark. 

He stood there for a long time, checking and rechecking it.

His lips trembled as if they would crack from the force. 

He could not believe what he saw.

He did not need to look through the postal code book to find the P.O. box address. 

There was no need to ask the editor-in-chief about the trainee evaluator’s identity. 

The number on the postmark was too familiar. 


It was the place where he occasionally sent letters to an old friend.

Alamo.

Igor was heading to Alamo!

Wonderstein unfurled bat-like wings from his back and soared into the sky. 

Only one thought occupied his mind: Ella. 

He was solely concerned about her safety.

***

After writing a letter to Charlie, Ella left school and headed to the butcher shop. 

She needed the butcher’s signature on the envelope to send the letter for free.

In the village, letters were exchanged through the merchants’ P.O. boxes.

It was much cheaper to use wholesale postal services for commercial use than for individuals to buy stamps and send letters themselves.

Upon arriving at the butcher shop, Ella greeted the two dogs in front. 

The stray dog and her pup had been staying there for months, receiving scraps of meat from the butcher.

“These guys, I feed them every day, but they seem to like you more.”

The butcher grumbled as he signed the envelope Ella handed him. 

He was both puzzled and slightly upset that the dogs, who usually just stared at him, wagged their tails and licked Ella’s hands eagerly.

“Haha, it tickles!”

“Woof! Woof!”

The butcher glanced at the recipient’s side of the envelope before handing it back to her.

“Sending it to Charlie?”

“Yes! He recently sent me a birthday present, so I wrote a thank-you letter. Oh, by the way, do you have any letters to send? I can take them for you.”

“Hmm? Are you going to the station yourself?”

“Yes! A guest is coming this afternoon, so I’ll wait there.”

“Oh, alright.”

The butcher handed her a basket full of letters from the post box in front of the store.

The station was about 5km away from the village. 

Considering the speed of travel in the desert, it was about a three-hour round trip. 

For circus school children, who sometimes ventured dozens of kilometres away, this was nothing.

Ella strapped the basket onto her back and ran towards the station. 

As she disappeared over the hill to the right, an old man dressed in all black appeared from the left. 

He limped slowly down the hill.

The butcher noticed that he was approaching his shop.

“What business do you have here?”

The butcher eyed him warily. 

The old man looked suspicious, to say the least.

But instead of answering, the old man pulled out a mantula’s blade from behind and struck him. 

It sank into his shoulder.

“Argh!”

Igor, upon contact with his opponent, could ascertain everything about the other’s body. 

This man did not have the eyes of Kirku.

“What, was it a coincidence? No, there’s no way so many points could hit simultaneously by chance. Did someone else near you use them?”

Igor intended to torture him for information. 

But when the man attempted to smash his own head with a butcher’s knife, Igor changed his mind.

“This monster!”

By killing him.

Another blade emerged from behind Igor, slicing the butcher’s waist in half. 

Blood and entrails spilled out as his upper body rolled to the floor. 

He stared in disbelief, lips moving slightly before he fell silent, eyes fixed on the void.

The old man listened to his surroundings. 

Despite the scream, no one nearby seemed to care. 

It was likely because the slaughterhouse was always filled with the cries of animals.

“Hm, should I look for some clues? If not, I could use a lot of Debulroots to dig into this guy’s brain.”

Igor extracted search tendrils and thoroughly searched the shop.

However, he found no useful information. 

Even the mailbox outside the shop was empty.

Then, he heard the distant sound of a group of children approaching.

Quickly, he created thousands of blood vessels and muscle fibers to attach to the butcher’s upper body.

From the stall outside the shop, only the upper body of the person inside was visible. 

This should be enough to fool them.

“Hello!”

The children greeted the butcher leaning out of the shop window. 

But when they looked up, they froze.

Something was off about him. 

His complexion was pale, his eyes unfocused. 

His smile trembled awkwardly as if some facial muscle was twitching. 

His voice was strange too, as he responded to their greeting.

“Hey there, kids!”

He yelled in a flat, high-pitched voice.

“What’s up?”

The children sensed something was wrong but didn’t think too deeply about it. 

They were the youngest students at the circus school, not even ten years old.

“Um, we were wondering if there was a package for us.”

“What package?”

“We entered the gift corner of the <Christian Guide> last month.”

“Is there anything for us?”

The butcher’s face split into a wide grin. 

He leaned so close that his shadow fell over their faces.

“The Christian Guide, you say. Do you often send letters there?”

“Yes, of course!”

“All our friends at school do it too.”

“School? A school?”

The butcher’s head tilted nearly 90 degrees. 

The children giggled, thinking he was joking.

“We’re future acrobats, you see.”

“Of course, winning the gift corner doesn’t make you a great acrobat…”

Suddenly, the butcher’s smile vanished. 

He whispered to them with a blank face.

“Sorry, but there’s no package. If something arrives, I’ll let you know later.”

The children left the shop, whispering to each other about how strange the butcher was today. 

As soon as they were out of sight, the butcher’s upper body slumped forward and rolled out of the window.

“Hm, a circus school, you say. Right, there have been more of those since that day. This won’t be easy.”

Igor was weak against acrobats. 

His body was made from the cells of Kirku. 

Fun performances and tricks easily distracted him. 

Judging by the children’s words, there were at least dozens of students.

No matter how strong he was, it would be difficult to chase them if they scattered.

At that moment, he heard a dog barking nearby.

“Grrr, woof woof!”

It was a mother dog, who had just returned after seeing Ella off over the hill. 

Igor grinned at them.

Yes, if it’s hard alone, just create helping hands.

He placed his hand on the forehead of the mother dog, who was barking protectively. 

Her bones and flesh twisted grotesquely, expanding like a balloon until she grew to dozens of times her original size.

“Graaaagh!”

The mother dog, now as large as a building, was unrecognizable. 

Her skin was blistered with transparent, blood-red bubbles. 

Some parts of her body were grotesquely swollen, while others leaked black liquid, with bones exposed.

Her upper fangs had grown long enough to shatter her lower jaw, and her elongated tongue dripped with poisonous saliva.

“Whimper…”

The puppy whimpered in fear at its mother’s transformed appearance but slowly approached her, hoping she would recognize it.

When the mother dog’s eyes met her pup’s, the puppy saw the familiar look of concern.

“Woof woof!”

The puppy barked happily, expecting her to lick its head as usual. 

But it did not notice the warning in her eyes, telling it not to come closer.

The mother dog devoured her pup’s head in one swift bite.


Crunch, crunch.

“Grrr.”

As she felt her pup’s head shatter in her mouth and watched its body dissolve in her saliva, tears streamed down the mother dog’s bulging eyes.

“Hahaha, were you trying to lick your pup’s head? Sorry, but monsters can’t do that! Now, stop crying and let’s go! It’s been a while since we had a big stage! It should be fun!”

Igor began walking towards the old building on the hill at the centre of the village.
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The people working at the station all knew Ella well. 

There had been an incident in the past where all the horses at the station escaped as a group, and she had retrieved them all within a day. 

That’s why she could come and go at the station as if it were her own home.

The letters Ella brought were recorded one by one in the ledger by the station clerk and placed into the post office boxes. 

Her name was Gwen, the stationmaster’s daughter, and she was a year older than Charlie and Anna. 

Since she had learned to read and write at a young age, she was in charge of the station’s clerical work.

“Gwen, is it true that Director Wonderstein is arriving today?”

“Hmm, probably?”

Gwen remembered the ‘handsome guest’ who had visited a few weeks ago. 

He had stayed in Alamo for less than a day, but his face and name left a strong impression on her. 

So, two days ago, when the circus school kids stopped by on their way back from a field trip, she was able to tell Ella that Wonderstein was coming.

In this era, stagecoaches were broadly divided into cargo carriages and passenger carriages. 

Passengers would check the stagecoach routes, pay the fare to the driver, and board the carriage. 

However, since passenger carriages couldn’t carry much luggage, heavy items had to be sent ahead on cargo carriages. 

The cargo carriages would run along the route ahead of the passenger carriages, dropping off the luggage at designated stations, where it would be stored in a warehouse until the passengers arrived.

Gwen anticipated Wonderstein’s arrival today by looking at the name tag on the cargo that had arrived the day before yesterday.

“So, when do you think he’ll arrive?”

“Well? Considering the distance from the station where the cargo was sent, it should be today… probably in the afternoon… oh my!”

Gwen suddenly covered her face with her hands and looked past Ella. 

Ella turned to look in the direction her friend was pointing. 

At the entrance to the station’s restaurant, there stood a blond man in his twenties, dressed in a black suit.

“Director!”

“Miss Ella.”

Ella jumped up from her seat, ran toward him, and embraced him.

Wonderstein flinched momentarily but then slowly accepted her hug.

“You were out of the village?”

“Yes! A friend at the station told me you had sent your luggage.”

“My luggage? Ah, that luggage.”

Wonderstein recalled that he had sent his belongings to Alamo before tracking Igor’s associate. 

It was a fortunate coincidence that she had left the village at the right time.

“My luggage, then…”

At that moment, Gwen, who had been hiding behind a table, suddenly stood up and shouted. 

Her cheeks were flushed.

“Your luggage is in the warehouse! But the luggage is organized from the outside based on the arrival time of the carriages, so you might have to wait a bit to get it…”

“I see.”

Wonderstein looked in the direction of Alamo. 

He could sense it. 

There was someone similar to him there.

He was worried about his old friend. 

Considering his ability to sense the presence of living beings and his skills as an acrobat, getting out of there wouldn’t be a problem for him. 

But his friend wouldn’t abandon his students and escape alone.

He hadn’t done so 16 years ago either. 

He left the horrific scene only after confirming that his student was under the protection of the rescue team.

“Miss Ella, could you fetch my luggage? I’m a bit tired from crossing the desert alone…”

“Yes! Leave it to me and take a rest!”

Ella answered energetically and left with Gwen to fetch the luggage from the warehouse.

He waited until she was completely out of sight and then slipped out through the back door. 

He spread his wings and soared into the sky. 

Covering about 5 kilometers wouldn’t take him more than 5 minutes by flight.

Before long, Wonderstein entered the airspace over the village, folded his wings, and descended to the ground. 

If he flew directly to his friend now, he would only attract the enemy towards his friend. 

He needed to approach from the outskirts, making his presence known to naturally draw the enemy’s attention towards himself.

Wonderstein landed at the slaughterhouse on the village’s outskirts. 

In front of the building lay the severed upper body of the shop owner. Wonderstein observed the cut marks on the body.

It was the work of Mantula’s blade. 

It was undoubtedly Igor’s doing. 

Wonderstein followed the trail of destruction towards the village’s center.

Along the way, he encountered people on the brink of death.

“Ugh.”

“P-please save me.”

“It hurts, it hurts, mommy…”

The people were in a dreadful state. 

Some had been torn apart or crushed in the attack, while others had been infected by the Debulroots and had parts of their bodies grotesquely transformed.

Seeing him walking unscathed in this hellish scene, people begged for his help. 

Among them were children even younger than Ella. 

But Wonderstein glanced at them with indifferent eyes and walked past.

He was more concerned about his friend’s safety than these humans who were of no consequence to him.

Victor wouldn’t have acted this way. 

No matter how urgent his situation was, he would have at least tried to help the people in front of him.

Wonderstein usually forced himself to act morally, almost obsessively. 

He believed that was how humans lived. 

He thought it was the behaviour fitting the person he was emulating.

But in such urgent situations, his true nature surfaced. 

The heartless monster within.

As he walked, he finally confronted a scene of carnage.

“Gyaaah!”

“You monster!”

“Run! Head to the station!”

“But, but, that thing…”


“It’s coming!”

Chasing after the people was a monstrous creature the size of a house. 

It seemed to be a creature modified based on a dog. 

It swung its teeth and claws, slaughtering people indiscriminately.

“Grrr!”

After a round of killing, the monster rolled its eyes to look at the new person who had appeared. 

The order it had received was simple: kill everything alive. 

The monster lunged at him.

Wonderstein extended his arm towards the creature. 

Between his index and middle fingers, a seam opened as if cut by a saw, extending up to his elbow. 

Sharp, saw-like teeth emerged from the gap.

Wonderstein grabbed the monster’s front leg with this and tore it off.

“Graaah!”

The monster screamed in agony and rolled on the ground. 

Wonderstein watched it with a smile, then pulled out jagged, bony spikes from his other arm and shot them at the creature. 

The spikes flew at bullet speed, shattering the monster’s skull and spine.

“Grr…”

The monster’s body slumped down. 

Just before it died, it blinked at Wonderstein in a gesture of gratitude. 

But it was impossible to know what Wonderstein thought as he watched, for he was always smiling.

“Are you alright?”

Wonderstein checked on the survivors. 

However, covered in the monster’s blood and entrails and smiling, his appearance was bizarre. 

To the people in their confusion, he was not a saviour but another monster.

“Run away!”

“A demon! A demon has appeared!”

“A monster!”

Wonderstein watched the fleeing people with a bitter smile. 

It was a familiar sight to him. 

Over the past decade, he had saved countless lives, but no one ever thanked him. 

They all feared him.

At that moment, a sharp voice rang out from across the street.

“Killing a cute dog! Are you an animal abuser?”

An elderly man with a long nose and a squat figure came limping out of the alleyway.

The two men locked eyes in mid-air.

“Frank Wonderstein.”

“Igor.”

The old man grinned widely, showing his teeth, and spread his arms wide.

“How long has it been since we last met? Oh, right. This is the first time since Baron Vergsong died.”

“It’s been a year.”

“Have you visited the Count’s daughter? Did you cure her illness?”

Wonderstein said nothing, and Igor clapped his hands, as if he had expected that.

“Cluck, cluck, I guess you couldn’t. That’s understandable, since you’re a creation of mine. Why don’t you give up? You can only use the Debulroots to mock, ridicule, and deceive others, just like me. Yes, only in the way Kirku enjoys.”

Ignoring the taunt, Wonderstein observed the other man’s body cautiously and spoke in a guarded tone.

“You’ve increased your eyes since then.”

“Cluck, cluck, it won’t be easy to increase them further. I sensed you captured Jose. I planted a bug in him. How does it feel to have more eyes? Hard to resist, isn’t it? Feels like you might get sucked in? Soon. Very soon. We will become one again.”

“It won’t go as you plan.”

“Quite confident, huh? Is it because of that face you’re wearing? But you can never be him. You can never be Victor. You’re just a replica, experiment number 24601.”

Hearing his original name after a long time, Wonderstein glared at him.

“You are not the real Igor either. His appearance is just a shell for you to act on the surface, Plague Lord.”

Igor stopped smiling. 

He looked at Wonderstein with eyes filled with murderous intent.

“No. I stand here as Igor.”

“You’re deluded.”

A moment of silence passed between them. 

Their mouths smiled at each other, but their eyes glared at each other as if they wanted to kill.

Soon, leaves, stems, and fruits made of blood, flesh, and bones grew from their bodies. 

These things took on a menacing shape, ready to stab, bite, and slice each other.

As the clock tower in the town centre chimed to signal noon, the two biomancers charged at each other.

***

The camel carrying the bloodied children burst into the station just as Ella was about to leave the warehouse with Wonderstein’s luggage. 

Ella recognized the camel that had carried her friends. 

It was a camel left behind by merchants who had visited the town recently.

Hearing the commotion, the station’s lookout had already rung the bell, causing everyone at the station to rush outside to witness the scene.

“Is that blood?”

“What’s going on?”

“Oh my goodness, it’s children!”

“Someone get some medicine and bandages!”

The station quickly became chaotic. 

The sheriff, who had been napping, rushed down to check their condition upon hearing the news.

“Excuse me, stationmaster, do you know these children?”

“Yes, yes. They’re from a nearby village…”

“Alamo, it’s about 5 kilometers from here…”

At that moment, Ella pushed through the crowd and stepped forward.

“They’re my friends!”

She approached a friend who had just received first aid.

“What happened? What’s going on? Did you encounter wild animals?”

The girl, who had been dazed, looked at Ella’s face and mumbled as if she remembered something.

“El… Ella, the man you brought…”

“Brought? Who?”

“Th… That… the director you followed…”

Ella recognized her as one of the friends who had told her mentor and Anna about seeing her with the outsider before. 

She was one of the few at the circus school who knew Wonderstein’s face.

“Why? What about Director Wonderstein? What happened?”

“That man… he… wasn’t human. He was a monster.”

“What are you talking about?”

“A devil. That man you brought… a devil…”

Recalling the scene where the man stood covered in blood, bearing the form of a monster on his arms, the girl rolled her eyes and fainted.

Meanwhile, the sheriff, who was questioning the other survivors, shook his head as he stood up. 

He had heard similar stories of monsters, devils, and demons.

“They’re all out of their minds.”

“Surely there wouldn’t be an Abyss Demon showing up in broad daylight.”

“Could it have been a bandit raid?”

“We need to call the guards.”

Ella quickly looked up.

She didn’t know what had happened, but there was a danger approaching the village.

“I need to borrow a horse!”

“Hey, wait!”

“What are you planning?”

“Ella? Wait, Ella!”


Gwen tried to grab her, but Ella moved swiftly. 

She grabbed a nearby horse and mounted it. 

Although it was her first time seeing the station’s horse, which was regularly exchanged when carriages arrived, she handled it as if she knew it well.

‘Grandpa, Anna, Mickey, Viola, Veronica, August, everyone… please be safe.’

She urged the horse and hurriedly rode toward the village.
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Ella’s village was about an hour and a half walk from the station. 

Thanks to riding her horse at full speed, she was able to reach the village entrance less than ten minutes after leaving the station. 

After thanking her horse, which was breathing heavily, she entered the village.

Ella immediately sensed that the atmosphere in the village was markedly different from that of the morning.

The streets reeked of a strong scent of blood, signs of destruction were visible everywhere, and from beyond the alleys, intermittent screams and groans of pain could be heard. 

As she proceeded further into the village, her growing anxiety peaked as she reached the source of the smells and noises.

“Ah…”

Faced with the scene before her, Ella went pale and collapsed to the ground.

It had only been two hours since she had left. 

At that time, the village was as usual. 

There were the adults who had known her since she was a baby, the friends she had trained with at school, and the neighbourhood kids with whom she had often played and fought. 

She could remember each of their names and faces, even the foods they liked.

But now… the people who had been fine just this morning… had all been reduced to gruesome sights.

“W-what… how… how did this happen… everyone…”

There were at least twenty people in her immediate view.

About half of them appeared to be already dead, unmoving. 

But the condition of the survivors wasn’t any better.

The friends who had fled to the station were among the more fortunate ones. 

The people here had lost limbs, were mutilated, or crushed in such a way that even immediate medical attention seemed unlikely to save them.

“Uncle…? Aunt…? Guys…? Is there anyone alive…? Can someone answer…?”

Ella, known as the bravest in the village, found the scene overwhelming for a 16-year-old girl.

“Haa, haa.”

Her breathing became labored, as if her lungs were being squeezed, and she began to hyperventilate.

Witnessing such wanton destruction pushed her into a state of panic.

“No… this can’t be… this is a dream…”

She curled up, covering her head with her arms, and closed her eyes, hoping that by doing so, she could change reality.

This must be a nightmare. 

Remember your childhood.

You used to have dreams like this often.

There would be dead people all around, and you would run around frantically searching for Grandpa.

It’s the same this time. 

When you open your eyes, everything will be over.

Maybe Anna will be lying next to you. 

Come to think of it, she’s been sleeping next to me lately, hasn’t she?

Yeah, it’ll be okay. 

When you open your eyes, she’ll be there.

Ella opened her eyes slightly. 

But the situation hadn’t changed.

She was still standing in the middle of a pile of corpses. 

Her old way of coping with nightmares wasn’t working this time. 

Either the nightmare had evolved, or this was reality.

“No… no… no…”

She clutched her trembling legs and stood up. 

If this wasn’t a dream, she couldn’t just sit there. If there was anyone she could save, she had to try. 

She tried to steady her body, which was trembling like a leaf, and got up.

“Ugh.”

“Ahh, please… kill me…”

“Mother…”

But the people were in no condition to hold a conversation. 

Most of them didn’t even seem aware that Ella was there. 

She tried speaking to them, but only a few responded.

“Ella… is that you…?”

“A monster appeared… a blonde man…”

“He… he laughed at us…”

“Run, Ella. You shouldn’t be here…”

They spoke only a few words before their heads slumped as if all their strength had left them.

With each utterance, Ella’s eyes welled up with tears. 

It felt as though her speaking to them had hastened their deaths.

“Sob, sob…”

No matter how much she wiped them away, the tears kept flowing. 

She sobbed uncontrollably.

It wasn’t the first time she’d seen someone die. 

But seeing people she knew well… in such a pitiful state… deteriorating right in front of her was a first.

“Why… why… why…”

Why did this happen?

Who did this?

Just then, there was a loud explosion. 

It came from the direction of the hall on the opposite side of the village.

Ella looked up towards the sound. 

Her vision was blurry from the tears, but she could clearly see the figure standing atop the clock tower.

It was a creature of a form she had never seen before. 

Its tentacles, branching out like tree limbs, were adorned with gaping mouths filled with sharp teeth, chewing on what appeared to be human flesh.

Could it be a demon from the Abyss?

Was that the thing that killed the villagers and her friends?

She glared at the creature with blazing eyes and stood up.

Although it soon disappeared from the top of the tower, Ella moved towards it. 

She pulled throwing knives from her pocket and held them in her hands. 

It was impossible to defeat a monster that had caused such carnage on her own. 

She knew that. 


She, too, would likely end up like the dead around her.

But the rage welling up inside her pushed the fear aside. 

Whether it was a demon or whatever, it had taken away her neighbours and friends, who were like family to her. 

She felt that she had to land at least one blow, no matter what.

Yet, her seemingly unstoppable rage crumbled helplessly in the face of sorrow. 

As she approached the clock tower, she spotted a familiar piece of clothing.

Half-buried under the rubble of the tower, the apron poking out was unmistakably that of her friend who managed the circus school’s household affairs. 

Ella ran towards it the moment she recognized it.

“Ah, Anna! Anna! Why… Why are you here? Wake up!”

Up close, her friend’s condition was terrible. 

Her body was half-crushed under the rubble, with her innards spilling out.

Ignoring the pain of her nails breaking and fingers bending, Ella frantically tried to remove the debris pinning her friend’s body. 

In that moment, she didn’t think about the strength training or acrobatic skills she had learned. 

She only wanted to get her friend’s body out of the cold ground, even a little.

Anna, who had been lying still with her eyes closed, opened them upon hearing Ella’s voice. 

She looked at the face calling her and faintly smiled.

“Ella…? Thank goodness… you’re alive…?”

“Anna! You’re… you’re alive too… Please, don’t die! Okay? I’ll save you… Just wait! I’ll save you!”

Anna saw Ella’s hands covered in blood and sighed with pity, slowly shaking her head.

“Stop… It’s too late… I know… there’s not much time left…”

“Don’t say that! You can still make it! Don’t give up! Okay? I’ll… I’ll…”

Ella said this as she continued to frantically dig through the rubble. 

But it was not enough to save Anna. 

As the pressure was relieved, blood began to circulate in the crushed areas, accelerating the bleeding, and Anna coughed up black blood.

Realizing this, Ella flinched and pulled her hands away from the rocks.

“Anna!”

“It’s okay. Thanks to you, I can move this arm… I can touch you…”

Anna lifted her arm, the flesh torn away to reveal the bone, and gently stroked Ella’s cheek with a bright smile.

Ella couldn’t understand her. 

How could she smile like that when she was dying?

But instead of questioning her, Ella hugged her tightly. 

Those questions could wait for later. 

As long as they survived…

“Anna… I’m sorry… Thank you… So please… don’t die…”

“I’m… I’m okay… I’m okay…”

Anna patted the back of her head. 

She wanted to scratch her favourite spot, but her fingers had no strength.

She pulled her hand away from her friend’s body and spoke to her.

“Now, go… escape…”

“No! How can I leave you…”

“Go. Quickly…”

“I can’t run away and leave you!”

With tears streaming down her face, Ella heard Anna speak with all her remaining strength.

“Ella, there’s something I want to tell you… one last thing…”

“No, not ‘last’! You can survive, right? Please, Anna…”

“Please… please, Ella, listen… If not now, there won’t be another chance…”

It was the first time Ella had seen her friend look so desperate. 

She nodded, barely holding back her tears.

Anna stared at Ella’s face.

It was a relief. It was a relief that at least she would survive.

Black hair and brown eyes. 

The girl she had fallen for.

Anna tried to kiss her. 

It was too slow to be called a surprise, but Ella waited patiently. 

However, perhaps due to her failing strength, Anna’s lips didn’t reach Ella, and their noses lightly brushed instead.

Ella let out a sigh.

“Anna…”

“I liked you… more than anyone else in the world… Ahaha… It’s funny… I finally got the courage… right before dying?”

Anna mustered her last bit of strength to whisper in her ear.

“I love you, Ella.”

As her body went completely limp, she was left with a satisfied smile on her face.

“Ah, ah…”

Ella held her tightly and sobbed.

She felt like a fool. 

She hadn’t realized the feelings of the girl who had always been by her side, taking care of her. 

Even though she had never said it, she had always been expressing it silently…

“Ahhhhh! Ahhhhh!”

Ella let out a scream, a mixture of crying and shouting, as she hugged Anna’s body tightly. 

She wanted to hold onto her friend’s corpse until it was completely cold.

But she couldn’t. 

A loud explosion from the school interrupted her.

Boom.

It was the sound of something breaking and collapsing.

A face flashed in Ella’s mind.

Grandfather!

She laid her friend’s body down amidst the rubble and stood up shakily.

She had to go. 

She had to check if her only remaining family member was safe. 

She couldn’t lose him.

“Anna, I’ll come back… later… wait for me…”

Ella ran across the village. 

She encountered scenes of carnage along the way, but she kept running.

Even though her breath was catching in her throat, she didn’t stop climbing the hill.

Finally, at the top of the hill, she opened the gate and entered the school yard.

There, a scene similar to what she had seen in the village unfolded. 

Bodies were scattered everywhere, and there were clear signs of a fierce battle. 

The only fortunate thing was that there were still many people alive.

Some of her friends were coughing up blood and rolling on the ground, but their injuries didn’t seem too severe. 

Most importantly, her grandfather, though missing an arm, was standing, holding onto a collapsed pillar of the school building with his remaining arm.

Ella fixed her gaze in the direction her grandfather was looking.

In the center of the yard.

There was the monster she had seen earlier. 

With tentacles spread out like tree branches, and covered with numerous things that could be mouths, eyes, or ears, the demon stood there.

The culprit behind the massacre of the villagers and her friends.

The one who killed Anna.

Ella took a step toward it.

Yeah. 

Come at me. 

Kill me, too. 

You bastard. 

Kill me like you killed them.

At that moment, the creature began to change.

The tentacles retracted into its body, the gaping mouths closed as if being sealed shut, and the writhing muscles stopped and settled.


It quickly took on a human form.

Ella couldn’t take her eyes off it.

It was shaping into someone she knew all too well.

“…Director?”

Ella heard the sound of something crumbling inside her mind.
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In less than an hour, she experienced a series of shocks that would be difficult for most people to endure in a lifetime. 

She wished she could just faint and escape from it all, but her mind, against her wishes, remained clear as she muttered the name of the person she had just learned the truth about.

Frank Wonderstein.

He was her first audience member who appreciated her performance and promised to take her away from this place.

He was also the monster who had slaughtered the townspeople and her friends. 

Ella felt as if her heart was being torn apart.

“Why… why did you do this…?”

She collapsed to the ground, looking stunned, as hot tears streamed down her cheeks.

He held the head of a friend in his hand, which he then threw to the ground with a smile, as if he felt no guilt for the murder and destruction he had caused.

“Ella.”

Wonderstein felt a pang of dismay at her unexpected appearance. 

He never imagined she would discover his true nature. 

Realizing that he was still holding the head Igor had thrown before escaping, he hurriedly set it down.

He didn’t know how to explain himself to her. 

He never wanted her to see this side of him…

While he hesitated, she asked in a trembling voice.

“Did you… did you kill them?”

Wonderstein could see the sadness, resentment, and despair in her eyes, emotions that were now searching for an outlet.

“Why? Why did you do this?”

Her voice was calm, but it wasn’t because she had mastered her emotions.

Like coals seemingly cold on the outside but still smouldering inside, her heart was burning with emotions on the verge of exploding.

After a moment of silence, she couldn’t hold back her sobs any longer and cried out in anguish.

“Say something! What did these people do wrong? Why did they have to die? Why!”

“That…”

Listening to her voice full of resentment, Wonderstein couldn’t help but open his mouth. 

He didn’t want her to hate him, but he quickly closed his mouth.

The truth was too harsh for her to bear.

He couldn’t tell her that her ‘Eyes’ and the ‘letter’ she had written were the cause of all this.

She would be tormented by guilt and might even harm herself. 

He couldn’t let that happen. 

He couldn’t heal her.

He decided to hide the truth for now.

“They did nothing wrong. They were just unlucky.”

When he last visited this place, he had planned to tell her everything.

Before leaving the village with her, he intended to sit down with her and her master and explain everything.

But the situation had changed, and so had the plan.

“If you don’t come with me, I can’t guarantee the lives of the remaining people.”

Leaving this place was the immediate priority.

He didn’t know when Igor would return with reinforcements. 

If he discovered Ella’s existence, it would be a disaster. 

She wasn’t just any ‘Eye of Circus’.

“You… you… ugh.”

Willy, who had been watching them, struggled to stand, clutching his wound. 

But Wonderstein shook his head slightly at him and spoke to Ella.

“Pack your things and get ready to leave. We should hurry.”

He approached her and picked up the bag she had dropped, still staring blankly at him with tears in her eyes.

“Thank you for bringing my belongings. I’ll wait at the village entrance.”

With that, he walked down the hill, intending to deal with the remaining plague victims and secure the area. 

He was worried about her, but her master was with her. 

He would take better care of her than he ever could.

“Ella… are you okay?”

“Grandpa… sob.”

Ella ran to Willy, and all her suppressed emotions burst forth. 

She clung to him, crying like a child.

A crumpled gift box fell from her grasp. 

It was a tie she had bought in Vegas a few days ago, intending to give it to Wonderstein.

The feelings Ella had for Wonderstein.

One could describe them as admiration for a traveler from the outside world or gratitude for someone who understood her performance.

But there was a word that better described it. 

It was the kind of feeling a 16-year-old girl might have for a handsome and kind adult man.

“I… I liked you… I liked you… I liked you… sob, sob, sob.”

Her heart was torn apart by the realization that the man she liked had become her hated enemy. 

She cried and cried, eventually fainting in her grandfather’s arms.

***

Once a taming professor at the Lekachep Circus School and a member of the renowned acrobat troupe ‘The Famous Five’, Ursus gently placed Ella in a carriage and covered her with a blanket. 

It was a carriage he had secretly been building in a warehouse, planning to give it to Ella on the day she left with Wonderstein.

The skills he had picked up while working as an equestrian consultant at a carriage company came in handy. 

He had been especially busy during the festival, building this carriage.

‘It just needed the ornament with their names…’

Ursus sighed as he looked at the metal ornament lying in the corner of the warehouse. 

It was a pity to send the carriage off unfinished. 

He spoke to Wonderstein, who was returning from clearing up the village.

“Are you not going to tell Ella the truth?”

Wonderstein glanced at the sleeping Ella and shook his head.

“She would end up hating herself.”

“But you’re okay with her hating you instead?”

“Even if I told her the truth, she’d still hate me, wouldn’t she? I’d rather she hate me alone.”

Sixteen years ago, his mistake had allowed the Plague Lord to roam the world again. 

He knew he couldn’t avoid her resentment, so he decided it was better to bear it alone.


Ursus looked at his friend with pity. 

Unlike in the past, he could now smile and understand people’s feelings, but he was still clumsy in dealing with them.

“What are you going to do now?”

“First, I need to gather Debulroots. We’ll need more resources for the final showdown with Igor.”

“How? Neither of you can use your powers anymore, right? You said you sealed each other’s powers earlier.”

“There’s another way to gather Debulroots, isn’t there?”

Ursus recalled the conditions for the plague curse to occur. 

It involved performing a ‘monster circus’ in front of the ‘Eye of Kirku’, where ‘Sleeping Chaos’ would awaken in the ‘laughing audience’, spreading ‘Debulroots’.

He nodded in understanding.

“You’re planning to perform a monster circus. In front of Ella.”

“First, I need to recruit actors. The more miserable their circumstances, the better.”

Ursus sighed at him, who brushed it off with a nonchalant smile.

“Are you really going to keep hiding the truth from Ella?”

Wonderstein, holding onto the driver’s seat and lost in thought for a moment, shook his head.

“I’ll tell her before we participate in the Circus Grand Prix. It would be best after securing a sponsor and confirming our participation.”

“Finding a sponsor won’t be easy. Nowadays, monster circuses aren’t very welcome.”

“I’m planning to visit the daughter of Baron Vergsong. I haven’t fulfilled the promise I made to her father yet. I’ll have to ask for sponsorship in exchange for curing her illness.”

“Can you do it?”

“Now that the power of the avatar is gone, the Debulroots won’t necessarily manifest the way the Kirku enjoys it. With practice, I can control it. At least, I can make it look normal on the outside even if there’s a monster inside.”

Wonderstein handed a package to Ursus before getting on the carriage. 

It was something Ella had retrieved from the station earlier.

“What is this?”

“It’s something I prepared a few days ago, but it seems I don’t need it anymore. I’ll be off now. Take care, Ursus.”

With that, Wonderstein left, taking Ella with him in the carriage.

Ursus watched the carriage cross the desert for a long time before unwrapping the package Wonderstein had handed him.

When he saw its contents, he felt tears welling up.

Inside was a training whip, a whistle with a device to adjust the sound to five different tones, a new red hat, and a box of lemon cheesecake decorated with sugar ornaments for a birthday celebration, all neatly packaged.

“Wonderstein…”

Ursus looked up at the carriage again. 

The man who had not managed to deliver the gifts he bought for the girl celebrating her 16th birthday disappeared beyond the horizon.

***

I reactivated my regenerative powers, which had been halted, as I sensed an unexpected gunshot. 

I could hear Ella shouting something, but I couldn’t make out the words. 

I hadn’t fully restored my eardrums and ears yet.

I got up as she knelt in front of Mysterixer, sobbing. 

It seemed she had shot him. 

The shock of shooting someone appeared to be significant, as she held onto his body, her shoulders trembling with sobs.

“Good job, Miss Ella.”

I hurriedly checked the condition of the man who had been shot.

Fortunately, he was still alive. 

If I could regain the power of the status window, I could save him.

“You… did you know about this person… about Charlie?”

Ella asked in a low, subdued voice, her head bowed.

Charlie? 

Did Mysterixer reveal his name? 

Or perhaps it was an alias. 

It was a common name.

“He’s a man who holds a grudge against me.”

“Ugh.”

Charlie coughed up a handful of blood.

“It must be very painful.”

I hurried past her and climbed onto the altar. 

To heal him, I first had to break the sanctuary. 

While I could have carried him out of the sanctuary, moving an injured person could worsen their condition.

I stood on the altar, where light was emanating.

Sanctuary.

It was a place I missed.

TTT had a high degree of freedom. 

It applied not only to players but also to enemies. 

Monsters roamed the map according to their behaviour patterns, and if they encountered enemies they held grudges against, they would fight each other.

However, if enemies were allowed to roam freely, quest NPCs could be slaughtered. 

Therefore, NPCs mainly stayed in safe zones called camps, which were surrounded by bright light, as seen now.

I extended my tentacles and lifted the stone coffin in the center of the sanctuary, throwing it to the other side of the underground space. 

With a thud, the stone coffin smashed into the wall and rolled on the floor. 

It felt like desecrating the dead, but saving a person came first.

If the owner of the tomb was truly a saint, they would understand.

Confirming that the sanctuary had disappeared, I looked down from the altar.

Ella was there, glaring at me with eyes full of hatred.

“Wonderstein… I… ha, ha, I can never forgive you…”

Her lips were bitten so hard that blood flowed from them. 

The hostility in her demeanour was familiar, but it was something I had forgotten over the past three months.

Could it be that her memory had returned now?

“Miss Ella.”

I tried to calm her down. 

However, she didn’t listen to me at all. 

She took something out of her pocket. 

It was a transparent glass bottle.

I knew what it was.

Name: Professor’s Flask

Target: Blood filling the flask.

Effect: Traps the creature that drinks the blood in the flask and allows it to be freely taken in and out. The contract duration is 30 days and can be renewed.

Resource required: None.

It was an item I had obtained after defeating Pyrene. 

It was a magical tool related to taming, and I thought it would be more useful to her than to me, so I gave it to her…

I glimpsed something huddled inside the bottle.

What was it? 

Had she put something inside?

“Come out!”

At her command, black smoke poured out of the flask. 

Soon, the smoke cleared, revealing the entity inside.

I couldn’t help but be horrified at what I saw.

“Well, it’s been almost two weeks since we made the contract, and this is the first time I’m allowed out? This is really too much. It wasn’t like this at the beginning. Ah, it’s been a while. I owe you a lot from back then.”

A being over 5 meters tall, standing hunched on two legs, greeted me with sharp teeth exposed. 

His red eyes curved like a crescent moon.

Deer antlers, the hind legs of a goat, lion claws, a goat’s tail, and even a rabbit’s head.

The creature looked like a collection of unholy animals blaspheming against the gods.


Smoke wrapped around his body, gnawing at something that looked like teeth or claws, swirling around him. 

The massive scythe in his hand glinted with a dark sheen.

It had been a while since I’d seen him, but he was not a welcome sight.

What Ella had released from the bottle was Nouia Zakanuba, the Grim Reaper.

TL Note: I will cry after so much tragedy~
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When Ella encountered the Grim Reaper in Wonderland, she thought she was as good as dead.

For most people, distinguishing between animals was a difficult task, but not for her. 

She recognized the Reaper as the same one she had fought before, and he recognized her too.

“Oh, aren’t you the acrobat girl from back then?”

A low growl, a twitch of the nose, a quivering beard.

The Reaper’s tone was polite, but Ella, who was adept at reading animal emotions, could tell he wanted nothing more than to tear her apart. 

He glanced around the hall, pretending to look for someone.

“He said his name was Mr. Wonderstein, right? Is that man here too?”

“He’s not… Neither are the other members. I’m alone.”

“Too bad! I was hoping to repay the debt… Or maybe it’s fortunate. No one to interfere with adding part of your body to my collection.”

Catarophe showed the things he had draped all over his body. 

Ella swallowed a curse at the sight. 

Hanging from his chest like beads on a string were the heads of various humans, animals, and demons.

“I’ll grant you the honor of taking a place here.”

“I’d rather decline.”

“Unfortunately, you don’t have a choice.”

The Reaper raised his scythe.

A critical moment.

Suddenly, something struck Ella like lightning.

There was one way to get out of this situation.

“W-wait! Let’s make a deal!”

At Ella’s shout, the scythe stopped just before her nose. 

The Reaper looked at her for a moment before grinning.

“When humans are cornered, they all think the same. A deal…? But you don’t seem to have anything to offer me.”

“No, I do!”

Ella pulled out a glass jar the size of her fist from her pocket and showed it to him. 

It was a gift from Wonderstein, containing a power that mimicked Professor Pyrene’s Inspira. 

Being a high-ranking demon, Catarophe instantly recognized the power of the magical item.

“It’s a space isolated from this world.”

What Ella proposed was simple. 

It was something all demons from the Abyss dreamed of: the freedom to roam the surface. 

She promised to let him out of the jar at regular intervals.

“But you can’t kill anyone. If you don’t accept that condition, I can’t take you in.”

“Do you think you’re in a position to make demands?”

“Do you think I’m doing this for negotiation? I’m not willing to sacrifice others just to save myself. I haven’t forgotten the people you killed back then.”

“……”

“……”

A silence fell between them. 

Soon, Catarophe tilted his head and scratched the back of his head.

“…Who did I kill back then?”

Ella, who had been lost in thought, remembered that the Reaper hadn’t directly killed anyone. 

She blushed slightly and shouted.

“Anyway! Those are my conditions! Decide. Will you do it or not?”

Catarophe stared at her for a moment. 

His task was to stop their performance. 

Since the instruments were already destroyed, there was no need to kill her. 

Giving up the chance for such amusement due to an old grudge seemed too wasteful. 

He lowered his scythe.

“Fine. I accept.”

Ella cut her palm and let her blood fill the jar. 

When Catarophe drank it, the deal was sealed. 

Before entering the jar, he helped stop her bleeding by freezing her wound.

“Grim Reaper… Wait, what should I call you? What’s your name?”

“Demons don’t easily reveal their true names, not even a single letter. Our names hold various constraints. Unlike the magicians of Cinepecus, we can hear whispers when called by name from anywhere in the world. Call me whatever you like.”

Ella nodded seriously at his words.

“Got it. I’ll call you Toadie.”

“…But for you, I’ll make an exception and tell you two letters. It’s Katpia.”

Although Ella had made a deal with the Reaper, she never let him out after returning to the surface. 

She was busy preparing for exams, and it was too risky to release him in the middle of the city.

She didn’t tell Wonderstein about Katpia either. 

She didn’t want to burden him with unnecessary worries, especially since he was already busy. 

She planned to tell him after the exams and once his health improved.

But the moment to reveal her secret came sooner than expected.

Ella regained all her memories from that day. 

From her first meeting with Wonderstein, the theatre festival, Anna’s death, and leaving the village. 

The gaps in her memories were all filled.

She realized this wasn’t the first time she had made a deal with a demon to save her friends.

Wonderstein.

The enemy who had killed her hometown people and friends.

He approached her with a perfectly healthy appearance, as if all his previous suffering had been an act. 

He sneered down at Charlie, who was cradled in her arms.

“Well done, Miss Ella.”

A foreboding feeling stirred her imagination. 

She clearly remembered what kind of person he was. 

Someone who pretended to be kind but played with people’s lives and blackmailed them.

Ella clenched her fists until her nails dug into her palms.

What had happened? 

Could it be that he had tricked her into shooting her friend?

Had she… been played by his plan?


Ella struggled to keep her mind from collapsing and forced out her words.

“You… You knew… about Charlie?”

In her heart, a voice still lingered, as if not fully awake from a dream, saying she still liked him. 

Despite all the evidence, that voice desperately defended him, refusing to accept reality.

That it couldn’t be true.

That it was a coincidence.

That he wasn’t a bad person.

But he betrayed her trust with a completely nonchalant face.

“He’s a man with a grudge against me.”

Ella felt like she was plunging into an abyss of darkness.

He had known about Charlie all along. 

He had pretended to be dying just to see what choice she would make.

‘I like you, Wonderstein. Truly.’

He had used her feelings for him.

“Cough.”

Charlie spat out a mouthful of blood.

“It must hurt a lot.”

Wonderstein whispered mockingly at him, then glanced at him once and passed by, as if he didn’t care whether he lived or died.

Such an inhumane attitude.

Yes. 

That was his true nature.

Hot tears flowed down Ella’s cheeks.

The trust she had placed in him without a hint of doubt over the past three months crumbled. 

The resolve to love him even after regaining her memory shattered so helplessly.

At that moment, Charlie called her name.

“El…la…”

A sense of relief appeared on his dying face. 

He was glad to see proof that Ella was being forcibly restrained by Wonderstein.

“Charlie, I’m sorry… I’m so sorry… I wasn’t… in my right mind all this time. Back then… I had no choice… to save the remaining friends…”

“It’s o…kay… cough.”

Charlie coughed up blood once more. 

However, a smile never left his face. 

He was satisfied knowing she had escaped from that demon and was crying for him.

“Ca… can I say one last thing?”

“Ah, Charlie…”

Ella felt a sense of déjà vu. 

It was a scene she had seen once before. 

And as soon as Charlie spoke, she realized her uneasy premonition was correct.

“Ac… actually, I… liked you.”

Tears poured from Ella’s eyes.

Why… why did they like someone as pathetic as her…

“Ella… I love you…”

With those whispered words, he closed his eyes and tilted his head.

A sob escaped from Ella’s lips.

Again. 

It was a repeat of that time.

While she was blinded by a demon, she lost a friend once more.

Coincidentally, both had confessed their feelings to her. 

She didn’t deserve their hearts.

Ella couldn’t forgive herself.

And she couldn’t forgive Wonderstein, who caused this situation.

She summoned the Grim Reaper from the bottle. 

Even Wonderstein seemed taken aback by this unexpected turn of events, standing frozen in place.

Pointing at him, Ella commanded to Katpia.

“Kill that man.”

“Hehehe, internal strife? I like it. I can get my revenge from back then!”

The Grim Reaper let out a strange sound and leaped toward the altar.

With a single swipe of his ferocious claws, half of the steps crumbled.

However, Wonderstein was no longer there. 

He had quickly leaped away and landed on the ground as the attack came.

“This is troublesome. It seems my body is quite stiff because this place was a sanctuary until recently.”

Katpia stretched his neck and shoulders as he descended from the altar.

Ella glared at Wonderstein with a stern expression and said,

“You sitting in that wheelchair was just an act, wasn’t it?”

The movements he just showed were completely different from the ones he had displayed that morning. 

The suspicion that he had deceived her turned into certainty.

“It’s a misunderstanding. I just recovered. Strangely, as soon as I touched that coffin, everything healed.”

His words were true. 

Even when he was pretending to fall for Charlie’s trap, his soul hadn’t fully recovered. 

But as he got closer to the sanctuary’s centre, his steps became more steady, and when he touched the sarcophagus containing the saint’s remains, his soul aligned perfectly with his body.

However, Ella didn’t believe him. 

Everything he said seemed like a lie.

“Enough. I won’t be fooled by you anymore. Katpia!”

At her shout, the Grim Reaper lunged at him again. 

Wonderstein dodged his attacks, retreating step by step.

He had mostly regained his physical abilities from three months ago, thanks to steadily gathering bits of Debulroots. 

On the other hand, Katpia couldn’t exert his full strength in this place, which had just been a sanctuary.

Even without a coach to advise his movements, Wonderstein gracefully evaded Katpia’s attacks.

He didn’t need her advice much anymore. 

He had sharpened his skills in reading movements and timing, thanks to observing his comrades practicing navigating traps and obstacles over the past three months.

He prepared an attack combining Mantula’s blade and whip tendrils between his shoulders and wings. 

Having read the Grim Reaper’s next move, he saw an opportunity to strike the creature’s chest.

‘Now!’

As Katpia raised his arm, Wonderstein shot his tendrils toward him.

But then, someone suddenly stepped in front of him.

It was Ella.

Oh no.

Wonderstein quickly halted his attack. 

In that moment of hesitation, Katpia’s claws struck his chest.

Blood gushed from his split chest. 

He barely avoided being impaled completely but still suffered a serious injury.

“What… what are you doing?”

Wonderstein glared at her with a slightly angry expression. 

If he hadn’t stopped his attack, she would have been pierced by his blade.

Ella, with her lips tightly pressed together, glared back at him and replied,

“Then you should have killed me.”

“What?”

She gritted her teeth audibly and shouted,

“Don’t pretend to care about me when you so easily killed others and my friends! How much longer are you going to toy with me? Enough is enough! Got it? From now on, I’ll keep stepping in when you attack! If you stop attacking because of that, you’ll get killed by Katpia! So, so… you’ll have no choice but to kill me if you want to survive.”

“Ella…”

Seeing his injured state almost made her feel weak. 

But she quickly steeled herself. 

He had faked dying with a much more grievous injury just moments ago. 

To her, it seemed like he was trying to exploit her sympathy again.

“I won’t be fooled by you anymore! Hmph. Let’s see how long you can keep up that mask.”


The Grim Reaper alternated between looking at Ella, who was desperately trying to appear ruthless but spoke with a painful voice, and Wonderstein, who maintained a calm expression but seemed significantly weakened, and then burst into laughter.

“Hehe, this is interesting. I like it, contractor! Let’s see what the outcome will be… I’ll follow your orders!”



Katpia picked his scythe up and placed it on his shoulder before charging at Wonderstein again. 

Wonderstein looked at the two approaching him with a sense of despair.
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Mickey couldn’t help but admit that Karen was superior not long after they began competing against each other. 

Even though this underground space was a place he had investigated and prepared in advance, she was matching him skill for skill.

The sight of the two acrobats trying to grab and topple each other on the sand evoked an image of wrestling. 

Indeed, the techniques of holding one’s ground or redirecting force in acrobatics had something in common with wrestling.

Mickey couldn’t help but gasp in admiration when he saw Karen bend backward at a 120-degree angle and then lift her upper body like lightning without touching the ground with her hands. 

He had managed to unbalance her using a weight shift after several minutes of psychological warfare, but he never expected her to recover her stance from that position. 

It was clear that in terms of acrobatics, her skills were on par with Charlie or Ella’s.

As time went on and he couldn’t find an opening, Mickey resorted to a trick he often used on girls when he was younger to quickly settle the contest. It involved reaching for the opponent’s chest or crotch. 

When he did this, the older girls would blush or tense up, losing their composure. 

Just a momentary lapse would be enough for him to throw his opponent to the ground.

With a deliberately sly smile, Mickey wiggled his fingers and reached his hands towards Karen’s chest and between her legs.

Surely, she’d flinch and show an opening.

However, contrary to his expectations, Karen didn’t react at all. 

She calmly watched him approach with a serene expression. 

By the time he realized something was wrong and tried to stop, it was already too late. 

She calmly grabbed his outstretched arms, twisted them behind his back, and climbed onto him, using her weight to bring the match to an end.

With a thud, the sand shifted.

For a match where such high-level techniques had been exchanged, the ending was anticlimactic. 

Karen not only pinned Mickey’s arms but also bent his legs backward, leaving him no chance to get back up.

“What the heck? Is this really the end? I thought it was a trap because you were aiming so obviously.” 

Mickey yelled, feeling her pinning his hands and feet down with her hips.

“What the hell! How can you press there? Aren’t you embarrassed? Are you even a woman?” 

He flushed red as he spoke.

Karen finally realized the intention behind his earlier move and let out a chuckle.

“What? Were you aiming for that? Haha, you cheeky little thing. I am a woman, see? There’s nothing there.” 

She said, patting the space between her legs with his hand.

“Argh!” 

Mickey screamed, startled as she patted her crotch with his palm. 

Karen burst out laughing, clearly amused by his reaction.

“Haha, weren’t you trying to catch me off guard? Why are you making such a fuss? Who could you ever tease like that? Come on, kid. I even bathe naked with the guys in our circus. This is nothing. I’ve spent ten years rolling around on mats with spandex-clad guys smelling like balls.” 

Karen said, laughing and spilling crude jokes that she would never have uttered in front of Maya.

“Geez, what kind of woman is this… Ugh!” 

Mickey groaned.

Karen pulled a bunch of ribbons from her pocket and tied up his arms and legs. 

She then lifted him onto her shoulder and headed back to where they’d parted ways with their companions.

When she returned to the entrance of the catacombs, someone was just coming out from the opposite corridor. 

She dropped Mickey roughly on the ground and ran toward the person.

“Maya! Are you okay? Oh my gosh! What happened to your hair?”

Karen exclaimed as she approached Maya.

Mickey looked at Karen with disbelief. 

The way she fussed over Maya, acting all coquettish, was a stark contrast to the carefree, tomboyish manner she had shown just moments earlier.

Maya touched a few strands of her cut hair and replied in a calm voice.

“It must have been nicked by a dagger.”

“What? Who dared to throw a dagger at our Maya? I’ll go and—” 

Karen started.

“It’s fine. I won. But why did you bring him along?” 

Maya asked, her gaze shifting to Mickey. 

He stared at her, captivated by her pale, glowing skin and hair, which seemed to shine even in the darkness. 

When their eyes met, he quickly averted his gaze, blushing.

“Haha, I was fighting in a place where the sand flows downwards. I thought it might suck him in if I left him there.” 

Karen explained.

“The people who kidnapped the director deserve to die.” 

Maya said coldly.

Startled by her words, Karen asked nervously.

“You didn’t kill them, did you?”

“I didn’t kill them.”

“Phew, I thought… Did you find out anything? Like their motives?”

As Karen looked at her friend, who showed no change in expression no matter what she said, she suddenly had a mischievous idea and whispered playfully to her. 

“While fighting him, I heard a few things. Apparently, Director was here only looking for you.”

Maya’s expression, which had been impassive until now, noticeably changed. 

Her eyelashes fluttered as she glanced at her friend and swallowed hard, then nervously asked. 

“…Really?”

“Pfft, haha! A memory disk! Do we have a memory disk? I want to record that expression forever… Hahaha!” 

Karen doubled over, clutching her stomach and rolling on the floor.

Realizing she’d been tricked, Maya glared at her coldly.

“You… That was a lie.”

“Wow! Maya, I’m sorry! Let me down! I’m terrified of being off the ground!” 

Karen pleaded, hanging upside down, bound by Maya’s telekinetic chains. 

It wasn’t until Reyna returned to their location a few minutes later that Maya released her.

Maya dropped Karen to the ground and turned to Reyna. 

“How did it go? What happened to them?”

“He fell below the water tank. It seemed pretty high, but… there’s water below, so he shouldn’t be dead.” 

Reyna answered.

“Did you find out anything about the director…?”

Before she could finish, Karen, who had been rubbing her sore bottom from the fall, jumped up and interrupted.

“Ah, right! Reyna, while I was fighting, I heard the Director was looking for you before his abduction.”

Karen attempted another prank, but this time, Maya seemed about to scold her, then decided to keep quiet, curious about Reyna’s reaction.

“That’s a lie, isn’t it?” 

Reyna immediately saw through Karen’s joke, much to Maya’s silent delight. 


Karen, embarrassed, stuck out her tongue in defeat.

“Aha, caught red-handed. But, how did you know?”

“The woman I faced told me. The Director had no choice but to follow them because they said they had kidnapped Ella.”

Reyna shared the information she had discovered with the others. 

Karen was furious when she learned that not only had they kidnapped her benefactor but also her friend. 

She cursed and insisted they go after them immediately, while Maya calmly analysed the situation.

“The probability is high that they’re school staff.”

“Do you have any evidence?”

“Considering they acted immediately after the incident and used a hidden place beneath the school, it’s impossible without the cooperation of someone who knows the school well.”

“But why would school staff…?”

At that moment, they heard footsteps coming from the other end of the corridor. 

It wasn’t from the direction they had come from. 

The three exchanged glances and soon realized that one person was missing.

“Ruelle.”

“Oh, right! Our youngest!”

“I told her to wait here…”

Reyna couldn’t hide her panic as she looked around.

“Who were the kidnappers assigned to?”

“I had that kid.”

“I had the woman dressed as a clown.”

“I also had a woman…”

Karen, recalling the kidnappers, realized that one person was left out by elimination.

“Wait, so that big guy has Ruelle?”

At Karen’s words, Reyna’s face turned pale, almost as pale as the mask she was wearing.

“No, she wouldn’t have been harmed, right?”

Just then, the footsteps came closer.

The three stopped talking and stared in that direction. 

Soon, the figure came into view, and they breathed a sigh of relief. 

It was a small girl dressed in a chick costume.

Ruelle was walking toward them, holding a large egg tart almost as big as her head, eating as she walked. 

She was stuffing her cheeks with food, oblivious to the sisters’ gazes on her. 

It seemed she hadn’t heard them talking, being too focused on eating her snack while walking in the dark.

“Swallow… Would you like some? I have plenty.”

The four of them had a brief reunion, and they all shared how they had defeated their opponents in their respective fields. 

They knew Ruelle was strong, but they couldn’t hide their surprise when they heard she had overpowered a much larger strongman amidst various traps.

“But Ruri… Do you always carry those around?”

Reyna had been noticing that Ruelle kept taking snacks out of her backpack throughout their conversation. 

She consumed an amount that could last a normal person several days in just a few minutes.

Ruri blushed and scratched the back of her head.

“W-Well… I was hungry. After using my strength, I just keep wanting to eat more.”

Thanks to Wonderstein’s modifications, Ruelle could exert incredible strength unimaginable for an ordinary person, but the energy required for that strength wasn’t free. 

She had to eat as much as she worked. 

The reason they hadn’t noticed this aspect of her before was that she hadn’t needed to use such great strength consecutively.

Having regrouped, the four continued tracking Wonderstein. 

As they explored the remaining corridors, excluding the one they had exited from, they soon found wheelchair tracks on the floor.

As they descended the corridor, Karen questioned the bound Mickey.

“Who are you? What’s your relationship with Lekachep?”

“Do you have more colleagues below?”

“What’s the next trap?”

“Why did you kidnap the Director and Ella?”

Mickey remained silent for the first questions but finally spoke up at the last one.

“We’re Ella’s friends from her hometown.”

“Friends from her hometown? Are all the others, too?”

“Yes. Our hometown had a circus school.”

“Then why did you kidnap Ella?”

Mickey frowned, recalling the events from a year ago, and spoke with difficulty.

“It was for revenge.”

“Revenge?”

Just then, a loud explosion shook the corridor. 

The sound came from not far away.

“Let’s go!”

They quickly exited the corridor. 

Though they moved cautiously to avoid potential traps, they couldn’t afford to delay, as they could be buried under rubble at any moment.

Indeed, the corridor collapsed with a loud noise just after they escaped, blocking the entrance.

“Whew, what was that impact just now?”

“I don’t know. It felt like something powerful hit the wall…”

“Was that another one of your traps?”

Karen shouted as she grabbed Mickey’s collar. 

He shook his head vigorously.

“No, we didn’t set up anything like… Ah!”

Mickey’s eyes fixed on a point as he looked around the chamber, searching for Ella and Charlie. 

Everyone’s eyes followed his gaze. 


And the scene that unfolded before them made them freeze in place.

“D-Director?”

A gasp of shock escaped from Reyna’s lips.

Wonderstein lay on the floor, covered in blood. 

Ella stood over him, pointing a gun at him.
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After the battle resumed, the speed of the Reaper’s attacks subtly slowed compared to before. 

However, Wonderstein wasn’t foolish enough to be pleased by this. 

The Reaper was deliberately showing an opening. 

It was clearly an attempt to lure his opponent into attacking.

To attack or to evade.

An unavoidable dilemma. 

The decision didn’t take long. 

He had only one option. 

If he retreated any further, he would be cornered. 

The Reaper had shown an opening only when he was in such a position, forcing him to make a choice.

Wonderstein drew Mantula’s blade from his back and fired it at him.

Sometimes, he pulled out Spear of Bonghog from his arm and hurled it.

He even tried to raise and swing Shebain’s tentacles from the shadows for a surprise attack.

However, his attempts were consistently thwarted. 

When he tried to exploit the Reaper’s exposed weakness, Ella, who was perched on the Reaper’s shoulder, intervened as if waiting and blocked his attack. 

And whenever he hesitated, the Reaper’s claws or scythe would take advantage of that moment to slash at his body.

Slash.

When the claws pierced him, his energy was consumed to heal the damaged flesh. 

When the scythe struck, his experience points drained away, permanently decreasing his physical abilities, just as before. 

As the battle continued, his movements and reaction speed inevitably slowed.

Wonderstein breathed heavily and brought his hand to his wound.

What usually healed within a few seconds was now still bleeding after more than thirty seconds. 

The damage had accumulated beyond its limit. 

The duration of the stat boost provided by “Yurakne’s Sincerity” was at most an hour. 

He had drunk a cup before coming down here, so there wasn’t much time left.

It was now time to make a choice.

Although it seemed he was being overwhelmed without a plan, in truth, he had one way to overcome this situation. 

However, using it would prevent him from clearing up Ella’s misunderstanding. 

Thus, he wanted to try persuading her one last time before resorting to that method.

“Miss Ella…”

“Hmph. Now you’re whining? It won’t work, no matter what. If you want to live, stop pretending and just kill me.”

Wonderstein had tried speaking to her several times, but she deliberately ignored him each time and urged the Reaper to attack.

Ella knew why she was doing this. 

She was afraid that if she conversed with him, she might become soft-hearted.

‘I refuse to be deceived by that bastard again. I won’t fall for it.’

Ella could guess the state of Wonderstein’s body. 

He was getting injured more frequently and severely. 

His death was only a few steps away. 

Victory was within her grasp.

However, the emotion on her face was not relief or satisfaction, but rather anguish.

‘I should be happy…’

As his wounds increased, a part of her heart ached. 

She desperately tried to suppress the sympathy she felt for him and forced herself to dredge up hatred for him.

Yet, the more she recalled, the less her hatred grew. 

Instead, it dwindled.

Every moment she had laughed and chatted with him surfaced in her mind. 

All were happy memories. 

Judging by them alone, she had no reason to hate him.

But the first and last pages of that precious album of memories were stained with blood. 

It was the blood of her closest friends, and they had ended up that way because she had been deceived by him.

“Cough!”

Wonderstein coughed up a handful of blood and leaned against the wall. 

Just now, he had retreated for the first time from the forced choice between attack and evasion. 

But it wasn’t by his own will. 

He had tried to exploit an opening as before, but his body couldn’t follow through due to his injuries. 

So, he barely managed to pull back.

The Reaper’s slash grazed his shoulder and collapsed one side of the cavity wall.

“Kikikiki, what just happened? Did you foresee that man retreating? Or could it be… that you’re getting soft?”

The Reaper probed her intentions with a subtle voice. 

Normally, she should have intercepted Wonderstein’s hand reaching toward him. 

But just now, she had merely flinched and trembled without moving.

Thankfully, he had sensed something was wrong with his body and stepped back, or Katpia might have had a hole punched through his chest.

Ella forced a mocking laugh and shouted back at his inquiry.

“Nonsense! Why would I sympathize with that demon? I just… just missed the timing for a moment. Anyway, we’ve cornered him as planned, haven’t we?”

Ella got off the Reaper’s back and stood before Wonderstein, who was barely holding himself up against the wall. 

She placed her finger on the trigger and aimed the gun at him. 

He smiled faintly at her and said,

“Miss Ella… Will you hear me out?”

Wonderstein made one last attempt to communicate. 

If this didn’t work, he intended to use his last resort.

Ella looked at him with a conflicted expression. 

What should she do? 

Was it really right to shoot him?

At that moment, she heard a voice inside her. 

It was giving her conflicting orders.

Shoot him.

No. 

He hasn’t attacked you until the end.

He’s pretending. 


It’s a trick. 

Shoot!

He wants to talk.

The two voices argued, reflecting her confused state of mind.

Don’t listen! 

He’s trying to deceive you again with sweet words. 

He’s not human. 

He’s a demon!

Think about what he did for you. 

Even if no one else, he was sincere to you.

Even though that led you to shoot Charlie with your own hands?

She gritted her teeth and firmly gripped the gun. 

Staring at him as if ready to shoot at any moment, she hesitated, her lips twitching, then suddenly asked a question.

“Why… why… can you smile in a situation like this?”

Wonderstein responded with a sincere smile, grateful that she was engaging in conversation.

“I can only make a smiling expression regardless of my true feelings. If you misunderstood my smile, please understand that it wasn’t my true intention.”

Ella nodded slowly.

So that’s how it was. 

That’s what it was.

“I had guessed it might be something like that.”

One question about him was resolved, but at the same time, other questions began to arise.

“But that doesn’t excuse the things you’ve done.”

“I know.”

“Yes, I know. I know you’re a villain who treats human lives as less than insects. But then why… why haven’t you attacked me? You have had several chances.”

She hesitantly started to speak, then suddenly raised her voice in a shout.

“Why do you treat only me differently? Why only me… oh, right. You said once that it was because you needed me. So I decided to cooperate with you actively. At first, it was forced, but later, I got serious! After hearing the promise of two years! So… haven’t I done well so far? Then why… why did you make me shoot my friend?”

Wonderstein, surprised, looked over at the place where Charlie lay.

Mysterixer was Ella’s friend?

It was a moment when a clue to the mystery surrounding his identity emerged. 

Though not much had been revealed about Ella’s identity either, so it didn’t hold much significance.

Wonderstein sighed deeply inside. 

The situation couldn’t have gotten more complicated.

She had shot her friend to save his dying self. 

But then, he appeared before her, showing that it had all been an act.

And he acted as if Mysterixer had always been targeting him.

She had every right to misunderstand the situation as his doing.

However, Wonderstein decided to push a bit this time, to make excuses somehow. 

He didn’t want to leave the tangled knot between them unattended any longer.

“I didn’t know he was your friend. I thought he was just lurking around, aiming for my life.”

“Am I supposed to believe that? Then why did you pretend to be hurt?”

“I thought he had taken you hostage. I acted to make him lower his guard and separate him from you.”

Wonderstein could sense that she was wavering. 

Perhaps he could really clear up all the misunderstandings between them. 

However, that hope was quickly shattered by her next words.

“What about the people from my hometown?”

Wonderstein, who had been ready to answer any question, closed his mouth. 

Ella continued speaking, with a strange expression that seemed to be a mix of laughter and tears.

“Hundreds of people died! Including dozens of my school friends whom I’d spent my whole life with! You committed that massacre and then threatened me with the lives of the remaining people! Do you have an excuse for that too? Was that also a misunderstanding? Huh?”

For the first time, Wonderstein understood exactly what this body’s owner had done to her. 

It was more horrific than he had vaguely imagined.

He could understand the depth of her hatred. 

He had experienced something similar. 

When the cult he belonged to became the target of an investigation and key figures were arrested, the head of the orphanage killed all the disabled children he had cared for and committed suicide. 

He was the only child who survived because his friends had hidden him.

If that headmaster had survived and smiled in front of him, how would he have reacted?

There was no need to think. 

Wonderstein quietly shook his head.

“I have no excuses for that.”

Ella punched Wonderstein in the face, making a loud sound as his head snapped back.

“You bastard.”

“…That’s right.”

She hit him in the face again with her other fist.

“You are… you’re the worst… the most terrible man in the world!”

“Yes. That’s true.”

As Wonderstein responded to her words, he moved the things he had scattered in the surroundings.

The tentacles of Shebain.

They were creatures that could only grow and move in darkness. 

They resembled the legs of an octopus, but their cellular composition was similar to photophobic vine plants. 

They automatically grew away from areas brighter than their surroundings. 

The most notable feature was that they could extend roots in shadowed areas and grow, sending out tendrils from other shadowed spots far away.

In other words, they were tentacles that could be controlled remotely through shadows.

Although he had failed to persuade her, he couldn’t afford to die. 

He couldn’t give up on her either. 

Now that he knew he was an irredeemable villain in her eyes, he decided to resolve the situation like a villain.

Ella pointed a gun at him. 

No one knew better than she did that he wouldn’t die from such a thing. 


But she felt she had to do to him what she had done to Charlie to feel at ease.

“This is the end between you and me, Wonderstein.”

As she pulled the trigger and he was about to give the growth command to the Shebain seeds he’d scattered,

“Di-Director?”

Four girls entered the cave.
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Reyna couldn’t understand the scene unfolding before her eyes.

Why was Ella pointing a gun at the Director? 

How had the Director  gotten injured? 

And what had happened to the kidnapper?

A whirlwind of questions filled her mind. 

But even amidst her confusion, one thought drove her actions.

‘I have to save the Director.’

She didn’t know what was going on, but the Director was in trouble.

She had to help.

However, before she could take a step, someone grabbed her, almost causing her to fall forward. 

She noticed a small hand holding onto her cloak.

“Ruri?”

“Sister, look behind there…”

Ruelle’s orange hair was trembling. 

Reyna looked in the direction she was pointing.

A black shadow crouched behind Ella. 

What she thought was one of the pillars supporting the stone chamber was moving. 

Its red eyes and sharp teeth glowed even in the dim light.

As Reyna observed its form, memories from two weeks ago resurfaced.

The demonic army that attacked Wonderland. 

The figure holding a scythe slung over its shoulder was undoubtedly one of the high-ranking demons leading the group. 

Just as she reached this conclusion, Maya whispered coldly next to her.

“Nouia Zakanuba.”

“That’s… a reaper, right? What is it doing here…?”

Karen crouched, pretending to hide behind Maya. 

It was an awkward move, as Maya was a whole head shorter than her.

Mickey, who would usually scoff at Karen’s behaviour as pretentious, couldn’t do so now. 

The aura exuded by the reaper was too intimidating.

Seeing the giant scythe and claws, it wasn’t hard to guess who had caused the destruction around them. 

Even as Mickey lay on the ground with his limbs bound, he strained to lift his head and scan the cave.

Where on earth was Charlie?

 A demon? 

Were the accusations against Ella really true? 

But even so, he thought they couldn’t use their powers in the “Sanctuary”…

They weren’t the only ones shocked by the unexpected situation. 

Ella, who had been frozen in surprise at the sudden appearance of her friends, quickly composed herself and gave an order to the reaper behind her.

“Make sure they don’t get here. But don’t harm them, not even a scratch.”

“Kiki, understood.”

Katpia nodded with a mysterious smile at her command.

They didn’t even have time to be shocked that the reaper was obeying Ella’s orders. 

With just a few leaps, Katpia  reached them. 

Reyna quickly grabbed Ruri and shouted as she moved aside.

“Everyone, get out of the way!”

The reaper’s claws slashed over their heads. 

With a loud crash, a pillar collapsed. 

If Karen hadn’t pulled Mickey, who was bound and unable to move, he would have been crushed under the debris.

Ella screamed at the sight. 

Katpia had nearly killed Mickey.

“I told you not to hurt them…!”

“You should have been more specific, Miss Ella.”

Wonderstein sighed as he spoke. 

Ella turned sharply to glare at him.

“What do you mean?”

“You know you have to be precise with every word when making a pact with a demon, don’t you? The reaper won’t directly ‘injure’ them as you ordered, but it doesn’t care if they die from a collapsing wall.”

Ella gasped in shock and quickly turned her head at the sound of another loud noise. 

There, she saw Reyna about to be buried under a pile of rubble from the reaper’s attack.

“No, this can’t be! Katpia, stop!”

The reaper stopped the attack, seemingly following orders, but the smile on its face couldn’t be hidden.

Though no further impact occurred, the already crumbling wall didn’t stop. 

Ella realized she should have ordered Katpia to save Reyna, but it was too late.

“Reyna!”

Wonderstein also shouted her name loudly, but no miracle happened. 

The rocks fell, engulfing Reyna.

“No, Reyna…”

Ella collapsed to the ground. 

She had recklessly made a pact with a demon and caused her friends’ deaths, only to make the same mistake again.

“I’m… I’m…”

Just as she was about to burst into tears, Reyna called out to her.

“Ella.”

“Rey…na?”

Ella looked up in confusion. 

A blonde woman wearing a white ghost mask with horns was looking down at her.

Was she dreaming, or was it the ghost of her dead friend?

Then, Wonderstein spoke softly to her.

“It’s my magic.”

He had just used a special ability he gained a week ago when Reyna’s favourability reached 15.

Name: Return Command

Target: Masked Reyna

Effect: By calling the target’s name and mentally shouting “Return!”, the target will instantly appear before you. The target must be able to hear the call.


Resource Requirement: Reyna favourability 15, 1 charge restored each time the mask is worn or removed.

Wonderstein sighed in relief.

“You almost killed your friends.”

Ella glared at him with a mixture of anger and shame. 

His words, coming at that moment, sounded like mockery to her.

A demon lecturing her.

After killing people like that. 

Who was he to preach?

Don’t act like you understand people. 

You’re only protecting Reyna because she’s useful, just like I am.

Ella picked up the gun that had fallen to the ground and stood up again. 

She ordered Katpia to restrain the remaining four without harming them, then approached Wonderstein.

However, she had to stop after a few steps. 

Reyna blocked her way.

“Move.”

Despite Ella’s fierce tone, Reyna calmly replied without any hesitation.

“No.”

“Move!”

“No!”

Their voices echoed through the cave.

Meanwhile, on the other side of the cave, Katpia was binding the others with a curse of ice. 

Karen, who was good at standing her ground but slow to move, was quickly caught. 

Maya, who was stuck to Karen, couldn’t dodge in time and was frozen with her. 

Mickey, who was already tied up, couldn’t escape the curse. 

Only Ruelle, who had great strength, was breaking through the ice, but it seemed only a matter of time before she was caught.

Ella and Reyna glared at each other in silence. 

Just three hours earlier, they had faced off up there. 

This place wasn’t as grand or loud as it was then, but the tension between them was just as palpable.

“Get a grip. Do you know what you’re trying to do right now?”

“Yeah. I’m trying to kill that man.”

“Are you out of your mind? That’s Director Wonderstein.”

“I know.”

“Are you sure you’re not being controlled by a demon?”

Ella paused for a moment at her friend’s question, then shook her head with a bitter smile.

“No, I’m fine. I’ve regained my memory.”

Reyna asked in confusion. 

“But why would that be a reason to kill him? You just said you couldn’t remember a few things.”

“Right. But those few things were too big. So… could you step aside?”

Reyna shook her head.

“No.”

Ella thought the conversation was going in circles and prepared to attack. 

However, what came out of her friend’s mouth was different from what she had expected.

“… Look in the mirror.”

“What?”

“Look at your face. How could I leave you alone when you’re in so much pain?”

Ella closed her mouth for a moment. 

She lowered her gun and looked at the floor.

Reyna, thinking her persuasion had worked, cautiously approached her to comfort her friend.

But then, Ella slowly raised her head. 

She wiped away her tears and smiled at Reyna.

“Thank you, Reyna.”

She said this and fired a steel marble from her hand. 

It had enough force to knock someone out if it hit the right spot.

However, someone like Reyna, a skilled acrobat, wouldn’t have any trouble dodging it from this distance. 

She easily twisted her body to thwart the attempt.

“As if I couldn’t dodge something like this…”

“Reyna, watch out!”

Right after Wonderstein shouted, Reyna felt a blunt impact on her back.

She let out a gasp and looked at Ella in confusion as she collapsed to the ground.

Wonderstein knew what trick Ella had used. 

She hadn’t aimed the marble at Reyna but at his hat.

Inspira: Hat Magic

Target: Ella and Wonderstein’s hats.

Effect: The two targets are spatially connected. Place an object in the hat and wear it. Before the object touches your scalp, it will disappear. The moment the other person takes off their hat, the object will appear in their hat.

Requirement: Ella’s favorability 30

Earlier, when fighting Wonderstein, Ella had used Charlie’s hat to catch a bone bullet he had fired, quickly put it on, and sent it to another space. 

The attack reappeared when she took off his hat and struck Reyna.

Even in this moment, she hadn’t forgotten the trap she had set earlier and used it to easily deal with the formidable Reyna.

But Wonderstein couldn’t just stand there admiring her skills. 

As he lay against the wall with his limbs broken, Ella walked towards him, aiming her gun at his forehead.

“Goodbye.”

Wonderstein tried to summon Shebain tentacles hidden in the shadows. 

But just before he could, he saw her expression up close. 

She was crying. 

Emotions like hatred and anger had been washed away by her tears, leaving only sadness and regret, which spread like a stain that wouldn’t disappear.

In that brief hesitation, the gun fired.

Bang.

He felt like he was flying through the air for a few meters.

Is this what it feels like for the brain to shatter? 

It’s nothing…

But then he realized he had actually been pushed a few meters from where he had been. 

Some force had pushed him at the moment the gun fired. 

He couldn’t understand how this had happened.

Ella was equally bewildered by what had just occurred. 

As the one who had fired the gun, she could see it clearly: the bullet had vanished into thin air.

“How could this…”

At that moment, red liquid suddenly gushed out of thin air. 

It poured out from the space where the bullet had disappeared. 

The blood drew a soft curve as it flowed to the floor.

Unlike the confused Ella, Wonderstein immediately understood what had happened. 

He recalled the item he had given her earlier.

“Maya…”

As he called her name, the illusion of invisibility lifted, revealing Maya.

She stood there, leaning against the wall, bleeding from a gunshot wound to her waist. 

The moment the illusion faded, she collapsed to the floor.

“M-Maya? How did you get here…?”

Ella looked behind her with wide eyes. 

There, the Reaper had just subdued Ruelle. 

Maya’s frozen image with Karen melted away like a mirage.

She hadn’t been defeated by the Reaper. 

She had deceived the Reaper with an illusion and escaped using transparent paint. 

When she saw Ella about to shoot, she used her telekinesis to rush in and save Wonderstein.

Although she could use her powers remotely, the strong sacred energy in this place kept dispersing her magic, so she had no choice but to launch herself like a projectile.

“N-No… How could this… Oh, Maya? Maya?”

Ella dropped the gun she was holding and caught Maya, who was bleeding and collapsing, in her arms.

How could this happen… 

Two friends in one day… 

Two friends shot…

“Assistant Director…”

Maya used her last bit of strength to speak before losing consciousness.

Despite the situation, she still wore an expressionless face, but her eyes were filled with a desperate light.

“Don’t hurt the Director…”

She left those words and slumped over. 

Ella looked down at her, who had turned as pale as a corpse, with a desperate gaze. 

As she stood there like a stone statue, she soon clenched her teeth and shouted.

“Katpia!”

She clenched her fists. 

No matter how much her friends tried to stop her, she couldn’t help it.

Now that things had come this far, she had to take down that demon.

“Take that man…”

But she couldn’t finish her sentence. 

Despite thinking he was on the brink of death, Wonderstein was already standing, supported by dozens of tentacles he had pulled out from the shadows. 

He flashed her a dazzling smile and spoke.

“Let’s stop this, Ella.”


Wonderstein pulled out his final card to end the situation.

“If you want to save your friend.”

The tentacles moved, revealing something.

“Ku-Kugh… E-Ella…”

It was Charlie.
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One gunshot wound to the chest. 

Considering the amount of blood Charlie had lost, there was no chance of his survival. 

Though Wonderstein could heal him with his powers, he would never restore him to full health due to his nature. 

He wasn’t the type to be lenient with those who opposed him.

This was also the case with the currently petrified troupe member, ‘Marisa.’ 

Not long after joining the circus, she had criticized Wonderstein’s actions, argued with him, and even attacked him. 

Due to a contract prohibiting him from harming troupe members, he didn’t kill her but left her in a state where death might have been preferable.

Since the start of the Circus Grand Prix, Ella had repeatedly begged him to return Marisa to normal. 

However, he consistently refused her pleas. 

Even when they arrived in Yeterinpuurk, and ‘memory-lost Ella’ asked him, he refused. 

Instead, he replied to her with this:

“Who knows what she might do if I restore her? It might be better to just kill her.”

He said this with his usual smiling expression, one of the few moments when the memory-lost Ella felt fear towards him. 

At that time, she stammered. 

“R-right? After all, she tried to kill you… Let’s just leave her like that.” 

And let the matter slide. 

Even though it was a strange situation, considering his usual gentle demeanour, she was too infatuated with him to notice.

“Ella, here is your friend. His name was Charlie, wasn’t it?”

The man was now holding up her friend’s body to show her. 

Charlie, who had been near death, suddenly looked like his normal self.

The gunshot wound on his chest had also been neatly closed. 

But she couldn’t feel happy about it.

“I called this man ‘Mysterixer .’ As I mentioned earlier, I didn’t know he was truly your friend. Anyway, he’s out of immediate danger, though more work is needed to fully heal him.”

Tentacles wrapped around Charlie’s body. 

Seeing this, Ella froze in place. 

What would become of Charlie? 

Turned to stone like Marisa? 

No, that was a lenient punishment because Marisa was a troupe member. 

Images of other victims who had suffered at his hands flashed through her mind. 

She imagined Charlie being transformed into all sorts of grotesque forms. 

She felt a sense of despair, and her strength left her.

“E-Ella…f-fight. Kill this b-bastard… Don’t worry about me…”

Charlie, realizing that Wonderstein intended to use him as a hostage, spoke up. 

But a tentacle tightened around his chest, causing him to groan and fall silent. 

The unspoken threat that he could do whatever he wanted with him at any moment was enough to break Ella’s will to resist.

She hugged herself with both arms and said,

“N-no, please don’t… Let Charlie go…”

Wonderstein nodded with a smile.

“Yes, of course, I’ll release him. But… isn’t there something you need to do first?”

Wonderstein intended to tell her to put the reaper back into the bottle when she asked what she should do. 

However, her response was something he had not anticipated at all. 

She dropped to her knees in front of him, and before he could stop her, she bowed her head, her hands touching the ground.

“I-I’m sorry… It was my fault… So please, don’t hurt Charlie…”

Ella was begging him!

Wonderstein stared at her in shock. 

She had always been proud, no matter who she was facing. 

She had always been confident, even when facing the most challenging tasks. 

She had never been afraid in front of a large audience. 

The idea of her kneeling and begging someone was unimaginable.

Ella’s mental state, already stretched to its limits, completely collapsed at the thought of what Wonderstein might do to Charlie. 

If he had made this threat when she was fiercely confronting him earlier, she might have ignored it and attacked him.

But she had already knocked out Reyna, and even shot Maya. 

In such a situation, she couldn’t possibly let Charlie die as well. 

Rather, it would have been better if he died; she couldn’t bear the thought of him becoming a plaything, neither alive nor dead, under Wonderstein’s hands. 

With a single-minded determination to save her friend from his clutches, she abandoned everything.

“Please… I beg you… I’ll do anything, just let Charlie go…”

Wonderstein felt a deep discomfort rising from within. 

Honestly, he wouldn’t lie if he said he never regretted her defiance towards him. 

But he never wanted to see her submit like this. 

He never wanted to see this side of her.

He spoke again in a calm voice.

“First, recall the reaper back into the bottle.”

“O-okay, I understand…”

“Tch, just because a human got captured…”

Katpia, wearing a displeased expression, obediently returned to the bottle following her command. 

She put the bottle back into her pocket and looked at him with hopeful eyes.

“D-did I do it right? Are you going to let Charlie go now?”

“Before that… Your words… I don’t like the way you’ve been talking to me.”

He wanted to return their relationship to the way it was. 

However, misunderstanding his intentions, Ella looked even more frightened and said,

“W-was it upsetting? It must have been, right? I’m the Assisatant Director, and you’re the Director… I’m sorry… I’ll stop speaking informally. No, I mean, I won’t! I’ll use honorifics properly… I won’t complain or grumble… So please, please… let my friends go safely… Charlie, Mickey, and the rest of them too…”

“That’s not what I meant. I don’t intend to harm anyone.”

“Yes! Yes! Please, do that! I’ll do whatever you say, Director. Really! I’ll do anything!”

Wonderstein twitched his lips as he watched her cling to him, pleading.

Anyone seeing this would think he was enjoying her desperate pleas.

Even Charlie thought so, glaring with fury and looking ready to attack Wonderstein at any moment.

“You…bastard…”

Wonderstein felt the urge to swing a tentacle at him.

Because of whom did it come to this?


But he knew that taking out his anger on Charlie would only deepen the misunderstanding. 

Indeed, Ella was anxiously glancing between him and Charlie, clearly uneasy. 

Wonderstein calmed himself and spoke in a gentle voice.

“Ella, all I want is for you to treat me as you normally would. I don’t want this.”

But even these words didn’t convey his true intentions to her. 

She suddenly flashed him a broad smile and said,

“R-really? Like usual? Of course, I can do that!”

She spread her arms toward him and shouted,

“Really! I’ll do my best from now on! Is this what you want? Right? Right? So, please…please… let my friends go safely… Charlie… Micky… and the rest of them…”

Ella’s smile was so awkward it bordered on madness. 

Wonderstein realized for the first time how pitiable a person’s smile could look.

He sighed deeply inwardly. 

This wasn’t what he intended. 

He just wanted to continue their contract in exchange for healing Charlie. 

It might have seemed like he was threatening her by holding her friend’s life hostage, but that was the kind of thing she remembered from ‘the villain Wonderstein’ three months ago.

The outcome was as he intended. 

But the process left a bitter taste in his mouth.

Charlie felt the same sting from the current situation. 

He couldn’t accept the scene before him. 

He wanted to free Ella from that devil, but instead, he had only strengthened her chains. 

He couldn’t forgive himself for that.

He quickly bit off the tentacle covering his mouth. 

As the soft flesh tore away, black blood, resembling foul-smelling ink, poured into his mouth. 

He spat it out with disgust and shouted,

“Montecristo!”

That was the name of his blue-furred monkey. 

He had given the monkey a command in advance, in case he couldn’t overpower Wonderstein.

“Ooh-ooh-ah-ah!”

The monkey, hiding behind a pillar near the altar, pulled a switch.

Among the lessons Charlie had taken at Lekachep was making fireworks and pyrotechnics. 

He had used those skills to set up a trap here to bury his opponent.

Boom.

Most of the detonators for the bombs in the center had been destroyed during the fight between Wonderstein and Katpia, but the bombs on the outskirts of the stone chamber were intact. 

The chamber shook violently, sending a cloud of dust sweeping through the interior.

Wonderstein felt several of his tentacles being torn off in the explosion, freeing Charlie from his bonds. 

He held onto Ella’s body, wary of his surroundings. 

Although Charlie could barely walk in his current state, he might have a hidden gun. 

He couldn’t risk her being hit by a desperate shot aimed at him.

“Charlie! Let go of me! You demon!”

Ella struggled to free herself from Wonderstein’s grasp, even trying to bite his arm. 

He found her sudden change in attitude amusing yet also relieving. 

He held her tightly, scanning the surroundings, but no attack came as expected.

Soon, the dust settled, revealing the interior of the stone chamber.

Many walls had collapsed, allowing earth to spill in, but fortunately, the ceiling had not caved in. 

The others were also safe, as he had protected them with his tentacles before the explosion.

Charlie stood at a collapsed crevice beneath the altar, glaring at Wonderstein with blood dripping from his body.

“Huff, huff, you… you’ll probably demand more from her… if you take me hostage… ugh.”

Wonderstein realized what Charlie was trying to do. 

He tried to stop him by raising Shebain tentacles from the nearest shadow, but there were no shadows near where Charlie stood, as light particles from the sanctuary were scattered around.

“Rather than seeing that… ugh, I’d rather die!”

“No, Charlie! Charlie!”

Ella also realized what he was about to do. 

She pounded Wonderstein’s arm with her fists, trying to run to her friend. 

However, he didn’t loosen his grip on her.

“Ella… please forgive me for doing this…”

“No! Don’t, please!”

With those words, Charlie threw himself into the abyss where underground water flowed. 

Darkness quickly swallowed his body, leaving only the sound of rushing water.

“No! Noooo!”

Ella clawed at the ground, ignoring her broken nails and fingers, trying to get to him. 

Wonderstein felt regret but held her down firmly, saying,

“Think of the others.”

He gestured with his chin toward a corner of the stone chamber. 

There, a boy in his early teens, Mickey, one of Charlie’s companions, lay unconscious, wrapped in tentacles.

Ella stared blankly at him, then turned to Wonderstein with eyes full of resentment and shouted,

“You!”

He nodded, confirming that he was indeed threatening her. 

There was no other choice. 

He couldn’t let her die. 

He wasn’t making a significant sacrifice; it was just a teaspoon more of the evil he had accumulated.

Ella pulled a dagger from her sleeve and swung it at his chest. 

Blood spurted. 

His body, weakened from fighting the Reaper, could not withstand the blow. 

The knife went in deep. 

She hesitated, shocked by the sensation of piercing a human body, but seeing his smiling face, she swung the knife again.

“You bastard! You bastard! You bastard…”

Each time she swung the knife, more wounds appeared on his body.

However, he didn’t resist, silently enduring it. 

He wanted to clear up the misunderstanding, but it only deepened.

Even though their relationship couldn’t progress further, he wanted to continue being with her. 

And for that, this process was necessary.

After stabbing him dozens of times, Ella looked at him, still smiling at her, and felt a hollow emptiness. 

She dropped the knife from her hand. 

The blood-stained dagger clattered to the ground. 

Only then did Wonderstein release her, and she collapsed to the floor, breathing heavily. 

She turned her head toward where Charlie had fallen. 

She made no further attempts to jump in, but gazed at the spot, looking for any trace of her friend.

“Ah.”

She let out an animalistic sound, trembling with an unfamiliar sense of loss.

“Ahhh.”

She wanted to lean on someone, to be embraced, to be comforted.

There were only two people in her life who could provide that for her.

But her grandfather wasn’t here. 

And unfortunately, the other person was right beside her.

Without realizing it, she grabbed the hem of his pants and said,

“…Hug me.”

He was shocked by her unexpected request. 

If she had asked him to die, he wouldn’t have been as bewildered.

“…What did you say?”

“Please. Don’t say anything. I don’t want to hear any comfort from you. You’re a demon. A bad person. A bastard. So… so… just shut up… shut up and just hold me. Please.”

She stood up, holding onto his waist, and leaned against him. 

Ella noticed that his chest was covered in wounds from the knife she had wielded. 

She briefly chuckled at this, then poked one of the wounds with her finger. 

Even as he winced in pain, he smiled. 

She found this both satisfying and sad.

“Stroke my hair.”

He complied with her request. 

She closed her eyes and accepted it, biting her lips to hold back her tears.

“Pat my back.”


Once again, he did as she asked. 

Each pat on her back brought a sob to her lips, and soon, she was crying.

“Ahhh, sob, sorry, sorry, Charlie… I’m sorry… ahhh.”

She continued to cry and wail in his arms until she was exhausted and fainted.

In the arms of the man she hated so much.
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Ella, who had been holding onto me and crying, finally quieted down when my wounds were almost healed. 

The places where she had stabbed me with a dagger had also healed completely. 

It was thanks to using the Debulroots, which I received as a quest reward, to restore the regenerative ability that the Reaper had taken away.

“Uuuu…”

I gently laid her on the ground as she slept, intending to check on the others. 

However, even in her unconscious state, she clung to me and wouldn’t let go.

“No… Don’t go…”

She mumbled like a child, holding tightly to my waist. 

I could have easily pried her off if I wanted to, but I didn’t. 

This might be her last embrace. 

After today, she would probably never come close to me again. 

It was doubtful whether she would even smile at me. 

So, I decided to let her cling a little longer.

“All right. Come here.”

However, speaking to her was a mistake. 

As soon as she heard my voice, her eyebrows twitched, and she began to tremble and moan.

“Ah… no…”

“Ella?”

“I, I don’t want to hear…”

In that moment, I remembered what she had asked of me earlier. 

She had told me not to say anything and just hold her. 

I sighed in frustration. 

How much must she hate Wonderstein to react like this just by hearing my voice?

“Ah… no…”

She cried and mumbled like someone having a nightmare, her tears streaming down her swollen eyes. 

I kept silent and gently wiped away her tears, patting her shoulder. 

I wasn’t curious about what kind of dream she was having. 

In fact, I didn’t even need to ask; the answer was obvious. 

It was probably a dream about me.

“Stop…”

As she felt my embrace, her trembling gradually subsided. 

Just hearing my voice caused this reaction. 

I wondered if her mind would be okay. 

Would she have a seizure whenever she saw me, even if she woke up?

The joyful moments of the past three months felt like a distant memory.

Her confident declaration that she would still love me even after regaining her memories had, like most vows of love, dissolved into nothingness.

I thought of the one responsible for making things worse.

Mysterixer.

I shook my head, trying to dispel the resentment I felt toward him. 

It was misplaced anger. 

Considering what Wonderstein had done to her, things wouldn’t have been much different even if Charlie hadn’t appeared. 

Being hated by her was the karma I had to bear for living as Wonderstein.

“Don’t go… Don’t go…”

She whimpered and trembled again, as if searching for a friend lost beneath the groundwater. 

I pulled her closer into my arms, this time without saying a word.

“He… Hee… Got you…”

She stopped struggling and buried her head in my chest, rubbing her face against me. 

She smiled faintly, and a soft laugh escaped her lips. 

It was comforting to know that I could be a source of comfort for her, even in this half-conscious state.

Just then, a loud bang echoed, and the wall collapsed, causing rocks and dirt to pour in. 

Could it be that an unexploded shell had detonated? 

I looked in the direction of the noise. 

As the dust settled, a group of people appeared.

“It’s open!”

“Damn, be careful. I thought it was going to collapse.”

“Is that my fault? There was an explosion from below… Wait, I see light!”

“It seems pretty spacious… Hey, look!”

“Isn’t that a person?”

“Oh, right! We’ve found them! Leader, we’ve found them! Contact the authorities!”

They were excavation workers from Lekachep side. 

They had reached this place by clearing the debris along the passage where Ella had fallen. 

They seemed surprised by the underground structure of the school and the unexpectedly large number of people present. 

However, they didn’t forget their duty as rescuers. 

They quickly set up a pulley system to hoist the injured to the surface.

“Are you all right?”

A man who seemed to be their leader spoke to me. 

They looked concerned, wondering if I was still alive, seeing me covered in blood. 

I assured them I was fine and asked them to prioritize getting Maya to the surface.

There was still a bullet lodged in her body that Ella had shot. 

I had tried to heal her as soon as things had settled down, but it hadn’t worked. 

It seemed that the sanctum’s lingering power and the magic within her were resisting the Debulroots. 

She needed a doctor’s care.

“Understood. But this student…”

“I will take her with me.”

Maya, Ruelle, Reyna, Karen, and Mickey were lifted up one by one.

Holding Ella, who still refused to let go of me, I rode the pulley. 

Since the passage wasn’t straight up, we had to switch pulleys several times along the way.

It was already night by the time we reached the surface. 

The spectators had already evacuated, leaving only school officials and our team members in the stadium.


“Ella!”

“Director!”

“You’re safe!”

“Thank goodness! Everyone’s alive!”

Our team members shouted joyfully as they rushed towards us. 

They didn’t ask how I had managed to come out with Ella. 

The situation had been roughly explained through communication magic earlier.

After receiving a brief medical check-up in the infirmary, I was questioned by the school officials. 

The professors were curious about what had happened down there. 

I hid the fact that the culprits were Ella’s friends from her hometown and fabricated a story for them. 

I portrayed the attackers as unidentified terrorists and explained that they had targeted Ella simply because she was a convenient and high-profile target. 

I also blamed them for summoning the demon left behind.

When I finished my story, Vice Principal Elpara handed me a photo.

“Was this young man among them?”

I recognized the man in the photo. 

It was Charlie. 

Unsure of how much she knew, I could only nod in confirmation.

“Yes. This man was the leader of the group that attacked us. But how do you know his face?”

Professor Elpara checked to make sure no one was eavesdropping and then shared the story of what had happened. 

The professors had witnessed the collapse of the stone chamber where Ella had been and realized it wasn’t an accident but rather a trap intentionally triggered by someone. 

They summoned those involved to question them about the incident.

A suspect quickly emerged. 

The supervisor who oversaw the construction testified that he had included a few young men recommended by Charlie in the stadium construction work. 

Additionally, some student council members confessed that they had secretly provided Charlie with the stadium’s internal design at his request.

“You kept this hidden until now?”

“We thought Charlie was acting on the professors’ orders!”

“We also thought ‘The Tinker Elf’ was Charlie… We just assumed he was using an unexpected figure. How could we possibly suspect Senior Charlie?”

The professors couldn’t press them further because their testimonies were circumstantial evidence. 

There was no concrete proof that Charlie had planned this incident.

However, soon, decisive evidence arrived. 

It was a letter delivered to the vice-principal shortly before Wonderstein and his party were rescued. 

The sender was Charlie. 

In the letter, Charlie apologized for causing an incident at the school and stated that the other collaborators were unaware and merely assisting him. 

The letter was written in Charlie’s handwriting.

I understood what had happened when I learned that a monkey raised by him had delivered the letter. 

He had pre-written the letter and instructed the monkey to deliver it in case something went wrong, to prevent others from being implicated.

I didn’t reveal to them that Charlie had committed suicide. 

If I did, there was a high chance that the remaining survivors would draw attention. 

We had to maintain the appearance that he was still alive and on the run. 

Why the top student of the school would do such a thing might lead to countless speculations and rumours. 

Meanwhile, we could avoid media attention.

***

Ella woke up at dawn. 

She realized she was in Lekachep’s ward and that someone was sitting by her bedside. 

The hair of the woman, who was dozing off and drooling, shimmered blue in the moonlight.

“Senior Clara?”

At her call, Clara jerked awake, her head snapping up.

“I-I wasn’t asleep!”

She exclaimed and looked around. 

Soon, she noticed Ella staring at her with wide eyes and smiled brightly.

“Wow, you scared me! When did you wake up? Are you feeling better?”

“What… happened…? Why am I here…?”

“Ah, well.”

Clara briefly explained what had happened. 

Ella felt relieved upon hearing that her friends were safe but turned pale when she heard that Charlie was wanted. 

Of course, what shocked her wasn’t the news itself but the person who delivered it.

“Are you okay, Senior?”

“Huh? What? Ah, you mean Senior Charlie…”

Clara smiled awkwardly. 

She had never really cared about him. 

However, officially, she had been portrayed as someone who loved and pursued him.

She had been teased about it for days, so she had learned how to handle it. 

Yelling and denying only amused the teasers. 

But when she showed a sad expression, they were at a loss and stopped mentioning Charlie.

Her darkening expression was a reflex developed from that teasing.

Seeing Clara’s face stiffen, Ella bit her lip. 

She had never seen her senior, who always seemed cheerful, look like this.

Of course, Clara quickly brightened her expression, knowing this wasn’t a situation where she would be teased about Charlie. 

But to Ella, it seemed like she was trying to hide her sadness.

“How could I know what he was thinking? I got dumped because I didn’t know. Right?”

“Senior…”

Ella nearly burst into tears at her forced smile. 

She sat up in bed and hugged Clara tightly.

“Wha-what, Ella? Why, what’s wrong? I’m fine, really…”

“Senior… The thing is… Charlie…”

Ella stopped herself. 

She couldn’t tell her the truth. 

She couldn’t reveal that she had shot him, that he had confessed his love for her, or that he had taken his own life to escape Wonderstein.

Her fragile mind couldn’t handle the truth.

“Don’t worry. I was more worried about you guys than Senior Charlie. I heard the Director saved you?”

Ella felt even more guilty.

That’s not it. 

Well, that’s true, but… that man… that man isn’t what you think he is…

Ella couldn’t reveal the truth and hugged her tighter.

“I’m sorry… I’m sorry…”

“No, really, it’s okay…”


At that moment, someone knocked on the door.

“Miss Clara, has Miss Ella woken up?”

Ella’s head snapped up. 

She gritted her teeth and glared at the door. 

It was Wonderstein.



 
  
    Chapter 301: Charlie Circus – 27


Upon returning to the surface, the first thing Wonderstein did was to review the information he knew about TTT. 

So far, he had categorized the characters from TTT by series.

The setting of TT1 was the sky city of Hippodrome, with the characters mainly being challengers in the Circus Grand Prix. 

TT2’s setting was the cities with the six grand theatres, and the characters were related to the theatre and residents of those cities. 

The stage for TT3 was scattered around the world, but most of the characters were related to Wonderstein’s past.

The main quest mainly required knowledge of the characters from TT1 and TT2, and he thought it was best to keep a distance from the characters in TT3 for variable control. 

In fact, his strategy had been successful until now.

However, in the case of the recent kidnapping, it was difficult to handle with such a strategy. 

Mysterixer came from a completely unexpected direction, which made his response clumsy and ultimately led to his death.

There were also a few other recurring characters in TTT who belonged to no specific affiliation. 

The Grim Reaper, who appeared as a hidden boss throughout the series, and the merchant Willie, who sold skill books while staying at the heroes’ camp, were among them.

Willy was an enigmatic old man who was the only merchant selling skill books in the game. 

He appeared from TT1 and followed the protagonists to the final stage in TT3, Wonderland, supplying them with resources. 

Not much was revealed about his identity other than that he might hold a grudge against Wonderstein, similar to Mysterixer. 

Players viewed him as a character created for convenience in shop use and skill management.

Because of this role, he was known among players as a “genius of education.” 

The principle of learning skills with a single click through skill books was attributed to his excellent teaching ability.

Until now, I didn’t pay much attention to that old man, who was merely a subject of jokes. 

However, like Charlie, he might exist in this reality.

After reviewing all the previous characters, Wonderstein continued to look at the characters in TT3. 

The main enemies in TT3 were Wonderstein and his sisters, the three witches, who would only cause trouble if encountered at this point.

In TT3, they led organizations with Wonderstein as the leader. 

The Rabbit Witch led ‘Voodoo,’ an Union of Mages, the Crow Witch ran ‘Comprachicos,’ a trade group that made and sold children to order, and the Snake Witch controlled the ‘Royal Theater,’ manipulating the empire from behind by blinding and deafening the Emperor.

The storyline of TT3 started at the mansion of Baron Vergsong, moved on to destroy Voodoo, defeat Comprachicos, engage in battles in the imperial capital with the palace and the Holy See, and finally ended in Wonderland.

He had tried to avoid contact with these three organizations as much as possible. 

Although there were opportunities to gain advantages by using future information, he didn’t want to change the future unnecessarily, potentially affecting the main quest. 

The real reason he distanced himself from Anais was also to avoid influencing Voodoo’s movements.

Other than Anais, he didn’t worry much about the three organizations.

He had no significant connection with Comprachicos. 

Though Reyna, a former product of the child trade group, joined the circus troupe, it wasn’t directly linked to Comprachicos.

There was also no need to worry about the Royal Theater. 

The Emperor of the Empire was still bedridden and unable to rise. 

It was only after he recovered that he executed loyalists and favoured the Royal Theater’s people, believing someone around him had tried to poison him. 

Most importantly, the snake tongue to whisper in the Emperor’s ear was not yet there. 

Wonderstein had already thoroughly understood the whereabouts of the Snake Witch, one of the three witches.

Now, the only ones left were the enemies appearing in the final stage.

Just before invading Wonderland, Wonderstein summoned his new royal guard. 

They were members of the Monster Circus, like the bosses in TT1.

Blueblood, the centipede elder, the conjoined twins, the flesh woman, and the invisible man—all mirrored the bosses from TT1.

At present, there was no way to know their whereabouts. 

Even in the game, detailed information about them was not provided.

They only appeared in one stage, offering players nostalgic lines and attack patterns reminiscent of TT1. 

The only known fact was that they were not spontaneously created beings; Wonderstein had taken them in and raised them from the beginning.

While organizing the information about TTT, he noticed voices coming from the room where Ella was. 

It seemed Clara had awakened, or someone was sleep-talking.

“Clara, has Ella woken up?”

Wonderstein knocked before entering the room. 

Ella’s eyes shimmered under the lamp. 

She seemed to have been crying again. 

He asked Clara to step outside for a moment and then sat by the bedside.

Ella wiped her tears with her sleeve and, after barely calming herself, spoke to him.

“You haven’t told Clara yet, have you? That Charlie… is dead…”

“No. It would be too much of a shock for her.”

Ella clutched the blanket as if she would tear it. 

She hated how he was so kind to those in need.

“I’m glad to see you’re okay. I was worried that you might still be in a panic when you woke up.”

“What do you mean?”

“…Don’t you remember? After Mysterixer… I mean, your friend threw himself into the underground waterway.”

Ella suddenly turned her head and shouted.

“I, I don’t know… I fainted immediately afterward…”

Wonderstein nodded. 

Indeed, she was not in her right mind then. 

It was understandable that she didn’t remember. 

He felt sorry for making her recall the moment her friend died.

Not wanting to dwell on that moment, Ella quickly changed the subject.

“More importantly, what about Mickey? Was he implicated as Charlie’s accomplice?”

“No. I vouched for him as one of the ‘friends’ who came to save you.”

Ella breathed a small sigh of relief and asked again.

“So… what will you do with Mickey?”

“We can’t let him go, so we’ll take him into our circus troupe. That means his life is in my hands. So, please don’t have any ‘reckless thoughts’.”

Wonderstein had guarded her room all night, fearing that she might try to take her own life upon waking. 

Taking an “hostage” was the best way to keep her from doing so.

Ella bit her lip hard and muttered as she glared at him.

“You villain.”

“Yes, that’s right.”

He responded with a spinning smile. 

There was no way to resolve the misunderstanding that had already occurred. 

He decided to be satisfied with holding her back like this.

“Nothing has changed. If you help me qualify for the Circus Grand Prix finals…”


“You’ll disappear from our sight forever… I know…”

Wonderstein looked at her as she hung her head in defeat. 

With this, the quest had returned to its original trajectory. 

She hated him, but she would still cooperate with his work. 

Essentially, the situation hadn’t changed since before she lost her memory.

However, he could sense a difference in her attitude towards him. 

She used to always confront him with a defiant look whenever he spoke, but now she silently accepted his threats. 

He could feel the fear she held, probably directed at him. 

He felt pity. 

It would have been better if she had yelled and blamed him loudly; at least then, he wouldn’t feel so downcast.

Then, a good idea came to him—something that would provoke her without scaring her. 

He stood up and approached her, leaning in close to whisper.

“Then, please take care of me from now on, Assistant Director.”

The next action he took was something Ella did not expect. 

It was… something she had longed for over the past three months but had never received from him.

Smooch.

Wonderstein expected her to open her eyes wide and burst out in anger, cursing at him, throwing punches, and kicking him. 

He was ready to take her blows.

But she didn’t react. 

She only lowered her head further, her shoulders trembling. 

It seemed he had unintentionally harassed her.

Groan. 

This isn’t right.

“Uh… I’ll be going now.”

Wonderstein awkwardly bid farewell and hurriedly left the hospital room. 

He passed Clara’s greeting without much acknowledgment and opened the member management window to check Ella’s favourability level. 

He had planned to check it as soon as she regained her memory, but he hadn’t had the chance given the situation.

‘Favourability level was fixed at 30. It probably dropped below half… No, it might have dropped to 0 because of what I just did…’

Regretting his foolish actions, he opened her profile window in the air.

As he quickly moved away from the hospital room, his pace gradually slowed. 

He stood still, staring intently at the profile window that appeared before him.

Indeed, there was a significant change in her favourability level. 

It was similar to what he had initially expected, but the direction of the change was the opposite.

Name: Ella
Age: 17
Favourability: 46 (Next reward: Favourability x50)
Title: Assistant Director
Occupation: Beast Tamer
Traits: [Inspira-Spirit Link], [Inspira-Hat Magic]

Her affection level had not decreased but rather increased. 

He couldn’t understand how this happened. 

Was she still experiencing emotional turmoil? 

Or…

***

“Bastard.”

Shortly after he left the hospital room, Ella touched the spot where his lips had been and cursed. 

That demon hadn’t responded to her pleas for a kiss for three months, warning her she would regret it.

But ironically, after regaining her memory, he had shamelessly stolen a kiss on her cheek.

“Bastard.”

In fact, she remembered everything that had happened in the underground. 

From asking him to hold her to crying like a child in his arms. 

The moment he mentioned it, the flood of memories overwhelmed her, and she felt like drowning.

“Son of a bitch.”

She still couldn’t raise her head. 

Not because she was scared, but because she was afraid someone would see her blushing face. 

She gritted her teeth and muttered.

“No way.”

Her heart was pounding. 

The moment his lips touched, it stopped, then started beating faster than ever. 

Shock, anger, disgust, surprise—she tried to describe the feeling with every word she knew. 

But she couldn’t utter the one word that was closest to the truth.

“No way.”

She gripped the chest of her patient gown so tightly it seemed she might tear it. 

Her nails dug into her skin. 

But even that couldn’t stop her wildly beating heart. 

Still, she didn’t loosen her grip.


“Never.”

She couldn’t accept it. 

Such feelings.

Tears welled up in her eyes, shimmering a sorrowful pink under the moonlight.





 
  
    Chapter 302: Charlie Circus(End)


Charlie, swept away by the torrent, couldn’t tell where he was being carried off to. 

No, he couldn’t even distinguish which way was up or down. 

Water kept pouring into his lungs, but the concepts of suffocation or drowning didn’t even cross his mind. 

His consciousness, like his body, was sinking deeply.

In the pitch-black darkness, he saw countless stars flickering in the night sky. 

It was a phenomenon where the brain mistakes the signals from the optic nerve near the point of pain for light. 

Every time the cells in his body screamed from the difficulty of breathing, Charlie saw flashes before his eyes. 

He felt as if he was flying towards a sea of stars.

As he swam through space, he eventually crashed onto a lonely planet.

A dull thud accompanied the heavy impact on his body. 

In his hazy state, a few fragmentary words floated up in his mind.

Acrobat, demon, universe, death… These led to a single conclusion.

“…Wonderland?”

He barely opened his eyes and looked around. 

However, he couldn’t find any masked residents, fireworks filling the sky, or the cheerful sounds of instruments. 

He realized he was still floating in the damp darkness. 

The only difference was the colour and number of starlights. 

The golden flashes had vanished, and only two jewel-like red stars were looking down on him. 

Before he could realize they were eyes, he lost consciousness.

The owner of the eyes, looking down at the fainted Charlie, flicked a tongue as red as blood.

“I came to work and found something interesting.”

A massive waterfall of groundwater was pouring down. 

They were at the bottom of a giant cylindrical structure several meters in diameter.

If Charlie was in his right mind, he would have immediately recognized where this was. 

He knew every hidden space beneath the school. 

The place he was swept to by the groundwater was the lowest level of the reservoir in Yeterinpuurk, collecting rainwater. 

From here, several meters up was where Reyna and Viola, the two tightrope acrobats, had just had their showdown.

“Why do you hate him so much? Is it jealousy? Hmm, we have something in common then.”

The woman’s skin, looking down at Charlie, was white as if painted. 

In contrast, her lips were as red as blood. 

Her most striking feature was the wings sprouting from her back. 

They were as large as a human torso and black as a raven’s feathers.

She stared intently at Charlie, then, realizing something, quickly pulled his body out of the water. 

He wasn’t breathing; it seemed he’d swallowed too much water.

“Damn, he’s stopped breathing. Sigh… There’s no choice. I’ll have to give him artificial respiration.”

She held his limp body and pressed her lips to his. 

Though the act of blowing air into his mouth was meant to save him, her entire body exuded such a strong sensuality that it seemed almost erotic. 

Her red tongue explored every corner of his mouth like a snake.

“Ugh, cough, cough, ugh…”

Not long after receiving her kiss, Charlie coughed up the water blocking his airway, though he still hadn’t regained consciousness.

The woman with wings gently stroked his hair with her fingers as if treating a cute puppy. 

Her name was ‘Rathena Lassen,’ commonly known in the underworld as the ‘Crow Witch.’ 

She was also the vice president of the ‘Comprachicos,’ an organization that created and sold children. 

She had come to this city to track down the whereabouts of ‘Starlight.’

Her subordinates were originally supposed to acquire all five bottles of Starlight that had appeared at a Vegas auction a few weeks ago.

However, someone had bid several times the market price for one of them.

It was not easy to track down the bidder since the private auction house was thorough in protecting customer information. 

It was only weeks after the auction that they managed to find out the bidder was a Marquis of the empire.

Starlight, a byproduct of creating Tril, had the power to allow non-biomancers to manipulate Debulroots. 

It was the most valuable asset for Comprachicos. 

Debulroot was essential to create children according to clients’ requests. 

It wasn’t excessive for Rathena to personally move to recover something so precious. 

But upon arriving in Yeterinpuurk, she found out that it had ended up in the hands of an unexpected individual.

Frank Wonderstein.

It had been a long time since Rathena last saw him. 

Although she led Comprachicos, the legal owner was still him. 

The organization had been founded to supply experimental subjects for him to learn how to handle Debulroots. 

Like how moulding clay to others’ specifications helps improve pottery skills more than just playing around, Wonderstein had manipulated many children and turned them into products during his time in the organization.

Rathena observed him secretly for a while after arriving in Yeterinpuurk.

Although they were once colleagues, she found it awkward to meet him. 

He had tried to leave her after achieving his goal of mastering Debulroots. 

He even attempted to disband the organization they had painstakingly built together.

Of course, she refused his suggestion. 

The Rabbit Sister had taken over a vast Voodoo organization, and the Snake Sister had entered the core of the imperial palace; she didn’t want to be the only one to give up power. 

The three sisters, while close, also competed to be the most respected sister in their younger brother’s eyes. 

For that, they needed power.

Of course, her insistence on keeping Comprachicos was also driven by the hurt of being abandoned by her younger brother. 

They had a huge argument and parted ways, never contacting each other again.

Even while apart, she kept hearing about him. 

Her other two sisters sent her bragging letters every month. 

Their subtly boastful tone was unbearable.

However, they hadn’t sent any news about him for the past six months.

He seemed to have disappeared after joining the Grand Circus Prix. 

That was quite amusing. 

But not hearing anything about him made her anxious.

Wonderstein was created later than the three sisters. 

The creator called him the worst failure and abandoned him, not even giving him a name. 

So, the three sisters felt sorry for him. 

He was clueless about people’s feelings and clumsy with handling them, which often made him frustrating, but it made him more concerning.


In the meantime, Rathena met him here. 

In fact, when it was revealed that Starlight was in Yeterinpuurk, she volunteered to come, secretly hoping she might see him.

But when she finally saw how he lived, Rathena felt more anger than joy. 

Surrounded by women, laughing and chatting. 

They all looked like foxes trying to seduce her younger brother.

“Ugh, where am I?”

Seeing Charlie open his eyes, Rathena quickly pulled down the goggles she had resting on her forehead. 

The red eyes he had seen were not hers; they were reflections in the goggles she wore. 

She had crafted a gem-shaped magical tool and attached it to the goggles, which allowed her to manipulate the mind of anyone who made eye contact.

“So, who are you?”

She started with a light question. 

Judging from the circumstances, he seemed to have some connection with that deputy director woman. 

Depending on the situation, she might be able to use him to create a rift between them.

Charlie’s mind was a mess. 

He was so overwhelmed by the despair of losing the girl he liked that he reached the point where he even rejected being Charlie. 

At that moment, he picked the phrase that defined him best.

“I am the man trying to kill him.”

“I call myself Mysterixer.”

Charlie answered the question while gritting his teeth, glaring at Rathena with unfocused eyes.

“I am… the one who kills Wonderstein…”

“My name is… Mysterixer…”

Rathena burst into laughter at his words. 

He seemed bold to dare say he would kill him. 

Though it seemed unlikely, perhaps giving him a push wouldn’t be so bad. 

He seemed talented. 

With a little help, he could potentially threaten the foxes lurking around Wonderstein. 

It could be a surprising gift for her heartless brother.

She tapped the crow-shaped helmet on her head with her fist and turned around. 

She had sensed the presence watching her from the corner for a while.

“And who are you?”

“Ugh.”

As soon as their eyes met, Viola froze. 

The power in Rathena’s ruby-like gaze stripped her of control over her own body. 

Her mouth faithfully followed Rathena’s command.

“My name is Viola. I’m… Charlie’s friend.”

“There’s a hesitation in calling yourself his friend? Do you like him?”

“…Yes.”

Viola was shocked at herself for spilling her true feelings, something she hadn’t confessed to anyone. 

It seemed this woman had the power to control people.

“How did you get here?”

“Charlie’s pets can find their master’s location.”

“Squawk squawk!”

The monkey hanging on Viola’s back peeked out and bared its teeth at Rathena. 

However, it dared not attack her.

Rathena grinned at the monkey.

“You used the same method as me.”

She unfolded one of the wings on her back, revealing a snow-white owl that popped out. 

Not long ago, while observing Wonderstein, she had found the owl falling after being attacked by a hawk and had taken it in for treatment.

She had hypnotized the creature to follow her commands. 

It was thanks to the owl that she had been able to find Charlie.

Charlie thought he had drifted to this place shortly after being swept away by the groundwater, but in reality, he had been unconscious and floating in the reservoir for hours. 

He had barely been rescued by Rathena after nearly drowning when the upper reservoir’s water was released.

Viola glared at Rathena. 

Despite being a dangerous woman with wings and suspicious magic, remembering the scene where she took Charlie’s lips gave Viola courage.

“W-What are you planning to do to Charlie?”

“Hmm, so this guy’s name is Charlie? It’s good to have someone who knows him. Brainwashing is more effective when added on top of existing knowledge, especially for someone this grown. You’ll have to come with me and tell me everything about him.”

Viola looked at the beaten-up Charlie. 

To save him and escape safely, she had no choice but to rely on Rathena’s power. 

Even if she refused, Rathena had the power to subdue her. 

With things being as they were, Viola decided to be a bit greedy.

“I have a condition.”

“A condition?”

“That brainwashing thing… Can I add something I want to it?”


“Oh.”

Rathena, seeing through Viola’s intention, looked at her with an intrigued expression and nodded.

“Of course.”

The two women exchanged smiles over the still-hypnotized Charlie.

TL Note: Charlie is being beaten up left and right by everyone~



 
  
    Chapter 303: Intermission – Another Monster Circus


In the harbours along the Dragoneu River, there was a common phenomenon observed around late October: the appearance of flocks of stray cats.

During the summer, these cats roamed the mountains and fields, hunting small animals and stealing bird eggs. 

However, as autumn arrived and their food sources dwindled, they would loiter near the harbors, hoping to rely on humans for food. 

When fishing boats docked, the cats would swarm around, eagerly accepting the fish that the fishermen discarded as they sorted their catch.

For the fishermen of the Dragoneu River, autumn and winter were the seasons when they caught a variety of fish enjoyed by the local residents. 

With a bit of spare change, they generously shared their catch with the stray cats.

Dewey, a labourer working at the harbour in Aksville, liked the cats. 

He found them adorable when they gathered at the docks, their eyes wide with anticipation, whenever a new boat arrived, hoping it was a fishing boat.

He rushed onto the boat that had just started unloading, eager to unload the cargo first. 

The cats were clever; after seeing the unloading process once or twice, they would quickly turn away if they realized it wasn’t a fishing boat.

He noticed the cats gathering again, thinking they might find food here after being disappointed by a cruise ship earlier. 

Dewey quickly moved to greet them, hoping to enjoy the privilege of being welcomed by the cats. 

He grabbed a piece of cargo and hurried down to the dock, but to his surprise, the cats weren’t there as he had expected.

“Hahaha, stop it! That tickles!”

Instead of the cats, Dewey saw a woman surrounded by them. 

The cats were slipping under her skirt, licking her legs, and rubbing against her, making her burst into laughter as if tickled.

Dewey stared at her blankly. 

The young woman, who appeared to be just over twenty, was dressed in a way that seemed completely out of place here.

She wore a short dress adorned with fluttering white frills, revealing her chest and legs, and a cylindrical hat with a ribbon on her head. 

Her outfit resembled those of performers on stage.

Drawn by her radiant smile, Dewey spoke to her without realizing it.

“Hello.”

Her blue eyes turned towards him. 

The moment Dewey met her gaze, he regretted speaking to her. 

It felt like a serious crime for someone like him, an insignificant person, to converse with someone as beautiful as her. 

He thought it would be natural if she looked at him with contempt and ignored him. 

However, contrary to his worries, she smiled sweetly at him and returned his greeting.

“Yes. Good morning, isn’t it?”

Seeing her smile at him made Dewey’s heart race wildly.

“Y-yes. G-good morning.”

“Hehe, what brings you here? You seem to be working…”

“Oh, I just… I was curious.”

“Curious about what?”

Dewey struggled to continue, barely managing to avoid staring at her cleavage as she leaned towards him.

“These cats usually come for fish… I’ve never seen them gather around someone not offering food…”

“Oh, really? Hmm, what do you think the reason is?”

“W-well, maybe they’re captivated by your beauty…”

The moment he spoke, Dewey felt an urge to slap himself.

What are you doing, idiot! 

Do you want to come across as someone hitting on a woman you’ve just met?

But fortunately, the woman didn’t seem offended; she burst into laughter.

“Hehe, do you think I’m pretty?”

“Huh? Y-yes! Yes, you are!”

Dewey thought this was a good sign and quickly nodded.

“Haha, thank you. By the way, we haven’t introduced ourselves, have we? My name is Anna.”

“My name is Dewey.”

“Ahaha, thank you for the compliment, Dewey. But, unfortunately, the cats aren’t here because of my looks. Now it’s time to reveal the magic trick.”

Anna winked and pulled out a bag from her purse. 

Dewey laughed when he saw it. 

It was a bag of dried bonito flakes sprinkled with catnip, a favourite treat for cats.

The two spent time together feeding the cats. 

At one point, the foreman of the harbour work crew came to scold Dewey for idling. 

However, even he couldn’t resist the charm of Anna’s beauty and retreated with a cough.

Though there were nearly a hundred stray cats living at Aksville’s harbor, Anna seemed to have enough bonito flakes for all of them. 

She pulled out another similar-sized bag from her purse each time she finished one.

“How did you manage that?”

“It’s a magic trick I’ve learned.”

“Magic? Like from a circus?”

“Yes. I may not look like it, but I’m the Assistant Director of a circus. Our circus is performing at the fairground here.”

Hearing the word “circus,” Dewey’s expression darkened. 

He recalled a time six months ago when he had a bad encounter with some circus performers. 

That incident marked a turning point in his life.

“What kind of circus is it?”

Anna’s face lit up with a mischievous smile that Dewey hadn’t seen before.

“A monster circus.”

Dewey froze, the bonito flakes in his hand momentarily forgotten. 

The cats, waiting for their turn, meowed loudly in impatience.

Anna nodded, as if understanding his reaction.

“These days, not many people like that.”

“No… It’s not that… It just reminded me of something unpleasant…”

Dewey shook his head, recalling how he had been mocked by a skeleton clown, fainted at the sight of a vampire, and teased by a spider woman.

“Hmm, so you’re not coming to see our performance, Dewey?”

Anna looked directly at him, seemingly waiting for his answer. 

He blushed and waved his hand.

“Uh, well, I… um…”

As Dewey struggled to respond, Anna pointed behind him, changing the subject.

“Oh, why is that one leaving without eating?”

Relieved to escape the awkward conversation, Dewey turned to look.

She was pointing at a female cat with a limp. 


Unlike the other cats, which devoured the catnip-sprinkled bonito flakes on the spot, this one was carrying its portion away with a limp.

Dewey recognized the cat and clicked his tongue.

“That’s a cat we call ‘Limp.’ She has kittens. I think her nest is somewhere deep under the harbor office floor, where people can’t reach…”

At that moment, a few other cats approached Limp. 

They were the ones who had already finished their bonito flakes. 

Limp, realizing their intentions, hissed fiercely at them.

Dewey, seemingly used to this scene, walked over and made a stomping motion with his foot. 

The cats, hoping to steal Limp’s food, quickly scattered. 

It seemed this wasn’t the first time Dewey had intervened to help her.

“Do you always chase them away like that?”

“Yes. She reminds me of my mother.”

Dewey picked up the bonito flakes that Limp had dropped while hissing and handed them back to her. 

Though Dewey had saved her several times, Limp still didn’t fully trust him and stared at his hand warily before quickly grabbing the flakes and attempting to leave.

At that moment, Anna blocked Limp’s path. 

She knelt and reached out her arm towards the cat.

“Limp, right? Come here for a moment.”

“Anna, it’s dangerous. She might…”

Dewey thought Limp would scratch her arm, but to his surprise, the cat stood still as if rooted to the spot. 

Despite wanting to leave, she seemed unable to move, as if under a spell.

Anna gently stroked Limp’s injured leg and then released the cat from whatever held her.

“Meow!”

Limp hissed fiercely at Anna’s arm and quickly retreated. 

Dewey, worried, ran over when he saw blood on Anna’s arm, but she smiled it off as nothing.

“Look at that instead.”

“What… look at what… huh?”

Dewey followed Anna’s gaze and widened his eyes. 

Limp was walking steadily on all four legs. 

The cat seemed just as surprised by the change, leaping from side to side to check if her legs were truly healed.

“How did that happen?”

Anna smiled at him and said,

“A simple magic trick. It can heal injuries, as you can see. Ta-da!”

Anna showed her arm, which had been bleeding moments before, now completely healed. 

She waved cheerfully at Limp, who was hesitating and frequently glancing back at her while heading toward her nest.

Watching this, Dewey resolved himself and finally answered the question he had avoided earlier.

“I… I’ll go watch it. If it’s a performance by Anna, I believe it’ll be good.”

“Haha, thank you for saying that.”

That night, Dewey went to the amusement grounds. 

Six months ago, he had a terrible experience with the monster circus troupe that had stayed there. 

He had sworn never to return, yet here he was again, drawn back by none other than the monster circus itself. 

Or more precisely, it was Anna, the assistant director of the troupe, who had drawn him back.

He watched the monster circus with a more composed attitude than last time. 

The show was similar yet different from the previous one.

Vampires, the old centipede, the conjoined twins, the woman made of flesh, and the invisible man were introduced one by one.

The last time, the monster circus portrayed the monsters as menacing and powerful, aiming to terrify the audience. 

This time, however, the show depicted them as pitiful, outcast members of society, encouraging the audience to scorn and laugh at them. 

As a result, Dewey did not wet himself or faint this time, but instead felt uncomfortable and sorry for the monsters.

Dewey met with Anna and honestly shared his feelings, hoping to impress her with his sensitivity.

“Didn’t you find it funny?”

But Anna’s expression seemed strange. 

Although she was smiling, her eyes were cold and sunken.

As Dewey felt a chill seeing this, he heard a cat crying from a corner of the tent. 

He smiled warmly when he recognized it. 

It was Limp. 

The cat tended to approach people she trusted first.

“It seems she trusts you, Anna. She’s only acted like this around me until now… Oh, look! Those are Limp’s kittens!”

Dewey’s jaw dropped as he saw the kittens following their mother. 

It was surprising to see the cat, who had been so protective of her young, show such trust in someone she had just met.

“I can’t believe it. It’s all thanks to you treating Limp.”

“Meow! Meow!”

“Squeak!”

The kittens surrounded Anna, chirping like chicks. 

The mother cat looked at Anna expectantly, hoping she might give her babies something good as well. 

Anna picked up the kittens clinging to her. 

She smiled warmly as she looked down at them.

Dewey, who had been smiling along with her, suddenly froze when he saw her eyes. 

They were cold and dark, just like before.

“Anna…”

As he felt something was wrong and tried to speak, Anna’s hand moved.

Snap. 

She grabbed a kitten by the neck and snapped it. 

It died instantly without even a cry. 

Before the mother cat or Dewey could react, she reached for the remaining kittens.

Crunch.

She crushed another kitten’s head with unbelievable strength, causing bones and brain matter to splatter out.

“Meow!”

Thud.

As one kitten tried to escape, she grabbed its tail and slammed it into the ground. 

The force pulled out its spinal cord along with the tailbone, and its body hit the ground, spilling blood and organs.

She looked at the shocked Dewey and Limp with a wide grin.

“Did you see that, Dewey? I wanted to show something more exciting since you said our show wasn’t funny! How about it? Isn’t it hilarious? Look at the expression on the mother cat!”

“Hiss!”

The mother cat bared her teeth, her eyes bloodshot. 

She was ready to attack Anna, but as she leaped, a hand caught her.

The owner of the hand opened his mouth and swallowed the cat whole, chewing her up.

“Be careful, Anna. You could have gotten hurt.”

The man who had swallowed the cat smiled. 

Dewey recognized him. 

He was the leader of the monster circus troupe who had hosted the show earlier. 

A short old man with a protruding belly, an unusually long nose, and sharp teeth.

Anna pouted, displeased with what he had done.

“What are you doing? I was going to keep her!”

“With your taming skills?”

“As long as people are entertained, right? What do you think, Dewey? Wasn’t it fun?”

“Aaaah!”

Dewey couldn’t stand the atmosphere any longer and ran out of the tent. 

His face was a mess of spit, tears, and snot as he left the circus. 

He had come to overcome his trauma from the monster circus, only to leave with even worse trauma.

Watching his retreating figure, Igor clicked his tongue.

“I told you, didn’t I? Ordinary humans like him can’t understand the meaning of Circus.”

“I still had some hope.”

As he looked at his dissatisfied assistant, who sighed with folded arms, Igor remembered what had happened last September in Alamo.

Wonderstein had tried to seal Igor’s powers by giving up his own. 

Since Igor’s raw strength was far superior, Wonderstein had no other choice.

Feeling the eyes of Kirku closing one by one, Igor quickly escaped the scene. 

But that didn’t stop the phenomenon.

“Wonderstein, you bastard!”

Without the eyes of Kirku, he could no longer produce Debulroots on his own. 

Even if he tried to collect it through the monster circus, he needed the eyes of Kirku to witness it for Debulroots to be generated.

Desperately brainstorming, he finally came up with an idea: transferring the eyes of Kirku to another being. 

The closest human to him at that time was Anna. 

She had been caught in the debris from the fight between him and Wonderstein and was dying. 

Having given up on life after confessing to Ella, she was approached by Igor.

“Nice to see you again. You must be Anna, right?”

“You…?”

“Heh, the power of fate is terrifying. Let’s save explanations for later. We don’t have much time.”

With only one pair of eyes left, he quickly transplanted them into Anna’s eyes.

“Aaah!”

It was a gamble. 

Igor couldn’t predict what would happen if the eyes were implanted into an ordinary person. 

He moved her to a safe place and poured the remaining Debulroots into her to revive her.

And she successfully played the role of the eyes of Kirku. 

When people laughed at the monsters in front of her, Debulroots spread through the body.

Of course, there were side effects. 

Having received the eyes of Kirku, she could no longer feel any emotion from ordinary performances. 

The only things that could satisfy her were cruel amusements that involved mocking and looking down on others.

She knew she was different from before. 

But she was satisfied. 

It gave her a chance to see Ella again, as a fellow performer.

“Look, Ella. I’m good at acrobatics now too, right?”

She picked up the kitten’s spinal cord she had pulled out and threw it. 

It flew across the tent and hit the target on the other side. 

She then threw the next bone precisely into the joint of the previous one. 

She continued, assembling the bones back into the complete spine as they had been before.


Her dream of becoming a critic was a second choice due to her lack of talent. 

But now, she had gained the power to stand on stage alongside Ella.

“I can’t wait for that day to come…”

The day when the world’s greatest performers would gather to put on a show that would please Kirkuu.

Thinking of the friend she would meet one day, Anna wiped her bloody hands and smiled brightly.



 
  
    Chapter 304: Melting Point – 1


The Borjomi region has long been famous as a retreat for the Kiev royal family. 

Beneath the area’s aquifers flowed the magma vein of the active volcano “Zoltikamen,” which is considered the most dangerous mountain in the Sierra Madre. 

In simple terms, it meant that hot springs were well-developed here.

The experience of soaking in an open-air hot spring on a snowy day, gazing at the vast mountain range stretching like a folding screen in the distance, was something only Borjomi could offer.

In the past, only the emperor and his immediate family could access this area, but now, except for some royal estates, all areas were open to the public. 

Travelers heading south along the eastern line of the transcontinental railway would disembark at Nizhny Borjomi station, surrounded by mountains, and could take in the panoramic view of the city nestled in terraced layers along the valley.

The most striking sight in this city of colorful entertainment, covered with various buildings like inns, casinos, and brothels, was undoubtedly the hot spring hotel “Golden Pavilion” at the city’s peak. 

The Golden Pavilion, true to its name, was surrounded by golden exterior walls, and its grandeur was such that many first-time visitors often mistook it for the emperor’s villa.

The reason the Golden Pavilion could become Borjomi’s best hotel was not only its location but also its two unique facilities. 

One was the “Heavenly Bath,” an open-air hot spring at the cliff’s edge where water cascaded down like a waterfall. 

The other was the “Celestial Tavern,” a bar suspended between the cliffs of the valley. 

Guests staying in other accommodations in the city would always visit these two places, as their significance in the city was immense.

The Celestial Tavern was a five-story building attached upside down to the bottom of the hotel’s first-floor lobby. 

In other words, the building extended downward instead of upward.

Although it was conveniently referred to as a basement level since it was below the first floor, the structure was suspended in the air, supported by steel beams anchored into the cliff.

Though it appeared precarious from the outside, the building was constructed using the most advanced techniques of the time, ensuring that while those inside might feel a slight sway, there was no danger of collapse. 

Instead, the slight swaying added a thrilling tension, allowing guests to simultaneously enjoy the panoramic view of the city below and the majestic Sierra Madre mountains reaching for the sky.

“Don’t dawdle! It’s almost dinner time!”

At the matron’s command, the staff moved in perfect coordination.

They quickly wiped down tables and floors and carried dishes between the five floors. 

As expected of Borjomi’s top tavern, their movements were as sharp as well-trained soldiers.

However, one person stood out for their particularly slow movements—a young woman with green hair, appearing to be in her early twenties, who had just come down the stairs. 

While others carried dozens of dishes at once, she struggled, wobbling with just ten plates in her arms.

“Oh, she’ll break everything at this rate! Hey, someone help her! No, you put down those plates… and wipe the tables with a dry cloth!”

A middle-aged man with a square mustache couldn’t bear to watch her struggle and shouted at her. 

If it had been any other employee, he would have pointed to the door and told them to leave immediately. 

However, he could only grumble reluctantly at Anya, unable to scold her directly.

Anya, sweating coldly, quickly bowed and began wiping tables as ordered by the manager. 

Behind her, the other staff whispered with complaints.

“How did a girl like her get into the Celestial Tavern?”

“Right? She doesn’t even seem to have any experience working in a bar…”

“Tch, she’s lucky. When I was her age, I got beaten with sticks while working.”

“But why do the matron and managers never say anything to her?”

“Ah, you were back home until last week, right? She was recommended by the Old Scrubber.”

The name “Old Scrubber” brought various expressions to the faces of the Golden Pavilion staff—some showed respect and trust, while others displayed sympathy or disgust. 

However, no one dared to claim to be close to him, nor did anyone deny his importance at the Golden Pavilion.

“Let this girl work at the tavern.”

A few weeks ago, the Old Scrubber brought the young woman named Anya to the matron and made this request. 

It was rare for him, who had worked silently without forming close relationships for 30 years, to ask for something from someone else.

Thus, his request was hard to refuse, especially since the matron and managers owed him favours.

Though these favors were just massages, it was an immense privilege, considering that nobles and wealthy people lined up months in advance, paying large sums for his touch. 

For instance, the manager who had just scolded Anya had experienced his gallstones, which had plagued him for years, disappear like snow melting after receiving a massage from the Old Scrubber. 

With such history, no one dared to treat her poorly.

“I heard she’s the Old Scrubber’s hidden daughter.”

“Daughter? Come on, he’s never set foot outside this place in 30 years. Where would he have gotten married and had a daughter? I think he just brought her in as a maid and bed companion because he’s lonely in his old age. You know, she visits his quarters every night.”

“Oh my, oh my, then every night…?”

“Well, no wonder she doesn’t have the energy to work properly, heh.”

“The Old Scrubber must be strong. At his age.”

“He still sees ten clients a day, right? His stamina must be impressive.”

“He’s quite skilled with his hands, too.”

“Hey, do you think she takes a few trips on an airship every night?”

What started as whispers grew louder until it reached Anya’s ears as she wiped the tables.

Just three months ago, it was unimaginable that she, a noble with estates and the president of the Merchant union, would be working here, listening to gossip from lowly workers.

But she focused on her work without expressing dissatisfaction, despite the gossip making her blush. 

She had asked the Old Scrubber to let her work at the tavern because it was the best place to stay updated on the world’s happenings.

“Did you hear? The Emperor has finally gotten out of bed!”

“Does that mean the Crown Prince’s regency is over?”

“They say all the reforms pushed through in the last six months have been nullified.”

“Isn’t the Crown Prince’s position in danger?”

Anya constantly gathered outside information while serving customers, taking orders, and delivering drinks and food. 

Various news from politics, society, economy, and culture reached her ears, and she could process it all simultaneously. 

Her multitasking abilities, renowned among the upper class, were unparalleled. 

As she moved between tables, gathering information, she stopped abruptly, intrigued by the conversation at a nearby table.

“Did you hear about the Lekachep October exams?”

“Oh, the one where a terrorist attack happened during the test?”

“Yeah, it’s a shame. It was the first revival of the Circus Grand Prix in 17 years, but things are uneasy.”

“The poor performers. Their victories got overshadowed.”

“But one circus troupe did make a name for themselves, didn’t they? They single-handedly took down the other circus alliances and were kidnapped by the terrorists at the end.”

“The Monster Circus of Wonderstein!”

“That place is amazing. They used to be mocked as the ‘Monster Circus,’ but…”

“And Baroness Vergsong is impressive, too. They say she’s recognized their value from the start?”

“Of course. That’s why she’s the president of the Grand Assembly.”

Anais (Anya) listened to their conversation with a bitter smile.

Even though she heard praises about her judgment, she couldn’t genuinely feel happy. 

The support he received was an emotional decision made by a naive person who was moved by the situation of being saved by him.

Although that decision was not directly related to the current situation, it had a similarity in that it was caused by her naivety.

But more than anything, what made her angry about their praise was that the fruits of that honour were not hers to take. 

The thought made her feel like crying again. 

As she was dwelling on her frustration, a hand suddenly slipped under her skirt and touched her buttocks.


“Kyah!”

She screamed, dropping the tray she was holding. 

The customer sitting at the table next to where she was standing burst into laughter.

“Haha, young lady, with that kind of butt, do you think you’ll find a husband?”

“W-What are you doing… sexual harassment…”

The middle-aged man, drunk and puzzled, asked her back as she shouted with a red face in embarrassment.

“What? You were standing there hesitating, so I thought you were asking for a pillow service.”

“Oh, look here. It seems she wanted me, not you. Come on, sit on this gentleman’s lap. It’s fine even if you sit for just a moment!”

Laughter erupted from the men around them. 

This was a city of indulgence, where women often provided bathing and bed services for money. 

Although they couldn’t openly run a brothel in front of the Imperial Villa, most inns had employees who offered such additional services.

Most of the staff at Golden Pavillion also engaged in this kind of pillow service. 

Standing around customers like she was just now was one of the signals for such requests. 

Of course, Anais had no such intention.

Her face turning red as if it would explode, she grabbed her apron and quickly ran out of the hall. 

As she left, crude jokes followed her, as if her embarrassed reaction was more entertaining.

“Huff, huff.”

She entered a deserted corridor, catching her breath, then sank to the floor and started to cry bitterly.

“Ugh, ugh…”

It wasn’t the first time she had received such advances from men. 

Even among those of high status, there were plenty who made similar physical approaches. 

But it was the first time she felt so powerless. 

Wherever she went, she always stood proud as a noble with her own estate, as the owner of the Grand Assembly…

“There you are.”

A cold woman’s voice sounded from behind her. 

Not wanting to show weakness to anyone in this place, Anais quickly wiped her tears with her sleeves and looked up with the most defiant expression she could muster.

“What is it?”

Anais knew who the woman was. 

Wearing a black semi-transparent lace that revealed the curves of her shoulders and chest, she was one of the supervisors of Golden Pavillion.

The supervisors were responsible for managing the junior female staff and maintaining discipline under the grand madam, who oversaw the overall operations of the house.

The supervisor who spoke to Anais, though in her mid-30s, looked like she could be in her 20s, thanks to her good maintenance. 

Since Anais arrived, this woman had left her almost alone, which made her one of the few people Anais didn’t harbour any ill feelings towards here.

“I heard you tried to offer a pillow service, so I came to check.”

“It was a misunderstanding.”

“Yeah, it seems so.”

Nodding lightly, she turned to leave, but Anais grabbed her. 

Although this wasn’t a place she chose or liked, she felt it was polite to thank someone who showed her consideration.

“Thank you.”

“I haven’t done anything to be thanked for.”

She glanced at Anais tear-stained face and smirked.

“Go home for the day. If you keep going like this, you might break more dishes and glasses.”

“I, I haven’t been breaking many lately…”

“Just go home.”

With that, she walked away down the corridor. 

Anais watched the place where she disappeared with a complex expression before leaving Golden Pavilion and heading to her lodgings.

However, the place she was heading to was not the dormitory where the employees stayed. 

She entered the real basement beneath the hotel building.

Hiss, hiss. 

The pumps and pipelines pulling up the hot spring water made a loud noise and spewed steam. 

She carefully navigated through the maze-like space to avoid getting burned and entered the innermost cave. 

There was the dwelling of an old man known as “The Old Scrubber,” who had lived there since the early days of the hotel.

The only thing blocking the cave was an old wooden board. 

It was still bathhouse business hours. 

Anais knew the cave’s owner was away, but she knocked on the board and entered. 

The inside was slightly better than the outside, furnished with all the essentials needed for living, giving it a cosy feeling.

This place was rarely visited by hotel staff, making it a good place to hide. 

Anais approached the person lying on the bed in the corner of the cave.

The old man, wrapped in bandages and groaning faintly, was her butler.

He seemed to have just woken up from the knock.

“Grandfather.”

At her call, he slowly sat up. 

Anais tried to lay him back down, but he didn’t listen.

He raised his head and looked at her face carefully, then asked with a worried voice.

“Are you all right, Miss?”

“Yeah.”


Anais wiped her eyes again, wondering if the traces of her tears were still visible.

“You must strengthen your resolve in times like these.”

At the loyal butler’s words, she nodded firmly.

“I know.”

However, no matter how much she tried to steel her heart, she couldn’t stop the nightmare from three months ago from resurfacing when she faced her butler’s nearly lifeless appearance.



 
  
    Chapter 305: Melting Point – 2


In mid-August, while Gascon visited the Monster Circus to treat Ella’s amnesia, Anais boarded an airship from Flolande to Vegas. 

She was returning to the headquarters after negotiating with the Southern regional chiefs, who were aligned with her uncle’s faction. 

The internal conflict within the Vergsong Merchant Union had already been settled in her favour. 

This move was akin to the ‘endgame’ in Go (a board game).

Since childhood, she had been interested in games like chess and Go.

Due to her illness, which made it difficult for her to leave the mansion, she naturally became engrossed in board games.

Geralt Vergsong invited famous players from both home and abroad to tutor his daughter. 

While it was partly to comfort his daughter, confined to the mansion, he also believed that such mind games would help develop her strategic thinking, which would one day be crucial when she inherited the Union.

Her business acumen cant be attributed solely to her innate, it was also a result of how she was raised. 

“Master, here’s the report for this week.”

Despite traveling on the airship, she didn’t rest from work. 

She quickly flipped through the report handed to her by the butler. 

It summarized the latest information on the targets she had designated.

She smirked at the line, “Lord Dosville, bankrupt due to gambling debts, staying at Luz’s cathedral to evade creditors.”

She had taken in Lord Dosville as a tutor a few years back to learn about gambling games. 

At the time, he was well-known in society for his card game skills. 

It was said that he was always present in the card game rooms set up at party venues.

Unlike other players, he was addicted to the thrill of winning money through gambling rather than the joy of the game itself. 

Anais always matched her playstyle to her opponents, allowing her to quickly absorb their strengths and feel a greater sense of accomplishment when she defeated them.

She approached her matches with Lord Dosville in the same way. 

They bet real money on each game. 

The allure of money was powerful. 

The Lord ruthlessly challenged the young girl without holding back.

Initially, the Lord Dosville completely defeated her. 

However, within less than two weeks, the situation reversed. 

He not only lost all the money he had won but also all his remaining funds and accrued considerable debt.

Having seen him once before, Anais wasn’t surprised to hear about his downfall due to gambling. 

She felt a sense of satisfaction at his ruin.

He had appeared as a plaintiff in the lawsuit against Wonderstein, possibly to vent his grudge from the hardships caused by the debt owed to the Vergsong Merchant Union.

After finishing the report, Anais returned it to the butler and said,

“You don’t need to include Lord Dosville’s information in the level 3 reports anymore. Downgrade it to level 5.”

She classified information into five levels. 

Level 3 required weekly updates on the latest trends, while level 5 information was accumulated quarterly and didn’t need to be reported regularly.

She decided not to concern herself with Lord Dosville any longer. 

His downfall was the least significant of the trophies she had gained from this conflict.

The trial during the Circus Grand Prix opening ceremony had worked in her favor in many ways. 

For someone like her, who had just debuted in society due to her long confinement, it was a significant opportunity to make her name known throughout Charlotia. 

Additionally, it allowed her to impose considerable political debts on the nobles who stood against her. 

Most importantly, it helped her purge a large number of dissenters within the Union.

She forgave most of those who sided with her uncle, except for the main conspirators. 

It wasn’t out of generosity; rather, it was because eliminating opponents simply for opposing her wasn’t the way of someone who understood the world of business and Go. 

It was more important to gain benefits than to release emotions through revenge.

War and Go were similar. 

As long as she had a slight advantage, be it military power, financial strength, or legitimacy, over her opponent, it was enough. 

In a situation where victory was certain, she focused on carefully exchanging moves to maintain that relative superiority until the end. 

That was the essence of Go’s ‘endgame.’

Her negotiations while touring the Southern branch were similar. 

She only took as much from her opponents as she had in power, made them retreat only as much as the leverage she held over them, and appeased them only as much as the carrots she could offer. 

She completed her endgame without major purges, establishing her relative superiority in all branches that had been under Pierre’s influence.

Things went remarkably smoothly. 

It seemed as if Pierre’s side had completely given up on the fight. 

He didn’t even attempt to disrupt her endgame or make any moves to gain points.

The branch chiefs who had sided with her uncle were surprisingly compliant. 

Anais, who had anticipated tense psychological battles, was almost disappointed.

However, she remained vigilant until the end. 

Even though the situation was going well, she focused solely on the endgame without attempting to win by a larger margin. 

She wasn’t the type to create variables by getting greedy in a winning situation.

After sorting out the confusion in the branches, only one thing remained: to oust her uncle through the board of directors, sue him for embezzlement and breach of trust, and seize all his shares.

“Was my uncle really only this much?”

Anais sighed as she organized the report for the board meeting. 

Her voice held a mixture of hostility toward him and a sense of regret.

Butler Batel could infer her feelings. 

Pierre, after all, had been her mentor in business. 

It was not unusual for her to feel moved by his pathetic downfall, unable even to resist properly.

“Why did my uncle betray the Union? Did he really get captivated by the ideas of Voodoo?”

She hadn’t found the answer to that question even while touring the branches.

Although Batel knew her question was more of a soliloquy than something directed at him, he felt obliged to try and comfort her, so he responded.

“Didn’t ‘The Hound’ inform us that he would infiltrate the enemy’s core this time? Perhaps he will bring us some information.”

The Hound, Mars, was one of the top agents employed by the Vergsong Merchant Union for gathering intelligence. 

He had served the Vergsong family since her father’s time. 

Anais nodded. 

Indeed, he was likely to have uncovered much about Voodoo.

“Come to think of it, today is the day to perform the ritual for his name, but it just so happens to coincide with the day we’re boarding the airship. Prepare for it as soon as we return.”

“Understood.”

Thus, she flew for 20 hours and arrived in Vegas. 

At the airport, her secretaries and bodyguards, who would accompany her, were already waiting. 

The team that had been with her for the past two weeks exchanged shifts with them.

Among the bodyguards who came to meet her was Sir Porsche, a feudal retainer of her domain. 

He greeted his lord with a stern expression and informed her that something troublesome had occurred in her domain.


“Could the butler go and check it out?”

Today was the day of the board meeting. 

Anais couldn’t think of anything else at the moment. 

She sent the butler off to her domain and then took a carriage to the guild’s headquarters.

“Aren’t you all too tense?”

Despite being exhausted from the long journey, she noticed that the secretaries and bodyguards were all on edge. 

They seemed tense, perhaps worried about what Pierre’s side might do on the day of the board meeting.

The people here had not witnessed her negotiations with the branch managers from the southern region. 

They had only received the results through telegrams. 

They seemed to presume that it must have been a fierce negotiation, given that she had carried out the planned conclusion as it was.

“Don’t worry. After today, the state of emergency will be lifted. Everyone will have an extra day off per week.”

She spoke in a deliberately cheerful voice, suppressing her fatigue, and the secretaries and bodyguards exchanged awkward smiles.

Arriving at the headquarters, Anais, accompanied by Sir Porsche, went up to the floor where the boardroom was located. 

There were more guards stationed in the hallway leading to the boardroom than usual. 

She thought the board members must be quite scared and opened the door to the conference room.

“Is everyone here?”

She greeted the people gathered there warmly, but there was no response. 

Thirty pairs of eyes silently looked at her. 

She could read the shock and disgust in their gazes.

A cold atmosphere pervaded the room.

Something was wrong.

As she quickly tried to step back, someone roughly grabbed her shoulder.

“Huh? Lord Porsche?”

Anais was surprised to realize that the person holding her was her loyal bodyguard. 

The word “traitor” flashed through her mind. 

She screamed to call the guards outside, but there was no response from the hallway. 

Porsche twisted her arm behind her back, restraining her.

“W-what are you doing, Lord Porsche! Could it be that you too…?”

Anais shouted in betrayal, struggling. 

Though he had been arrogant and pompous, she had believed him to be loyal… 

However, she clenched her teeth, remembering that even her more trustworthy Uncle Pierre had tried to kill her.

With both arms held, Anais glared at the dozen board members around the table.

“Huff, huff, how could the entire board… What kind of offer did you receive…?”

She shouted, accusing them one by one with her eyes, but not a single person offered a clumsy excuse. 

Instead, they stared at her sternly, as if she was a criminal.

As she stood there, bewildered and at a loss for what to do, the chair at the head of the table, where the chairman of the board usually sat, swiveled around. 

It was her seat as the leader and representative of the upper house. 

But someone was already sitting there. 

Anais looked in shock, wondering if her Uncle Pierre had come here.

However, the person sitting there was even more surprising.

“Ha, surprised? You never expected this, did you?”

Anais froze, unable to speak. 

Sitting there was none other than…

“Doppelgänger?”

It was herself.

***

Title: TT3 Stage 3 Voodoo, Field Boss Series – Doppelgänger Edition

Posted by: Torch Dancer

Hello, this is Torch Dancer.

As with all the field bosses in Voodoo, the Doppelgänger can be a particularly tricky opponent if you don’t know how to deal with it. 

The biggest issue is that, since it copies the player exactly, the basic strategy of the Tril Trilo series—where the player overcomes the enemy with superior skills and equipment despite having lower health and attack power—doesn’t work.

Moreover, the strategy of switching between the Knight, Thief, and mage depending on the type of enemy doesn’t work against the Doppelgänger either. 

This is because the Doppelgänger responds with a rock-paper-scissors system: if the player brings out a knight, it responds with a mage; if a rogue, it brings out a knight; and if a mage, it brings out a rogue. 

Thus, it’s very difficult to defeat the Doppelgänger using straightforward methods.

However, once you know the strategy, the Doppelgänger fight is actually quite simple. 

The Doppelgänger copies the player based on their state when entering the boss stage.

So, before entering the boss stage, you should remove all equipment, drink the ‘Skill Reset’ potion purchased from Willy, and consume a bunch of spoiled foods I’ve previously told you not to throw away. 


This way, you’ll encounter main characters in their underwear, weakened by food poisoning.

At this point, you can re-equip your gear, reassign your skills after the reset, and heal with potions before beating up the debilitated Doppelgänger warriors who have no skills. 

You can also easily complete the ‘Stick-Carving Wizard’ challenge, where you have to reduce the boss’s health to 100% using Maya’s staff swing.

This boss battle allows you to create some interesting situations using the Doppelgänger’s characteristics. 

For example…
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The board members did not even give Anais a chance to argue. 

Instead, they had Lord Porsche gag her. 

They were so convinced that the woman currently sitting as the president was the ‘real Anais.’

She presented them with concrete evidence. 

This was something that the hunting dog Mars had risked his life to infiltrate the Voodoo headquarters to obtain. 

The report he brought detailed the elaborate plan of the recent conspiracy to switch. 

It even included secrets that could significantly damage Voodoo, adding credibility to the information.

Anais, bound at the limbs, reviewed the evidence they presented one by one. 

The materials, as investigated by Mars, the mage of Cinepecus, were mostly stolen from sources. 

Some could be immediately verified within the guild, and upon investigation, they all turned out to be true.

However, that did not serve as conclusive proof that she was the fake. 

If Voodoo had anticipated Mars’s infiltration, they could have deliberately spread a fake plan among the members.

The board members were all experienced and intelligent people. 

They were well aware of this possibility. 

They did not believe she was the real Anais just based on that evidence. 

She had undergone a more certain verification.

A doppelgänger has the same memories and body as the original but with one exception: a fist-sized orb, the ‘core,’ embedded somewhere in the body. 

The simplest way to verify this was to pierce the body with the ‘stake of light’ from the Orthodox Church.

“I had stakes of sanctity driven into every corner of my body to prove my innocence.”

The woman sitting in the highest position of the board smiled confidently.

“It is harmless to ordinary people. But how about for you?”

As she snapped her fingers, a group of priests entered.

They glared at the bound Anais with cold eyes. 

She flinched for a moment but then straightened her back, bracing herself defiantly.

‘No need to fear. I don’t know what trick she’s using, but I am innocent… Wait, could it be?’

As the light in the priests’ hands sharpened, a foreboding thought crossed her mind. 

If the magic that had healed her body four months ago was the power of a demon…

“Wai, wait… Aaah!”

Dozens of stakes of sanctity were driven into her body. 

At that moment, she screamed and writhed on the floor, overwhelmed by the searing pain rising from her chest.

The board members’ faces, once tense, now showed relief.

It was confirmed. 

She was a fake.

The ‘real Anais’ approached her, lying on the floor in tears and drool.

“Are you ready to admit it now, Ms. Doppelgänger?”

“Gasp, gasp… This, this is because of the magic… from the one who healed my illness…”

She tried to explain, forcing out her words, but the other woman laughed mockingly.

“What a poor excuse. Then why did I feel no pain? Explain that with your smart brain, Ms. Fake Anais.”

“Sh-shut up! The fake is… ugh, you! I’m the real one! I’m the real Anais!”

“Yes, yes. I understand. You truly believe that. How pitiful.”

Anais looked at her with suspicion and asked. 

“What… do you mean by that?”

“The priests told me. A doppelgänger believes they are truly the original person they have become. That’s why they defend themselves so thoroughly. But it’s time to wake up. You are not the real Anais Vergsong.”

Her declaration made Anais suddenly feel drained of energy.

‘I’m a fake?’

She wanted to claim again that she was the real one, but she couldn’t bring herself to speak. 

If even her belief in being the real one was a trait of the doppelgänger, it meant she couldn’t trust herself.

“I have requested an inquisitor from the Papacy. They will dissect you and destroy the orb. Lord Porche, take her to the basement.”

Anais, having lost the strength to resist, was quietly led away by him. 

She spent the night leaning powerlessly against the stone wall. 

However, she was not taken away by the inquisitors.

The next day, her butler came to rescue her.

On the way to the territory, he had sensed something was wrong and turned back. 

With his skill as a former soldier, he overpowered the guards and fled with her. 

They managed to evade their pursuers using various tricks and deceptions.

But soon, they ran out of money, couldn’t find proper jobs due to the chase, and had to endure a miserable life on the run, barely eating or washing. 

It was a hardship she had never experienced, having always lived a comfortable life.

‘Am I really the real one?’

The only reason she hadn’t committed suicide during this desperate escape was because of the butler. 

He believed in her, having observed her closely for so long, which gave her the strength not to give up on herself.

Anais helped him change his bandages. 

He had been shot by Lord Porsche during their escape. 

But they had missed the right time for proper treatment, and the wound had become quite severe. 

At his age, even minor injuries didn’t heal well.

“Why do you believe I’m the real one, old man?”

Anais asked the question she had held back for the past three months. 

She hadn’t had the courage or the opportunity to ask before.

Batel smiled gently at her fearful expression.

“I have no solid evidence. It’s just hard to ignore a lady in distress.”

“Is that… all?”

“We were on the airship together, weren’t we? The lady I saw there seemed genuine. It didn’t look like an act.”

“Oh…”

Anais almost burst into tears out of frustration. 

Ultimately, he had decided based on his belief that she was truly herself. 

Anais clenched the changed bandages tightly, gritting her teeth.

She couldn’t tell him that a doppelgänger deceived even itself. 

She couldn’t tell him that the person he had risked his life to save might be a fake.

Or perhaps, she had known since escaping from the prison that she was a fake. 

She had acted as if she still believed she was the real one because she was happy that the butler had come to save her. 


She had wandered outside, claiming to gather information, mainly to show him that she hadn’t given up yet.

But it was becoming increasingly difficult. 

Was she really the real Anais? 

Anais’s voice echoed in her ears.

-The butler has abandoned everything to follow you, even though you’re a fake. 

-If you have any conscience left as Anais, you should let him go. 

-Do you want to see him suffer and die?

The butler, completely drained from changing a single bandage, leaned against the wall of the cave with a pale face. 

They couldn’t hide in this narrow cave forever. 

He deserved better treatment. 

He needed to serve a master more worthy than herself.

Anais, as if having made up her mind, opened her mouth to speak.

“Um… why don’t we just go back?”

“…Master…? What do you mean…?”

Batel raised an eyebrow and looked at her. 

She forced a smile and spoke in a confident voice.

“Staying here is only going to wear you out. There’s nothing you can do here anyway. So… why don’t you go back to Vergsong? Pretend you’ve realized the truth a bit late. If the fake has the same mindset as me, she’ll forgive you. Then, while serving as the fake’s butler there, you can gather information and look for an opportunity. Doesn’t that sound good?”

Batel slowly shook his head. 

His master was terrible at acting.

“There are countless tactical and strategic flaws in your plan, but you seem to be aware of them, so I won’t point them out.”

“Old man…”

“What do you plan to do after sending me away?”

“Of course, I’ll keep looking for an opportunity…”

“Are you planning to commit suicide?”

Anais, feeling like her innermost thoughts had been exposed, shook her head violently, denying his words.

“W-what a h-horrible thing to say. Suicide? Why would I commit suicide? If anyone should, it should be that fake!”

“It seems like you think of yourself as a fake.”

Anais’s face hardened at his pointed words, then she soon slumped her shoulders.

“Since when did you know?”

“From the beginning. You really have no talent for acting, Master.”

The butler sighed briefly. 

He had hoped she wouldn’t have such doubts. 

Once you start doubting yourself, it’s like falling into a quagmire you can’t escape from. 

No matter how clear the evidence, the swamp of thoughts keeps dragging you down.

So he had hoped she would push such doubts aside and focus only on reclaiming her position. 

But he had forgotten that Anais was a young woman who had just reached adulthood. 

No, he knew it but had deliberately ignored it, hoping that as the owner of the estate and the president of the merchant union, she wouldn’t be looked down upon.

“It seems I’ve been too harsh on you, Master. I’m sorry.”

“N-no. Don’t apologize. You did nothing wrong. If there’s anything wrong, it’s that I’m… that I’m the real one…”

“Master.”

“M-maybe I’m the fake…”

“Miss!”

Startled by the butler’s stern voice, Anais cowered. 

Since she had become the new owner of the Vergsong estate, he had never called her “Miss.” 

His eyes sharp, he looked like he had returned to the days when he would scold her for reckless actions when she was younger.

“Forgive this old man. I didn’t want to plant any doubts in your heart, so I didn’t voice my premature assumptions.”

“What… do you mean…?”

“You asked me why I believed you were the real one. Actually, there was another reason besides what I mentioned before.”

He took a moment to catch his breath and then burst into a hearty laugh at her tearful gaze.

“Do you remember all the conversations we had on the airship?”

“Yes.”

“After you told me to downgrade the information on Lord Dosville from Level 3 to Level 5, what other orders did you give?”


Anais recalled the time she received the weekly report. 

At that time, she…

“I also told you to downgrade the information on Director Wonderstein from Level 2 to Level 4.”

Level 2 meant daily reports, while Level 4 meant monthly reports. 

At that time, she was deeply troubled about Wonderstein and had tried to resolve that issue along with the order about Lord Dosville.
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When he heard the order, the butler responded with:

“Have you finally made up your mind?”

“Huh? Director Wonderstein? Well, yes… I mean, there’s so much important work to do, I can’t worry about trivial things.”

“Trivial things, you say… There you go. I…”

“Don’t even think about saying, ‘What did you say?’ I’ve already confessed, haven’t I?”

“Are you giving up?”

“There’s nothing I can do if it didn’t work out. I guess I was never good at forming relationships in the first place. Maybe it’s because I was so eager to trust someone after being betrayed by my uncle…”

Anais said this while looking out the window of the flying fortress with a dissatisfied expression. 

But suddenly, as if something had occurred to her, she turned to the butler and asked:

“But why did you dislike Director Wonderstein so much?”

“Dislike? I just said it didn’t seem like it would work out.”

“Why? Because of his status?”

“Well, that was part of it, but it was more about his demeanor.”

“Demeanor?”

Batel took a moment to gather his thoughts before replying.

“I felt that he was quite similar to you, Miss.”

“What? The Director and I? In what way?”

“You both seem to view the world from a slightly elevated perspective. It’s like watching a game board from above, as you often do, Miss.”

“I’m the head of a trading company, and he’s a magician preparing for the stage.”

At Anais’s straightforward explanation, the butler nodded in agreement.

“Yes, that’s one way to look at it. But I also felt that you both engage with the world as if there was a glass window between you and it.”

“Ah, isn’t that the metaphor Grandpa used to use with me?”

“You spent a long time confined in the mansion, often communicating with the world through letters and ledgers, so it’s not surprising. But for someone who has wandered the world as a drifter since childhood, perhaps he behaves that way because he’s been deeply hurt.”

“Who knows? Maybe he was like me, locked up at home, playing games and communicating with the world through information exchanges?”

“Haha, surely not.”

“I’m just saying it’s possible. So why is it a problem? You said we were similar.”

“Some people are drawn to those who are like themselves, but others feel uneasy. I believe Director Wonderstein was uncomfortable because your behaviour reminded him of himself.”

Anais regretted asking the question. 

In the end, it was just another piece of rambling logic, blending life wisdom or something akin to insight, that the old man occasionally spouted.

“Do you remember the conversation we had on the airship three months ago?”

“Yes, I thought you were making random guesses again.”

“Really? Oh, I was sincere… Never mind. That’s not important now. Anyway, you were troubled when you boarded the airship, weren’t you? You were wondering if you had acted like a naïve child, rushing towards a man without considering realistic circumstances or differences in status, speaking of love so easily…”

“I didn’t reveal that much of my inner thoughts, did I? Were you guessing again?”

“But I was right, wasn’t I?”

“Hmph. Yes, you were. So what?”

Batel suppressed his playful expression and responded seriously.

“When I returned to the trading company, I asked the woman occupying your position the same question. But she gave me a completely different answer. She said she still liked Director Wonderstein and would wait for his response.”

“What’s so strange about that? My conversation with Grandpa happened on the airship. And the doppelganger replication began just before we boarded the airship…”

“No. Your worries had already begun by the end of this journey. But in her heart, such concerns were nowhere to be found. This is just my conjecture, but I believe the doppelganger copies memories up to a specific point and then acts based on the ‘commands’ imposed by the person who created the doppelganger. In other words, fleeting ‘thoughts’ or ‘worries’ that haven’t firmly taken root in the memory are not replicated and are overwritten by the command.”

The butler’s clue was small but significant enough to probe further. 

It was a subtle discomfort that only someone who had been by her side for so long could sense, and it was an insight befitting someone who had meticulously managed a household for decades.

Of course, it was a basis that only he could understand, not enough to convince others. 

But it was sufficient for her.

“…Thank you.”

Anais felt grateful to him. 

Even the smallest thing was welcome. 

He had given her a glimmer of hope to cling to.

“This time, you’re not dismissing it as random guessing.”

“Ah… true. I suppose trust doesn’t require high odds.”

Batel smiled at her, but there was one unease he couldn’t bring himself to share. 

As a butler with many years of experience, he had a habit of not letting even the smallest clue slip by.

According to the information the fake Anais had shown him, the Voodoo sect had apparently been preparing for this plan for a long time. 

The order from the so-called ‘Priest’ of the Voodoo sect to analyse Anais Vergsong’s body had been issued three years ago. 

This coincided with the time when the Voodoo sect reached out to Pierre, and it was right after Anais’s father, Gerald Vergsong, had died in an ‘accident.’ 

That precise timing… perhaps… perhaps her father hadn’t died in an accident but had been murdered by them.

“Oh, right. It’s dinner time. I’ll go grab something to eat in the dining hall.”

Anais brushed off the dust from her apron and stood up, but when she saw him with a serious expression, she tilted her head in curiosity.

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. I was just thinking that if we had a maid like you in our mansion, I would have packed her off immediately.”

“Oh, yes, yes. I apologize. I’m just a pampered noble lady.”

Batel watched her as she ran out with her lips pouting and smiled. 

Yes, it was too early to tell her such things.

As Anais exited the boiler room, she encountered Karlson, who was just coming in. 

He was an old man known here as the “Scrubber,” and he had been a comrade of the butler’s during his military days. 

It was thanks to him that they were able to find refuge here.

“Are you off work now?”

He glanced at her indifferently before opening his mouth to speak.

“It looks like you’ve been crying.”

“What? Oh, ahaha, just a little…”

“I’m relieved. Your expression looks better than yesterday.”

“H-how did I look?”

“You seemed to be groaning in pain, which ruined the mood for drinking. If you were like that again today, I was considering throwing you out.”

With those words, he casually looked at her, as if signaling her to move aside. 

Anais nodded slightly towards him and walked towards the dining hall. 

It seemed the staff mealtime was beginning, as there were many employees heading in that direction.

“Wait! Aren’t you on meal duty today? Where do you think you’re going?”

“Oh, uh, was I?”

At the kitchen manager’s scolding, Anais put on a flustered expression and ran towards her.

***


But there was someone observing her from within the mountains. 

Hidden in the shadows, wearing a hood, he watched as Anais repeatedly bowed to the kitchen manager, a smirk playing on his lips.

“I’ve found you. I never expected you’d be in a place like this.”

He briefly considered sneaking in to kidnap her right then and there.

It was just one girl—such a simple task.

However, he quickly dismissed that thought when he sensed a sharp gaze focused on him. 

Standing in front of the boiler room, an elderly man with a towel draped around his neck was glaring at him with a sharp glint in his eyes. 

The old man exuded the aura of a seasoned soldier. 

The observer knew that while he specialized in reconnaissance, combat was not his forte.

“I’ll retreat for now and call for reinforcements.”

Muttering to himself, the Voodoo sorcerer began to rise from the shadows. 

But before he could take more than a few steps, something large descended from the trees above, pouncing on him.

“Roar!”

The sound of a beast’s cry. 

Sharp claws gleamed under the moonlight. 

Before the sorcerer could even confirm the creature’s presence, he felt the world spinning. 

His head rolled off his body and tumbled to the ground.

***

“It seems there’s a ‘beast’ around.”

Carson murmured to himself as he looked towards the swaying forest in the distance, then entered the boiler room. 

The one who had been watching Anais was taken care of.

He was curious about who had killed him, but he didn’t bother investigating. 

There was no sense of hostility from that direction.

“Anya, take two sacks of potatoes to the kitchen!”

“Yes! Right away!”

The green-haired worker hurried back and forth between the storage and the kitchen. 

Since this was a friend’s request, he would keep an eye on things when necessary, but gathering information wasn’t part of his usual activities.

***

“Growl, that was satisfying.”

The beast that had just ambushed and killed the sorcerer rose to its feet. 

Surprisingly, fluent human speech came from its mouth. 

It had carefully timed its attack to prevent the sorcerer from escaping and alerting others. 

His existence must remain unknown to the Voodoo.

Officially, he had been sent to Wonderland on a special mission and was reported dead.

In Wonderland, under the deputy leader’s orders, he had no choice but to meet with the leader. 

There, his life had been as good as over. 

But the leader had saved him. 

And then, the leader gave him a mission.

-It seems the executives have been up to some interesting things in my absence.

-Y-yes, that’s correct.

-But some of them don’t please me.

-W-what should I do?

-Judge and act as you see fit. However, when we meet again, you’ll need to bring me a gift.


Among the actions of the executives that displeased the leader, the replacement of Baron Vergsong with a doppelganger was likely the most problematic. 

That had not been part of the original plan. 

He had heard through close sources that the deputy leader had done it purely out of spite because Baron Vergsong had attracted the leader’s attention.

“So now the task is to bring her to the leader… No, it would be difficult to avoid detection on my own. It would be wise not to be greedy and instead bring the leader here. Anyway, the gift for him is ready!”

Ben Sullivan, who claimed to be a loyal follower of Wonderstein, wiped the blood from his mouth as he looked down at Anais entering the dining hall and then he stood up.
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Bears hibernate during the winter. 

Though they are strong enough to withstand the harsh cold of winter, the animals they prey upon are not as robust. 

Therefore, before the cold wave hits, bears ravage their surrounding ecosystems to fill their bellies and then retreat into deep dens, not emerging until spring.

Empires were often compared to bears. 

This was not only because many bears lived on their lands and the Kiev royal family’s crest bore the image of a bear, but also because it was a metaphor for the plundering activities of the residents there.

Kiev was traditionally a land of nomadic people who lived by hunting and pastoralism. 

As winter approached, they would raid neighbouring countries, whose harvests had just been completed, to seize food. 

Several attempts were made to subdue them, but it was impossible to exterminate the bears huddling deep within the vast, freezing land.

The Kievites often used the saying, “What happened last year stays in last year.” 

This was often adorned as an expression of their lack of grudges and magnanimity, but in reality, it was a phrase born from a society where plundering was commonplace and where the harsh winter environment necessitated extreme isolation between regions.

However, such regional peculiarities were gradually fading today. 

Bears no longer hibernated. 

The railroads crisscrossing the empire, and still being laid down, pumped hot blood into Kiev’s frozen winters. 

The iron horses, spewing steam, raced endlessly along the tracks of the transcontinental railroad that connected Hughes Bay in the far east with the Black Sea in the far west, leaving no time for a single snowflake to settle.

It was a natural consequence that markets formed and populations grew along with the development of this transportation network. 

However, in the case of areas around train stations, the scale of development was unprecedented compared to existing ports or marketplaces. 

Though trains were slower than airships and lagged behind ships in terms of cargo capacity, they had one overwhelming advantage over the other two modes of transport: accessibility.

Trains could deliver a massive amount of goods and people right into the heart of a city, something that required vast open spaces for ports or airports could not achieve. 

Even a small town near a train station could maintain a level of foot traffic comparable to that of a bustling district in a large city. 

The performance halls established in such places were no smaller in size than those in major cities.

The tent theatre where the “Wonderstein Monster Circus” had been performing for three days could hold a staggering 1,500 spectators. 

Having already won two stars at the Circus Grand Prix, it was known for always creating a buzz, and thanks to this, every show for the past three days had sold out.

They didn’t have many acrobats, but each one had a strong individuality, and the scripts and direction that highlighted their characters were also impressive.

There was the skeletal clown who pretended to be cheerful while stripping off his skin, tearing away his muscles, spilling his organs, and leaving only his bones behind. 

The mummy who nurtured creepy bugs like centipedes, moths, and cockroaches inside his body, casually vomiting and swallowing them. 

And the eerie spider woman who bound living creatures in webs and sucked out their bodily fluids.

After these three monstrous acrobats had taken their turns, only one—or rather, three—remained before the most ferocious vampire was to take the stage.

“After escaping from the notorious Murder Hospital’s detention ward! Though they committed a staggering 33 murders! Thanks to the absurd ruling of ‘unable to specify which of the three is the killer’! They narrowly escaped execution! The crazy trio! The Triamere!”

At the loud shout of the rooster Minova, the Ratmen opened the iron bars. 

Then, a man with three heads, giggling, stepped onto the stage. 

Groans and screams erupted from all directions at his appearance.

The trio stood shirtless on stage, and as the announcer had mentioned, the marks of some mad doctor’s surgical experiment to fuse the triplets together were clearly visible on their bodies. 

The scars where their flesh had been sewn with steel cables ran down from both shoulders and met at their navel.

Though they stood together on stage, it didn’t mean they were on good terms. 

They began to argue as soon as they introduced themselves.

“I am the Triamere!”

“What are you talking about? I’m the Triamere!”

“Ugh, I was just about to say that!”

“You mean, ‘I am the Triamere!’?”

“No. I meant to say, ‘What are you talking about? I’m the Triamere!'”

“That’s nonsense! I’m the Triamere!”

“No, I am!”

The monstrous acrobats each instilled a different kind of fear in the audience. 

What the Triamere sought to showcase was how stupidity could turn into something truly threatening. 

The audience, who had been tense at their entrance, soon let their guard down and burst into laughter at their antics.

But as the situation progressed, tension gradually returned to their faces.

“Oh, this is Tosun, the rabbit I keep.”

“No, I keep it!”

“I feed it every day.”

“So do I!”

“Then who’s really keeping it?”

“Hmm, I don’t know.”

“Let’s share it among the three of us!”

The pitiful cry of an animal echoed through the theater.

With terrifying strength, they tore a rabbit apart alive and divided it among themselves. 

Screams and sobs erupted from the audience. 

Of course, Tosun wasn’t a real rabbit. 

It was a prop made by Ella with an illusion cast by Maya.

But the audience, unaware of this, felt chills as they watched the triplets, delightedly chatting among themselves, holding the brutally killed rabbit.

They also crushed a Ratman to death while offering to help set up the stage, broke their own arms in a fight over control of their body, and almost accidentally threw a dagger at the announcer because each one had a different idea of where to aim. 

The audience, watching, unconsciously let out gasps and fidgeted in their seats, trying to stop the triplets from their antics.

The triplets often responded to the audience’s reactions by turning toward them with exaggeratedly innocent expressions, as if asking what the problem was.

“We’re smart.”

“Because we have three heads!”

“That means our intelligence is three times higher!”

They vividly demonstrated how they turned situations that could have been resolved normally—if only they had normal reasoning abilities or bodies—into disasters.

“Alright, I’m going in!”

“No, I’m going in!”

“Wait! Don’t let me go in on my own!”

After a round of sweating from the triplets’ antics, the audience sighed in relief as they watched the trio being caged and taken off the stage.

The triplets’ performance had improved significantly compared to the beginning. 

Initially, lacking the ability to create that subtle and complex tension, they had simply caused chaos. 

But now, they were able to elicit the audience’s “Don’t do that!” reactions with just their expressions and dialogue.

At the after-party, Reyna candidly shared her thoughts on the Monster Circus she had watched over the past three days.

“Triamere, you three were truly amazing. The script was really different from the usual monster circus. There’s something in clown acting called ‘Close Shave.’ It’s a genre similar to ‘Slapstick,’ but not quite the same. While slapstick elicits laughter through situations that actually cause physical harm and the clown’s reaction to it, Close Shave creates tension by presenting situations where harm ‘almost’ happens, but the clown himself ‘unwittingly’ passes through the crisis. Your performance took Close Shave to the extreme.”

Though she disliked going on stage herself, Reyna had mastered the theories and skills of circus arts through elite training. 

She was responsible for guiding the members of the monster circus.

Name: Reyna Maguire

Age: 19


Favourability: 22 (Next reward at Favourability 30)

Title: Golden Libra

Occupation: Training Instructor

Traits:

[Persona – Weeping Woman], [Commands of Hearing]

At the praise of such an extraordinary acrobat like Reyna, the triplets exchanged glances and grinned broadly.

“So, what should we fix?”

The previous members had been pointed out by Reyna for several issues and had received suggestions for improvement. 

Reyna had silently observed their performances for three days to give them an objective evaluation. 

She glanced at the notes she had compiled on the performance and then spoke.

“There are a few things. From the perspective of the Close Shave genre, Triamere, you…”

“Wait, why are you calling us ‘Triamere’ so formally?”

“That’s too stiff. Just drop the formal title…”

“Then… can I call you ‘Oppa’ instead?”

Reyna’s voice remained serious and stiff. 

She had said the word ‘Oppa’ without much thought, but the triplets immediately broke into foolish grins.

“What… what did you say?”

“Hehe, she said ‘Oppa,’ she really did!”

“She called us ‘Oppa!'”

Reyna, thinking she had made a mistake, asked nervously.

“D-did I do something wrong?”

Her innocent reaction triggered laughter from all around.

Wonderstein, who had been quietly observing Reyna guide the members, nodded reassuringly at her.

“They’re just happy, that’s all.”

“Hahaha, of course, we’re happy!”

“You wouldn’t understand, director! Our feelings!”

“Unlike the Assistant Director who calls us rudely, you have such a kind heart!”

One of the triplets glanced sideways at a corner where Ella was lying exhausted on the floor. 

She looked at the brothers and chuckled.

“Do you want me to call you ‘Oppa’ too?”

Another round of laughter erupted. 

They were in high spirits, causing a commotion over nothing. 

Today was the last day of performances here, and starting tomorrow, they would have two days of free time. 

They were ready to laugh at even Sven’s lame jokes.

“Did you check the schedule, Ella?”

Wonderstein asked, glancing at the stack of documents she had been reading. Ella, without looking up from the papers, nodded.

“Yes. I’ve booked six freight cars. Departure is in three days, in the morning. We’ll get off after moving to one station and stay there for a week. The performances will run for three days. The stage is a tent theatre with about 900 seats. I’ve reserved 300 promotional materials at a print shop near the station, and I’ve contracted with the local newspaper for advertising.”

“You handled all that in just two days? Impressive.”

“Hmph. Not like you’d reduce my workload for it, devil of a man.”

Ella shot back at him before systematically delivering the expenses incurred during the reconnaissance process, along with a list of local businesses near the station that could be potential partners.

Since the incident at Lekachep, her attitude toward him had reverted to how it was before she lost her memory.

However, she no longer treated him with outright hostility.

Occasionally, she would throw a barbed joke or a sarcastic comment, just like before. 

Yet, when discussing the management of the circus, she would sit across from him for long periods, asking numerous questions, exchanging opinions, or agreeing with him.

Her demeanor towards him was very composed, showing no emotional side. 

While she no longer expressed affection towards him as she did when she lost her memory, she seemed to be trying to be kind in her own way. 

Though she didn’t initiate physical contact, she didn’t recoil in disgust if he approached her.

A strand of hair sticking out from the back of her head twitched. 


Wonderstein, out of old habit, scratched her head without thinking. 

Realizing what he had done, he quickly checked her expression. 

But she neither got angry nor laughed, merely stared at him blankly.

“What are you doing?”

She coldly retorted, then subtly moved aside.
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The system displayed her favourability level as 46.

However, judging by her cold demeaner, it was hard to believe it was that high.

Could it be that the system’s favourability detection malfunctioned due to the experience of her being split into two personalities? 

It seemed that the 46 was calculated by including the favourability she had before regaining her memories.

Regardless, a high favourability level would be beneficial for me, whether it was due to an error or not.

“Anyway, thanks to that Dosville guy, we were able to save a lot of time. Negotiating the railroad administration and advertising rates was quite complicated.” 

Ella said, pointing to a corner of the warehouse. 

There, a scruffy-looking young man was dozing off with a glass of alcohol in his hand.

Name: Lord Dosvile

Age: 26

Favourability Level: 0 (Next Reward: Favourability Level 15)

Title: None

Occupation: Writer

Traits: None

Wonderstein looked at the new member who had recently joined with a somewhat surprised expression. 

Although he had accepted him into the circus troupe, he had been doubtful about whether the man would do his job properly, but it seemed that he was at least earning his keep.

Dosvile had joined the circus troupe following Minova. 

He had agreed to work under him for two years in exchange for clearing his debt, so to avoid being dragged away by his creditors, he had to stay with him.

“Ha ha ha! You all did a great job! Just as expected from the team that went up against us!”

“You were amazing as well, sir! The energy was palpable!”

“Every word you said felt like it struck deep into the soul, ha ha!”

A rugged man with a red mohawk was drinking beer among the members, keeping the atmosphere lively so that the energy of the gathering wouldn’t drop. 

He certainly had the skills befitting someone who had once led a circus troupe.

Ella looked at him with a satisfied smile.

“It was also a huge help that Mr. Minova took over as the emcee. Thanks to that, I was able to move freely. Plus, his way of leading fits the atmosphere of a Monster circus is better than mine.”

“Mr. Minova, huh? Hey, Assistant Director! I’m only two years older than Wonderstein!”

Minova shouted in a disgruntled voice at her words.

Behind him, Womon whispered into Sven’s ear.

“From their appearances, they could pass for uncle and nephew.”

Minova caught that as well and turned his head 180 degrees to glare at him.

“Womon, are you in any position to be talking about appearances?”

“Whoa! His neck turned around!”

“You’re shocked by a little ‘yoga’? You’re not worthy of the title of strongman, you fool!”

After completing the October exam, Wonderstein decided to stay in Yeterinpuurk for a month to tend to his companions’ injuries. 

He also wanted to help the Silver Veil Circus and Satbyeol Circus with the November exam, as they had provided considerable assistance this time.

However, in the exam a month later, the Silver Veil Circus secured a star, but the Satbyeol Circus did not. 

As a result, the Satbyeol Circus was disbanded, just as their sponsor had threatened before the exam. 

This situation highlighted a downside of project-type circuses—they could be easily swayed by the influence of their sponsors.

‘Hey, Wonderstein! Take us with you!’

But Minova’s ambition to see his daughter perform on the Wonder Stage remained undeterred. 

Just before the circus was disbanded, he used the troupe leader’s privilege, which could only be used once during the entire competition, to transfer his daughter to Wonderstein’s side. 

Meanwhile, he joined the circus himself, albeit outside the Grand Prix regulations.

Thus, according to the competition rules, he couldn’t perform on any Grand Prix-related stage, but the system recognized him as a member of the troupe.

Name: Minova Skolcher

Age: 29

Favourability Level: 8 (Next Reward: Favourability Level 15)

Title: Rooster

Occupation: Emcee

Traits: [Inspira-Alarm Clock]

Unlike her father, Ruelle transferred through the official method guaranteed by the Grand Prix rules, allowing her to participate in the subsequent preliminary rounds.

However, due to the brutal atmosphere of the Monster circus, she could no longer co-host the stage with her father as she did before. 

So she took on a different role.

“Our Ruelle is such a good mascot!”

“Ha ha, Miss Ruelle is adorable, after all!”

At Yurakne and Sven’s words, Ruelle, who was wearing a “Spider Woman” mascot costume, scratched the back of her head.

“Well, it’s not really like that… It’s because everyone else is doing so well…”

Yurakne hugged her tightly and rubbed her face against Ruelle’s cheek, exclaiming in an excited voice.

“Oh, how cute! I wish I had a child like Ruelle…”

“Ha ha, won’t you be having one soon? Probably blonde…”

“B-blonde…? You… you… skull-head! What are you saying in front of the child?!”

Name: Ruelle Skolcher

Age: 6

Favourability Level: 10 (Next Reward: Favourability Level 15)

Title: None

Occupation: Mascot

Traits: [Tamed Beast-Samson]

She wore costumes that caricatured the monster members of the troupe and promoted the circus on the streets. 

The creepy aura of the name “Monster Circus” was neutralized by her cute appearance, which helped to attract many hesitant customers.

“Should I bring more beer? It doesn’t seem like people in this country are too fond of it; there’s a lot left. If we open it, the foam will go flat, so we need to finish it today.”

The boy, who was sitting next to Womon and drinking soda, stood up after checking the empty table. 

He was responsible for pushing a cart around and selling snacks and drinks to the audience, so he was keeping track of the stock of sponsored items.

“Sounds good! Why don’t you have a drink too?”

“Miki is only 13 years old!”

“I started drinking when I was 12!”

“Well, that’s Mr. Minova’s story!”

Name: Mickey

Age: 13

Favourability Level: 0 (Next Reward: Favourability Level 15)

Title: None


Occupation: Cart Vendor

Traits: None

Mickey hesitated to stand up and looked over at Wonderstein, who was sitting and talking with Ella. 

He knew from what Ella had told him that this man was the culprit behind the massacre of her hometown. 

He also knew that she was cooperating with him under duress and that he was here as her hostage.

‘I’ll lay low and bide my time.’

With that thought in mind, he went off to take care of his assigned tasks.

As the afterparty continued noisily, Maya, who had been quietly drawing in a corner, closed her sketchbook with a snap and spoke up.

“I want to go to bed now. Director, please carry me.”

The laughter that had filled the break room quieted down a bit at her words. 

Everyone looked at her with a hint of sympathy.

Wonderstein approached her and bent down.

“Alright. You’ll get a massage right away, right?”

“Yes.”

He supported her knees and waist with both arms, lifted her into his embrace, and headed toward her bedroom.

Everyone quietly watched them, and once the two disappeared from sight, they gradually raised their voices and soon became as noisy as before.

However, unlike before, there was someone sitting quietly.

It was Ella.

Although part of it was because her conversation partner had suddenly disappeared, the main reason was the guilt that confused her heart. 

She stared in the direction where Wonderstein and Maya had disappeared, repeatedly crumpling and unfolding the documents in her hands. 

No one else except the three of them knew that it was Ella who had injured Maya.

Five weeks had passed since the exam at Lekachep School ended. 

Although most of them had risen from their sickbeds shortly after being hospitalized, not everyone was so fortunate.

Maya, who had been shot by Ella’s bullet.

She currently could not use the lower half of her body.

***

Charlie loaded special bullets bought from the black market into the gun he was about to fire. 

These bullets were made by melting down a sacred cross.

The underworld had their own means of defending against ‘magic.’ 

Since magicians often resided in the dark corners of society, they had frequent encounters with them.

Of course, most of the countermeasures involved sayings like “stick a knife in their neck before they can pull any tricks” or “keep suspicious objects out of their hands.”

However, more experienced leaders often carried weapons imbued with the power to destroy evil. 

The bullets made from a blessed silver cross were one such example.

When Wonderstein first heard that Maya’s emergency treatment had gone well, he thought everything had been resolved. 

He believed that if he could just get past the critical point, he could somehow manage the situation later with the help of the Debulroots. 

But a few days later, he received devastating news.

“I can’t feel my legs.”

At that time, there was no diagnostic system equivalent to modern medicine. 

The patient’s self-reporting was the most crucial information. 

Therefore, until Maya woke up, no one knew that something was wrong with her body. 

The bullet had destroyed Maya’s spinal nerves, and she had become paralyzed.

Wonderstein tried to use the power of the Debulroots to restore her nervous system. 

However, the problem was the fragments of the cross embedded in her spine. 

The light emanating from those fragments distorted the commands he infused within the Debulroots.

Even the slightest deviation in the commands could lead to significant problems. 

The ‘fanatics’ who had gone berserk and Samson, who was parasitically living in Ruelle’s body, were examples of this.

Especially since reconstructing the spinal nerves was a highly delicate task, he had no choice but to give up on treating her.

He could only hope that, over time, the power emitted by the cross fragments would be exhausted. 

Wonderstein had to pin his hopes on such an uncertain future.

It was a situation that would plunge an ordinary person into despair.

However, even when Maya was diagnosed with paraplegia and told that Wonderstein couldn’t treat her, she remained expressionless. 

After asking a few questions about her condition, she simply nodded. 

It was hard to imagine someone being so indifferent, even if it was someone else’s problem.

A month had passed since then, and she had never once expressed any signs of frustration. 

She just silently received the rehabilitation massages recommended by the doctor.

“Please, let the Director do it.”

When she heard about the massages, she asked Wonderstein to do it. 

This incident had occurred because she was injured while trying to protect him. 

He couldn’t refuse her request. 

So, for the past month, he had followed her around, checking her leg condition frequently.

He carried her to her room, placed her on the bed, and then stretched out her legs. 

He slipped his hands under her skirt and took off her stockings.

“Ha…”

As her bare, pale legs were exposed, she took a deep breath. 

Wonderstein looked up at her, tilting his head.

“Do you feel anything?”

“N-no…”

Maya turned her head sharply, avoiding his gaze.

Wonderstein understood how she felt. 

Someone as strong-willed and independent as her would find it humiliating to be cared for by someone else.

Wonderstein tried his best to avoid hurting her feelings and focused sincerely on the treatment. 

First, he cleaned her legs with a warm, damp towel as the first step of the massage. 

As the towel passed along the inside of her thigh, she let out an inexplicable moan.

“Do you feel anything?”

She bit her lip and shook her head vigorously.

“No, nothing at all.”

He nodded and moved on to the next phase of the massage. 

He massaged her thighs, calves, and feet in turn. 

When his fingers slid between her toes, she made another unidentifiable sound.

“Do you feel anything?”

“N-no.”

After applying the oil that Gascon had prepared to her soles, he tickled them with his hands. 

He noticed that her breathing seemed a bit rough.

“Do you feel anything?”

“N-not at all…”

He then alternated between blowing cold and warm breaths between her legs. 

Her hips gave a small, involuntary twitch.

“Ah, it moved!”

“It’s just a muscle reflex….”

“I see.”

After finishing the treatment session, Wonderstein fell into deep thought. 

According to the doctor and Gascon, if he continued to stimulate the nerves with pressure, friction, and heat for about two weeks, she would be able to gauge the areas she could move on her own through rehabilitation exercises.

But he had been doing it for a whole month, yet she still said she couldn’t feel anything. 

Was she so severely damaged that rehabilitation was impossible? 

Or was it just that her insensitivity was particularly severe?

Maya, leaning against the wall, sat in an unstable position and blankly stared at him.

Whenever he saw her like this, Wonderstein was tormented by guilt. 

He knew better than anyone the agony of living with a body that wasn’t fully functional, and now he had put someone else through that.

Ella had fired the shot, but it was he who had constantly provoked her. 

And Maya had been injured trying to protect him. 

He desperately wanted to heal her body.

At that moment, an idea came to his mind. 

He had a fairly potent nerve-stimulating drug without any side effects. 

He had used it a few times on Reyna…


“…Director?”

“Sorry, I got lost in thought. Miss Maya, I have a new treatment method I’d like to try. Would you allow me to proceed?”

“…Yes.”

At her reply, Wonderstein nodded as if understanding and suddenly lifted her leg. 

Before she could stop him, he stuck out his tongue and licked the sole of her foot.
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Maya’s nails scratched at the bedspread as if she were about to tear it apart. 

A tingling sensation started from her feet, travelled up her lower abdomen, and scrambled her mind.

This… what on earth… this is… something I’ve never felt before…

She clenched her lips tightly, desperately trying to suppress any sound.

The Director kissed my foot.

More than the sensation from her foot, the fact that he had done such a thing excited her even more.

“I’ll do the other side as well.”

Wonderstein, with the delicate movements of someone playing an instrument, massaged her leg and brought his lips to her foot, softly moving his tongue.

Squelch. 

Slurp. 

Suck.

The crude sounds echoed in the room.

“Hngh…”

If Wonderstein had seen her face right now, he would have thought his treatment was working. 

Her pale white face, usually devoid of colour, was now tinged with pink, and her lips, which normally formed a straight line, quivered restlessly as she gasped for breath.

“Hngh… ugh…”

But he was too engrossed in his work, head buried at her feet, to notice the changes in her. 

He was solely focused on the treatment, and for her, that was fortunate.

After licking every part of her sole, he looked up at her and asked the same question as before.

“Do you feel anything?”

Now somewhat accustomed to the pleasure, she forced herself to feign indifference and shook her head.

“No. Nothing at all…”

“I see. Then, shall we proceed a bit further?”

Further? 

How much further does he mean?

Maya imagined him licking up her calves and thighs in turn, and eventually burying his face between her legs. 

Her ears turned bright red at the thought.

But her expectations were too premature. 

Wonderstein’s next target was her toes.

He began sucking on her toes, one by one. 

His tongue slipped between them, leaving behind sticky saliva. 

The aphrodisiac in his saliva was absorbed more effectively there than on the thicker skin of her soles.

It gave her a pleasure several times stronger than when he had licked her soles.

“…Ugh!”

A moan escaped between her fingers and lips. 

A string of saliva, gathered beneath her tongue, trickled out and slid down her lips.

“Maya?”

This time, Wonderstein heard the sound. 

Maya quickly buried her face into the bed to keep him from seeing her expression.

“I’m just tired… Staying in the same position for too long… my back hurts…”

“Ah, I understand. Then let’s continue with you lying down like this. I can change my position.”

She nodded, wiping away the saliva with the sleeve of her cardigan. 

He tried to turn her body toward the foot of the bed by holding her waist. 

Lost in savouring the sensation she had just felt, Maya unknowingly followed his lead and moved her hips.

“Hmm?”

Wonderstein looked surprised as she moved her lower body. 

Realizing her mistake, Maya quickly offered an excuse.

“I used telekinesis…”

“Ah, I see.”

Wonderstein accepted her explanation without suspicion.

Under normal circumstances, he wouldn’t have been so easily deceived by such a lie.

But because he saw her as a person who couldn’t use her lower body, he was infinitely lenient with her. 

Even when she acted a little strangely, he just let it slide, assuming it was understandable.

Maya felt guilty as she watched him care for her so kindly for a whole month without a single complaint. 

But it was too late to reveal the truth now.

“Let’s continue, Maya. Please let me know if you feel anything.”

“…Yes.”

Originally, she hadn’t intended to continue this lie for so long. 

In fact, she hadn’t intended to lie at all.

It all started as a way to vent her frustration toward Ella.

The first thing Maya saw when she woke up in the hospital ward was Ella standing beside Wonderstein with a nonchalant expression. 

Ella, who claimed to have regained her memory, treated the Director the same way she always had, throwing sharp remarks at him with a face full of displeasure.

Honestly, at that moment, Maya was glad to see the girl who had once clung to the Director with a bright smile gone. 

But the Director’s attitude started to bother her. 

Even though Ella treated him harshly, he only responded with an awkward smile, not reprimanding her behaviour.

Ella had tried to kill him, even if she had been under the influence of the enemy’s magic. 

It bothered Maya that he was being so lenient with her.

She had gotten hurt trying to save him…

As she watched this scene, seething with resentment, Maya blurted out that she had no feeling in her legs when the doctor arrived, almost out of spite.

It was satisfying to see Ella’s face suddenly darken as she fumbled for words. 

But when the Director knelt before her, bowing his head, Maya realized she had made a mistake.

Why did I think he only cared about Ella? 

He was someone who would risk himself without hesitation to save even strangers in a village. 

He was strong enough to fight one-on-one with both A Reaper and an avatar, yet he never flaunted his strength.

He was a kind and humble person to a fault.

Maya planned to retract her lie a few days later, blaming it on a temporary misalignment of her magical energy. 

But the moment she saw the Director lower her stockings to carry out the treatment suggested by the doctor, she gave in to her desire.

Just a little… just a little bit of indulgence should be fine, right?

And so, she continued deceiving him for a month now.


Maya buried her face in the pillow, relishing the sensation of him licking and sucking her. 

She felt his hair brush against her thighs, and cautiously turned her head to peek at him.

He was now licking up her pale calves. 

Watching him, drenched in saliva, tongue flicking with sensual precision, Maya thought to herself:

He looks like a horny dog.

Startled by her own thoughts, she quickly shut her mouth.

It was an obscene thought, something the usual her would never dare to utter. 

She would never think of her revered master in such a vulgar way.

But seeing such a noble and admirable man bowing his head at her feet, obediently following her commands, and indulging in her body like an animal made her feel irreverent.

I’m dominating the Director.

As she looked down at him, all sorts of erotic thoughts filled her mind.

What if I raised my leg and pressed it against his face? 

Or what if I sat on his face? 

What if I peed here and asked him to lick it clean?

Slurp. 

Squelch. 

Suck.

The sound of his tongue playing with her toes delighted her ears. 

The scent of soap from his saliva tickled her nose. 

Each time his tongue touched her, an image of him savouring her and massaging her sensually replayed in her mind.

What she was experiencing now was an exquisite symphony of all five senses—hearing, sight, smell, touch, and taste.

Her obscene imagination, swirling in her mind, mixed with the sensual sensations heating her entire body like a cocktail. 

The intense pleasure it brought stimulated her lower abdomen.

It’s so hot.

Below her navel, no, even further down, a little deeper.

That place throbbed.

She imagined herself in the sea where fireworks exploded slowly. 

Hot, dazzling sparks. 

She was floundering under the water where they burst like bubbles. 

She couldn’t breathe. 

But it wasn’t painful. 

She enjoyed the uncontrollable situation. 

She was enveloped in a dizzying sense of floating, unsure if it was reality or fantasy.

A sight that no fantasy could recreate.

A sensation that no magic could stimulate.

An emotion that no logic could explain.

An ecstatic current burned her mind to white ash.

Ah.

It was the first time in her life she had reached such a peak.

How many seconds, no, how many minutes had passed?

When she snapped back to reality, she realized that the pillow she had buried her face in was wet with her own drool. 

And somewhere else, too…

“Stop!”

At Maya’s shout, Wonderstein’s tongue, which had been licking her way up from her thighs to the crease below her buttocks, came to a halt. 

He looked up at her back with anticipation and asked,

“Miss Maya, do you feel something?”

Maya clenched her teeth, making sure not to let out a moan, and gave a small nod without looking at him. 

He, in disbelief, smiled widely and asked again,

“Really? You really feel something in your lower body?”

“…Yes.”

She couldn’t bring herself to lift her face. 

She tried to pull herself together to hide what she had just experienced, but her body, beyond her control, trembled uncontrollably.

Seeing this, Wonderstein nodded as if he understood her feelings.

After thinking she might never be able to use her lower body again, she found a way to recover. 

Who wouldn’t be happy?

‘She must have had a hard time.’

Wonderstein could sense the deep emotions seeping through her voice here and there. 

No matter how much she pretended to be emotionless, she was only a 17-year-old girl. 

Overnight, she became disabled, and there was no way she hadn’t felt despair. 

The excitement she felt now must have been as intense as the suffering she had gone through.

“There’s hope. I’ll add this to the massage routine from now on. So…”

“I get it, just leave.”

Maya interrupted him with a firm voice.

Sensing something close to a sob in her voice, Wonderstein stood up silently. 

He wanted to protect her pride. 

Before leaving, he considered wiping the saliva off her legs, but she pushed him away with her telekinesis. 

He didn’t resist and allowed himself to be pushed all the way to the door.

“Then, rest well. Don’t worry, I won’t tell anyone about what happened today.”

He closed the door and left the room.

Maya lay motionless on the bed until she was sure his footsteps were far enough away. 

Only when she was certain that everything within her had returned to its usual state did she sit up.

She picked up the towel he had left behind and began wiping her legs with her hands, without using her telekinesis.

Her legs were slick with the saliva he had left behind, and occasionally she found red bite marks he had made.

After wiping her legs, she tossed the towel into the laundry basket. 

She then removed the pillowcase, soaked with her own drool, and threw it in as well. 

Finally, she retrieved the cause of the shock that had almost made her scream earlier when she feared he might discover it, and threw that in too.

It was a place he hadn’t touched with his hands, tongue, or breath today. 

But it was also the place where his presence had been felt more than anywhere else.

She poked at the spot, still tingling with pleasure, with her fingers and even stimulated it forcefully with her telekinesis. 

But the heat she had felt earlier was gone.

Numbness. 

That was the state of her body.


But there was a key.

Wonderstein.

He could unlock her closed body. 

Only he could.

She felt both regretful and joyful about that.
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We had loaded all the cargo onto the freight train departing the next morning, and we returned to our now empty accommodation to rest.

The reason we were performing at each stop along the way was because of the sixth preliminary round. 

The final test we were set to face heavily depended on the popularity and fame of the circus troupe.

Of course, this was not something that could be improved through special training or strategy. 

Therefore, to prepare for that moment, we decided to consistently accumulate both large and small performances from now on.

Fortunately, this train journey provided an ideal environment for that kind of practice. 

The flow of people at the train stations was as busy as that of large cities, and the performance venues nearby were as large as the theatres found in big cities.

Just six months ago, we would never have dared to rent a stage with so many spectators. 

Whenever people heard the term “Monster Circus,” they would immediately shake their heads, or in some cases, curse at us for being bad luck and try to kick us out.

However, after passing two preliminary rounds, we had gained considerable fame in the industry. 

Although there were still negative rumours following us, there were more places that now viewed us positively compared to before. 

Ella, Clara, and Dosville would scout ahead by one or two stations to find and secure venues for our performances while we were performing. 

According to them, venues were clamouring to host us.

Thinking back to the days when we had to plead with local market merchants to secure a spot, it felt like a momentous achievement. 

I could even check the circus troupe’s fame as an objective figure through the system.

The current fame of the circus troupe was 316.

Every night at midnight, more than 30 Debulroots would come in based solely on our fame. 

Moreover, recently, a new ability had been unlocked as a reward for our fame.

Rewards based on Circus Troupe’s Fame


	[Dressing Room: Unlocked at 50]

	[Sound Room: Unlocked at 150]

	[Props Room: Unlocked at 300]

	[Unlock at 500]

	[Unlock at 800]



The third circus troupe management ability, the props room, allowed us to ‘repair’ or ‘replicate’ items. 

Of course, it only worked on items owned by the circus troupe, and magical tools imbued with special powers couldn’t be replicated. 

Nevertheless, it was still a highly useful ability.

Thanks to this, we were able to restore Maya’s damaged sketchbook, and it was also the reason the members could sit together and play games now. 

The card game they were currently obsessed with was called “Wonderworld,” released a year ago to commemorate the Grand Prix of the Sky City Hippodrome.

At first, it was only played by a small group of people in the know, but gradually, word of mouth spread, and recently its popularity had exploded. 

It was now common to see people playing Wonderworld wherever we went.

A few days ago, we had heard that card production had resumed due to the surging demand. 

Before that, it had been so difficult to obtain that even we had barely managed to secure a single set through the Vergsong Merchant Union.

When we initially requested the set, no one seemed particularly interested in the game. 

But once it arrived and Clara, Maya, Dosville, and I started playing, everyone else quickly jumped in, saying they wanted to play too.

However, we only had one card set at the time, and since the game could accommodate a maximum of four players, fights inevitably broke out. 

So, I used the power of the props room to replicate the card set and distributed it to the others.

Wonderworld consisted of 13 role cards, 188 performance cards, 15 theater cards, hundreds of auxiliary coins, a popularity token, a four-part fame board, and a fake jewel the size of an eyeball called a “Tril.”

The game allowed a maximum of four players. 

It ended when either all 188 performance cards were used or when someone met the victory conditions.

There were two major victory conditions:

One could either collect all seven performance cards depicting magical tools or advance their popularity token to the edge of the fame board.

If no one met the victory conditions and all the performance cards were exhausted, the winner was decided by the player with the highest score at the end.

Each player selected two theatre cards to use during the game. 

The theatres included the six preliminary venues of the Grand Prix as well as others that had been considered for the preliminaries, totalling 15 different theatres. 

Each theatre card had unique and powerful special effects, so the game style varied depending on which theatres were chosen, making careful consideration of combinations necessary.

Once all players had chosen their theater cards, they shuffled the 188 performance cards and placed them in a diamond shape in the centre of the table. 

Unlike regular games where cards are drawn from the top of a deck, in this game, players had to open and take cards from the outermost layer of the diamond-shaped layout.

Just like how blocks in a stacking game must be removed from the top layer first, cards in this game could only be taken if the cards above them had been removed.

Additionally, in this pyramid-like layout, the orientation of the cards alternated between face-up and face-down rows.

This meant that players could strategize based on the visible cards while remaining cautious of the hidden cards that might suddenly appear.

The 188 performance cards featured famous performances from the circus encyclopedia. 

Each turn, players could pick up one card from the central layout, and if they had the necessary resources and coins, they could set up a performance.

Installed performance cards had their own unique abilities.

Performance cards of the ‘Acrobatics’ category typically provided resources. 

The resources here referred to five types of acrobats. 

For example, the ‘Flaming Wheel’ performance card provided one tumbling resource and one tightrope resource, while the ‘Hammer Ring’ performance card provided one strength resource.

Performance cards of the ‘Magic’ category, on the other hand, awarded points to be tallied at the end of the game and one of the seven magical tool cards. 

If a player collected two of the same magical tool card, they could activate the powerful special ability of that tool.

If a player managed to collect all seven types of magical tools, they would win the game instantly, so everyone had to be vigilant.

Lastly, performance cards of the ‘Music’ category allowed players to advance the popularity token along the fame board. 

Each time a player advanced the popularity token toward their own corner, they could impose small penalties on their opponents. 

Many players, focused solely on building up their own points and neglecting the music category, often found themselves hindered by these penalties. 

Moreover, if the popularity token reached one of the four corners of the fame board, the game ended in victory for that player, so it was crucial to stay alert.

In addition to these, there were performance cards in the ‘Drama’ category, which purely awarded high points, and the ‘Clown’ category, which could be installed for free but required payment every time their special effects were activated.

Collecting the resources needed to build the theaters chosen at the beginning of the game was no easy task.

For example, the Lekachep Circus School required one of each of the five acrobat resources. 

Since the game was played by four players taking turns drawing cards, it was extremely difficult to gather all five resources.

And as for the Rose Windmill Cabaret, while it didn’t require specific resources, it did demand highly volatile popularity and gold coins, making the timing of its construction difficult to manage.

Additionally, players had to choose two out of thirteen different role cards each turn, which could be considered a sort of persona that the player would use for that turn.

Since each card had distinct advantages and disadvantages, selecting a role card required an intense battle of wits, reading each other’s minds.

For example, one of the role cards, “Patron,” had a powerful ability to generate gold coins, but the serious drawback of being unable to set up performances. 

The “Clown” could designate one role card to turn into a fool, rendering it useless, but had no significant advantage itself. 

The five circus performers, a relatively safe choice, had the small perk of substituting one resource for another of their type, but they did not create any major variables.

“Got it! I’ve gathered all seven magic props!”

The strongest member of the troupe was Clara. 

Aside from Maya, no one could outwit her. 

The only time there was any competition was when Dosville, with his uncanny intuition, managed to closely match her skill in betting games based on score differences.

On the other hand, the weakest player was Yurakne. 

She had always shown a weakness in games that required thinking.

She repeatedly missed out on the cards she wanted due to Clara’s interference, had her hard-earned popularity points knocked down by Maya’s “Critic” role card, and just before she could build a theatre, the gold coins she had painstakingly saved were confiscated due to the special ability of the theatre Dosville had constructed. 

At that point, she exploded.

“Aaargh!”

“Yura, please don’t crumple the cards!”


In the end, I had to take her to the kitchen to console her after she burst into tears in frustration. 

Fortunately, she recovered quickly, and I helped her prepare a lunch box for others to eat on the train tomorrow.

But… somehow, Clara, Maya, and Dosville’s lunch boxes looked a bit more meagre than the others’. 

Was that just my imagination?

Meanwhile, Womon and Ruelle quickly lost interest in the game. 

They were at an age where they preferred using their bodies rather than their brains.

However, they weren’t allowed to run around inside the lodging, nor even engage in light arm wrestling. 

This was because they had already broken more than a few pieces of furniture.

So, the two of them had been sitting near the balcony for a while now, watching the bustling street below and whispering among themselves. 

It seemed like they wanted to go outside and explore the night market.

But that was impossible for Womon. 

Ruelle, too, couldn’t leave him behind, so she kept glancing around without ever expressing her desire to go out.

Feeling sorry for them, I decided to share some of the Debulrooots I had saved up over the past month for their sake.

“Womon, would you like to go outside for a while to get some fresh air?”

“Huh? How? It’s not even Halloween right now… Besides, the Blood Fiend has become too well-known around here… as a bloodthirsty killer…”

As he hesitated, I showed him an item I had recently acquired.

<Rewards based on the average favourability of the troupe members>

: [Unlocked at 15: Skill Book]

: [Unlocked at 25: Role Name Tag]

: [Unlocked at 40]

: [Unlocked at 60]

: [Unlocked at 80]

Although the arrival of three new members from the Satbeyol Circus had lowered the favourability, the average favourability had risen above 25 thanks to the other members. 

As a reward, I had received the “Role Name Tag,” which, when worn, made people mistake the wearer for the role designated by the name tag.

In other words, if I put a name tag with “Ella” written on it around Womon’s neck, people would perceive him as Ella.

“However, if there’s too much of a physical difference between the role and the person, people might sense some discrepancy, so I’ll set the role as Minova. Oh, and this won’t work on our troupe members, so you don’t have to worry about your dad not recognizing you, Ruelle.”

Ruelle, who had been anxiously watching her dad, who was passed out drunk with old Gascon in the corner, smiled brightly and nodded.

“Does this really work like that…?”

Though Womon seemed sceptical, he put on the name tag I handed him. 

With Ruekke tugging at him, he couldn’t hesitate any longer and was dragged outside.

“Let’s go, let’s go, brother!”

She always seemed to become the most energetic when she was with Womon. 

It was probably because he was the only one around her age in the circus troupe and could handle her wild strength without caution.

The other troupe members, who had been anxiously watching out for any screams from outside, relaxed when they saw a large, horned red demon gently making its way through the crowd without causing any commotion. 

Maya, upon seeing this, remarked that it was an impressive perception distortion spell.

“Haha, that’s quite an amazing tool. Can the role be anyone besides our troupe members?”

“If you want, you could even transform into a model you saw in a magazine. You could also set yourself as your younger or older self.”

The members started clamoring, saying they wanted to try it out next time. 


The monster troupe members, in particular, were the most enthusiastic.

Understanding their desire to walk among people in a normal appearance, I nodded willingly. 

After all, it was thanks to them that I had obtained the Debulroots. 

I could afford to be generous.

Thus, with a new topic of conversation at hand, we spent our last night here playing card games and drinking.



 
  
    Chapter 312: Melting Point – 9


Ruelle had almost been at the monster circus for two weeks, but she still wasn’t used to the stillness of the early dawn.

Thanks to the previous group training, Wonderstein already knew how deadly Minova’s snoring was, so from the very first night, he cast a mute spell on him. 

Thanks to that, the other members were spared the agony of sleepless nights.

However, unlike them, Ruelle couldn’t sleep because it was too quiet. 

She had lived with her father since she was a baby, and his snoring had always been like a lullaby to her. 

Without it, she became more sensitive to other small noises. 

It wasn’t uncommon for her to wake up at the sound of rustling blankets or creaking floorboards.

“Uuu… Ella, sis?”

Ruelle rubbed her sleepy eyes and sat up. 

Ella, who was sitting in front of the dressing table pulling her socks up just below her thighs, looked apologetically at her when she saw she had woken up.

“Ruelle, are you awake? Was it too loud?”

It was still dark outside. 

All the other members were still asleep. 

Ella had woken up particularly early because she had something to take care of before heading out.

“No… I’m just someone who wakes up easily in the middle of the night… But why am I in your room?”

Ever since she joined the circus, Ruelle had been sharing a bed with Clara. 

She was the only one among the members who could comfortably converse with Samson, who resided in Ruelle’s hair. 

Others still found him unsettling, calling him a malevolent spirit attached to her hair.

Ruelle recalled going to the night market with Womon the previous day, becoming so sleepy that she returned to the dormitory on his back. 

But she had no idea why she ended up in Ella’s room instead of Clara’s.

“Oh, that? I won a bet yesterday.”

“A bet?”

One of Ruelle’s hairs twisted into a large question mark above her head. 

Ella burst into laughter at the sight before replying.

“Yep. The winner of the card game got to sleep with Ruelle. As a reward, you know.”

Ruelle blinked and tilted her head in confusion at her words.

“Why is sleeping with me a reward?”

“Because our Ruri is just too adorable.”

Ruelle squirmed awkwardly as if embarrassed by her words.

“I’m not that pretty…”

“Oh, so are you saying we’re ugly compared to you?”

“That’s not what I meant…”

Watching Ruelle squirm in embarrassment, Ella smiled.

Ruelle had always been more mature than others her age.

Having suffered from illness since childhood and accepting too early that she wouldn’t live long played a big part in that. 

As a result, she had developed a habit of keeping a certain distance from others, which remained even after her illness was cured.

However, after joining the monster circus, her attitude had changed quite a bit. 

She was still easily embarrassed, but she occasionally acted spoiled or stubborn—just like others her age.

This change was largely due to the teenage members who had insisted that she drop the formalities and speak casually with them. 

Children, after all, were greatly influenced by formalities.

Once she started speaking comfortably, her demeanour toward others also relaxed considerably.

“Have a good trip, sis… I’m going back to sleep…”

As soon as Ella finished dressing, Ruelle closed her eyes and lay down, quickly falling back asleep. 

Her hair slithered down like a snake and coiled beside her head. 

Ella glanced at it with a look of mild dissatisfaction before turning around and leaving the room.

The eastern sky was just beginning to push the darkness toward the west. 

Ella walked down the dark alley toward the train station, following the path of extinguished street lamps standing like wooden totems.

The reason she was heading to the station earlier than others was that monster troupe members were not allowed to enter the passenger carriages. 

The railway staff refused to let them board, citing concerns that they might pose a threat to other passengers.

Thus, they had no choice but to use the freight cars.

However, a few complicated procedures were required for people to board a freight car. 

And rather than having all the members crowd the station and go through that process, it was more convenient for Ella to go ahead and take care of things alone.

As she approached the station, Ella realized that someone was following her. 

The dove she had sent out as soon as she left the dormitory had signalled this with a soft hoot, and the mouse in her pocket twitched its whiskers in agreement.

To find out who the pursuer was, Ella stealthily pressed herself against the wall and slipped backward. 

As she reached the corner of the alley, she came face-to-face with a strange figure emerging from around the corner.

It had the appearance of a ghost, with a face twisted in an expression of either rage or sorrow, and two horns sprouting from its head. 

But instead of being startled, Ella felt relieved. 

She recognized the mask as belonging to someone she knew well.

“Reyna, what are you doing here?”

“I thought you might be bored going alone.”

Reyna replied curtly, her voice as cold as the dawn air.

However, the members knew that despite her frosty exterior, Reyna was an innocent and caring girl. 

Her seemingly cold demeanour was simply the result of the harsh, almost abusive, training she had received from her father since childhood.

Knowing this, Ella let down her guard and greeted Reyna with a welcoming smile. 

The two walked side by side toward the station, chatting about various things typical of girls their age.

“Look at that. It’s a circus train.”

While Ella was having her contract reviewed by the staff,

Reyna, who had arrived slightly ahead at the freight depot, pointed to a particularly colorful train among the numerous freight cars on the ten or so tracks. 

The train consisted of about twenty cars, with the circus troupe’s name written on the side.

“Do you recognize the name?”

“No. At least, they’re not a Grand Prix participant. But it’s strange. If they have their own train, they must be a fairly well-known troupe…”

“Maybe they were founded recently.”

In the empire, railroad circuses that travelled by train to perform had become quite popular. 

Large troupes often had their own dedicated trains and professional conductors.

Their troupe could have requested such support from the Vergsong Merchant Union as well. 

If they had, they wouldn’t have had to go through the hassle of contracting a freight train every time. 

But since they would only be using it for about three months, they didn’t want to impose too much on their patron.

“In accordance with the contractor’s request, we will open the freight car mid-journey before the destination is reached. From this point on, the railway company is not responsible for any general losses or damage to the contents of the freight car.”


The station worker, who unlocked the freight car, mechanically read aloud from the contract and then left.

To allow passengers to ride in a freight car, a procedure called “mid-journey opening” had to be followed.

Ella and Reyna boarded the car and rearranged the cargo to create some makeshift seating.

“This should be enough to endure for two or three hours, right?”

“It’s the cold that’s going to be the problem, not the seating.”

“We’ll just have to dress warmer.”

“It feels like a draft is coming in from here. How about moving that box over to block it?”

Ella and Reyna moved a large box in the corner to block the source of the draft. 

However, Reyna ended up letting go of the box too roughly, and the resulting impact caused the nearby stacked cargo to come crashing down.

“Hey, you should’ve been more careful!”

“It’s because you’re too short.”

“Hmph. Maybe you’re just too tall!”

“…Little Ella.”

“Oh really?”

The two exchanged playful words as they gathered up the fallen luggage.

“Nothing broke, right?”

“Yeah. But… here… there’s a pile of human bones.”

“It’s Sven’s luggage. That old man often swaps out his bones as a sort of trick.”

“This structure… it looks like a woman’s pelvis…”

“…Let’s just pretend we don’t know about his personal tastes.”

After organizing the luggage, the two approached a trunk that had fallen far away to set it upright.

“Wait a minute, isn’t this Wonderstein’s luggage?”

Up until now, everyone had been responsible for their own belongings, so Ella had never seen what was inside Wonderstein’s trunk.

Could there be something dangerous or suspicious inside?

Curiosity stirred, Ella pretended to pack the luggage into the trunk while rummaging through it. 

However, no matter how much she looked, there wasn’t anything remarkable. 

It was just clothes and trinkets that seemed to have been picked up during their travels.

At that moment, Reyna picked up a package wrapped in old paper and said,

“It’s a necktie.”

“What?”

“It looks like it was a gift. But the wrapping hasn’t even been opened.”

Ella quickly glanced at the item in her hands.

It was a familiar-colored box. 

The shape of the item inside was also familiar.

From the distant memories, she could hear a whisper of what it was.

-This colour looks neutral and good.

-No, I prefer something brighter.

-Why?

-Because all of his clothes were black. I’d like at least one thing to be a brighter color.

What Reyna held in her hand was the gift Ella had bought for Wonderstein a year ago in the shopping district of Vegas.

“Why is this here…?”

Ella couldn’t understand how it was here. 

It was something she had crumpled and thrown away in anger and despair on the day she left the village with Wonderstein.

Yet, here it was, in his trunk.

Why?

“Do you know what this is?”

Lost in thought, Ella snapped out of it when Reyna asked her and quickly shook her head firmly.

“No. I don’t know.”

She cursed herself for imagining such a ridiculous scene, trying to erase it from her mind.

That couldn’t be. 

I must have made a mistake.

Maybe I had tossed it into a corner of the wagon and forgotten about it.

Ella watched as Reyna placed the crumpled box back into the trunk, contemplating whether to secretly take it and throw it away, but she gave up. 

It didn’t matter anyway, that old thing.

After finishing up inside, the two stepped outside the train and observed the circus train they had seen earlier in more detail. 

There, large men in thick coats were loading luggage onto the train, their expressions tense and vigilant.

“Why are they so on edge?”

“They look well-trained.”

“Who knows? Their movements are too stiff. They seem more like soldiers than acrobats.”

Not long after, the train coupled with the locomotive and began to leave the station. 

By the time it disappeared beyond the tracks, Wonderstein and the troupe arrived at the station.

***

Government officials’ travel plans were always kept secret.

Even if the schedule for political tours or event participation was announced in advance, how and when the officials would travel to these events remained undisclosed.

Thus, among station workers, there was a widely circulated rumor that if a train passed through without stopping, it carried one of three people: the Emperor, the Pope, or the Crown Prince.

Dmitri Makarov, the commander of the Imperial Guard squad, looked at the station passing by, hoping that the staff there wouldn’t recall that rumour. 

This wasn’t so much out of a strong sense of security as a protector of the Crown Prince, but more out of loyalty and concern for his lord’s dignity.

Of course, it was true that many of those who claimed to be the Crown Prince’s loyal followers actually hoped his reputation would take a further hit. 

The idea of riding on this circus train had likely come from one of those so-called loyalists. 

And Makarov couldn’t deny that it had been a decent suggestion for the Crown Prince.

Many of the members of the Imperial Guard came from prominent noble families, often the second or third sons.

They, more than anyone, understood that having a good reputation wasn’t always beneficial.

Especially when someone with less prestige held power.

When the bedridden Emperor had miraculously risen again, Makarov could imagine the bitter taste it must have left in the mouths of the Empire’s citizens. 

Even conservatively, at least 70%—the serfs, at least—likely felt that way. 

This was because all the reforms the Crown Prince had ambitiously pushed forward while temporarily overseeing state affairs were overturned as soon as the Emperor regained power.

The look the Emperor cast upon the Crown Prince was cold. 

The Crown Prince had hastily left the palace under the pretext of an eastern tour. 

That departure had been as urgent as a military operation.

For once, Makarov found himself cheering for the clowns of the Imperial Troupe. 


He hoped they would whisper lies into the Emperor’s ears as they usually did. 

He hoped they would mock the Crown Prince’s failed reforms and portray his behaviour as unfit for the throne in a ridiculous manner. 

He hoped they would flatter the nobles who had longed for the Emperor’s return.

The Crown Prince needed to appear foolish now. 

Makarov was gradually becoming convinced that the choice to travel by circus train was indeed a clever one.



 
  
    Chapter 313: Melting Point – 10


The Monster Circus arrived at their new lodgings late that afternoon. 

Exhausted from moving the cargo of five freight trains, they collapsed as soon as they entered the place, sprawling out haphazardly.

“We arrived at the station in the morning, but by the time we got here, it’s almost evening.”

“Is the train really more convenient? It feels more exhausting than when we travelled by carriage.”

“Well, it is faster. We covered 80 kilometres in two and a half hours. If we were in a carriage, it would have taken three days, going the long way around.”

“But with the carriage, we didn’t have to pack and unpack every time. It doubled as storage, too.”

“The distance from the station to this lodging is quite far, which made it more tiring.”

According to Clara, all the hotels near the station were fully booked, as if there were some kind of event going on.

On their way, they had seen carriages adorned with all sorts of decorations lined up in front of the station. 

It seemed like all the local nobles had gathered.

“What’s going on?”

“Must be some important person’s procession or something.”

“Well, in that case, our next performance will probably be packed, right?”

“I doubt it. I think fewer people will come, actually.”

As they each speculated about the turnout, there was a loud cracking sound, followed by a small cloud of dust rising from the wooden floor. 

The noise had come from the entrance of the lodging.

Minova and Womon were just bringing in the last of the luggage.

“Why do we even carry this statue around?”

The thing they were moving was none other than the petrified Marisa. 

Upon hearing Minova’s grumbling, the other members of the circus exchanged uncomfortable glances.

Whenever Marisa’s name came up, everyone would deliberately fall silent. 

No one wanted to mention it and spoil the pleasant mood.

“It would be much easier if that statue could walk on its own…”

Ella muttered in a low voice, casting a sideways glance at Wonderstein. 

However, he pretended not to hear her and looked away.

Wonderstein had consistently refused Ella’s requests to release Marisa from her petrification. 

It wasn’t that it was impossible. 

The status screen for her trait, [Curse – Petrification], displayed not only its effects but also how to break the curse.

But he didn’t want to release her. 

She was far too dangerous.

She was a character that had appeared in the original story. 

And petrification was one of her favourite spells. 

From what Ella had said, it seemed that Marisa had been caught by her own spell during a fight with Wonderstein and ended up turning herself into stone.

It wasn’t clear in the original story when Wonderstein had eventually freed her from the curse. 

But for now, with no confidence that he could handle her, he had no choice but to keep her petrified.

Marisa was a beautiful and seemingly compassionate woman. 

But instead of hair, dozens of snakes sprouted from her head.

She had been the secret power behind the Royal Theater, manipulating things from the shadows at court. 

Acting as the Emperor’s advisor, she had monopolized imperial affairs, deceiving his eyes and ears. 

Despised by all imperial subjects regardless of political affiliation, she had appeared as a boss in the capital stage of TT3.

Marisa Serpenti. 

Known commonly as the Snake Witch, she was one of Wonderstein’s friends, one of his three witch sisters.

***

Nika was a boy who considered himself to be quite fortunate.

The first reason for this was that he was born 15 years ago.

Had he been born a few years earlier, he might have taken the place of his half-brother, who had rebelled against their father and was cast into a deadly situation. 

And if he had been born a few years later, he might have followed in his brother’s footsteps, merely by graciously accepting the tea sent by his gentle new stepmother.

In that sense, he was grateful to be 15 years old.

The second reason for his good fortune was that his mother was the second Empress.

The first Empress had been an incompetent and passive woman, unable to wield the political power necessary to prevent her son from being cast into peril. 

And the third Empress was a greedy and reckless woman who had tried to assassinate the next crown prince with a cup of poisoned tea.

In that regard, he was grateful to have been born to a mother who, though frail and taken too early, had built a protective faction around him within the imperial family.

And the last reason for his good fortune was that he had been born the son of the Emperor.

It was true that he had narrowly escaped death several times as a child because he was next in line for the throne.

But in this cold and harsh land of ice, death was a constant threat, regardless of one’s birth.

At least he didn’t have to search for bread crumbs, scavenging around the station for bits of coal fallen from freight trains, risking being caught by the guards and beaten to death.

“Let them go. Give them each a basket of bread.”

Standing by the window on the third floor of the station office, Crown Prince Nikolai looked down at the commotion unfolding by the tracks and spoke to the knight standing beside him. 

The knight swiftly took the command and hurried downstairs.

It wasn’t long after the loud clatter of footsteps on the stairs that Nika saw the dissatisfied expression of the middle-aged man climbing up to meet him. 

He realized that the knight who had just carried out his order wasn’t very perceptive. 

To reveal his orders so openly, even when questioned by his master’s closest aide, was foolish indeed.

“I didn’t realize you were watching.”

The man approached the crown prince and stood beside him, watching the righteous knight generously save the lives of the ragged children below. 

His words were laced with sarcasm.

“So, you were practicing what you preach, Your Highness.”

Nika easily picked up on his mentor’s sarcasm. 

One of the most frequent lessons he’d heard in recent years was to avoid getting directly involved.

“The guard was about to beat those kids to death.”

Nika tried to defend himself, but his gaze was already back on the front entrance of the building. 

Nobles who had been verified by the Imperial Guard were beginning to enter one by one. 

Some sneered at the rumoured train parked in front of the station, while others furrowed their brows in displeasure, and still others nodded in admiration.

Among the varied reactions, whether genuine or not, Nika was confident that none of them truly felt awe when they looked at the words “Nikolai’s Majesty” written on the side of the train.

“We’ll find out who’s attending when we get to the event anyway.”

“Knowing in advance saves time and effort in preparation. That’s why you deliberately placed that bizarre train there in front of them—to gauge their reactions. But Your Highness…”

“Alright, alright. I was wrong. I’m sorry, Pelevin.”

Nika acknowledged that he was still far from mastering the art of deftly accepting his mentor’s rebukes, and instead turned his eyes to the knight carrying out his order. 

The man was now handing out baskets of bread to the children.

“Sir Vincent shall be confined to half a day of reflection for his lack of tact.”


“Sir Vincent is a loyal knight. But yes, he… lacks tact.”

Nika had to agree with Pelevin’s assessment as he watched the next scene unfold.

“Hooray!”

“Long live the Crown Prince!”

“May the prince be blessed by the gods!”

The knight had made the children loudly praise the crown prince for his generosity. 

Naturally, this drew the eyes of all the nobles standing in line. 

Nika felt his face grow warm with embarrassment as he licked his lips.

“Well, at least it went according to the original plan, right? Making me look like a political novice pandering for popularity.”

“Alright. Remember, there’s always an opportunity to pull something out, even in a handshake. By the way, what are your plans from here on out?”

Nika knew this wasn’t a question but simply a check to see if he was aware of the plan.

“First, I’ll need to spend a few days mingling with the authors. I’ll sift out the real gems and the spies, and then set off with only the fools aboard. After that, I’ll join in and do something utterly foolish, then move on to the next location and repeat the same process for the next two to three months.”

Pelevin nodded in satisfaction.

“Good. Now, let’s get ready to move to the banquet hall. Will one day of confinement suffice for Sir Vincent?”

Nika shook his head as he saw the knight returning with a proud expression, knowing he had carried out his lord’s orders well.

“Three days.”

“Understood.”

As Pelevin imagined the loyal knight’s face turning crestfallen, he realized he hadn’t asked the most important question and turned back.

“So, where do you plan to go first?”

That was a real question. 

Since it wasn’t a critical matter, Pelevin had left the decision to him, testing his judgment. 

The crown prince glanced at a map with the train routes drawn on it and then asked back.

“Pelevin, do you like baths?”

***

Two naked individuals were entangled in a cramped bathtub. 

The man was sitting with his back against the tub, while the woman straddled his lower body, facing him.

“Ah… Ah, Daddy… Please… please do that…”

Though it was the woman clinging to him, it was the man who moved aggressively. 

He nodded once and buried his face in her body, licking her with his tongue.

Lick.

“Hnng…!”

The moment his tongue touched her body, she wrapped her arms tightly around him, letting out a moan. 

She encircled his neck with her arms and tightly hugged his waist with her legs. 

Her nails dug sharply into his back.

But he didn’t stop moving his tongue. 

He began at her neck, then slowly licked down to her chest, nipples, and armpits. 

Each time his tongue brushed her skin, a high-pitched scream escaped from between her pearly white teeth.

“Ah, it hurts… Hnng!”

Following the curves of her body, he slowly lowered his head, rubbing the areas his tongue had touched with his hands. 

As he did, bubbles formed, filling the bathtub with a fragrance that made one’s mind hazy.

“Haa…”

Reyna’s mouth opened slowly, releasing hot breaths as she inhaled the scent.

His saliva contained a substance that, when absorbed into the skin, induced a mental euphoria. 

Just inhaling that scent drained all the strength from her body, and when his tongue directly touched her skin, even the lightest brush of his hair against the areas he had licked made her shiver and tremble with pleasure.

“Stand up, Reyna.”

“Yes… yes…”

Like a child, Reyna obediently followed his command.

Having done this several times before, she knew exactly what he would do next. 

Just like a dog drooling at the sound of a feeding bowl, a colourless, transparent liquid that wasn’t mixed with the rainbow-colored bath salts trickled down between her legs.

Wonderstein positioned her so she was sitting on the edge of the tub, leaning against the wall. 

Then, lifting her soft breasts with both hands, he began licking under them, where he hadn’t been able to reach due to the angle earlier. 

He then lightly brushed his tongue over the area above her navel, which was indented in a straight line.

“Hah… Hnnng!”

Her waist jerked up violently. 

The water in the bathtub surged over the sides, splashing out as if a rough wave had just passed through. 

Expecting this, he naturally grabbed her waist with both hands to steady her.

It wasn’t that her navel was particularly sensitive. 

Rather, the belly button, where a human’s umbilical cord was once connected, absorbed substances much more efficiently than other areas of the skin.

Holding her waist firmly, he then buried his head between her legs, which formed a smooth curve as they met her lower abdomen. 

Her hairless, pale skin was exposed like the pink lining of an unstitched pocket, with its delicate folds visible.

His tongue delved into the folds without hesitation.

“Ah, Ahh, Ugh… Ah, Daddy…!”

Her hands gripped his hair, tangling it as though she intended to tear it out.

From past experience, he knew it was best to make her faint as quickly as possible. 

So, using both his hands and tongue, he aggressively continued to guide her to climax.

But despite the smile on his face, his mind was utterly serene. 

The only emotion he held toward her was concern.

The ‘Shadow – Four-Year-Old Reyna’ that dominated her mind was growing stronger with time.

At first, it merely felt like she was mimicking the behavior of a four-year-old. 

Even when she took off her mask, she was naturally embarrassed to reveal that side of herself in front of others and would quickly try to put the mask back on after finishing her tasks.

But as the frequency of unmasking increased, the shadow became more eager to reveal itself to the world. 

She had even half-seriously asked if they should inform the troupe of their relationship, and last week, she stubbornly refused his attempts to put the mask back on her.


Of course, once the mask was back on, she returned to her senses. 

She was startled when she realized what she had done while unmasked.

The shadow was refusing to wear the persona.

She grew increasingly fearful of removing the mask. 

She worried that the shadow might dominate her forever.



 
  
    Chapter 314: Melting Point – 11


Reyna’s shadow emerged from her desire to be recognized as the “real Reyna,” manifesting after she began to deny her existence since the age of four.

In some ways, the widening gap between her and her shadow was inevitable. 

Unlike her, who moved forward with each passing day, her shadow wanted to remain as she was at the age of four.

Everyone harbours darkness in their hearts. 

Most people learn to manage it in their own ways.

However, in her case, this wasn’t something that could be treated with medication or psychological therapy. 

The place where she came to realize the truth was in the realm of demons, and at that time, she had faced the very core of chaos, which had just fallen asleep. 

The psychological shock she received was left on her body in the form of a curse bestowed by the demon.

How could she be cured?

Wonderstein pondered this as he licked the inside of her thigh. 

At that moment, he felt her body slip down. 

Judging by her legs shaking uncontrollably, it seemed she could no longer stand.

“Haaah… Daddy… I… I can’t… anymore…”

Tears welled in her eyes as she looked up at him with a pleading expression. 

Drool dripped from her mouth, and her unfocused gaze suggested she was lost in the pleasure of climax.

With a tender smile and a firm voice, he gave her an order.

“Now go outside and lie down.”

“N-no… If we keep going like this, I…”

Wonderstein knew now was the time to be firm. 

It wasn’t always effective to treat one’s child gently.

Sometimes, a harsher approach was necessary.

He slapped her buttocks hard with his palm.

Slap.

Her pale buttocks flushed red. 

She let out a groan, the cause of which could have been either pain or pleasure, and collapsed into his arms.

“Haah…!”

“Do you want Daddy to scold you?”

He was smiling, but there was a certain hardness in his voice. 

Reyna, with a whimpering expression, glanced up at him nervously.

“B-but… if this continues… I… I won’t be myself anymore…”

Slap.

Wonderstein hit her buttocks again, harder this time.

Then he whispered in her ear.

“Shut up and lie down.”

“Sob… Please, don’t talk so scary…”

Terrified, Reyna crawled out of the bath. 

He was usually a kind father, so even the slightest hint of seriousness in his voice made her afraid. 

She lay down on the floor with her hips pushed back.

Wonderstein followed her out, wedging his knee between her thighs to spread her legs apart and holding her calves firmly to keep her from moving. 

Then he buried his face between her parted buttocks and began licking around the hole he hadn’t been able to reach earlier because it had been too deep.

“Uwaah!”

Her waist jerked violently upwards. 

Still, he remained focused, persistently continuing to clean her body.

Once her entire body was clean, a message confirming the completion of the party quest appeared. 

Her strength left her body. 

She gazed at him with half-closed eyes and said,

“Daddy… Next time… Let’s go play outside…”

With those words, she lost consciousness. 

Wonderstein gave her a quick rinse under the running water before carrying her out of the bathroom in his arms.

The reason Wonderstein had taken the initiative in dominating her body was to put her to sleep as quickly as possible. 

He couldn’t risk leaving her shadow self unchecked, not knowing what she might do if left to her own devices.

This time, he barely managed to soothe her with the promise of playing outside, using the bath as bait. 

But there was no guarantee this method would work again next time.

She was a top-tier acrobat, and if she really set her mind to escaping his grasp, it wouldn’t be easy, even for him. 

Of course, he could spread his tendrils throughout the entire building and chase her down without care for whether the place collapsed, but doing so would cause the other party members to rush out in alarm, and by that point, Reyna’s problem would be exposed. 

He had to prevent that for the sake of her honour.

After laying her down on the bed, he gazed at her sleeping face with concern. 

In the soft light, her appearance resembled a statue carved from marble. 

Not only were her shoulders, chest, waist, and hips sculpted to perfection, but her skin was flawless without a single blemish.

In terms of physical mass, Yurakne’s body might have been superior. 

However, Yuraken’s body had a bit of extra fat here and there, and her breasts and buttocks sagged slightly. 

On the other hand, Reyna’s muscles were much more resilient and well-defined. 

She truly lived up to the title of a masterpiece created by the Comprachicos.

Wonderstein gently stroked her cheek as she slept. 

He had managed to resolve the situation for now, but he couldn’t continue to handle things this way indefinitely.

‘Kirku. This happened because of your power, didn’t it? Isn’t there any way to heal her?’

As he muttered this thought to himself in what felt like a complaint, a message window suddenly popped up with a notification sound. 

He hurriedly read through it.

Subquest – Lahaina Noon

Reyna’s shadow is in denial of herself after the age of four. In order to guide her back to the present, you must show her that life after four is more appealing. Find the moments she regrets in her past and fulfil them one by one.

Conditions for Completion:

Before Reyna’s social age reaches 19, match the shadow’s age to her social age.

Rewards for Success:

The ability to freely equip or remove [Persona – Weeping Woman].

Penalty for Failure:

[Persona – Weeping Woman] will be destroyed. The [Shadow] will forever dominate Reyna’s mind.

Lahaina Noon.

It referred to the phenomenon in equatorial regions where, at the moment the angle of sunlight reaches 90 degrees, shadows disappear entirely. 

He had once seen it on YouTube—how the shadow of a long stick gradually shortened, and by noon, the shadow completely vanished beneath the stick. 


The quest name seemed to refer to the alignment of the real self with the shadow or the complete disappearance of the shadow beneath the self.

“Fulfill the moments she regrets in her past one by one?”

He had a general understanding of how to proceed with the quest.

Her shadow might have the behaviour patterns of a four-year-old, but she still retained all the memories of her life up to this point. 

And among those memories, there would be moments when she wished she had done things differently. 

By using those moments as bait, he could gradually guide her four-year-old self up the age ladder.

For now, he placed a mask on her to bring her back to her senses. 

As usual, as soon as she opened her eyes, she became flustered and repeatedly bowed to him.

“Th-thank you so much for your help today!”

“Please get dressed first. I have something important to discuss with you.”

“Y-yes!”

Wonderstein sat across from her and explained his plan to treat her. 

He skilfully reworded the quest description to make it sound convincing.

After hearing his story, she nodded in admiration.

“That sounds like a good idea.”

“Will you trust me and follow along?”

“Yes, of course.”

After exchanging brief smiles, the two of them got down to business.

“Let’s not jump too far into the future all at once. A four-year-old wouldn’t be able to understand the desires of a twelve-year-old, right? Let’s take it step by step. Is there something you really wanted to do but couldn’t when you were five or six?”

“When I was five or six, my mother was still alive…”

At that time, she hadn’t lacked anything. 

She had been showered with love from both her father and mother. 

Of course, having died and come back to life, they were a bit overprotective, but…

At that moment, something seemed to occur to Reyna, and she let out a small exclamation.

“There is something!”

Simultaneously, a message appeared in front of Wonderstein.

[The “Party Quest – Five-Year-Old Reyna” has been activated.]

Wonderstein listened to her story as he checked the quest details.

As he had expected, the quest’s completion condition was to help her fulfill a regret from when she was five, and the reward was that her shadow would grow to the age of five.

However, the contents of the quest were far from easy.

***

After arriving at the new lodging, the members of the Monster Circus took the next day off to rest. 

Most of the members, tired from the previous day’s journey, chose to stay at the lodge. 

They gathered around a table early in the morning and began playing Wonderworld, a card game.

“Well then, Wonderstein, I’ll leave it to you!”

Minova, who had been playing cards with Gascon, Sven, and Bendict, quickly stood up when she saw Wonderstein and Ruelle coming downstairs, dressed and ready to head out. 

Wonderstein, suppressing a smile, nodded as he noticed the trio hastily exchanging cards behind Minova’s back.

“You can count on me.”

“Ahem, are you really sure you’ll be alright on your own?”

Minova looked at his daughter with a worried gaze. 

She was tightly holding onto Wonderstein’s pants and standing beside him.

“Yes. Reyna will be going with us as well, so please don’t worry too much.”

“Ahem, thank you. Honestly, I would prefer to go myself, but since you all are heading out anyway, I’d appreciate it if you could take her with you. Uh, by the way, where is Reyna?”

“She went ahead to the main street to hail a carriage.”

“Ahem, I see. Alright then… My daughter, listen to the Director and your sister, and stay close to them! Don’t get separated!”

“Yes. I understand.”

With that, the two left the inn, sent off by Minova.

Maya watched them leave with a sullen heart. 

When she heard that Wonderstein and Reyna were going out together, she had insisted on going with them.

However, Wonderstein didn’t allow it, saying that her senses had just begun to return, and it was too soon for her to push herself.

“When your legs get a little better next time, I’ll even carry you so we can go out together. Alright?”

“…Yes.”

Maya accepted his reasoning without complaint. 

After all, she thought that if Ruelle was with them, Reyna wouldn’t be able to act out in front of the Director, no matter what.

“Then, please have fun playing with Samson.”

Two blocks away from the inn, Ruelle ceded control of her body to Samson and retreated into the depths of her consciousness. 

The truth was, today’s outing wasn’t her idea; it was Samson’s.

No one else in the troupe knew this, but Ruelle often let Samson take over her body. 

She pitied him for being unable to appear in front of others. 

Not even her father, Minova, knew that she and Samson alternated control like this.

“An outing with the creator, huh? I’m pleased. Lead me on an entertaining course.”

It was rare for Ruelle to allow Samson to take over for an entire half-day, but since it was an outing with Wonderstein, she made an exception this time. 

She considered Wonderstein to be Samson’s father.

“Samson, please act like a child. Remember, Ruelle is six years old.”

“That’s impossible. By the way, where’s Reyna? Wasn’t she supposed to meet us here?”

In the circus troupe, only Wonderstein and Clara knew about Samson and Ruelle sharing the same body. 

But that was only true until yesterday. 

Today, another person was added to that list.

Wonderstein looked down the alley and spoke.

“Have you finished changing, Reyna?”

“…Yes, ah, Dad…”

Reyna walked out hesitantly from the alley.

But there was something off about her behavior. 

She kept crouching, as if afraid someone might see her, constantly glancing around nervously. 

It was a far cry from her usual proud posture, standing tall and walking confidently like a model.

However, her strange behavior wasn’t the most peculiar thing about her; it was her attire. 

It wasn’t her usual ghost mask that made her look unusual—after all, today she wasn’t wearing her mask. 

No, the problem was her clothes.

Wonderstein looked at her and spoke in a deliberately solemn voice.

“Today, you should call me ‘teacher,’ not ‘dad.'”

“Y-yes… teacher…”

“You look pretty. That outfit suits you well.”

At his words, Reyna’s face turned as red as if it would explode. 

Samson, who had been silently watching her, suddenly spoke.

“Isn’t she 17 years old?”

“Ugh…”

Unable to bear the humiliation of showing this side of herself in front of someone she thought was much younger than her, Reyna clenched her eyes shut.

She was currently dressed exactly like Ruelle. 

The outfit had been resized to fit her body, but since it was originally meant for underdeveloped children, even though it had been scaled up, much of her legs were still exposed.

But what embarrassed her wasn’t the exposure. 

It was the outfit itself.

A light blue dress, a white shirt collar, a childish yellow hat, and even a little backpack.

She was wearing the same clothes she had longingly watched her peers wear through a window when she was five years old.

Party Quest – 5-Year-Old Reyna

Reyna wanted to play with children her age when she was five years old. However, her parents wouldn’t allow it. She was confined to the house, forced to watch through the window as her peers played outside.

Completion Condition:


Make Reyna feel like she’s attending kindergarten.

Reward for Success:

[Shadow – 4-Year-Old Reyna] evolves into [Shadow – 5-Year-Old Reyna].

Penalty for Failure:

None.



 
  
    Chapter 315: Melting Point – 12


When Wonderstein suggested a treatment method last night, Reyna couldn’t help but doubt her ears, wondering if she had heard wrong.

“I have to dress like a… a kindergarten student?”

Thanks to the mask she was wearing, her expression was hidden, but Wonderstein could see her ears turning bright red. 

Holding back a chuckle, he calmly explained the quest’s details.

“Yes. As I mentioned earlier, in order to pull the shadow of a four-year-old up to a five-year-old level, you need to offer an appropriate bait. In your case, Reyna, that would be a ‘kindergarten life.’”

As ridiculous as it sounded, the quest’s details were quite convincing. 

In fact, the very fact that the quest appeared suggested that her “shadow” was ready to accept these conditions.

Quests for the troupe members were triggered by sensing their desires or wishes.

“So, just wearing the clothes isn’t enough, right…?”

“Of course not. You’ll need to wear them… and then go outside to play with kids your age, have lessons with a teacher, go on field trips, and try out various other things. Naturally, all without your mask.”

His last sentence greatly heightened her embarrassment.

Shaking her head vigorously, she shouted in protest.

“T-That’s ridiculous! Even if—if I was to be cured as you say… isn’t this putting the cart before the horse? I mean, the whole point is to get treated so no one finds out about me acting like a child…”

Wonderstein smiled reassuringly and pulled something out from his coat. 

It was a bundle of stiff papers, roughly the size of his palm, resembling a checkbook.

“We’ll use these.”

Reyna recognized what they were. 

She had seen them yesterday as well.

Role Name Tags. 

Magical tools that, when a name was written on the paper and stuck onto someone’s body, would make people perceive that person as the named character.

“With these, we can make people see you as a five-year-old.”

She had seen Womon confidently blend into crowds yesterday. 

Softening slightly, she asked again in a calmer tone.

“But… are you sure it’s really okay? What if the magic wears off in the middle…?”

“There is a time limit. Each tag lasts for 12 hours. And the effect is not perfect either. These tags can’t change a person’s senses; they only distort the perception of those who see them. So, the more discrepancies there are between the person wearing the tag and the character described on the tag, the higher the chance the perception will break. This risk increases especially if the observer knows the person well or observes them closely. So, to avoid getting caught, Miss Reyna, you’ll need to actively… behave like a child of that age.”

She had been trained to stand in front of the public since she was eight. 

Simone always instructed her to keep a cold expression, to look down arrogantly, and to speak in a cold, calm tone.

And she had lived that way for ten years, following his words.

Even after joining the monster circus, her demeanour had not changed. 

While she was somewhat softer with the troupe members, she maintained her lofty and aloof attitude when outsiders were present. 

Laughing joyfully or chattering in a cheerful tone in a crowd felt strangely humiliating.

But what Wonderstein was asking of her now went beyond that.

To dress like a child, act like a child, and speak like a child?

Her face flushed with heat.

“Ugh…”

Anyway, the moment she took off her mask, her body would be controlled by her shadow. 

If she just closed her eyes and jumped in, the shadow would take care of the rest.

However, Reyna couldn’t dismiss it as if it was someone else’s business. 

She and her shadow shared all their memories and emotions. 

If she were to take off her mask, it would be similar to being in a state of intoxication where she couldn’t control herself.

And so, each time she put the mask back on, she had to struggle with the shame as if she remembered every drunken mistake from the night before. 

Like that time she clung to the Director, acting coy like a child, and reached a peak of ecstasy at his touch—all of it felt as if she had done it herself.

It was already embarrassing enough to do that with just the Director in private. 

But in broad daylight… on the streets in front of many people… pretending to be a child?

Her heart pounded wildly. 

There was no way she could pull it off. 

No matter how powerful the magical tool was, she would undoubtedly be caught.

If that’s the case… couldn’t she just live like this? 

As long as she was bound tightly with ropes or wore a strong collar before taking off the mask, the shadow could be sufficiently controlled.

As fear coursed through her entire body, a soft, warm hand enveloped her.

“It’ll work out just fine. Be brave, Miss Reyna.”

“Director…”

Reyna’s lips trembled as she looked at him. 

Wonderstein, as if understanding what she wanted to say, nodded his head.

“Yes. That might be easier for now. But you know you can’t live like this forever, my dear daughter. Keeping your shadow bound is doing harm to yourself, too.”

“…Dad.”

He was right. 

The more she relied on forced restraints, the more her shadow would accumulate resentment and hatred towards Wonderstein. 

And the emotions her shadow felt were also shared with the masked version of herself. 

She knew she would struggle to accept those feelings.

“Will you trust me and give it a try?”

“Yes.”

Reyna nodded. 

She thought it was a great relief she was wearing a mask. 

If she hadn’t been, he might have seen just how foolishly she could smile while being held in his arms and gazing at his smile.

It wasn’t out of gratitude to the person who saved her, nor was it the daughter’s affection toward a father who was playing a family role.

‘You’re quite the sly one, Director.’

This was a moment where she should coldly calculate probabilities and pros and cons. 

But with him approaching her this way, there was only one choice she could make.

“I’ll do as you say, Dad.”

She rested her head on his chest, placing one hand on his abs and gripping his firm back muscles with the other.

Perhaps she wanted to enjoy this relationship forever.

***

The next day, she removed her mask and stepped out in front of everyone. 

However, no matter how much she tried to muster her courage, she simply couldn’t lift her head.

This was beyond embarrassing. 

To wear clothes meant for children and stand in the middle of a bright, bustling street with her legs fully exposed.

“Haa, haa.”

Reyna let out a rough breath. 


She stood in a small shopping district near her lodgings, and it had only been a minute since she stepped out of the alley, but already over a dozen people had passed by.

Even her “Shadow” had never stood in front of so many people before. 

No matter how brazen she normally was, she couldn’t behave as wildly as she did when she was alone with Wonderstein. 

She kept glancing around nervously.

‘They’ll notice. They’ll definitely notice…’

Each time a person or a group of two or three passed by, her mind went blank. 

Whenever their gazes seemed to turn toward her, her body stiffened, and she couldn’t move an inch. 

However, contrary to her fears, they passed by without any reaction.

If she had been wearing her usual clothes, they might have sensed something strange. 

After all, her usual attire was far too mature for a five-year-old.

But now, she was dressed in kindergarten clothes, and the passersby naturally accepted her appearance as fitting for a five-year-old. 

As long as the “five-year-old” and “kindergarten outfit” matched, it was considered normal.

Occasionally, some people’s eyes lingered on her tall height and mature physique, but they quickly looked away with startled expressions, embarrassed by the unseemly thoughts they had about a child. 

Those people soon dismissed their suspicions and hurried away, trying not to entertain such ideas again.

Having Ruelle, dressed in the same outfit, standing next to her also helped distort people’s perceptions. 

It was similar to how a young man in plain clothes following an officer in uniform might be mistaken for a soldier. 

The presence of an actual child reinforced the illusion.

After a few minutes of watching people pass by, Reyna began to believe in the effect of the name tags.

“Should I call you Samson?”

Reyna cheerfully asked her friend, who was dressed similarly to her. 

Although the being was different on the inside, the familiarity of Ruelle’s face made her feel at ease. 

However, the response she received was icy.

“Hey, aren’t you supposed to be five right now? You shouldn’t be acting like you’re my equal. I’m six, you know.”

“Huh, uh, what?”

She wasn’t the cute youngest she knew. 

The sharp look in her eyes was fierce, and her words were harsh. 

Reyna learned for the first time that Ruelle’s face could make such a rebellious expression.

“If you really want to call me something, you have to call me ‘big sister.’”

“Uh, uh… O-okay, big sister…”

Reyna felt it was somewhat unfair, but she had no choice but to lower her head under her friend’s domineering presence.

Samson chuckled as she watched Reyna. 

Although she had heard a bit about the situation from her creator, it was hard to believe the usually dignified Reyna was acting like a child. 

As she had been granted this outing in exchange for cooperating with Reyna’s treatment for the day, she truly treated her like a five-year-old little sister.

“Good girl, Reyna.”

Ruelle’s small hand patted her bowed head.

At that moment, Reyna felt a shiver run through her body.

“Ah…”

What she felt was happiness. 

Although she had removed her mask and was enjoying her freedom as a shadow, the only person she had managed to connect with was the Director. 

In front of him, she could act like a child as much as she wanted, but since he had always been older than her and had played along as a father figure, she never really felt like she had truly become a child.

But now, being treated like a little sister by a six-year-old in a public place made her feel like she had really reverted to being four years old. 

Reyna lifted her head with a more relaxed expression and smiled, so childlike that even Wonderstein, watching her, wondered if the name tag’s effect was somehow affecting him too.

“Hehe, I like you, big sister. Do you like coming out with Reyna, too?”

“Yes. It’s been a while since I’ve gone out, so I’m enjoying it.”

Reulle, maintaining a cold expression, looked around lazily with a mocking gaze. 

Reyna was impressed by Samson’s demeanour.

Even if they were shadows, it wasn’t easy to genuinely treat someone much younger as an older sibling when they still had their own memories and judgment intact. 

It would break their immersion. 

But Samson’s attitude was mature enough that it was no wonder she was perceived as the big sister.

A desire to be treated more like a child by her began to bubble up in Reyna’s heart.

Wonderstein was pleased to see that Samson seemed to be fulfilling her role as expected.

“All right then, children, now that we’ve all said our hellos, shall we get going?”

“Yes, Daddy!”

Reyna shouted out energetically. 

Wonderstein shook his head at her.


“Reyna, at home, I’m ‘Daddy,’ but here, you should call me ‘Teacher.’ This is a ‘kindergarten,’ after all.”

Kindergarten! 

The place she’d wanted to go so badly when she was five!

The four-year-old shadow shouted with excitement.

“Yes, Teacher!”



 
  
    Chapter 316: Melting Point – 13


Wonderstein, having sent Hawk to scout the area around their lodgings, was able to identify suitable places in advance to take Reyna and Ruelle.

The first place they visited was a nearby playground. 

He had chosen this location specifically because a kindergarten was right next to it.

The quest’s completion condition was to make Reyna feel like she was attending kindergarten. 

The quickest way to fulfil this was to go somewhere with lots of children. 

It was possible that everything would be settled here without needing to move to a second location.

The kindergarten was located in a neighborhood where wealthy people lived. 

Public education in this era was meant for the urban middle class. 

Upper-class children were cared for by their private employees, while lower-class children were left to roam the streets and entertain themselves.

The playground of this era was not much different from the modern ones. 

It featured precarious exercise equipment that seemed to require acrobatic talent from the children and a sandbox where they could play in the dirt.

“Are you here to drop off a child?”

When they arrived at the playground, it was already filled with children in kindergarten uniforms. 

A teacher standing near the fence noticed Wonderstein and approached him.

The teachers here were accustomed to parents unexpectedly dropping by to leave their children. 

Due to the nearby train station, it was common for people to temporarily leave their children at the kindergarten.

“No, I’m a caregiver employed by the Vergsong Company. These children are under my care. I was wondering if it would be okay to use the playground with them.”

Wonderstein presented himself convincingly. 

Thanks to Anais, who had previously prepared a company ID for him for situations like this, the teacher checked the documents he handed over and accepted his story without suspicion.

“Is this your first time in the area?”

“Yes. We’re traveling by train. While the company employees handle business near the station, I look after their children.”

The teacher quickly relaxed around Wonderstein. 

It wasn’t just because his identity seemed secure or due to a sense of camaraderie from working in a similar field.

Above all, his extraordinary good looks played a significant role.

She examined his face closely with bright eyes and said,

“This playground is operated by the city. It’s meant for girls only. Normally, we charge a fee for outsiders, but… for Mr. Wonderstein, I can make an exception and let you use it for free.”

“I appreciate the gesture, but you really don’t have to…”

“A dinner would be enough… How about it?” 

She asked blatantly.

Her suggestion was obvious—an expression of the urgency of a low-paid female worker in her 20s nearing her 30s, who had spent her prime caring for children.

Wonderstein nodded with a bright smile. 

“I’d be happy to buy you dinner.”

Success! 

Her face brightened as she quickly ushered the two children he had brought into the playground. 

Then she stood close beside him, excitedly continuing the conversation. 

He politely responded while keeping his focus on Reyna.

Among the children, most of whom were barely over a meter tall, Reyna stood out, taller than most adult women.

Yet she showed no fear. 

The confidence she felt from the power of the name tag was evident. 

She cheerfully called out to the children who were staring at her.

“Hi, everyone! I’m Reyna!”

The playground, which had been filled with laughter and chatter, suddenly fell silent.

Sensing something was off, she glanced around. 

The children’s reactions were strange; they were all looking at her with fearful eyes. 

She heard them whispering.

“Who is that girl?”

“She looks like an adult, no matter how you see it…”

“Why is she wearing the same clothes as us? It’s weird…”

“She’s scary…”

The children’s eyes, full of strong suspicion, were fixed on her. 

Reyna’s body stiffened.

The adults still perceived Reyna as a five-year-old child.

But, for some reason, the power of the name tag wasn’t working correctly on the children.

This was one of the blind spots of the perception distortion magic. 

Human perception is based on experience, meaning that adults, who are used to symbolizing and categorizing objects, were more susceptible to distorted perceptions. It was like deceiving someone with a fake ID.

However, children, who evaluate based purely on direct, unprejudiced observation, were less affected by this distortion. 

It was like trying to hide one’s identity from someone who is illiterate using a forged ID.

“Teacher, why is that girl wearing a kindergarten uniform?”

“She’s not a girl. She’s a lady. Her chest is huge.”

“Bigger than my mom’s?”

“Could milk come out of them?”

Several children shouted all at once, and the teachers’ eyes, which had been watching Reyna, slowly filled with suspicion. 

They were starting to feel that something was off about her.

“That child…”

“Her development seems strangely advanced.”

“But why did we think she was five?”

“Five? Five? Isn’t she a grown adult?”

“Don’t say creepy things. Why would an adult wear a kindergarten uniform…”

Reyna’s face flushed bright red. 

She trembled with fear and looked around with anxious eyes.

Around the playground were numerous adults, including kindergarten staff, parents of the children, and passersby.

If even one of them began to realize something was wrong, the perception could collapse in a chain reaction. 

It was similar to how a forged ID loses its credibility the moment someone claims it’s fake.

If Maya were here, she might have explained the situation easily with an example like the ID. 

But now, it was more urgent to deal with the situation than to know the theoretical principles.

Wonderstein immediately grasped where the perception gap had occurred and figured out a way to fill it. 

He approached the children around Reyna, looking at them with a sympathetic smile.

“Reyna is actually five years old; she’s just a bit bigger than her friends. She took some medicine wrongly when she was little. We shouldn’t tease a friend or sibling for being chubby, right?”

Children are the easiest to guide or suggest things to. 


The authority of the “teacher” made it even easier.

Especially since these were all girls, they were more easily influenced by his gentle reasoning.

“Sorry! Your name is Reyna, right? We didn’t mean to tease you!”

“Are you really five? I’m seven!”

“I’m five too! So we’re friends!”

“I’m six! You can call me an older sister!”

The children quickly accepted her as a five-year-old friend.

The adults, who had started growing suspicious of her, seeing her blend naturally with the children, stepped back, thinking they had imagined something ridiculous.

“Uh, thank you, big sisters… I’m really fine.” 

Reyna stammered, trying hard to act as childlike as possible, thinking she must not get caught. 

She felt a bit pathetic pretending to be a kid in front of children much younger than herself, but on the other hand, it felt like she was reclaiming the childhood she had missed.

“What a challenging task! Bring it on!”

“Wow, was it Ruelle? You’re amazing!”

“You crossed things even the boys struggle with!”

While Samson was winning the admiration of the athletic kids by crossing dangerous rope bridges and log swings, Reyna was playing various role-playing games in the sandbox with her “sisters.” 

The 6- and 7-year-old girls were delighted to have a bigger younger sister.

“REyna, let’s play farm! You can be the cow because you have big milkers!”

“Let’s squeeze out the milk by pressing the chest!”

“Ugh, if you squeeze too hard… Uh, sis! Ah! If you squeeze the end…”

“Mom cow is about to have a calf!”

“Veterinarian, please come here!”

“O-Oh, don’t turn my clothes inside out…!”

Wonderstein felt relieved watching Reyna blend seamlessly with the children. 

Her shadow seemed to be enjoying the five-year-old life she had never had. 

At this rate, the quest seemed likely to be completed without much trouble.

The morning passed by like that, but suddenly, Ruelle came running towards him.

“Creator… No, teacher! Teacher! Something bad happened!”

“What is it?”

“Reyna… Reyna…!”

He had been surrounded by the children’s mothers and the teachers, who had been bombarding him with questions for a while. 

So, he hadn’t been able to keep an eye on how Reyna was playing.

“Let’s go see!”

Wonderstein quickly got up from his seat and ran into the playground, following Ruelle.

Reyna was still crouched down in the sandbox where she had been playing earlier. 

When she saw him approaching, she pulled her hat down low and avoided his gaze.

“What’s going on?”

When he shouted suddenly, the children who had been watching Reyna with worried expressions jumped in front of him in surprise.

“Re-Reyna’s teacher!”

“Please don’t be angry!”

“Don’t scold her!”

“Reyna didn’t do anything wrong!”

“It’s our fault!”

Wonderstein realized he had been too hasty and lowered his voice.

“I’m not angry. I heard something happened to Reyna, so I ran over here in a hurry. Alright. What happened to Reyna?”

At his question, the children glanced at Reyna, who still had her head hung low, and then spoke up.

“Well, you see…”

“Reyna… she…”

“…she peed herself.”

At the children’s words, he let out a chuckle.

“Pee herself?”

“Well, we were playing a tickling game… and since Reyna is big, we all jumped on her at once to tickle her, and…”

Wonderstein finally understood why the children were being so cautious. 

Peeing oneself was a significant issue related to dignity for children who had just stopped wearing diapers.

He looked at the spot where Reyna was crouching and saw the sand had turned dark and damp from moisture. 

He smiled wryly. 

After all, he had seen her naked in the bath several times.

He had seen her wet herself a few times, too.

He approached Reyna and gently patted her head as if to reassure her.

“It’s alright, Reyna. Kids your age can all have accidents sometimes.”

“…Okay.”

“Shall we go to the nearby bathroom and change your underwear?”

Reyna nodded, her face flushed. 

Just as she was about to stand up, they heard a commotion behind them.

“Oh my, up close, this child looks so big.”

“Did she wet herself? At that size?”

“How old does she look?”

“No matter how I see it…”

It was the mothers and teachers he had been speaking with earlier. 

They had followed him, curious after seeing him rush off.

Wonderstein realized that the crack in the perception spell he had patched earlier was on the verge of breaking again.

If they hesitated even a moment longer, the magic of the name tag would completely dissipate.

If that happened, her social standing and reputation would plummet.

“Miss Reyna, the perception spell is about to break! Quick, act…!”

At his whisper, Reyna, recognizing the seriousness of the situation, quickly sat back down and pretended to be a little child.

“Sniff, sniff, t-teacher… Reyna peed in her panties… I-I’m sorry…”

She pretended to wipe away tears and cried out. 

The parents who had been suspicious of her earlier now clicked their tongues sympathetically, their expressions softening.

“Oh, kids play rough sometimes; these things happen.”

“Exactly, don’t scold her too much. My eldest even wet the bed at nine.”

“That’s right, even after they’re out of diapers, kids can still have accidents up until they’re twelve.”

“Reyna, is it? You don’t have to feel so ashamed, dear.”

They were parents and teachers of young children. 

Seeing her cry so miserably, they quickly stepped in to comfort her. 

Thanks to that, the perception spell was narrowly saved from collapsing.

“In that case, I’ll take her to change her underwear.”

Seeing that the situation had calmed down, he tried to take Reyna away from the scene. 

It was too risky to leave her there any longer. 

Although he had managed to cover things up for the moment, he didn’t know how they might start suspecting her again once things settled down.

As he was about to help her up, the teacher he had made lunch plans with earlier stopped him.

“No, it’s better to change her right here.”

“Pardon? What do you mean…?”

“It’s almost time for the boys to finish their indoor class and come out.”

She pointed toward the kindergarten building. 

Indeed, inside, the voices of the excited boys getting ready for outdoor class were getting louder.

“Hurry up! There are only women here except for you, right? Do you know how mortifying it would be for a girl if the boys found out about this?”

Hearing the teacher’s words, the children shouted with serious expressions.

“Hurry! Lie down, Reyna!”

“The boys will come out soon!”

“We’ll cover you with our bodies!”

Wonderstein and Reyna looked at each other.

It was a dilemma. 

They had no choice. 

If they hesitated any longer, the perception spell might break.

“Alright, Reyna lie down here.”

Without saying a word, Reyna followed his guidance and lay down on the ground. 

Her face turned bright red, as if she might burst into tears at any moment. 

She tightly closed her eyes and spread her legs towards Wonderstein. 


Her short sky-blue dress was lifted, revealing her toned abdomen and slender legs, honed by acrobatics.

Wonderstein let out a small sigh and pulled down her wet panties. 

Reyna covered her face with both arms. 

A sound resembling a sob escaped from between her tightly clenched lips. 

In front of dozens of people, she exposed her bare, white lower half.



 
  
    Chapter 317: Melting Point – 14


Reyna’s private area was smooth, without a single hair.

Although Wonderstein had seen it several times before, this was the first time he felt grateful for it.

Several mothers and teachers were watching what he was doing from behind. 

If her private area had been covered with hair, the fragile perception they held could have been shattered instantly.

According to what she had said, she naturally did not grow hair there. 

Of course, even if she hadn’t bothered to explain, he wouldn’t have assumed that she had shaved for some other purpose.

Acrobats specializing in tightrope walking or tumbling, regardless of gender, generally kept their body hair meticulously trimmed. 

The reason was the same as for professional athletes in fields like soccer or basketball.

Yurakne, who trained mainly in tightrope acrobatics as the “Spider Woman,” also had cleanly shaven armpits and groin. 

Reyna’s lack of hair was likely because Lord Fantastic had selected the alopecia option when ordering her.

Wonderstein first wiped the urine trail running down her thigh with a handkerchief. 

Then, he spread apart the tightly closed flesh with his fingers and carefully wiped away the remaining drops near the urethra. 

His movements were familiar, likely because he had done this several times before.

“Ah… So… embarrassing, teacher…”

Reyna continued to whimper like a child while he helped her change her underwear, to prevent any unexpected cognitive shifts during the process.

Wonderstein used the dressing room function to dress her in new panties. 

Though he usually hesitated to show his power in front of others, this time he ignored it for her sake. 

The onlookers seemed surprised by his use of magic, but no one questioned it in this situation.

When he announced that he had completed the task, the children who had formed a scrum to shield her rushed toward her. 

They hugged and petted her, offering words of comfort.

“Reyna, its okay, don’t cry!”

“I was scolded for wetting the bed when I was six too!”

“Yeah. There’s nothing to be too embarrassed about.”

“We’ll all keep this a secret, right?”

“Of course!”

Just then, the bell rang from the kindergarten building. 

It was time for the boys to start their outdoor activities.

Wonderstein decided this was his chance and stood up.

“I think we should go elsewhere.”

“Are you really leaving? We’re about to start an indoor class… You can join us if you like.”

“No, really, it’s fine. We need to take a break elsewhere.”

He glanced at Reyna with a troubled smile, and the teacher, understanding his situation, did not insist further.

Before leaving, he discreetly handed her an envelope.

“This is the dinner I promised earlier.”

She cautiously accepted it, glancing around. 

Wonderstein thanked her one last time before leaving with Reyna and Ruelle. 

The children bid them farewell, looking disappointed.

“Reyna, come again next time!”

“Ruelle! You were so cool!”

“See you later!”

The female teacher, who had been watching them leave with a calm expression, smiled broadly and clenched her fists as soon as they disappeared beyond the alley.

Success!

Finally, spring had come for her, who had repeatedly failed at blind dates. 

She struggled to keep her lips from curling up as she led the children into the building.

Then she excused herself to the restroom and quickly opened the envelope he had handed her.

Where did he suggest they meet? 

A tea shop? 

A restaurant? 

No, surely he wouldn’t have invited her to his place, would he? 

Hehe, such a bold move on the first day would be a bit overwhelming…

Smiling from ear to ear, she took out what was inside the envelope. 

As soon as she confirmed what it was, her face hardened.

She recognized it instantly. 

It was something commonly given out around here on anniversaries, holidays, and as bonuses.

It was a meal ticket for the station’s cafeteria.

And just one ticket, at that.

She looked in the direction Wonderstein had disappeared, her gaze filled with disbelief.

“It should be more than enough, considering it costs several times the entrance fee.”

Wonderstein shook his head, sick of dealing with the corrupt imperial officials he had encountered over the past two weeks.

The meal ticket he gave the female teacher was one that Ella had received in lieu of change from a station employee when unloading cargo at this station. 

If it had been two weeks ago, she might have questioned why she was given a meal ticket instead of money.

However, having grown accustomed to the bureaucratic culture of the Empire, she had decided he was an honest person simply for not threatening her with fines under the pretext of the monster troupe’s dangers.

As they moved closer to the Empire’s core, it became more frequent for officials to demand bribes for even the most trivial matters. 

According to Dosville, the areas they had passed through were relatively mild. 

In more severe areas, it was common for the police to block the roads of unsuspecting travellers, extorting money from them and imprisoning those who refused.

“And does the higher authority do nothing about it?”

“What can they do? The country can’t even pay those people proper wages. Corruption among Kievan officials has become a standard practice. We just have to accept it as such.”

Wonderstein had already heard this explanation from Dosville a few days earlier, but he had hoped things might be different today, considering it was a playground used by children. 

Little did he know that even a kindergarten teacher would try to line her pockets.

Since he had left all money matters to Ella and Clara, he had no sense of how much to offer in situations like this.

Fortunately, the teacher had set a clear standard of “one meal,” making it easier for him. 

Around the train station, meal tickets were used similarly to currency. 

That’s why the station staff confidently handed over a meal ticket as change.

“Reyna, are you feeling better now?”

Having reached a far corner away from the kindergarten, Wonderstein checked Reyna’s condition. 

Though she had been unable to raise her head and her face had been flushed until they left the playground, her complexion had improved considerably. 

She nodded in response to him.

“Yes… After all, these things can happen at a kindergarten, right…?”

She still couldn’t meet his eyes, and her voice trembled, but she no longer looked like she was about to die of shame.


“If that’s how you see it, that’s good…”

Wonderstein couldn’t tell whether she was truly okay or just pretending to be. 

After all, it was hard for him to gauge how deep her sense of shame was.

Whenever he had to go out in the other world, he had to wear a diaper. 

He had a body that couldn’t hold urine for long like normal people. 

When the signal to urinate came, he had to relieve himself within three minutes. 

If there wasn’t a restroom nearby, it was an awfully tight timeframe.

So, to him, a public restroom was more familiar as a place to change his wet diaper than a place to relieve himself.

Usually, he would handle this one-on-one with a caregiver in a disabled restroom, but when there wasn’t one or it was occupied, he had no choice but to park his wheelchair right in the middle of a regular restroom and change his diaper.

Having lived like this for over 20 years, it was hard for him to grasp the extent of the reassurance in her words. 

While he was lost in thought, Samson suddenly yelled loudly.

“Creator! I’m hungry! Let’s go eat!”

She tugged on his sleeve and pointed in a direction where there was a street full of neatly arranged restaurants that seemed to give off a delicious aroma just by looking at them.

“Come to think of it, it’s already afternoon. Shall we grab some lunch?”

They went to a restaurant that served homemade Kiev cuisine. 

Wonderstein ordered a regular set meal, Reyna chose a children’s set, and Samson, ordering a large tomahawk steak, tried to tear it apart with both hands.

“Compared to my hair, my hands are still not used to this. It’s hard to use a fork and knife.”

What would people say about a six-year-old kid holding a piece of meat bigger than her head and tearing it with her hands? 

Unable to bear watching such a sight, Wonderstein had no choice but to cut the steak himself and feed it to her with a fork.

“It’s delicious!”

“Of course it is. You ordered something ten times more expensive than ours.”

“Well, there’s that, but it’s also fun to be fed by someone!”

“Hasn’t Miss Ruelle been feeding you all this time?”

At his words, Samson tilted her head slightly before smiling and answering.

“It feels different because it’s you feeding me!”

Watching Samson’s innocent smile, Wonderstein realized that she was still like a child who hadn’t been in this world for long. 

After spending the day together, he noticed this even more. 

She was clumsy at expressing her emotions and had a fairly naïve side. 

Until now, he hadn’t noticed these qualities because of her blunt and sharp tone.

Her creation wasn’t the result of any mistake by the previous Wonderstein but purely his own doing. 

However, despite the responsibility he should have faced, he had been neglecting it all along, pouring his care only into Reyna and Maya, simply because they were familiar characters from the original story. 

He felt quite sorry for this.

“I’m sorry, Samson. I’ve been too indifferent all this time.”

“Huh? What do you mean all of a sudden?”

“Nothing. It just makes me happy to see you enjoying your meal.”

“Then hurry up and give me the next piece!”

“All right. Here, ah~”

“Nom, nom… Isn’t this piece too big?”

“Oops, my mistake. Chew slowly.”

After finishing their meal, Wonderstein noticed Reyna standing far away, alone, outside. 

She was staring up at the empty sky.

As he looked up in the same direction, he felt cold flakes touching his forehead.

“Snow.”

He watched the snowflakes slowly starting to scatter from the distant sky and walked toward her. 

She continued staring at the sky until he finally reached her side. 

When he was beside her, she spoke.

“It was fun.”

“You mean today…?”

“Yes. Thanks to you, I got to feel what it’s like to be in kindergarten.”

She lowered her head, let out a small sigh, and then spoke again.

“Of course, it was a bit embarrassing to go through that in front of so many people.”

Was she regretting going to kindergarten because of that?

As he worried and was about to offer words of comfort, she shook her head with a faint smile.

“But the friends protected me. Even kids I hadn’t spoken to all joined in. Isn’t it amazing? We only played together for an hour or two, but we became so close. It was the first time I felt such a bond, tied together under the innocent name of ‘friends.’ Or maybe that kind of thing is only possible at that age.”

What she had wanted was an experience. 

It was something she had missed when she was five years old. 

For the shadow, today’s experience became a precious memory. 

Even though she wanted to remain four years old forever, she realized she couldn’t stay four just for this memory.

He gazed at her absentmindedly, and at that moment, a notification sound rang out, and a message appeared before him.

[‘Member Quest – REyna at Five Years Old’ has been achieved. 

As a reward, ‘Shadow – Reyna at Four Years Old’ changes to ‘Shadow – Reyna at Five Years Old.’]

Wonderstein looked at her, smiling at him. 

She probably sensed that something had changed about herself too.

“Well done…”

Just as he was about to congratulate her, she suddenly hugged him tightly and buried her face in his chest.

“Thank you, Dad.”

Wonderstein considered whether to continue what he was saying but soon shook his head and hugged her back.

They stood quietly in the falling snow, feeling each other’s warmth.

After some time passed, they heard the sound of a child calling from behind.

“Creator! I’m full! I can’t walk! Carry me!”

A girl with orange hair was walking towards them with a weary gait. 

She had just left the restaurant, saying she was going to the bathroom.

Wonderstein noticed Reyna had already stepped away from him and was turning her back. 

She was pulling out a mask from her pocket.

Understanding what she wanted, he averted his eyes from her and kneeled down on one knee, extending his arms toward the other child he could call his own.

“Honestly, I told you the portion was too much for one person in the first place, didn’t I? Well, I have no choice. Come here.”

“Yawn, let’s go to the lodging. I’m tired.”


As soon as she nestled into his arms, Wonderstein heard another notification sound. 

Guessing what it was, he dismissed it without even reading it.

[‘Member Quest – Play with Samson’ has been achieved. 

As a reward, 10 Debulroots are provided.]

The three of them, father and daughters, pressed close to each other, made their way through the thickening snow back home.



 
  
    Chapter 318: Melting Point – 15


The next day, after taking a good rest until the afternoon and having dinner, we started moving toward the theater.

We were preparing for our performance as soon as the team currently performing there finished their last show and cleared the stage.

In a typical theater, there would usually be a gap of at least three or four days between one performance and the next.

However, the tent theaters set up near the train station did not follow this practice. 

Trains traveled hundreds of kilometers a day, arriving and departing precisely on schedule. 

If the timetable was well organized in advance, it was possible to end the last show of one performance and start the first show of a new one the very next day.

That was why so many freight cars were mobilized for the train circus. 

With the need to set up and dismantle the stage repeatedly in a short time, they had no choice but to carry their equipment in a semi-assembled state. 

If they were using carriages, such a bulky method of transportation would have been impossible, but with trains, it was feasible.

When we arrived at the theater, it was just past 8 PM. 

The last show had just ended, and the audience was coming out of the theatre. 

Some of the people near the entrance noticed us getting off the carriage and reacted with startled expressions.

“What the heck! What’s that?!”

“A m-monster! It’s a monster!”

“Wait, hold on! Isn’t that…?”

“It’s the Wonderstein’s Monster Circus!”

All eyes turned to us.

The troupe members, having experienced such situations several times, tensed up, fearing the crowd might turn hostile. 

However, I noticed that the reaction of the people was somewhat different from what we had experienced over the past eight months. 

They still looked at the monster members with fearful eyes, but instead of the usual intense disgust or contempt, there was curiosity and intrigue in their gazes.

The troupe members also seemed to sense something unusual and stood awkwardly, gauging the crowd’s mood.

Then, Ella stepped forward among them and shouted.

“Please do not come too close! It’s dangerous!”

She ordered the rat men to move the cage containing Womon to the back of the theater. 

She also scolded the monster troupe members, who were standing there blankly, urging them to hurry inside. 

Her tone, tinged with annoyance, left the members bewildered, but they followed her instructions.

Behind the tent, the team that had performed before us was dismantling their equipment. 

Whenever we had encountered people from the same industry like this before, they usually expressed hostility toward us. 

This could be seen as jealousy of our luck in securing a sponsor and participating in the circus grand prix, or resentment toward a monster circus like ours daring to thrive.

But now, although some seemed uneasy, there were no openly dissatisfied expressions or condescending attitudes. 

On the contrary, some even greeted us first or tried to start a conversation. 

Compared to just a week ago, people’s attitudes had changed dramatically.

It was Ella who cleared up the mystery. 

A few hours later, after we finished preparing for the performance and were sitting on the stage, eating a late-night snack prepared by Yurakne, she brought a magazine and spread it out in front of us.

“The December issue of the Christian Guide has an article about us.”

The Christian Guide was known for selecting a few of the grand prix participants each month and featuring a detailed analysis of their performances in special editions.

And this month, we were one of those selected.

Some of the members couldn’t hide their discomfort. 

They seemed to recall the harsh criticism we received from the magazine a few months ago. 

At that time, the Guide had described them as beings hardly worthy of being called acrobats, relying solely on their peculiar appearances and costumes.

They seemed worried that a similar critique might have been published this time. 

However, contrary to their expectations, the content of the article was entirely different.

“The intricate arm movements using six arms elevate simple tricks into complex feats… The body, made of bones, exhibits agile movements unrestricted by the limitations of muscle… Thanks to a body width three times that of others, their center of gravity was solid… The use of massive trapezius and latissimus dorsi muscles, impossible for an ordinary human to imitate, displayed impressive strength.”

As Ella continued reading the evaluations, the expressions of the monster members brightened.

This month’s Guide had thoroughly assessed them as individual acrobats and analyzed their skills. 

It seemed that their performances, objectively measured during the exam at the Lekachep Circus School, had made an impact.

The monster members snatched the magazine from Ella’s hands and passed it around among themselves, gleefully flipping through it multiple times. 

Although we had received much media attention in the past, this was the first time an article had focused on the individual members. 

Their joy was understandable.

We cheered and applauded for them. 

Even Dosville and Mickey, who often took a rebellious stance within the circus, joined in to congratulate them.

However, Ella, who had read the article, did not look so pleased. 

Though she seemed happy, there was an awkwardness in her expression.

When the members, after their break, began their rehearsal, I quietly approached her and asked about it. 

She sighed softly before replying in a low voice.

“Such an evaluation doesn’t necessarily work in our favour.”

“Not necessarily in our favor? What do you mean?”

“What percentage do you think our current performance is at?”

I wondered what that had to do with this matter, but based on the information I had heard a couple of months ago, I hazarded a guess.

“Hmm, about 65%?”

“Precisely 67%.”

“That’s a lot higher. Wasn’t it in the high 50s when we finished the Rose Windmill Cabaret test? If it went up by 10% in five months… could we reach the remaining 33% in the next 21 months?”

In response to my hopeful question, she shook her head firmly.

“No, at this rate, reaching 100% is impossible. Ever.”

“Why is that?”

Looking at the members who were practicing hard, she spoke with a complicated expression.

“Our monster circus’s theme is ‘fear.’ And that usually stems from the ‘unknown.’ The 100% I first mentioned refers to the impression people have when they encounter these beings without knowing anything about them.”

I realized what she was trying to say.

“Our fame is the problem.”

“Yes. Our circus has gained some recognition. And that, conversely, reduces our performance score. The more famous we become, the less the audience will feel the tension that a blood fiend might break out of its cage and attack them. Even the ‘unexpected situations’ where the host is threatened by the monster members will now be seen by the audience as a repeated act that has happened in dozens or hundreds of previous performances.”

Although I nodded in agreement with her analysis, a question lingered in my mind.

“Wasn’t Houdini’s escape show entertaining? It was a similar pattern.”

I recalled the burly old magician I had seen at the Rose Windmill Cabaret. 

Even though he specialized in escape tricks and repeated similar routines every time, his show consistently captivated people. 

In fact, we had watched his show for several consecutive days and didn’t find it boring.

“Yes. His tricks are always similar. Creating a precarious moment while locked in a complex mechanism, only to escape at the last possible second. Tension, conflict, and then resolution. Each time, he performs it with top-notch acting and skills using different materials. However, even though it’s the same pattern, his tricks are what you’d call a golden pattern. Our show, with the same pattern, is different. It relies on the narrative of fixed characters.”

“I see what you mean.”

I nodded at her explanation. 

It was a story often heard even among people who streamed games.


The fun of a game that involved overcoming enemies through difficult controls and strategies was different from the fun of a game that focused on appreciating the story and presentation.

The former remained enjoyable even when you knew what was coming, but the latter lost its appeal once you knew the plot. 

The former gave a different sense of tension every time you repeated it, while the latter grew tedious upon repetition.

“The article published this time has really driven that point home.”

“…Yeah. It’s nice that they’ve praised our members as individual acrobats, but in exchange, the strength of their characters has weakened. At this rate, no matter how hard we try over the next 20 months, a tug of war between fame and acting skills will develop, and eventually… we’ll only reach about 70%.”

That was far below the level we had initially hoped for.

“Is there any solution?”

“Yes. By introducing an ‘interlude.’”

An interlude. 

It referred to a short entertainment provided to the audience while the stage was being prepared for the next scene. 

Some places included simple dances, songs, jokes, or skits, while others featured a host interacting with the audience or advertising products from partner companies.

Until now, we had mainly chosen communication during that time. 

With Minova’s storytelling skills, he could maintain the audience’s attention well enough during those moments.

“But there’s a limit to that. Dance, song, jokes, skits—anything light-hearted would do. By inserting something like that in between, we could enhance the tension of the main performance.”

I agreed with her opinion. 

Currently, our show was all about fear. 

I had provided scripts for each member’s boss stage, but looking at it from another perspective, our show could be said to consist only of boss fights.

While it was intense in its own right, it was a pity that the ebb and flow of tension between stages had disappeared.

In the original work, the protagonists would often joke with each other and create a cheerful atmosphere before suddenly introducing brutal scenes to heighten tension, but that didn’t happen here.

If there were an interlude to replicate the pacing of the original, the impression each monster performance gave could become even more intense.

However, there was one problem: we didn’t have an acrobat who could handle the interludes.

“You’re not thinking of using Reyna, are you? She said she wouldn’t go on stage.”

“I know.”

“And Ella can’t either. If you take on the interludes along with your duties as deputy, your stamina won’t hold up.”

“Ha. Pretending like you care.”

She sneered lightly at me while giving me a sidelong glance.

“If you or I, as the Leader and deputy, fool around during the interlude, it could kill the tension of the main performance. Publicly, we’re known for ‘monster taming.’ I’m suggesting we recruit people specifically for the interludes. Soon it’ll be New Year’s, right? Once next year comes, we can recruit a few more acrobats. Let’s strengthen our team then.”

I nodded. 

Unlike when our reputation was in the dirt, now we could attract talented acrobats.

“You already thought of this solution, didn’t you?”

“Yeah. Ever since I saw this month’s magazine.”

“Hmm, then why were you so down?”

At my question, she glanced at me briefly before speaking.

“It’s a good thing that our members are getting recognized in the industry. But I can’t purely be happy about it.”

I understood what she was saying. 

She needed to advance to the finals of the Circus Grand Prix to break away from me. 

So, she couldn’t help but feel resistance to anything that might get in the way of that.

When she saw the article, she must have wanted to congratulate the members. 

But in her mind, she would have been wondering how to make them appear scarier and more unsettling. 

She must have felt self-loathing for being that way.

I left her alone and stepped out of the tent. 

Before I knew it, dawn was fading, and morning was approaching. 

In just four hours, the first show at this station would begin. 

Starting today, we would perform for three consecutive days, rest for one, and then move on to the next station.

Caw.

A hawk’s cry reached my ears. 

I looked up at the sky. 

Hawk, who had gone out hunting during the night, was returning. 

But there was something odd about its movements and cries. 

It seemed to be giving a warning.

Boom.

Something heavy landed at the back of the theater. 

The rat men who had been lying down to rest after working through the night screamed as they opened their eyes.

I fixed my gaze on the figure that had suddenly crossed the fence. 

It wore the hide of a beast, but it was clearly human.

Though its appearance was unfamiliar, the Evolution Research Lab had previously informed me that I had once encountered it before. 


Seeing it, I realized who it was.

“You are…?”

“I greet you, my lord!”

Ben Sullivan. 

A voodoo sorcerer I had taken under my wing from Wonderland bowed before me.
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There was one thing in common between the donations sent to welfare facilities and the housewarming gifts brought to a student’s rented room. 

They were all essential items like rice, bottled water, ramen, and toilet paper. 

These were useful because they provided something the recipient really needed without asking intrusive questions about their financial situation.

However, the reason these items were preferred as donations to welfare facilities was different from why they were chosen as housewarming gifts. 

They were large in volume and easy to stack. 

With just a few boxes of ramen, a few sacks of rice, a few sets of toilet paper rolls, and some bottled water worth a few hundred thousand won, one could take a photo with several people standing in front of them, perfect for the local newspaper’s social section. 

The cost of creating this backdrop was cheaper than the meal they would all have together at a restaurant after the event.

When Scarecrow was living at the orphanage, his friend Can would often mockingly make comments like the one above whenever such donations arrived. 

His perspective was cynical, but it pinpointed the reality.

While they ate meals made with the donated ramen, the director would often dine with the donors at a high-end ginseng chicken soup restaurant or a premium Korean barbecue place.

However, not all donations to the facility were mere displays for show. 

Occasionally, there were benefactors who would donate large sums unconditionally. 

Even then, Can wouldn’t stop his sarcastic remarks, claiming it was for tax evasion or that they were gullible victims of a cult.

Of course, whenever he made such remarks, he would immediately check the reaction of his friend, Scarecrow, and then shut his mouth. 

Among those gullible victims were Scarecrow’s own parents.

Scarecrow did not think that Simcheong, who donated 300 sacks of rice to a temple, had any particular devotion to Buddhism. 

She had thrown away everything she had to open the eyes of her blind father.

His parents had also entrusted their well-managed business to someone from the church and then went off to live in a construction site in the mountains, wearing filthy work clothes. 

They believed in the pastor’s promise to give their son, born without arms and legs, a healthy body.

They not only donated billions of won to build the temple but also personally carried bricks and applied cement.

What happened afterward differed from the old tale.

Unlike Simcheong’s father, they never saw their child again in life. 

The two died in a fire at the workers’ quarters, just before the temple was completed.

It was much later that he learned the truth. 

As a child, he, like other kids, believed his parents had abandoned him. 

That’s why he was grateful to the All-Powerful Church for taking in and raising a useless person like himself.

‘Wonderstein saved my life, after all.’

Anais Vergsong, the noblewoman who expressed her gratitude to him, did not know that he was the leader of the organization that had tried to kill her and take over her trading company.

Her talk of grace reminded him of his foolish past self.

However, avoiding her wasn’t solely due to personal feelings. 

Keeping his distance from her was also crucial for progressing the main quest.

She had strong ties to the Voodoo Mages. 

Although Wonderstein was the head of the Mages Union, the real leader was one of the three witches, the “Rabbit Witch,” who was the Vice President.

The three witches were depicted in the original work as equals to Wonderstein. 

While their personalities differed, they all shared an obsession with him.

Getting involved with them would clearly be troublesome.

In fact, he had already been attacked once due to a lawsuit, hadn’t he?

That was why he tried to keep his distance from her, believing it was safer for both of them.

Of course, he knew she liked him. 

He had found her diary where it was written plainly. 

If not for that, he wouldn’t have noticed her romantic feelings toward him and wouldn’t have put up a wall from the beginning.

Luckily, his strategy of keeping his distance seemed to have succeeded, as he hadn’t had to deal with her much after the Rose Windmill Cabaret incident. 

Indeed, shortly after arriving in Yeterinpuurk, the tone of the letters she sent became more formal.

However, a “gift” that Ben Sullivan brought him a few days ago taught him that he was wrong. 

The person he had been exchanging letters with was not the real Anais. 

It was a doppelgänger sent by the Voodoo Mages.

He knew that it required considerable preparation for a doppelgänger to completely replicate someone’s mind. 

It wasn’t something that could have been prepared in just three or four months after Pierre’s betrayal.

Wonderstein subtly questioned Sullivan about it, and he replied that the Voodoo Mange Union seemed to have used his orders from three years ago to investigate her body.

That “three years ago” was just after Anais’s father, the previous Baron Vergsong, had died. 

At that moment, information he had obtained from the original work began to rearrange itself in Wonderstein’s mind, allowing him to understand everything about her narrative.

The Voodoo Mages Union needed funds and a distribution network to expand its influence. 

They must have sought cooperation from Baron Vergsong, but he likely refused and was probably killed. 

Though officially deemed an “accident,” having lost his parents in such an “accident,” he was sure it was the Voodoo’s doing.

After eliminating Gerald Vergsong, the Voodoo Mages would have begun preparing to replace Anais with a doppelgänger while also extending their reach to Pierre to take over the trading company. 

There would have been no reason to investigate her body three years ago if that weren’t the case.

It was unlikely that Wonderstein, who possessed the powers of a Biomancer, would have spent years just trying to cure her illness. 

In fact, he could have easily cured her with a single touch.

However, Anais’s talent turned out to be far greater than the Voodoo had anticipated. 

Before her doppelgänger could be completed, she discovered Pierre’s corruption. 

To the cult, there was a risk that their distribution network, which had taken years to build, could be completely destroyed.

At that point, Wonderstein would have moved to control her by other means, and Pierre would have planned the assassination in his own way to manage the situation, leading to the beginning of TT0.

However, things got tangled during the process of solving that first quest. 

In the original, Pierre had withdrawn after giving up on the assassination, but here he attempted it and failed, making the Voodoo Mages Union a complete enemy of Anais.

Naturally, she mobilized all her connections within the trading company to investigate the cult, and the “Rabbit Witch” activated the doppelgänger to restrict her movements under Wonderstein’s protection. 

The timing of that operation began right after he left her side.

“Does hot water really come out of the ground?”

“That’s strange! When we dug for groundwater back home, the water was always cold…”

“So, it’s like the roots of a volcano boil the water underground!”

The monster circus troupe was currently heading toward the Borjomi region. 

Originally, they had planned to move further inland along the main line of the Transcontinental Railroad, but a few days earlier, following the Director’s suggestion, they had altered their schedule to take the eastern line and stay in the hot spring town of Borjomi.

They were excited the entire train ride. 

They were eager to experience the hot springs they’d only heard about in rumours, and they welcomed the chance to rest after a long, arduous journey. 

But more than anything, they enjoyed sitting together in the train car.

Until then, the monster troupe members had to ride in the cargo car, classified as “non-human intelligent beings,” alongside the Ratmen. 

But from now on, they could proudly join the human members in the passenger compartment. 

This change was also thanks to an article in the December issue of the “Christian Guide.”

Of course, they couldn’t mix with the other passengers, so they had to rent an entire car. 

However, even that was much more comfortable than their previous travels. 


Above all, they were most delighted to be treated the same as everyone else.

Wonderstein watched them with a pleased expression, but then his face darkened slightly when he saw Maya sitting in a corner, her legs stretched out, reading a book.

If the monster troupe members were examples of lives he had changed for the better, she was an example of a life he had twisted for the worse. 

According to the original timeline, she would have blossomed into her talents under Arno’s guidance and risen to the rank of a great mage, but instead, he had not only wasted her talents but had also made her lower body paralyzed.

Could he possibly restore her body to its original state before he returned to reality?

Wonderstein took a moment to collect his thoughts and then looked at the bearded Sullivan sitting in the corner of the train. 

Sullivan, who had recently joined the circus troupe, was engaged in a lively conversation with Clara.

Wonderstein had given a general explanation to the troupe members, saying Sullivan had come to join after hearing about the fame of the Monster Circus. 

He had advised Sullivan to strictly maintain his role as an acrobat within the circus and suggested consulting with Clara, the strategist, about his role. 

As a result, Sullivan seemed to have become closest to her within just a few days.

According to the information he brought, Anais was currently being pursued by the Voodoo mages. 

That was something he could handle if he chose to intervene. 

After all, they wouldn’t dare defy Wonderstein.

However, the real problem would be how the Rabbit Witch would respond in the future. 

She wasn’t stronger than the Black Mage, so if it was just a matter of trading blows, he could take her on. 

But she commanded a formidable force. 

If she chose to use that power to hinder him, that would be an issue.

A new set of variables, far beyond anything they had faced before, could emerge.

It was possible that the main quest might fail.

Wonderstein sighed softly and glanced back at Maya.

There was a child whose fate had been twisted because of him. 

If there had been a condition in the main quest that required making an innocent person crippled, would he have volunteered to do it?

Wonderstein could answer that question right away.

Thanks to that, he was able to naturally reach a conclusion regarding his concerns about Anais.

He had to take responsibility. 

He had to save Anais. 

And he had to restore her life in its entirety. 

If that meant clashing with the Voodoo Union… he was prepared to fight.


Hiss. 

Wheeee.

The steam-breathing locomotive’s breaths were harsher than usual, and the screeching of the wheels against the tracks was sharper than normal. 

It was all because of this wretched weather that had painted the entire world white. 

After running through a snowstorm for eight hours, the train finally arrived at its destination.
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While other passengers were disembarking from the train, the monster circus troupe quietly waited inside their compartment, having already packed their belongings.

After a short while, station staff arrived and detached the carriage they were in from the rest of the train. 

At the same time, a small locomotive chugged in from the end of the tracks, making a clattering noise. 

It coupled with the detached carriage and began to back up in the direction it had come from.

The locomotive left the main platform and stopped in front of a makeshift platform outside the station building.

It was called a platform, but in reality, it was more like a lonely island—a giant rock with a single roof perched on top.

Just like a chartered carriage temporarily arranged for them, it would be detached from the train after the schedule and taken to a garage. 

Before that, however, it would undergo an interior inspection at this location to ensure that no luggage had been left behind or any passengers had forgotten to disembark.

The reason the monster circus troupe had deliberately avoided getting off at the main platform was to use this location. 

This place was right in front of the station’s perimeter fence. 

Through a small gate here, they could leave the station without having to go through the bustling station building.

“See? I was right, wasn’t I?”

Clara shrugged her shoulders, pointing out the window.

She was the one who had suggested that they wait and disembark here instead of at the main station.

Thanks to her, the circus members could disembark without drawing much attention. 

Each of them thanked her and stood up, grabbing their luggage.

However, while the members lined up to get off, one person remained seated. 

The silver-haired girl sat primly like a doll, waiting for someone to come and carry her.

“Wow, look at this! The snow’s almost up to my knees!”

“It’s cold, so cold. This is the winter of Kiev.”

“This is nothing! December is just the beginning. The coldest time is in early January.”

“This is weather that would make even a person want to hibernate.”

Maya quietly smiled as she watched the earlier-departed members flounder in the snow. 

She had her own special ride. 

If she rode on his back, such snow would be no obstacle at all. 

The thought of clinging to him and sharing body heat and breaths made her heart flutter.

“Director.”

Maya spread her arms as she saw the blond man approaching. 

She expected him to kneel before her as usual and scoop her up in his arms.

But he met her eyes and shook his head slightly.

“I’m sorry, Miss Maya. There’s another passenger to carry first.”

“…What?”

Maya’s expression hardened. 

Wonderstein gave a bitter smile and turned to show his back. 

On it was a girl with tangerine-colored hair clinging to his back, her arms wrapped tightly around his neck.

“Creator, until we reach the lodging, you are mine. Now, run!”

“Calm down. You might fall off. Aren’t you too excited?”

“You have no idea how much I’ve wanted to ride on your back these past few days.”

“Is that so? I’ll make more time for you from now on.”

Maya watched with vacant eyes as the girl passed by, riding on her exclusive mount. 

The girl sensed Maya’s gaze, turned her head, and stuck out her tongue at her.

‘That brat! How dare she take what’s mine!’

Maya felt something surge up from deep within her.

At that moment, a hulking man with a red mohawk stood before her. 

Seeing him glaring at Wonderstein, Maya realized that she wasn’t the only one feeling jealous.

He knelt before her and sighed deeply.

“It seems I’m the one to carry you. Sorry about that.”

“…What’s going on?”

“They said Ruelle and Samson played rock-paper-scissors to decide who would carry whom, and Ruelle lost, while Samson won.”

“…”

A white snowstorm filled their view. 

Upon exiting the station through the side gate, the monster circus troupe quickly realized that Clara’s judgment had been spot on.

In such inclement weather, everyone would naturally try to grab a carriage as soon as they exited the station. 

The square in front of the distant station was filled with people lining up to get a ride.

On the other hand, the side gate they exited through was relatively quiet. 

Although the road was adjacent to the tracks and not heavily trafficked, there was no one else waiting for a carriage.

Whenever they spotted an empty carriage heading towards the station, they would stop it. 

The coachmen, happy not to have to enter the crowded square, gladly took them on.

They filled the carriages one by one and sent them off to the lodging.

When about half of their group had departed, a cheer-like noise erupted from inside the station.

“What’s going on?”

“Did a VIP arrive?”

“I don’t see any welcoming crowd, though.”

“Hmm, in that case, it must be an unscheduled arrival… Wait, I’ve heard of this happening for three people: the Emperor, the Pope, or the Crown Prince…”

“I think I know who it is.”

Dosville pointed to a large banner that had just been unfurled from the roof of the station building. 

It was adorned with a bear dressed in all sorts of armour and jewels.

“It’s the emblem of Crown Prince Nikolai.”

“Oh, the Crown Prince of the Empire? I heard he was on a tour of the east…”

Gascon looked towards the station with interest, twirling his moustache. 

Inside the circus troupe, only he and Dosville read the politics section of the newspaper, so it was natural for the two to frequently engage in such discussions.

“This is the east too, after all. And there is also the royal hot spring resort nearby…”

“A resort, huh? That’s where the ‘original hot spring’ is, right? There are many rare alchemical plants growing near there; I’d like to visit if I get the chance. But shouldn’t we be leaving now? If the Crown Prince arrives, the area near the square will get even more crowded.”

At that moment, Wonderstein, who had been quietly listening to their conversation, chimed in.

“If the Crown Prince arrives, it might not be a bad idea to take a look before we go.”

“Huh? Why the sudden interest?”

Gascon looked at his pupil with surprise. 

Wonderstein, who had been indifferent to all kinds of talk about wealth and glory, was now showing interest in the mention of the Crown Prince.

“Come to think of it, I haven’t talked much about the Empire, have I?”


In a way, that was only natural, because tending a garden in this land of harsh cold was itself an unfamiliar task.

“For the nobles of the Empire, the job of a gardener is actually more akin to that of a gamekeeper or a forester. It involves setting up habitats so that game can thrive, and managing places like ginseng or truffle patches. If that’s the kind of position you’re hoping for, then your education will have to take a different path…”

“I’m just curious about what the Crown Prince looks like.”

Wonderstein cut him off, still thinking how annoyingly persistent Gascon was about his dream of becoming a gardener.

The reason he wanted to see the Crown Prince was simple.

The tragic Crown Prince, Nikolai. 

He, too, was a character that appeared in the original story.

The heroes who had defeated the Voodoo and the Comprachicos were headed for the capital of the Empire in search of the last witch. 

But by the time they arrived, the place had already turned into a battlefield. 

Nobles had split into several factions, each with their own private armies, occupying different parts of the capital and fighting bloody battles against each other.

The one who had instigated this conflict was the Emperor’s confidante, the ‘Royal Theater,’ and its de facto ruler, the ‘Snake Witch.’ 

But the catalyst for the civil war that erupted was none other than the death of Crown Prince Nikolai.

The Crown Prince had been rumored to be a prodigy since childhood. 

Despite being caught between a father who looked at him with disfavour and a stepmother, he grew up without becoming twisted, even though he had faced numerous threats to his life.

Factions seeking to check his power tried all sorts of ways to bring him down. 

But he overcame all those hardships, gathering support and finally reaching the point of being next in line for the imperial throne.

Just as the empire was rejoicing at the impending transfer of power to a wise ruler, a sinister rumor swept through the capital. 

This happened right after the heroes had crushed the Comprachicos.

Originally, the heroes intended to burn the ‘inventory list’ of the Child Exchange.

At the time of the prologue stage of TT3, from the beginning with Barong Vergsong, people who had once been touched by Wonderstein’s ‘hand’ were turning into monsters.

If that list was made public at such a time, chaos would surely ensue. 

A witch hunt would break out over who was real and who was fake, who was a monster created by the Black Mage and who was not. 

So, burning the list was the right course of action.

But just before the heroes raided the Comprachicos’ headquarters, Wonderstein grabbed it and slipped away.

And then he revealed it to the whole world.

Crown Prince Nikolai’s name was also on that list.

Here’s how the incident unfolded. 

The second Empress, the Crown Prince’s biological mother, had been desperate to have a son at that time. S

he thought that if she could just have a son, she could manipulate the Emperor and make her son the Crown Prince.

However, simply bringing in a fake child wouldn’t pass the test of proving the imperial bloodline. 

So she chose the method of turning her unborn daughter into a son.

The Black Mage visited the palace during her pregnancy and changed the gender of the fetus to male.

The Crown Prince Nikolai was, in fact, a woman?

The moment the political sphere of the capital fell into chaos, the Emperor’s army moved in and arrested the Crown Prince.

The label of “monster created by the Black Mage” instantly shattered the Crown Prince’s faction. 

Though the remaining close aides formed a resistance force and fought, they could not save the Crown Prince.

And a few months later, the Crown Prince’s execution took place.

Cruelly, the opposing faction demonstrated that the Crown Prince was a “fake” using the prince’s own body. 

This was made possible because Wonderstein personally revoked the blessing he had bestowed before the prince’s birth.

Crown Prince Nikolai, who was supposed to lead the Empire into a bright future.

He was dragged naked into the city square and stoned to death by thousands of enraged noble crowds, with the child forcibly conceived in his belly.

Wonderstein wanted to see his face because he had never seen him directly in the game. 

By the time the heroes arrived in the capital, the Crown Prince had already been dead, and the nobles were staining the capital with blood as they fought over the next claim to the throne.

“Hey, Wonderstein, it’s the last carriage.”

Before he knew it, the rest of the party had already left the carriage. 

The only ones left here were him, Minova, Ruelle, and Maya.

Wonderstein clicked his tongue in disappointment and climbed into the carriage. 

Even as they departed, the Crown Prince’s entourage never emerged from the pages of history.

“Alright, then. Let’s depart.”

The coachman was just about to start the carriage when someone’s voice called out to stop them.

“Wait! Let us ride with you!”

The voice came from inside the fence they had just come out of. 

Three young men and women, each holding trunks in both hands, were hurriedly running toward them. 

They seemed to have also gotten off at the temporary platform.

“We are heading in the direction of Golden Pavilion, though?”

“So are we!”

The three threw their trunks into the luggage compartment at the back of the carriage and leapt up onto it.

At that moment, a band ensemble burst out from the entrance of the station. 

The cheers of people followed. 

It seemed the Crown Prince’s entourage was emerging from the station.

Soldiers rushed out from inside the station and surrounded the square. 

Their carriage managed to slip out just in time.

Wonderstein craned his neck to look out the window. 

But as the first procession emerged from the station, the carriage quickly turned a corner, so he couldn’t see the Crown Prince’s exit.

Wonderstein heard the three sitting across from him sigh.

He couldn’t tell whether it was because, like him, they hadn’t seen the Crown Prince’s face, or because they were relieved to have escaped before the square was sealed off.

It was basic courtesy for fellow travelers riding together to introduce themselves. 

Wonderstein extended his hand toward them and said,

“Nice to meet you. I’m Frank Wonderstein, a wandering magician.”


A boy who seemed to be in his mid-teens, who sat between the adult man and woman, reached out his hand in response. 

He was so prettily made that at first glance, one might mistake him for a girl. 

He seemed to be the representative of his group.

“Hello, I’m Nika. Um, just a traveler.”

The two shook hands warmly.
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Pelvian, a renowned author and former Imperial University professor, was both the crown prince’s writing mentor and his closest confidant. 

Earlier this year, when the emperor fell ill and the crown prince took over regency duties, it was widely known that most of the reforms he pushed forward had been conceived by Pelvian.

The reforms proposed by the crown prince were so precisely aimed at the core issues the empire was facing that no one believed a mere fifteen-year-old could come up with such ideas.

However, Pelvian knew the rumors were far from the truth.

It was true that he had adjusted the detailed aspects of the reform plans, but the core ideas had all originated from the crown prince’s mind.

Pelvian had guided many outstanding students during his time at the Imperial University, some of whom were considered geniuses of their time.

The crown prince’s academic performance was decent, but compared to the top talents of the Imperial University, it was hard to say it was remarkable. 

In fact, considering the advanced education he had received since childhood, it could be said to be rather ordinary.

However, the crown prince exhibited exceptional talent in a particular area. 

In games that involved strategic thinking, such as Go, chess, and poker, he had unmatched skills.

Like most scholars of this era, Pelvian also had a basic understanding of these board games. 

Though they seemed to be growing more complex with the introduction of various pieces and rules, the fundamental strategies remained similar.

The same was true for Go, considered the most difficult.

Although there seemed to be countless options on the board, in reality, it was a game of holding cards known as “joseki,” accumulated over hundreds of years, and guiding the situation until the opponent had no cards left to play.

In other words, victory was determined by who could foresee the moves farthest ahead.

In that regard, it was hard to say the crown prince was a great player. 

The number of cards he could hold at once was only slightly better than the best gambler in a small village.

But he had an innate ability to read his opponent’s moves and find a strategy to disrupt them. 

In other words, he could read all the cards in his opponent’s hand and fill his own with cards that could neutralize or counter them. 

How he managed to do this, even he could not logically explain.

This talent of the crown prince extended to politics and administration. 

By continuously reading and rereading foundational documents and facts, he could arrive at solutions that hit the core of the problem. 

The recent reforms had been carried out by the aides bolstering the key issues he identified.

Although most of the policies he pursued were reversed after the emperor regained consciousness, Pelvian had no regrets about his choice to serve him as his lord. 

However, this did not mean he welcomed every decision made by the crown prince without question.

As he disembarked from the train “The Dignity of Nikolai” at Borjomi Station, his expression was far from bright.

Neither the crown prince’s aides, the young nobles traveling with him, nor the imperial guards found this unusual.

For the dignified scholar, disembarking from a garishly painted train with a human face carved on the front, attracting the attention of all around, was surely a source of considerable embarrassment.

But what truly troubled Pelvian at the moment was not this ridiculous circus train. 

While exchanging greetings with the mayor of Borjomi and the influential local nobles who had come to welcome him, he was thinking about the note he had just read.

“I’ll be back in a few days.”

That was what the crown prince had left behind. 

Just moments ago, he had quietly slipped away from the train with only two guards.

Pelvian sighed secretly.

The crown prince was no child. 

If he was the type to recklessly abandon his responsibilities simply because he wanted to have fun, he would not have survived in the royal family for the past fifteen years.

Pelvian wanted to ask him why he made such a decision.

But the crown prince himself might not be able to give a clear answer. 

This decision could also have been the result of the prince’s extraordinary talent.

Of course, Pelvian had a few guesses as to why he had disappeared.

He looked at the ‘crown prince’ standing beside him.

For a fifteen-year-old, he was tall, with broad shoulders, well-developed muscles, and a neatly grown beard.

Although he still had a delicate boyish appearance at fifteen, he seemed destined to grow into a handsome young man as an adult.

The boy, who was now exchanging greetings with the nobles, was actually the fourth son of a northern baron. 

He had been chosen as a stand-in because he resembled the crown prince.

Most people assumed the crown prince would naturally stay at the imperial retreat in Borjomi. 

But what if a young man with a similar appearance to the crown prince appeared in town with a group of nobles and a handful of guards, even using the obvious alias “Koka”?

People would gossip that the crown prince had sneaked into town to enjoy some entertainment.

“His Highness is becoming a man.”

“Drinking, enjoying women, gambling.”

“Well, all young men are like that.”

The crown prince’s opponents would also grasp his intention to escape the emperor’s scrutiny through this journey and be satisfied with this “truth.”

But this was exactly what the crown prince’s faction intended.

Playing with dissolute youths in town was only the job of the stand-in. 

The real crown prince planned to retreat deep within the imperial grounds to share his vision for the future with talented young people. 

That had been the original plan.

Until the last station, the crown prince had agreed with Pelvian’s plan. 

But just an hour ago, after reviewing the information regularly sent by the intelligence department, he seemed to have sensed a different “breath.”

What on earth had his lord sensed?

While Pelvian was lost in thought, the crown prince’s party arrived at the square in front of the station. 

The crowd nodded in agreement, saying that the crown prince was indeed as handsome as rumoured.

‘Koka’ did indeed resemble the crown prince. 

Or more accurately, he resembled the public image of the crown prince. 

The real crown prince, when wearing high boots, muscle pads under his clothes, and a fake beard, looked exactly like this.

People in the royal palace did not find it strange that the once-pretty young prince had grown into a fine-featured handsome man. 

But what they were seeing was not his real appearance.

Even at fifteen, the crown prince was still as pretty as ever.

When one looked at his bare body, it was hard to believe he was truly a man. 

His smooth, hairless skin, narrow shoulders, slender waist, large hips, long legs, and even the subtly protruding chest—all of it. 

If not for the protrusion between his legs, anyone would think he was a woman.

The reason he went out of his way to wear excessive makeup and emphasize his masculinity was to hide his strangely shaped body.

Pelvian thought this might be one of the reasons the Crown Prince had suddenly changed his mind. 

If they stayed in a hot spring together, there was a high probability they would see each other naked. 

Only about ten people in the world knew about his body.

There were plenty of cases where a man did not exhibit much masculinity. 

Of course, the Crown Prince belonged to a more severe category. 

Pelvian attributed this to the “curse of blue blood.”

The nomadic people of Kiev had less interaction with their neighbours compared to agricultural societies, and marriages between cousins were common.

It was known that nomads placed a high value on exogamy, to the extent that they would have their wives serve the guests at night when an outsider visited.


However, this could also be interpreted as an embrace of opportunities for mixing blood due to the normalization of consanguineous marriages.

Such close-kin marriages were even more prevalent among aristocrats who placed great importance on lineage. 

Until just a hundred years ago, consanguineous marriages were so widespread among the aristocracy that there was hardly anyone who wasn’t related by a degree or two.

As a result, the aristocrats of Kiev often suffered from peculiar diseases, referred to as the curse of blue blood.

Even now, despite the legal prohibition of consanguineous marriages, several families continued to struggle with hereditary diseases.

It was highly likely that the Crown Prince’s body was a result of the curse of blue blood. 

He might not be able to function as a man in the future.

However, the issue of succession in the royal family could easily be resolved through a collateral line.

The problem lay in the Crown Prince’s own mind. 

He might not realize it much in his early teens, but as he aged, it could develop into a complex. 

There was an old emperor who, after being hit by a poisoned arrow from an enemy, became impotent, and in his frustration and inferiority complex, turned from a wise king into a tyrant.

Pelvian hoped that his lord would wisely overcome his complex.

***

The Kiev dialect subtly differentiated between male and female speech. 

Even when reading the same sentence, one could tell whether the speaker was male or female by the endings attached to nouns, verbs, and adjectives.

The reason Wonderstein had assumed Nika was a boy was also because of his way of speaking. 

He spoke in a typically masculine Kiev dialect.

However, the moment he shook hands with him, he realized the person was not a man. 

It was because of his habit of scanning the bodies of new acquaintances using the Evolution Research Lab.

After finishing the handshake, Wonderstein examined the other person’s attire more closely. 

Short gray hair under a beanie, a duffle coat commonly referred to as a “toggle coat.” 

The person had tried to appear as bulky as possible, but with his keen eye for observing bodies, Wonderstein quickly detected the traces of a woman.

Yet, he didn’t find it strange that the person dressed like a boy. 

It was common for women raised in military families or among many men to speak in a masculine manner. 

Even if that wasn’t the case, many women deliberately disguised themselves as men while traveling.

“What are you staring at like that?”

Nika made a displeased expression. 

He had a good idea of why the other was observing him, but it was something akin to a sore spot for Nika. 

If he had been here as the Crown Prince, he would have made the person kneel immediately for the crime of disrespect.

“Haha, I apologize for my rudeness.”

He apologized, but his eyes and mouth were still smiling, as if indulging a cute child’s tantrum. 

Nika, feeling a surge of anger, shouted out loud.

“In case you misunderstand… I am… a man!”

“Ah, yes. Of course, you are.”

If Wonderstein had seen his naked body directly, he would have thought of Nika as a man. 

But the scanning function of the Evolution Research Lab could only read genetic and tissue biometric data, so he had no choice but to perceive Nika as a woman.

The others, who had been busy exchanging greetings, finally sensed the strange tension between the two.

The man and woman sitting on either side of Nika exchanged wry smiles.

The Crown Prince is already in trouble as soon as he appears.

Normally, these two would have stepped forward to defend their lord’s dignity, but they remained still this time. 

Partly because they were on a secret mission, but also because they believed the Prince needed to overcome his appearance complex eventually.

There was a previous royal family member with such a pronounced underbite that he couldn’t even chew food; this was nothing by comparison.

Seeing Nika’s angry glare, Wonderstein realized that his smile might seem like mockery. 

To change the mood, he pulled out a deck of cards from his pocket—the very ones the crew had recently been obsessed with.


“It will take about two hours to reach the hotel. How about a game of cards?”

“…Sounds good.”

Challenging him to a game of cards?

A sneer spread across Nika’s lips.

He wanted to see the expression of this man, who seemed to know nothing but how to smile, twist into something else for once.



 
  
    Chapter 322: Melting Point – 19


Golden Pavilion barely paid its employees.

They only provided accommodation, three meals a day, and the bare minimum needed to maintain their appearance.

Despite such poor treatment, people constantly sought to work here because many wealthy customers frequented the place.

In any neighborhood, the main income of a bar employee came from tips.

As long as the customers paid well, the employees at this place were willing to be a conversational partner, drinking companion, or even, if the customer was decent enough, a companion for the night.

When Anais began working here, she resolved never to do anything beyond serving orders.

No matter how dire her circumstances were, she had her pride as a noblewoman and the head of the Merchant Union

She would rather die than flatter customers for a few coins.

However, now in her second month of working, Anais was earning more than any other employee at Golden Pavillion.

“Shall we proceed to the point calculation?”

The first basement floor had the best view in the place.

This area was reserved only for the wealthiest guests of the hotel.

Originally, it was open to all visitors, but since hotel guests, especially those staying in the most expensive rooms, were prioritized for entry, the first basement floor naturally became filled exclusively with VIPs.

Anais was sitting at the noisiest table in the room.

“The Count has 13 points, the Director has 16 points, and the Young Master here has 37 points. I win with 38 points!”

At her declaration, the people sitting at the table were stunned, looking at each other in disbelief.

Meanwhile, those gathered around the table to watch the game cheered and applauded her.

“Amazing, miss!”

“Wow, I really thought I couldn’t win this time…”

It had been such a tense game that they had even forgotten to breathe.

The game they had just played, “Wonder Stage,” was originally a free-for-all where participants competed for points individually.

However, in the recent round, three of them blatantly teamed up to target Anais.

Two gave up on their points to obstruct her, while one tried to monopolize the points to win against her.

At the start, she was indeed at a disadvantage.

Every move she tried to make was repeatedly thwarted by the blockers.

But at some point, Anais slowly started turning the flow in her favor, and in the final moments, she aggressively pushed her opponents to an equal standing point.

Eventually, she managed to pull off a comeback and defeated them.

“Unbelievable…”

“We had all our moves read…”

“Hmph, you knew from the start that the three of us would join forces.”

The three who participated in this game sighed deeply, half in admiration and half in regret.

“Could you please stand up? The next guests are waiting.”

Dressed in a white shirt, black vest, and tie, she looked no different from the other employees.

However, the confident and assertive expression on her face, as she smiled at them, resembled that of a company executive.

Not only those who had competed against her but also those watching from behind felt momentarily overwhelmed by her charisma.

Anais had been roaming the tables for several weeks now, playing the role of a “substitute.”

A “substitute” is someone who fills in temporarily when there aren’t enough players for a table game.

Most of the people here were either highly educated or held positions where they managed others.

They didn’t expect a mere bar employee, who just sold smiles, to play on equal terms with them in a game of intellect.

They just hoped she would fulfill her role enough for the game to proceed.

However, contrary to their expectations, she won every game she participated in.

If it had been a game like poker, which involved luck, they might have considered it a fluke.

However, most of the games that needed a “substitute” required strategic thinking, and she demonstrated an overwhelming level of skill over the other players.

“I can’t believe it. Are you sure this is your first time playing this game?”

“Ha-ha, you could even work as a casino dealer.”

“I refuse to accept this! One more game! I’ll tip you as much as you want!”

Golden Pavilion prohibited gambling for money.

Therefore, those who played games here mainly enjoyed them at a social level.

If she had only been skilled in games, she wouldn’t have become this popular.

She also had the elegance to blend into the social activities at the tables where she played as a substitute.

She knew where this year’s best wine came from, how the world situation was likely to unfold, and the complex family affairs of influential houses.

Her profound knowledge amazed the guests at the tables.

Her graceful manner of speaking, like that of a noblewoman, further enhanced her charm.

“Next guests, please take your seats!”

The largest table on the first basement floor had now become a place where people had to line up to play a game with her.

The managers at the establishment welcomed this phenomenon greatly.

Thanks to her, the turnover rate of the table she sat at was several times higher than at other tables.

Moreover, the people seated at her table, perhaps conscious of her presence, tended to order expensive or unique drinks as a show-off, which doubled the sales at her table.

“Here’s the drink ordered by the next guests.”

Anais handed the order slip to the bartender and quickly ran into the employee-only corridor in the back.

She always went to the restroom after a game ended.

“Are you okay?”

Somo, who had been taking good care of Anais since her first day, looked at her complexion and asked in a worried voice.

The guests playing games here believed that a drink naturally accompanied the games.

They always ordered a drink before sitting at the table, and Anais also had to drink along with them whenever she played a game.

Especially since the three from earlier had deliberately targeted her, the drinks they ordered were potent, with an alcohol content of 50 degrees.

To Somo, it seemed impossible for a delicate woman to win a game, let alone stay on her feet after drinking such strong alcohol.

Indeed, Anais’s face was flushed red, sweat beaded on her forehead, and her breathing was rough.

She wiped her forehead with a damp towel brought by the other employees.

At first, the other employees ostracized her, thinking she couldn’t earn her keep, but now they all looked at her with a mix of awe and reverence.

To them, she seemed like a hero who defeated the wealthy upper-class patrons daily, even while drinking several glasses of liquor.

“Haah, haah, haah, c-can you please leave me alone for a moment?”

At her request, the others quickly left the restroom, seemingly expecting her to start vomiting any moment.

But in reality, Anais wasn’t even slightly drunk.

She had never met anyone with a higher alcohol tolerance than herself in her entire life.

She was confident she could down a whole bottle of the strong liquor she just had and still be fine.

“Haah, haah, ugh!”

What was troubling her was something else.

Once she confirmed everyone had left, she quickly pulled something out of her pocket and covered her mouth and nose.


She squeezed the rubber pump with her hand and pumped air into it. 

Gradually, her rapid breathing returned to normal.

After stabilizing her breathing, she took off the mask. 

She looked at the breathing apparatus in her hand and smiled bitterly.

She never expected a day would come when she would have to use it again.

Four months ago, when the Sacred Spear of the Holy Church had pierced her chest, her lungs, which Wonderstein had newly created, were damaged.

It would take six months for the trait implanted by the Debulroots to fully integrate into her body. 

Her lungs had been exposed to the light’s power and were damaged before that time.

When she first started fleeing, she didn’t notice it.

However, for some time now, she had been experiencing breathing difficulties so severe that she had to use that dreaded object again.

If her butler hadn’t heard what had happened to her and brought the respirator in advance, she would have suffocated to death in a cave a few weeks ago.

She tucked the iron mask into her arms. 

The reason she had taken the risk of attracting the pursuer’s attention and actively set out to gather money and information was all because of this.

Originally, she had planned to stay hidden longer and search for a more long-term solution, but once she realized her physical condition was deteriorating, that was no longer an option.

Somehow, she needed to gather funds and information, get out of here, and meet Wonderstein again. 

Then she would ask him to fix her body once more.

“Well then, shall we start the game?”

She returned to the table and resumed the game. 

While conversing with the guests, she heard that the crown prince had visited this place.

The “suspicious movements” that Uncle Carson had detected wouldn’t be able to come too close while the crown prince’s entourage was loitering around here. 

It was the perfect time to escape.

She had learned a few days ago that Wonderstein’s circus troupe wasn’t far from the station. 

It was time to move.

***

“Then, let’s proceed with the score calculation.”

Wonderstein pointed to the cards on the table one by one and added up the points.

Nika wanted to shout at him to stop, despite his smiling face. 

The result of the game was already clear.

“Mr. Dmitri has 22 points, Mr. Minova has 24 points, Nika has 28 points, and I have 31 points.”

Nika stared blankly at the table. 

He had lost.

“Hehe, as per our bet, you’ll buy the snacks, Nika.”

“Ugh…”

With a frustrated expression, he bit his lower lip.

It wasn’t the first time he had lost in her life. 

To humble the empire’s best Go player, he had to experience thousands of defeats on the Go board.

To fully utilize his ability, a sufficient accumulation of data was necessary. 

It took a long time, but after mastering it perfectly, he had never lost to anyone in Go.

“Wonder Stage” was not as complex as Go. 

He was confident he could reach that level in about five games.

But now, even if he played a hundred games, he couldn’t be sure he would beat the man before him. 

He lacked the “rhythm” that an ordinary person should have shown.

His soul seemed flustered, his mind calm, and his face wore a joyful smile. 

He had never encountered such a wavelength before. 

Nika even doubted whether he was human.

However, the others didn’t notice the strange things he had felt. 

They conversed and played the game normally. 

Only Nika, who could feel the wavelength of human will, could perceive something was off.

“W-What kind of trick are you using!”

No matter how much he pretended to be worldly-wise, he was still just a 15-year-old. 

Having encountered a world he couldn’t understand for the first time, he couldn’t easily accept it.

His tone was like a child throwing a tantrum.

A mischievous smile spread across Wonderstein’s lips.

It was a familiar sight for him. 

Not long after he started online gaming, those he had mercilessly defeated went around communities, slandering him, saying he must be using hacks.

Even after he gave an explanation, the accusations never stopped. 

People claimed anyone could easily inflate their skills like him if they played with eye recognition.

Many streamers even tried to get their hands on eye recognition devices and attempted to play. 

However, only a few even reached the point of learning the basic movements. 

Most gave up after a few tries, saying it was impossible.

In the end, foreign engineers who developed the equipment had to come forward and explain that it did not meaningfully improve people’s reaction speeds.

Of course, even after that, the disputes about the equipment never stopped. 

Right until he crossed into this world, malicious users constantly brought up the issue. 

There was even an entry on the Streamer Wiki titled “Eyes Are Faster Than Hands” detailing this controversy.

Wonderstein felt both delighted and annoyed by his attitude of questioning him.

Like a brat who doesn’t know how to accept the outcome.

When their eyes met, Nika flinched for a moment.

Anger, calm, and laughter.

Again, the wavelengths of soul, spirit, and body didn’t align.

“Shall we play another round then? Of course, with a higher stake this time.”


For a brief moment, Nika felt scared and couldn’t forgive himself.

How dare he think he knows who I am.

With a resolute expression, he nodded.

“…As much as you want.”

Before they arrived at the lodging, Nika had to taste defeat three more times.
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Nikolai had been able to read people’s breaths since he was a child.

When someone made a certain expression, spoke certain words, or took certain actions, a distinct wave would emanate from them. 

Through this, he could discern their intentions.

It was different from mind-reading, which gossips often talked about. 

It was more akin to how dogs could read their owners’ emotions just by looking at their gestures and expressions.

It was closer to a form of statistics, guessing, “When such waves are emitted, this kind of behaviour often follows.”

In other words, the more he knew about the other person, the more his ability developed into something resembling mind-reading.

Especially in games, where the rules were set, and the opponent’s choices were limited. 

For example, in rock-paper-scissors, there were only three choices. 

In such cases, his ability demonstrated a power that could be called prophetic.

The more people he met as he grew up, the more his power developed. 

After he turned ten, his ability truly reached a level worthy of being called mind-reading.

People did not speak or act with infinitely free choices.

They moved according to what was fixed, like pieces in a game, depending on their status, society, and environment. 

The more rigid a person was, the more clearly he could grasp what they were thinking.

For him, dealing with people was no different from attacking a game.

While ordinary people learned social cues to gauge others’ inner thoughts, he could see just a little bit further than them, merely using those social cues more actively.

How to become a cute child.

How to be a respected lord.

How to become a promising crown prince.

How to become an admirable disciple.

Nikolai believed that human beings were built upon layers of these “textbook examples” acquired in such a way.

And after he turned thirteen, he was able to play a game of Go with the world itself. 

The world seemed complex and ever-changing, but on a macro level, it was like a single living organism. 

With enough information, he could grasp the causes of phenomena and their solutions.

It was thanks to this ability that he was able to draft reform plans to change the declining empire. 

No, to be precise, one more factor played a role in making that possible.

The disappearance of the Deputy Director of the Royal Theater, the “Snake Witch” Marisa Serpenti.

Claiming to be the Emperor’s advisor, she manipulated him and controlled the empire from behind the scenes. Earlier this year, shortly after the Emperor fell ill, she left the royal palace and never returned.

The faction she had gathered grew increasingly anxious as time passed. 

And cracks began to show. 

The crown prince was able to declare regency and seize power by skilfully exploiting those cracks.

Why Marisa Serpenti left the palace and why she hadn’t returned remained a mystery. 

In fact, even her true identity was unknown. 

No one knew where she was born or what she had done before she drifted into the royal palace.

She was a master of deception and trickery. 

Even the empire’s most prominent politicians found it burdensome to deal with her. 

More than a few people had been used in her schemes or had paid with their lives.

The crown prince was the one who had managed to hold his own against such a witch for several years. 

If the Emperor had not been on her side, she would have long since fallen at his hands.

He now felt confident that he could overcome any opponent.

Even in the worst-case scenario predicted by his faction — that his younger half-brother, born to his stepmother, might replace him as crown prince — Nikka believed he had the ability to overcome it.

However, if that happened, a civil war would break out, so he was currently biding his time by lying low. 

It wasn’t because he didn’t have the confidence to win against his father or stepmother.

He was no longer afraid of anyone. 

There was no longer a person he could not read. 

His confidence was not arrogance. 

Humans were merely slightly complicated puzzles, and the world was just a game requiring more dice rolls than that.

But now, for the first time in his life… he heard the sound of that confidence collapsing.

The carriage that had departed from the station arrived at the hotel parking lot nearly three hours later. 

At the same time as Wonderstein finished calculating the scores of the last match, the carriage came to a halt.

“A draw.”

At his declaration, Nika let out a deep sigh. 

It was a tie that came after four consecutive losses. 

Yet he could not feel he had achieved it.

It was unlike any contest he had ever engaged in. 

His best weapon and amor were useless against his opponent.

It wasn’t until the fifth game that he finally resolved to put them aside. 

He charged in, relying solely on his mind and spirit without depending on his ability to feel the waves.

It felt like yelling madly in public while naked.

“Ah.”

A single tear flowed down his cheek.

It was something he had not had the chance to shed in all these years.

The fear of the unknown for a five-year-old meeting it for the first time.

The helplessness of a ten-year-old facing his first limits.

The shame of a fifteen-year-old losing control over himself for the first time.

The experiences that others would naturally have gone through at those ages, he tasted for the first time today.

Because of the man before him.

“Then, we’ll cancel the final bet…”

Wonderstein, with a gesture that seemed like magic, swept all the scattered cards on the table into his arms with a few hand movements.

“Then, let’s meet at the entrance of tomorrow evening.”

He disembarked from the carriage with his companions.

Outside, dozens of people were waiting for him.

“Why are you so late!”

A black-haired girl who appeared to be a year or two older than Nika began to scold him.

“We had a snack bet with the other passengers along the way.”

“A snack bet? We’ve been waiting here for you, and you were leisurely playing games?”

Was he the Director of the circus troupe?

He looked somewhat ridiculous, struggling with a girl more than ten years younger than himself.


Nika felt curiosity about them, but more than that, he wanted to be away from him immediately.

He parted from him without fully sorting out the emotions that writhed in his chest. 

He did not say a word until he reached his accommodation.

“Your Highness, it seems you’re quite shocked.”

Dmitry Makarov, captain of the imperial guard squad, tried to comfort him.

“It seems you’re happy that I’ve lost.”

Nika reflexively shot back and then shut his mouth. 

Since becoming mature, he had refrained from casually peering into others’ minds. 

If even his close associates closed their hearts, he would have to expend his energy doubting and probing them again.

Dmitry hesitated for a moment but soon erased his presence and replied with a slight smile.

“Well, is there an adult who wouldn’t feel delighted to see a brat, who thought he’d lived through it all, crying his eyes out?”

“Sir Dmitry!”

The female guard scolded him in a reproachful tone. 

Nika gestured that it was okay.

“It’s fine. I promised. If I peek into others’ minds without permission, he must speak honestly about everything. I’m sorry, for reading your mind out of the blue.”

“I understand.”

Dmitry nodded his head.

“I also thought I was a genius in swordsmanship until I was defeated by someone of my own age for the first time. I felt a similar way then. How should I describe it… Really… embarrassing?”

“Sir Dmitri!”

Laughter escaped from Nika’s lips. 

He felt his gloomy mood lift.

“Enough. Go outside and rest. I want to be alone for a bit. As he said… it’s a bit… embarrassing.”

The two guards, confirming that their lord had regained his usual demeanor, nodded with disciplined posture.

“Understood.”

“But, Your Highness, about the bet with that person…?”

“I’ll keep my promise. All they asked for was to play a few more rounds of cards; it’s not a big deal, is it?”

Nika dismissed the guards and lay down on the bed. 

Even though he had arrived by carriage, his whole body felt drained, as ifshe had been hiking.

He recalled the face of Wonderstein, who had smiled at him.

When viewed objectively, stripping away fear, helplessness, and shame, he was quite a handsome man. 

Even for someone like him, who had seen countless beautiful men and women in the royal palace, such a person was rare.

“How about staking your last bet on kissing my cheek? I will wager the same thing as in the fourth bet. I’ll nullify all the previous bets you lost.”

The final bet ended in a narrow draw.

In Kiev, it was common for close friends to kiss each other on the cheek, even between men. 

So he wasn’t asking for something completely over the line.

However, his sly tone made it clear he saw him as a woman disguised as a man and was trying to tease him.

That was what made him throw himself into the competition, abandoning everything else.

Of course, the murderous encouragement of the two girls sitting next to Wonderstein played a role.

“The atmosphere was brutal.”

When Wonderstein mentioned kissing, Nika shook his head, recalling the doll-like girl with silver hair who had glared at him as if to kill, and the six-year-old child whose hair bristled as she pouted angrily.

“They misunderstood everything. I’m a man.”

Nika took off his coat. 

The clothes underneath were soaked with sweat and clung tightly to his body.

Narrow shoulders, a slim waist, broad hips.

Overall, the body shape was feminine, but he was definitely a man.

***

After unpacking our luggage at the lodging, we all put on the bathrobes provided by the hotel and moved outside to enjoy the hot spring.

“We’ll just enjoy it lightly for an hour before dinner.”

The hot springs of Golden Pavilion were divided into two main types.

The Celestial Tavern and all the other hot springs.

The Celestial Tavern was a mixed bath where swimsuits were required, while the other dozens of hot springs could be rented separately by gender on an hourly basis. 

If the Celestial Tavern was like a lobby, the other hot springs could be compared to private rooms.

The name “Celestial Tavern” was given because one could admire the hot spring water cascading off the cliff like a waterfall.

However, unfortunately, the monster squad members could not enter there. 

The hotel refused them entry, citing that they might create an intimidating atmosphere.

They even rejected people with tattoos, so we couldn’t argue further. 

Therefore, they had to rent separate hot springs.

But even then, they had to go through trouble at the entrance. 

The reason was because of the Ratmen.

Ratmen were beastmen with the head of a rat, covered in fur from head to toe, and about half the height of an average human.

They were a despised race wherever they went. 

Even those who pitied the monster squad as victims of a curse couldn’t hide their disgust toward Ratmen.

A naturally vile, dirty, and unclean race.

That was the public perception of Ratmen.

But the squad members who had lived with the Ratmen for a long time knew that wasn’t true.

Ratmen, when in a good environment, could wash thoroughly and kept themselves clean. 

They had passion and responsibility for the tasks they were given.

The reason Ratmen were often cowardly and unclean was due to their societal status. 

They couldn’t get houses, so they lived in sewers or covered themselves with rags on the streets, and the jobs they were asked to do were all menial and degrading tasks that no ordinary person would want to do, making it inevitable for them to be seen as cowardly.

And the reason Ratmen were treated as carriers of disease was because of their high resistance to illnesses. 

They produced potent defensive substances against any invader that entered their bodies.

Because they often lived in filthy places, they carried all kinds of germs on their bodies. 

This was also why they were mass-killed during the time of the Black Death when they were pointed out as carriers of the plague.

The substance created by the Ratmen’s bodies was a good ingredient for the Alchemy Guild to make medicine. 

The most famous example was “Milky Way.”

Originally, Milky Way was named for being a liquid that dissolved the “Stardust,” a powder created during the production of the jewel Tril. 

It had the power to neutralize Debulroots.

Later alchemists, naturally unable to obtain the original Stardust, extracted serum from Ratmen who had survived the cursed plague to create the current Milky Way.

However, unlike other medicines, Milky Way was hard to mass-produce. 

Debulroots was not a controllable disease. 

Finding Ratmen who had survived it and developed the defensive substance in their bodies was like finding a star in the sky.

This was the inside story of the Alchemy Guild that Gascon told me.

I knew that there were Ratmen by my side who had been exposed to weak Debulroots for the past year. 

The Evolution Research Lab informed me that refined Debulroots-resistant substances were flowing through their blood.

I had only recently discovered this.

Why would Wonderstein take them around with him?


Would there be a reason for him to deliberately create a means to resist his own power?

Before I could delve deeper into this thought, Clara came running from the counter, pumping her fist in triumph.

“Director, we did it!”

It seemed the negotiation had been successful. 

We started moving to the rented hot spring.
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The bathhouse assigned to the Monster Circus was located in the most gloomy and secluded part of the hotel. 

The hotel management had chosen such a place to avoid complaints from other guests who might find out that monster performers and Ratmen were bathing nearby.

“They said if we booked the special room, we’d be assigned at least a second-class hot spring…”

“But this is a third-class one.”

Clara, who had boasted about her negotiations with the hotel like a great adventure, leading her group all the way here, clutched her head with both hands when she saw the shabby entrance to the hot spring.

“Ugh, I-I’m sorry. I should have been more careful…”

It felt too late to go back to the lobby and argue about it now. 

Even if they did, there was no guarantee they’d be moved to a better place. 

They had barely secured this spot after 30 minutes of haggling.

“No, Clara, thanks to you, we at least managed to get this place.”

Wonderstein quickly reassured her as she blamed herself.

The others also chimed in with words of praise, trying to lift her spirits.

“It’s better to bathe in a quiet place than in a crowded, noisy one.”

“Yeah, who cares about the facilities at an open-air hot spring? The ambiance is what matters.”

“It’s also less bothersome than catching the eyes of others.”

Feeling better from their words, Clara smiled brightly.

“Hehe, then I guess it’s all good.”

Ben Sullivan, who was following at the back of the group, clicked his tongue as he watched her. 

It was hard to believe that she was Wonderstein’s right-hand woman when he saw her innocent demeanour.

-You’re the sorcerer from Voodoo, right? Welcome! My name is Clara, and I’m Wonderstein’s right hand.

Clara had been ordered by Wonderstein to “tell the new member what to do.” 

She explained to him her guesses about Wonderstein’s intentions.

-Our master is gathering the ‘necessary materials’ until the Circus Grand Prix and is waiting for the right moment. Until then, there’s no need for any unnecessary actions. Just help with the master’s ‘preparatory work.’ Our goal for now is to get this circus troupe onto the ‘Wonder Stage.’

Sullivan mainly handled the dirty work, but he was still a sorcerer from Voodoo. 

He could fully understand what Clara was saying.

He knew what kind of magical significance there was in meeting the “conditions” required for such a large-scale “contract.”

Moreover, Kirku was the Greater Demon God of Circus.

This entire journey was probably groundwork for some “sacrifice” he had no idea about. 

He decided to behave obediently as a member of the circus troupe unless he received other orders from the Voodoo.

“It looks like I’ll need to go upstairs to buy some bathing supplies.”

“Shall we all go shopping together, then?”

“Wait, do we really need to carry Maya back and forth? She must be tired hanging on like this. Why don’t you take Maya in first?”

“Alright.”

At Yurakne’s suggestion, Ella and Reyna helped Maya inside the hot spring first.

“Let go of me.”

As soon as she was out of Wonderstein’s sight, Maya pushed them away and flew into the air with her telekinesis.

The two exchanged wry smiles as they watched her. 

All the members knew she pretended to be weak only in front of Wonderstein.

However, they chose to ignore it because they felt sorry for her predicament. 

Wonderstein himself had asked them not to blame her for her playfulness.

After turning down a corridor that bent in the shape of a ‘D,’ they finally reached an outdoor hot spring covered in steam. 

The three of them placed their clothes in baskets next to them.

During the training camp, Ella and Reyna had already shared a bathroom, so they had seen each other naked before. 

However, this was Maya’s first time seeing their naked bodies, having previously shared a bathroom with Clara and Karen.

Ella’s body resembled a sleek cat. 

Her movements, as she stretched her arms and legs while undressing, were agile and lively. 

She even hummed a tune in rhythm with her actions, turning a simple act of undressing into a brief performance.

Maya’s eyes, which were excellent at gauging the shapes in a three-dimensional space, quickly calculated the size of the things on Ella’s chest.

It reminded her of her days at the academy, when they would place an apple in the middle of the classroom and practice capturing its shape with their eyes. 

Ella’s were just about that size in both volume and shape.

‘That size should be easy to catch up with. Just give me two or three years…’

She opened her palm and mimicked caressing something that wasn’t there, comforting herself.

But her forced confidence vanished instantly when she saw Reyna’s body. 

The moment Reyna took off her top, what spilled out was bigger than Maya’s head.

“S-Swindler!”

“Huh?”

“What are you suddenly talking about?”

Ella and Reyna tilted their heads at Maya, who was hovering in the air with a stiff expression, staring at them.

Both seemed unaware of what was bothering her. 

Instead, they glanced at Maya’s body from head to toe and spoke.

“Maya, you’re doing those exercises the doctor prescribed, right?”

“You always seemed to lack exercise anyway…”

“Y-You guys…!”

“Hmm, you’ve gained a bit of weight. Your lower belly and inner thighs look a bit flabby.”

“Yeah, you have quite a bit of excess fat here and there.”

‘Excess fat? Who’s the one with the most unnecessary flesh here?’

Maya shot Reyna a resentful glare, but they had already shifted their attention from her to check the temperature of the spring water.

“The water temperature is perfect.”

“Let’s get in quickly. It’s so cold outside.”

They hurried into the bath. 

Maya stared at their backs for a moment, then reluctantly joined them in the water.

The hot water heated their bodies intensely. 

They felt as if their entire beings were melting.

Snowflakes were pouring down from the sky. 

As they approached the hot spring, they slowly disintegrated, leaving faint ripples on the water’s surface.

For a while, they just soaked in the warmth, listening to the bubbling sounds, and gazing blankly at the snowy sky.

“But you really don’t take off your mask, even when bathing.”

“I can’t. I told you, it’s a curse from leaving Wonderland.”

“Hmm, isn’t it uncomfortable? No need to wash your face?”


Washing her face. 

Reyna, recalling what she always asked the Director under that pretext, shouted in embarrassment.

“N-Not at all! No, no need…”

Ella, puzzled, glanced at Maya.

“How about you? I heard your treatment is showing some progress.”

“A little.”

“Is the massage bearable?”

Massage. 

Maya blushed and turned her head, remembering how she had used her pretense to manipulate the Director.

“I-It’s nothing…”

Ella tilted her head, confused by their reactions. 

Had she asked something wrong?

But the confusion didn’t last long. 

Shortly after, the female Ratmen burst in with a lot of noise. 

They noticed the lack of water around the shower area and shouted things like, “A shower before soaking is a must!” and “Squeak! It’s too filthy to share!” before taking showers and entering the bath.

Since the hot spring was designed for human bodies, it was slightly deep for them, but they paddled around easily, performing a kind of doggy paddle. 

They pointed to a bamboo-cut wall on one side of the bath and shouted.

“Over here! Beyond this! Is the men’s bath!”

“Be on guard! Just in case someone’s peeping!”

“It looks like the Ratmen’s height wouldn’t reach, though…”

At Ella’s point, the female Ratmen shook their heads.

“Not just! Our kind!”

“Humans! Must be cautious too!”

Reyna looked at them with a puzzled expression, finding their fussiness strange.

“Who you said was peaking?”

“It was the Director!”

“What?”

The three people’s faces were filled with disbelief.

“Our circus troupe! When we joined! He searched our bodies!”

“The Director looked at my body with a lecherous gaze!”

“I worried we might lose our chastity!”

“I couldn’t even sleep at night because I was afraid the Director might pounce on me!”

At the absurd nonsense of the Ratman women, Ella and Reyna glanced at each other and burst into laughter. 

Even Maya, who rarely laughed, chuckled.

“Even if there were affairs with the Director in our circus troupe,”

“It would probably only be Yurakne.”

“Yeah, right.”

The three of them wrapped up the conversation by invoking Yurakne’s name. 

However, none of them thought Wonderstein had actually slept with her.

‘Hmph, you guys can’t even imagine what kind of massages the Director gives me.’

‘Ha, that guy only fawns over me. No matter what happens, I’m first in line.’

‘Heh, these girls have no idea that I’ve bathed with the Director and done all sorts of things.’

The three of them treated each other with a level of friendliness that was unusual.

Not long after, they heard sounds from beyond the fence, where the men’s bath was located. 

It seemed like everyone had returned from running errands.

Ella cleared her throat to announce that there were women present. 

However, Minova acted first.

“Hey, everyone, take out your stuff.”

Stuff? 

Silence fell over the women’s bath. 

Even the Ratmen stopped splashing and looked toward the men’s bath.

Ella shook her head.

No way, they wouldn’t… 

Just because they’re only men, surely they wouldn’t do something so crude…

“Wow, that’s huge!”

“I guess something from Womon should be Womon-sized.”

“Isn’t it the biggest among us?”

Seriously?

The three women looked at each other. 

They were equally baffled.

Then, they heard the sound of water spraying.

“Wow, it’s like a waterfall!”

“Of course, for someone Womon’s size, it has to be that big.”

“Huh, but the Triamere brothers don’t have three of them?”

“Hey, we only have three heads. Everything else is just for one person.”

“What good would three be? Would you take turns using them?”

The situation was getting worse. 

The conversation grew increasingly explicit.

Unable to bear it any longer, Ella stood up abruptly. 

She was about to shout for them to stop the vulgar talk, but the next words she heard froze her in place.

“Oh, the Director is coming.”

“Ooh, Director!”

“Look at the Director’s thing.”

“It’s not as big as Womon… but still bigger than ours!”

“Haha, Director, have you ever used that?”

In response to Sven’s question, Wonderstein answered with a laugh.

“Actually, I just fired a shot at Miss Yurakne on the way in.”

Reyna gasped audibly, Ella’s face twisted like a demon, and Maya’s expression hardened like frost.

At that moment, the door to the women’s bath opened, and Yurakne, Clara, and Ruelle entered.

The three in the bath slowly turned their heads and stared coldly at Yurakne.

“Why, why are you all looking at me like that?”

Yurakne hesitated, stepping back in confusion.

Then Reyna, with icy eyes gleaming beneath her mask, pointed at her.

“Your hair is wet…”

At her remark, Ella and Maya noticed that Yurakne’s hair was indeed wet. 

The store was inside the hotel building; there was no way she could have gotten wet while buying something.

This was definitely… definitely…

The trace of a quick… shower after doing it with the Director…

Ella squeezed her eyes shut. 

Who the Director slept with was none of her business, but why, why was she feeling this burning rage in her chest?

Reyna felt the same tightness in her chest. 

Hadn’t she shared the most intimate conversations with him? 

Did he really see her only as a mere patient?

But their reactions were mild compared to what Maya showed.

Rumble.

The hot spring water around Maya formed a massive mound and shot up high. 

In her ears, she heard the whispering voices of the demons, the Director and Yurakne, lost in ecstasy, exploring each other.

She could hear her friends trying to stop her, but she couldn’t control her magic.

Was she mistaken about something again?

No, this was real. 

It really happened. 

There were clear circumstantial clues in front of her eyes…

Then, Wonderstein’s loud shout came from across the fence.

“Alright, then, let’s start the water gun fight!”

A chorus of cheers, splashing water, and spraying sounds mixed together.

“Hey, Womon, that size is cheating!”

“Blub, blub! The water pressure is insane!”

“What kind of water gun is that? It’s a pump!”

“Damn, if only we had three pairs of arms, we could hold three water guns.”

“Look at that firing speed! I wish I’d bought an expensive one like the Director!”

“Use up all your pocket money for a month?”

The men’s bath quickly turned into chaos.

In contrast, silence fell over the women’s bath. 

It took the three of them a while to realize they had misunderstood.

The whispering in Maya’s ears ceased. 

Her magic dissipated, scattering in all directions.

Simultaneously, the massive water mound she had raised crashed down. 

Maya, who had leaped to the highest point, was swept away over the hot spring and down the bushes below.

“Maya fell off the cliff!”

“Whoa, Yura, magic lasso!”

“Grab her! Samson, lend me your strength!”

“What’s going on in the women’s bath? What’s happening?”

“Oh, don’t come over here!”


“Get lost!”

The commotion settled down after a moment. 

Once they confirmed nothing serious had happened, the men resumed their water gun fight with the guns they’d bought at the store, and the women, realizing their “misunderstanding,” laughed together.

‘Hmph, but what should I do?’

Yurakne held back a laugh as she watched the three girls look relieved.
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As transportation networks developed and freedom of movement increased, innovations occurred in many areas.

However, this did not necessarily mean positive change.

The increase in freedom of movement also meant that controlling movement became more difficult. 

Armies located hundreds of kilometres away could appear near the border overnight, criminals could flee abroad before a warrant was even issued, and dissidents scattered throughout society could gather in one place at a moment’s notice.

Therefore, when it came to protecting VIPs, thorough security became more important than solid protection.

This involved concealing the VIP’s route, making it impossible to pinpoint where the VIP was staying, and preventing even trivial information about the VIP from circulating.

Ferenc had to admit that the Crown Prince’s chief of security was not someone left behind by the times, unlike himself. 

Over the past two weeks, he had attempted several mock assassinations of the target, but had never managed to come up with a proper plan.

The mode of transport—a circus train—was conspicuous to an absurd degree, and it was surrounded by reckless noble idlers whose activities seemed to consist entirely of banquets, parties, and sightseeing.

Considering that he had even planted an informant inside, he should have at least obtained information about the target’s simple habits, let alone their routes or accommodations. 

How many times the target visited the restroom per day, whom they frequently interacted with among the guests, or what snacks they often asked for—these were things he should have known.

However, the informant failed to discover even the slightest bit of information. 

The Crown Prince mingled with people as if socializing, but thoroughly concealed himself.

A prey that leaves no trace at all. 

As a hunter, Ferenc felt both a chilling thrill and an itch in his hands. 

Crown Prince Nikolai. 

He was truly a man as rumoured.

The Tyrops Hunting Association, to which he belonged, was an organization that continued the tradition of hunting bears, founded by hunters who represented the tribes of the Tyrops region. 

In the past, hunters who represented their tribes were also the warrior class, and today, they had grown into the indigenous nobility of the Tyrops region.

The fact that the culture of the hunting society still remained in this industrial age was not merely due to the residents’ attachment to their folk culture. 

Today’s large-scale hunting activities meant that the local chieftains were regularly interacting and conducting military training.

Those who quickly rode the waves of change in this era of transformation succeeded in converting their existing assets into industrial capital. 

However, those who were more conservative gradually lost their power and were left behind by the times.

Such was the case with the warriors of the Tyrops region.

They were excellent hunters, but the forests where they hunted were dominated by timber companies, and their status in the region gradually diminished.

The lords who allied with capitalists or who became capitalists themselves allowed the Tyrops Hunting Association to exist as a means of gathering and managing the disgruntled warrior class in one place. 

They participated in events to boost their prestige, provided them with certain privileges to alleviate their sense of exclusion, and tamed them by granting generous rewards for capturing monsters or dangerous beasts.

In return, the lords used them to suppress conflicts with the local indigenous people or to shift the blame onto them when disputes arose with the central government.

Within the Hunting Association, there were those who were content with the immediate benefits given to them, and those who felt discontent with the state of affairs and sharpened their blades. 

Ferenc belonged to the latter, and he led the most radical faction among them.

The lord ruling over the region where his tribe was located was a fervent supporter of the Crown Prince’s faction. 

The client, who never revealed their identity, promised that if the Crown Prince was eliminated, the lord of Ferenc’s region would be ousted, and Ferenc would be elevated to the position of the lord. 

The client assured him that as long as he was not caught at the scene, he would be exempted from responsibility for the Crown Prince’s assassination.

Ferenc could easily guess who the client was. 

Most likely, it was the faction of the Third Empress, who had recently given birth to a child. 

The intermediary who came to deliver the commission never mentioned her name, but provided enough clues for him to understand.

A period of political turmoil was an opportunity for warriors to advance. 

Ferenc intended to seize the chance that had come his way. 

The intermediary also hinted that if things went well, he could receive even more than a lordship. 

Thus, Ferenc led his faction to the hunt.

The codename for the assassination target, the Crown Prince, was “Iomante.”

This was derived from a ritual that bear hunters performed when they were young. 

For hunters, a bear was both a ferocious beast and a forest deity. 

It was an adversary that needed to be overcome, but also a sacred creature that should not be hunted indiscriminately.

The process of Iomante was as follows: a newborn bear cub was brought to the village, fed human milk, and raised alongside the next generation of hunters. 

When the bear and the children reached the age of fifteen, the villagers tied the bear to the center of the village and ordered the children, who had grown up with it, to hunt their “friend.”

A day of unforgettable tears and blood. 

The children, who carved the death of their friend into their hearts, overcame their fear and hesitation and were reborn as proper hunters.

The meanings embedded in the word “Iomante”—a “fifteen-year-old,” a “bear,” the “lord of the forest,” and also a “prey”—evoked the assassination target in a striking way and at the same time served to unify the atmosphere among the Tyrops warriors participating in this assassination.

However, no matter how much internal discipline was enforced, if opportunities continued to be missed, the organization would become restless, anxiety would spread, and defectors would inevitably emerge. 

Ferenc believed that this limit would be reached by the end of this week. 

If he was not careful, he could be reported as a traitor and arrested before he even attempted the assassination.

Yet, as if the heavens had not abandoned him, today he received two pieces of good news.

The first was that information about the Crown Prince’s whereabouts had finally been obtained. 

The spy who had not been effective until now had finally relayed news about the target. 

The Crown Prince, pretending to stay at a royal retreat, had come out to enjoy the city’s pleasures with a minimum escort and about ten idlers.

The second piece of good news was that he had acquired some excellent swords for the assassination. 

Despite the risk of information leaking, he had summoned thugs from the local underworld over the past two days and had managed to recruit several powerful sorcerers.

Unlike other organizations that were lying low in response to the Crown Prince’s visit, these individuals accepted his commission as if they did not care what Ferenc was planning.

Ferenc got the impression that they knew his goal. 

No, he was sure of it. It was too much of a coincidence that such powerful figures were waiting in this remote corner at the right time, and their indifference to the proximity of the Crown Prince’s forces was also telling.

“Foreign spies? Or another rival of the Crown Prince? Whatever. It doesn’t matter.”

Their strength was formidable enough to match that of the entire assassination squad led by Ferenc. 

They would undoubtedly be useful. 

Above all, if powerful magic was detected, it could divert the attention of the Crown Prince’s faction away from them.

The sorcerers had similar thoughts about Ferenc. 

They had just arrived in the city yesterday to abduct Anais.

However, they, too, could not act hastily upon hearing that Wonderstein was in the city. 

Even though they were under the protection of the Vice President, if they were caught directly by the Leader’s hand, it would be the end.

Just then, the hunting association led by Ferenc contacted them. 

Their objective was easy to deduce, and they informed them that the Crown Prince, accompanied by dozens of attendants, would soon be visiting the Golden Pavilion.

In the chaotic scene where the Crown Prince’s assassination was attempted, no one would notice if a single maid disappeared. 

Everything would be covered up by the bigger issue of the Crown Prince’s assassination, allowing them to avoid Wonderstein’s suspicion.

Ferenc and the sorcerers exchanged knowing glances, silently agreeing not to ask questions, and shook hands.

***

The reason Nika initiated solo action here was due to the news from the intelligence department, just as Pelevin had predicted. 

A few movements detected by the intelligence agents had caught the crown prince’s attention.

There was a 70% chance that the group with Koka, the decoy, would be attacked, a 20% chance that he himself would be attacked at the royal retreat, and a 10% chance that no one would be attacked.

Reading the situation that way, Nika quickly revised his schedule and left the group with only two escorts. 


Of course, that wasn’t the only reason for his decision.

There were a few other reasons as well. 

He also didn’t deny that he wanted to enjoy the hot springs comfortably without worrying about others’ gazes.

“I hear a guest named Koka has rented out the best spot in the Celestial Tavern. People are whispering among themselves, wondering if he is the crown prince.”

“Has he come here?”

The decoy’s schedule was entirely managed by Pelvian.

Nika hadn’t told him that he was coming to the Golden Pavillion.

If Pelvian had known that he was here, he would have sent the decoy elsewhere.

“Is it okay? I heard that the crown prince’s group had a campfire in the courtyard of their lodging in the city yesterday and accidentally burned down half of the building.”

“Huh, causing trouble from the first day. No need to worry. It was expected, wasn’t it?”

“But is it really necessary to tarnish His Highness’s dignity in such a way? What if he causes even more trouble?”

Nika smiled and shook his head.

“The reason I chose him wasn’t just because he resembles my public image. He’s appropriately foolish, makes a lot of noise in front of people, but doesn’t have the guts to really cross the line.”

He then turned to look at Natasha.

“Moreover, the guards assigned to him are all ‘rejects’ that Sir Dmitri carefully picked over several months. They’re all from the royal guard, incompetent in both skill and conduct, and they have their feet partially in the opposing faction. If he causes trouble, it will be a good excuse to demote them for failing to properly assist the crown prince.”

Natasha nodded in satisfaction at his response.

“By the way, I need to step out for a while.”

“Is it about that bet?”

Nika nodded, recalling his shocking defeat yesterday. 

Even a day later, the humiliation had not faded. 

As the penalty for his loss, he had to play card games with Wonderstein at the Celestial Tavern every afternoon for the next three days.

“Will having just me as your escort be enough?”

“There’s no other choice. Sir Dmitri has to carry out the task I assigned him.”

“Understood. Then I’ll prepare Your Highness’s clothes…”

“No need. Surely, I can manage to wear a bathrobe by myself?”

Since the Golden Pavillion was a hot spring hotel, everyone inside walked around in bathrobes. 

The bathrobes here were distinctive, with vibrant colours and patterns, and had wide waistbands typical of the Borjomi region.

“Follow me from at least 10 meters away.”

“Yes, Your Highness.”

Nika put on his bathrobe and left the room. 

As expected of a top-class hotel, the quality and design were quite satisfying. 

However, after stepping into a crowded area, he realized he had made a mistake.

The way to wear the bathrobes here was different for men and women. 

For men, the left side of the robe’s hem went in front, and for women, the right side went in front. 

Moreover, men folded the waistband twice, while women folded it only once, making the women’s waistband twice as wide. 

Additionally, women usually tied the knot at the back, while men tied it at the front.

Nika glared at Natasha, who was following him from a distance. 

She was grinning playfully at him. 

She must have known from the moment he mimicked how she was dressed earlier.

However, he couldn’t blame her. 

After all, he had insisted on doing it alone.

When he went out incognito, he was used to being mistaken for a woman. 

It didn’t matter how he wore such clothes. 

But he didn’t want to wear them in front of the person he was about to meet. 

He didn’t want to see that smug, triumphant look, as if he had known this would happen.


He turned back, intending to return to his lodgings and change clothes. 

But someone’s voice stopped him.

“Lord Nika?”

Gritting his teeth, Nika turned toward the direction from which his name had been called. 

A young man in his twenties with long blonde hair was smiling brightly at him.
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Wonderstein couldn’t help but snicker at Nika’s appearance. 

Yesterday, he had insisted adamantly that he was a man, yet today, he was dressed perfectly like a little girl.

“Were you on your way back to your lodgings?”

“Well, um…”

Wonderstein held back a laugh as he saw Nika clutching the hem of his clothes, looking utterly flustered. 

Judging by the fact that he was heading toward his room before their appointed time, it seemed that he had intended to change clothes before meeting him.

“Wo-Wonderstein, how come you are here…?”

“It just so happens that our accommodation is in this building too. I suppose it’s the same for you, Nika-kun? Hmm, or should I say ‘Nika-chan’?”

At his playful question, Nika shook his head vigorously.

“N-No! P-Please don’t misunderstand! It’s just that I’m not used to these clothes, and I got c-confused about how to wear them!”

“Ah, is that so? I hear that outsiders tend to make mistakes quite often. Women wearing things like men, and men wearing things like women.”

Wonderstein remarked while glancing around the hallway.

As he said, only about half of the guests were wearing gowns perfectly suited to their gender. 

Everyone seemed to have made some small mistake.

“Y-Yes, that’s right.”

However, just as Nika began to relax, Wonderstein struck right to the point.

“Of course, it’s rare to see a ‘mistake’ where someone dresses perfectly like a girl.”

“Ugh…”

Nika’s face turned bright red. 

He glanced at the escort knight who was suppressing a laugh in the hallway behind them and clenched his teeth.

It seemed this man was fully convinced that he was a girl.

Of course, this misunderstanding could be cleared up easily. 

He could just take him to the restroom or changing room and show him his lower half.

But doing so in the current situation would make him seem like a pervert who enjoys cross-dressing in public.

That would be even more humiliating.

Nika let out a small sigh. 

They were only going to see each other for the next three days, anyway. 

If he thought of him as a girl, he decided to just let it be.

Let him misunderstand all he wants.

Nika scratched his cheek, putting on a face as if he were admitting defeat.

“Haha, y-you caught me. Yes, I’m actually a girl…”

“So, that was the case. Is there some reason you’re dressed like this?”

“N-No, it’s just… It’s more comfortable while traveling…”

Since it was quite a common thing in this era, Wonderstein nodded as if he understood.

“I see. Well, since we’ve met like this, would you like to join me in the lounge, Nika-chan?”

Wonderstein extended his hand toward him with a courteous gesture. 

Nika barely suppressed a curse from slipping out of his mouth.

That pretty-boy face, with those slimy eyes and sickeningly smooth voice!

To be treated like this by another man… It was the worst feeling ever.

But he had no choice. 

At the moment, he was a 15-year-old girl. 

To act naturally, he reluctantly accepted the offered hand.

“Oh, I’d appreciate the guidance. S-since you invited me…”

“Alright then, follow me. It’s not polite to blurt out everything at once, right? Let’s have a cup of tea and discuss it calmly.”

And so, the two started walking hand in hand. 

Holding hands with another man… If it was any other time, just imagining it would have given him goosebumps.

However, the emotion he felt now was closer to envy than embarrassment.

‘He’s big.’

Walking side by side with Wonderstein, Nika realized that he had a much more masculine body than he had thought.

Even though he was wearing only a bathrobe, there was a solid weightiness to his frame.

Yesterday, he had just assumed it was because the winter clothes were thick, but seeing him in person, his physique was tall with sturdy muscles here and there.

‘With that kind of body, he could easily be a knight…’

Nika could gauge his build from the outlines faintly visible under the robe. 

Having often observed knights running around the parade ground shirtless back at the imperial palace, he had a keen eye for assessing a man’s physique.

‘Wow, I’m really envious. That face and that body…’

He didn’t find it strange that he was drooling over another man’s body. 

He just thought it was his way of expressing his complex about his own frail, girlish figure, which drew his interest toward a more manly one.

Nika felt more and more eyes on them as they walked toward a more crowded area. 

But all the gazes were directed at Wonderstein beside him.

Everyone was staring blankly at his handsome face and well-built body.

“Who is that nobleman over there?”

“Did you hear anything from the front desk?”

“No idea. This morning, someone from the royal family took the entire guest list for security purposes. You know, since the royal entourage is visiting here.”

“Hmm, just looking at him, he seems like the Crown Prince.”

Nika felt a bit annoyed at their murmuring.

Who looks like the Crown Prince, just by their looks?

“Excuse me…”

“Are you Wonderstein, the troupe Director?”

“I read your article in this month’s magazine. Could I…shake your hand just once?”

Some of the people even recognized Wonderstein and approached him. 

Wonderstein, who was exchanging brief nods with everyone he passed, even introduced himself and held conversations with them.

As the leader of a circus troupe who had to maintain its reputation, it was natural for him to act this way, but it aroused Nika’s jealousy. 

What was he doing, calling someone over and then paying attention to something else?

“Hey, Wonderstein, that’s really rude. Ignoring your guest and getting caught up in other things.”

“Ah, I apologize. My job also involves managing my reputation, you see. If you were displeased, I promise I won’t do it while I’m with you, Nika-chan.”

When he even bowed his head, Nika nodded in satisfaction. 

But at the same time, he wondered why he was feeling this way. 

Wait, who was I jealous of just now?

He briefly smiled at the women retreating at Wonderstein’s polite dismissal, then shook his head vigorously.


‘O-Of course, I’m just jealous of someone who has everything I want.’

Thinking he was having some ridiculous thoughts, Nika quickly brushed off the momentary dilemma.

When they arrived at the Lounge, they ordered a simple drink and sat down. 

The women’s bathrobe had a belt twice as wide, which squeezed his waist like a corset, restricting the movement of his hips. 

So, Nika had no choice but to sit with his legs together, naturally like a woman.

“So, what’s the reason you asked me to play a game here? There seem to be plenty of others you could play with.”

Nika rested his chin on one hand, glancing around the lounge. 

Every table was noisy, with people enjoying various types of table games. 

Wonderstein briefly turned his gaze to follow his, then nodded.

“That’s true. But did you know? They say it wasn’t always this crowded with people playing games here. But a few weeks ago, a certain undefeated employee appeared, and now people gather here just to challenge her.”

“An undefeated employee?”

Wonderstein told him the information he had gathered about Anais over the past few days.

A woman who has never lost a game?

Nika became intrigued by her.

“She can only play a limited number of games each day, so the guests have to compete in a preliminary round?”

“Yes. I want to challenge her myself, so I plan to join. But in most cases, it’s almost impossible to win if two or three people team up during a game. That’s why I need your help, Nika-chan.”

“…I noticed yesterday that there are many people in your circus troupe.”

“Haha, wanting to challenge her is a personal desire of mine. I can’t use my troupe members for something like that.”

He covered up his intentions with some plausible words, but the truth was, he deliberately involved people outside of his troupe to make the situation seem more natural.

His encounter with Anais had to appear purely coincidental. 

It should seem like he was just passing by after taking a train following his second trial. 

She should not suspect any connection between him and Voodoo.

When he decided to rescue Anais, he was prepared for potential friction with Voodoo. 

However, he preferred things to go smoothly for now.

Voodoo could keep running the Vergsong Trading Company, while he wanted to take Anais with him, hoping to find common ground. 

Even if he returned her to her position someday, it was out of the question at the moment.

This vacation was a sudden change of plans on his part, dragging his troupe members along. 

If they suddenly encountered Anais here, the troupe members would undoubtedly suspect that he had known all along that she was there.

He needed to make contact with Anais first, align their stories, and then meet the troupe members to prevent any misunderstandings. 

Therefore, he needed a helper who was not part of the circus but could still be a strong ally, and that’s why he pulled Nika in when they happened to meet.

Nika sensed that Wonderstein’s soul wavered significantly whenever he brought up Anais. 

It was still difficult to read, mixed as it was with three different wavelengths, but after a few encounters, he could easily filter out the gist.

‘What? Was I just supposed to be his sidekick to attract a woman?’

He had been curious about what kind of task he would need his strength for when he mentioned it, but what he was asking was similar to nobles bringing talented artists or knights to social gatherings to boost their prestige.

Feeling a mixture of slight disappointment and relief, he nodded calmly.

“Understood. I’ll cooperate.”

“Thank you. I heard the employee is currently on leave and will return to the hall in three days. Until then, we must defeat the other customers to obtain the right to challenge her. Ah, do you have any games you dislike?”

Nika snickered at his question. 

As long as he wasn’t his opponent, no one could match him. 

Even if he lost a few times, once he read the “flow,” he could win without fail.

“No problem. What about you, Wonderstein?”

“I’ve played these types of games plenty in the past.”

He nodded confidently, recalling the various strategy, puzzle, and board games he had played before.

Thus, the two of them began to wander from table to table, defeating participants.

The two of them were a perfect golden duo. 

With his vast knowledge of games, Wonderstein quickly analysed the strategy and overview of any game, even if he had never seen it before. 

Meanwhile, Nika read the opponents’ moves on the spot, based on his analysis.

“Amazing.”

“Who are those two?”

“They’re sweeping through the tables, regardless of the game type.”

In no time, a crowd of onlookers had gathered around them.

Nika looked at Wonderstein with newfound admiration.

He wasn’t simply impressed by his analytical skills.

Most of the people he had met until now were easy to read, as if their inner thoughts were right in his grasp. 

Just as a wise person looks into the minds of others, he could see into them ten, twenty times more deeply.

To him, dealing with people was like solving a problem with the answer sheet already given. 

Boring and predictable. 

At least, those who made politics their business were skilled at hiding their wavelengths. 

Only life-and-death confrontations with such people made Nika feel like he was engaging in a real battle.

What he was doing with Wonderstein was merely a game.

Less complex than humans. 

Something trivial he believed he had mastered even before he was ten years old.

But with Wonderstein in the game, for the first time, he could not read the flow. 

His presence as a variable made it impossible to predict.

Was that why? 

The game became interesting. 

The inability to foresee the future was thrilling. 

While he felt excitement, a question also arose.

If this person was with me at other times, could I enjoy the world more? 

As you can see, his strategy and tactics were not those of an ordinary person. 

He had the ability to be a close aide. 

What if I made him my personal jester? 

Would having him by my side make life more enjoyable?

While lost in thought, Nika soon shook his head.

‘No, that’s not it.’

The world was not a game. 

Having one more unpredictable variable was chaos, a disaster.

Meeting him at a resort made him think this way. 

If he had met this man in the imperial court, he would have tried to eliminate him somehow.

“Wonderstein and Nika! They’ve secured the challenge rights!”

After a dozen consecutive victories, they obtained the challenge rights. 

Surprisingly, they continued to win even after securing the challenge rights, targeting opponents who had challenge rights themselves.

“Y-You don’t have to do this! You already have the challenge rights…”

“I’m greedy, you see. I want to monopolize my time with her.”

A person with challenge rights could not refuse a challenge if the opponent had a certain number of wins.

Thus, they had to play against the two, even if they didn’t want to.

This was a first for the gambling hall. 

Who would dare risk losing their hard-earned challenge rights just to covet others’ challenge rights?

The people with challenge rights suggested the games they were most confident in, but no game could defeat the Wonderstein and Nika combo.

“With this, all other challengers have been eliminated. The rights to challenge Miss Ana are entirely held by Mr. Wonderstein and Miss Nika.”

At the manager’s declaration, Wonderstein and Nika clapped their palms together in high spirits.

“You’re impressive. I never thought you’d monopolize the challenge rights.”

“It’s all thanks to your help, Nika-chan.”

“No, without your analysis, Mr. Wonderstein…”

Nika cheerfully spoke to him, then noticed his gaze was fixed on the table at the centre of the hall and fell silent.

He realized why he was doing all this.

The past two days of working with him had been so fun that he momentarily forgot this was originally part of the deal.

‘Right, I was just the sidekick…’

Nika felt a pang of disappointment but also relief. 

He had been able to suppress the desire that had been surfacing in his heart since the previous day.

‘Was this how Father felt?’

Perhaps the emperor’s fondness for the royal theater troupe stemmed from a feeling similar to what he was experiencing now. 

In the lonely court, where suspicion was endless, it was a rare joy to enjoy something while setting aside the title of emperor.

Maybe Wonderstein felt so at ease with him because he was “Traveller Girl Nika.” 

The moment he learned he was the crown prince, he might wear the same stiff mask as everyone else, emitting that rigid wavelength.

He did not want to see him change like that. 

Rather than witness such a thing, it would be better to let go and keep their memories as they were now, as a pleasant recollection.


“Well then, I’ll count on you tomorrow as well, Nika-chan.”

“…Yes.”

Wonderstein grabbed his hand and shook it wildly. 

Was it because they had grown a bit closer in the past two days? 

Unlike yesterday, Nika did not find the contact with him so unpleasant.



 
  
    Chapter 327: Melting Point – 24


Nika returned to his room and listened attentively to the information his two bodyguards had gathered over the past two days. 

This was the most important reason he had come to the Golden Pavilion.

The Third Empress had given birth to a son a few months ago. 

At that time, the Crown Prince’s faction hadn’t paid much attention to the child. 

After all, the Emperor was bedridden and unconscious, and even if he was to wake up, it was believed he wouldn’t go so far as to push aside the grown Crown Prince for a mere infant.

However, when the Emperor woke up, he engaged in state affairs with an unprecedented vigor. 

He summarily abolished all the reforms the Crown Prince’s faction had been pushing. 

Many nobles, who had been dissatisfied with the Crown Prince’s actions, threw their support behind the Emperor.

The Crown Prince’s faction had made several politically risky moves to promote reforms, all based on the assumption that the Crown Prince would soon ascend to the throne. 

The goal was to cultivate new talent, even if it meant creating numerous political enemies.

But the reforms failed before they could be realized. 

The Crown Prince’s faction hadn’t consolidated its power sufficiently, only resulting in an increase in enemies. 

In the past, he could have claimed, “I’m still the Crown Prince,” but now the nobles had an alternative in the form of the Third Empress’s son.

Of course, this wasn’t enough to strip the Crown Prince of his position. 

The powerful generally disliked sudden changes in the environment. 

Not many nobles were willing to abandon the networks they had built over the past decade and establish new ones around a new-born prince.

However, the atrocities committed by the Crown Prince under the guise of reforms over the past year posed a significant obstacle. 

To smooth things over and win back support, he would have to take on considerable political debt. 

The reason he withdrew from the central political arena was to buy time and reduce this debt as much as possible.

Playing the fool to diminish his reputation was a necessary part of this process.

But a few days ago, the Crown Prince discovered a clue that could resolve everything at once. 

It was something he had caught from one of the reports he received from the intelligence agency before arriving here.

[A burnt piece of paper was found in the fireplace of the room where the Third Empress’s faction had held a meeting. Upon restoration, the name ‘Comprachicos’ was revealed.]

Comprachicos?

The Crown Prince had never heard of this name before.

Fortunately, Natasha, one of his two bodyguards, knew about it. 

She was a high-ranking agent in the intelligence agency.

She explained to him about the organization known as Comprachicos that the intelligence agency was aware of.

“They create the children you want?”

“Yes. They supposedly find the children that wealthy people desire.”

“So, it’s a human trafficking organization…”

The Crown Prince frowned, but he didn’t show any further disgust. 

In the Empire, slavery was fundamentally legal. 

Compared to the children sold to mines or brothels, an organization like Comprachicos could be considered quite benign.

The Crown Prince had been meticulously monitoring the movements of the Third Empress’s faction every day.

He sensed a significant shift in the dynamics with this clue.

Perhaps, there might be a decisive move that could end the power struggle with her in one stroke.

It was just a hunch, but his hunches were usually accurate.

His fingers, which had been tapping a stack of documents, paused. 

There was only one reason why she might be associated with a human trafficking organization dealing in children.

“A fake prince?”

“Do you think so, Your Highness? That’s what I thought the moment I saw this, too.”

The Third Empress, who had been barren for a long time, suddenly conceived and gave birth to a son. 

It was certainly a suspicious situation. 

History was full of cases where fake bloodlines were brought in to claim succession rights.

If that fact could be proven, it would be enough to bring an end to the Third Empress.

“But isn’t there a grand imperial ceremony when a prince turns five? Won’t there be a bloodline verification process? Could the Third Empress’s side find a way to pass that?”

“I don’t know. Maybe they think it won’t matter if I’m eliminated and they ascend to the throne… It’s certainly worth investigating.”

A few months before giving birth, she had come to Borjomi for a stay. 

At that time, it seemed like a mere performance opposing the Crown Prince’s reforms, saying, “The palace is never quiet; I’ll take a break.” 

But there might be more truth hidden beyond that.

Although she had spent most of her time at the royal retreat in Borjomi, there were reports that she had briefly left and visited the Golden Pavilion. 

If she had secretly contacted a shady organization like Comprachicos, that would be the most likely place.

Nika chose the Golden Pavilion as the place for her undercover mission precisely to investigate this. 

He had already reached the vicinity of Borjomi and couldn’t change his schedule, so he chose this quick fix to avoid the Third Empress’s faction’s vigilance.

However, in his haste, he hadn’t had time to discuss it with Pelvian. 

His double, Koka, had also chosen to visit the Golden Pavilion. 

This was hardly a secret investigation.

On the morning of the fourth day, the intelligence agency reported that the Third Empress’s faction’s activities in Borjomi had visibly increased. 

Whether it was an attack on him or an attempt to destroy evidence of a secret, there was no time left.

“We need to end this quickly. Before they make any moves.”

At the Crown Prince’s declaration, his two bodyguards looked troubled.

“But what about your safety, Your Highness?”

“We’ve already been at this hotel for four days. It’s safe here.”

Nika didn’t tell them that he had anticipated an attack. 

If he had revealed that, they wouldn’t have accepted the undercover mission in the first place.

“Lord Dmitry, continue investigating the lodging records from the time your stepmother stayed here. And Natasha, follow up with the promising witness I mentioned yesterday. Got it?”

Reluctantly, the two bodyguards accepted his orders.

Having settled the matter, Nika tidied up his clothes and prepared to leave his room. 

The cross-dressing, which he had been so reluctant about on the first day, was now something he did while humming. 

He even struck different poses in front of the full-length mirror, checking his appearance.

“Your Highness… You seem to be enjoying yourself immensely?”

Startled by the knight’s remark, Nika turned to him with an awkward expression.

“It’s just… it’s been a while since I’ve been able to empty my mind and enjoy a game…”

“Huh? Didn’t you say before that games were boring? That they were too predictable…?”

“Well… it depends on the game…”

Avoiding their gazes, Nika quickly left the room.

Unsure whether to be pleased or worried about their lord’s sudden change, Dmitry scratched the back of his head a few times before standing up to carry out his mission.

“I’d better get going. Oh, right. Natasha, how about we switch? The person you need to investigate is an old retired soldier, right? I think I’d be better at extracting information from someone like that…”


“Inquiry also requires a high level of skill. It’s much better for me, who’s been trained, to handle it.”

At her words, Dmitri raised both of his hands.

“True. No one beats an intelligence officer in that area.”

“Besides, I’ll need to ask questions about the empress’s body, and that’s something better done by a woman than a man.”

The Third Empress had reportedly received massages from a scrubber named Carson during her stay at the Golden Pavilion. 

It was said that any chronic muscle pain or shoulder stiffness would vanish under his hands, so much so that one had to book weeks in advance for a massage.

If the Empress had received a massage here a few months ago, she must have been pregnant, and the scrubber might know something about it.

Natasha had already planned how to approach the old man. 

She would ask if it would be possible for the lady she served, who was pregnant, to get a massage in a few weeks, and whether he had ever massaged a pregnant woman before.

The two of them gathered their gear and left the quarters.

***

Carson, the most popular scrubber at the Golden Pavilion, draped a towel around his neck and prepared for work. 

In his thirty years, he had never deviated from his schedule—except for the past few months.

He looked at the dugout next to the boiler room where he lived. 

At its entrance, bags that looked as if they belonged to people about to embark on a journey were piled up. 

Two sets, in fact.

“Today’s the last day.”

At his words, the white-haired old man who had been packing up turned around, wiping his sweat.

“Why? Feeling sentimental now that it’s time to leave?”

“No way. I’m just glad to be rid of those bothersome freeloaders.”

“You still can’t be honest with yourself.”

Batel, the former butler of Baron Vergsong, knew that his friend had subtly looked out for his master. 

His actions bore the unmistakable mark of someone who, having avoided contact with people for years, harboured a deep loneliness.

“Why leave in the middle of winter?”

“We have no choice. I can feel the trackers’ eyes getting closer. Now, while everything’s in chaos with the Crown Prince’s visit, is the best time to slip away.”

“But to go so far as this…”

Batel knew what his friend wanted to argue about. 

He, too, had debated this matter several times with Anais.

But her resolve could not be shaken.

“It’s the master’s choice. I trust and follow her.”

He answered and then pretended to focus on packing again. 

But his mind was filled with worry about Anais.

“If it increases my chances of survival, I’ll do whatever it takes.”

The reason she hadn’t gone to the bar for two days was that she had been asked to become a Go teacher to an old nobleman.

In this era, many aristocratic widowers preferred to keep smart young women as companions or wards. 

They hired them under various titles, such as caregivers for young nephews, nurses for the sick, or teachers of ancient languages, often demanding more from them than just those roles.

Of course, there were cases where nothing happened.

However, in social circles, such arrangements were often seen as something akin to compensated dating, and simply being employed by a single man was enough for the woman to become the subject of gossip.

To propose such a thing to a noblewoman like Anais, who had her own estate and title, was nothing short of an insult. 

Under normal circumstances, she would never have accepted such an offer.

But she knew that to escape the net tightening around her in this place, she desperately needed the help of a powerful person. 

So she agreed to his proposal in exchange for that. 

Having already sold her smiles, words, and talents to make money before, she could endure this much.

The Duke of Shtani, who had hired her as a Go teacher, was known as an “honorary duke.” 

He held the title of duke, which granted him the right to vote in an emergency imperial election, but he did not have any actual territory.

Even as an honorary duke, he had been assigned a region equivalent to a ducal domain, but that region had already been divided up among lower-ranking nobles or incorporated into imperial direct rule, leaving him with little real influence.

Primarily, their role was to compile and submit reports from that region to the royal family. 

And just for that, they enjoyed a lifestyle that was enviable to most landed nobles.

They could decide which news to exaggerate and which to downplay, which events to view from this perspective or that, and they served as the primary channel for communicating local intentions to the centre. 

In return for their mediation, they often received certain rights and privileges from the local nobility.

Anais believed that with the power and wealth of someone like the Duke of Shtani, he could smuggle out two people from this city. 

So, for the past three days, she had been subtly flirting with him or laughing off his advances, even grabbing his hand by mistake.

“You did that? Oh, Your Grace, you’re truly incredible.”

“That’s right. Women look at ability, not age. You’re still in your prime, Your Grace.”

“I think His Majesty didn’t invite you to the party because he wanted to check your expertise. What would happen if all the women around him fell for you?”

She entered the bar, echoing these empty compliments and laughing at his bragging. 

The waitstaff and patrons who had once admired her now looked at her with disappointment. 

Even she, who once held her head high, was just another tavern woman fawning over money and power, they thought.

“It’s fine. I am not Anais Vergsong. Right now, I’m only acting as ‘Anya.'”

Each time she met the scornful gazes, she reminded herself to stay resolute. 

She hadn’t planned to visit here and had intended to leave immediately, but she had stopped by because she wanted to see the face of Somo, who had been in charge of her.

She didn’t want to repay kindness with betrayal.

“They have monopolized the challenge?”

Somo informed her that over the past two days, two people had dominated the bar.

“This makes me feel incredibly jealous. Having to yield to some brats…”

“Yeah, it sure does.”

Flashing a cheap smile at the old duke beside her, Anais turned her head towards where today’s challengers were.


And the moment she met the eyes of one of the people sitting there, her body froze.

“Ah…”

She swallowed a gasp.

Frank Wonderstein.

The man she was planning to meet was sitting there, waiting for her.



 
  
    Chapter 328: Melting Point – 25


“Anais-nim.”

Wonderstein murmured softly toward her as she sat across the table from him.

To prevent any possible cheating, the spectators were all kept at least 5 meters away from the table. 

Since he was playing the first game alone, Nika had also retreated beyond the boundary. 

There was no one around to eavesdrop on their conversation.

“Wonderstein… Director…”

From the moment Anais faced him, she couldn’t lift her head properly.

She could endure any humiliation because no one knew her true identity. 

So, she could comfortably act as Anya, trying to win the favour of the old duke.

But just now, she had been caught displaying that vulgar demeanor by someone who knew her real identity.

‘Of all people… him….’

When she planned to meet him, she had resolved never to show any signs that something was wrong. 

She intended to arrive dressed in luxurious clothes, riding an expensive carriage, with a retinue of attendants hired for the occasion. 

The money she had saved over the past few weeks would allow her to maintain that facade for at least a few days.

She did not want to appear shabby in front of this man.

That was both a matter of pride as a sponsor and the stubbornness of a woman who had confessed her feelings and been rejected. 

She didn’t want his pity. 

She wanted to show that she was still doing well and that she wasn’t miserable just because he had left.

But all those plans had turned to dust. 

She had been caught laughing foolishly beside an old wastrel. 

A wave of shame washed over her.

“When I heard the name ‘Anya’ and the description from the staff, I suspected as much.”

“…”

“But I didn’t expect Anais-nim to actually show up.”

“…”

Was it because of her self-loathing? 

Every one of his smiles seemed to mock her, and every word he spoke sounded irritating.

“Director, what brings you here…?”

She vowed never to show her tears. 

That was her last bit of pride. 

She lifted her head stiffly and glared at him.

“I was just passing through on a trip. I happened to meet Nika over there while playing cards. Somehow, we hit it off and ended up here together.”

Wonderstein felt relieved the moment he saw Anais, seeing that she appeared healthy.

Ben had told him she was living in a hovel, making endless mistakes at work, scraping by, nursing a sickly butler, and living a miserable life. 

Even when he heard rumours that she had become a legendary, undefeated gambler here, he couldn’t help but imagine the image of a wretched, broken person dwelling in a gambling den.

But the woman who actually appeared looked surprisingly well. 

Her smile seemed somewhat forced, but at least she was smiling. 

Even after having twenty years of her life snatched away, she wasn’t broken. 

Perhaps it was a strange word to use, but he found her admirable.

Seeing her discomfort, he quickly took the initiative before others could sense anything was off.

“Shall we have a light game while we talk?”

Wonderstein spread out the prepared cards on the table.

He had already experienced all the games provided.

Among them, he chose the one that allowed the most natural conversation.

“Now, getting to the point… What exactly is going on here?”

“Well, you see…”

As the game began, conversation flowed more easily. 

The two of them pretended to explore each other’s strategies while catching up on what had happened.

“…Thanks to the butler’s help, I barely managed to escape.”

For the first time since fleeing headquarters, she shared her story with another person. 

As she spoke, she felt the knot that had been tightening her heart for the past few months slowly melt away.

‘Ah, this… this is what I needed….’

Anais barely held back the tears that threatened to spill.

She felt the oppressive weight that had been bearing down on her for months lift as she poured out everything inside.

“You’ve been through a lot.”

He had heard it all once before from Ben, but hearing it from her own lips made it sound even more pitiful. 

She, who had once been one of the most prominent wealth holders in the business world, had been reduced overnight to wandering the streets like a beggar and ultimately ending up working in a tavern.

Wonderstein’s face twisted. 

His eyes glistened, as if they were filled with tears.

“Director?”

Anais was taken aback when she saw the expression on his face. 

She had never seen him show such emotion; he had always worn a smile.

It was confusing, but at the same time, it made her happy to see him so agitated.

‘I got a little too caught up in it.’

Wonderstein felt his emotions gradually calming down as he regained his composure.

He checked the time. 

Right on cue, the effect of the starlight had worn off. 

It was worth all the experiments he had repeated many times in the past.

The starlight he had just used was something Ben had stolen right before escaping from Voodoo.

“We used this as a ‘toll’ to infiltrate Wonderland. When we returned to the original world, there was still some left. We beat up all the guards and took it.”

It was a welcome gift. 

With this, he could neutralize the Smiling Man for at least twelve hours.

He had initially planned to use it for a night with Yurakne.

However, he quickly restrained his desires and decided to save it for later, thinking there might be a moment when he’d regret not having it.

Giving himself a dose of the starlight was a good decision.

He couldn’t let himself foolishly smile while Anais was recounting the most despairing story of her life. 

Though the tears at the end were unexpected, it didn’t upset her, at least.

“I lost.”

“Ah…”


Before they knew it, the game had ended.

Anais had played all her cards, but Wonderstein still held some. 

She had been so absorbed in their conversation that she couldn’t even remember how the game progressed. 

Yet, she had somehow won.

“Just as the rumors say, you are incredibly skilled! I’m impressed!”

Wonderstein loudly acknowledged his defeat.

Only then did Anais realize that he had intentionally made poor moves to prolong the game for conversation. 

From the start, the game he had chosen was one where reading each other’s psychology through conversation was more important than strategy. 

Because of that, people even mistook her absentminded expression for a type of poker face.

“Shall we take a break before the next game?”

“Alright. I, I… huh!”

Anais suddenly felt her breathing become labored. 

It was the seizure that occurred every hour. 

She jumped up and ran to the restroom. 

Wonderstein, startled, tried to follow her, but two burly men suddenly blocked his way.

“Hoho, are you planning to follow a lady to the restroom?”

A white-bearded old man stepped in front of him. 

It was Duke of Shtani, who had come here with Anais. Draped in a bathrobe, grooming his long beard, he looked like a wise sage. 

However, his eyes were filled with a cunning and sly energy.

“And who might you be?”

“I am Duke Duplier Shtani of Latvia. I’ve employed Miss Anya as a Go teacher for a month. Since she is my guest, I ask that you show proper manners in my presence.”

At the mention of the Duke, murmurs spread among the crowd. 

Some nobles stepped forward to greet him, but many others openly clicked their tongues in disapproval.

“A Go teacher?”

“She’s probably his mistress.”

“What? He looks like a worldly transcendent hermit, though?”

“That old man is notorious in the city. He caused a big scandal just a few days ago.”

“Indeed. There’s no pervert like him. He even forced a courtesan to pee like a dog in the street and was kicked out for it.”

“Tsk, tsk, she acted all high and mighty, but in the end, she chose an old man like that?”

The Duke of Shtani brazenly lifted his head, undeterred by the murmurs around him. 

His gaze remained fixed on the direction of the bathroom where Anais had gone.

What a cunning woman she was. 

She didn’t seem like a mere tavern worker, so he had brought her along, and indeed, her manners and eloquence were beyond those of an ordinary noblewoman.

Over the past three days, she had deftly blocked his subtle advances as sharply as a blade.

“Just wait until we leave this place. I’ll enjoy every night.”

The Duke of Shtani restrained his itching hand and looked at the man standing before him.

Was his name Wonderstein? 

Indeed, even as a man, he had to admit that Wonderstein was exceptionally handsome. 

Even the old chess master, who was usually impenetrable, had shown interest in him. 

The master seemed completely smitten, judging by how much more she spoke than usual.

But what this young brat lacked, he himself possessed: status, power, and wealth.

It wasn’t enough to match the real landowning nobles, but it was far stronger than those who were nobles in name only. 

He was determined to teach this man a lesson if he tried to get close to the woman he had his eye on.

“Am I just a sack of barley here?”

Nika glared at Wonderstein, who was facing off against the Duke of Shtani, with a look full of dissatisfaction.

He didn’t like that Wonderstein had left him out and joined the game alone. 

It bothered him that Wonderstein was trying to confront the Duke because of a woman named Anya. 

But most of all, what made him uncomfortable was the emotional turmoil Wonderstein displayed while talking to her.

A man who would probably smile even in front of the Emperor was shaken to this extent. 

For a brief moment, he had seen the usually discordant wavelengths align.

Nika felt both disappointed and irritated that Wonderstein showed a side of himself that he had never shown during the three days they had been together, all because of a woman like that.

“A mere tavern wench who sells her body.”

Nika stepped forward as Anais returned from the bathroom. 

He half-sat on the table and handed her something.

“Three challenge tickets. With this, I can face you alone, right?”

“Um… Miss Nika?”

Wonderstein, who had been locked in a staring contest with the Duke of Shtani, tried to stop him in a fluster. 

But Nika shook off his arm and shouted.

“You had a one-on-one match, didn’t you? I should get a chance too, right?”

His demand was reasonable. 

The tavern workers and customers nodded in agreement, some smirking and exchanging jokes with the person next to them, sensing the jealousy in his tone.

Anais and Wonderstein had planned to discuss the upcoming schedule more seriously from now on. 

But with Nika suddenly interrupting like this, they were at a loss.

Anais let out a small sigh, as if she had no choice.

A girl who had spent the past few days with Wonderstein.

Anais understood her feelings. 

But from here on, this was the realm of adults, not a place for a child to intrude. 

She decided to teach her a stern lesson.

“Alright. I accept your challenge. Please, have a seat.”

“Miss Anais, are you sure about this?”

“No problem. It’ll be over quickly.”

At Anais’s reply, Nika’s eyebrows twitched.

Her tone was like she was dealing with a bothersome intruder, and that pricked at his pride.

“She may have some skills, but she’s just a courtesan… I’ll crush her.”

Over the past few days, he had grasped all the rules and strategies of the games in this place. 

Unless Wonderstein was involved, there was no way he would lose in a one-on-one match.

“Which game will you choose?”

“Wonder World.”

Nika chose the game linked to Wonderstein, almost unconsciously. 

He was momentarily surprised at himself for choosing it, realizing the emotions that had surged in his heart when he made that choice.

Jealousy, and a desire to show off.

See, I’m closer to him, aren’t I? 

Look, this is the game I played with him a few days ago.

Ironically, his ability to peer into the inner workings of the human mind applied to himself as well. 

He recognized the emotions underlying his words and blushed.

‘Damn, it’s because a talented person I, the Crown Prince, acknowledged is so enamored with such a trivial woman….’

He tried hard to ignore his feelings and began the game.

Nika, while arranging his cards, watched his opponent’s breathing as usual. 

He wanted to ruin whatever picture his opponent was drawing, to see her face twist in frustration.

But he was met with an unexpected situation. 

He couldn’t read her breathing properly.

“What’s with this woman?”

When he referred to reading his opponent as “breathing,” it wasn’t just a figure of speech. 

Most people, when they exhaled, unknowingly expressed their emotions and intentions clearly. 

It was something one learned over decades of living; it couldn’t simply be hidden.

But the breathing he sensed from Anais was faint. 

The flavour and scent of emotion usually carried by breath were minimal. 

It was as hard to read as that of a seasoned politician.

“No, this is more like a monk than a politician.”

Nika recalled several religious figures he had encountered in his life. 

Their breaths, detached from worldly matters, emitted a similar wavelength.

But her breath felt less like she was detached from the world and more like she had only recently entered it, as if she had only recently begun to breathe on her own…

Interesting.

Realizing that his opponent was not an ordinary person,

Nika calmed his excitement and approached the game seriously, focusing all his mental strength on deciphering her subtle breathing.

‘What’s with this brat?’

Anais hid her surprise as she desperately responded to the moves he made, which struck at just the right moments.

‘Does he think I’ll lose?’


Nika also threw himself into the match with all his might.

The intensity between the two caused the audience to hold their breath as they watched the fierce battle unfold.

Even the Duke of Shtani, who had been more focused on Anais, was now engrossed in the game and couldn’t take his eyes off the table.

‘Why are those two fighting so fiercely?’

Wondersteinwatched the two engage in what seemed like a battle with a lifelong rival, unable to understand their fierce competition.
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Anais and Nika had been locked in a breathless back-and-forth for an hour.

Eighty percent of the performance cards had been consumed, and the game had now reached its final phase.

The two players began to use their remaining turns to adjust the score difference between them.

A KO victory due to conditions was rare between evenly matched opponents. 

Most games went to a points calculation to determine the winner. 

With each turn passed, the rankings of the two players continued to reverse. 

The outcome would remain uncertain until the end. 

It was truly a close contest.

Finally, only six performance cards remained.

The remaining cards were arranged in a pyramid shape with three layers: 1 card on the first layer, 2 cards on the second layer, and 3 cards on the third layer. 

The cards on the first and third layers had already been revealed. 

Those cards had been calculated several turns earlier in both players’ minds.

The critical ones were the two cards on the second layer that were still face down. 

Those would be revealed only after the card on the first layer had been taken away.

Normally, it would have been possible to deduce what they were by the process of elimination, but since several cards had been dealt face down earlier, what those two cards were now fell into the realm of probability.

‘Considering all the possible scenarios, my current win rate is 58%. But there are 2 cards among the face-down ones that the opponent has seen. If both of those cards target my current strategy, the win rate drops to 42%. If only one succeeds, it’s 50%. Considering the probability of a tie, it’s exactly even.’

Anais moved her hand. 

She reached out to take the single card at the top of the pyramid. 

At that moment, there was a commotion at the entrance of the parlour.

“Make way!”

With a loud shout, a group of people entered the parlor.

They were all wearing armour and carrying swords.

At the sudden appearance of the armed strangers, people screamed, but their fear quickly subsided. 

It was because of the emblem engraved on their armour.

A crown-shaped like a pinecone worn by a bear, draped in a ceremonial cloak.

No one in the city could fail to recognize the symbol of the person who had been causing such a stir for days.

“Oh, that’s…?”

“That’s the emblem of His Highness the Crown Prince!”

“Has His Highness come here himself?”

People hurriedly backed away while craning their necks to see if the Crown Prince was present. 

But there was no one who could be assumed to be the Crown Prince.

“There she is.”

The hotel manager who had guided them pointed to the table positioned in the center of the parlor. 

The two people sitting there were so focused on their game that they hadn’t noticed the commotion around them. 

They only realized something was amiss when the knights surrounded their table.

“Is it this woman?”

The knight leading the guards pointed his chin at Anais, and the manager quickly nodded.

“Yes. She is an employee who has been on an undefeated streak so far. She is intelligent and well-versed in noble etiquette, so there should be no problem in serving His Highness.”

“What on earth is going on?”

Anais looked around at the guards with a tense expression.

She was currently a fugitive. 

She had no idea what power the doppelganger might have used to put a bounty on her.

But whether it was bad luck or good fortune, they were not here to arrest Anais.

“Do not be nervous. It’s nothing serious. You will just have to entertain His Highness a little. I hear you are skilled at card games?”

“E-entertain? W-wait. When you say His Highness, do you mean His Highness Prince Nikolai?”

“That’s correct. It’s a summons from His Highness. Stand up and obey!”

The knight’s attitude was quite forceful. 

It was no wonder; she was just a barmaid, not a young lady of nobility. 

There was no reason for him to be courteous.

“Excuse me, this friend is someone I have employed as a Go instructor… Ah, she is talented and well-mannered, so I’m sure His Highness will be pleased with her.”

The Duke of Shtani stepped forward, but when he made eye contact with the knight, he quickly retreated. 

The Crown Prince had recently been the one wielding power at the heart of the empire. 

Even if he had been temporarily side-lined, he was not someone a mere honorary duke could challenge.

“Hurry up! His Highness is waiting!”

Anais gritted her teeth under the knight’s imposing presence.

If it was her original status, they would not have dared to act so recklessly…

How old was the Crown Prince? 

The game was just an excuse; what if he demanded her body…?

She tightly shut her eyes. 

She felt humiliated, but there was no other choice. 

If the duke had curled his tail like that, there was no way she could resist in her current state.

Pathetic.

Without money, a title, or status, she felt utterly miserable.

She put the card she had just taken back onto the table and stood up.

At that moment, a broad back blocked her view and stood in front of the knights.

Long blond hair that draped over his shoulders. 

It was Wonderstein.

He looked at the armed knights with a completely relaxed expression, smiling leisurely.

“Please wait a moment. It would be troublesome to take her away like this. After all, Ms. Nika and I have purchased her time today.”

The onlookers, who had been watching the situation unfold, murmured in surprise. 

No one had expected him to step forward.

Of course, if one considered reason, he did have the priority. 

But when has the world ever gone according to rules?

Even in the most democratic republics, it was common for people to have their lives threatened if they displeased someone in power. 

Let alone in an empire, challenging the authority of the Crown Prince.

The knight, observing his tone and manner, seemed to think he was a foreign noble and, instead of shouting, looked at the hotel manager.

“What is he talking about?”

“Ah, well, there was a sort of tournament to select someone to compete against this employee, and these two won.”

He had been overly deferential to the knights since earlier.


Borjomi was originally a royal estate, but thanks to a special decree, trade was permitted here. 

If you fell out of favour with the royal family, you had to shut down your business, whether it was a gold pavilion or anything else, on that very day. 

This was why the royal guards could be a bit reckless.

“Is that so? Then you must be quite skilled at games. What is your name and status?”

“Frank Wonderstein, a wandering magician.”

“A magician? Hmph, an entertainer, is it? Very well. All of you, come with us. His Highness the Crown Prince is inviting you to the party, so you should consider it an honour.”

“Understood. We shall do so.”

Wonderstein readily accepted his proposal and inwardly rejoiced.

It was the Crown Prince he hadn’t faced directly in the game. 

He hadn’t seen him at the train station a few days ago, and when he heard that the Prince had arrived here, he couldn’t approach due to the royal guards. 

Protecting Anais while getting a chance to see what kind of person he was seemed like a welcome opportunity to him.

‘The knights’ attitude seems a bit high-handed… but still, the Crown Prince has a reputation for being a wise ruler, so what could possibly go wrong?’

From what he had heard, all the Crown Prince wanted was a “spare player.” 

Someone to make up the numbers for the game.

According to the game lore, he was so skilled in strategy and tactics that he had defeated the Empire’s top Go player when he was just nine years old. 

The thought of facing such a genius made his heart race.

Of course, he couldn’t show it because of the man with the smiling face, but his heart was still excited.

“Director, are you sure about this?”

“There will be no problems. Trust me.”

Wonderstein smiled reassuringly at her, and Anais felt her heart swell at the sight.

‘He’s amazing, this man.’

Unlike herself, who couldn’t even speak up against injustice after removing the labels of “Barones” and “Chairman,” he was always confident. 

Even with the lowly status of an “outcast,” he never backed down from what he believed to be right.

A man who didn’t hesitate to put himself on the line for others. 

Even though she was no longer of value to him as a patron, he still stepped forward to help her. 

Even though the Voodoo cult, her enemies, were far beyond what a mere circus leader could handle.

‘Ah, perhaps I…’

The real reason she had tried to act as if nothing had happened when they reunited.

She had been afraid that he might not see the version of herself she wanted him to see. 

That he might refuse to help her with a troubled expression or betray her trust by siding with the doppelganger for his own gain.

‘Thank you.’

Anais expressed her gratitude in her heart as she lightly scratched Wunderstein’s firm back with her fingers.

“Hey, aren’t you a participant at this table too? Stand up!”

A knight shouted at Nika. 

He, who had kept his head down without saying a word, felt his heart tighten with fear.

“M-Me…?”

He cautiously lifted his head and glanced around, trying to gauge the mood. 

The royal guards here were the “rejects” Dmitry Kazenov had filtered out over the past few months.

In other words, they were those with poor reputations within the Royal Guard or those who had leaked information to the Crown Prince’s rivals. 

They had been gathered and brought along on this trip to find an excuse to expel them from the guard for failing to properly protect the Crown Prince during his indiscretions.

Until now, they had always been assigned duties far away from the Crown Prince himself. 

Fortunately, none of them recognized Nika’s face.

Nika’s current appearance was so different from usual that even the knights who had closely served him would have trouble recognizing him. 

Moreover, the soldiers here had just escorted his double, Koka, moments earlier. 

The thought that the person before them could be the real Crown Prince hadn’t even crossed their minds.

‘What should I do? How do I…’

Nika scanned the crowd, hoping that one of his escorts might have finished their task early and returned.

However, no one stepped forward for him.

‘I can’t reveal my identity.’

If his identity as the Crown Prince were exposed here, it would be the end. 

It wasn’t just about disguising his height or build. 

Other nobles often did that, albeit not as extremely as he did.

The real issue was that he was currently dressed as a woman.

There was no excuse, like claiming he had misunderstood how to wear a bathrobe. 

He had spent three days here, behaving perfectly like a girl. 

Everyone here was a witness.

Before that, he even doubted whether these guards would believe he was the Crown Prince.

And if they did, it would still be a problem.

 They were from the enemy camp. 

More importantly, how could he escape from here, right now? 

No, how did things even end up like this…?

“There is no time for arguments now. These people are guests of His Highness the Crown Prince. Escort them with respect.”

The knight, ignoring Nika’s hesitation, forcibly pushed him forward. 

The royal guards surrounded the three of them tightly.

Most of the guards here had poor reputations. 

Having wandered through insignificant positions, they finally seized an opportunity to gain the Crown Prince’s favour, so they were eager to win his approval.

The knight admired his own cleverness in presenting three people when his superior had only asked for one.

Thus, the three of them were escorted by the guards to the place where the Crown Prince’s party was taking place.

From afar, the sound of boisterous laughter of men and women mixed with the sweet scent of alcohol.

An open-air hot spring on a cliff overlooking the entire city of Borjomi.


Under the dark night sky, the soft flicker of lanterns illuminated the bubbling foam and white steam, which danced in the sound of the falling waterfall as if it were floating with the stars.

They arrived at one of the two most famous attractions of the Golden Pavilion, the Celestial Tavern.

The royal guard looked back at them before entering the hot spring and said,

“Take off your clothes.”

Nika felt as if he was plummeting off a steep cliff.
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He closed his eyes and took a deep breath.

When he thought about it calmly, it wasn’t actually something to be so worried about.

At the moment, he was not the crown prince. 

Even if his true gender was discovered here, it might earn him some ridicule, but it wouldn’t damage his original status.

However, the fact that Wonderstein was next to him bothered him. 

After taking off his clothes, he didn’t have the courage to look at him straight.

As he hesitated, the guard shouted at him.

“What are you doing? Why aren’t you going to get a swimsuit?”

“What? A swimsuit? Ah…!”

Nika quickly raised his head and looked around.

Wonderstein and Anais were standing in line at the desk next to the entrance of the hot spring. 

Beside the desk, a large sign read, “Swimsuit Rental.” 

Now that he thought about it, everyone outside the window was wearing swimsuits.

He finally remembered that the Celestial Tavern was more like a giant swimming pool filled with hot spring water than an actual bath.

“Please don’t be too harsh on the child,”

Wonderstein said, returning with a swimsuit. 

At his defence, the guard asked Nika,

“A child? How old are you?”

“Fifteen…”

“That’s not very young. At that age, a man should be drinking and embracing women.”

The guard glanced over his shoulder at the direction where another burst of laughter came from, as if offering an excuse. 

Coincidentally, the prince playing over there was also fifteen.

“Here you go, Miss Nika. I brought yours too.”

Wonderstein handed him a package containing the swimsuit. 

Nika found it annoying that the person causing his confusion was smiling so casually.

“…How do you know my size?”

“I have good eyes. Anyway, Miss Nika, you’re flat-chested, so it’s just a matter of matching your height…”

“Sh-shut up! You’re so rude…”

Nika snatched the swimsuit from his hand and rushed into the changing room.

What kind of person openly talks about a woman’s body like that?

Of course, I’m not actually a woman, but… 

Still, if he think I’m a woman, he should treat me accordingly…

No, what on earth am I thinking?

Nika shook his head vigorously as he entered the changing room.

There was no one else there. 

Thanks to the guards controlling the entrance, only Anais was changing alone in a distant corner.

Nika moved as far away from her as possible, turned his back to ensure his body wasn’t visible, and tossed off his bathrobe. 

He then opened the package and took out the swimsuit.

But holding it in his hands, he found it difficult to actually put it on.

Golden Pavillion provided trunk-style swimsuits for male guests and high-leg one-piece swimsuits that exposed shoulders, arms, and legs for female guests.

The bathrobe was easy enough to put on with just a slight modification in dressing style. 

However, the swimsuit revealed too much. 

The thought of standing in front of people wearing it made his whole body shudder.

He could hear another burst of laughter from outside.

From now on, he would be meeting aristocratic idlers he had gathered from the previous city. 

Some of them had greeted him up close or passed by him at a short distance. 

They were more likely to recognize him than the guards.

‘Not that it would come to that with Koka around…’

Nika thought about his stand-in, who would be outside.

He didn’t know his original appearance either. 

However, he resembled the usual bulked-up, bearded self closely enough. 

That’s why he had been chosen as the stand-in for this journey.

As long as that guy was standing over there, his true identity wouldn’t be revealed. 

Nika gulped and carefully put on the swimsuit.

“Hmph.”

But once he had it on, the pressure between his legs was severe. 

Unlike male clothing, women’s clothes had no stitching allowances in that area. 

As a result, his private part bulged noticeably.

‘Ah, please…’

He prayed in his mind for it to calm down, but it didn’t happen.

The pressure of the swimsuit stimulated what was curled up inside, causing it to rise, and this only tightened the clothes further, creating a vicious cycle of increased stimulation.

“Ah…”

The lower part of his glans kept rubbing against the lining of the swimsuit. 

Each time, his waist involuntarily bent back, his mouth opened, and a moan escaped.

If he went out like this, he would surely be treated as a pervert. 

He needed to take off the swimsuit again and adjust it, perhaps folding his private parts between his legs.

Just as he was about to lower the shoulder strap and take off the swimsuit, someone called him from behind.

“Excuse me?”

Nika was startled and quickly bent over to hide the bulge.

“Wh-what is it?”

Seeing Nika’s crouched figure with a frightened look, Anais smiled pityingly.

No matter how clever he was, he was still a child. 

Granted, if a person like the prince called for you, it would be hard not to be frightened…

“It’s cold outside, so it’s best to wear this until you get into the hot bath.”

What she handed him was a large towel, about the height of a person. 

It was usually provided to guests to bring out when they left their rooms.

“I’m an employee here, you know. I’ve been here often enough to know. I took it out from the supply room in the corner.”

“Ah, th-thank you…”

He hadn’t expected to receive such kindness from someone who, just a few minutes ago, seemed like an enemy.


Her card skills… Could she not be just a simple bar maid?

As he received the towel, he examined her body.

She had a slim figure without a trace of excess fat. 

Her neck was slender, and her arms and legs were long.

However, he didn’t think she looked skinny in an unattractive way. 

Though thin, her muscles were firm, giving her body a beautiful shape. 

Most of all, her hands and feet were exceptionally pretty.

“Then I’ll go out first. Come out when you’re ready.”

“Yes…”

He watched her leave and finally straightened his back.

Fortunately, while he had been crouching, his body had calmed down considerably.

He quickly adjusted its angle, then wrapped the towel around himself and looked in the mirror. 

The crown prince Nikolai he knew was not there. 

What he saw in the reflection was a short-haired girl in a swimsuit with a towel wrapped around her, eyes filled with fear.

He chuckled.

 Who would think of the crown prince seeing this?

As soon as he stepped out of the changing room, he came face to face with Wonderstein.

An involuntary gasp escaped his lips.

A body with perfect proportions, as if sculpted from marble, stood before his eyes. 

His chest, shoulders, and stomach all had muscles firmly packed, flexing like they were alive in front of him.

“Now, you really do look like a girl, Miss Nika.”

He approached her with a smile. 

Nika instinctively took a step back, driven by an unconscious desire to protect himself as a man.

“Th-then, did you think I was a man all this time?”

“Yes.”

Nika frowned at his response.

“What did you say?”

“Haha, just kidding. Of course not.”

Nika clamped her mouth shut. 

Whether he was joking or being serious, his words felt unpleasant for some reason.

“Alright, let’s go in.”

Following the guidance of the guards, they passed through the thick double doors and stepped outside. 

Nika, bracing himself for the cold gusts of wind, was surprised to find that there was hardly any wind at all.

The Heavenly Tavern had been designed by architects who meticulously calculated how to create a wind-free zone.

The wind was directed along the cliffs and outwards, never touching the people in the bath above.

Of course, it was still winter, so the chill remained.

Hundreds of guests were scattered around, gathered in small groups under the soft lights that were turned on here and there, enjoying the night view of the city spread out below the valley. 

They whispered to each other as they watched the guards in armour passing by.

“Who are those people?”

“I didn’t hear… His Highness the Crown Prince…”

“Really? Then who are those being escorted?”

“I don’t know. Aren’t they invited nobles?”

The Heavenly Tavern was divided into dozens of areas.

Some places were neatly polished with white marble, while others had natural rocks and plants arranged around them. 

There were also places made from carved cypress wood.

They arrived at a rocky area in the centre of the Heavenly Tavern. 

It was the noisiest spot there. 

About thirty people were soaking in the colourful, sparkling bath, sitting in a circle.

“Your Highness, we have brought the person you mentioned and their companions.”

“Oh, they’ve arrived! Just a moment. We’ve just finished this game.”

Koka, who said this, jumped up and shouted.

“Alright! I’m the winner of this game too! So, who should I pick as my prize?”

Koka glanced around at the young noblemen and the courtesans they were with, then pointed at one of them.

“I choose you! Wait a minute! You don’t have any objections, do you?”

The young man holding the courtesan chosen by Koka waved his hands dismissively.

“Of course not! It’s an honour that Your Highness shares my taste in women!”

“Haha, that’s the spirit! Alright!”

The Crown Prince shouted and turned to the courtesan.

“What are you doing? Bring me the Heavenly Nectar already!”

“Yes, Your Highness.”

The courtesan put on a deliberately bashful expression, took a sip of the drink, and crawled over to Koka, swaying her hips, before pressing her lips to his and pouring the drink into his mouth.

As the squelching sounds filled the air, his hand slipped into her swimsuit, fondling her chest. 

The courtesan let out a feigned moan. 

When the long kiss finally ended, cheers and applause erupted from all around.

“Wow! Truly, Your Highness is a hero among heroes!”

“I’m moved just watching!”

Koka wiped his lips and looked around at them.

“What? You guys like this so much?”

At his question, they all scrambled to flatter him.

“Yes! We love it! It’s wonderful to spend such a hearty time with Your Highness!”

“Your Highness is the manliest of men! It’s regrettable that we haven’t had more chances to meet before!”

“Exactly! If it weren’t for the pretext of coming to greet Your Highness, I would be stuck in the estate dealing with old fogeys… Oh, my mistake…”

A young man made a gesture of covering his mouth, but Koka laughed it off.

“It’s fine! Your father… right! The Viscount of Badenwurt is indeed an old fogey!”

At his proclamation, the young man assumed a posture of humility.

“It’s an honor!”

“Good, good. Now, everyone, let’s toast to our dear Viscount of Badenwurt!”

“Cheers!”

The people raised their glasses high and took a drink. 

They were drinking cocktails made of vodka, soda, and fruit. 

Thanks to the fruity scent and sweetness, it was easy to drink without getting too drunk.

“Now, shall we call up the master of this game?”

At Koka words, the guard brought three people forward.

Koka looked at the three with half-closed eyes.

“Hmm? What’s going on? Why are there three?”

“When I arrived, there was a card tournament final going on. I brought the three people who were there.”

“Oh, is that so? Where is the woman I was looking for?”

“Here, the one with the green hair.”

The guard pointed to Anais. 

She looked utterly frozen, observing the situation.

She should have realized from the moment she was called to the hot spring. 

This wasn’t just because they needed an extra player. 

They wanted a courtesan to amuse themselves with.

“Am I supposed to be… there?”

She looked at the courtesans laughing and flirting with the young noblemen, even with hands slipping into private areas.

Do I really have to do that?

She couldn’t believe the situation she found herself in.

Even if she had fallen from grace, she never imagined she’d have to sell her body like a common woman.

“Alright. Was your name Anna? Come over here.”

Koka pointed to the empty spot on his left.

Anais’s eyes filled with despair. 

Around her, there were dozens of armed guards.

There was no way she could disobey the command of the imposing Crown Prince.

At that moment, a strange question popped into her head.

‘Am I really Anais?’

The question that had tormented her for months resurfaced.

It was a kind of defense mechanism. 

Rather than accept that she had to give herself up like a courtesan, it was easier to assume she wasn’t truly herself.

But it was merely a psychological escape and did nothing to solve the problem at hand.


“I said come here already!”

The Crown Prince’s voice rose. 

There was no choice. 

If she continued to hesitate, not only she but also Wonderstein could suffer.

Just as she was about to step into the bath, Wonderstein stopped her.
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His arm wrapped around Anais’s waist. 

But she didn’t have time to feel embarrassed; she turned to him in shock at his recklessness.

“What are you doing, Director? This… this isn’t right….”

The person he was up against was none other than the crown prince of the Empire. 

Wonderstein’s actions in blocking him were a direct challenge to his authority. 

The gazes of the guards who understood the situation grew fierce.

“You scoundrel! What are you doing?”

“Stand back at once!”

“A lowborn like you, how dare you?”

The knight who had escorted them there assumed a posture as if he were about to draw his sword.

Their heads were on the line, but Wonderstein’s face showed no hint of fear. 

As always, his face was filled with a relaxed smile. 

However, his heart was cold.

‘Is this guy really the crown prince, Nikolai?’

A small sigh escaped his lips. 

His disappointment was as great as his expectations had been.

The crown prince who everyone in the Empire believed in and supported to change its future. 

In the original work, he was a character who died miserably, in a way that was unparalleled in its tragedy.

But had his aura been exaggerated because of the tragic nature of the event?

The boy standing before his eyes was not much different from the nobles they had encountered during their journey. 

No, he was actually more on the frivolous side.

Would he change as he grew older? 

Or was this a butterfly effect because he hadn’t yet broken Marisa’s petrification? 

He didn’t know the answer, but one thing was certain: the rumoured image of the prince was nowhere to be found in the current him.

“What, do you want to claim that she’s your woman?”

Koka raised his hand to stop the guards from stepping forward. 

Even though it had only been a few days since he took on the role of the crown prince, he used his authority skilfully.

Having led gangs around village taverns back home, he was familiar with the dynamics of power. 

He knew exactly where the lines he should and shouldn’t cross were.

“Well, then, fine. I don’t want to hold a woman by force, anyway. As you can see, we’re gambling with goods right now. If you want to claim that girl is yours, then join the game. Ah, and bring that other girl along too.”

Nika, who was pointed out by Koka, trembled her shoulders. 

Being touched by a man was awful enough, but the idea of being toyed with by these people he categorized as ‘trash’ was even worse.

Would it be better to reveal his true identity? 

No, absolutely not in this situation. 

Avoiding that discovery was paramount. 

In the end, would the best option be to humour these guys?

Wonderstein quickly calmed the panic-stricken Nika by patting his on the shoulder.

“This girl is only 15 years old.”

Koka snorted at that.

“So what? I’m 15 too. Hey, light me up.”

He bit down on a cigarette and accepted the flame from the courtesan next to him. 

He blew smoke in her face, making her cough repeatedly from the irritation, but he paid no mind and blew smoke again.

Fifteen years old would correspond to the third year of middle school or the first year of high school in Korea.

Even in Korea, where they were strict about minors, it wasn’t uncommon for people of that age to be exposed to alcohol, women, and cigarettes. 

In an era where people could marry at that age, that was hardly a major flaw.

But regardless of that, Wonderstein didn’t like him. 

His tone was arrogant, and his behaviour was rude.

Wonderstein didn’t want him touching either of them.

Especially Nika, who had done nothing wrong other than agreeing to his request to join the game. 

He felt a responsibility to protect her.

“Alright. I’ll join Your Highness’s entertainment.”

“Haha, that’s the spirit, as a man should! But speaking of which… both girls’ chests are too small. Ah, or is it… that you’re using protecting them as an excuse? Come on, tell me honestly! Which of these girls’ chests were you after?”

At Koka’s joke, the young nobles burst into loud laughter.

The courtesans joined in, mocking the slender bodies of the two. 

Anais and Nika’s faces turned bright red with shame.

Wonderstein didn’t react to the nasty joke, calmly pulling both of them into his arms and leading them into the hot bath. 

They flinched when he first embraced them, but they accepted his hold without much resistance. 

They knew there was no other choice at the moment.

The spot they sat down was directly opposite the crown prince.

“Alright. The new contestant must pay the accumulated stakes to join, right?”

With that, Koka grabbed a new bottle of vodka beside him and filled a glass to the brim. 

He then handed it to Wonderstein.

With that, Koka grabbed a new bottle of vodka beside him and filled a glass to the brim. 

He then handed it to Wonderstein.

“Drink it all down! That’s how much we’ve been drinking. By the way, this is also part of the game. If you can’t finish it in one go, you lose. And the prize of the bet will be your own — the lips of one of the girls beside you!”

He had filled a 500cc glass with vodka. 

The alcohol content was a hefty 40%. 

Even among the country’s people who enjoyed strong drinks, few could drink that much at once.

Wonderstein stared quietly at what he was handed.

Laughter and taunts poured in from all around.

“What? Can’t drink it?”

“This is a Kiev initiation, you sissy!”

“If you’re scared, drop the girls and get lost!”

Most of the young nobles gathered here were younger than Wonderstein, and half of them were teenagers.

The antics of these kids were quite amusing. 

Some of them splashed water at him, kicking and slapping the surface.

“Haha, let me dilute that drink with some water for you!”

“Come on, say ‘thank you!’ It’s water from our precious bodies!”

“No, no, there’s also some water spilled by our Sophia earlier.”


“Oh dear, the young master, you’re too much….”

Despite the mockery pouring in from all directions, Wonderstein just smiled quietly. 

He was used to these kinds of provocations from kids like these while broadcasting. 

Their actions and words were exactly on the same level.

“Director…”

“Mr. Wonderstein…”

Anais and Nika looked at him, filled with guilt, feeling responsible for causing this situation. 

They felt terrible for standing by while only he was humiliated.

“It’s alright. This is nothing.”

Resolving himself, he lifted the glass to his lips and began to drink in large gulps.

“He’s going too fast from the start! Won’t he collapse soon?”

“Yeah, yeah! Drink up!”

“Drink! Drink!”

The ice-cold liquid seemed to burn down from his throat to his stomach, inch by inch. 

For an average person, it wouldn’t be strange if they passed out immediately from that amount.

However, he had just used Debulroots to manipulate his liver cells, enhancing their ability to detoxify alcohol and its byproducts by dozens of times. To him, it was equivalent to downing a single shot of soju.

“Phew, refreshing.”

He finished the entire glass in less than ten seconds. 

The sneers quickly died down. 

They stared blankly at the empty glass. 

It was impressive enough that he finished a glass of vodka, but he acted as if nothing had happened.

Koka, experienced in leading drinking games, knew what to do at such times. 

He abandoned his intention to tease him and applauded his drinking prowess.

“Amazing!”

“Indeed! I’ve never seen anyone who can drink like that before.”

“Would you consider coming to our region for a drinking contest sometime?”

The way people looked at him changed significantly. 

Of course, the nobles placed more importance on maintaining decorum at drinking parties, but the young men gathered here were treated as the black sheep of their families. 

Since they had a lot of experience associating with people of lower status, they were more accustomed to the culture of the lower classes.

“Ha-ha! Good, good. Then, let’s proceed with the prize! Choose one of the two and kiss them until you’ve sucked their lips dry! If you refuse, it will be considered forfeiting your turn, and the other person will perform instead!”

At Koka’s declaration, Wonderstein looked perplexed, glancing back and forth between the two. 

Both of them refused to meet his gaze. 

The expressions on their faces showed their determination to reject the idea.

However, Wonderstein could feel the two of them subtly tugging his arms toward themselves under the table.

A subtle signal coming from beneath the surface. 

But if he trusted that and turned his gaze toward them, they both scowled, as if they would rather die than kiss him here.

‘Do it or don’t do it.’

Caught between their continual push-and-pull, Wonderstein finally decided to choose the side with the least burden.

“Miss Nika, would that be alright?”

Anais was a high-ranking noblewoman. 

Being treated like a courtesan would undoubtedly be humiliating for her. 

They would have to continue seeing each other in the future, and he was reluctant to do something that might earn her resentment.

‘W-what? You want to choose me?’

Nika glanced furtively at Wonderstein, then noticed Anais glaring at her over his shoulder.

He felt a strange sense of triumph. 

He barely managed to stop the corners of his lips from curling up. 

Instead, he growled at Wonderstein, who was grinning slyly at him.

“This is ridiculous. The woman you’ve been looking for three days is right next to you, so why choose me?”

“Are you displeased?”

When he replied with a carefree smile, Nika burst out.

“Would I be pleased? Being dragged into this unpleasant entertainment for no reason….”

“It can’t be helped. I have no intention of forcing it….”

As Wonderstein began to back away, Nika unconsciously grabbed his hand and pulled it toward him. 

Then, biting his lower lip, he whispered.

“…Just do it.”

“Sorry?”

“H-hurry up and do it. The k-kiss….”

“Didn’t you say you didn’t want to?”

“Well, you only asked, so I answered honestly… But it’s unavoidable, isn’t it?”

“No, if Lady Anais consents….”

As he tried to turn away, Nika quickly grabbed his shoulder.

“J-just do it already! What if they consider this a ‘refusal’? I-I’d rather do it with someone I’ve known for at least a few days! Not that it’s much better, of course… ugh.”

A large shadow fell over Nika’s view. 

At the same time, something hot sealed his mouth shut. Wonderstein’s tongue invaded his mouth.

Because of the height difference, he had to support Nika’s waist with his hand, bending forward. 

Naturally, Nika’s waist arched back.

From all around came wolf whistles and howling, but none of that reached Nika’s ears. 

All he could hear was the sound of his opponent’s heartbeat transmitted through their skin and the noise of tongues entwining and exchanging saliva.

Wonderstein aggressively explored Nika’s mouth. 

If he didn’t go this far, who knew what kind of fuss the crown prince might make.

It was just a kiss, but his saliva contained a substance that stimulated pleasure. 

He had forgotten to neutralize it after giving Maya a massage before leaving the lodging today. 

As a result, the more Nika exchanged saliva with him, the more his body shivered with pleasure crawling up his spine.

“Ugh… No… ha, gulp.”

The crown prince of a nation, cross-dressed, being held by a man and kissed like a prostitute while others watched, made Nika’s body even hotter.

At this moment, there was nothing left of him as a prince or a man. 

Something electric and sharp tingled up from a place he had never felt before. 

Deep below his navel, as if a hidden space existed, muscles contracted and released with a tingling sensation.

His mind went blank. 

For a moment, he forgot himself and moved as his body dictated. 

Nika reached out and groped the other’s belly and chest.

Unlike his own frail body, the other’s was firm. 

He wanted to be held tightly. 

He wanted to embrace him more deeply. 

Nika wrapped his arms around his neck and intertwined his tongue actively.

“Pwah!”

How much time had passed? 

Their lips finally parted. 

A string of sticky saliva stretched between their lips.

Nika wiped away the tears that had gathered in the corners of his eyes and opened them slowly. 

The person who had filled his world just moments ago was looking at him with a smile.

“How was it?”

The audacious question was asked with an indifferent expression, which somehow made Nika feel annoyed. 

The man who had completely shaken up his mind was now exuding a calm wave, which he didn’t like. 

He wanted to shout at him for what he had done.

But Nika’s lips didn’t easily part. 

He didn’t know what to say. 

His mouth moved on its own, contrary to his will.

“…It was my first time.”

At his mumbling, Wonderstein smiled awkwardly.

“Well… I’m sorry about that. Having your first kiss with an old man like me… I’ll make it up to you later.”

“How will you make it up…?”

At his question, Wonderstein couldn’t find an answer and just closed his mouth.

Nika bit his lips to stop himself from saying, “Another kiss,” and turned his gaze away from him.

“Good! That was an intense kiss!”

Koka congratulated Wonderstein for the great show and awarded him with vodka brewed by the royal distillery. 

It was the same kind he had drunk before.

Nika stared at the bottle wrapped in packaging.

That must be the reason. 


That was why he acted like that.

The lingering taste of alcohol on Wonderstein’s lips had momentarily dulled his senses.

It couldn’t have been that he was excited by a man’s kiss.

He repeated this to himself, trying to push away the remnants of excitement still coursing through his body.

But the sensation he had felt for the first time today still swirled deep inside his belly.
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After what could be called a so-called initiation ritual, a relatively calm drinking session followed. 

With over thirty people present, the ways they enjoyed themselves were diverse.

Some clung to the women they had brought with them, some were loudly discussing the latest topics, and some just kept drinking. 

About half of them were trying hard to appease the Crown Prince.

“Should I say he chose his people well?”

Nika, who had finally found a moment to catch her breath after a series of continuous crises, closed her eyes and enjoyed the hot spring. 

He stroked the area below his navel with his hand.

He didn’t know why the inside of his stomach ached so much. 

Wasn’t this where it usually hurt when one had a stomach-ache? 

He rubbed his belly gently while quietly observing the “Crown Prince,” who was exchanging mischievous jokes with the idlers.

When he had been singled out as the drinking party’s entertainer, he had ground his teeth, vowing to cast him out immediately if he ever returned to his original status.

But upon close observation, the Crown Prince was not crossing any particular lines. 

He was strictly adhering to the rules set by Pelvian and himself.

Play as you wish.

But do not cross any line that cannot be recovered from, considering your original status.

Do not speak of politics or society.

Indeed, the Crown Prince would enjoy whatever he fancied, whether it be alcohol, tobacco, or women, but whenever a heavier topic seemed to arise, he would swiftly change the subject. 

He did this so naturally that it seemed he was a real fox in his skill. 

It was as if he would only tarnish his reputation to the exact point he intended.

Rumors were already widespread within the hotel. 

People were saying that the Crown Prince was playing like an unbridled colt. 

Nika had overheard it several times today.

It would be a lie to say it didn’t bother him, but it was something he had been prepared for, so he could accept it. 

However, over the past three days, he had formed a new connection.

Nika recalled the earlier memory. 

Wonderstein was smiling on the surface, but the waves he felt within him were filled with considerable disappointment and disgust.

Though Koka thought he was sticking to the rules, to the eyes of the lower classes, his way of playing could be seen as sufficiently unpleasant. 

Especially since Koka was still occasionally glancing in Wonderstein’s direction, his gaze greedily scanning his two companions.

Nika felt uncomfortable yet grateful for Wonderstein’s hostility toward the Crown Prince. 

That courage to dare to oppose the Crown Prince stemmed from a desire to protect the innocent girl, Nika.

‘But I can’t exactly reveal that I’m the Crown Prince… No, that would only worsen the disgust, wouldn’t it?’

That seemed likely. 

Surely, he would think he had been toyed with.

No, to reveal his most crucial weakness to clear up a mere misunderstanding with a wanderer was absurd. 

This deviation had to end as a deviation. 

Despite emitting a somewhat unusual wave, his opponent was someone who lived in a world different from his own anyway.

‘Let’s just keep it as a fond memory.’

Having sorted his feelings, Nika leaned against Wonderstein. 

He pretended to have fallen asleep while enjoying the hot spring with his eyes closed.

Thinking of leaving made him feel more at ease. 

Until just a while ago, Nika had been terrified of even brushing against him, but now he could rest his head on his chest without hesitation.

However, just as he was about to do so, he sensed that Wonderstein was somehow pulling away. 

Not only his body, but even his head seemed to tilt entirely to the right.

Now that he thought about it, he had been conversing with Anais for quite a while. 

Nika slightly opened his eyes to see what they were up to.

And soon, he faced a shocking scene.

Wonderstein and Anais were sharing a passionate kiss.

Moreover, his right hand was squeezing its way into the gap of Anais’s swimsuit, fervently fondling her chest.

It was a common sight at this location, but he never expected Wonderstein to do something like this. 

Nika strained his ears to catch fragments of their whispered conversation after the kiss.

“Hehe, if it’s your first time, it’s hard to go this far… Who made you like this?”

“…It was the priest I used to know… He suddenly barged into my room… Inside me, that… It was so painful and terrifying that I… Hnn!”

“You moan quite a bit… If you leave your body to me… You will feel at ease…”

“I trust you. Director… You saved me once… Ah, there, there… Haah, haah…”

The surrounding noise was so loud that he could only catch a few words, but Nika could infer their meaning well enough. 

His fists trembled.

“Degenerate.”

A surge of disgust toward Wonderstein filled Nika’s heart.

He had pretended to be a crusader for justice, acting like he was protecting them, but he was just another man after all.

Perhaps he had intervened initially simply because he feared losing the woman he had his eye on. 

Now that he had managed to blend in with the crowd, he was trying to satisfy his desires.

Anais was equally contemptible.

Nika observed her face, faintly visible in the darkness. 

She seemed immensely satisfied.

Her true nature had shown when she had flirted with the old duke.

Vulgar woman.

Her past, of being victimized by a priest she trusted, was pitiable, but not so much as to be shocking.

What was revolting was Wonderstein, who pretended to care while actually toying with her. 

Essentially, he was doing the same thing Koka was trying to do, yet he had already painted himself as her “saviour.”

A woman as clever as she had been completely swayed by a few honeyed words from a handsome man… 

Were all women that easy?

 No, if he put it that way, he, too…

All sorts of negative emotions roiled within Nika’s chest.

He couldn’t believe he had allowed this ruffian to be his first kiss.

He squeezed his eyes shut and pretended to sleep again.

He had no desire to look deeper into his feelings. 

He felt he might end up hurt if he did.

After a while, Wonderstein finally managed to finish treating Anais. 

To calm the sudden convulsions that had begun, he breathed into her mouth and injected Debulroots into her chest.


Her lungs had been damaged once before, six months earlier, at the point of transitioning into their “unique trait,” having been exposed to the power of light. Repairing them wasn’t easy. 

The damaged areas were emitting slightly altered signals, so they had to be completely burned off. 

Anais moaned quite a bit from the pain.

Had this happened when he first met her, it would have been difficult to treat these symptoms. 

However, thanks to his accumulated experience and the collected Debulroots, he could manage even such a complicated procedure.

He was amazed that even a village priest could burn Debulroots to this extent. 

In the game, priests did not demonstrate such great power except for a few key characters.

In the game, Wonderstein wielded absolute power over Debulroots, even manipulating the unique traits of monster members. 

What the original Wonderstein had but what he currently lacked was probably the power of the Jewel Tril.

“Thanks to you, I feel relieved. Thank you.”

After narrowly escaping a dangerous situation, Anais glanced around nervously, her face turning red. 

What they had done was purely medical, but somehow, it ended up looking like they were doing something indecent, just like the other couples around them.

“Well, the urgent fire has been put out for now. I’ll take proper care of you later at the lodging.”

Wonderstein removed his hand from her and turned back to his original position. 

He felt relieved when he saw that Nika still had her eyes closed. 

If Nika had seen what had just happened, it could have led to a misunderstanding.

“He said he would take care of her properly at the lodging? Is he planning to drag her to his room no matter what?”

Nika’s lips twitched as if he was about to spit out a curse, but Wonderstein didn’t notice it.

Just then, Koka suddenly clapped his hands, drawing everyone’s attention.

“Alright, alright, it seems like the mood has dropped again. How about we start an entertaining show?”

Koka pointed at the man he had been talking to until a moment ago.

“This guy here is known for being a great gambler. He’s mastered all kinds of card games. You, the courtesan over there. Your name was Anya, right? The reason I brought you here is to have you compete against him. What do you think? How about a match?”

It was a suggestion from the crown prince, but in reality, it was more of a command. 

Anais had no choice but to nod.

“Of course! Great, then we need to set a prize for this game as well… How about asking for something each of us has? It has to be something we can give right away, nothing like money kept in the bank.”

At first glance, it sounded like a typical gift exchange punishment at a party, but judging by the atmosphere here, it obviously wasn’t meant to be taken lightly.

“What if that lady wants my belongings, Your Highness?”

The young gambler said, and the people burst into laughter. 

It was a joke that clearly revealed the nature of the gathering.

“What will you ask for if you win?”

“Well… As someone of lowly standing, I’m not sure. I might offer the rights to the favour I received from Your Highness today.”

Their conversation flowed smoothly, as if it had been pre-arranged.

“Haha, you speak as if you’ve already won! Very well. I’ll think about what to ask for while you two play the game!”

Anais clenched her teeth. 

She had sensed from earlier that the crown prince had his eyes on her. 

However, she hadn’t expected him to declare so blatantly that he would ‘demand’ her.

“Will you be alright?”

“Trust me. I’m confident I can win against anyone in a card game.”

At that moment, Anais’ eyes met with Nika’s. 

They both remembered the unresolved match from earlier.

For a moment, the two stared at each other intently.

‘Cheeky little brat.’

‘Dirty whore.’

Wonderstein didn’t notice the tension flowing between them. 

His gaze remained fixed on the crown prince.

Such excellent close aides they were. 

It seemed that every person the crown prince kept around him was of the same sort. 

This guy specialized in drinking, that one in flirting with women, and now there was even one whose specialty was gambling.

He had learned enough about the crown prince by now. 

If the prince had been the kind of person he hoped, Wonderstein would have considered giving him information about the future as a gift. 

It wouldn’t have been possible to reveal anything that might affect the main quest within the next two years, but anything beyond that might have been negotiable. 

But now, knowing the prince’s true nature, he no longer wanted to do anything that would benefit him in the slightest.

The guards set up a large table in the center of the hall.

The bubbles and steam rising from below quickly dampened the table, but the cards were coated with a basic protective layer, so they would last for this game.

“The game will be Wonderworld, which is quite popular these days.”

“Fine.”

A single match to decide the outcome.

It seemed unlikely they would play a betting-style game like poker.

The young gambler and Anais checked the cards brought by the soldier for any tampering and then started the game.

“I will choose the ‘Glinkarf Theater’ and ‘Atherena Open-air Theater’ from the theater cards.”

“I’ll choose the ‘Rose Windmill Cabaret’ and the ‘Christian Memorial.’”

Anais grew tense as she looked at the cards her opponent had chosen. 

Both cards were among the strongest in the theatre category, competing for the top two spots, but they required considerable luck. 

Unless one could freely draw the desired cards into their hand, these were generally considered weaker cards based on average probability.

‘Could he have tampered with the cards somehow?’

What Anais feared was cheating. 

That was why she had insisted on examining the cards when the soldier brought them over.

However, the cards showed no signs of scratches or marks.

There might be extremely tiny flaws, but in this dimly lit place, it was nearly impossible to identify cards based on that.

There was also no concern about secretly switching or hiding cards. 

Her opponent was only wearing a swimsuit, leaving no place to hide any cards.

‘Then could it be the table…?’

Was there some kind of device installed there?

But she couldn’t examine it in detail now. 

That would be the same as declaring she was suspicious of the crown prince.

Anais decided to stop worrying about her opponent’s tricks and focus on the game. 


There might not have been any cheating from the beginning, and besides, all the cards would be revealed at the end of this game. 

Even if there was a bit of trickery, it would be hard to determine the actual winner based solely on that.

She had won a 3-to-1 battle, which was thought to be impossible. 

She was confident she could win a one-on-one match no matter what tricks her opponent pulled.

As everyone watched, the two began their game.
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The match proceeded from the beginning with Anais overwhelmingly dominating. 

Her opponent repeatedly fell for her tactics, losing turns, gold coins, or even cards.

However, she couldn’t easily enjoy this. 

To any bystanders, it would seem as if Anais was reading his moves and ruthlessly crushing him, but that wasn’t the case.

Her strategies, which deprived her opponent of opportunities, came with the condition that she herself had to forgo chances to lay her own foundation.

So, even when she deliberately shifted her tactics in another direction to avoid such attrition warfare, her opponent kept stepping into her traps. 

Almost as if he had come to be sniped on purpose.

“If this continues….”

Just as she feared, the situation soon led to the activation of her opponent’s Theatre Card.

“I’ll establish the <Atherena Open-Air Theater>.”

The ‘Atherena Open-Air Theater’ was one of the ‘Six Theaters’ where the preliminaries of the Circus Grand Prix were held, a place converted into a modern theater from an ancient stone ruin. 

It originated from beggars living in the ruins who began performing to beg for alms. 

As such, it was the only location in the game that could be constructed by meeting a condition of losing resources, rather than investing them.

The Theater Card exhibited a wide-area special ability that affected the entire game board. 

Given its powerful effect, it was typically only built around the game’s midpoint, due to the stringent conditions that had to be met for its construction.

But her opponent had managed to build the theater within just five minutes of the start. 

At that moment, Anais’s suspicion turned to certainty. 

The opponent knew exactly what cards were in her hand and which ones were placed face-down on the table.

However, no matter how much she thought about it, it was hard to figure out what method the opponent had used.

“Could it be magic? No, magic is impractical deep in the tundra.”

In this era, magical civilization only thrived east of the Sierra Madre Mountains. 

The western side of the mountains was directly exposed to the auroras that swept down from the Arctic. 

The auroras caused magical energy to fluctuate wildly, creating an environment that made magic difficult to use.

Of course, there were magicians in the Empire, but most of them could barely exert minimal power in socially essential fields. 

Due to this difference in environment, while the countries east of the mountains were launching airships and revolutionizing logistics, the Empire had remained in a dormant state until the railroads were laid.

As far as Anais knew, only the chief magician of the imperial palace could freely use magic in this Empire. 

It seemed unlikely that someone so high-ranking would be mobilized just to amuse himself with a courtesan, even for a crown prince.

***

The young gambler quickly realized what Anais was pondering. 

Her hands and eyes were continuously scanning the cards and the table.

‘She’ll never figure out this trick.’

He was no ordinary gambler. 

Until recently, he had been on the path of a magician.

From a young age, he had learned the craft under a famous master.

However, he had fallen into a trap that young magicians were easily fascinated by—gambling.

In the world of gambling, even a simple trick like switching cards could earn him tens of times the profit he could make performing. 

So, the notion of entertaining an audience did not satisfy him.

Thus, he left his master and fully devoted himself to the gambling scene. 

In fact, many gamblers had once studied magic.

What he was currently using was one of the tricks he had stolen from his master’s research notes—a deception involving a substance that glowed in the dark.

Its name was radium, an element discovered only a few years ago and recently listed in the Alchemists’ Guild records. 

The back of the cards he had prepared was coated with a pigment made from this radium.

Thanks to the bright lights installed above the table, Anais assumed it would be difficult for her opponent to use any tricks, but that was her blind spot. 

Luminous materials were actually harder to see in bright places.

When someone leaned forward to pick up a card, a shadow would cast over the table, creating a momentary “readable state.” 

However, if that were the only factor, there would be a high chance of the opponent discovering it by coincidence.

Even if a shadow was cast, the glow emitted by the luminous material was faint. 

Eyes accustomed to the bright light would struggle to notice it. 

To read the writing, the pupils needed to be dilated and adapted to the “darkness.”

When it wasn’t his turn, he would lower his eyes and pretend to inspect the cards in his hand, maintaining a poker face. 

In reality, he was not just looking down but closing his eyes. 

He waited with his eyes adjusted to the darkness, and the moment his opponent leaned forward, he would sneak a glance and catch the glowing letters in the shadow.

This was a trick he frequently used. 

He was convinced he could win 100% of the time. 

In fact, Anais, who was scrutinizing the cards and the table, seemed unable to find anything and continued to fall behind.

“Heh, stare at it for the rest of your life. Think you can see it?”

The young gambler stifled a laugh. 

A mere courtesan might be somewhat clever, but her limitations were obvious.

If she were a first-rate player, she would have devised another strategy, assuming the opponent could see all her cards. 

But instead, she kept repeating the same old tactics.

Here, the difference between someone like him, who had broadened his horizons by observing the world, and someone like his opponent, confined within their limited thinking, was evident.

“Cheating is just a crutch. Your downfall is due to that lack of vision.”

The young man justified his actions and continued with the game. 

The one-sided play continued to an almost tedious degree.

“Isn’t this too much? Can’t you go a bit easier?” 

Koka burst out in laughter, shouting. 

The young man, wearing a deferential expression, bowed deeply.

“How could I possibly be careless when preparing a gift for Your Highness?”

“Haha, I like it! So, what shall I take from that courtesan now?”

“What could a mere courtesan possibly offer? She probably has nothing but her body.”

As crude jokes flew from all directions amidst the laughter,

Anais never lost her focus on the game.

It helped that she had grown accustomed to such ridicule over the past few months, but a significant factor was also the presence of Wonderstein watching from behind her.

“The Director has endured worse ridicule while standing on stage with a smile. I can’t afford to whine.”

Wonderstein still had a confident smile, as if he did not doubt his victory. 

Anais, feeling a surge of energy, picked up the next card.

“I think I’m going to lose.”

Wonderstein nervously scanned the table. 

No matter how he looked at it, Anais seemed at a disadvantage. 


Her strategy was statistically sound, with a high win rate, but somehow, her opponent had been lucky enough to create the rare situations where the odds were in his favour. 

It was clear there was some manipulation involved. 

Even a novice could sense something was amiss.

“Well, even if I lose, I have other ways.”

And so, the game moved into its final stage. 

The young gambler, who was about to pick a card by habit as he had earlier, suddenly felt something was off.

“What is this?”

The cards laid out in front of Anais.

Among them, one arrangement stood out: the “Magic” cards.

Acrobatics, theater, music, and magic.

Out of the 188 performance cards divided into four categories, there were only 14 magic cards. In other words, they were the rarest. 

Yet, Anais had no fewer than seven of them in front of her.

Each magic card provided one of seven different magic tools. 

A single card wasn’t worth much on its own, but if two cards with the same tool were collected, they would activate a special ability for that tool. 

Collecting all seven different magic tools meant an instant win for that player.

Anais had collected six different kinds of cards. 

If she managed to collect just one more card with a magic tool, she would win the game.

“When did this happen?”

From the beginning to the end, Anais’s strategy had not changed.

 She had been trying to gather gold coins and points using the theatre cards from the Rose Windmill Cabaret and the Christian Memorial Hall. 

He had tried to thwart her by taking other cards she wanted, forcing her to settle for less valuable cards instead.

Among the magic cards laid out in front of her were those he had thrown away, thinking she wouldn’t take them, and cards he had missed while trying to snatch the ones she wanted. 

So it was all… deliberate?

“No way. Impossible. How could I lose to a mere tavern wench…”

He shook his head in disbelief. 

As people around them slowly began to realize what was happening on the game board, Anais opened her mouth.

“Looks like you’ve caught on.”

“W-What do you mean… Are you saying you did this on purpose? Ugh, just by luck, you happened to gather these…”

“Luck?”

Anais snorted as if the idea was ridiculous.

“I already knew you marked the cards somehow.”

“H-How… No, no, what nonsense is that? Are you saying I marked the cards?”

“If you want to deny it, go ahead. But I made my strategy assuming that premise—that you knew all the cards with markings on their backs.”

The young man gritted his teeth and looked back at the table. 

Then, realizing something, he shouted.

“Don’t be ridiculous! Even if that’s true, for you to gather the cards you needed, you’d have to know which cards were which from the back!”

She nodded, picking up the next card with her hand.

“Of course. You’re right. I knew what the cards with their backs facing up were. Or, to be more precise, I figured it out.”

“H-How?”

She subtly smiled and gestured around.

“There have been frequent appearances of ghost lights near geysers for ages. And a few years ago, the Alchemist’s Guild explained this phenomenon. It’s because of a substance called radium in the rock layers. As it decays, the energy it releases is reflected by certain materials, causing them to emit light. Naturally, radium is mixed in large quantities in the hot spring water, too.”

Anais lifted one of her cards, revealing the back. 

There was faintly glowing green lettering, brighter than he had intended.

“You must have applied a very tiny amount of radium to the cards. Under normal conditions, the decay reaction would proceed very slowly, and the light would be dim. But I accidentally dropped this card into the water earlier. When it came out, the letters appeared this clearly. The radium in the hot spring water, where decay is actively occurring, must have affected the pigment.”

The young man recalled when Anais had dropped a card from her hand. 

He had dismissed it, thinking she was nervous…

“Radium? What’s that? I’ve never even heard of it…”

“Don’t you read the newspaper? It’s the thing they say cures skin diseases when applied.”

“Isn’t it used in glow-in-the-dark watches?”

“Who knows? Who cares.”

“Ugh, you ignorant fool.”

“Anyway, how does that courtesan know all this?”

Everyone gaped at Anais as she spouted knowledge like a flowing river. 

It was astonishing that she could recite such information like an encyclopaedia and even more so that she could instantly deduce the truth from a few clues.

“It was a lucky discovery. I accidentally dropped the card while figuring out how to overcome this crisis. Thanks to that, I found out about your trick. And then, like you, I read the card’s lettering by closing and opening my eyes.”

To think she had figured out that much.

The young gambler, feeling bitter, scratched the table roughly with his nails.

“Ugh… Damn it, how does a mere tavern maid know such things…?”

“I hear a lot of stories about the world as part of my job.”

She was the chairwoman of the Merchant Union. 

It was natural for her to be on the cutting edge of information.

Besides, she had been interested in medical and engineering advancements for a long time due to her illness and had invested heavily in them. 

A newly discovered substance a few years ago might be unknown to the general public, but it was hardly new information for her.

“Still… even so, how did you know which cards were which? They were all marked with symbols that only I knew…”

“After flipping over about twenty of the backs, I noticed the pattern. That’s what took me some time.”

“L-Lies… You figured that out on the spot…?”

When her turn came around again, Anais picked up a card from the table with its back facing up and, without checking what it was, showed it to him face-up.

“An acrobatics card. ‘Fireplay,’ right?”

“Guh…!”

He swallowed a groan of defeat. 

At the same time, cheers and applause erupted toward her.


“Amazing!”

“How did she figure all that out?”

“You’re incredible, sister!”

Most of the cheers came from the women who had accompanied the young men. 

They had also felt uneasy watching the game, and Anais’s brilliant move to strike back at them was exhilarating.



 
  
    Chapter 334: Melting Point – 31


Though she had successfully brought the flow of the game to her side, she still couldn’t let her guard down. 

She had only collected six of the seven magic cards needed for victory. 

The game was far from over.

“It’s your turn. Please, go ahead.”

“Y-yeah… But don’t think you’ve won yet. Don’t get ahead of yourself!”

Now, there were about fifty performance cards left. 

He composed himself and concentrated all his efforts on preventing Anais from collecting the remaining magic tool card.

Anyway, he was already far ahead in points. 

Preventing his opponent from meeting the victory conditions was the priority.

After some breathless calculation, he finally managed to get his hands on the seventh magic tool. 

He concluded that Anais wouldn’t be able to gather the last one either.

Given the remaining possibilities, no matter what choices his opponent made, as long as he responded correctly, he could ensure the magic card would come to him on his turn.

“I’ve won. Haha, I’ve won!”

“I wouldn’t be so sure.”

“Is your math slow? You won’t be able to get the magic card, and you haven’t gathered enough points. The match is already over. There’s no need to even calculate the score.”

At his declaration, Anais nodded with a confident smile.

“Oh, I agree with that. There’s no need to calculate the score.”

Anais revealed the first role card she would use on her turn. 

Her opponent, with a doubtful expression, checked it.

The card she chose was the “Jester.” 

The Jester had the ability to designate one role and make them skip their turn.

He scoffed in derision.

“That’s pointless. You know what card I picked, right?”

He revealed the role card in front of him. 

It was the “Court Jester,” which could take the first turn in the next round. 

Even if it was targeted by the Jester and skipped a turn, the effect of going first would remain.

“Even if you waste a turn to block one of mine, it still balances out. The magic card will come to me on my turn anyway!”

“You are right, Master. Under that assumption. But what if it turns out to be an ‘odd’ number?”

“What?”

He didn’t understand what Anais was saying. 

Calmly, she designated the target for the Jester’s interference.

“The target of the Jester’s ability is the ‘Patron.'”

“…The Patron?”

His face twisted. 

The players could choose two role cards each turn. 

The cards he had chosen this turn were the “Court Jester” and the “Magician.”

And neither included the Patron.

A pointless move would simply be treated as a zero, having no effect on the turn…

As he thought this, his eyes caught sight of the back of Anais’s second role card. 

When she reached out to flip it over, a shadow fell across it, and the symbol painted in radium paint glowed faint green. 

He knew what card that symbol represented.

The card she revealed depicted a wealthy merchant in fine clothes, holding a bag of gold coins.

“With the Jester’s effect, my next role, the ‘Patron,’ will also be skipped.”

Ordinarily, it would have been a pointless action. 

In this game, skipping turns came with a significant penalty. 

Yet, she deliberately used her turn to silence her own next turn.

However, under the condition that her opponent had the “Court Jester” and would be first to go, an additional effect would be triggered: the order in which the cards were picked up could be reversed.

He had thought it was only a theoretical move. 

Without being 100% sure that her opponent had the “Court Jester,” attempting it could mean wasting two of her turns for nothing.

For this to be a valid strategy, the victory must hinge on a single card. 

In normal situations, even if such a play succeeded, it would usually be a pointless move with no significant gain.

“Damn it…!”

That’s how it should have been. Logically, it should have been.

But in this game, she could be 100% sure he had the Court Jester thanks to the paint on the card’s back. 

And the card she would acquire would indeed be the one to determine the outcome.

He had thought that even if his role cards were read, it wouldn’t affect the overall flow…

She had succeeded in pulling off an improbable move.

“This… this doesn’t make sense… When did you start considering this…?”

He stared blankly at the table.

There was only this move left. 

To stop her in this situation, he had no choice but to take the Court Jester. 

He had calculated this twelve turns ago.

As the number of remaining cards decreased, calculating possible moves became somewhat easier. 

But when had she figured this out and guided him toward it?

“When, you ask?”

Anais extended her finger to her lips and tilted her head.

“Maybe about fifty turns ago?”

“Ugh!”

He hung his head. 

He had lost. 

Completely and utterly.

He was about to throw all his cards down in surrender. 

But Anais stopped him.

“Will you continue until the end? Conceding defeat in front of His Highness could damage your honour, Master.”

She whispered softly, just loud enough for him to hear. 

It was her own way of showing respect to an opponent who had pushed her to the limit.

In the world of knights, it was considered taboo to persist without acknowledging a clear defeat. 

Conversely, allowing the game to continue without demanding a concession was seen as a way to save face for the opponent.

“Th-thank you…”


With a slightly relieved expression, he continued his turn.

One card… two cards… and including his first pick, he took three in total.

His score now comfortably surpassed hers. 

But he couldn’t feel any joy. 

If she flipped over the single card lying face down, the game would end in her victory.

She had won.

Anais turned around and made a “V” sign with her fingers toward Wonderstein. 

He gave her a thumbs-up. 

Nika, avoiding her gaze with difficulty, was secretly relieved that Koka hadn’t caused any major accidents.

She followed the established procedure, selecting a role card and reaching out for a performance card. 

Once she grabbed it, the game would be over. 

However, just as she was about to pick it up, an intense pain squeezed her chest.

“Ugh… Wh-what is this?”

Her whole body trembled. 

It was a spasm caused by temporary shortness of breath.

Earlier, Wonderstein had patched up her damaged insides, but it was only a temporary measure. 

With her breathing irregular, she had forgotten to breathe while focusing on the game, which had led to this crisis.

For an ordinary person, it would have resulted in nothing more than a hiccup or a sneeze, but her weak respiratory system triggered a seizure.

“Are you all right?”

Wonderstein caught her staggering body. 

She cast a questioning glance at him, surprised by his timely appearance.

“How, how did you…?”

Wonderstein smiled at her and replied.

“Ever since you dropped the card into the water. Anais, there’s no way you would tremble or get nervous over something like this.”

While everyone else was focused on the game’s outcome, he had been keeping an eye on her physical condition. 

She felt a lump in her throat but did not show it openly.

Ever since meeting him again, she kept showing a pathetic side of herself, and she no longer wanted that. 

In front of him, she always wanted to be confident and impressive.

She brushed off his support and resumed the game. 

She returned the card she had just knocked off to its original position and tried to grab the card she originally intended to take.

At that moment, a young noble boy who had been sitting among the spectators shouted out.

“Wait! Isn’t that a misstep? Isn’t it a rule violation?”

Those who were about to scold him for such a nonsensical remark paused, as if considering something, and then looked around the table.

“Wait a minute. Now that you mention it?”

“Right. Whether she knocked it over with her hand or not, she turned over the back side of the card.”

“Uh, does it work like that?”

In this game, the front-facing performance cards could be brought to one’s side by paying resources, while the back-facing performance cards had to be flipped over, paid for, and then installed. 

Once the back side of a card was revealed, no other card could be selected.

Of course, in this game, the rule was practically meaningless because of the markings on the back of the cards, but rules were rules.

“This, this was a mistake… Anyway, we all knew what the card was…”

Anais tried to argue, but the Crown Prince slammed his fist on the table, silencing her objection.

“A misstep is a misstep! No matter what, you revealed the front of the card! You say you knew what it was? Even if that’s true, how do we know you didn’t pick the wrong one by mistake and are trying to weasel out of it?”

Anais’s face turned pale. 

The Crown Prince’s words made sense. 

Of course, she could argue back, but she didn’t have the power to overcome his authority.

“Come on, it’s your turn. Hurry up.”

At the Crown Prince’s order, the young gambler made a displeased face. 

The only reason the match had continued was out of courtesy to the opponent. 

He didn’t want to pull down his opponent by nitpicking in this way. 

But it was the command of the illustrious prince. 

There was no way to refuse.

He drew the last magic card into his hand. 

Only a few cards were left on the table.

The game quickly reached its conclusion. 

There was no room left for any further twists. 

The score ended in his favour.

“I-I lost…”

Anais bowed her head deeply.

She had lost. 

She had believed she would win for sure…

“So now, I just have to decide what to ask of you.”

The Crown Prince approached her with a lecherous smile.

His eyes blatantly roamed over her face and body.

Anais shivered. 

She was terrified of what he might ask for.

She made sure not to look towards Wonderstein. 

That foolish man would challenge the Crown Prince himself if she asked for help.

That must not happen. 

If it did, it would be the end for everyone. 

Even if he demanded her body, she could not seek his help.

Koka smirked, confirming she was sufficiently frightened.

He might have wanted to ask for her body, but he couldn’t. 

It was clearly a line he shouldn’t cross, as someone had told him.

But he had another way to play with his opponent.

“Fine. Here’s what we’ll do. Your pathetic gameplay today has defiled the eyes of the noble bodies present. So, apologize for it.”

“What do you mean by an apology…?”

“On your knees, naked.”

Anais bit her lower lip tightly at his declaration. 

It wasn’t the worst-case scenario she had imagined, but it was still a demand humiliating enough to crush her pride.

“H-here? Right now?”

“Heh, of course. Right here, right now! Ah, doing it on the table would be fitting.”

Jeers and ridicule poured in from all directions. 

Even the guards standing watch seemed to find it amusing.

If she was in her original position, such an insult would have been unthinkable…

But no matter how much she repeated that to herself, the situation wouldn’t change.

She just had to close her eyes and do it once… just once, and everyone could be safe.

Yes. 

It’s just being naked. 

She was already wearing a swimsuit. 

Just take off this scrap of cloth and show a bit of flesh.

No matter what she did now, it wouldn’t harm her original self, would it?

Because… right now… she wasn’t Anais Vergsong…

With a cold rationality, she slowly nodded her head.

“All right… if that’s what you wish…”

She stood up and began to remove her swimsuit. 

But at that moment, someone pressed her shoulder firmly, making her sit back down.

She didn’t need to see who it was. 

Anais held back the tears that threatened to pour out.

She was a coward. 

How could she claim she had seen ahead countless moves and yet failed to foresee this one?

Her reason told her he shouldn’t intervene, but her heart wished for him to do so. 

She also dared to hope, absurdly, that he would somehow resolve the situation.

She looked up at the man who stood confidently by her side. 


Even against the Crown Prince, there wasn’t a hint of fear in his eyes. 

Though she knew it was wrong, she couldn’t help but smile.

‘You’re so unfair. Just this once, I wanted to show you a side of myself that didn’t need your help.’

Wonderstein looked straight at the Crown Prince and spoke.

“I will offer you something of greater value, Your Highness.”
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