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  Chapter 1: A New Beginning


How many times had the world ended now?

Honestly, I lost count after a while. 

All I knew was—it had been destroyed many, many times.

The stench of death lingered thick in the air beneath the cracked, ashen sky.

To elaborate a bit more—

“In this dark fantasy game”

Carlyle hummed a half-forgotten tune as he peeled away bits of rotten flesh clinging to his body.

The remains belonged to someone who had been instantly obliterated—caught in the fatal beam of the Demon Duke of Gluttony. 

One of the unlucky ones.

“Got possessed~ with no powers~ what a shitty life~”

Well, to be fair, it wasn’t entirely without powers.



[ Quest Info ]

♧ Main Quest

Assist the Hero and save the world!

[ Return Count: 1 remaining ]

[ If the quest is not completed within the given cycle, you will die. ]



That ominous message had been floating in front of Carlyle’s eyes since the very first day he woke up in the world of Demon Hunter.

As expected of a dark fantasy game, Demon Hunter was a world without dreams or hope.

Maybe they felt bad dropping a normal guy into such a hellscape. 

So they compensated by giving him a powerful ability—regression. 

Again and again. 

An absurd number of retries.

Thanks to that, Carlyle had nearly completed the given mission.

He’d managed to kill three of the Demon Dukes—beings who wielded godlike power and symbolized the Seven Deadly Sins.

Of course, every single human who went to war with him also died.

“⋯⋯.”

He took out a cigarette from his coat and lit it with a flick of his fingers.

Looking around, he saw the tattered remnants of banners soaked in blood, lying amidst shattered spears and broken weapons.

The Imperial Knights, clergy of the Holy Church, shamans, back-alley mercenaries, warriors from the Desert Kingdom…

Carlyle tried counting the dead but gave up halfway. 

With a sigh, he flicked the cigarette over his shoulder.

“⋯⋯Rest in peace, all of you.”

His quiet eulogy floated gently through the blood-drenched air, carried on the smoke.

Running a hand through his hair, he stood up and began walking forward.

Every corpse he stepped over was someone he once knew.

All of them had followed Carlyle to their deaths.

Guided by a regressor who had returned countless times, they were led to the most efficient deaths possible.

The bitter taste in his mouth was unbearable.

A sudden, deafening noise snapped Carlyle to a halt.

Someone was still alive in this hell. 

Still fighting.

He didn’t need to guess. 

He already knew who it was.

Because in every single timeline, there had only ever been one person who survived to the end.

Carlyle exhaled a long, weary breath.

As he approached the source of the clashing sounds, he saw someone driving a sword straight into the heart of a Demon Duke.

“I offer you my respect. Of all my opponents… you are the strongest.”

Those were the words of the Demon Duke.

A being so powerful that even when Carlyle and the united armies of mankind threw everything they had at it, they could only manage to take down three.

And now, that same creature was praising a single human.

The recipient of that praise, however, showed no emotion. 

She merely tilted her head slightly.

Porcelain-white skin, snow-white hair, eyes like the deep sea.

She was beautiful—enough to be called a peerless beauty.

Gray Chasefield.

The Hero of Demon Hunter.

The protagonist of this cursed world.

The chosen one granted the Sacred Sword and tasked with purging demons—a guardian of humanity.

And also—

A monster so powerful, her titles seemed almost meaningless in comparison.

Heaven above, earth below—she stood alone at the pinnacle.

“To think a human would slay multiple Demon Dukes alone… This shall go down in legend—”

Before the Demon Duke could finish, its body crumbled.

Gray had yanked the sword from its heart without hesitation.

Carlyle glanced around.

Three Demon Dukes already lay dead nearby.

And now, this one made the fourth.

All of them had been killed by Gray alone.

Though she was covered in wounds, she had survived after slaying four Demon Dukes.

“She’s insane…”

Even the results made it clear.

Carlyle had regressed nine times and led the entire coalition of mankind into battle—only to bring down three Demon Dukes at the cost of everything.

That woman had slain four. 

Alone.

In other words…

…She was stronger than all of humanity combined, including the regressor himself.

When Carlyle let out a hollow laugh, Gray, who had been sitting with her eyes quietly closed, slowly turned her head.

“You’re alive?”

“Somehow, it ended up that way, Hero.”

Carlyle replied wearily as he staggered over. 

Both looked utterly spent, and the moment he reached her side, Gray’s body collapsed into a sitting position.


Even for a hero, facing four demon dukes had clearly pushed her to the limit.

“…Did we win?”

They had, technically.

The demon dukes were all dead. 

Humanity, what remained of it, could finally know peace.

After a war that wiped out ninety percent of the population, leaving behind only a desperate tenth.

On a continent where even the earth and sky had been tainted by hellish power.

“Does this really look like victory to you?”

“…”

“This place—this battlefield—was the last ounce of strength humanity could muster. And now, out of all that, you and I are the only ones left.”

“They’re all dead?”

“Yes.”

A scorched hellscape of blood and corpses stretched out at the edge of her vision.

“Carlyle.”

“Yes?”

“May I say something pathetic?”

“I’ve heard worse from you plenty of times. Go ahead.”

Carlyle looked quietly at Gray.

“…I should have listened to you sooner. If I had…”

Maybe then, this wouldn’t have turned into such a disaster.

This catastrophe—so much of it was her fault.

“….”

Carlyle gave a slow nod and pulled out another cigarette from his coat.

“At least you listened in the end. That’s something.”

And he meant it.

Across nine regressions, Carlyle had encountered countless variables. 

But one thing never changed, not even once: the Hero.

A monster.

The peak of human potential. 

Not a genius, but a natural disaster in human form.

And—perhaps inevitably—an equally bottomless lack of humanity.

Her power was overwhelming from the moment of birth, and her life seemed molded from the word “arrogance.”

She despised the weak. Treated others like insects. 

Rejected any belief that wasn’t her own.

To her, other people existed only to “support” the strongest being on earth—herself.

The worst part? 

She was right.

In every regression, no matter what route he tried, no one stronger than Gray Chasefield was ever born. 

It was as if the world itself had set her strength as an unchangeable law.

Without her, humanity couldn’t even stand against the demon dukes.

That’s why, across nine timelines, every plan for victory ultimately had to revolve around supporting her.

But with a person that important, any time she threw a tantrum or went rogue, the collateral damage escalated exponentially.

In truth, you could say Carlyle spent all nine regressions trying to reform her rotten personality for the sake of the world.

And now, here was the result.

In the final, final moment—just once—she cooperated. 

She moved in sync with someone else.

That was the only reason they managed to kill all four demon dukes.

Because the stubborn Hero finally listened to Carlyle at the very end.

“Do you hate me?”

“Very much.”

Carlyle answered without a beat.

“Drexler, Panhyma, Vespa—they all died because of you.”

Drexler had a wife and kids waiting for him at home.

“If you’d even once considered sharing your strength and talent with others—”

Panhyma dreamed of finding her long-lost younger brother. 

She’d said, with a hopeful smile, that if she made a name for herself in this war, he might come looking for her.

“If you had even the bare minimum of empathy—”

Vespa, who had served the Hero longer than anyone, worried about her until the moment she died.

She feared that if she disappeared, the Hero would be completely isolated. 

Even as her guts spilled out, she spoke only of Gray.

…And the Hero didn’t care in the slightest about how she died.

“They could have all lived.”

Not just them—she didn’t care about anyone.

At least, not until she met Carlyle.

“…You’re right,” Gray murmured.

“You’re right.”

Her voice was drenched in regret.

“If I’d come to my senses just a little sooner…”

There had been chances to avoid all this.

So many disasters that could have been averted if she’d just acted on Carlyle’s advice.

If she’d only come to her senses earlier.

Before her father died.

Before House Chasefield fell.

Before the knights were wiped out.

Before the Holy Church rotted.

Before the Empire collapsed…

And even before all of that.

There had been so many chances.

“…”

Carlyle watched her silently.

Beneath the stoic mask she always wore, tears were falling.

And in that glistening trail, Carlyle saw something he’d never once witnessed in all his regressions.

Even when tens of thousands died because she tore up the battle plan and charged in alone—

Even when she wiped out an entire race just because she didn’t like them—

The Hero had never shown even a flicker of it.

A fragment of emotion.

If he had to name it—

Regret.

He looked away and blew a puff of smoke into the air.

It was a gesture of courtesy, sparing her pride. 

There was still a sliver of camaraderie between them, after all.

He hated her, yes. Hated her for all he’d suffered under her in every regression. 

But still—no matter the timeline, she had always been the keystone in saving the world.

Just like she said. 

It would’ve been better if they’d met a little sooner.

If they’d had more time, back when the world was still intact.

But there never was any time.

He always returned to the moment after the Empire had already fallen, when the world was crumbling.

In a world collapsing like dominoes, his only option had been to reform the Hero—with nothing but desperation and resolve.

At the very least, what stood before them now was the best outcome they could hope for.

“Carlyle Belfast.”

“Yes.”

“I’m sorry.”

Carlyle turned to look at Gray.

She chuckled bitterly.

“Now you’re sorry?”

There was far too much bitterness buried inside this woman for a single apology to ever be enough.

Her voice was cold, but even faced with that, the Hero replied calmly.

“Even if it’s only now… I wanted to say it. The fact that I was able to make it all the way to the very end—it’s all thanks to you.”

“…”

“If it weren’t for you, I probably wouldn’t have retained even the slightest shred of humanity. I wish we had met sooner.”

Carlyle looked at her quietly.

“Too late for everything now… but if there’s any way I can atone, I’ll do it. Anything.”

“…”

She gave a small nod.

There was nothing else to say.

As she said, all of this had come too late.

With that, he stared blankly up at the sky. 

He didn’t want to think about anything anymore.

Until something appeared before his eyes.

[ System Message ]

[ ‘Duke of Demons’ has been annihilated. ]

[ Entering the ‘Final Act’! ]

“…?”

Carlyle froze.

What was that? 

Final Act?

The ominous weight behind those words sent a chill crawling down his spine.

In the very next instant, Carlyle’s body was lifted into the air.

Gray had leapt beside him in a flash, wrapping her arms around him as she launched them far away.

“…What the hell? Was there another Duke left?”

She muttered under her breath, eyes narrowed as she stared at the black fissure that had opened where they had just been standing.

“No… no, that’s—”

But she bit back her words.

Carlyle nodded grimly.

This was something else.

From the crack in space, thick, viscous black magic began to seep out.

A stench like sulfur, sharp enough to make your nose fall off.

…the smell of death.

It hadn’t even fully emerged yet, but his skin already felt like it was burning just looking at it.

The suffocating presence seemed to fill the space in an instant.

Even seasoned veterans like them felt the crushing weight of its existence.

Instinct screamed at them.

This… this thing surpassed even the Demon Dukes.

“Goddamn it.”

The curse escaped on its own.

They’d finally taken down the bastards who nearly wiped out humanity—only for something even worse to show up?

“—Move!!”

Those were the last words he heard.

And then darkness swallowed his vision.

***

[ Quest Info ]

♧ Main

— Save the world.

[ If the quest is not completed within the allotted loop, you will die. ]

[ This is your final loop. ]

[ A special privilege has been granted. ]

***

This… isn’t the same ceiling.

Carlyle jolted awake, startled by the chirping of birds echoing inside the knight cadet barracks.

‘…No. This isn’t right.’

This wasn’t the usual starting point.

The Imperial Knights’ trainee barracks. 

A proper building with proper beds.

Not the rotting, insect-infested tent he was used to waking up in.

‘I’ve gone much farther back.’

He felt it in his gut.

This was from an era when the Empire still functioned. 

Long before the existence of Hell was common knowledge.

‘This is…’

He remembered the phrase: a special privilege granted for the final loop.

Thanks to that, he had clearly awakened at a point far earlier than usual.

And…

It was also clear that this “final loop” came with more than just an early start.

“…”

Some time passed.

Carlyle looked down at the sword resting in his arms.

It had been there from the moment he came to.

The moment he laid eyes on it, he knew what it was.

The Holy Sword, the Hero’s primary weapon.

And not just the sword itself, either.

“…Why the hell did you come along too?”

[…]

The sword trembled lightly, as if it had a will of its own.

[You recognize me, don’t you.]

Gray’s voice echoed bluntly inside Carlyle’s head.

[At the very end, I threw myself between you and that thing to protect you… and when I came to, this is what I’d become. I don’t understand it either.]

“…Hah.”

Carlyle looked down at the Holy Sword, face twisted like he’d bitten into a bug.

It seems the soul—or whatever it is—of the previous cycle’s Gray has ended up sealed inside the sword.

Carlyle had no idea how they ended up regressing together.

“Hey, oh great Hero.”

[No need to thank me.]

“Sorry?”

[…Weren’t you about to thank me?]

Ah.

So that’s what she thought. 

That Carlyle would be grateful because she protected him?

“Nope. I was actually about to inform you that I plan to throw you in the nearest trash heap.”

[…]

“Wait, no—that wouldn’t do. Someone might pick you up. Better find some lava and toss you in there instead—”

[…Do you even have a conscience?]

“I’m seriously shocked right now. That’s coming from you of all people?”

Carlyle snarled as he hurled the holy sword onto the bed.

Honestly, just being near this thing was stressing him out.

‘What the hell do I do now…?’

They’d confirmed at the end of the last cycle that there was something out there even more powerful than the Demon Dukes. 

If they were going to save the world this time, he’d need a better plan—something far more decisive than anything before.

This was the final chance. 

Fail now, and death was guaranteed.

And on top of that—

‘As if I didn’t already have enough on my plate, now I’ve gotta tame the damn Hero again.’

This timeline was entirely new, even for Carlyle, who had gone through countless regressions. 

In this one, Gray would still be a child—probably a bratty one at that. 

It was hard enough to wrangle the grown-up version into shape. 

He had no clue how to handle a younger version.

‘If I remember what she was like when we first met…’

There was no way kid Gray was going to be any nicer. 

If anything, she was probably even more of a nightmare.

Just thinking about having to “train” a little version of that bastard made Carlyle want to crawl into a hole and die.

He had nothing to go on—no intel, no preparation. 

How could he even start planning without any—

‘…Huh?’

Suddenly, a thought flickered across Carlyle’s mind.

Information?

“……”

Hmm.

Hmmmmmm.

Information, was it?

He narrowed his eyes and glanced at the holy sword.

“Hey, Hero.”

[What now.]

“You said you were sorry. That you’d do anything to atone. Did you mean that?”

There was a pause.

It seemed the sword could sense something ominous brewing in Carlyle’s tone.

[…I did mean it.]

“Great. That’s perfect.”


And Carlyle’s instincts weren’t wrong.

“Listen, if I don’t manage to turn you into a half-decent human being this time around, I will die.”

[What are you talking about?]

“So,” he continued, voice utterly calm,

“Why don’t you teach me how to seduce you?”



 
  Chapter 2: Picking a Fight


Come to think of it, by the time Carlyle possessed this body, he was already something of a misfit within the knight order.

He was infamous as one of the worst students, and so quiet and unnoticeable that most barely remembered he existed.

Thanks to that, Carlyle knew several places within the bustling Order headquarters where people rarely went.

Even at this point—long before the time of his regression—those secluded spots still held true.

In short, he knew exactly where to go to slather oil on his sword, talk to it like a lunatic, and not risk running into a single soul.

[…Ugh, ngh.]

“…”

Carlyle ignored the groan echoing from the sword and continued polishing it with practiced strokes.

[C-Could you… perhaps be a little gentler?]

“…”

[I-It tickles…! Nghh…]

“Just… shut up, will you?”

[It’s just… ticklish, that’s all.]

“…”

Why the hell does a sword even have a sense of touch?

With a face full of disgust, Carlyle ran the whetstone down the blade of the holy sword again.

[W-What kind of shameless man touches such a place so casually—]

“I said shut up.”

Honestly, thank god no one was around. 

Anyone who saw this would assume he’d gone completely insane.

‘If I just walk in holding this thing, it’ll cause a damn riot.’

According to the so-called Hero, the “Holy Sword Bestowal Ceremony” was right around the corner.

A momentous event where Gray Chasefield of the Imperial Knights would be officially declared the Hero before the entire world.

If Carlyle showed up at such a ceremony with the holy sword—the Hero’s very symbol—in hand, it would trigger total chaos. 

Right now, he was doing his best to disguise it as just a regular sword.

‘The Bestowal Ceremony, huh…’

It was the perfect chance to meet Gray.

The Hero herself—currently sealed inside the sword—had said so. 

That meant it had to be true.

Besides, Carlyle had no reason to delay. 

He needed to bring her to her senses as soon as possible. 

The earlier, the better.

‘Though… our first meeting wasn’t exactly pleasant.’

Let’s see… what was it like, again?

“Hey, Hero.”

[What is it.]

“Do you remember when we first met?”

[No. Not at all.]

“When I tried talking to you, you got pissed and broke every single one of my limbs.”

[…]

“I would’ve died if I hadn’t been emergency-evacuated, you know.”

[…That happened?]

Of course she doesn’t remember.

Carlyle let out a dry laugh at her indifferent reply.

At this point, it wasn’t just selective memory—it felt like her brain was just broken. 

And yet, she had incredible recall when it came to things she wanted to remember.

Which meant, nearly killing him hadn’t even registered as noteworthy in her mind.

It wasn’t even worth remembering.

‘How the hell am I supposed to have a conversation with someone like this?’

With a heavy sigh, he shifted the topic.

“Anyway, let’s talk about what we agreed on before.”

She didn’t say anything, but Carlyle could feel the Hero inside the sword flinch.

[Y-You mean… when you said… you were going to, um, seduce me?]

“Why the hell are you getting all shy about it now? Don’t be annoying.”

[…]

Like he wanted to do this in the first place.

From Carlyle’s point of view—after who knows how many regressions and full exposure to all her nonsense—this reaction was just tiresome.

“It’s not actually seduction. I’m just trying to teach you some humility.”

Carlyle had no romantic or sexual intentions toward her. 

Not even remotely.

If anything, he found the idea repulsive. 

After all the suffering she’d caused him…

Considering there were even timelines where she’d killed him outright, it was a miracle he didn’t have PTSD just looking at her face.

Still, breaking that rotten personality of hers was absolutely necessary—whether he liked it or not.

Otherwise, she’d never even pretend to listen when he tried to stop her from causing disasters.

‘So for that, first…’

From what he’d seen in previous lives, Gray had a habit of mentally erasing people she didn’t find worth her time. 

You could say she came preloaded with contempt for the weak.

To socialize her at all, he had to make sure she at least recognized his existence.

Which meant—

“I guess I’ll have to go in with a strong first impression.”

As long as he could burn himself into her memory the moment they met, it’d be enough.

[With all due respect… how exactly do you plan to do that?]

“…”

[As you yourself said, you don’t have any powers, do you?]

“…”

[It’s hard to say this, but do you truly think you can defeat me, even with thousands of others by your side? Even in the inexperienced days when I first received the holy sword?]

That much is true.

Carlyle is, after all, just an empty can, a hollow shell.

[Status Info]

< Carlyle Belfast > [Knight Recruit]


[Traits: Not unlocked yet.]

[Skills: Not unlocked yet.]

He narrowed his eyes as he stared at the spear hovering in front of him.

Well, it seems like there are at least some benefits from possessing the body of someone else.

To be honest, considering that he had regressed so many times and yet none of them had ever opened, it might be safe to assume that there’s nothing to unlock.

‘There must be some conditions…’

In the Demon Hunter world, traits and skills have different unlocking conditions depending on the character.

Usually, they’re unlocked with basic, common-sense actions—like training in swordsmanship, learning magic, or honing crafting skills.

But for Carlyle, despite trying all sorts of things, there was no case where they opened up at all.

‘…But I still have to try.’

If there’s no teeth, use your gums.

After all, this is the final cycle—if he fails this time, there’s no going back. 

He needs to make sure the first step is taken correctly.

Even if it’s like trying to break a rock with an egg, he has to make a grand entrance and grab the attention of those around him.

“Anything will do. Even a small breakthrough, something that can pierce through… Is there anything like that?”

He asked calmly, and for a moment, there was silence from inside the sword.

After a long pause, the voice of Gray slowly emerged.

[There is one thing that comes to mind.]

“Oh?”

Carlyle’s face brightened as he looked down at the sword.

“Really? Is there a way to win?”

[No, you won’t win. Do you think you can defeat me, whether in knowledge or combat?]

“Such a rude tone.”

It’s annoying because it’s not even incorrect.

Even though it was from his childhood, there’s a clear gap between Carlyle and Gray—the difference between a human and a demigod.

[But…]

With a slight cough, Gray’s voice continued.

[As you said, there is a way to make ‘an unforgettable impression’.]

“…Hmm?”

***

Some people live lives where they can’t help but be convinced they are the strongest.

To Gray Chasefield, her life seemed to be just that kind of case.

At the age of 7, she joined the Empire’s knights as the youngest recruit.

At 10, she won the Imperial Martial Arts Tournament.

At 15…

She defeated the dragon known as the ‘disaster.’

Since then, she lived a life that never once knew defeat.

Victory came to her as naturally as breathing.

And for someone like her, it was only natural to view everyone else as “substandard.”

Some even opposed her becoming a hero, claiming she was too arrogant to receive the holy sword.

She didn’t care.

To her, it was just the pitiful wails of losers.

Why would she be angry? 

When she sees a bug, it’s only natural to feel disgust. 

Which human gets angry at a bug in all seriousness?

For Gray, most of the feelings she had toward others came from the same mindset.

The weak are just bugs. 

It doesn’t matter how she deals with them.

Even during the sparring match to determine the true hero candidate, she openly displayed those thoughts without hesitation.

The knights were shocked, and the church officials were horrified, but Gray felt no reaction.

Why were they making such a big deal over someone losing an arm and having an eye popped out?

‘Isn’t it the weak’s fault for being weak?’

She hadn’t even killed anyone, so what was the issue?

Trying to face her with such weak abilities—now, that was the real mistake.

She casually recalled these thoughts and gazed at the holy sword being extended toward her.

“Against all the great evils that will rise from the sulfuric pits…”

In the large hall where the knights stood in formation, a high-ranking priest of the church knelt before Gray and presented her with the holy sword.

“Against all the great sins that humankind will commit…”

The sword was made from star-steel, forged from a meteor that fell from the heavens long ago.

It was a weapon imbued with the light of the goddess, a weapon for the chosen.

Generations have passed, and only those who are truly worthy of being called ‘the strongest in the world’ can wield the holy sword.

“You alone have been chosen.”

When Gray accepted the sword, cheers erupted from all around her.

The hero was born.

“The hero of the empire’s knight order has been born! This is an achievement that will go down in history!”

“Let’s go, Gray! We should throw a banquet!”

“⋯⋯.”

Surrounded by the clamor of people, Gray surveyed her surroundings with a blank expression.

⋯⋯She was irritated.

The sight of these insignificant pests pretending to be familiar with her disgusted her.

“Move.”

Her cold voice cut through the air, and everyone nearby hesitated.

No one dared to react to the fury of humanity’s strongest.

The fact that this was so predictable only added to Gray’s irritation.

She stepped forward, striding through the crowd of people, barely even acknowledging them.

In the end, others were nothing more than that to her.

If she so much as showed her teeth, they all knew they had to crawl away.

Not a single one of them had the guts or courage to look her in the eye and hold a conversation.

“⋯⋯Miss, you’re going too far.”

A servant, with a forced smile on his face, whispered beside her.

She couldn’t remember his name. 

Though his face was familiar, he wasn’t someone worth paying attention to.

Still, unlike others, he was somewhat useful.

“I’m going to practice swordsmanship. Prepare a place for me. I need a private spot.”

“Yes, of course.”

At least when she asked for something, it was quickly handled.

However, when they arrived at the training grounds, there was already a man using the area.

“⋯⋯.”

The servant fumbled awkwardly between the man and Gray.

Gray responded with a cold, disdainful look.

What kind of incompetent fool couldn’t even fulfill her simple request to have a place to herself?

Sighing, Gray approached the man who was swinging his sword in the center of the training area.

“Hey.”

The man didn’t respond.

He didn’t even look at her.

⋯⋯His reaction already irked her, and Gray’s voice turned more hostile.

“I’ll give you five seconds. Get lost.”

She spoke with cold indifference.

The man remained motionless.

“Didn’t you hear me? I said get lost.”

“Fuck off.”

“⋯⋯.”

For a moment, Gray blinked in disbelief.

Judging by the servant’s dropped jaw, it seemed she hadn’t misheard, but still…

“What did you just say?”

“Didn’t you hear me? I said fuck off.”

“⋯⋯.”

“What, did you reserve the entire training ground? Who do you think you are?”

The man’s continued verbal assault left Gray momentarily disoriented.

***

‘Hero.’

[What is it?]

“You were a real piece of work even when you were a kid.”

[…I won’t deny that.]

Carlyle chuckled to himself as the voice echoed in his mind.

He could see Gray’s face turning terrifying with the curses he had just thrown at her. 

Even with the childish features of her youth, the killing intent in her gaze was frighteningly quick to surface.

Looking back at the days when Gray had barely socialized, Carlyle found it remarkable that she had eventually chosen to change on her own…

‘She’s definitely looking for a fight, isn’t she?’

[She’ll be sure to pick one.]

Even when Gray’s bad mood was obvious, he couldn’t resist provoking her with words that would lead to a confrontation—one that would be a guaranteed fight in any other scenario.

Carlyle smirked to himself as he observed Gray’s menacing approach.

It was clear from the way she was walking toward him that her next move would prove the point.

And Carlyle, of course, was intent on provoking her.

He recalled their earlier conversation.

[In other words, all you need to do is make sure you care about me.]

If that was the method she was going for, Carlyle had an idea.

[Just a little taste of failure should be enough.]


What he needed was a crack.

A tiny crack.

‘Bring it on.’

Even if he couldn’t win, he could at least humiliate her.

He grinned inwardly as he prepared for what was to come.



 
  Chapter 3: The Proposal


The Holy Sword awarding ceremony was, of course, a major event attended by the high-ranking figures from various nations. 

And, as expected, when such individuals gathered, the unspoken competition of status and influence inevitably unfolded behind the scenes.

“⋯⋯.”

“⋯⋯.”

In other words, it was rare for anyone in such a setting to remain silent and watch the room in subtle tension.

However, the two knights wearing the shoulder pauldrons emblazoned with the crest of the Chasefield family, renowned as the founding heroes of the Empire, were undoubtedly figures capable of provoking such reactions from those around them.

After all, the family of the man who was about to be granted the title of humanity’s protector at the Holy Sword ceremony was no ordinary one.

What’s more, if such a key figure from the family had come personally…

“My lord, there’s no need for you to come all the way here. You’re a busy man, after all,” the retainer said, his voice full of concern.

Lionel Chasefield, the head of the Chasefield family, turned with a gentle smile toward him.

He was the father of Gray Chasefield, the chosen hero of this generation.

“It would be improper for a father not to show his face when his daughter is awarded the Holy Sword,” Lionel said warmly.

“⋯⋯.”

At Lionel’s words, the retainer let out a quiet, wry smile.

Well, that’s true. 

Even among the noblemen of the Empire, whose eyes were firmly set on their own self-interest, Lionel was widely respected for his noble character.

The problem, however, was that his daughter didn’t care one bit whether he was there or not.

“And, more importantly…”

Lionel sighed as he ran a hand through his hair.

“⋯⋯If something happens with that girl, I’ll have to step in and fix it, won’t I?”

“⋯⋯.”

Hmm.

This was a reasonable enough explanation.

“The training… wasn’t exactly handled well. My fault.”

“To be honest, my lord, no one could have handled the young lady. Not even if they weren’t her parents.”

“⋯⋯If there is anyone who can handle her, I’ll make sure to reward them. Could you find someone?”

“Perhaps you should just retire peacefully.”

Both Lionel and the retainer chuckled softly as they continued walking.

⋯⋯It was clear that both had been through quite a lot with Gray.

“Where is Gray?”

“I’ll go look for her.”

The retainer bowed his head at Lionel’s question, but there was no need for him to search; someone was already rushing toward them with a pale face, panting.

“Vespa?”

Gray’s personal retainer.

He was a hardworking boy, so much so that Lionel even remembered his name, which was rare for him.

“⋯⋯.”

“⋯⋯.”

Lionel and the retainer exchanged glances.

Whenever Vespa came running with that kind of expression, they already knew what was coming.

“Something bad happened! Lady Gray—!”

“⋯⋯.”

“⋯⋯.”

Well, that was predictable.

***

If there was one thing Carlyle could confidently say about Gray, it was that once she made up her mind, she never hesitated.

The moment she received a few harsh words, she immediately approached with a grim expression, ready for confrontation.

Taking a quick look around, he noticed that Vespa, who had been with her, was already nowhere to be seen.

‘He must have gone to find someone to help.’

It was a familiar scene.

There was no way to stop Gray once she set her mind on something, so Vespa often went to find someone who might be able to deal with the fallout.

‘I was probably the one he called the most, huh?’

[⋯⋯.]

‘At least you remember that part.’

Carlyle took a deep breath, leaving the silent Hero in the Holy Sword behind him.

Let’s see.

The strongest human being was now approaching him with a menacing expression.

⋯⋯Honestly, it was terrifying.

The trauma of death and pain that had been buried deep in his memory resurfaced.

Countless past memories of suffering at the hands of this woman flashed through his mind.

She was the one who had surpassed the limits of human power. 

Even a single brush with her could mean death for someone like him.

But still…

Remember this:

What is needed is a very small crack.

It’s not about defeating this person.

In other words,

[Right now.]

As the signal from the hero within the Holy Sword is given, the moment Gray draws her sword, he kicks her left leg.

And then—

Crash!

The strongest hero of mankind rolled across the floor.

Dust clung to her snow-white skin, leaving streaks of soot.

“…”

Gray blinked as she lay on the ground, her expression blank.

She seemed completely unaware of what had just happened to her.

The hero.

She had allowed a single strike.

From a person who appeared utterly insignificant.

[It was a habit I kept to myself.]


Hearing this, the hero’s voice inside the Holy Sword echoed in Gray’s mind.

[When the sword is drawn, I would momentarily close my eyes. In that brief instant, their field of vision is completely empty. Even if someone as insignificant as you were to attack, they wouldn’t notice.]

‘It’s surprising that no one noticed such a fatal weakness.’

[Well, it’s the Hero. Most people wouldn’t even consider that a weakness could exist.]

‘…’

[And who would even find such a weakness? It only appears for a split second, conditionally.]

Though it was annoying, Gray couldn’t help but agree with the voice in her head.

The girl who had drawn the sword certainly had weaknesses, but she was a monster capable of hiding them well.

[When I was inexperienced, I had more weaknesses than I could count. If I had received a sudden blow, I would have been in the same state as you.]

Despite her words, these weaknesses were ones only she would know about.

[It’s amusing. Truly.]

Seeing Gray unable to rise, still shocked, the hero mumbled softly.

‘…Didn’t you just use that weakness to embarrass your past self?’

[Just seeing you speak those irritating words with that stiff face is enough to rile me up.]

‘…’

Hmm.

A new lesson learned.

The ultimate narcissist can even be angry at themselves.

As this thought passed through his mind, he suddenly heard someone from the entrance of the training ground.

“Ah, oh no…”

Someone’s voice, filled with shock, drifted into his ears.

Turning his head in that direction, he saw Vespa, staring blankly at Gray, who lay on the ground, and then at Carlyle.

Ah, this is good. 

When there’s an audience, it’s easier to add some dramatic flair.

Carlyle spoke sarcastically.

“Did the floor slip on you?”

“…”

“Hero, if you keep being this careless, you might have to return the Holy Sword.”

Immediately, Carlyle could see the heat rising in Gray’s face.

The speed at which her face turned red was so terrifying that Carlyle had to mentally marvel,

Is it possible for someone’s face to turn that quickly?

The hero, having been utterly humiliated by a person she didn’t even know, now had to endure this spectacle in front of others.

From the perspective of someone who lived for their own pride, this would surely rank among the most embarrassing moments of his life.

Her body trembled. Her teeth ground together. A few tears even appeared on her now bright red face…

And with that, success was achieved.

There’s a simple way to make an impression on someone’s memory.

Make them angry.

Is there an easier way to make someone become conscious of you than that?

Well, there’s always a price to pay when you take the easy route.

And when Gray, now on her feet, tried to strike Carlyle with her bare fists—no sword in hand—it was clear this wasn’t going to be just another regular punch.

The speed was like lightning, with no room for anyone to intervene.

Ah.

Carlyle sighed inwardly.

Though it was a clumsy, brutish attack from someone who had been raised to follow basic decorum, it clearly signified just how angry Gray had become.

Well, if that hit connects, Carlyle will probably be in the hospital for a while.

From the very first encounter with Gray, Carlyle had grown accustomed to taking a hit from her for whatever reason.

It wasn’t the first time.

Still…

In the previous lives, Carlyle would have simply collapsed right there.

This time, however, he needed to convey at least a part of his “intent.”

With that thought in mind, the hero’s fist, filled with brute force, slammed into Carlyle’s torso.

Crack.

Crack!

The first sound was the crunch of Carlyle’s face breaking, while the second was the noise of Carlyle’s body, sent flying, crashing into the wall.

“You… you little insect—! Do you even know who I am, daring to—!”

Gray’s usual cold, composed expression vanished, replaced by one of rage as she gasped for air.

Despite knocking Carlyle unconscious with a single blow, it was clear that Gray’s anger wasn’t yet appeased.

In fact, her steps toward Carlyle were almost like a demon walking over its prey.

However, when Gray saw Carlyle, still lying on the floor unconscious, her face quickly went blank again.

Carlyle, even in his unconscious state, was holding up a middle finger, perfectly aligned and extended in full view.

Despite his almost flattened face, the middle finger was clearly visible, and it carried with it a wide, satisfied smile.

“…”

It was as if he had expected this outcome from the very beginning—setting it up this way to further anger Gray.

“-I… I—!”

Gray’s face went completely white with fury.

“I’ll kill you, you trash—!”

“Gray, Gray, calm down!”

…If it hadn’t been for Lionel’s timely intervention, a real disaster might have occurred.

***

The Imperial Knight’s infirmary was a place Carlyle knew all too well.

He had visited many times before.

Usually because of Gray.

“…The doctor said I’m lucky to be alive.”

Carlyle cleared his throat before speaking again.

“They asked if I’d been hit by a siege weapon.”

“That girl’s punches are rather heavy, yes.”

“Such a cute way of putting it.”

“They say even a hedgehog finds its own young cute.”

If a hedgehog could hear that, it would probably argue back, but Carlyle had to admit the comparison was fitting.

Carlyle, wrapped in bandages from head to toe, looked at the man before him.

Lionel Haster Chasefield.

Head of the noble Chasefield family, one of the most respected knights in the Empire, and Gray’s father.

After being knocked out by Gray, Carlyle had regained consciousness only to find Lionel was the first visitor.

“What brings you here?”

In truth, Carlyle didn’t remember meeting this man in previous loops.

At the start of each regression, Lionel had already passed away.

However, given that Lionel was the man who had suffered the most at Gray’s hands, they shared a certain understanding, if not camaraderie.

“I heard you’re the new recruit in the Imperial Knights, Carlyle Belfast.”

“Yes.”

“Word is, you humiliated the hero.”

Lionel said this matter-of-factly, and Carlyle gave her an uninterested glance.

‘The usual reason…’

Maybe Lionel had come to ask for an apology for Gray, given how angry she had been.

After all, Lionel was well-known as a doting father.

But then,

“I like you.”

“…”

“When you’re fully recovered, come to the Chasefield estate. I have a job offer for you.”

“…”

Wait, what?

“But, I humiliated your daughter?”

“Hmm.”

“And you still want to offer me a job at the Chasefield estate?”

“Exactly. That’s why I’m offering you a position. The fact that you’ve made my daughter experience something like this means you’re qualified.”

“…”

“You.”

Lionel smiled and leaned forward.

“How about you teach her a lesson?”

“…”

Before Carlyle could even begin to process what he had just heard, a spear appeared before his eyes.


A spear he had never seen before, not even after countless regressions.

[ System Message ]

◆ You have gained the opportunity to significantly influence the “Hero” during his childhood.

◆ The conditions to unlock certain traits and skills have been met.

◆ The trait “Hero’s Companion” has been unlocked.

◆ The skill “Trainer” has been unlocked.

◆ Additional traits and skills will be unlocked depending on your relationship with the Hero!

◆ Try training the target!

“…”

What in the world is this?



 
  Chapter 4: A Day Out


The injury was resolved faster than expected.

It was likely due to Lionel’s strict orders, having instructed the knights’ medical unit to treat him with the utmost care. 

Thanks to the influence of the Duke, Carlyle was able to use luxurious supplies that a mere rookie soldier would never be able to access.

“⋯⋯.”

Despite all the luxury, Carlyle glared ahead with a grim expression.

The benefits of being a vessel were, in truth, a complicated matter for Carlyle.

While it was true that he owed his life to the ability to regress, having been given the power to return and live again, it hadn’t once enhanced him in all his countless cycles.

“In novels and comics, those who reincarnate or possess others always seem to be flying around with abilities that make them seem like they own the world.”

What should he say? 

They all had powers that made them feel like they were the center of their worlds, pulling off outrageous feats as if it were part of everyday life.

In contrast, Carlyle’s role had always been to serve the central hero of the world, to tend to her every need without fail.

Now, after countless regresses, the first skill and trait awakening had come. 

It was hard to believe it wasn’t some sort of joke.

⋯⋯So.

If they were going to surprise him like this, it would have been better if the ability had at least been something that could genuinely cheer him up.

[Skill Info]

◆ Trainer

You are the only person who knows what will happen in the future.

Exercise influence over the ‘important figures’ of the world, including the Hero, and reshape their destinies!

The more deeply you affect someone, the more their abilities will be passed on to you.

▶ New traits will be unlocked as the ‘Trainer Target’ becomes available.

▶ Those who are your ‘Trainer Target’ will become increasingly susceptible to your influence!

“⋯⋯.”

Carlyle, silently reading through the message, ran a hand through his hair.

To be honest, his frustration flared up first.

“Did this only unlock by the last regression cycle?”

If it was going to open, why not earlier?

It seemed the condition for it to unlock was having influence over the Hero during their childhood years. 

Clearly, this ability wouldn’t even be available in any other timeline.

“Wasted effort.”

What was all the struggle in those cycles for, if this was the result?

“⋯⋯.”

Taking a deep breath, Carlyle scratched his forehead.

Let’s think positively. 

At least it unlocked now.

And if you really look at it, it’s undeniably a useful skill.

‘Abilities are passed down…’

Though the exact mechanics were unclear, it seemed that the abilities of the people he “trained” would somehow be transferred to him.

‘That’s not bad.’

How strong those abilities would become was anyone’s guess, but it was the Hero’s powers, the central force in the world.

For someone with nothing, it was a power he couldn’t afford to refuse.

And, above all else…

▶ Those who are your ‘Trainer Target’ will become increasingly susceptible to your influence!

Carlyle stroked his chin thoughtfully as he focused on those words.

This was the core of it.

That resistance lowering.

There could be many interpretations, but to Carlyle, it seemed to mean…

‘⋯⋯They’ll listen to me without much resistance.’

If that’s true, then this is an absurdly broken ability.

The person he would wield influence over was none other than the Hero. 

The main heroine of the world.

Soon…

He wouldn’t be the center of the world, but he would have the ability to move its center however he wished.

However, there was something bothering him.

▶ New traits will be unlocked as the ‘Trainer Target’ becomes available.

Carlyle stared intently at the words on the screen.

What to say?

Not only had he been handed this bizarre ability, but the phrasing on this part felt off.

It made it seem like the Hero wasn’t the only target he could train…

Could it be?

That there are other “land mines” scattered in the world, not just the Hero?

‘⋯⋯Let’s think about that later.’

For now, just dealing with the Hero was more than enough to crack his head open.

No matter what awaited him, it was best to focus on the immediate problem at hand.

He had confirmed the bizarre skill, and now, it was time to move on to the next newly unlocked trait.

[Specialty Info]

◆ Companion of the Hero

You are the person who knows Hero ‘Gray Chasefield’ the best.

You are the only one who can have a personal influence on her.

Guide the Hero onto the right path!

▶ A ‘Rehabilitation List’ will be provided.

‘What’s a Rehabilitation List?’

With a sigh, Carlyle pulled up the list attached to the trait window.

[System Message]

◆ A ‘Rehabilitation List’ has been generated!

◆ Improve the weaknesses listed on this list!

◆ The more weaknesses you remove, the greater your rewards!

[Gray Chasefield]

◆ Hatred for Humanity [100%]

◆ Arrogance [100%]

◆ Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder [100%]

◆ Violence Enthusiast [100%]
.
.

Upon seeing the list packed with such words, Carlyle rubbed his forehead in disbelief.

My word. 

These are the ‘flaws’ contained within one person?


“Hero.”

[What?]

“Well, you truly aren’t a human after all, huh?”

[…Are you suddenly looking for a fight, or what?]

The holy sword grumbled.

Seeing this now, it hit Carlyle that the Gray in this world and the Gray inside the holy sword were completely different people. 

The fact that someone with such a shattered personality could have a conversation—even if it was only bickering—with Carlyle was honestly astounding.

‘It wasn’t just empty words after all.’

That he genuinely meant to repent and do whatever it took—Carlyle had to admit it.

[Why the sudden fuss, though?]

As Carlyle mulled over his thoughts, the hero inside the holy sword spoke again, grumpily.

[Isn’t this a good opportunity? Under the official recognition of my Father you now have the chance to stay by my side.]

“…Could you explain that, please?”

He let out a sigh and asked.

Just yesterday, Lionel had told him to tame the hero, whatever that meant.

Following that, today, Carlyle was on a carriage heading to the Duke’s residence.

The knights, who had all sworn loyalty to the Emperor, were military members, and normally, one noble couldn’t just order around the knights of another faction. 

But it was a command from none other than the Duke, a founding hero of the kingdom. 

It was quite an impression to see the administrative officer of the knight order, pale-faced, hastily telling them to head for the Chasefield household.

“Why am I being suddenly summoned to the Duke’s house? What does he want?”

[Comrade.]

“Comrade?”

[The hero has the right to choose those who will fight alongside him to protect humanity. I assume you are being considered as one of them.]

…That’s right.

For Carlyle, the term “hero party” was more familiar.

Drexler, Panhyma, Vespa.

Carlyle paused for a moment as he recalled the members of the hero party from his ‘previous run.’

The hero inside the holy sword remained silent.

“…I won’t go into details about those past events.”

[…Thank you.]

There was no need to dig up past mistakes with someone who was already reflecting.

Whether or not that was something that could be forgiven by repentance didn’t matter at the moment.

“More importantly, you really think I’d just follow someone else’s orders like that? Of all people, you?”

[Well, I’m still quite young. I vaguely remember listening to my father’s words at least.]

“I can’t even imagine that.”

[Well, after I crushed him in a duel, I stopped listening to him altogether.]

“…”

Well, that figures.

Carlyle narrowed his eyes slightly and glared at the holy sword, who calmly began a different topic.

[And, I don’t think my father was just talking about a comrade in a simple sense.]

“Huh?”

[If I remember correctly, my father repeatedly asked if there were any decent men among the comrades. I’m sure there was an underlying intention, hoping something more might develop between us.]

“…”

[…]

“…Seriously?”

[…Stop with that disgusted look. I get your point.]

The hero sighed deeply before continuing.

[Still, it remains a good opportunity. Your purpose is to rehabilitate the past me, isn’t it?]

That was true.

Carlyle stroked his chin thoughtfully for a moment.

‘After all, I did piss her off from the very first meeting…’

It’s going to be a tough start, but I’ll make it work somehow.

***

…He really wanted to make it work.

Truly.

If only he were given the chance.

“Die!”

“Gray, kid, can we talk for a second—”

As soon as Gray saw Carlyle, she launched an attack without a moment’s hesitation, causing the Duke, who stood in front of Carlyle, to take the blow instead. 

Coughing, the Duke opened his mouth to speak.

Seeing the blood pouring from the spot where Gray’s attack had landed, Carlyle couldn’t help but notice the smile that followed. It was clear this wasn’t the first time something like this had happened.

‘…Impressive.’

The fact that he was still alive after taking such a blow from Gray was remarkable.

This man was certainly one of the Empire’s top warriors.

“Father, shut up!”

“…”

“I was promised an introduction to someone suitable to be a comrade, but what on earth is this? Bringing this man here? This is just absurd!”

Although it was Gray’s violent outburst that had caused the disruption, there was still something about this situation that bothered Carlyle.

Hmm.

When he thought about it, this person had always maintained a calm demeanor and used a refined way of speaking when she acted like an adult. 

But now, with blood vessels bulging across her forehead and a murderous gleam in her eyes, she didn’t resemble a woman so much as a wild beast.

[How vulgar.]

‘That’s you, isn’t it?’

[It still doesn’t change the fact that it’s vulgar.]

‘…’

It was impressive that her standards were so consistent, even if it meant showing such cold contempt toward herself.

“How dare you humiliate me like this and then brazenly show your face? I’ll kill you right here!”

“Kid, this friend of yours doesn’t mean any harm, I’m sure of it. Right? Isn’t that right?”

The Duke’s gaze swiftly shifted to Carlyle, desperate for him to say something to calm Gray down.

There was a sense of urgency in his eyes, clearly trying to avoid the situation escalating into an all-out fight.

‘…No.’

He couldn’t believe that after being dragged into this, they expected him to fix things now.

If he could, he would just leave it to the Duke and escape the situation.

But…

If only something else hadn’t popped into his mind, that’s exactly what he would’ve done.

[System Message]

◆ <Quest: ‘Comrade of the Hero’> has been added!

◆ Persuade the hero!

◆ If successful, you will gain one use of the ‘Command’ skill under the ‘Trainer’ skill!

Carlyle blinked at the screen before him.

‘…Hmm?’

Command.

Command?

There was no more intuitive word for what it could be used for.

If he took it, he was sure it would come in handy at some point.

The fact that he could control this unruly woman with just one use of it made it worth more than enough.

He glanced down at the holy sword.

‘Hero, do you have any suggestions? A way to calm her down?’

[…I do.]

Gray hesitated, showing reluctance as she spoke.

‘What is it?’

[…]

After a long pause, Gray sighed and finally spoke. Carlyle’s face immediately soured as he understood why Gray had taken so long to say it.

‘…Seriously? You want me to do that?’

[Seriously.]

‘…’

[I was still soft and emotional back then. It will definitely work on her.]

Dammit.

Fucking damn it.

‘…Is there nothing else?’

[…If you don’t want to do it, then don’t. I only told you because I thought you’d be able to handle it.]

Carlyle muttered curses under his breath as he looked at Gray.

It had now reached the point where it felt like he was grabbing the Duke by the collar and swinging him around.

But with a father who was helplessly watching his daughter suffer like this, Carlyle knew he had no choice but to do something.

“…Hero.”

Carlyle closed his eyes tightly before speaking.

“…”

“I… I was wrong before. I let my anger get the best of me and did things I shouldn’t have.”

That much was manageable. 

Apologizing wasn’t exactly hard.

In all the resets, Carlyle had had to adjust to the hero’s mood countless times.

“But do you really think words alone can solve this—”

“In return, would you like to go out with me this weekend? I’ll buy you a dress.”

This was the part where things started to get difficult.

“I’ll get you a beautiful dress that matches your gem-like beauty as a gift.”

“…”

“I’ll even prepare a ring for you.”

Gray’s movements suddenly froze.

Though her face was still twisted with anger, there was an unmistakable glimmer of curiosity hidden behind her frown.

Wow.

She was actually listening.

‘…A dress and a ring? Seriously?’

This was the woman who usually reached for her sword or fists whenever she was in a bad mood?


As Carlyle contemplated this in disbelief, an irritated voice came from the holy sword.

[She was at an age where she liked being treated like a princess.]

‘…’

[…Shut your mouth.]

Carlyle said nothing in response.



 
  Chapter 5: A Day Out (2)


“Miss.”

“Call me the Hero. It sounds more fitting than ‘Miss.’”

“…Ah, yes.”

With those words, the cold atmosphere in the carriage settled in once more.

Carlyle awkwardly glanced at Gray. 

Her face, turned slightly to the side, was completely focused on the view outside the carriage. 

It was as if she was broadcasting with her whole body that she had no intention of building any kind of rapport with him.

‘The dress and ring seem to have worked, but… she doesn’t seem to be in a good mood.’

[She’s pleased.]

‘Pleased? Really?’

[She’s in the same space as you, isn’t she?]

‘…What?’

[If she truly disliked you, she’d have crushed your face already.]

‘…’

[You could try talking to her. She might actually respond now.]

Her way of thinking was far removed from that of an ordinary person.

As Carlyle reflected on this, he opened his mouth to speak to Gray, who continued to stare outside with an icy expression.

“Hero.”

“…”

“Hero.”

When he called her again, Gray narrowed her eyes and glared at him.

“You’re not afraid of me.”

“…Excuse me?”

“Normally, anyone who’s taken a hit from me would be on edge, crawling in fear. I’ve never seen anyone act like this except my father.”

“…”

Well, that was understandable.

It wasn’t just any blow—it was a strike from the strongest human alive. 

It would be odd if fear didn’t leave an imprint after such a hit.

“I don’t like it.”

“What exactly do you mean?”

“You’re acting like you’re used to it. Like you and I are equals.”

Of course, such a statement came from someone who lived on the fuel of a superior complex.

As Carlyle forced a thin smile, Gray leaned forward, resting her chin in her hand, and gave him a thoughtful look.

“Actually, there’s more that’s strange about you.”

“Pardon?”

Before Carlyle could process her words, a few strands of hair slipped from the back of his head.

It was clear—they had been sliced by a blade.

“…”

Not a trace of death could be seen.

It had just flickered before his face.

“See? You didn’t even react.”

Gray spoke calmly as she casually tossed the sword, which had seemingly appeared from nowhere, onto the seat beside her.

“How did someone like you figure out my weakness?”

“Well, maybe it was just luck—”

“Stop talking nonsense. You’re not an ordinary guy.”

Her tone was dismissive as she interrupted him, her gaze cool.

“Your pupils are steady, and your pulse is stable. Your heart rate didn’t even increase.”

“…What?”

“You’re not stupid. You know that I could easily kill you right now. But…”

Gray’s eyes slowly turned back to Carlyle, and there was an undeniable curiosity in them now.

“You’re still not afraid of me. Not even after that.”

“…”

“You’re not scared of death, are you?”

“—”

“It doesn’t seem like you’ve had combat training, but there’s no fear of death. You’re really strange.”

…What should he say to that?

“It’s like you’ve already died a lot. There’s something fundamentally… twisted about you.”

Even if she was a young, naive girl enchanted by a dress and ring, the contents of her being were undoubtedly that of a hero.

With just a brief encounter, her insight into people was incomparable. 

Her ability to see through people’s essence, even upon first meeting them, was always the same—extraordinary.

‘…Well, still.’

The fact that she was showing more interest in him was a good sign.

Gathering information through observation was essential to establishing a connection, wasn’t it?

Carlyle, who had been silently listening, shrugged his shoulders.

“Isn’t that why I’m here? To see the person who turned me into a wreck?”

“…”

“I was asked by the Duke to take care of you, Hero.”

Gray’s face scrunched up in displeasure.

“I’m just saying this in case you’re thinking of climbing over me. My father might think I need a companion, but I’m fine on my own.”

Her tone was sharp, almost as if simply hearing the offer made her blood boil. 

She reacted to the idea of help as though it were a ridiculous suggestion, like being offered to eat shoes.

Most people, upon hearing such words, would immediately be put off by her arrogance and would walk away.

But then again, most people wouldn’t have lived through countless cycles and learned how to “handle” a Hero, like Carlyle.

“Hero.”

“What is it?”

Carlyle had expected her to react this way upon hearing the suggestion. 

After all, discussing common decency or humanity with someone as eccentric as Gray was something only the inexperienced would attempt.

Let’s see.

What would be the most appropriate sentence to continue feeding her curiosity?


“Rejecting me would be a loss for you.”

He refrained from being rude, but he made sure to poke at her pride just enough.

“…What?”

“You can’t conquer every field in this world, Hero. Not even you.”

Gray let out a scoff, her disbelief evident.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, I’ll be of help. I guarantee it.”

“You’ve already been told. Don’t try to climb over me. Whether or not I have limitations is another matter, but do you think you could do what I can?”

“Yes.”

The certainty in Carlyle’s words left Gray momentarily speechless.

“I can do what you can’t.”

It was true.

In the previous cycle, it had been Carlyle who managed to reshape the Hero, bringing her closer to humanity within the sword. 

It was entirely his doing.

Gray alone could never have achieved such a thing.

“…”

Gray narrowed her eyes. 

She stared at Carlyle for a long moment.

“Then, how about this? I’ll promise you one thing.”

As the carriage gradually slowed down, Carlyle spoke calmly.

“I will look out for you, no matter what happens.”

After all, that was his destiny—to assist the Hero and save the world.

“If you don’t like it, you can throw me away at any time. But for now, why not give it a try?”

He was confident.

‘Pleasing the Hero’ was something Carlyle had already worked on tirelessly through countless attempts.

“…”

Gray sat in silence, listening to his words.

She remained silent, her body unmoving as if she were processing something unfamiliar, an emotion she hadn’t felt before.

“…This is ridiculous.”

After a long pause, her words came out with a growl, and Carlyle smiled faintly.

Her tone was still rough, but…

‘She’s sharp.’

This was a good sign.

He knew, from the way she reacted, that she was no fool.

Gray likely realized, with her exceptional insight, that Carlyle hadn’t lied in what he said.

At the very least, there was enough intrigue in her to keep her watching him closely, curious about what he was so confident about.

Suddenly, Carlyle realized the carriage had slowed almost to a stop. 

He nodded and spoke.

“It seems we’ve arrived. Shall we go choose the gift I mentioned, Hero?”

As he spoke, Gray furrowed her brows slightly, then muttered gruffly.

“Call me ‘Miss.’”

“Pardon?”

“I’ll be treating you like a servant from now on.”

Without another word, the Hero strutted out of the carriage with a haughty air.

“…”

[…]

Carlyle stared blankly at her retreating form, then turned his gaze toward the Holy Sword.

“Hero.”

[Hmm.]

“You’re planning to take me as a companion, aren’t you? Though your expression is a bit harsh.”

[Seems like it.]

“…You’re not usually this easily persuaded, are you?”

Certainly, the younger version of her seemed softer, more malleable compared to the adult Gray he had met.

And though it was probably just his imagination…

He couldn’t shake the feeling that she might have been a little embarrassed.

[It’s understandable to feel embarrassed.]

The voice from the Holy Sword stumbled out, almost as if it was shy. 

If the sword had a face, Carlyle was certain it would be flushed with color.

“What nonsense is this?”

Embarrassed?

Carlyle let out a bitter laugh as he processed those words.

Of all people, the Hero?

[…Do you have no awareness of what you just said?]

“Huh?”

He didn’t think he’d said anything all that significant.

After all, helping Gray was essential if they were to save the world. 

So, he had made it clear that he would never leave her side, offering his assistance until she was satisfied, after which she could do as she pleased. 

It was something he had repeated in every cycle.

“…Why would you be embarrassed by that?”

[You.]

“Huh?”

[How about you try drowning yourself with your face in a bowl of water?]

“…”

[Something about it feels like it might actually benefit you.]

Why was the Holy Sword suddenly being so snippy?

***

[System Message]

◆ The trait ‘Hero’s Companion’ has been activated.

◆ Some parts of the ‘Rehabilitation List’ have been updated!

[ ★ Human Disgust 100% → 95% ]

◆ Rewards have been granted!

◆ Check the traits tab for details!

[System Message]

◆ You have completed the quest: ‘Hero’s Companion.’

◆ 1 Command Token has been granted!

“…Oh.”

Carlyle let out a small exclamation as a window appeared before him.

Thanks to persuading the Hero to become his companion, two rewards had come his way.

He couldn’t help but feel pleased—both were quite valuable.

One thing stood out though.

‘Human Disgust has decreased.’

Carlyle chuckled as he read that line. 

It seemed that his persistent approach had managed to shift something in Gray. 

Despite her usual disdain for others, it seemed like she was starting to warm up to the idea of having companions after all.

“Ugh.”

While staring blankly at the window, Carlyle almost bumped into the person in front of him.

The streets of Kagenoff were always bustling with people, and as someone from a remote knight order, he didn’t often encounter such crowds.

“Hurry up!”

The Hero, a little ahead, turned around and shouted in an exasperated tone.

Carlyle gave a wry smile and obediently followed her.

[…It’s been a while.]

The voice from the Holy Sword was filled with nostalgia.

[Since the invasion of Hell, I haven’t seen this much liveliness around here.]

“It’s quite a sight,” Carlyle muttered, genuinely taken in by the view.

This was a first for him—he had always been stuck in the cycles where the empire was on the brink of collapse.

Looking at the population density, it wasn’t much different from the large cities back on Earth before he reincarnated.

And, with so many people around…

[It seems we have a pest following us.]

“…Huh?”

That remark caught Carlyle off guard.

[Someone has been tailing us since we got off the carriage.]

“…”

Carlyle scanned his surroundings quietly.

The streets were packed with people.

“Where are they?”

[About 600 paces behind.]

“…You can feel them following from that distance?”

[Back in the battlefield, I used to remember the footsteps of thousands of soldiers. This much is nothing.]

“…”

The Holy Sword… was unbelievably competent.

Carlyle sighed and began to assess the situation.

He didn’t know who had sent the follower, but anyone resorting to such tactics couldn’t have good intentions.

‘The Hero…’

He glanced briefly at the Hero ahead of him.

She still hadn’t noticed, it seemed.

Her eyes were sparkling as she looked around at the nearby dress shops, taking in every glittering display.

[She’s quite naive.]

“Compared to you, how can anyone measure up?”

Even roughly estimating, there was a gap of over ten years between them.

Comparing a fully-formed Hero to one still incomplete—it felt almost cruel.

Nevertheless, it was a good opportunity.

“Shall we score some points?”

[How? You don’t have the ability to fight at all.]

“From now on, it’s your job to figure that out.”

[… .]

As the sound of grinding teeth echoed from the Holy Sword, Carlyle couldn’t help but let out a small laugh.

He was joking, of course, but he had no intention of doing nothing either.

After all, wasn’t a reward being offered right now? 

If he could use this to his advantage, things would be much easier.

[System Message]

◆ Checking rewards!

“… .”

In fact, it wasn’t just easy.

When Carlyle looked at the rewards, his face froze for a moment in disbelief.

“Hero.”

[Hmm?]

“… I think we might be able to score those points more easily than I thought.”


And he was right. It was truly that simple.

[You can unlock one function of the ‘Holy Sword’.]

[The ‘Holy Sword’ is the source of the Hero’s power. You can now wield the Hero’s authority!]

Carlyle Belfast.

A rookie soldier in the Empire’s knight order, with no combat training.

…And now, he had the chance to mimic humanity’s greatest powers.



 
  Chapter 6: A Day Out (3)


“Oh my goodness, it suits you so well!”

The store that Carlyle had recommended was—though Gray didn’t want to admit it—completely filled with items that were exactly her taste.

‘…He’s not useless after all.’

Gray muttered in her mind as she examined a frilly dress adorned with delicate lace.

It wasn’t a particularly well-known boutique. 

How had he managed to find such a perfect place like this?

…Though that was a secret only Carlyle and the Holy Sword shared.

“You look stunning, milady! Absolutely adorable!”

“…Really?”

Gray’s hesitant question made the shopkeeper’s face light up even more.

She didn’t seem like someone who usually lacked confidence, but it felt like she wasn’t used to this kind of compliment.

She clearly had no resistance to girlish praise.

‘Got her.’

Noble ladies like this—once you catch them, they tend to clear out your shelves in one go.

“Of course! I don’t know how you happened upon our store, but everything here was made just for you!”

Her tone might’ve been standard sales talk, but her words held sincerity.

Frankly, with looks like that, it was borderline cheating.

No matter what she wore, it was bound to look good on her…

“…I’m… cute?”

“Yes, yes, absolutely!”

“…Pretty?”

“Without a doubt!”

“…Hmm, hmm.”

Whatever Gray said, the shopkeeper enthusiastically chimed in like a friendly neighborhood older sister.

Normally, Gray might have shouted, “How dare you speak so informally to a Hero?!” but… today, she felt oddly generous.

With a soft cough, she nodded in satisfaction and picked up a dress.

A smile, one she couldn’t quite suppress, began creeping around her lips.

“Then… I guess I’ll try this on.”

With that, Gray took off her coat.

Her slender neck was revealed.

Along with the scar carved into it.

A cross, torn open in both directions.

Running a boutique in the Capital Kagenoff meant being well-versed in the etiquette and background knowledge necessary to deal with nobles.

In that regard—

The moment the shopkeeper saw the scar on Gray’s neck, her face turned pale.

The Holy Mark.

The symbol of the one chosen by the Holy Sword.

It was as good as an ID for the Hero.

“…H-Hik…!”

A frightened inhale escaped the shopkeeper.

Even if one was used to handling nobles, it wasn’t strange to be terrified in front of someone dubbed “the Guardian of Humanity.”

In some ways, she was as dangerous as the imperial family.

“I-I’m terribly sorry! I didn’t recognize you, Hero…!”

“…”

And with that—

Gray’s expression went blank.

‘…Ah. Right.’

She brushed back her hair with a bitter smile.

She’d been caught up in the moment and had nearly forgotten.

This was… the norm.

She lived a life fundamentally different from others. 

She could never truly blend in.

Things like normalcy…

Those small, ordinary experiences that others took for granted…

Would always be crushed under the weight of her existence, from the moment she was born.

“…”

Gray looked down for a moment and closed her eyes, sighing deeply.

When she looked up again—

Her usual arrogant expression had returned.

“Don’t make a scene. I’m just here to buy clothes.”

“Y-Yes, of course, as you command…!”

“I’ll browse alone, so go find somewhere to hide.”

The shopkeeper, seemingly relieved at being dismissed, scurried away. 

That only irritated Gray further.

That kind of reaction reminded her of him.

***

No matter what happens, I’ll always be on your side, Hero.

If I annoy you, just throw me away. 

But at least let me come with you once.

***

That guy, who had said those things with a smile, even while barely clinging to life.

The one who once dared to stand on equal footing with her, a Hero.

Back then, she found him insufferable, a mere nobody with nothing to his name who still had the audacity to challenge her gaze.

But now… somehow, that kind of reaction felt preferable.

‘…Where is that guy?’

Her mood soured. 

She needed someone to take it out on—and he seemed like the perfect target.

With that thought, Gray closed her eyes and began circulating the mana within her body.

There were countless mana users across the continent, but among them were a rare few born with particularly unique “natures.”

The Sun God of the Desert Kingdom, for example, had a deep affinity with flame-based magic, while the apostles of the High Church channeled altered mana known as “Divinity”…


But even among such gifted users, the nature of the Hero’s mana stood on a league of its own.

It didn’t necessarily harmonize with any specific element—it simply overwhelmed everything through sheer foundational dominance.

They called it:

Omnipotence.

The strongest, the sharpest, and the most precise.

When honed as a weapon to pierce or slice, it could slip past the most formidable defensive spells; when concentrated into a single point, it became an impenetrable shield no blade could breach.

And on top of that, the total volume of mana Gray possessed was nearly limitless—enough to be likened to a living human power plant.

“—”

With such power, she could even do something as absurd as “scanning” the entire vicinity by releasing her mana.

She unfurled her mana outward, blanketing the area in its presence, converting everything within range into raw information.

It was a technique so complex it would make even the most brilliant scholars of the Mage Tower—those who toyed with hyperspace coordinates and multidimensional equations—scream in agony. 

But for the Hero, who treated her mana like a natural extension of her own body, it wasn’t even difficult.

The data composing the very fabric of the world sorted itself neatly into her mind, streaming in like an ordered flood.

And among all that—

“…?”

She couldn’t find any trace of that man.

Not a flicker of his presence.

It was as if—

Within this entire space, he alone had “resisted” her mana.

A man with no combat training.

Standing against the strongest mana humanity had ever known.

“…What the hell?”

Gray muttered in disbelief.

***

Even if someone could steal just one of the Hero’s abilities, the choice of which one to take first was a no-brainer.

[System Message]

“Mana: Omnipotence” has been added to the functionality of the Sacred Sword.

[Skill Info]

Mana: Omnipotence

A special form of mana possessed only by the Hero. It holds the highest possible output power.

This was the core of all the Hero’s abilities.

If one were to liken it to a human body, it would be the heart.

“…Wow.”

Carlyle chuckled dryly as he read the brief skill description.

It was unbelievably simple—but it didn’t need to be anything more.

The strongest.

That single phrase explained it all.

To him, the truth was already obvious—the energy stirring within the Sacred Sword spoke volumes.

[Not bad at all.]

The voice of the Hero echoed from within the sword, brimming with satisfaction.

[Feels like a familiar fuel.]

“But… Hero.”

[What is it.]

“You’re stuck inside the sword. So just how much can you actually do from in there?”

Carlyle knew full well what kind of monster she had been before getting sealed inside the weapon—but still, given her current form, her capabilities had to be limited.

Surely she couldn’t function at full power.

[Is that what you think?]

“…Isn’t it true?”

The confident tone in her voice outright rejected his assumption.

[I’ve definitely weakened. Obviously, without a physical body to move, it’s only natural.]

The body is the vessel that holds the soul. With only her spirit residing in the sword, it made sense that she couldn’t do the things she once did.

[But just because I’ve weakened—]

Even so.

[—doesn’t mean there’s anyone out there who can stand against me.]

She was still—

The strongest human alive.

And what followed would prove that fact beyond all doubt.

The world began to slow.

The world hadn’t actually slowed down. 

Rather, the surge of mana flowing from the Holy Sword had drastically enhanced Carlyle’s physical abilities, making it feel as though time itself had changed.

Even his perception of the world shifted. 

The overwhelming sense of omnipotence coursing through his body almost made him laugh.

So this… this is the kind of world that person lives in every day?

“No wonder she acts so high and mighty.”

The human psyche is surprisingly sensitive to all sorts of factors. 

With power like this, it’s only natural to start looking down on others.

It’s irrational—so much so that it could easily warp a person’s mind beyond repair.

[Now.]

And the person currently getting hit by his fist was probably thinking the exact same thing.

Moving in perfect sync with the timing relayed by the Holy Sword, Carlyle stepped around the alley corner and struck the oncoming figure square in the chest.

It was just a light tap—a casual flick of the fist. 

Yet it landed with a metallic crunch, denting armor and sending the figure crumpling to the ground.

“…Did I kill them?”

The thought crossed Carlyle’s mind as he saw the motionless body, but the Hero’s voice came through with a dry scoff, as if offended.

[I controlled the strength. Perfectly.]

“Urgh… it hurts, it really hurts—!”

“…?”

A groaning voice drifted from beneath the helmet. Apparently, she wasn’t dead.

The voice was strange—strained in a peculiar way.

And then it hit him.

‘A woman?’

He could tell from the voice—she was a woman. And young, at that.

Carlyle tilted his head and asked calmly.

“…Are you from the Orthodox Church?”

The emblem etched on her armor made it clear she was.

“Why are you following the Hero?”

“You expect me to answer that, after decking me out of nowhere?”

“No, actually, I think because I decked you, you should answer honestly.”

“…Violence is wrong.”

When Carlyle raised his fist slightly, the armored woman flinched and looked away, clearly still shaken by the hit.

No doubt that punch had left quite an impression…

“Besides, I’m only tailing the Hero because of you, aren’t I?”

“…Excuse me?”

“The Hero is humanity’s greatest weapon. Naturally, her every move must be closely monitored. We can’t have any suspicious figures getting close.”

“…Right.”

Hmph. It wasn’t a bad justification, really.

“But wouldn’t the Hero herself be the first to obliterate anyone suspicious that approached?”

That is, unless she wasn’t the kind of monster who could single-handedly wipe out threats with ease.

At Carlyle’s remark, the woman on the ground avoided his gaze.

She was probably sweating buckets under that helmet.

“…Do you want to get hit again?”

“I-I swear, I don’t want to spy on her! I-I personally admire the Hero a lot! Deeply, in fact! I have no desire to invade her privacy!”

She frantically waved her hands in protest, desperate to clear her name.

“But when the higher-ups give an order, what can I do?!”

“I’m asking why they gave that order in the first place.”

“…If the one who received the Holy Sword ends up causing some huge incident, it would be a major stain on the Church’s image. There are those who want to prevent that.”

“…”

“The Hero… to put it nicely, isn’t exactly known for her gentle personality, right?”

…Ah.

Carlyle let out a dry chuckle, running a hand through his hair.

That explanation made sense. And it also hinted at something else.

‘So there are people in the Church who hate Gray.’

There could be no other reason for this kind of shadowy surveillance, even after gifting her the Holy Sword.

To think that even stepping outside meant a constant tail… It was a bit too much, especially for a girl who hadn’t even gone through her coming-of-age ceremony yet.

[…Ah, yes. That did happen. I remember now.]

Even the Holy Sword murmured as if recalling an old memory.

‘Did someone in the Church hold a grudge against her?’

[No. But sometimes… people become enemies simply because you exist.]

It was a line Carlyle could understand all too well.

Jealousy. 

Envy. 

Paranoia.

All of it breeds excessive caution—and hostility.

‘Sounds like she had a rough time growing up, huh?’

[You say that like it’s news.]

Carlyle let out a sigh and spoke plainly.

“The girl’s just out on a stroll. She hasn’t done anything that warrants your concern.”

His voice was calm. Final.

“At least let her go out and do some shopping. Why are you all making such a fuss?”

“Uh…”

“Set aside your shady grown-up business for once.”

Carlyle scratched his cheek, then continued speaking.

“Let her live a normal life. Just a bit.”

“…Excuse me?”

The woman responded, flustered, but Carlyle only shrugged.

“She’s still a person, you know.”

At the end of the day, she was human too.

At least, from what Carlyle had seen, that much was clear.

Though clearly twisted in more ways than one, she was still someone who felt emotions—a normal person beneath all that.

Wasn’t that why he’d managed to get through to her at all?

“Everyone has the right to pursue happiness. Even if they’ve been burdened with the title of humanity’s protector. Let’s not take that away too.”

“…”

“And also—”

Carlyle gave a wry smile as he added:

“She already has a terrible personality. If you don’t even let her do what she wants, she might explode twice as hard later—”

“—You’re saying some interesting things, aren’t you?”

“…”

Oh no.

That was a voice he definitely shouldn’t be hearing.

Shit.

Carlyle turned around slowly, cold sweat running down his back.

Gray was standing there, arms crossed, looking right at him. 

He hadn’t even noticed when she’d arrived.

“Miss… that last comment had a lot of complicated context behind it—”

“If you don’t want to wear your own ‘shitty personality’ like a second skin, then shut it.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

With that one verbal blow, Carlyle was silenced. 

Gray turned her gaze back and forth between the woman lying on the ground and Carlyle.

“You said… I have the right to be happy.”

She muttered the words as if savoring them, like she found them amusing.

“Of all people, me, huh.”

Her eyes swept over Carlyle again, from head to toe.

Still nothing special about him.

At least, on the surface.

She let out a small snort before speaking again.

“I’m tired. I’m going back. Prepare the carriage.”

“…”

Carlyle blinked.

Huh.

Why isn’t she mad?

He had braced himself for at least a few broken ribs.

“Did you not hear me? I said we’re going back.”

“…Yes, ma’am.”

Well… whatever just happened, he was going to be grateful that her temper hadn’t exploded in the bad direction this time.


***

[System Message]

The Hero’s curiosity about you has intensified in a positive direction.

Trait “Hero’s Companion” is activated.

You have gained a “Positive Trait”!

[ ★ Trust: 0% → 5% ]

Reward granted!

Open your Traits tab to check it out!



 
  Chapter 7: The Banquet


“Didn’t you say she went to get the carriage?”

A wailing voice echoed through the alleyway.

It came from the woman sprawled on the ground, the same one Carlyle had knocked down moments earlier.

To be fair, it was understandable.

Anyone would react similarly if, during the brief moment Carlyle stepped away to fetch the carriage, Gray appeared with a blade pressed coldly against their throat.

But Gray only scoffed and kicked off the woman’s helmet.

Crimson hair spilled out like a wave across the cobbled alley floor.

Oddly enough, despite the crying voice, the woman wore a cheerful smile beneath half-lidded eyes—a striking contrast to her current situation.

Gray’s gaze settled on the insignia engraved at the nape of the woman’s neck.

“A Templar of the Holy Church… trembling just from a little death threat? I don’t buy it.”

A rosary crossed with a sword.

The symbol of one who bore the fangs of the Church.

Among all the organizations that held sway over the continent, the Holy Church was the only one without a formal military.

And the reason was standing right in front of her.

A one-person army.

One of the Knights of the Round—warriors so powerful they could substitute for an entire battalion.

This woman, too, was someone who could challenge the Holy Sword if she so wished.

Someone who had the qualifications to contend with the strongest of humanity.

“Ah, well… I’m just a knight today. My Templar duties are technically off-shift.”

She grinned cheekily, trying to play it off. 

But Gray’s voice turned cold.

“A renowned Elemental Knight like you wouldn’t bother tailing a child without good reason.”

“Would the Hero really know someone like me?”

“Oh, I know you. Siona Rebell. Elemental Knight. And—”

Gray’s lips curled into a smirk.

“—the right hand of that sly Cardinal everyone at the Imperial Palace can’t stand.”

“…”

“You’re not just here to keep an eye on me, are you? Cardinal Felix wouldn’t waste someone like you on something this trivial.”

“…”

That silence, paired with her ever-smiling face, was more than enough of an answer.

“Cardinal Felix is always concerned for your well-being, Hero. He constantly worries you might attract… unwelcome pests.”

“Concern? Please. He’s not worried about me, just the market value of the ‘Hero’ title I carry.”

Gray let out a tired sigh.

“I know. I know the deal. I received the Holy Sword, so in return I have to prioritize protection from the Church and the Empire. Don’t mingle with civilians. Don’t cause scandals.”

“I’m glad you understand.”

“So don’t report that guy.”

Siona blinked.

“…Excuse me?”

“Carlyle Belfast. Leave him out of your report. Or I’ll kill you.”

“…”

It sounded like a casual comment—like choosing steak for dinner.

But when the Hero said something, especially a threat, she always meant it.

“…Forgive my bluntness, but may I ask—what is your relationship with that man?”

“Met him yesterday.”

In other words, no relationship at all.

They’d only seen each other twice.

But still—

“I just got curious. He seems like someone fun to toy with for a while.”

“…”

“I hate it when someone else touches what I’ve taken an interest in. Got it?”

“Hero, are you implying that you… have feelings for—”

“Stop with the disgusting speculation.”

Siona quietly studied Gray for a moment.

Her face was smiling as usual—but her eyes were utterly devoid of warmth, cold and heavy.

After a long pause, Siona gave a respectful nod.

“…Understood. I won’t report anything unless something serious happens.”

“Good. You’re well-behaved.”

“But.”

Siona raised a finger as she added:

“Would it be alright if I personally looked into the man a little more?”

“Why?”

“Well~ It’s not every day I meet someone who knocks me out with a single blow.”

“Didn’t he just get lucky? That guy hasn’t even had proper combat training—”

“No, he didn’t.”

“…What?”

“That wasn’t mercy. If you’d taken a real hit in actual combat, you’d probably be dead.”

“⋯⋯.”

“I’m guessing the Hero doesn’t know much either, so I won’t ask. But… I think that man needs looking into. My gut tells me so.”

Gray frowned at those words.

Come to think of it, earlier—when she tried to track him using her mana—there had been a moment where she couldn’t detect him at all.

She eventually found him, so she hadn’t thought much of it at the time.

But if even a Templar was saying this much… then there must be something unusual about that man.

He was hiding something.

“Do what you want. Investigate him or don’t.”

“Thank you!”

“But.”

Then—

“If you find something, share it with me. I need to know too, don’t I?”

It wouldn’t hurt to dig a little.


Just what kind of person was he, really?

***

[System Log]

The Hero’s curiosity toward you has increased in a positive direction.

Trait ‘Hero’s Companion’ has been activated.


A ‘Positive Trait’ has been added!


[ ★ Trust 0% → 5% ]

Rewards granted!


Open your Trait Tab to view them!


[ You can now unlock additional functions of the ‘Holy Sword’! ]

[ Build a stronger relationship with the Hero to unlock even more features! ]

***

‘Not bad.’

That was the first thought that came to mind after returning from the outing and discovering a new ability had unlocked in the Holy Sword.

Apparently, just getting on the Hero’s good side—not just correcting her bad habits—was enough to grant new functions to the sword.

…Not that he had the luxury of thinking too deeply about what to unlock next anytime soon.

One thing he’d learned while using the Hero’s power:

Don’t try to follow in the steps of giants with sparrow legs.

[⋯⋯You’re weaker than I thought.]

“Shut up.”

Carlyle groaned in pain as he snapped back at the Holy Sword.

Infusing the sword with the Hero’s mana and being able to wield it had been a huge step. Unfortunately, his own body was far too frail to handle it.

After channeling mana for the first time, he’d been bedridden for days, writhing in muscle pain.

And that was just from throwing a punch.

To make matters worse, dealing with Gray was even more exhausting than the mana backlash.

Duke Chasefield had assigned him to assist Gray… but inside the mansion, her treatment of him was no different from how one would treat a lowly servant.

Actually, scratch that. It bordered on abuse.

Reflecting on the past few days of mistreatment:

“Meal.”

“Yes, I’ll speak to the chef and have it pre—”

“You make it. Yourself.”

“⋯⋯Why?”

“I’m curious what your cooking tastes like.”

“⋯⋯.”

He somehow managed to do it.

Though the young lady spent the entire meal dishing out harsh criticisms and cruel remarks.

“Bath.”

“Yes, I’ll prepare it—”

“You do it alone. Don’t ask anyone else.”

“⋯⋯.”

He scrubbed the mansion’s giant bathhouse by himself, drew the water, heated it, and added the bath salts—all on his own.

“Sword practice.”

“Shall I handle preparations myself?”

“Yeah. Looks like you’re finally learning.”

“⋯⋯.”

Goddamn it.

Fucking hell.

This was the kind of life that made profanity bubble up unbidden.

It was already hard enough just staying upright with the aftereffects of mana backlash, and now he had to deal with this capricious young lady on top of it?

One day, he cautiously asked Gray why she treated him so terribly.

Her answer was blunt.

“Just because.”

“⋯⋯I see.”

“It’s fun watching you struggle.”

“⋯⋯⋯⋯⋯⋯Ahem.”

That night, he went back to his quarters and took his frustration out on the Holy Sword for no good reason.

[Why do you treat me like this?]

“Take your punishment yourself, you piece of trash—!”

[Hmm. Is it really that bad?]

As he threw punches at the Holy Sword—punches that didn’t even leave a scratch—he suddenly heard a knock at the door.

Curious, he opened it to find a familiar face.

“⋯⋯Duke?”

“How are you holding up?”

“Not well.”

“⋯⋯.”

“I feel like I’m going to die.”

Though it was a rare occasion for the Duke himself to come and check on a commoner like him, Carlyle could only respond curtly.

“Still, considering that much, Gray seems to show quite a bit of interest in you.”

“⋯⋯Pardon?”

“All the other servants have been dismissed, and she’s entrusted you with a lot of tasks.”

“⋯⋯.”

“Truly, it’s a tough job. Nothing like this would happen unless someone could handle her difficult personality.”

Looking at it that way, it made sense.

‘It is indeed a difficult task.’

Without having repeated cycles of returning and memorizing all of Gray’s quirky tastes, even she couldn’t have managed it.

Even the A-rank servants in the Duke’s household couldn’t endure Gray’s temperament; matching her preferences so well was undoubtedly rare.

The spear he had seen recently only confirmed this.

[System Log]

◆ You are displaying behavior that pleases the Hero.

[★ Trust 5% → 5.1%]

“⋯⋯.”

Despite serving perfectly in every aspect of daily life, the increase felt painfully small, but at least it went up.

Watching this made him even more annoyed.

0.1%?

He was being put through all this, and the reward was a mere 0.1%?

‘Hold it in…’

Still, it was better than nothing to see trust rising at all.

Besides, the rewards this granted were not insignificant.

“So, it seems you’ve won quite a bit of favor, since there’s a major request coming your way.”

Just as that thought crossed his mind, the Duke cleared his throat and spoke.

“A request…?”

“Yes. Soon, there’ll be a royal banquet, and she wants to bring you along to serve her there.”

“⋯⋯I see.”

“Prepare yourself well. If everything goes smoothly, the rewards will be substantial.”

Carlyle’s expression darkened considerably.

[System Message]

Quest: Royal Banquet has begun.

Clearing this will grant a significant increase in the Hero’s Trust.

Do you accept? [Y/N]

That image was right in front of him.

A big boost in trust.

There was no reason to refuse.

“Yes. Absolutely.”

“Good. I knew I could count on you!”

Seeing Lionel off with a smile, Carlyle picked up the Holy Sword resting on the bed.

“Hero.”

[Something.]

“This clearly looks like an important matter. Do you remember anything about it?”

[⋯⋯Not really.]

“That can’t be. Otherwise, this quest notification wouldn’t have appeared.”

He supposed she must be misremembering something.

[No, really, nothing special happened.]

She recalled talking somewhere with someone, turning down all invitations to dance, and being introduced to someone.

True to the Hero’s notoriously awful memory, the details were annoyingly precise—but all just trivial personal matters.

…No truly major incident?

“Aside from that, surely something unusual must have happened? Haven’t you ever been in some kind of trouble?”


[Hmm⋯⋯let me think. The closest thing might be around 10:14 PM on the fourth-floor terrace, during a conversation between Sir Terrium and Lady Anastasia, the Marquis’s daughter—]

“Please summarize it briefly.”

[I think I killed someone for the first time. Because they pissed me off.]

“⋯⋯Sorry, could you be more detailed?”

No big event, my foot.



 
  Chapter 8: The Banquet (2)


At the royal banquet, there was someone who took offense at me.

So I killed them.

[⋯⋯.]

“⋯⋯.”

[⋯⋯Is it really that serious?]

“How can that not be serious?”

How could anyone’s mind be wired so that their first murder could be something trivial?

The Holy Sword grumbled a bit as if annoyed and added,

[The person was worthy of death from the start. Just look at how they managed to remain the sword’s master until I met you.]

“⋯⋯That’s not the problem.”

The real problem was that at such a young age, she had killed someone out of anger.

A person’s character is the sum of their accumulated experiences. 

The issue here was that Gray’s perception was so warped that she remembered murder as something trivial.

In that sense, the fact that she got away with it without consequence was itself a serious problem.

It was like tearing down the emotional barrier that says, “This is wrong,” all at once.

Gray’s current reaction inside the Holy Sword proved this exactly.

I thought she’d been reformed somewhat, but clearly, the problems built up from childhood were mountains deep.

[So, what do you plan to do?]

What else but stop it—no matter what.

Carlyle instinctively knew this was one of the biggest triggers that could alter Gray’s personality.

However—

“Well, since the goal is reform,”

He sighed.

“We also have to show her there are other ways.”

For that ‘other way,’ he’d probably have to prepare himself to stand out a bit.

The key was to create an atmosphere that kept her from getting angry, and he had to take on that role.

If he could shape the situation so she could respond calmly even when provoked, that would be enough.

***

[System Log]

The Hero’s curiosity toward you has amplified positively.

Trait ‘Hero’s Companion’ activated.

‘Positive Trait’ added!


[★ Trust 0% → 5%]


	Reward granted!


	Check your Trait tab to confirm!




[Additional functions of the ‘Holy Sword’ have been unlocked!]

[Build a stronger relationship with the Hero to unlock even more features!]

***

Carlyle scrolled through the windows that had opened recently from trust rewards.

Well, from that perspective,

the skill he needed to pick was already clear.

“Hero.”

[Something.]

“Are you not a bit too-all-purpose, omnipotent?”

There really was a skill that made that impression unavoidable.

[Skill Info]

◆ Noble Etiquette

Gray Chasefield, as a member of a prestigious noble family, has been thoroughly trained in all the manners and customs of high society. 

If you put your mind to it, no noble would find fault with your behavior.

It was almost frightening that this was a skill—proof of how deeply she had mastered etiquette.

Yet at the same time, it was unsettling.

Despite having mastered etiquette this thoroughly, she hadn’t chosen to behave accordingly, and instead ran amok.

[⋯⋯.]

Even she couldn’t argue against that.

***

Though it wasn’t Gray’s first time at a royal banquet, the dark cloud shadowing her face showed no sign of lifting.

“⋯⋯Child, is something wrong?”

“Everything.”

“⋯⋯.”

Gray wasn’t the kind of girl to hold back words just because the person was her father, but her blunt tone was something you never got used to no matter how many times you heard it.

Of course, Lionel was the kind to laugh off even such harsh words without a care.

“Still, compared to before, you do look a little better.”

“⋯⋯What?”

“Normally you wouldn’t have answered at all. But ever since that Carlyle fellow started sticking around you, you seem somewhat softer.”

It was like a ferocious beast who once tore people apart now only managed to tear them up to some degree—but still, softer nonetheless.

And indeed, Gray’s irritation had lessened compared to before.

“⋯⋯.”

Gray said nothing, pressing her lips tightly shut.

What could she say?

Reluctantly admitting it,

“⋯⋯He’s useful, I suppose.”

Since he came around, it did feel like the usual irritation that normally bubbled up had dropped noticeably.

He was a strange one.

He somehow knew exactly what she needed and liked in everyday life without her ever saying a word—and adapted accordingly.

So that’s why I brought her to the royal banquet.

As that thought crossed her mind, Lionel’s eyes went wide as he stared at her.

“W-What did you just say?”

“⋯⋯.”

“You said… useful? You, you could say that about someone else—”

“Father, be quiet.”

“⋯⋯.”

Lionel was completely shut down in one blow, and the silence lasted until they reached the assembly hall.

“We’ve arrived, let’s go.”


She took her father’s hand and got down from the carriage.

For a moment, all eyes in the hall turned to her.

“The youngest ever to receive the Holy Sword—”

“That’s the famous—”

“⋯⋯.”

The superhuman hearing of the Hero caught every conversation in the hall as if they were right next to her.

The attention she received was now almost like air to her, but the troubling part was the undercurrent in those voices—it wasn’t just innocent curiosity.

“Thanks to the influence of the Duke’s family, lobbying the church—”

“I’m sure with that good-looking face she’s seducing people—”

“There are rumors she flirts with the prince—”

“They say her achievements were fabricated—”

“⋯⋯.”

Yeah.

This was why she hated royal banquets.

Because no matter where she went, she had to be exposed to the malice of strangers who didn’t even know her face.

Gray’s expression darkened.

It was all too familiar to her, how lowly people nursed their inferiority complexes toward her.

But—

Why did it make her so angry?

Unlike before, she found it hard to simply ignore it.

‘⋯⋯Ah, I see.’

After pondering deeply, she came to a conclusion.

Everyone has the right to be happy.

Because someone once told her that.

Because someone suggested she could live a life without constantly attracting attention wherever she went.

Because someone told her she had the right to live ordinarily, not under “special treatment.”

She realized that such reactions were not “natural” or justified.

…So she got mad.

As she swallowed down that feeling, another voice pierced her awareness.

“Seems you didn’t bring an attendant this time either.”

Among nobles, who you brought as your attendant to a banquet was an important indicator.

Because who supported you was often seen as a key measure of your status.

Therefore, attendants who stood out and looked splendid were preferred.

There was the loyal Vespa, but she couldn’t be considered an attendant.

She was diligent and flawless but after all, a maid—not someone who stood out.

“Well, she’s a notorious troublemaker in high society. No respectable attendants would want to get near her.”

And that wasn’t entirely wrong.

Usually, the kind of elegant attendants who make their masters shine wouldn’t dare try to handle Gray’s temper.

But Gray didn’t care much about that.

Let them say whatever.

After all, no one dared say those things to the Hero’s face.

However—

“Duke, you must be having a hard time. Having to keep an eye on such a crude daughter at every banquet.”

“Don’t they realize it could harm their own family? It’s damaging their reputation.”

“⋯⋯.”

She glanced at her father’s expression.

She didn’t like the fact that her actions caused trouble for him.

“It’s alright, child.”

“⋯⋯.”

The Duke always dismissed it with such words.

But now, tied to the unusually irritating situation, it didn’t ease her mind.

The whispers around her were far more infuriating than usual.

‘⋯⋯Maybe I should just slaughter them all.’

Should she grab the whisperers by the hair and slam their heads against the wall?

If she made an example of one, wouldn’t the rest keep quiet?

“-Wait, who is that person?”

As that thought surfaced, a sentence intruded into her consciousness.

She quickly understood who it referred to.

“⋯⋯What the…?”

She murmured in a daze.

Carlyle was kneeling perfectly dressed in a suit right in front of her, extending his hand.

A gesture befitting a flawless escort for a lady.

“⋯⋯.”

“⋯⋯.”

The young ladies who were whispering about her just moments ago instantly fell silent at the refined aura Carlyle emitted.

He wasn’t a chiseled handsome man, nor a wealthy noble dripping in obvious luxury goods.

Those kinds of people were common enough in high society and didn’t get this kind of reaction.

Instead,

Looking only at his appearance, some might sneer, wondering why such a clumsy person showed up here.

But every single movement of his carried a dignity that only a member of the royal household could possess.

Just by looking at him, it was clear he wasn’t someone to be taken lightly…

“Miss, shall we go?”

“⋯⋯.”

What is this guy?

Did he have this trick up his sleeve too?

Where the heck did he learn all these social etiquettes?

Gray blinked quietly.

“How many things are you hiding from me?”

“I told you already. If you cast me away, you’ll lose out.”

“⋯⋯Hmph.”

She snorted and grabbed Carlyle’s hand as he escorted her.

What should she say?

Honestly, what he was doing looked almost embarrassingly earnest from her perspective, but thanks to it, all the whispering about her vanished completely, and that was satisfying.

…If she were alone, she would’ve never seen this happen.

“Well done.”

That small murmur hovered at the corner of her lips.

“What did you say, Miss?”

“Don’t smile so smugly. Before I kick you.”

“⋯⋯.”

***

[System Message]

Trait ‘Hero’s Companion’ activated.

Part of the ‘Rehabilitation List’ has been updated!


[ ★ Human Disdain 95% → 90% ]

Reward has been granted!

Open the trait tab to check it out!

[System Message]

‘Important Event’ conditions fulfilled.

The Hero’s first ‘Perception Shift’ is approaching.

How you handle this event will greatly affect the relationship between the Hero and you!

***



 
  Chapter 8: The Banquet (2)


At the royal banquet, there was someone who took offense at me.

So I killed them.

[⋯⋯.]

“⋯⋯.”

[⋯⋯Is it really that serious?]

“How can that not be serious?”

How could anyone’s mind be wired so that their first murder could be something trivial?

The Holy Sword grumbled a bit as if annoyed and added,

[The person was worthy of death from the start. Just look at how they managed to remain the sword’s master until I met you.]

“⋯⋯That’s not the problem.”

The real problem was that at such a young age, she had killed someone out of anger.

A person’s character is the sum of their accumulated experiences. 

The issue here was that Gray’s perception was so warped that she remembered murder as something trivial.

In that sense, the fact that she got away with it without consequence was itself a serious problem.

It was like tearing down the emotional barrier that says, “This is wrong,” all at once.

Gray’s current reaction inside the Holy Sword proved this exactly.

I thought she’d been reformed somewhat, but clearly, the problems built up from childhood were mountains deep.

[So, what do you plan to do?]

What else but stop it—no matter what.

Carlyle instinctively knew this was one of the biggest triggers that could alter Gray’s personality.

However—

“Well, since the goal is reform,”

He sighed.

“We also have to show her there are other ways.”

For that ‘other way,’ he’d probably have to prepare himself to stand out a bit.

The key was to create an atmosphere that kept her from getting angry, and he had to take on that role.

If he could shape the situation so she could respond calmly even when provoked, that would be enough.

***

[System Log]

The Hero’s curiosity toward you has amplified positively.

Trait ‘Hero’s Companion’ activated.

‘Positive Trait’ added!


[★ Trust 0% → 5%]

Reward granted!

Check your Trait tab to confirm!


[Additional functions of the ‘Holy Sword’ have been unlocked!]

[Build a stronger relationship with the Hero to unlock even more features!]

***

Carlyle scrolled through the windows that had opened recently from trust rewards.

Well, from that perspective,

the skill he needed to pick was already clear.

“Hero.”

[Something.]

“Are you not a bit too-all-purpose, omnipotent?”

There really was a skill that made that impression unavoidable.

[Skill Info]

◆ Noble Etiquette

Gray Chasefield, as a member of a prestigious noble family, has been thoroughly trained in all the manners and customs of high society. 

If you put your mind to it, no noble would find fault with your behavior.

It was almost frightening that this was a skill—proof of how deeply she had mastered etiquette.

Yet at the same time, it was unsettling.

Despite having mastered etiquette this thoroughly, she hadn’t chosen to behave accordingly, and instead ran amok.

[⋯⋯.]

Even she couldn’t argue against that.

***

Though it wasn’t Gray’s first time at a royal banquet, the dark cloud shadowing her face showed no sign of lifting.

“⋯⋯Child, is something wrong?”

“Everything.”

“⋯⋯.”

Gray wasn’t the kind of girl to hold back words just because the person was her father, but her blunt tone was something you never got used to no matter how many times you heard it.

Of course, Lionel was the kind to laugh off even such harsh words without a care.

“Still, compared to before, you do look a little better.”

“⋯⋯What?”

“Normally you wouldn’t have answered at all. But ever since that Carlyle fellow started sticking around you, you seem somewhat softer.”

It was like a ferocious beast who once tore people apart now only managed to tear them up to some degree—but still, softer nonetheless.

And indeed, Gray’s irritation had lessened compared to before.

“⋯⋯.”

Gray said nothing, pressing her lips tightly shut.

What could she say?

Reluctantly admitting it,

“⋯⋯He’s useful, I suppose.”

Since he came around, it did feel like the usual irritation that normally bubbled up had dropped noticeably.

He was a strange one.

He somehow knew exactly what she needed and liked in everyday life without her ever saying a word—and adapted accordingly.

So that’s why I brought her to the royal banquet.

As that thought crossed her mind, Lionel’s eyes went wide as he stared at her.

“W-What did you just say?”

“⋯⋯.”

“You said… useful? You, you could say that about someone else—”

“Father, be quiet.”

“⋯⋯.”

Lionel was completely shut down in one blow, and the silence lasted until they reached the assembly hall.


“We’ve arrived, let’s go.”

She took her father’s hand and got down from the carriage.

For a moment, all eyes in the hall turned to her.

“The youngest ever to receive the Holy Sword—”

“That’s the famous—”

“⋯⋯.”

The superhuman hearing of the Hero caught every conversation in the hall as if they were right next to her.

The attention she received was now almost like air to her, but the troubling part was the undercurrent in those voices—it wasn’t just innocent curiosity.

“Thanks to the influence of the Duke’s family, lobbying the church—”

“I’m sure with that good-looking face she’s seducing people—”

“There are rumors she flirts with the prince—”

“They say her achievements were fabricated—”

“⋯⋯.”

Yeah.

This was why she hated royal banquets.

Because no matter where she went, she had to be exposed to the malice of strangers who didn’t even know her face.

Gray’s expression darkened.

It was all too familiar to her, how lowly people nursed their inferiority complexes toward her.

But—

Why did it make her so angry?

Unlike before, she found it hard to simply ignore it.

‘⋯⋯Ah, I see.’

After pondering deeply, she came to a conclusion.

Everyone has the right to be happy.

Because someone once told her that.

Because someone suggested she could live a life without constantly attracting attention wherever she went.

Because someone told her she had the right to live ordinarily, not under “special treatment.”

She realized that such reactions were not “natural” or justified.

…So she got mad.

As she swallowed down that feeling, another voice pierced her awareness.

“Seems you didn’t bring an attendant this time either.”

Among nobles, who you brought as your attendant to a banquet was an important indicator.

Because who supported you was often seen as a key measure of your status.

Therefore, attendants who stood out and looked splendid were preferred.

There was the loyal Vespa, but she couldn’t be considered an attendant.

She was diligent and flawless but after all, a maid—not someone who stood out.

“Well, she’s a notorious troublemaker in high society. No respectable attendants would want to get near her.”

And that wasn’t entirely wrong.

Usually, the kind of elegant attendants who make their masters shine wouldn’t dare try to handle Gray’s temper.

But Gray didn’t care much about that.

Let them say whatever.

After all, no one dared say those things to the Hero’s face.

However—

“Duke, you must be having a hard time. Having to keep an eye on such a crude daughter at every banquet.”

“Don’t they realize it could harm their own family? It’s damaging their reputation.”

“⋯⋯.”

She glanced at her father’s expression.

She didn’t like the fact that her actions caused trouble for him.

“It’s alright, child.”

“⋯⋯.”

The Duke always dismissed it with such words.

But now, tied to the unusually irritating situation, it didn’t ease her mind.

The whispers around her were far more infuriating than usual.

‘⋯⋯Maybe I should just slaughter them all.’

Should she grab the whisperers by the hair and slam their heads against the wall?

If she made an example of one, wouldn’t the rest keep quiet?

“Wait, who is that person?”

As that thought surfaced, a sentence intruded into her consciousness.

She quickly understood who it referred to.

“⋯⋯What the…?”

She murmured in a daze.

Carlyle was kneeling perfectly dressed in a suit right in front of her, extending his hand.

A gesture befitting a flawless escort for a lady.

“⋯⋯.”

“⋯⋯.”

The young ladies who were whispering about her just moments ago instantly fell silent at the refined aura Carlyle emitted.

He wasn’t a chiseled handsome man, nor a wealthy noble dripping in obvious luxury goods.

Those kinds of people were common enough in high society and didn’t get this kind of reaction.

Instead.

Looking only at his appearance, some might sneer, wondering why such a clumsy person showed up here.

But every single movement of his carried a dignity that only a member of the royal household could possess.

Just by looking at him, it was clear he wasn’t someone to be taken lightly…

“Miss, shall we go?”

“⋯⋯.”

What is this guy?

Did he have this trick up his sleeve too?

Where the heck did he learn all these social etiquettes?

Gray blinked quietly.

“How many things are you hiding from me?”

“I told you already. If you cast me away, you’ll lose out.”

“⋯⋯Hmph.”

She snorted and grabbed Carlyle’s hand as he escorted her.

What should she say?

Honestly, what he was doing looked almost embarrassingly earnest from her perspective, but thanks to it, all the whispering about her vanished completely, and that was satisfying.

…If she were alone, she would’ve never seen this happen.

“Well done.”

That small murmur hovered at the corner of her lips.

“What did you say, Miss?”

“Don’t smile so smugly. Before I kick you.”

“⋯⋯.”

***

[System Message]

Trait ‘Hero’s Companion’ activated.

Part of the ‘Rehabilitation List’ has been updated!


[ ★ Human Disdain 95% → 90% ]

Reward has been granted!

Open the trait tab to check it out!

[System Message]

‘Important Event’ conditions fulfilled.

The Hero’s first ‘Perception Shift’ is approaching.

How you handle this event will greatly affect the relationship between the Hero and you!

***



 
  Chapter 9: The Banquet (3)


So far, everything was going smoothly.

That was Carlyle’s mid-event assessment, made while discreetly scanning the room.

When they’d first entered the banquet hall, Gray’s simmering temper had teetered on the edge of eruption, but it was still being managed—barely.

Of course, the foundation of that stability was Carlyle’s bone-grinding effort to keep things under control.

“Hero, would you care to grace us with a dance?”

“My lady is a bit weary at the moment and isn’t up for it. My apologies.”

“…”

Carlyle flashed a polite smile, stepping in to deflect yet another noble youth’s advance on Gray’s behalf. 

The young man’s eyes flicked toward him, sharp with a silent Who are you to interfere?

But Carlyle only returned a serene smile, meeting the gaze head-on.

“…What’s a mere attendant thinking, acting like he’s someone important?”

The noble muttered under his breath as he turned and walked away.

It was the dozenth such encounter that evening alone.

Well, then.

Did that dashing noble youth realize Carlyle had just spared his nose from being shattered?

One step closer, and Gray would’ve likely introduced her fist to his face, no questions asked.

From across the room, Lionel’s gaze met Carlyle’s, brimming with something like awe.

It should’ve been Lionel’s job to rein in Gray’s chaos, but Carlyle was doing it for him, earning that grateful look.

*…That man’s been through the wringer, hasn’t he?*

To serve this tempest of a lady for so long—Carlyle couldn’t help but feel a pang of sympathy.

Their eyes met, and they exchanged a nod, a silent understanding forged between men who’d survived the same battlefield.

“…”

Carlyle’s knees buckled as Gray’s foot connected with the back of his legs.

“…My lady, is something amiss?”

“I’m annoyed.”

“…”

“Don’t go bonding with my father over some weird camaraderie.”

Just moments ago, she’d been staring blankly at the ceiling with lifeless eyes, yet somehow, she’d caught that exchange with uncanny precision.

…Life.

Carlyle couldn’t fathom what grand reward he was chasing to endure this madness.

But if Gray actually committed her first murder here, that’d be a far bigger disaster.

Anyway.

He’d been deftly intercepting anyone trying to get too close to Gray. 

Minimizing her discomfort was the only way to prevent an incident in this powder keg of a banquet.

Yet, there were always some people even Carlyle couldn’t fend off.

“…”

His eyes narrowed as he studied the figure now speaking with Lionel.

A woman clad in a jet-black clerical robe.

She appeared to be in her mid-twenties, a beauty by all accounts. 

But that youthful visage was merely a byproduct of her divine power, slowing the aging process. 

Rumor had it her true age was far greater.

Felix Gregory Balthaimer.

One of the cardinals serving the Pope of the Orthodox Church.

*…I’ve heard of her.*

By the time Carlyle’s regression began, she was always long dead alongside Lionel, but her reputation preceded her.

The Gray Cardinal.

Her cunning and intellect were legendary, even after her death.

The last person you’d want as an enemy.

A title that held firm even when the continent crumbled after the Hell Invasion.

Even from a distance, the impression was unmistakable.

“Hero.”

[Hmm?]

“That woman gives me a bad feeling.”

[I concur.]

The holy sword’s tone carried a bitter edge.

[She was one of the powerful backers who ensured I received the holy sword. Thanks to that, she’d occasionally ask favors of me.]

“For someone to make requests of you? Definitely not an ordinary person.”

Gray in her youth was a wild beast, barely distinguishable from a monster. 

To think someone could leash her was no small feat.

[Not just ordinary? Honestly, when I was younger, she creeped me out. It’s like she ran a snake pit in her soul.]

“…”

[Even now, I can’t fully grasp what she was thinking. She’s not a bad person, that much I’m sure of.]

‘…If the holy sword says this much, she’s definitely dangerous.’

“How can you be sure she’s not bad?”

[When the Orthodox Church collapsed, she was the last one protecting civilians until her death. Her cunning aside, her heart for the weak was genuine.]

“Hm.”

[Hence, the Gray Cardinal. She pursues the noblest goals with the darkest methods.]

White and black mixed to make gray.

Carlyle understood the moniker now.

He gave a wry smile, running a hand through his hair.

At least she wasn’t approaching them.

She merely chatted with the Grand Duke, her face adorned with a gentle smile.

Maybe the real bomb wouldn’t detonate tonight, thank goodness—

“Oh my, Lady Chasefield?”

“…”

“It’s been a while, hasn’t it? You’ve been hiding that face of yours.”

Gray’s eyebrow twitched.

“…Anastasia.”

“Can’t even muster more than that for an old friend?”


A noble lady with flowing blonde curls smiled brightly.

“…”

Here it comes.

The bomb.

***

Anastasia, the Marquis’s daughter.

According to Gray, they’d trained together in the way of the sword.

She had decent skill but a narrow mind and a twisted personality.

Being peers with the Hero was likely her greatest misfortune. 

It was enough to reshape her entire being into a monster of inferiority.

And so, she was also Gray’s prime candidate for “first kill.”

“…Lady Anastasia, my lady is currently—”

Before Carlyle could intervene, Anastasia grabbed a nearby wine glass and splashed its contents across Gray’s face.

“…”

“…”

A chilling silence descended, as if the room had been doused in cold water.

“To show your face so brazenly at this banquet. Are you that proud of stealing the holy sword through foul means?”

“…”

“With all the filthy rumors clinging to you, your skin must be thicker than I thought.”

Indeed.

This was a declaration of war, tantamount to a duel challenge.

Especially when aimed at a brute who’d think nothing of snapping a person in half.

Gray closed her eyes, wine dripping down her face.

When they opened, a bone-chilling murderous intent gleamed within.

Her hand shot toward the holy sword she always carried.

“—My lady.”

If not for Carlyle’s timely voice cutting through.

“It’s a fine evening. The Grand Duke is nearby, too.”

“…”

“That, at least, you mustn’t do. Please reconsider, for his sake and mine.”

Her hand froze.

“…”

With a heavy sigh, Gray’s gaze flicked to Anastasia.

Then, her hand moved like lightning again.

The difference? 

It wasn’t the sword’s blade but her bare fist.

“—!”

Anastasia’s body crumpled under the blow.

“That was a warning.”

A flat, emotionless voice fell as Anastasia collapsed, gasping.

“Don’t speak to me again. There won’t be a next time.”

“…”

The icy tone left no room for argument.

Carlyle—and even Lionel—stood slack-jawed.

Good heavens.

Did this woman just show… mercy?

“Hero.”

[…What?]

“I think I might cry.”

Was this how a father felt watching his daughter grow?

Lionel, her actual father, looked too stunned to feel anything.

“…”

Meanwhile, Anastasia, sprawled on the floor and panting, glared at Gray.

…Thank goodness.

Carlyle relaxed. 

She was scared. 

That single blow had made her realize the vast gap in their strength.

Surely, she’d back off now…

“—What, holding back because your father’s watching? Pointless.”

Or not.

*What’s wrong with her?*

After all his efforts to steer the night away from disaster, she was dousing herself in oil and diving into the fire.

Terrified yet defiant, she spat venom at Gray, as if driven by some compulsion.

“Born different from us, yet you pretend family matters to you? Laughable. You look down on everyone around you! Don’t act like family’s any different—!”

“…”

“You think the Grand Duke will love you forever? He might now, but he won’t keep shielding a monster like you—!”

Gray’s face twitched.

This wasn’t the impulsive rage from before. 

A deeper, colder fury rose from her core.

She couldn’t deny the truth in those words, and that fueled her anger.

Murderous intent flared again. 

Her hand crept toward her sword.

“…”

If this continued, all his efforts would be for naught.

But Carlyle’s mind was elsewhere.

Something’s off.

He’d felt it from the start.

Despite Gray sparing her, despite facing that killing intent, Anastasia kept provoking her, as if she had to.

“—Whoops, my foot slipped!”

“…?”

Gray, reaching for her sword, blinked in surprise as Carlyle stumbled dramatically, collapsing onto Anastasia.

Even without the theatrics, anyone would react to such a scene.

“Gah—” Anastasia gasped as Carlyle landed on her, whispering softly.

“No, Lady Anastasia.”

“?!”

Her expression froze at his murmur.

“…W-What are you—”

“If you want to live, listen to me. I won’t say it twice.”

“…”

“I don’t know what leverage someone’s holding over you, but if you want a future, stop now. Keep this up, and you’re dead. My lady doesn’t hold back.”

“…”

Anastasia’s breathing stilled, her trembling eyes betraying her turmoil.

“When I count to three, you’ll stand naturally. And you’ll apologize to her.”

With that, Carlyle rose, pulling Anastasia up.

“My apologies, my lady! I was clumsy and—”

“It’s… fine.”

Anastasia stammered, trembling.

“I-I’m sorry, Lady Chasefield. I lost my senses and committed a grave discourtesy…”

“…Get lost.”

Gray turned away, as if too bothered to engage.

Carlyle sighed in relief as her hand left the sword.

Watching Anastasia flee the banquet hall, he spoke quietly to the holy sword.

“Hero.”

[Same thought.]

“…”

[I didn’t realize it back then, but now it’s clear. She’s provoking you with intent. She wants you to hurt her.]

As if someone had orchestrated this to entangle Gray in an “incident.”

It wasn’t hard to guess who. 

Anastasia’s pale, terrified face had been fixed on one person as she fled.

“…”

Cardinal Felix, still smiling serenely, gazed their way.

As if the entire scene had left her unmoved.

“Hero.”

[Hmm.]

“She’s really bad news.”

[Once again, I wholeheartedly agree.]

***

On the way out of the banquet hall, the carriage rolled in silence.

Gray stared out the window, her face unreadable but clearly troubled.

“…My lady, you should finish wiping your face.”

Carlyle offered a handkerchief. She took it wordlessly, scrubbing her face as she spoke.

“Hey.”

“Yes, my lady.”

“You did well, stopping her at the end.”

“…”

She’d noticed.

“If it weren’t for you, I’d have killed her. I owe you one.”

“Pardon?”

“I’m saying it’s good I didn’t cause trouble for Father. Thanks to you.”

“…Pardon?”

“…I’m saying thank you.”

“…Pardon?!”

“Want to die?”

“Thank you, my lady. I’m honored beyond words. Hearing such praise from you must’ve addled my brain—”

“…Don’t push it.”

Gray sighed, wiping her face again after her casual outburst.

“Hey.”

“Yes.”

“When we first met, you said I’d regret sending you away.”

“I did.”

“I felt it tonight. You were right.”

“I don’t make empty promises.”

“I’ve been thinking about it. And I’ve decided.”

Gray said calmly.

“Starting tonight, you’re sharing my room.”

“…”

“To get used to it, we start now.”

Did I hear that right?

***

“Grand Duke Chasefield.”

“Yes?”

“That young man’s name? He seems like an attendant.”

“…Carlyle Belfast. I’m considering him as a companion for my daughter.”

“Oh my.”

“May I ask why you’re curious?”

“Hm… well?”

“…”

“Just seemed like an interesting young man.”

“Is… that so?”

“Yes. I’d love to meet him again.”
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  Chapter 10: Synergy


It struck Carlyle anew: Gray clearly didn’t care how her words landed on others.

Perhaps it came from a life where she never felt the need to justify herself to anyone.

In that regard—

“…My lady.”

“What?”

“Is this level of cleaning satisfactory?”

“Fine. Get out.”

Gray, engrossed in a book with a monocle perched on her nose, didn’t so much as glance at him, waving her hand dismissively.

Guess that means I’m done and should scram.

Carlyle, who’d spent the entire day in her room tending to her every whim, tilted his head curiously as he stepped out.

She hadn’t met his eyes once during the cleaning, only sneaking fleeting glances when he reported his tasks complete.

Not a shred of human connection.

“…”

Sharing a room, it seemed, was less about companionship and more about “reducing the time it takes to order you around.”

Compared to the shocking impression her initial declaration had left, this was, frankly—

“Just a fancy way of saying she wants a 24/7 errand boy, huh?”

[Exactly.]

“…”

*Why phrase something so mundane in such an ominous way?*

Sharing a room?

“…Is it really okay to so casually let a man into her private quarters?”

[Think about it. Do you honestly pose even the slightest threat to me?]

“…”

[If anything, you’re the one with an overinflated ego.]

Fair point.

Even if Carlyle harbored any unsavory thoughts, Gray could dispatch him as easily as snapping a chicken’s neck.

“So, it’s just about working me harder.”

[…Not entirely.]

“Hm?”

[Think carefully. This is me we’re talking about. The supreme disaster of a personality. Do you think I’d let just anyone into my space so easily?]

“…”

[This is no small matter.]

He had to admit, she had a point.

Hearing her critique herself so bluntly was jarring, but the reasoning held water.

[It means she no longer sees you as a threat. She’s fully accepted you as an ally.]

Even if he couldn’t harm her, for someone who treated most people like half-vermin to tolerate his presence in her space without complaint—that was a positive sign.

The holy sword paused, then sighed before adding, [She’s likely also preparing to bring you to the Academy.]

Carlyle already knew that.

The Academy restricted attendants to one or two per student, and those chosen had to stick close, assisting in every aspect of life. 

It made sense to get used to such proximity now.

With a wry smile, Carlyle summoned the system window before him.

***
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The window had appeared after the banquet, and its message was clear.

The Imperial Knights’ training institution, known as the “Cradle.”

A legendary academy that had produced countless unrivaled warriors, a symbol of the era.

Its renown echoed across the continent. ]

Even nations at odds with the Empire sent their prodigies here, eager to harness its prestige.

What surprised Carlyle was that Gray, of all people, had willingly enrolled.

“Was there really something for *you* to learn there?”

[There was.]

Her immediate response only deepened the intrigue.

[I was far less polished than I appear now—both in character and ability. The Cradle smoothed out most of those rough edges.]

Carlyle’s eyes widened in surprise.

Was the Empire’s Academy truly that exceptional?

Enough for humanity’s strongest to claim it shaped her so profoundly?

[Not that it was all fond memories.]

The holy sword’s tone shifted as it continued.

[Take the banquet, when you stopped me from killing Anastasia.]

“Yes?”

[Back then, I genuinely didn’t think cutting her down was wrong. Not until you corrected me.]

“…”

[My past shaped the path I walked, naturally. But most of the ‘experiences’ that forged the reckless Hero you met? They happened at the Cradle.]

In short—

Most of the events that turned her into a sociopathic wreck occurred there.

“Then I have to go with you.”

Correcting her “first kill” had already sparked a small but noticeable shift in Gray’s behavior.

She still lashed out with fists before words when provoked, but now there was a faint hint of restraint, a pause before the strike.

It was astonishing, really. 


For someone like her, even this young, to show such rapid progress.

[…Doesn’t she still end up hitting people?]

“Sure, but for an ‘equal-opportunity’ menace like you, that’s huge progress.”

[Equal-opportunity?]

“You treated everyone like garbage, regardless of age, gender, or status.”

In the truest sense, she was egalitarian.

Her brand of chaos judged people solely on whether they pleased or annoyed her, no exceptions.

For such an indiscriminate menace to gain even a speck of self-control was monumental.

[…Fair enough.]

Gray conceded with refreshing candor, prompting a chuckle from Carlyle.

“Still, recognizing your flaws now? That’s something. I think you’re impressive.”

[…What?]

The holy sword’s voice dripped with disbelief.

Given how Carlyle usually handled her, it was a natural reaction, but he meant it sincerely.

“I’ve never thought otherwise. You are impressive.”

Having wielded her power, even briefly, he understood it better than most.

With that kind of strength from birth, she could’ve veered far worse. 

The power bestowed upon the Hero was enough to warp a person’s very soul.

Yet, through every regression, one thing Carlyle knew for certain:

‘…This woman, despite her broken personality, always fought humanity’s enemies to the end.’

Even with her fractured psyche, she strove to fulfill her duty.

“That’s no small feat,” he said.

[…]

“I don’t know all the details of your past yet, but you’re not the worst. I can vouch for that.”

[Fix the me standing over there. Don’t try to… charm me now.]

…Charm?

Carlyle smirked, catching the word she’d swallowed.

“Hero.”

[What?]

“You’re the one with an overinflated ego.”

[If I had a body right now, I’d kick you.]

“Saying that because you don’t, huh? What are you, an idiot?”

[…]

As the holy sword ground its metaphorical teeth, Carlyle stroked his chin, lost in thought.

“But there’s a problem.”

[What’s that?]

“I realized it last time, but sticking with you burns through lives like kindling. I need to get stronger.”

It wasn’t an exaggeration. 

The holy sword could warn him of impending events, but resolving them depended entirely on Carlyle’s own ability.

And to keep up with a Hero of her caliber, his current strength was woefully inadequate.

Plus, there was this:

***

[System Log]

 ‘Gray Cardinal’ has taken an interest in you.  
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***

‘…What’s with this shady character?’

She must’ve been impressed by his performance at the banquet.

Given her reputation, getting entangled with her promised nothing but trouble.

For myriad reasons, boosting his own combat prowess was non-negotiable.

He was bound to get swept into something perilous.

[…But through all those regressions, you never once thought to get stronger yourself?]

“Of course I did. You have no idea how hard I tried.”

He’d attempted everything. 

Truly.

The reason he’d given up was simple.

“No matter how much I trained, it was always more efficient to just support you instead.”

In terms of overall combat power, funneling resources to a prodigy like her yielded far better results than his own growth.

“You know I gave you everything I could, right?”

[…I do.]

In the last cycle, he’d poured every rare elixir, quality gear, and growth opportunity into her.

‘This time, though, things need to be different.’

If Carlyle now held the ability to near-perfectly mimic her power, there was no reason to shy away from his own growth.

Especially since it was confirmed that beings stronger than the Demon Archduke existed. 

He couldn’t afford to be picky about methods.

“Any way to get stronger quickly? The faster, the better.”

He could currently add three of the holy sword’s skills.

Not a small number. 

It felt like it could spark a significant change.

[Speaking of which, these ‘skills’ being added to me…]

The holy sword’s voice rose thoughtfully.

[I don’t know how they’re being added, but are they copies of abilities I originally used?]

“Something like that, yeah.”

[…Hm.]

The sword fell silent, mulling it over.

[Then try bringing over the ones I’m about to list.]

Carlyle stared at the holy sword in disbelief as it rattled off the skills.

“…These? What for?”

To him, the skills seemed utterly incompatible, lacking any synergy.

What use could they possibly have?

But the holy sword answered calmly.

[Listen closely. You’re not the only one who’s regressed.]

“…What’s that supposed to mean?”

[Everyone has regrets. Even I, the guardian of humanity, am no exception.]

“Huh?”

[‘If I could go back, I’d do it better. I should’ve done this instead of that…’ Those kinds of regrets. They apply to my growth, too.]

Things only become clear in hindsight.

For a Hero who’d “already completed her growth,” she could see exactly how to better wield her accumulated skills.

[I’ll pass all those insights to you.]

“…”

Oh.

*Oh.*

*…She’s right.*

He wasn’t the only one starting over.

All the knowledge humanity’s guardian had amassed was with him now.

And the source of his current power was drawn from the Hero’s abilities.

Learning how to wield that power from the “completed Hero” herself?


That was the ultimate synergy.

[I, humanity’s strongest, guarantee it: you’ll grow stronger faster than anyone.]

And then—

[Enough to serve as a milestone for the ‘me’ in this timeline.]

The words carried a spine-chilling aura.



 
  Chapter 11: The Trial


“…Wow.”

The exclamation slipped from Carlyle’s lips unbidden.

The carriage had arrived at a facility so colossal it defied description.

Could you even call it a facility?

It felt like several cities stitched together, rendering the term “academy” almost laughably inadequate.

Towering buildings pierced the sky, reminiscent of the skyscrapers from the world he’d inhabited before his transmigration.

This is an educational institution?

One undeniable truth: the scale of societal infrastructure mirrors technological advancement.

In a medieval fantasy setting, a place of this magnitude could only befit the continent’s pinnacle.

Though under the jurisdiction of the Imperial Knights, Carlyle couldn’t help but wonder if it dwarfed even their headquarters.

“No wonder you said you learned a lot here,” Carlyle remarked, whistling softly.

A scoff echoed from the holy sword.

[No need to thank me.]

“Huh?”

[Thanks to me, you’ll be one of the most noticeable freshmen here.]

“…”

Was that supposed to be a compliment?

It sounded more like a veiled warning of trouble to come.

Carlyle tilted his head and began walking.

He followed the signs directing freshmen, moving steadily forward.

The sights along the way buzzed with vitality—almost too much.

You could call it vibrant, even healthy.

From a second-story window, an explosion erupted, flinging someone out of the building.

Overheard chatter suggested a poorly matched magical formula was to blame.

In an alley, he passed a bickering couple, excusing himself as he went.

The man seemed to be at fault, and moments later, the woman pulled a hand cannon from her back and fired it in a fit of rage.

The fact that the student hit by the blast emerged unscathed, and the surrounding crowd barely blinked, left quite an impression.

And that wasn’t all.

A knight-division student scaled a sheer wall barefoot, only to be stopped by a teacher.

An Orthodox Church exchange student subdued a passerby with divine power, preaching fervently.

A mechanical engineering student screamed as their mysterious contraption malfunctioned…

The place teemed with incomprehensible superhumans, their chaos blending into a bubbling stew of incidents and accidents—yet it thrummed with lively, cheerful energy.

This was the everyday scene at the continent’s premier educational institution, the “Cradle.”

Gray is…

He’d heard she’d already been summoned to meet with the academy’s higher-ups.

She was the Hero, after all.

Treating her like any other freshman would be absurd.

Unlike them, she wasn’t required to take the “entrance exam.”

Her comment on the matter had been succinct:

“Pass the exam. Fail, and I’ll kill you.”

Hm.

…Hm.

“…Why does an attendant even need to take an entrance exam? Can’t they just let it slide?”

[Too many people are vying for the spot.]

“What?”

[Plenty of folks want to cozy up to the Hero. To reject them all, you need to be flawless. Any weakness, and they’ll exploit it.]

“That’s a hassle.”

[On the flip side, you could take it as a compliment.]

“Huh?”

[It means she wants to keep you close and shut down any competition.]

“Isn’t that reading too much into it?”

[I’m interpreting myself, aren’t I?]

“…”

Fair enough.

Carlyle chuckled and pressed on.

The hall for welcoming freshmen loomed ahead.

“Greetings, new students!”

“…”

A strikingly familiar voice rang out, belonging to a professor stepping forward.

A woman with vibrant red hair flashed a dazzling smile as she guided the students.

…Hero, that’s…

[The one you took down in a single blow. Siona Rebell, Elemental Knight.]

A Elemental or Spirit Knight—meaning a Templar, one of the Round Table’s elite.

She’s that big a deal?

Carlyle scratched his head, studying her.

“This year, though only for a short term, I’m Siona Rebell, your professor! You’ll all have a blazing time with me if you get in! Aren’t you thrilled to meet me?”

“…”

How to put it?

Talkative.

Boisterous, cheerful, energetic, and scatterbrained.

Her excessive chatter left the students visibly dazed in real-time.

…She seems nice.

[Don’t be fooled. They’re as cold and calculating as they come.]

“I know.”

He’d witnessed the Templars’ might firsthand during the Hell Invasion.

Only those capable of single-handedly decimating an entire knight brigade could even dream of becoming a Templar, and the Round Table’s knights were the cream of that crop.

Siona, a Spirit Knight, had died before the invasion in his timeline, so she wasn’t familiar, but still.

Lost in thought, Carlyle noticed she was diligently organizing the students, sending them to their assigned exam venues.

He moved to blend into the crowd when a voice called out.


“Hey, Carlyle?”

“…”

Siona’s bright smile pinned him as she called his name, drawing every eye in the room.

Who’s this guy getting special attention? their gazes seemed to ask.

“You’re headed elsewhere. I’ll escort you myself.”

“…”

A bad feeling crept over him.

***

“What did you say?”

In the reception room, Gray’s voice was icy as she spoke.

She’d directed her words at Siona, who’d just entered.

“…Do you really need to point your sword at me to talk?”

“My choice.”

“That’s harsh!”

Gray glared at Siona’s mock-wounded expression, spitting out, “Why are you arbitrarily putting my attendant in a special exam?”

“Orders from Cardinal Felix.”

Gray froze.

“…Why?”

When she growled the question, Siona shrugged.

“No clue. The Cardinal’s just really curious about how far that guy can go.”

Gray’s expression darkened further, her hand inching toward her sword.

“You—”

“I swear on the spirits I’m contracted with, I haven’t reported anything.”

“…”

“And I won’t be reporting on him directly in the future either. But I can’t do anything about the Cardinal’s intentions.”

“…”

Gray took a deep breath and lowered her sword. Siona’s perpetually narrowed eyes widened slightly.

Even under the Hero’s murderous aura, her gaze held curiosity, not fear.

“—Unexpected. I was sure I’d get hit.”

“If you’re swearing on your spirits, you’re not lying. No point beating someone who’s done nothing wrong.”

“…”

Siona’s jaw dropped as she stared at Gray.

Was this the same person who, not long ago, drew her sword at the slightest provocation?

“Hero, that guy’s rubbing off on you. In such a short time.”

“…”

“If you keep this up, you two might end up really special—”

Siona’s body crumpled as Gray’s lightning-fast kick landed in her gut.

“…Yeah, I get it. You’re not that influenced yet.”

“…”

Gray snorted, tapping the table sharply.

“Enough nonsense. Hand it over.”

“Huh?”

“The arcane core. The exam grounds are recorded, right?”

With some time before her meeting with the dean, Gray had an idea.

“Let me watch that guy’s exam.”

“Aw, worried about him? How sweet—”

“…”

“…Okay, okay, no sword, please.”

Siona quickly produced an arcane core and placed it on the table.

A seam split open in the core, projecting a scene into the air.

Gray’s eyes narrowed as she watched.

“Is it okay to throw that at a freshman?”

The projection showed multiple arcane automatons closing in on Carlyle.

Intricate combat dolls modeled after magical beasts.

Sure, they were designed for exams, so they wouldn’t tear a person apart like real beasts, but they were still far too brutal for a mere freshman.

“They’re real specs,” Siona said.

“…”

“Lowest grade, though.”

Gray stared at Siona, momentarily speechless.

Even low-grade beasts were meant for trained knights in real combat, not students—let alone freshmen knocking on the Academy’s door!

“…Are you insane? What if he dies—”

“Of course, we’d stop the exam if it got truly dangerous.”

Siona’s sly grin silenced Gray mid-sentence.

“Hey, Hero, are you worried about—”

“Shut it.”

“Yessir!”

Gray’s narrowed eyes stayed glued to the projection.

Worried? Not quite.

But if things went south, she’d have to step in.

That’s what she was thinking.

“…Huh?”

Until Carlyle’s immediate action made her let out a dumbfounded sound.

She gripped the arcane core tightly, disbelief etched on her face.

After a long silence, a stunned voice escaped her.

“…How the hell is he using that?”

***

No matter how you sliced it, this was absurd.

‘‘…Hero.’’

[Yeah.]

‘’This isn’t something you’d throw at a freshman, is it?’’

Carlyle eyed the automatons approaching with ferocious roars, his thoughts racing.

These were clearly meant for seasoned knights’ combat drills.

To an ordinary person, they’d shred you to pieces in a second.

[You’re right. Someone’s got a nasty sense of humor targeting you.]

‘’That so?’’

[But it’s also a good chance to test yourself.]

‘’What?’’

[Could be a blessing in disguise.]

‘’What kind of nonsense was that?’’

Carlyle frowned, but the holy sword continued calmly.

[If you smash these things, there’s no fallout.]

Against a human opponent, he’d have to hold back, which was trickier.

Interpreting the sword’s words, Carlyle let out a wry chuckle.

Optimistic, huh? That’s worth emulating.

Fine.

Let’s do this.

Wielding a sword wasn’t new to him. Across countless regressions, he’d trained and fought directly.

But no matter how generously you framed it, Carlyle’s talent was average at best. By any metric, his current body wasn’t equipped to handle these.

Unless he had a cheat code.

The Hero’s magic surged into the holy sword.

Then, the three skills he’d copied at her instruction activated in sequence.



[Skill Info]

Body Technique: Wind Talker

[A fundamental body technique created by the legendary warrior ‘Storm Knight.’ It slightly enhances physical abilities by channeling the spirit of the wind.]

Footwork: Floating Grass

[A basic footwork technique developed by the first pugilist, ‘Spring Wanderer.’ It allows for fluid yet firm balance, like swaying grass.]

Swordsmanship: Crescent Moon

[A collection of basic sword techniques founded by an obscure Eastern swordsman. Simple, yet encompassing the foundation of all swordplay.]



As expected of the Hero, Gray was well-versed in countless martial disciplines, enough to embody such disparate “combat techniques” as skills.

When she told me to take these, I thought she was nuts…

In game terms, it was like picking three beginner skills from entirely different skill trees—a waste of points by any standard.

But after training alone before coming to the Academy, he’d been stunned by their effect.

There was a reason high-level players gave such precise build advice.

Here’s why:



[Skill Info]

[Activating the ‘Skill Chain’ of Wind Talker – Floating Grass – Crescent Moon.]

[Special Skill: Mind’s Eye activated!]

Who’d have thought these basic skills hid such an effect?

Carlyle took a deep breath, gripping the holy sword tightly.

In his mind, he visualized Gray’s combat from past regressions—scenes the holy sword had drilled into him through relentless mental training.

Strike true.

Strike sure.

Strike to kill.

If you draw your sword, you end it.

He closed his eyes, assuming his stance.


He didn’t see his surroundings—he felt them.

And then—

[Now.]

With a single, clean swing—

One automaton shattered into pieces.



 
  Chapter 12: The Trial (2)


“—Whoa.”

Siona scratched her cheek, staring at the screen.

“This guy—did the Hero train him herself? No matter how I look at it, he’s no ordinary freshman.”

Indeed, the scene unfolding on the screen was something even a Templar like her had never witnessed.

Carlyle was dismantling the automatons one by one, captured vividly in the projection.

Sure, an exceptionally talented freshman might pull off something like this. 

A few names of such prodigies flashed through Siona’s mind.

But none of them could do it like this.

…He was good.

Not just good—his movements were so incomprehensible they defied understanding.

It wasn’t about raw combat prowess, either. 

If it were, Siona wouldn’t be this impressed.

Carlyle’s movements were strange.

Not in the sense of keen reflexes, brute strength, or polished technique.

It’s like he’s dodging before the attack even comes.

As if he could see the future.

It looked like he was predicting movements seconds ahead and positioning his body accordingly.

And to top it off, he was doing it all with his eyes closed, as if deliberately showing off. 

That only made it weirder.

It was a bizarre technique, one Siona had never seen before.

“How’s he doing that?” she asked.

“…I don’t know,” Gray replied curtly.

“What?”

“I said I don’t know. I didn’t teach him that.”

Siona blinked, staring at Gray.

“…Wait, if you didn’t teach him, how’s he using a technique like that?”

For a skill to be so advanced that even a Templar like her hadn’t seen it, it had to come from the Hero herself. 

Nothing else made sense.

“I’m telling you,” Gray snapped, “I didn’t—”

Her words cut off abruptly, as if she couldn’t bear to finish the sentence.

“It’s probably something she wanted to use,” a new voice interjected.

Siona and Gray’s gazes snapped toward the sound.

An older man strode into the dean’s office, his presence commanding. 

A jagged scar ran across his face, slicing through one eye—a striking feature.

“…Dean,” Siona greeted, bowing respectfully.

Surprisingly, Gray gave a slight nod in acknowledgment as well.

Theodore Whiteburn.

Dean of the Cradle.

One of the few people in the world Gray showed respect to—or at least didn’t immediately lash out at with her fists.

The reason was simple.

He was the former Hero.

The previous pinnacle of humanity.

One of the rare few who’d fulfilled the Hero’s role and survived.

A man more than qualified to lead the continent’s premier educational institution.

“It’s a technique you were practicing, right, junior?” he said.

Gray’s face twisted into a sullen scowl, but she gave a faint nod.

Siona’s jaw dropped slightly, piecing together the implication.

The correct interpretation hit her.

“Wait, hold on. So you’re saying even you can’t use that technique?”

Silence was the loudest affirmation.

Especially from someone whose pride pierced the heavens.

“Mind’s Eye… It’s been a while since I’ve seen it,” the dean mused. “Even among so-called genius freshmen, it’s rare for someone to awaken it.”

“You know what that is, Dean?” Siona asked.

“Think of it as perceiving all surrounding movement with your eyes closed. Reading the environment through senses, not sight.”

The dean yawned, slumping into a chair.

“Roughly, it’s like predicting the future a few seconds ahead through instinct. That’s the easiest way to understand it. It’s about mastering the basics to an extreme degree to adapt to any situation… in theory. Explaining it in detail is a headache.”

“…No, no, you’re making it sound way too simple.”

His tone was casual, but the ability he described was absurd.

In combat, life and death hinge on split-second differences.

To pre-read a situation seconds in advance?

It was practically stepping into a fight with victory already assured.

“Well, it’s ridiculously hard to pull off,” the dean added. “That’s why it’s impressive.”

“What?”

“Wind Talker of the Storm Knight. Floating Grass of the Spring Wanderer. The Three Talents swordsmanship. Every knight knows these, don’t they?”

“Uh, yeah,” Siona nodded.

“So, Siona Rebell, could you reinterpret and reinvent them all?”

Even faced with a question from such a towering figure, Siona could only stare at the screen in silence.

She was reeling, as if she’d been struck in the back of the head with a hammer.

The techniques Theodore mentioned were famous enough that any aspiring knight would know them. 

Not knowing them would mark you as an ignoramus.

But reinterpreting, reconstructing, and forging them into something new?

That was an entirely different matter.

“…Are you saying that’s what he’s doing?” Siona asked.

“More precisely, he’s cherry-picking only what’s necessary,” Theodore clarified. “Those at the pinnacle might find it easy, but I doubt any Academy student could pull it off.”

“…”

It went without saying, but the more widely used a technique, the more thoroughly its depth and practicality had been tested.

The basics of combat, crafted by the era’s greatest masters—the “correct” answers.

To blend and reinvent them?

That meant possessing a vision to rival the titans who created those techniques in the first place.


In other words—

He’s a monster.

Siona let out a hollow laugh as the realization hit her.

This wasn’t something a mere Academy freshman should be capable of.

The movements she’d casually deemed “impressive” stemmed from an insane level of talent.

The Hero herself had just admitted she couldn’t do it.

“You brought an interesting one, junior,” Theodore said, chuckling. “Training successors already at your age?”

“…He’s just an attendant,” Gray muttered.

The dean cackled. “If you’re serious, that’s ridiculous. How is that just an attendant?”

“…”

“When the exam’s over, send that kid to my office. The Gray Cardinal’s interest isn’t baseless, it seems.”

“—!”

Gray’s face crumpled.

It was as if the last name she wanted to hear had been spoken.

“…Why’s that old hag involved?”

Theodore’s face, in contrast, twisted into a faint smirk.

“What, afraid she’ll steal him?”

“…Don’t say weird things.”

“Just looking at your reaction, it sounds like she came with an interesting proposal.”

“…?”

What was that supposed to mean?

Gray tilted her head, but Theodore only smiled enigmatically.

***

“…”

“…”

How to put it?

From Carlyle’s perspective, having served Gray for a while, one thing stood out.

Her expressions were either ferocious or blank, but her blank face had a surprising range.

Displeased blank. 

Irritated blank. 

Pleased blank.

It was a rare talent, conveying such varied emotions with the subtlest shifts in her face.

And from his experience, the blank expression on Gray’s face right now screamed, “Extremely dangerous, handle with utmost urgency.”

She was on the verge of exploding.

Likely because she had a mountain of questions about the technique he’d just displayed in the exam.

How can you use that? 

Where did you learn it? 

Her eyes burned with curiosity.

But, unusually, she was holding back her anger, probably because of the person sitting before them.

“A pleasure to meet you, Carlyle,” Cardinal Felix said, bowing politely.

“Sorry for calling you so suddenly. I just had an urgent question I needed answered.”

Tea, personally brewed by the Gray Cardinal, was poured into a cup before Carlyle.

“…”

How to describe it?

The situation felt off.

Here he was with the Hero, yet Felix had addressed him first.

As if he were the one she was clearly interested in.

Her next words turned that suspicion into certainty.

“Lady Chasefield, would you mind stepping out for a moment?”

“…”

“I have something private to discuss.”

…Her blank expression nearly cracked.

Carlyle could sense the roiling emotions beneath, making him even more tense.

But then Gray sighed and stood.

She was actually complying.

She held back.

Good job.

Good job…!

No need to stir up more trouble here…!

“Cardinal Felix,” Gray said.

“Yes, my lady?”

“Cause any hassle, and I’ll flip everything upside down.”

“…”

Scratch that.

Her temper hadn’t gone anywhere.

Felix, unfazed, maintained her gentle smile as if used to such outbursts.

Gray snorted, opened the door, and stormed out.

Felix’s gaze lingered on her briefly before turning softly to Carlyle.

“She’s wary of me, isn’t she? And we’ve only just met.”

“…”

Caught.

Carlyle gave an awkward smile and sipped his tea.

“It’s as if you’ve heard something about me. Did Gray say anything bad?”

“…No, my lady didn’t mention anything.”

“Hm. Seems Gray cares about you quite a bit.”

“What?”

How did she leap to that conclusion?

“Not telling you about me means she doesn’t want you tangled up with me. She knows getting involved with me is bound to be troublesome.”

“…”

“That’s rare for her. You should be proud.”

Proud or not—

This woman had just openly admitted that getting involved with her meant trouble.

So then—

“…May I ask what kind of trouble you’re planning to involve me in by requesting a private meeting?”

Felix laughed aloud.

Carlyle’s tone seemed to suit her taste.

“No need to be anxious. I’m not someone who wants to harm you or Gray.”

“…Is that so?”

He responded calmly, but his mind was racing.

Hero, is this trustworthy?

[She’s not one to lie.]

Not lying was the extent of it, though.

Saying she meant no harm didn’t guarantee a positive outcome for him or Gray.

As he weighed her intentions behind his calm facade, Felix grinned broadly and spoke again.


Here it comes, some sinister proposition—

“I want to help bring you two together.”

“…What?”

“A matchmaker, if you will. How does that sound?”

…What the hell?
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Carlyle stared blankly at Cardinal Felix.

Even the Gray within the holy sword fell silent.

It was an utterly unthinkable proposition.

“I must’ve misheard—”

“You heard me correctly, Carlyle Belfast,” Felix said, her serene smile unwavering as she continued. “It’s my personal desire to keep you by Gray’s side.”

“…”

Lionel had made a similar request once before.

Considering how rare it was for Gray to engage in any meaningful human connection, that made sense.

But Lionel’s plea came from genuine concern for her well-being.

This woman’s motives, however, were opaque. Without knowing why she was making this offer, Carlyle found himself at a loss for words.

“May I ask why?” he ventured.

Her response was immediate. “Because this might be her last chance.”

“…”

What was that supposed to mean?

“Pardon?”

“I mean this could be the last time she gets to interact with a man like a normal person.”

“…”

“She carries a heavy burden. This might be her final opportunity to form a bond with someone who seems as decent as you.”

Already, the imperial court had its eyes on Gray.

Her reputation resonated across the continent. 

The banquet had already shown how many were eager to curry favor with her, by any means necessary.

As humanity’s strongest and its guardian, her relationships were destined to be tangled in webs of ulterior motives and calculated alliances.

So, Felix was asking him to stay by her side.

To remain with her before she was fully consumed by that path.

“…I’m constantly getting scolded by her as it is. Are you sure you’ve picked the right person?”

“Oh my, it already looks like she’s quite fond of you.”

“…”

“As her biggest benefactor, I like to think I know her fairly well. She’s never taken to anyone the way she has to you.”

Carlyle nearly blurted out, Really? but the conviction in Felix’s voice left no room for argument.

Her expression shifted to one of concern as she continued. “So, call it meddling if you must, but I want to help foster something between you two.”

“…”

Hm.

What to say?

It was a surprisingly human proposal.

“I’m asking you, Carlyle,” she said earnestly. “Even if things don’t work out, I hope you’ll at least give her some fond memories.”

Compared to the infamy he’d heard about her, this was a request rooted purely in Gray’s best interests.

As her greatest benefactor, perhaps she held some personal affection for her.

But—

“I’ll have to decline.”

His blunt refusal sparked a glint in Felix’s eyes.

“…Oh? It doesn’t seem like a bad offer.”

“It’s not. Still.”

Carlyle sighed, then spoke honestly.

Why not ask my opinion on this?

Was Gray attractive? Sure, she was.

But whether he’d want to be tied to her? That wasn’t a matter of preference.

It was a matter of survival.

Fall in love with someone who threw punches at the slightest provocation?

Punches that could crush a person if they landed wrong?

Was she insane?

Besides, after countless regressions, he’d seen more than enough to kill any romantic notions.

[You’ve got some nerve saying that in front of the person in question,] the holy sword muttered.

Tell me I’m wrong.

[…]

Helping you and being your lover are two entirely different things, aren’t they?

[Sure, but couldn’t you at least say something nice?]

Ignoring the sword’s grumbling, Carlyle met Felix’s gaze again.

Honestly, he didn’t need to say this, but it came from a place of pure indignation.

“No matter how good your intentions, her relationships are for her to decide, not for me or anyone else to meddle in.”

“…”

“I think this is something she should bring up herself before I even consider it.”

“…”

Felix’s expression vanished.

In an instant, her face transformed with a chilling swiftness.

As if a mask had been stripped away.

…Did I touch a nerve?

A cardinal of her stature probably didn’t take kindly to being lectured.

But he had to say it.

Everyone seemed to forget—

Gray was a person with her own feelings and agency.

No matter the intent, no one should presume to encroach on her choices.

“If there’s nothing else, I’ll take my leave. My lady’s probably waiting.”

With a polite bow, Carlyle rose from his seat.

***

As Carlyle left the room, Felix sighed and ran a hand through her hair.

“What do you think?”

She spoke as if addressing someone in the empty room—a strange sight.

No response came.

But her shadow, cast under the light, writhed and flickered wildly.


As if something within it was reacting to her words.

“Oh, sure, sure. Innocent and cute, huh? I can see that,” she said, her earlier saintly tone replaced by a cynical, irritated drawl that echoed in the empty room. “But an innocent, cute guy doesn’t just suddenly wield power identical to the Hero’s. Weren’t you the one who said to keep a close eye on him?”

She pulled a pipe from her robes, lit it casually indoors, and took a deep drag before continuing. 

“Of course, seeing him dodge such a delicious ‘trap’ so gracefully, maybe he is just that innocent.”

Her offer to help him get closer to Gray had been made with good intentions.

By any measure, it wasn’t a bad pretext.

But—

“If he’d been some insect drawn to the Hero’s honey, I’d have crushed him on the spot.”

If he’d harbored any ulterior motives.

Any desires.

Any attempt to project his own ambitions onto her.

She would’ve disposed of him. In the name of the Gray Cardinal.

“You think that’s harsh? Don’t make me laugh. With the Hero’s name at stake, a guy that pure getting close to her is the weirder scenario.”

She scratched her head irritably.

Still.

He’d rejected her offer to her face, content to simply support Gray by her side.

And that parting shot was a masterpiece.

“It’s for her to decide.”

What to say?

It was such an earnest, do-gooder response, it almost made her laugh.

It also felt like he’d seen right through how she’d been handling Gray.

Either way.

He was definitely interesting.

“…Ugh, what a hassle.”

Smoke from her pipe curled into the air, swirling ominously.

“Now I can’t help but be genuinely curious.”

One way or another, he’d deftly sidestepped the trap she’d laid.

He’d earned the right to stand by Gray’s side, at least for now.

His mysterious power warranted thorough investigation, but—

Her senses suddenly caught something.

A presence moving nearby.

As if someone had been eavesdropping on her conversation with Carlyle.

A very familiar presence.

…Gray?

She’d been stealthy enough to avoid detection until now, but as she moved away from the room, her composure was thoroughly rattled. 

That’s how she got caught.

Something in Carlyle’s words must’ve struck a chord.

“…”

Felix chuckled, stuffing another pinch of tobacco into her pipe.

“Youth, huh?”

Her shadow flickered again.

“What, you liked that kid? He was cute. Seemed like he’s got a solid backbone. And, well, he’s a bit my type, too.”

After a pause, Felix let out a wry laugh.

“All your senses are dead, huh. Are you really a god?”

She sighed deeply toward her shadow.

“As if I’d fall for a kid like that.”

***

[System Message]

You’ve left a strong impression on the ‘Gray Cardinal’!  


The ‘Gray Cardinal’ is intrigued by you.  


The target has been added to the ‘Tameable’ list!  


Build a closer relationship with the target!  

A related event will soon be generated!

[System Message]


Trait ‘Hero’s Companion’ activated.  

[ ★ Trust 40% → 70% ]  

Additional rewards granted!  


‘Trust’ has reached a significant threshold. The positive trait may evolve into something else!  


A related event will soon be generated!
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Cardinal Felix had taken an interest in him.

And Gray trusted him more than before.

That was the gist of the changes.

“…”

Why did it turn out like this?

Carlyle stared blankly at the system window, lost in thought.

Honestly, given his reaction to Felix, he hadn’t expected her to respond positively.

Her growing curiosity about him, and the hint of a related event on the horizon…

“Tame” her?

He’d rather not get entangled with her at all.

The holy sword’s warnings, the strange pressure he felt every time they met, the gut-churning sensation whenever he saw her face—it all screamed trouble.

Let’s think positively.

This was his last regression, after all. 

He’d use every tool at his disposal.

If getting close to her could yield useful abilities, it wasn’t the worst deal.

Plus, it might make managing Gray’s behavior easier.

Even Gray seemed to tread carefully around Felix, after all.

Speaking of which, how was Gray doing now, at the center of all this?

“…My lady.”

“What?”

“May I ask what’s gotten into you?”

Carlyle flashed a nervous smile, sweat beading on his forehead as he posed the question.

His impressive display of her technique during the Academy exam was great, but her demeanor since then had been… off.

Normally, she’d toss tasks at him and grumble about the results.

Now, she was glued to his side, scrutinizing his every move.

It felt like being stalked, with her trailing him, observing every action with intense focus.

“My choice,” she said curtly.

“…Don’t you have anything else to do?”

“For now, there’s nothing worth learning here. You think there are many people who could teach me anything—”

Her bold words faltered, her face twisting into a scowl.

Because there was someone right in front of her.

Someone capable of teaching her something.

“Uh, my lady…”

“Shut up and do your work.”

“…”

And so, Gray’s suffocating stalking resumed.

What was this? 

A new method of torment?

[She’s showing interest.]

“…What?”

[Back then, I’d be sure of it. She has something she wants to say but feels like admitting it would be a loss, so she’s acting like this.]

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

[Her pride won’t let her ask how you can use a technique she can’t. So instead, she’s observing your every move to figure it out herself.]

Aha.

So, asking “How can you use something I can’t?” would bruise her ego.

Her compromise was to shadow him, collecting every scrap of information she could.

That’s…

…Kind of cute, actually.

He stole a glance at Gray, still trailing him with that sour expression.

Given her usual demeanor, you’d expect her to grab him by the collar and demand answers in a rage.

[It’s because she’s grateful.]

“Grateful for what?”

[Your consistency, whether she’s around or not, must’ve left an impression. Even against a cardinal she respects, you spoke your mind, didn’t you?]

“What?”

[She overheard your entire conversation with Felix. That’s why she’s acting like this.]

…Aha.

She’d heard everything.

That conversation must’ve touched her, enough to keep her from treating him as harshly as usual, leaving her in this awkward, fidgety state.

“…”

That was kind of cute.

But still—

You knew she was listening and didn’t tell me until now?

[You didn’t ask.]

“…”

[I don’t have to report every little thing to you. Think about how I feel, having to admit the embarrassing things my past self is doing.]

“Fair enough.”

Why had she eavesdropped in the first place?

Probably because she was worried about leaving him alone with Felix, pretending to leave while listening in.

Imagining Gray lurking outside, holding her breath and straining to hear, brought a wry smile to his face—

“…My lady, my lady. No one can know what another person’s thinking.”

“Sounds like you’re thinking something rude.”

“Not at all.”

Gray, who’d been clenching her fist with a suspicious glare, tilted her head and relaxed her hand.

Her intuition was scarily sharp.

Couldn’t a guy think in peace?

“By the way, my lady.”

“What?”

“I’m fine staying with you as long as you want, but…”

It was time for him to start attending classes.


The first few days were for acclimating to the Academy, letting students explore freely, but the semester was about to begin.

As a regular student, he’d have to part ways with Gray.

“…”

She couldn’t argue with that, though her face soured as she nodded grudgingly.

“Do well at the Academy.”

Oh?

Was she… worried about him?

“If I hear you’re doing worse than the others, I’ll personally wring your neck.”

“…”

“Got it? Don’t embarrass me.”

“…Yes, my lady.”

Of course.

Her “do well” was more like, “Do well, or I’ll kill you.”

***

[So, where are you headed now?]

“To find the senior assigned to guide me, apparently.”

The Cradle had a system where freshmen were paired one-on-one with a senior mentor.

They’d help pick suitable classes, adjust to Academy life, and foster bonds between seniors and juniors… or so the intention went.

Isn’t it just a way to keep us in line?

With so many eccentric freshmen, it wouldn’t be surprising if that was the real goal.

Yawning, Carlyle strolled across the campus, bathed in warm sunlight.

…He was worried.

Now that he’d left Gray on her own, he couldn’t shake the fear she’d cause some massive incident somewhere.

It felt like a father leaving his child by the water’s edge…

[…It’s not that bad.]

“She’ll manage, right? She can handle herself, can’t she?”

Reflecting on young Gray, he realized she had a softer side than expected.

Her immediate reactions to his actions made her seem, at times, like a slightly warped, violent kid. 

Compared to the stubborn, lone-wolf Gray he’d known across countless regressions, she was worlds apart.

Which made him curious.

What were these “Academy experiences” that turned this person into someone so irredeemable?

“A place like this, causing one horrific incident after another,” Carlyle mused, gazing at the peaceful campus.

It looked serene. 

Yet, according to Gray, this was a place where blood and flesh danced in endless suspense.

[It’s true. In fact… a particularly memorable incident is coming up soon.]

“What happened?”

[My first encounter with a demon.]

“…”

[Not a real demon, mind you—just a demon worshiper. Still, it was a horrific experience all the same.]

“…Alright, that’s enough explanation.”

Carlyle chuckled, running a hand through his hair.

The holy sword spoke casually, but if she called something “horrific,” it was no small matter.

It was her first brush with the forces that would bring humanity to its knees.

Blood would flow. 

No sugarcoating it.

And…

He glanced at the system window.

Events tied to both Felix and Gray were slated to “occur soon.”

It wasn’t certain, but it stood to reason they were connected to the incident Gray mentioned.

Which meant—

“I’d better prepare thoroughly.”

[Obviously.]

For now, his focus should be on handling the upcoming encounter with the “demon worshiper” smoothly.

The first step?

[Find someone to help.]

“Help?”

[Someone in the Academy who’ll follow your requests without question.]

Not too conspicuous, but not too weak either.

Someone unobtrusive yet capable of gathering information.

“…Hm.”

The conditions felt annoyingly specific.

“Why so picky? Why someone so specific?”

[Demon worshipers likely already have a foothold in the Academy. You know the kind of schemes Hell is capable of.]

“…”

He couldn’t argue with that.

When the Hell Invasion began, the speed at which the Empire and other nations crumbled suggested they’d been rotting from within for a while.

It’d be strange to think the Academy, a hub for the continent’s elite, was free of such influence.

What made Hell’s demons terrifying wasn’t just their raw power—it was their cunning.

Sowing division, coercion, blackmail, deception…

They employed every trick in the book.

…So we need an ally.

Covert operations like this were a losing game if tackled alone. He needed someone to work with.

But finding someone who fit Gray’s criteria would take some thought.

[They’ll be doing dirty work, so someone who can’t say no to you would be ideal.]

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

[Someone you’ve got leverage over, maybe?]

As if such a convenient person would just pop up.

With that thought, he headed toward the meeting spot for the senior assigned to mentor him.

“You’re late! How dare a freshman keep a senior waiting!”

A stiff-necked female senior stood there, sword at her side.

And…

…Someone he recognized.

“Lady Anastasia?”

This was the woman whose life he’d saved from Gray at the banquet.

“…”

Her face cracked as she recognized him.

“Y-you… why are you here…?”

Her haughty expression crumpled into a grimace.


Carlyle couldn’t help but let out a hollow laugh.

Hero.

[Yeah.]

…How about her?

It seemed he’d just found his helper.
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Elena Lindel Anastasia.

The eldest daughter of the renowned Anastasia marquis family, a prestigious martial lineage.

A second-year student in the Cradle’s Knight Division.

And supposedly a respected senior, known for her upright conduct and guidance of juniors.

Right now, that same person was…

“Absolutely, absolutely, it’s a secret!”

She clutched Carlyle’s hand, her face on the verge of tears as she pleaded.

Dragging him into an alley with a pale expression, this was the state she was in.

“I’m a respected senior here at the Academy, you know? I’ve got decent connections! So, please keep what happened that time a secret!”

“…”

She was clearly desperate to protect her reputation, suggesting she held some real sway here.

But more importantly—

“…How did word of that fiasco at the imperial banquet not spread to the Academy?”

“Well, that monster—er, I mean, Gray’s reputation being what it is…”

“…”

“I ended up looking like some sort of victim. People don’t really care about the details—they just want gossip to consume, not the full story.”

…Aha.

Gray’s infamy was so towering that Elena’s rudeness had been brushed off as, “There must’ve been a reason, right?”

“But why did you take on that request from Cardinal Felix?”

“Huh?”

Elena stammered at Carlyle’s sudden question.

“It’s obvious this is tied to Felix. Why would you do something so risky, knowing how dangerous it is to cross Gray?”

“It’s… about my father. I can’t talk about it.”

“Hm.”

“I’m grateful you helped me. I’ll definitely repay you. But I can’t just spill things that could harm my family.”

Her face was pale, but her tone carried resolve.

How to put it?

Unexpected.

From the banquet and Gray’s description, she’d seemed like a petty, ill-tempered fool. 

Yet here she was, drawing a firm line when it mattered.

She wasn’t entirely a third-rate villain. 

She had some sense of loyalty and decency.

[Well, that dimwit’s probably got some dirt held by Felix,] the holy sword chimed in.

“What?”

[The Anastasia marquis is a bit of a mess. Even I, who didn’t care much, heard plenty of scandals about him.]

Hearing the sword’s words, Carlyle suddenly felt a pang of pity for the woman in front of him.

Was she forced to carry out Felix’s request to atone for her father’s mistakes?

And nearly died for it?

‘…Come to think of it.’

Gray had once described Elena’s swordsmanship as “decent enough.”

Coming from the Hero, that was probably high praise.

All things considered—

She wasn’t overly remarkable, but she wasn’t incompetent either.

In that case—

“Pass.”

“Huh?”

Elena tilted her head at Carlyle’s abrupt declaration.

“Pass what?”

“You’re suitable to be my helper.”

“Helper?”

“You said you’d repay me for helping you, right? That’s what I’m talking about.”

Carlyle flashed a sly smile, and Elena’s face went from pale to ashen.

She dropped his hand, stepped back, and clutched her uniform collar tightly.

“W-Wait… you mean paying with my body?”

“…”

He couldn’t keep up with her train of thought.

As he stared at her blankly, tears welled in her eyes, misinterpreting his silence.

“Tch, I knew it! Mom and Dad said all men are beasts! You’re just like the rest!”

“…What nonsense is this?”

His exasperated retort made Elena blink in confusion.

“B-But… don’t bad guys usually demand stuff like that? I mean, I’m pretty good-looking, so I thought…”

“Why would I be a bad guy?”

“You were smiling like one!”

Hm.

What was she even talking about?

[I agree with her,] the holy sword piped up.

“…Don’t add fuel to the fire.”

[If you had a mirror, you’d see your face sometimes looks downright villainous.]

Being told that by the Hero herself was a bit depressing.

Anyway—

“I’m not doing that. Who’d deal with the fallout of something that crazy?”

Besides, proclaiming her own beauty like that? 

Talk about shameless confidence.

Carlyle let out a dry laugh, sizing Elena up.

Long blonde hair cascading to her waist, striking red eyes, taller than Gray, and a surprisingly curvaceous figure.

“…”

Well, he couldn’t exactly argue.

She was beautiful.

“…It’s true that Lady Anastasia is quite striking.”


At his words, Elena stared at him, caught off guard.

It was clearly not a response she’d expected.

Then, her face lit up with a dazzling smile.

“R-Really? I’m pretty confident in my looks!”

“…Sure.”

“I knew it! You’re totally charmed by me, aren’t you? Hmph!”

How to put it?

…She was *absurdly* weak to compliments.

No, more than that—she seemed to crave validation from others.

Maybe her obsession with her Academy reputation stemmed from a personality easily swayed by others’ opinions.

“Anyway, I’d like your help. And maybe we can build a good relationship.”

“Hm, fine! As a dependable senior, I can’t not help my junior!”

“…”

Since when was she a dependable senior? 

But whatever.

What should I have her do first?

Carlyle glanced at the holy sword, and a response came.

[No point waiting. Strike while the iron’s hot.]

The sword spoke nonchalantly.

[Take Elena and rough up a few people for starters.]

…Talk about bold.

Bold, but—

Didn’t she just say to avoid standing out?

“…Care to explain why I need to do that on the first day of classes?”

Her lack of explanation was the real issue here.

***

If asked to describe the Cradle in one sentence, most would say it’s “noisy and chaotic.”

In that sense, the scene before them was a rarity.

Silence reigned.

Likely because the source of that silence was walking nearby.

All eyes were fixed on the Hero striding through the hallway.

Her presence alone overwhelmed the surroundings, radiating an aura that could make weaker souls instinctively shrink back.

Carlyle probably didn’t realize it.

When they were together, Gray consciously restrained this “intimidation” out of consideration for him.

Perhaps it was her way of repaying him for being the only one who didn’t treat her like a spectacle.

Gray, walking calmly, finally snapped at the staring crowd. 

“What, is this a show?”

She didn’t even raise her voice.

It was a casual remark, but everyone nearby flinched.

It felt as if she’d whispered it directly into their ears.

A technique born from masterful mana control.

“…”

Seeing the crowd avert their gazes, Gray continued on, irritation mounting.

*Every last one of them…*

It was a sensation she didn’t notice as much when with Carlyle.

Lost in thought, something caught her eye.

A man and a woman passing by.

“—?”

It was Carlyle.

With Lady Anastasia.

The same woman who’d challenged her at the banquet, only to be humiliated and sent running.

Carlyle was laughing, chatting away with her.

“…”

Gray’s eyes widened.

Then they narrowed as she watched the two walk off into the distance.

It wasn’t impossible.

Carlyle wasn’t the type to openly show hostility. 

Gray knew he preferred to handle situations with a smooth, adaptable charm.

But still.

A pang of discomfort gnawed at her chest.

Why was he smiling like that with someone else?

He’d said he’d stay by her side.

He’d said he’d be on her side.

So what was he doing, alone with that woman?

“…”

There was no reason to follow them.

She shouldn’t follow them.

Carlyle had stood up to Felix to protect his autonomy. 

It wouldn’t be right for her to intrude on his personal life.

But.

Even so.

“…”

Her chest ached.

The thought of him hanging out with Anastasia, leaving her behind, twisted her insides.

“—Tch.”

Gritting her teeth, Gray turned.

She had to see for herself what they were up to.

***


[System Message]

The ‘Jealousy’ trait has been generated for the Hero.

[ ★ Jealousy 0% → 10% ]

The Jealousy trait can become either a positive or negative trait depending on how you handle it.

If managed well, this trait can maximize the effects of ‘Taming’!



 
  Chapter 16: Ally (3)





Carlyle let out a heavy sigh internally.

Is the Hero nearby right now?

[She’s following from a distance.]

…Seriously?

He’d asked because of that sudden “jealousy” notification, and it turned out to be true.

It was odd to think she’d get jealous just because he was with another female student, but considering it was Elena—who’d openly antagonized her—it made some sense.

It probably felt like her ally was cozying up to an enemy.

…I’m doing this for the greater good, though.

Carlyle glanced at the student sprawled before him.

The guy he’d just mercilessly beaten with the holy sword was gasping on the ground.

Is it really okay to be doing this?

[No need for pity,] the holy sword replied nonchalantly. [These are pawns planted by demon worshipers. Left alone, they’d masquerade as normal students and spread poison throughout the Academy.]

Carlyle’s current rampage was to prevent that.

Indeed, as the sword spoke, a faint black aura seeped from the fallen student’s mouth.

It was subtle—something only Carlyle, forewarned by the sword, could notice.

This was an “imprint” placed by demon worshipers, a sinister technique that compelled unconscious actions.

These students were unwittingly manipulated, imprinted at some point to serve their masters.

Carlyle’s attacks were meant to purge these imprints from their bodies.

…Though he wondered if beating them was really the only way. According to the sword, there was no alternative.

[To dismantle their sneaky schemes, you need to methodically eliminate their moves from the ground up. This is part of that.]

It wouldn’t yield immediate results, but as the saying goes, steady drops wear away stone. Cutting off their foundation was crucial.

But how do I clean up the mess later?

Skipping classes on the first day to beat up other students?

Even with good intentions, it wouldn’t earn him any favorable looks.

He’d rather not attract attention over something like this.

[No need to worry about that.]

What?

[These guys all have some dirt if you dig into their backgrounds. They didn’t catch the demon worshipers’ eye for nothing. Just spin a story using that.]

…

[Saying they started a fight is the easiest excuse, no?]

This sword was insane.

We’re the ones jumping people and beating them senseless.

[But it’s a quick and effective way to thwart their schemes, isn’t it?]

…Hm.

[They’re beaten so badly they won’t remember what happened. You can just rewrite the narrative later.]

…Hmmm.

[We’re not doing anything that bad. Left unchecked, these guys would face summary execution under imperial law.]

Collaborating with demon worshipers, even unwittingly, warranted immediate punishment—kill first, ask later. In that sense, this was practically a good deed…

Carlyle rubbed his chin, listening to the sword’s calm reasoning.

What to say?

It was hard to argue with.

Guess we’ll call it a wash?

[A wash it is.]

They were preventing these students from doing far worse, so it balanced out, right?

“Um, why are we doing this…?”

One person clearly didn’t agree.

Elena’s trembling eyes betrayed her panic.

From her civilian perspective, Carlyle’s actions—dragging random students into alleys and beating them—were incomprehensible.

Understandably so. Without knowing about the imprints, it just looked like Carlyle was assaulting strangers.

“It’s necessary,” he said, slinging the holy sword over his back.

Explaining demon worshipers would only lead to questions about how he knew, which would be a headache.

Better to brush it off.

“But I swear on my lady’s honor, I’m not hurting anyone without reason.”

…Whether Gray had any honor to swear on was debatable, but being the Hero gave her name some weight.

At his words, Elena’s eyes widened, then softened with a sly grin.

She sidled up, playfully poking his side. “Oh, that’s what this is? Why didn’t you say so?”

“Huh?”

“It’s about asserting dominance, right? Marking your territory so no one touches your lady?”

“…”

How pink-tinted did her brain have to be to jump to that conclusion?

“With a monster like her, plenty of reckless guys get their hearts set ablaze. She’s a beauty and the Hero, after all. I’ve heard the guys you beat were oddly obsessed with her.”

“…”

“You’ve got some feelings for her, don’t you? Going around preemptively shutting down the competition?”

“No way that’s true.”

[System Message]

▶ The target ‘Gray’ is displeased!  

▶ The ‘Jealousy’ trait level increases!

“…”

He could practically see Gray’s face crumpling, watching him from somewhere.

Come on, really?

She’d clearly hate being tangled up with him romantically, so why did denying it make her more upset?

[Being rejected by you and rejecting someone else are different things.]

She’s ridiculously high-maintenance.

[…Just keep that in mind for now.]

…?

Whatever that meant.

Looks like I’ve got more to worry about.

Elena’s words weren’t something he could just brush off.

If everyone imprinted by the demon worshipers was fixated on Gray, that was too convenient to be a coincidence.


[My memory doesn’t recall them having that trait. Strange.]

If even Gray, who remembered every pawn of the demon worshipers, found this odd, it was significant.

Which meant—

There’s a difference.

It was a small detail, but something was off.

He didn’t know how it would play out, but it demanded thorough preparation.

He needed to solidify what he could do now.

“Who’s next?”

He pulled out the description of the next target provided by the holy sword.

This was supposedly the last one.

“Uh, that’s…”

Elena immediately pinpointed who it was and where to find them.

…She was surprisingly capable.

Connected, quick-witted, and sharp-memoried.

Despite her swordsmanship being “decent” by the Hero’s standards, she was a bit of a coward, which oddly made her seem less likely to cause trouble.

You almost killed someone like this, didn’t you?

[…A miscalculation.]

The sword conceded without much rebuttal, which said a lot.

Keeping her alive was probably a good call. Maybe even lucky.

“…What?”

“…”

Scratch that.

Lucky? More like his luck was abysmal.

“Do you have business with me?”

The male student’s polite but cocky tone confirmed it.

Nothing about his appearance stood out, but the crest on his uniform was the issue.

Carlyle scanned it.

Grimwaldt County…

Not on par with the Chasefield Archduchy, but a notable martial family. And this guy was one of them.

[Leon Grimwaldt… I remember him.]

Anything besides the name?

[Forgot. He was insignificant.]

…

[Just that he was a demon worshiper’s pawn. I killed him and forgot about him.]

…Right.

[Even if he’s from a noble family, he can’t match you. You took down a Templar in one hit, didn’t you?]

There’s a problem, though.

[What?]

I don’t think I can fight anymore.

[…]

Though he couldn’t see the sword’s face, he imagined it staring at him with disdain.

But channeling the Hero’s mana through his body continuously was too much.

After beating up several people, the strain was starting to hit.

As he mulled this over, Leon Grimwaldt strode toward him.

A polite smile masked a subtle contempt in his eyes.

“—Oh, I remember you.”

His sneering tone carried clear hostility.

“The guy clinging to the Hero at the imperial banquet?”

“…”

“The attendant acting like he’s something special, hovering around her?”

Carlyle blinked at the blatant provocation.

Why’s he so pissed about that?

[Probably had his sights on me. I was pretty popular, you know.]

…

[…It’s true. At least pretend to believe me.]

Shut up.

Carlyle furrowed his brow.

Whatever the case, he wasn’t about to let this guy walk away, even if he couldn’t fight.

Who knew what variables he’d cause later? Better deal with him now.

So—

Hero.

[What?]

Is my lady still tailing me?

[Her presence is still there.]

She doesn’t know we’ve noticed her, right?

[Of course. Who do you take me for?]

Good.

Carlyle sighed inwardly.

[Got a plan?]

Not exactly a plan. I just don’t think we should leave this alone.

Gray was clearly bothered enough to follow him.

He’d have to do something to ease her mood.

Let’s see…

A way to handle this situation and lift Gray’s spirits.

There had to be one.


Hero.

[Yeah.]

Do you remember how far you can push these guys without killing them?

[…]

It might be a bit extreme, but…



 
  Chapter 17: Retribution





Gray Chasefield was someone whose moods were strikingly clear.

Which made the situation she was currently grappling with feel utterly foreign.

Was she supposed to feel good or bad? That was the question.

“Hmph.”

She snorted, watching Carlyle beat up yet another student.

It was a scene that had repeated several times now.

With the Hero’s keen senses, she could tell that Carlyle’s actions weren’t just random violence.

She could feel something “leaving” the bodies of everyone he attacked.

It’s something sinister.

She could see the malice it carried.

The holy sword she wielded reacted strongly to it, more than anything else.

…Fine.

She’d ask Carlyle what it was later. As long as he wasn’t doing something pointless, it was fine.

He was dragging Elena around to hunt down these people.

If he was bringing her along for a purpose, not to harm Gray, then she had no reason to hold a grudge.

“You’ve got some feelings for her, don’t you? Going around preemptively shutting down the competition?”

“No way that’s true.”

Right.

That’s how it should be.

“…”

But for some reason—

It pissed her off.

She’d been willing to let it slide earlier, but hearing Carlyle deny it so firmly soured her mood.

Gray herself had no interest in that kind of relationship with him, yet his blunt rejection somehow made her blood boil.

What am I doing?

The thought made her feel foolish.

What Carlyle did or where he went shouldn’t concern her.

…He wasn’t even doing this with her in mind.

Realizing that only made her more irritated.

Watching him grapple with someone else now left her feeling nothing at all.

Her gaze drifted indifferently to his opponent.

Who was that again…?

Grimwaldt County—she vaguely recalled the name.

They were… average, right?

Not particularly impressive, but she remembered they’d thrown flirty remarks her way, tempting her to twist their necks. She’d barely restrained herself.

This guy picking a fight with Carlyle was probably along the same lines.

“Some lowlife like you—why are you sticking to the Hero’s side, huh?”

The blonde, pretty-faced man spat venomously.

Carlyle’s eyebrow twitched visibly at the words.

“…Why are you bringing up my lady’s name?”

“To teach you your place.”

The man sneered, continuing.

“I don’t know why you came looking for me, but you should know plenty of people have it out for you.”

The air grew tense with hostility.

Apparently, Carlyle blocking others from approaching Gray at the banquet had ruffled some feathers.

Mutterings about wanting to deal with him personally floated past Gray’s bored expression.

Who was this guy again?

Leon Grimwaldt. From the Grimwaldt County…

What was his rank in the succession?

…She couldn’t remember.

He was pretty far down the line, anyway.

Well, then.

He’ll handle it.

Yawning, she turned away.

This was the guy who’d taken down a Spirit Knight in one blow. No way he’d lose to someone like this.

And then, the next moment—

Thwack.

The sound of Carlyle getting hit rang out.

He’d let himself get struck by someone he could’ve flattened in one punch.

“…”

Gray’s steps froze.

Then came a second hit. A third.

She whipped her head around.

What is he doing?

That was her first thought.

Carlyle was just standing there, taking the blows.

He’d been pummeling everyone else without hesitation, but now he looked like he had no will to fight.

Even Elena, who’d guided him here, was staring in confusion, unable to fathom what he was doing.

“That sword you’re carrying—is it just for show?”

Leon’s mocking sneer dripped with contempt.

“Bet it felt great, fawning over the Hero and being protected by her, huh? Acting like you’re above your station.”

“…”

“You blocked her from interacting with others, monopolizing her at the banquet, didn’t you?”

“…”

“What, did you come to pick a fight with me? Scared she’ll take an interest in someone else and stop paying attention to you?”

…That never happened.

Carlyle had only ever helped her, never doing anything to deserve such accusations.

He’d even shielded her from Felix’s meddling.

But despite the slander, he didn’t argue back.


He just kept taking the hits.

Over and over.

Bruises formed, blood trickled from his face.

Why was he doing this?

Why wasn’t he fighting back?

“You pathetic bastard. Not gonna fight? Are you even a man?”

Even Leon, the one throwing punches, spat the words with disgust.

Gray clenched her fists.

What was this Leon guy even going on about to make Carlyle take this beating?

The only difference between him and the others Carlyle had beaten was that Leon was a noble.

…So what if he’s a noble?

What did that matter? Carlyle served her, the Hero.

The Hero and the Chasefield Archduchy. No noble backing could compare.

“I’m my lady’s attendant.”

But then—

“I can’t cause trouble for her.”

At those words—

“—”

A shock slammed into Gray, as if her head had been struck.

Oh, I see.

Crushing someone she didn’t like, noble or not, was her way of thinking.

Carlyle was her attendant, bound to follow her will.

Without her explicit permission, fighting back—even in self-defense—could stir up trouble.

A servant fighting without orders was improper, a stain on the reputation of their master, Gray.

The logical conclusion was clear.

Carlyle was letting himself get beaten by someone he could crush in one hit.

Enduring baseless slander.

…All to avoid causing her any trouble.

To ensure not even the slightest chance of harm came to her.

Even in this state.

“…”

A whirlwind of thoughts surged through her mind.

“Idiot.”

No one would care if she crushed a guy like that.

Seeing him reduced to this just to avoid potential trouble made her realize—

“I’ll make you one promise.”

“No matter what, I’ll always put you first, Hero.”

His words from before echoed in her mind.

Gray closed her eyes.

What a ridiculous guy.

Opening them again, her gaze burned with unwavering resolve.

Well.

…For such a loyal attendant—

She ought to return the favor.

***

[…Doesn’t that hurt?]

Compared to getting hit by you, this is like being tickled with cotton.

[…]

Carlyle smirked inwardly, silencing the holy sword as he braced for another punch.

How to put it?

This guy was hitting with intent, but compared to Gray’s punches—which felt like they rattled his soul—these were nothing.

The Hero’s feral, bare-knuckled strikes carried a certain passion. This guy’s swings were just… lacking.

“Let’s see how long you can take it, you worm—!”

And then, the next moment—

Leon’s body folded in an almost metaphysical way.

Gray had appeared like a flash, delivering a devastating kick to his abdomen.

The sound of flesh colliding in a way it shouldn’t echoed as Leon’s body soared through the air.

Like a star shooting into the sky, he reached heights no human should, before crashing back down with a sickening crunch.

“…”

“…”

Silence engulfed the area.

Everyone was speechless at the Hero’s sudden appearance.

Carlyle glanced at Leon, sprawled in the distance.

He’s not dead, right?

Oh, it’s out.

The demon worshiper’s imprint slithered from Leon’s mouth as he twitched.

Not dead, then.

Carlyle nodded to himself and spoke up.

“…My lady?”

He blinked innocently, feigning surprise.

[You.]

Yeah?

[Your acting keeps getting better.]

…Well, it was one of the many skills he’d picked up over countless regressions.

Gray let out a heavy sigh and turned to him.

“You.”

Her eyes blazed as she strode toward him.

“Don’t ever let yourself get hit again.”

“…Huh?”

“Stop doing stupid things because you’re worried about causing me trouble. If someone hits you, hit them back. Got it?”

“…”

“Or I’ll get really mad.”

How to put it?

Her tone was as harsh as ever—

But she was clearly worried about him.

Looks like her mood’s better, right?

[Definitely.]

He exchanged a quiet chuckle with the holy sword.

Well, if this sorted things out, that was good—

“My lady, my lady! Any more and he’ll die—!”

Carlyle yelped, seeing Gray approach the writhing Leon.

She looked ready to land more blows.

He’d anticipated this might happen, but if she actually killed him, it’d be a disaster.

“I know,” Gray said calmly.

“I won’t kill him. Just gonna hit him a bit more.”

“…What?”

“Just as many times as he hit you.”

“—If he ends up with lasting injuries, the Grimwaldt County will make a fuss.”

“If they do, they’re next.”

“…”

“Just let them try.”

What a powerhouse.

He might actually fall for her at this rate.

◆

[System Message]

▶ Trait ‘Hero’s Companion’ activated.  

▶ Parts of the ‘Rehabilitation List’ have been updated!

[ ★ Misanthropy 95% → 80% ]  

[ ★ Jealousy 10% → 0% ]  


[ ★ Trust 70% → 90% ]

▶ Rewards have been granted!  

▶ Check the Trait Tab for details!  

▶ You’ve kept the ‘Jealousy’ trait low.  

▶ The trait has evolved into ‘Possessiveness’!
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Beating up a noble in the Empire was, by any measure, a serious offense.

In that sense, Carlyle’s entanglement with Leon Grimwaldt had the potential to spiral into a major incident.

Shouldn’t we take some precautions?

That thought like that might’ve crossed his mind.

To root out the seeds of Hell’s corruption spreading through the Cradle, he needed to maintain his freedom of movement. Attracting attention was the last thing he wanted.

He might’ve kept thinking that way—if Gray hadn’t scoffed and dismissed it.

“Don’t worry about it.”

“Huh?”

“Just grab me a mana communicator.”

“…?”

Handing her a device resembling a modern phone, Gray briefly explained the situation to Lionel.

The Chasefield Archduke was livid—far more than Carlyle had expected.

He was outraged that someone dared to flirt with his precious daughter and doubly furious that they’d picked a fight with the young man he’d brought into the family in such a deplorable way.

His letter to the Grimwaldt County must’ve reflected that fury.

True to Lionel’s character, it was written in refined, courteous, and diplomatic prose, but its essence could be summed up as:

“Stay quiet if you don’t want to die.”

The Grimwaldt County wisely chose not to provoke the archduchy.

A sensible decision.

They had no intention of waging war over an incident caused by a low-ranking heir.

Thus, Carlyle’s Academy life didn’t derail from the start. Thankfully.

…Though the sight of him diligently massaging Gray after her sword practice was a bit pitiful.

Am I being gaslit here?

Being overworked by Gray had become almost routine at this point.

Still, he’d chalk it up as payment for her covering for him with the county.

“My lady, should I knead harder?”

“Yeah.”

As he massaged her legs with full effort, Gray’s hand sliced down onto his head.

A bizarre groan escaped Carlyle’s lips with a thwack.

“Too hard.”

“…”

Still as demanding as ever, but at least her hand hadn’t crushed his skull. He’d take that as a win.

Overall, her attitude toward him had softened slightly.

That ‘possessiveness’ thing was a bit startling…

The word itself was intense. Possessiveness.

A desire not to let someone else take what’s yours.

Whether that meant as a friend or a valued tool, he wasn’t sure.

[Good’s good, right?]

…Let’s call it good?

As long as it didn’t come with excessive restrictions, it was fine. Building a bond with Gray would surely help in rehabilitating her.

Of course—

“What’re you doing tomorrow?”

Questions like that never failed to make him tense.

How to put it?

Until now, she’d never cared about his schedule, always prioritizing her own agenda.

Her intentions were unclear, making it hard to respond.

“I’m meeting with Lady Anastasia, my mentor, to pick classes. It was supposed to happen on the first day, but things got delayed.”

Gray’s face scrunched up instantly.

The look was enough to make his knees buckle. Had he said something wrong?

Maybe she still resented him hanging out with Elena.

But then her expression slowly relaxed, and she let out a breath.

“Fine.”

“…?”

What was that?

What mental gymnastics had she just gone through?

[She was measuring her standing.]

Measuring what?

[That someone like Anastasia could try to take what she’s claimed, but she could easily crush her and take it back.]

…

[If you’d said you were meeting Felix, her reaction would’ve been different.]

Poor Elena.

What kind of treatment was she getting in Gray’s head…?

“So, classes start for real tomorrow?”

“Yes, my lady.”

“Do well.”

“Thanks for the support.”

“Burn it into your brain. You know what happens if you don’t.”

“…I’ll stake my life to avoid getting my neck twisted.”

Gray nodded, satisfied.

…Her standards were still absurdly high.

Sighing, Carlyle left her room and returned to his quarters.

“By the way, Hero.”

[Yeah?]

“I’ve got a lot piled up. Might be time to cash in.”

He glanced at the status window floating before him.

Through various incidents, he’d accumulated quite a few “rewards.”

Roughly, what I can use now is…

Four abilities to copy.

And one “command” to use on Gray.

He wasn’t sure how binding the command was, but it could wait.


[Save that one. You’ll need it later.]

“Got a hunch about something?”

[I don’t like how you’re always doing nice things for me, but yeah, there’s an event where it’ll come in handy.]

“What?”

[It’s about my dignity. Let’s move on.]

Dignity?

Dignity?

“…Another embarrassing moment of yours?”

[…Just shut up when I tell you to.]

Her sharp tone suggested he’d hit the mark.

Probably another mortifying memory.

Carlyle chuckled and changed the subject.

“I’ll hear about that when the time comes. What about the abilities?”

[Close combat… we’ve already optimized for efficiency. Better to branch out.]

“Branch out?”

[Magic, miracles, shamanism, martial arts—pick one. Anything’s possible. What can’t the Hero do?]

“Hero, you’re getting cocky.”

[…]

“Didn’t we agree you’d stop basking in your own glory?”

[…We did.]

Carlyle grinned at her sheepish response.

Still, he agreed with her point.

She really could do anything.

But even so—

“There’s got to be a better path than just me growing stronger.”

If he was going to act, he’d maximize benefits across multiple fronts.

He saw two main directions.

“First is helping my lady grow.”

[…My growth? Why bother with that?]

She’d grow fine on her own, was the unspoken question.

Carlyle shook his head.

“Because she’s the source of my power.”

His abilities came from the Gray of this timeline.

To follow the roadmap laid out by the Gray in the holy sword, he needed to nurture the current Gray’s growth as well.

“Paradoxically, for me to grow quickly, she needs to grow too.”

The direction was already set.

If he could pass on the sword’s knowledge in some way, she’d absorb it and thrive. Her foundation was already solid.

And there was something else he could do alongside that.

“We need to take care of important people too.”

Even the near-divine Hero couldn’t face all the demon archdukes alone.

Three of them had to be handled by the remaining human powerhouses, excluding the Hero.

That’s what Carlyle was referring to.

“With your abilities and knowledge, we can nurture them too.”

[…]

The sword fell silent.

Carlyle gave a wry smile, looking down at it.

He could guess what she was thinking.

“Hero.”

[Yeah.]

“It’s okay. We can change things this time.”

This time, they wouldn’t fail.

They’d avoid the horrific outcomes of the past.

“I’ll be with you. Don’t worry too much.”

[…]

“Let’s save them together. Those people.”

[…Thanks.]

Her voice was calm but heavy.

Carlyle yawned, adding one more line.

“So you don’t end up bawling like last time, right?”

[…]

“Hearing your voice, I bet you’re about to cry again.”

[…]

A string of crude curses muttered from the sword.

But, well—

The mood hadn’t soured, so it was fine.

[So, which key figure are you starting with? You can’t handle all of them at once.]

“No need to look far.”

There was one right nearby.

A “key figure” close at hand.

“Shall we go raise a grand mage?”

It was time to meet a member of the Hero’s party.

***

Vespa Luciana.

Gray Chasefield’s loyal personal attendant.

Currently, in a very bad mood.

…Is my lady okay?

Lying in bed, staring blankly at the ceiling, Vespa mulled over the thought.

Normally, she’d be swamped catering to Gray’s whims, but lately, she’d had more free time.

Probably because Gray had been delegating tasks to someone else.

It’s all because of that man!

Carlyle Belfast. The man the patriarch suddenly brought into the family.

She didn’t know how he’d caught the patriarch’s eye, but he’d quickly grown close to her lady, stealing her duties one by one.

…Jerk! Idiot! Womanizer!

Vespa muttered, flailing her limbs.

Born with a gentle heart incapable of truly harsh words, that was the extent of her insults…

If Carlyle had heard, he might’ve clicked his tongue, thinking her soft nature was why she’d stayed by Gray’s side so long.

My lady used to need me the most…

She and Gray had been together since they were very young. After Gray outgrew infancy, Vespa had been her dedicated caretaker.

She was so cute back then…

Vespa’s face softened into a dreamy smile.

She recalled tiny Gray toddling over, giggling on her lap.

The memory of her small hand clutching Vespa’s, refusing to let go.

That’s when it started—her resolve to care for her lady, no matter what.

Sure, Gray was going through a turbulent phase now, her personality a bit… off, but she was still her lady. Vespa would serve her to the end.

If Carlyle had heard, he’d probably have asked what kind of “turbulent phase” involved threatening to kill people, but that didn’t matter to Vespa.

Even Lionel, her father, thought she was hopelessly smitten, but that didn’t matter either.

My lady can’t fall for some bad man!

In that sense, Carlyle—who’d rapidly grown close to Gray—was practically the embodiment of evil to Vespa.

In her pure, innocent mind, she pictured Carlyle cackling maniacally. The wicked laughter of the Demon King Carlyle…

“Miss Vespa? Are you in there?”

The Demon King’s voice suddenly called from beyond the door.

Vespa jolted upright, startled.

“S-Sorry!”

“…Sorry for what?”

“I-I never thought you were a bad person, Carlyle!”

“…?”

“N-Not a womanizer, or someone toying with my lady, not at all…!”

“…?”


“No, I mean, I’m s-sorry!”

“…Can we talk for a moment?”

This woman.

She hadn’t changed a bit.

That thought swirled in Carlyle’s mind as he stood outside her door.
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“Carlyle.”

Beneath ragged breaths, Vespa barely managed to speak.

She called his name, but her gaze drifted aimlessly, as if she couldn’t even register him standing right in front of her.

It was understandable. Her body had been torn apart—upper half severed from lower—by a noble-grade demon.

Every organ had long ceased functioning.

The only reason she still clung to life was the immense mana she’d amassed as a grand mage.

Her body burned with mana, staving off inevitable death.

She was defying the absolute laws of mortality, substituting mana for every cellular function.

…Carlyle knew why she was performing such a miracle.

“Where… is my lady?”

She just wanted to see someone, even for a moment.

“Is she… coming? I want to see her… one last time—”

Carlyle bowed his head.

His throat tightened. He couldn’t bring himself to tell her the truth.

“…She’s on her way. She’s rushing over as fast as she can.”

A lie.

Gray had callously dismissed protecting “useless people” like Vespa, choosing instead to pursue more “important” battles.

Among those “useless” was Vespa, now in this horrific state.

The one person who’d unconditionally stood by Gray her entire life.

“Are you… hurt too, Carlyle?”

Vespa reached out, brushing her hand across his cheek.

Her trembling fingers traced his bloodied, battered face.

—Even in this state, she was worrying about someone else.

“…There was a fight on the way.”

No, that wasn’t it.

Carlyle had begged Gray, clinging to her, insisting that without her support, Vespa and the civilians in this area would be wiped out.

Gray had kicked him away with her boot and charged into battle. This was the result of her actions.

Gray had declared protecting others was someone else’s job—she was off to fight the demon leaders.

From a broader perspective, it wasn’t a wrong decision. The more demons the Hero killed, the closer the war came to victory. That was her purpose.

—But it meant Vespa would die for certain.

Even if it was the “right” choice, some things shouldn’t be done.

There were things a human shouldn’t turn their back on.

Especially her. Not just the Hero, but Gray Chasefield, the human.

She shouldn’t abandon Vespa. That was basic decency.

That’s why he’d tried to stop her.

And this was the result of his failure.

“…I see…”

“Just hold on a little longer, Vespa. The clerics are coming too.”

“I… kept holding on… to see my lady… one last time…”

Her wheezing voice grew fainter.

“I think… this is my limit—”

The faint spark of life in the eyes of the grand mage, one of humanity’s strongest, faded.

“Carlyle.”

“—Yes.”

“Was it… worth it? Serving my lady?”

“—”

“Will she… remember me?”

Carlyle gritted his teeth so hard his gums bled, blood trickling from his lips.

He swallowed his expression. Swallowed his emotions.

There was only one thing to say here.

“Yes.”

He forced a bright smile.

“To Gray Chasefield, you were an irreplaceable person.”

A white lie.

“She’ll definitely remember you.”

He refused to negate her life.

He turned away from the truth.

A faint smile spread across Vespa’s face.

“Please… take care of her.”

As if that was enough.

“She’s… a lonely person… She’ll need a friend…”

Even her final words were for Gray.

“Stay by her side… at least you, Carlyle…”

That memory lingered with him.

***

“…Carlyle? Carlyle?”

The hellish vision behind his eyelids vanished in an instant.

Carlyle snapped back to reality, looking ahead.

“Are you… tired?”

Vespa, Gray’s personal attendant, was fidgeting nervously, watching him.

His blank stare must’ve prompted her reaction.

“—No, it’s nothing.”

He gave a small laugh, and she visibly relaxed.

“You called me over and then just zoned out! I was worried, how rude!”

“Sorry.”

“…No, if you apologize so seriously, I feel bad…”

She floundered again.

Even after a justified apology, she acted like she’d done something wrong.

[…]


The holy sword was quieter than usual, watching her.

It was probably crushed by guilt.

Vespa was the source of her deepest regret, ever since she’d begun to rediscover her humanity.

“Well, anyway! Let’s go! You said we’re touring classes, right?”

“Are you sure this is okay? It was a sudden request last night.”

It was the first day of touring classes with Elena, and he’d asked Vespa to join as a “partner” just the previous evening.

She probably had her own schedule, yet she’d agreed without hesitation.

…Come to think of it.

She didn’t exactly like him, resenting him for “stealing” Gray’s attention.

Yet she reacted like this.

How someone this kind and timid managed to function in society was beyond him.

Good thing she’s got the talent to be a grand mage. Without it, she’d be in real trouble.

[…If you mess with Vespa, I’ll kill you myself.]

Would I?

He smirked inwardly, starting to walk.

[Why bother touring classes with her?]

Need to gauge her talent first.

Thanks to regressing earlier than usual, he didn’t know how much potential Vespa had at this point.

The Cradle’s basic classes should help assess her abilities.

She was just awakening her talent when we met originally…

After the Hell Invasion, she’d realized her aptitude for magic and trained for about three years.

…In that time, she became a grand mage, a title reserved for the continent’s elite.

Genius was the only word for it.

Given her potential, she’s probably not average even now, but we need to test it.

Once he determined her level, he’d guide her development.

He planned to copy four of the Hero’s magic-related skills to teach her.

As he mulled this over—

“…Hm?”

He locked eyes with Gray, coming from the opposite hallway.

Spotting Carlyle and Vespa, she strode over and stopped in front of them.

“Classes?”

“Yes, my lady.”

“Yes, my lady!”

Carlyle and Vespa answered in unison.

…Gray’s gaze fixed solely on Carlyle.

“After class, pick up my equipment again. I barely used it, and it’s already damaged.”

“I-I can do that, my lady!”

“…”

Gray’s eyes flicked to Vespa, then back to Carlyle.

“And get some new bath salts. The last ones were awful.”

“I-I can get those too—”

“…”

Again, her gaze shifted to Vespa, then back to Carlyle.

“Oh, and for tomorrow’s meal—”

Carlyle.

“And contact Father—”

Carlyle again.

Despite Vespa, a fellow attendant, standing right there, Gray only addressed him. Vespa might as well have been invisible.

As this went on, Vespa’s shoulders slumped lower.

Her distress was palpable—she wanted to be useful to her lady but was being ignored.

“—That’s all. Report to me when it’s done.”

It was because she was so desperate that she made the mistake.

“My lady! Is there anything I can—”

She reached out, placing a hand on Gray’s shoulder.

In an instant—

The holy sword flashed, its blade stopping just shy of Vespa’s throat.

Only Gray’s superhuman reflexes kept it from slicing through.

“…”

A trickle of red blood ran down Vespa’s neck where the blade grazed her skin.

She hadn’t even processed what happened before collapsing, her legs giving out.

“…”

For a moment, Gray’s eyes wavered. It wasn’t intentional—just instinct.

Her lips parted, as if she knew what she should say.

But—

“…Don’t touch me. Who do you think you are?”

As always, the worst possible words came out.

Carlyle watched with a wry smile.

People don’t change overnight.

If it had been him, she’d probably have apologized.

But her treatment of others still had a long way to go.

[…]

As the holy sword stayed silent, Gray turned and walked away.

Carlyle glanced at Vespa.

“Are you okay? That was too much from her.”

“She didn’t mean it.”

Despite the assault, Vespa defended her.

“…It’s my fault. I know she hates being touched—”

Her voice trembled with unshed tears.

Burying her face in her knees, she sobbed, “I just need to do better… to be useful to her—”

“…”

He’d seen this scene countless times in past regressions.

“If I try harder… she’ll notice me…”

No.

Carlyle knew the outcome.

It didn’t reach her.

No matter how much Vespa tried.

No matter how much unconditional love she poured into Gray.

The Hero’s gaze never turned to her.

Her sharpened arrogance crushed even the most basic human decency.

That future was set.

[…!]

He could feel the Gray inside the sword grinding her teeth.

Reliving her past mistakes was undoubtedly painful.

But—

It’s okay.

He calmed her.

[You…]

I told you. I won’t let it happen again.

Not this time.

He wouldn’t let that hellish scene repeat. He wouldn’t let them die.

…He wouldn’t let people suffer.

Not until his eyes were filled with dirt.

He’d said it before—this time was different.

That’s why he hadn’t stopped Gray’s reckless behavior.

He knew how to fix it.

“Vespa.”

Carlyle knelt before the sobbing woman.

“Don’t cry.”

“…Sniff… I must look pathetic…”

“No. Because I’m going to make you incredibly happy from now on.”

“…?”

Her teary eyes widened.

“Let’s make my lady someone who can’t live without you.”

“…”

“Shall we give her a real shake-up?”


Vespa stopped crying.

The sheer absurdity of his words was the reason.

[What kind of nonsense is that?]

…Was that really so weird?

[…]
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The first rule of dealing with Gray Chasefield:

Never, ever underestimate her.

Her worldview places everyone but herself beneath her feet.

Unless someone stands out in some remarkable way, her brain simply discards them—a mind-boggling structure.

…Come to think of it.

By that logic, shouldn’t Vespa, who rose to grand mage, have avoided being ignored?

She was capable of wiping out mountains with her magic, after all.

[…I was stronger by then.]

…

[Even a grand mage couldn’t last ten seconds against me. No reason to care much.]

Aha.

It wasn’t right, but Carlyle couldn’t deny the truth of it.

Still, flipping the perspective—

This was a golden opportunity. Gray hadn’t fully matured yet.

It was the perfect time to enact Carlyle’s “plan.”

“Um, so, Carlyle…”

Vespa stammered, opening her mouth.

Even after his detailed explanation, she seemed unsure if she’d grasped it.

“So, I need to… prove to my lady that I’m… capable?”

“Yes.”

“…And the best way is to fight her?”

“Yes.”

“…”

Honestly, it was strange to expect her to understand right away.

Vespa glanced at him, trying to gauge if this was some kind of joke.

But Carlyle’s eyes were deadly serious—clear and smiling, brimming with conviction.

…Is he insane?

Even Vespa, who couldn’t muster a harsh word, thought as much.

This wasn’t a prank.

How could a lifelong maid, versed only in housework, challenge the Hero?

“It sounds crazy, and I get that. It’s absurd. You’re a complete novice when it comes to fighting.”

Oh, good. At least he had some sense.

“But even so, you could survive a duel with my lady.”

…Or maybe not?

“What kind of nonsense is that?!”

“Well, shall we find out?”

She just didn’t know her own potential yet.

***

“—Magic class? With her?”

Elena, their guide, blinked at Carlyle and Vespa.

This wasn’t on the schedule, so she was clearly surprised by Carlyle’s sudden addition.

“Non-students can observe, can’t they?”

“…Well, but the professor might not like it…”

“Please, Senior Elena. You’re my only hope here. Isn’t there a way?”

“—Hmph, is that so?”

Elena’s lips twitched upward.

“Well, I guess I have no choice! I’ll convince the professor!”

“…”

Carlyle nodded.

…Easy.

[…Disgustingly easy.]

Her constant craving for validation made her an easy mark. He hadn’t expected it to work this well.

And she was efficient, too.

Whenever he’d asked her for favors—fetching items, finding people, gathering intel—she’d always delivered, despite her awkwardness.

Mostly, he’d relied on her to handle Gray’s demanding whims.

Procuring goods, locating individuals, digging up information…

For anything involving social networks, short of physical labor, she was unparalleled.

Suspiciously so.

Her “respected senior” status… isn’t she just everyone’s errand runner?

[…Can’t rule it out.]

Someone who caved so readily to flattery was bound to be popular anywhere.

…She seemed content with it, so he wasn’t about to call her out.

Besides, her personality was proving useful right now.

Case in point: Elena plopped a large glass orb into Vespa’s arms.

“Here, use this!”

Vespa tilted her head.

“What’s this…?”

“It’s for the beginner class, to measure your aptitude. Just place your hands on it and focus!”

Oh, that thing.

The classic trope: a prodigy places their hands on it, and their overwhelming mana shatters it instantly.

Then everyone gapes, muttering, “Is it broken…?” like clockwork.

Will Vespa trigger a scene like that?

[Something similar’s bound to happen. Even at this early stage, she’s grand mage material. Her talent’s undeniable.]

Let’s give her a nudge, then.

Carlyle slipped behind Vespa, who was still puzzling over the orb.

He closed his eyes and focused.

One thing he knew for sure:

The Hero’s talents weren’t limited to one field. Her boasts of being all-powerful were no exaggeration.

[Skill Info]


◆ Mana Sensitivity

◆ Mana Absorption

◆ Mana Condensation

◆ Mana Transfer

All skills for manipulating mana, the foundation of magic.

They let you sense mana, absorb it into your body, condense it for efficiency, and—the key—transfer it.

Carlyle’s plan was simple: channel mana gathered through Gray’s skills into Vespa’s body.

“…”

Closing his eyes, he felt a strange sensation, like a new organ forming in his body, as the “flow of power” around him became palpable.

Mana Sensitivity, the basis of magic.

…I heard it takes years just to sense this.

Yet here he was, feeling and manipulating it instantly with four copied skills.

Apparently, this was the result of Gray dabbling in magic as a “hobby” for a few months.

It was staggering to witness.

Hero.

[Yeah.]

How could you have this kind of talent and never think to help others?

[…Stop digging. I know I screwed up.]

Well, as long as she was reflecting.

Carlyle smirked and began channeling mana into Vespa.

He drew it from the surroundings, condensed it in his body, and transferred it to her.

Given her talent, this alone should trigger something big.

Right now, Vespa was oblivious to her overflowing potential. She’d never had the chance to explore it.

Even in the pre-regression world, her discovery of magic was pure chance—she’d stumbled upon it while passing by mages.

This time, Carlyle would be that chance.

Let’s see what happens…

At the very least, she’d probably crack the orb. He chuckled at the thought.

But—

What followed was far beyond that.

“Huh?”

With that small sound—

…Crack.

A fracture splintered across the glass orb in Vespa’s hands.

“C-Carlyle, this is—”

And then—

…!!!!!!!

A vortex erupted, centered on the orb.

Like a black hole had spontaneously formed in midair.

“What’s happening?!”

“Eeeek—!”

Chaos ensued.

The orb Vespa held began drawing in others—those held by students channeling mana—like magnets.

Orbs sliced through the air, clattering onto hers, clustering as if forming a colony.

“C-Carlyle?! What’s going on?!”

“Wait, just calm down—”

Before he could finish—

A crash echoed, like a building collapsing.

“What’s that?! Are we under attack?”

“The storage—the storage—!”

In the distance, more orbs floated into the air.

…And all of them hurtled toward Vespa’s orb, sticking to it.

“…”

What the hell?

[…Talent.]

…What?

[Those orbs are mana stones that react to a user’s mana. They lack will, but their “affinity” depends on the user’s capacity.]

If the user’s mana was repellent, they’d emit a stinging current. If the user’s capacity was high, they’d respond warmly, like a living creature.

In that sense—

This phenomenon meant every nearby mana stone had reacted to Vespa’s unconscious mana.

Her mana’s nature was… uniquely welcoming.

[Mana’s said to be the will of the natural world. In that sense…]

Gray paused, as if stunned by her own words.

[This isn’t just genius.]

It was the level of being loved by the world.

…So—

A person who’d just barely absorbed mana, releasing it slightly—

Had caused every mana stone in the vicinity to respond.

Like they’d reunited with long-lost family.

“C-Carlyle…”

Vespa’s voice mumbled from beneath a pile of orbs, where she was buried.

“D-Did I do something wrong…? W-Who do I apologize to—”

“…”

Apologize to yourself.

To think you were a maid with this kind of talent?

Hero.

[Yeah.]

Isn’t this stronger than before the regression?

A silence from the sword admitted it couldn’t deny it.

[She probably awakened too late before. Her younger body might be more efficient now.]

A new realization:

The earlier you encounter a field of study, the better.

◆

[System Message]

▶ Vespa Luciana’s talent has awakened!  


▶ Vespa Luciana has been added to the ‘Mentee’ list.  

▶ Change her future!  

▶ Trait: ‘First Love of the Grand Mage’ unlocked!  

▶ Related quests have been generated!  

▶ Develop the trait to earn rewards!  
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The term “transmigrator privilege” remained a double-edged sword for Carlyle.

It was his most powerful tool for influencing this harsh world, but it occasionally landed him in deeply uncomfortable situations.

The window floating before him was proof of that.

[Specialty Info]

◆ First Love of the Grand Mage

You are the one who paved the path for the grand mage ‘Vespa Luciana.’

You’re set to alter the future of someone destined for misery.

Give the grand mage a new ending!

▶ A ‘Mentee List’ is provided.  

▶ Rewards are granted as the listed attributes develop!

[ Confidence 0% ]  

[ Self-Esteem 0% ]  

[ Honesty 0% ]  

[ Magical Aptitude 5% ]  

.  

.  

.

“…”

What is this?

It felt like he’d become a therapist.

This is called ‘mentorship,’ but…

Despite the skill’s ominous name, its tasks were wholesome.

It was just about helping people overcome their personal struggles.

…I don’t have a problem with that.

Helping was fine. No issue there.

Seeing people he’d known in past regressions find happiness was something he wanted.

But that was exactly why it was problematic.

“…”

Carlyle stared blankly at the system window.

The words in the trait description gnawed at him.

First Love of the Grand Mage.

First love.

As if helping Vespa would inevitably make her fall for him.

[What’s the issue? Isn’t it good if someone develops feelings for you?]

“…I don’t want to toy with people’s hearts.”

How to put it?

He had no intention of abandoning Vespa, for practical or emotional reasons. That wasn’t an option.

But was it right to accept this as a consequence?

She had her own feelings, didn’t she?

The holy sword snorted at his words.

[Nonsense.]

“Huh?”

[Are you approaching Vespa to use her? Are you manipulating her with ulterior motives?]

“…No?”

[Exactly. You’re helping her sincerely, aren’t you? She’ll feel that and develop affection for you. That’s all.]

“…”

Carlyle blinked dumbly.

[Don’t feel guilty. What’s wrong with liking someone who treats you well? If you’re going to think like that, you shouldn’t have been kind in the first place.]

“That’s… true, I guess.”

[Just don’t get distracted. Keep your thoughts straight.]

“Huh?”

[Her feelings for you don’t mean you’re obligated to reciprocate. Just think about how you’ll handle it.]

“Oh.”

[Do what feels right. If you don’t want to accept her feelings, don’t. If you do, then do.]

Oh.

Wait.

[You’re a good person, Carlyle Belfast. What’s so strange about good people earning affection?]

“…”

[Don’t stress over something you’re not responsible for. It’s frustrating.]

“…”

[…Why’d you go quiet?]

“…”

[…]

An awkward silence passed.

“…Hero.”

[Yeah.]

“Did you just compliment me?”

Was it praise? It came with comfort and advice, too.

Carlyle was thrown off. He hadn’t expected her, of all people, to say this.

[You were being frustrating, that’s all.]

He gave a faint smile at her curt reply.

“…Thanks.”

[…It’s nothing.]

“Yeah, it’s really nothing. Relationship advice from you of all people.”

[Go die. Painfully.]

“No, no, it’s still precious praise from the Hero. I’ll cherish it.”

[…]

“Wow, you’ve grown so much. Calling me a good person? Comforting me with empty words? Your social skills have leveled up.”

As he teased her slyly, the sound of grinding teeth echoed from the sword.


[…Idiot, moron, clueless trash…]

“…”

He didn’t know why she was spewing such venom, but—

Whatever.

“Looks like things are going smoothly.”

Thanks to that massive incident, Vespa had been granted special permission to attend classes despite not being a student.

The magic department, always desperate for talent due to its steep learning curve, would’ve kidnapped her if they could. Professors and researchers must be clamoring to nurture her.

The professor assigned to her was probably teaching her with unbridled glee.

Let’s see…

Carlyle scanned a report on his desk.

It was a document from Elena, detailing Vespa’s progress in magic classes, written by the professor himself.

…How’d she even get this?

Weren’t these supposed to be professor-only?

Was she that capable?

He’d have to reward her next time they met.

The report was riddled with academic jargon he couldn’t parse, but its message was clear.

“Nothing left to teach her, huh?”

[…In a few days?]

“A few days.”

It was a beginner class, sure, but curriculums are typically designed for at least a semester.

She’d mastered months’ worth of material in days.

Apparently, she could already cast basic spells.

[She seemed in good spirits too. Looked like she was enjoying magic.]

“Yeah, well.”

People enjoy what they’re good at.

Her personality wasn’t competitive, but Carlyle’s advice—“Master magic, and my lady will notice you”—had spurred her to dive in earnestly.

…Since her own methods had failed, she was willing to trust his, at least.

[Aren’t you attending classes?]

“…Now that you mention it.”

Oddly enough—

Between keeping tabs on Vespa and Gray, Carlyle hadn’t attended a single class himself, yet no one had reprimanded him.

He’d gotten an earful from Professor Siona recently, though.

-Carlyle, you’re excused from classes for now.  

-…Why?  

-The dean will explain soon. He has a task only you can handle.  

-…

…Honestly, it felt ominous.

He had no guesses about what a dean he’d never met was plotting for him.

“Ugh…”

Carlyle scratched his chin.

Well, good was good.

No point fretting over the unknown. For now, he’d be grateful things were peaceful.

“If only it could stay this calm.”

◆

A few days later—

Carlyle recalled an old adage.

Words become seeds, don’t they?

This mess proved it, erupting so soon after.

He gave an awkward smile, scanning his surroundings.

Vespa stood frozen stiff, while Gray was visibly furious.

The trigger was trivial.

Carlyle had come to check on Vespa’s magic classes, and Gray, needing him for errands, had sought him out herself.

Two problems arose:

She was irked that she had to come find him for her tasks.

And—

[System Message]

▶ The Hero’s ‘Possessiveness’ intensifies.  

▶ The target’s mood sours!

Her time with Carlyle, meant solely for her, was being shared with someone else.

…I’m not allowed to spend time with others?

[She’s sulking.]

Sulking?

[She always wants to be your top priority. Haven’t you been neglecting her lately with Vespa?]

I’ve been diligent!

[Still doesn’t sit right with her. She just hates you being with someone else.]

…

[I told you. It’s sulking. Don’t look for logic.]

So, their Hero—

Was she secretly a clingy, obsessive type?

That was a new discovery.

“—What are you playing at?”

Gray’s tone cut through his musings, dripping with displeasure.

“You made me waste my time coming to find you. Is this a game?”

She hadn’t snapped at him recently, but her voice now carried the same ferocity as their first meeting.

Carlyle glanced at Vespa.

She was fidgeting anxiously.

She wasn’t stupid. She knew Gray’s harsher-than-usual attitude was because of her.

…It must sting.

For someone who’d devoted her life to serving Gray, seeing her lady angry over the fear of losing someone “more important” to Vespa was crushing.

“Um, m-my lady, I kept Carlyle here because—”

Even then, she tried to shield him, forcing words out.

“You think it’s acceptable to neglect me because you’re wasting time on that?”

Gray’s icy retort cut her off.

Vespa’s lips sealed shut. Tears welled in her eyes.

Her face strained to hide the wound in her heart.

She was putting Gray first, as always, convincing herself there was a reason for her lady’s words.

It was a look Carlyle had seen countless times before the regression.

He knew exactly what lay at the end of that path.

“…”

Carlyle let out a deep sigh inwardly.

He quickly calculated. Was his “plan” feasible?

It’ll work, right?

[It’ll work.]

Then there was no reason to hold back.

“For starters—”

It was a bit earlier than planned, but he couldn’t stand by any longer.

Bad habits needed fixing.

“This is Vespa Luciana, my lady. Not ‘that’ or ‘it.’”

Gray’s eyes widened.

She’d probably expected his usual apology.

“You should remember her name. She’s served you for so long. You can’t call people like that.”

Gray’s expression turned colder.

“…You’re supposed to be on my side.”

So take my side.

Agree with everything I say.

Don’t side with someone trying to take what’s mine.

That’s what she meant.

“Yes. I’m on your side.”

“Then—”

“That’s why I’ll stop you when you’re wrong.”

Gray’s brows twisted.

“…What?”

Her voice was more bewildered than angry.

No one had ever dared speak to her—the Hero—so boldly.


But—

Wrong was wrong.

“Apologize to Vespa, my lady.”

“…”

Vespa’s jaw dropped.



 
  Chapter 22: Discipline (2)





“…No way.”

That was the first thing she said.

Gray glared at Carlyle, her blue eyes blazing with intensity.

She was clearly furious at his words. The pressure radiating from her was nearly as overwhelming as when she entered battle.

This was the Hero’s aura. Just facing it strained the body. Vespa, standing nearby, was on the verge of collapsing from it alone.

“Why should I apologize?”

But beneath that intimidating presence—

[…She’s being stubborn.]

Yeah.

—was a child throwing a tantrum, unwilling to admit defeat.

This feels kinda nostalgic.

[What do you mean?]

You used to act like this when I outtalked you.

[…Shut up.]

Whenever Gray tried something outrageous and Carlyle calmly reasoned her down, this was her reaction.

In that sense, she wasn’t the absolute worst. As he’d proven by reforming her once before—

Her tantrum over “losing” showed she knew, deep down, she was wrong.

[If it’s the same, it’s simple.]

The holy sword said brusquely.

[Do what you did with me first.]

The first critical step in reforming the Hero:

Teaching her not to dismiss others carelessly.

Showing her that doing so could backfire.

“Why should I apologize to some nobody like that? No way!”

So, here—

“Vespa isn’t a nobody.”

Carlyle stood firm, locking eyes with Gray.

This wasn’t a moment to back down.

“…What?”

“I’m confident I can prove it. What’ll it be?”

He could even push a little harder.

◆

[System Message]

▶ Quest: ‘Discipline’ has begun.  

▶ Reward: Significant reduction in target ‘Gray’s’ ‘Arrogance’ stat.  

▶ Reward: Unlocks a new ability for target ‘Vespa.’  

▶ Hidden rewards may be available based on quest outcome!

◆

“…How did it come to this?”

Vespa muttered, her pupils trembling rapidly.

A lifelong maid, she’d never set foot in a sparring arena, let alone faced the Hero across from her.

“Well, didn’t I say fighting her once would be good?”

“B-But I’ve never fought anyone before…!”

“Vespa.”

“I-I just started learning magic, and I’ve only grasped the basics…!”

“Vespa. Calm down.”

Carlyle gripped her shoulders, steadying her frantic rambling.

“Do you know why magic has such a steep learning curve?”

“W-What do you mean…?”

She blinked blankly at his sudden question.

“They say magic is the art of borrowing the world’s will to ‘convey your intent.’”

“Uh, that’s… different from what the professors said? They used complex equations…”

“That’s enough for you.”

“…Huh?”

“For you, that’ll do. Trust me.”

Because—

-…Mmm, magic feels like that, doesn’t it?

This came straight from Vespa herself in a past regression.

She’d explained that magic was like conversing with the laws of the world, “requesting” what you wanted.

Mana’s nature, sensing it—all were steps to facilitate that dialogue.

In that sense, Vespa’s “mastering the basics” meant she’d met the minimum conditions to do so.

And if Carlyle’s hunch was right—

That’s enough.

Certified by the Hero, Vespa’s talent was at the level of being loved by the world.

How likely was it that the world would refuse a request from someone it adored?

So—

“Just once.”

One perfect attempt would suffice.

It’d get through to Gray.

“Just convey what you want to say clearly.”

“…Huh?”

“Put all the words you’ve held back for my lady into your magic.”

“…”

Vespa blinked, dazed.

“And.”

This was something he’d wanted to say even before the regression.

“Vespa, I can’t do everything for you.”

“…W-What…?”

“If you want something, you have to seize it yourself.”


“…”

“You can’t enjoy being treated like that by my lady. But not speaking up is your fault too.”

Thinking of her “mentorship” traits—

Zero confidence. Zero self-esteem. Zero honesty.

Despite her kind heart, she’d never protested or demanded fair treatment for the wrongs done to her.

That wasn’t something Carlyle could fix for her. She had to stand up for herself.

“If you don’t value yourself, how can others value you?”

“…”

“Whether it’s complaints or requests, anything—use this chance to let it all out.”

But—

What he could do was give her the opportunity to say what she wanted.

And this was a chance she wouldn’t get again.

In past regressions, the rift between them had grown too deep, calcified beyond repair.

Vespa’s lips pressed shut.

Her eyes widened.

“…I’ve never thought about it like that.”

Instead of replying, Carlyle gave a faint smile and gripped the holy sword.

He turned, facing Gray across the arena.

“Done with your strategy meeting?”

Her reply was calm.

“You’re the one who wanted this. I didn’t ask for a fight. Ready?”

“Yes. So I won’t mind if I get hurt.”

Gray’s expression darkened.

She might be impulsive, arrogant, and immature—

But she never took her role as Hero lightly, especially in combat.

She wouldn’t go easy on someone who challenged her first.

“Simple.”

She slung her sword behind her back, equipping it.

“I’ll use one hand.”

She raised a single hand.

“Impress me, if you can.”

“…”

…She wasn’t just dismissing the possibility of losing—she didn’t even think a fight was possible.

But she wasn’t wrong.

She was the holy sword’s master. She’d be more worried about accidentally killing them.

“Ready?”

What followed proved she meant every word.

In the blink of an eye, Gray was in front of him, her fist flying.

The speed was insane, as if only the start and end of the motion existed.

“?!”

Before he could activate his foresight, Carlyle instinctively raised the holy sword to block her punch.

The clash produced a sonic boom, a deafening explosion tearing at his ears.

And—

Oh, my arm’s broken.

As he thought this calmly, the sword let out an exasperated voice.

[…Why are you so casual about that? Doesn’t it hurt?]

If there was a pain tolerance world championship, I’d be a top contender.

Mostly because of you.

With that thought, Carlyle stepped back.

Gray had clearly held back. In a real fight, he’d be dead.

Her follow-up punches felt restrained, confirming it.

“…Not fighting back?”

“How could I raise a hand against my lady?”

“That won’t make me go easy.”

“I wasn’t asking you to.”

Though she was already going easy, despite her words.

Even so, it was brutal.

A demigod was unleashing violence on a human. No matter how well he defended, the pain was excruciating.

Oh, rib’s broken—

[Stop thinking and defend properly!]

I’m trying?

The sword’s angry voice rang out, but this was his best.

Even blocking well, things broke.

The sword he held was forged from meteoric iron—a national treasure.

Yet she was smacking it barehanded, and despite his precise, perfectly timed blocks, his body was being wrecked.

She wasn’t even using a fraction of her power, and he was in this state.

“Then what’s your plan? You started this fight and have nothing?”

Gray’s disappointed tone was predictable.

She couldn’t fathom what he was banking on.

“How could I beat you, my lady?”

“…Are you messing with me?”

“But—”

Carlyle smirked.

“I never said I’d beat you.”

He was here to be a punching bag. He knew that coming in.

The one to land a blow on Gray was someone else entirely.

As soon as he said it—

“M-My lady—”

A voice rang out.

Gray flinched.

As expected of humanity’s strongest.

She’d instantly sensed the “anomaly” in that voice.

“—Hitting others is something you shouldn’t do!”

With those words—

“…Holy crap.”

Even Carlyle couldn’t help muttering as something terrifying—

Slammed into Gray like a meteor.

***

[System Message]

▶ Target ‘Vespa’ has unlocked ‘Unique Ability: Word of Power’ due to your influence.  

▶ Unique abilities are skills exclusive to the target worldwide.  

▶ Unlocked far earlier than scheduled. The future has been altered!  


▶ Additional rewards granted for altering the future.  

▶ ‘Submission’ stat added to target Vespa.  

▶ The target believes everything you say is correct.  

▶ The target will follow anything you say!

[ ♥ Submission 0% → 5% ]
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Carlyle was getting pummeled right in front of her.

Even in the surreal haze of her first-ever experience in such a situation, Vespa was acutely aware of that fact.

…I have to do something.

That was her first thought.

But what?

She’d never dealt with anything this rough before. The booming clashes between Carlyle and Gray made her flinch with every strike.

What could she possibly do—

-Just convey what you want to say clearly.  

-If you don’t value yourself, how can others value you?  

-Whether it’s complaints or requests, anything—use this chance to let it all out.

“…”

Carlyle’s earlier words flashed through her chaotic mind.

Carlyle…

He always seemed to know things in advance, preparing with uncanny precision.

He’d recognized her latent magical talent, which she hadn’t even known about, and actively guided her through the Academy.

He’d even stood up to Gray for her sake.

So—

She’d trust him.

The words she wanted to say.

What she’d always wanted to tell Gray.

She gathered the first thing that came to mind.

“…Please put used items back where they belong.”

Cleaning up Gray’s constant messes was always the servants’ job.

Carlyle might’ve chuckled at the simplicity of her wish, but its effect was dramatic.

“Huh?”

Vespa let out a dazed sound, staring at the blue mist forming before her.

What?

Something had appeared out of nowhere.

To mages, it would’ve been a scream-worthy phenomenon.

The first step of magic—Consecration—had just been completed with that alone.

The world’s will—mana—had prepared to heed her words.

“…”

What was this?

Something was happening.

But if it was happening, that meant she should keep going, right?

Vespa stammered on.

“…My name isn’t ‘that,’ ‘it,’ ‘lowly,’ ‘trash,’ or ‘nothing.’ My name is Vespa Luciana. I’d like you to call me by my name.”

The blue mist began sharpening into a more defined form.

The second step of magic—Vow.

Her wishes were being imbued into the mana.

“Sometimes, serving you is hard, my lady. I want to hear a ‘thank you.’”

The mist took on a more concrete shape.

She didn’t want to harm anyone, but her “resentment” was clearly embedded.

It formed a round, orb-like shape.

…Even her emotions manifested as small, cute orbs, reflecting her gentle nature.

Vespa squeezed her eyes shut, murmuring the rest.

“Other people don’t exist just for you, my lady.”

She didn’t fully grasp what she was saying, but one theme was clear.

She had grievances. She wasn’t a tool to be used at Gray’s whim.

She was human, too.

…So, she wanted to be seen.

“And—”

The decisive moment—

-Apologize to Vespa, my lady.

Seeing the person who’d stood up for her getting beaten—

Made her, unmistakably, angry.

“—Hitting others is something you shouldn’t do!”

As she shouted with her eyes shut, her heightened emotions seemed to resonate with the world itself, as if it were angry on her behalf.

The round orb in front of her shot forward like a meteor.

A blinding white trail seared her vision as it flew, and in that moment—

“?!”

Gray’s eyes widened as she drew the holy sword from her back.

The sword clashed with the orb, and a dazzling explosion swept the entire arena.

“Kyaaa?!”

Vespa, the one who’d launched it, yelped and crouched, clutching her head.

“M-My lady?! Are you okay?! W-What did I…!”

“…”

Vespa’s panicked cries rang out, but Gray stood frozen, staring blankly at her hand.

As if shocked by what had just happened.

That laughably simple attack Vespa had unleashed—

Had forced her to draw her weapon out of instinct.

The human she’d dismissed as “nothing”—

“Looks like I won the bet.”

Carlyle’s voice cut through.

“…”

There was no denying it.

◆

If you asked about Gray’s flaws, you could talk for days, but Carlyle could still say something positive: her principles were consistent.

She honored the results of bets she acknowledged, for one.


“…Sorry.”

Facing Vespa, Gray muttered curtly, eyes fixed on the ground.

It dripped with reluctance, but—

It was, undeniably, an apology.

Good effort.

For her, this was equivalent to groveling by normal standards.

Considering adult Gray once considered fighting rather than apologizing for a public blunder, it was remarkable.

“…N-No…”

Vespa fidgeted, more flustered than Gray.

She was happy, but the situation itself was awkward.

Can’t be helped.

Carlyle gave a wry smile inwardly.

It was the Hero, after all. He hadn’t expected one incident to fix everything.

Education was a slow, long-term process.

…Or so he thought.

“Last time, I scared you. When I swung my sword.”

But her next words—

“I meant to apologize then, but I was too startled.”

“…”

“…”

Not just Vespa, but even Carlyle, who’d demanded the apology, stared at her, dumbfounded.

What?

Who are you?

She could communicate this normally?

“…I heard what you said during the spar.”

Still glaring at the ground, Gray hesitated before continuing.

“I didn’t even think about it. Never considered you’d have complaints.”

“M-My lady, uh, um…”

Vespa’s eyes spun in circles.

Gray had never shown this level of humanity in all their time together.

“Of course, even if I’d known, I probably wouldn’t have cared.”

“…”

Phew, good.

She wasn’t completely out of character.

As Carlyle and Vespa sighed in odd relief, Gray let out a heavy breath.

“But… I learned something this time. Someone I ignored completely could surprise me. I might miss their worth.”

So—

Realizing that—

“…It made me think there might be other things I’m overlooking.”

Values hidden behind her wall of arrogance.

She didn’t know what they were yet.

But at least she was starting to think in that direction.

That’s why she was saying this.

“So, while I’m apologizing, let me say it. I’ll try not to miss those things going forward.”

As a start—

Human to human—

She’d listen.

“I’ll remember your name. Vespa Luciana.”

Vespa’s jaw dropped.

“…Thanks. For all your hard work.”

Carlyle’s jaw dropped too.

“My ladyyyyy!”

Vespa burst into tears, throwing her arms around Gray.

“Hey, what are you—my clothes, you’ll ruin them, get off—!”

…Gray recoiled in panic, pushing her away.

But, unlike before, she didn’t draw her sword.

That was, without a doubt—

A step forward.

◆

“Why so quiet again?”

That night, in his quarters, Carlyle spoke to the unusually silent holy sword.

[You.]

“Yes?”

[…If I’d met you sooner, could I have had a conversation like that with Vespa?]

“…”

[Could I have kept her from… dying like that?]

“I don’t know.”

He couldn’t say, since it hadn’t happened.

But one thing was certain.

“It’s in the past. We can’t change it.”

[…]

“As long as the people here and now are happy, that’s enough for me.”

The relationship between Gray and Vespa here had shifted.

Not completely, but the foundation for a better future was laid.

“One step at a time, doing what we can. No point regretting what we can’t change.”

[…True.]

“You get so sentimental sometimes, Hero.”

[Maybe it’s your emotions that are odd.]

“Huh?”

[You said you regressed multiple times. You must have regrets, like me.]

Even if they were past events.

Even if regression erased them.

Memories lingered. So did the emotions.

If she felt this way after one regression, how must Carlyle feel after so many?

There had to be scars etched deep into his soul, she was saying.

“…”

Carlyle fell silent for a moment, then gave a wry smile.

“I don’t have any.”

[Come on, there’s got to be—]

“I said I don’t.”

His calm tone made the sword falter, shutting up.

There was no change in his demeanor, but she sensed it instinctively.

This was his untouchable wound.

Something not to pry into.

[…Sorry. I shouldn’t have asked.]

“Hey, it’s fine.”

Carlyle replied in his usual teasing tone, chuckling with a yawn.

A new window floated before him.

[System Message]

▶ Quest: Discipline completed!  

▶ Trait ‘Companion of the Hero’ activated.  

▶ Part of the ‘Rehabilitation List’ updated!

[ ★ Arrogance 100% → 80% ]

▶ Rewards provided!  

▶ High progress in the Rehabilitation List.  

▶ Quest’s ‘Hidden Reward’ unlocked!

“Oh.”

Carlyle stroked his chin, eyeing the window.

The rewards were nice, but the last line stood out.

Come to think of it, the quest had mentioned a hidden reward.

The good outcome must’ve met its conditions.

What would it be? Hopefully something good.

[System Message]

▶ ‘Linked Quest’ generated.  

▶ Linked Quests are special quests tied to ‘Main Events.’  

▶ Relatively low difficulty, but clearing them greatly impacts Main Events!

…Nice.

From the description, it was hard to refuse.

He’d need to dig into what “Main Events” meant, but they likely referred to the most dangerous, grueling incidents.

Probably involving Hell or demons.

If it could significantly affect those, it was worth doing. You couldn’t be too prepared for that.

Carlyle nodded, waiting for the next window. He needed to see the Linked Quest’s details.

Since it was “relatively low difficulty,” it shouldn’t be too—


[Quest Info]

▶ Help the Hero ‘Gray Chasefield’ make an ‘Academy Friend’!  

▶ Friends [ 0/1 ]

“…What the fuck.”

Low difficulty, my ass.



 
  
    Chapter 24: Friend?





Life throws all kinds of hardships your way. Tough situations are par for the course.

But slapping a “low difficulty” label on something this grueling? That’s infuriating.

“No ideas.”

[…]

“I mean, just getting the Hero to sit in the same room as other people is a hurdle. How am I supposed to do this? It’s like dropping a wolf among sheep.”

[You…]

“What?”

[…Never mind.]

The holy sword’s voice sounded dejected.

It seemed to have something to say but struggled to spit it out. Carlyle was curious, but now wasn’t the time to dwell.

…Gotta try something.

The rewards were too tempting. They’d clearly be a huge help down the road.

No choice, then. He’d have to seek out someone who could assist with this.

The next day—

“Nooooooo!”

“…”

Elena’s near-screaming refusal left Carlyle speechless.

“…I haven’t even explained yet.”

“Anything else is fine, but I’m not getting involved with that monster! No way!”

“…”

Judging by her reaction, asking Elena to be Gray’s friend was a non-starter.

Just mentioning Gray’s name had her teary-eyed, trembling, practically having a fit.

Fair enough. That’s a normal response to someone who nearly killed you.

Time to pivot.

“Then you don’t have to deal with her directly. Can you just help me brainstorm ways to get her a friend?”

“Friends… uh… don’t they just happen?”

“…”

“I mean, it just kinda happened for me, so I don’t really know…”

Damn it.

She’s a social butterfly.

Empathetic to a fault, but clueless about people with abysmal social skills.

No, actually…

At first, he thought her stiff demeanor was like Gray’s—arrogant. But it was more a defense mechanism against being dismissed.

She’s easily swayed but fundamentally likable. Efficient, too.

It’d be weirder if she didn’t have friends.

“…”

Hmm.

Then there’s no one else to ask.

“How about we set up an opportunity?”

Elena tilted her head.

“Opportunity?”

“Something’s gotta happen if we make a move.”

Whether it flops or flies, action sparks change.

“Can you arrange a setting? Somewhere with something to lure her in?”

A few days later—

“…Will this be okay?”

“Don’t ask me. You’re the one who wanted this.”

“No, I mean, we didn’t have other options, so I went for it.”

Elena, standing beside him, forced a smile.

Her face smiled, but her eyes were dead.

Most people who knew Gray’s personality would react similarly to seeing her sitting among students.

The Cradle hosts plenty of bonding events to foster camaraderie among freshmen.

This picnic was one such event—a casual gathering with food, chatter, and fun.

…That’s how we lured her, actually.

The Cradle’s picnics are famous for their sweets.

Little-known fact: Gray Chasefield is a dessert junkie.

Even after the demon invasion ravaged the world, she’d shove any sweets she found straight into her mouth.

[How can you resist tasty stuff?]

…

[I don’t even think this is immaturity. If you baited me with sweets, I’d show up too.]

…

Sure, whatever.

Normally, this would be a great place to make friends, but the problem was Gray, sitting smack in the middle like a misplaced boulder.

“I don’t know anything, okay? If something goes wrong, it’s not on me. I said I’m not responsible!”

“You’re acting like she’s a walking bomb.”

“She’s not?”

“…Fair point.”

Carlyle couldn’t deny it, replying awkwardly.

But the lack of options was real.

She had to interact with people to make friends, right?

He didn’t know the quest’s exact “friend” criteria, but at minimum, some kind of rapport needed to form.

Even Carlyle couldn’t conjure emotions out of thin air. Gray had to open up herself.

Hmm.

That said—

“I’ll step away for a bit.”

“Huh? Why?”

Elena’s eyes screamed, Don’t leave me alone!

She clearly thought Gray causing trouble was a near-certainty.

“Yeah, I’m going to grab someone who can keep things in check.”


“…”

“If it gets bad, call me first.”

Like with Vespa, Gray’s personality had improved compared to before.

She wouldn’t cause a major incident in such a short time.

“…”

Probably.

***

Annoying.

Gray sat listlessly, thinking that.

Noisy, pointless chatter, everyone wearing fake smiles like they’re actually happy.

Most of them weren’t even genuine—just social masks.

“…”

Ignoring them, Gray grabbed sweets from the table, popping them into her mouth one after another.

Tasty.

Her expression softened slightly.

In the Cradle, she couldn’t do whatever she wanted.

Chances to eat good desserts were rare.

As she munched away, eyes from passersby latched onto her.

The famed Hero making a public appearance was a spectacle. Some even mustered the courage to approach.

“Uh, Hero, maybe—”

When Gray wordlessly met their gaze, they paled and scurried off.

“S-Sorry!”

Even at the continent’s top academy, few freshmen could withstand her presence.

Gray just smirked.

Gutless types weren’t worth her attention.

More importantly—

Anything else good?

Maybe something besides sweets was tasty.

Sampling the table’s food, her face soured instantly.

His was better.

Too sweet or too salty.

Carlyle’s cooking was at least edible.

Come to think of it, that’s weird.

He managed what even ducal chefs couldn’t.

As if he’d been catering to her for years, he hit her narrow taste preferences perfectly.

That’s why Carlyle was strange. Few people didn’t trigger her irritation like he did.

“Hero? You’re here?”

…Yeah, exactly.

Just because someone annoyed her didn’t mean crushing them was right.

“…”

Her fist twitched at the unfamiliar, friendly voice, but Gray exhaled deeply, suppressing it.

Carlyle would’ve been proud, seeing the fruits of his efforts to reform her.

The Hero, holding back? Unthinkable.

Before, interrupting her meal would’ve earned a punch.

“Second time meeting you directly, right?”

“…”

Her patience was tested further by what followed.

A man casually sat across from her without asking, earning a frigid stare.

“Who’re you?”

“Leon Grimbaltz.”

“Who’s that?”

“…”

The man blinked, thrown off.

“I’m the one you kicked before.”

“How’s that supposed to help me remember?”

It wasn’t like she’d kicked just one or two people.

“…”

Realizing who he was dealing with, the man froze again.

Regaining composure, he cleared his throat.

“…I had some trouble with that Carlyle guy.”

Oh.

Now she remembered.

The guy who beat up Carlyle. Then got a taste of her fist.

“…”

She didn’t want to talk, so why was he acting chummy?

Gray stared at him, her expression sour.

Misreading it, Leon flashed a polished smile and continued.

“There was a misunderstanding back then.”

“Misunderstanding?”

“Yes. I was rude.”

His voice was warm, his words flowing like a seasoned socialite. His confidence in approaching the Hero wasn’t unearned.

Gray’s face remained impassive.

…He’s barking up the wrong tree.

He’d misunderstood something.

From his words, he thought she’d hit him because he’d dared to vie for her affection.

She’d pummeled him for being rude to Carlyle, but he still seemed to think Carlyle was some unworthy nobody clinging to her side.

“…”

It pissed her off.

Hearing Carlyle badmouthed like this was grating.

“Compared to that unproven, insignificant man, I’m confident I can do far better.”

Her brows sharpened.

Carlyle would’ve raised the first red flag at this.

“So, what’s your point?”

Her voice low, Leon cleared his throat again.

“If you’ll allow, I’d like to serve you as atonement. I volunteer to be your attendant.”

A faint, incredulous smile curved her lips.

Carlyle would’ve felt a chill at this second warning sign.

“If you’re qualified, how are you better than him?”

“I’m confident I can outperform him in every way. I, Leon Grimbaltz, of the Grimbaltz Count family, will never disappoint you.”

“Better than him?”

“Frankly, I’m leagues above a guy like that.”

Leon spoke with smug certainty.

“He’s a commoner with no known backing, right? I don’t know why you keep him around, but I’ll make you forget him.”

Gray smiled coldly.

Carlyle, if present, would’ve felt ice slide down his spine.

He’d have known instinctively what was coming.

“Oh, really?”

The next moment—

Leon’s arm was torn off with a single punch.

Thud.

The severed limb hit the table with an unreal sound.

“…”

“…”

Silence fell.

Blood sprayed like a fountain from the stump.

“Argh, aaaaaaaaah!”

A bone-chilling scream erupted as blood painted the surroundings red.

Bystanders stared, stunned by the sudden violence.

“Aaaaaaaaah!”

People backed away, blood dripping as they retreated.

Gray, the cause of it all, watched with a bored expression.

Her mana barrier kept the spraying blood from touching her.

“He took multiple hits like that and kept standing. You can’t even handle this and think you can stay by my side?”

“Aaaaaaaah!”

“Know your place. I chose to keep him around, so why are you butting in?”

“Ugh, ha, aaaaaaah!”

“Ugh, noisy.”

Irritated, Gray drew her sword and rested it on the table.

The meteoric steel sword reacted strongly to holy magic.

As a versatile Hero, she could wield miracles.

Holy power flowed from her, through the sword, into Leon’s arm.

The wound sealed, the gushing blood stopped.

His screams faded, the pain seemingly gone.

She picked up the severed arm and dropped it onto Leon’s shoulder.

“Get it reattached at the infirmary. Don’t delay, or it’ll be permanent.”

“…”

Gasping, his face deathly pale, Leon stared at her.

His eyes brimmed with shock and fear.

Hers met his, empty.

Boredom and annoyance.

As if she’d just swatted a fly.

This violence meant nothing to her.

“My ladyyyyy!”

Carlyle’s horrified voice rang out from afar.

“What the hell did you do?!”

“He’s not dead.”

“…”

“You said not to do that. So I didn’t.”

Gray sipped her drink casually.

Her eyes lit up.

More excited by this than tearing off Leon’s arm.

“This is good. Get more.”

“…”

Confirming the terrified stares around her, Carlyle shut his eyes tightly.

Right.

He’d forgotten, lulled by her recent progress.

This woman—

Was a monster.

Oil in water, unable to mix with others.


A sigh echoed from the sword.

[…This is gonna be a long road.]

Making friends.

It was going to be harder than expected.





 
  
    Chapter 25: Friend? (2)





“—She’s improved compared to before, hasn’t she?”

“…Vespa.”

Carlyle’s voice dripped with disbelief.

How could her takeaway from hearing about Gray tearing off someone’s arm and reattaching it be that?

“Well, in the past, she would’ve just left it severed, right?”

“…”

“…Isn’t that progress?”

Was it Gray’s feat to earn such an evaluation from someone this kind, or Vespa’s ability to find praise for Gray that was impressive?

He couldn’t argue, since it wasn’t wrong, but it was still absurd.

“More importantly.”

Carlyle’s gaze settled on the blue mist forming in front of Vespa.

Since firing magic at Gray, she’d been diligently practicing on her own.

“You’ve gotten more skilled.”

Calling it “skilled” was an understatement.

…She was growing at an alarming rate.

Wouldn’t the Magic Tower kidnap her for research if they saw this?

[They’d do far worse without batting an eye.]

True.

Magic prowess could be measured in many ways, but it generally boiled down to how quickly and powerfully one could cast spells.

Calculating formulas faster, arranging mana more deftly, and embedding intent into that mana more skillfully.

Vespa’s approach to magic was on a different plane entirely.

“It’s like… we’re becoming friends!”

“…Huh?”

“When this blue stuff gathers—oh, mana, was it?”

“…”

Mana coalesced into a blue mist before a mage who didn’t even know what mana was.

It fluttered around her, almost playfully, like it was fawning over her.

“It feels like it wants to talk to me. So I try to listen and have a conversation! I think we’ll understand each other eventually.”

“…”

What the hell?

What was she talking about?

She spoke of mana like it was a pet. The energy embodying the world’s will.

“It’s still hard to understand each other, but… I think we’ll get there someday!”

“…Yeah. Keep at it.”

Any more of this, and his understanding of magic would crumble.

Anyway—

It’s going smoothly.

[Indeed. This will definitely help with what’s coming.]

Vespa’s magical talent would undoubtedly be a major asset in future crises.

She’d already achieved her original goal of “getting closer to my lady,” so she could’ve lost interest, but she kept practicing.

The reason was simple.

Carlyle asked her to.

“…”

How to put it?

You’d expect her to at least ask why she had to do these things, but she accepted every request with a cheerful nod, making him feel guilty for asking.

-Carlyle, you must be right!

No matter what he asked, that was her response, never refusing.

…Her stats even had something about ‘Submission.’

As the term implied, Vespa took his every word as gospel, which was a bit unsettling.

If Elena felt like a business partner with some give-and-take, Vespa seemed ready to do anything he asked.

“Um, C-Carlyle—”

She even fidgeted, hesitantly speaking up.

“Is there… anything else you want me to do?”

“Huh?”

“I just… want to help more. Anything inconvenient, or tasks you need done…?”

“…”

“Even if it’s hard or painful, I don’t mind…”

…What?

Why was she like this?

[Service addiction.]

What kind of nonsense is that?

[It only makes sense if she’s addicted to helping others. How else does someone find joy in being asked for favors?]

…

It hit him.

This was why she’d endured Gray’s side all this time.

Carlyle sighed, redirecting the conversation.

“No specific requests, but can you help me brainstorm?”

“Brainstorm?”

Ways to make a friend for Gray.

His own ideas were coming up empty.

“If the goal is to help my lady make a friend…”

Vespa placed a finger on her lips, tilting her head.

“…You might not need to do anything.”

“Huh?”

Being the Hero wielding the holy sword carried immense political weight. As a symbol of humanity’s protection, her every move drew attention.

Meaning—

Even someone as prickly as Cardinal Felix had to meet Gray occasionally for discussions.

Usually, Felix received updates from her.

“Such an incident occurred?”


Felix’s voice, as always, was gentle, befitting a benevolent cleric.

It would’ve seemed that way, at least, if Gray’s topic wasn’t about tearing off someone’s arm for being annoying.

“…”

Gray stared at her.

This woman always reacted the same, no matter what she said.

Some might think she accepted her actions, but facing her, Gray knew better.

It wasn’t “acceptance” but “indifference.”

As long as she fulfilled her “duty,” Felix genuinely didn’t care what she did.

…At least, that’s how Gray saw it.

This time, though, the report was different.

“Do you know why you’ve been acting this way?”

“…?”

Gray’s brows furrowed as she looked at her.

She’d never asked follow-up questions before.

It was always just, Oh, I see, and moving on.

Hesitant but curious, she answered.

“Someone wants me to make a friend, I think.”

Felix’s hand paused.

As if something had caught her attention.

But the moment passed so quickly even Gray, the Hero, didn’t notice.

“A friend for you, Lady Chasefield?”

“…I think it’s pointless, but Father suggested it might be that.”

“I see.”

“…”

Gray studied Felix.

Since she was acting differently, maybe she could try something unusual too.

“…What do you think, Cardinal?”

“About what?”

“Me making friends. Necessary?”

Felix chuckled softly.

“How unusual. Aren’t you the type to do whatever you want, Lady Chasefield?”

“…”

“Asking someone’s opinion? You’ve changed a bit.”

True.

But seeing Carlyle so intent on her making friends made her wonder if it might be “necessary.”

She’d never do anything to harm her, after all.

“Just do what feels right, as always.”

“I don’t even know what friends are.”

“People you enjoy being around, perhaps.”

“Hm?”

“People who make you curious, who you want to know more about.”

“…”

“Anyone who sparks that feeling could be a friend.”

Felix smiled.

“Do you have anyone like that, Lady Chasefield?”

“Uh—”

…There was.

Someone like that.

The first face that came to mind.

“…”

So that’s what a friend was.

Gray nodded quietly.

Felix observed her closely, scrutinizing every reaction.

Meanwhile, Gray replied curtly.

“None.”

“You do.”

“…”

Gray flinched.

“No lying, Lady Chasefield.”

“…”

“We promised, didn’t we? To share everything.”

“…”

“Who did you think of?”

“Someone you know.”

“…”

“…Cardinal Felix.”

Gray met her gaze steadily.

“You’re plotting something, aren’t you?”

“…”

“Don’t.”

At her words, Felix gave a faint smile.

“No.”

Despite telling her not to lie—

“I mean, why would I object to you making friends?”

“…”

She was clearly hiding her true intentions.

◆

[System Message]

▶ ‘Gray Chasefield’ has made a friend.  

▶ ‘Linked Quest’ completed.

“…What?”

Lying in his quarters, Carlyle stared as a window popped up out of nowhere.

[What’s up?]

“Looks like my lady made a friend.”

[…Hmm.]

The holy sword let out a sigh.

[Someone must’ve tipped her off.]

“Huh?”

[Something like that.]

“What’s that mean?”

[Something a trash like you would never get.]

“…What are you talking about?”

[It’s likely the friend-making was already done.]

“…”

That would explain the “low difficulty.”

A quest that completed itself without effort.

The problem was—

“Then why didn’t you tell me sooner?”

[Embarrassing.]

“…”

[I didn’t want to say it out loud.]

“…”

[Well, it’s done, so all’s well, right?]

“Isn’t brushing everything off like that a bit much?”

◆

[System Message]

▶ ‘Linked Quest’ completion confirmed.  

▶ ‘Main Event’ imminent.  


▶ Event progression altered.  

▶ Rewards increased.  

▶ Main Event rewards: Altered relationship between ‘Gray Cardinal’ and ‘Hero.’  

▶ Main Event rewards: Additional ‘Holy Sword’ functions unlocked.  

▶ Main Event rewards: ‘Holy Sword’ form change enabled!



 
  
    Chapter 26: Ambush





Sudden crises are a fact of life, hitting you countless times.

When they do, it’s best to adopt a mindset of well, that can happen. It helps keep you calm.

“Are you adjusting well to academy life, Carlyle Belfast?”

“…Yes.”

“Good to hear.”

Even when abruptly summoned to the dean’s office, that mindset carries you through.

Carlyle eyed the old man lounging with his legs crossed on the table.

The head of an educational institution, yet his aura screamed battle-hardened field commander.

A living embodiment of a grizzled veteran.

Sior Whiteburn. Dean of the Cradle.

Former Hero.

And—

[The strongest at this point in time.]

Stronger than you? This guy?

[Stronger than me in this era. He fought the greatest evil of his time, fulfilling the duty bestowed by the holy sword. He couldn’t possibly be weak.]

…Wow.

Hearing the sword acknowledge it so candidly made Carlyle inwardly reel.

Rumor had it, during the collapse of the old order, he single-handedly dueled a demon archduke bare-handed.

And would’ve won, if not for the dire circumstances.

What a monster.

Wondering why such a terrifying figure had called him, Carlyle waited.

“Though I’m not sure if ‘adjusting well’ even matters. You haven’t attended a single class.”

“…”

True.

Carlyle opened his mouth to respond, but Sior cut him off.

“I want to entrust you with a task.”

“Pardon?”

“Since you’ve neglected your student duties, I’d like you to take on some work in their place. Siona told you I’d assign something like this, didn’t she?”

Aha.

The price for skipping classes was manual labor.

“Frankly, given the gravity of the matter, I should handle it myself. It involves the imperial family.”

Carlyle’s eyes narrowed.

The imperial family?

Not a name tied to fond memories.

After the Hell invasion, those people’s actions spoke volumes.

No regard for the masses, obsessed with personal gain despite humanity’s precarious state.

Noblesse oblige? Nowhere to be found.

“…Why would a member of the imperial family come to an educational institution?”

“To attend classes. Officially, for education. In reality, it’s exile.”

“…”

“They’re dumping a sidelined royal here. As far from the palace as possible.”

Was this something a dean should discuss with a student?

It reeked of Gray’s vibe.

The kind of I-don’t-care-who’s-watching, I’m-the-center-of-the-universe attitude.

“Still, royalty is royalty. I’d normally oversee it, but I’m entrusting it to you and your junior.”

Junior meaning Gray, presumably.

Assigning Carlyle and Gray to escort a disgraced royal.

The question was why Sior called only him, not Gray, for this talk.

“Why aren’t you going yourself, Dean?”

“Because it’s a hassle.”

“…”

“I’m swamped. Why should I babysit some kid?”

Were all Heroes like this?

Was the holy sword passed down to eccentric, insufferable types?

As Carlyle entertained such blasphemous thoughts, Sior sipped scalding tea and continued.

“A Hero is a public asset. Protecting humanity means staying neutral. Getting tangled with any faction always causes blowback.”

Even for a brief escort mission.

In short—

Don’t screw up. A Hero causing trouble in an already delicate situation would be a nightmare.

Especially when dealing with figureheads of major nations.

Sior grinned at Carlyle.

“You seem to have a knack for keeping your junior in check.”

“…”

Aha.

That perfectly explained why only Carlyle was summoned.

His job was to keep Gray from causing chaos.

“Well, that’s not the only reason.”

“…Pardon?”

“No Hero starts out perfect.”

Sior’s smile was warm as he looked at Carlyle.

“Do well. Call me if it gets dangerous.”

…It felt like—

A professor assigning a student a challenging project.

◆

Carlyle held a grudge against the imperial family, but not every individual within it.

The person before him was an exception.

Ilia Grace. Fourth Imperial Princess.

Her full name was much longer, but she wasn’t even permitted to use it publicly—a testament to her status as the family’s weakest link.

That was why Carlyle didn’t dislike her.


There was nothing to dislike. He barely knew she existed.

“H-Hello…”

A girl barely reaching his waist bowed, her face on the verge of tears.

Obsidian eyes and purple hair, symbols of the imperial family.

A doll-like child.

Small and fragile, like a doll.

It’d be stranger if she wasn’t. What could you expect from a seven-year-old?

And yet, her first destination upon arriving at the Cradle was the most dreaded freshman class: Beast Subjugation Simulation.

“…”

The malice in the schedule was blatant. It screamed intent to torment, in the pettiest way possible.

She had no political clout to resist, so they could do this to her.

The fact that she arrived without imperial escorts, with Carlyle and Gray filling that role, spoke volumes about her standing.

…The dean seems to care, assigning Gray to her.

But the imperial family clearly meant to make this child suffer.

It matched Carlyle’s memories of their nature perfectly.

A den of vipers.

A garbage heap of soulless monsters.

The kind of group that collapsed like a sandcastle the moment the current emperor died.

“I-If it gets dangerous, please take care of me…”

“…”

Oh, she bit her tongue.

Ilia’s eyes welled up as she covered her mouth with both hands.

Carlyle gave a wry smile and knelt down.

Meeting her gaze, he spoke softly.

“You don’t need to use formal speech, Princess. It could be seen as disrespectful.”

His eyes flicked briefly behind him.

Cardinal Felix tilted her head, responding to the glance.

The benevolent smile on her face seemed to ask, Is something wrong?

“…”

Your presence here is the problem.

A cardinal of the Church should be insanely busy. Why was she attending a random class?

For someone from a supranational organization, her movements seemed awfully casual…

“We’re here to escort you, Princess. You can treat us casually without issue.”

…He was used to serving people with broken personalities, anyway.

He tried not to glance at Gray, lest her retaliatory strike come flying.

At his words, Ilia nodded vigorously, still teary.

“B-But… I can’t just treat people who’re working hard for me so casually…”

“…”

What? An angel?

After serving someone who’d say, Be grateful you were chosen to serve me, hearing this was—

“…My lady, my lady. The princess is safe.”

“Tch.”

Gray retracted the kick she’d aimed at Carlyle.

Ilia’s wide eyes darted between them, oblivious to what had just happened…

“…”

Hmm.

This already felt like a minefield.

Hero.

[What.]

Is this gonna be okay?

[Of course not.]

…

Some hopeful words would’ve been nice.

“Today’s schedule is simple. Just make a loop through this cave. Think of it as an adventure.”

Carlyle spoke at Ilia’s eye level, continuing gently.

Softly, to avoid scaring her, keeping her engaged and leading the mood.

[You ever raised kids? You’re pretty good at this.]

I’ve seen plenty.]

[…You never mentioned being married.]

Kids aren’t just little ones. Some are just big kids.]

Ones with absurd strength, who put him through hell. He had plenty of experience with those.

[What’s that supposed to mean?]

…

[Explain.]

Ignoring the sword, Carlyle diligently escorted the princess.

Smooth sailing. Until something exploded at the cave’s entrance.

“?!”

Ilia squeaked, hiding behind Carlyle’s leg.

Dirt burst with a crumble. A mana projectile shot upward with a whoosh.

But Gray, reaching it in a flash, swatted it away with the back of her hand like it was a nuisance.

“…Mana trap.”

Gray said boredly.

“Some smarter beasts set these to repel intruders and sound alarms. They just replicated it for the simulation.”

“Hic.”

“So don’t freak out. Scaredy-cat?”

“…”

No filter, even with a seven-year-old.

Crouching to meet the trembling Ilia’s eyes, clutching his leg, Carlyle smiled again.

“Sometimes surprising things happen, but don’t worry. My lady and I will protect you, Princess.”

“…Y-Yes…”

Coaxed and calmed, Ilia finally let go of his leg, sniffling.

“My lady, could you take the princess and go ahead a bit?”

“Nope.”

“…”

Come on, do that much.

Gray’s stiff glare screamed, Who are you to ask me for favors?

“…Please. I need to check something.”

“Payment?”

“…I’ll get you a few bags of those picnic sweets somehow.”

“Hmph.”

Deal struck.

The big kid took the little kid’s hand and vanished into the cave…

[Don’t lump me in with her.]

That’s a tall order.

With that thought, Carlyle scanned the ground where the trap had triggered.

No matter how I look at it…

Something was off. The thought hit him the moment the trap went off.

That wasn’t the kind of power you’d expect from a simulation class.

Sure, such traps existed, but this felt like someone had deliberately amplified its strength.

“…Hero.”

[Hmm.]

“When you said ‘of course not’ earlier, was this what you meant?”

Carlyle held the triggered device in his palm.

As expected, it felt tampered with to boost its power.

But that wasn’t the real issue.

The aura emanating from it was.

“This is deathly energy.”


The stench of sulfur.

The smell of Hell, clinging to the soul’s depths.

◆

[System Message]

▶ ‘Main Event: Ambush’ has begun.



 
  
    Chapter 27: Ambush (2)





[I figured they’d show up around now.]

The holy sword’s voice rang out.

Fair enough—it had warned him about crossing paths with demon worshippers.

“…What’s their goal? They’re not the type to just disrupt a class and dip.”

[The simulation site’s a bit isolated from the academy’s core. Perfect for pulling something shady.]

“What kind of stunt? Are they after the princess?”

[No. I’m the target.]

“Huh?”

[They want to test how far the current Hero wielding the holy sword can fight. What her weaknesses are. They’ve probably got traps set up deeper in that cave.]

…Aha.

So it wasn’t about the princess—they were baiting Gray into being isolated.

“Then why tell me this now?”

[It’s not dangerous.]

“What?”

[If it was truly dangerous, I’d have told you to stop it. Would I stay silent until things blew up?]

“…”

[The dean, Sior, likely caught wind of suspicious activity in the academy long ago. The Gray Cardinal being here probably means she was tipped off too.]

“So there’s a safety net?”

[Of course. And I’d bet the demon worshippers didn’t expect this to go unnoticed either.]

In short—

The dean, Sior, and Cardinal Felix knew the demon worshippers were planning something here. Even the worshippers themselves didn’t think they’d stay hidden.

“…”

Why so complicated?

[It’s a fight against things lurking in the shadows. How could it not be complex?]

“Then why’s Felix here in person?”

[To see firsthand how well I handle an unexpected situation.]

“…”

That made sense.

-No Hero starts out perfect.

…So that’s why Dean Sior seemed so knowing.

He’d anticipated this from the start.

“What do I need to do here?”

[You still have that command token or whatever?]

“…Yeah.”

A quest reward from way back.

It could “force” Gray to take specific actions.

Though its scope seems pretty limited.

He’d tried using it to correct her behavior, but it couldn’t enforce actions that caused major emotional swings.

Still, he figured it’d come in handy eventually.

[Time to use it. Make sure I act properly.]

“What kind of action?”

[…I fought poorly here.]

Carlyle’s eyes narrowed as he glared at the sword.

Fought poorly?

Gray?

“Don’t bullshit me.”

[…This is why I didn’t want to say.]

The sword grumbled, continuing.

[It wasn’t fear. Or being shocked by their brutality.]

Both were all too familiar to the current Hero.

But—

[…They hit a weak point.]

“What weak point?”

[A psychological one.]

“You have those? Never saw one in all my regressions.”

[I’d never have told you. Not even you.]

“…”

Even Carlyle, who prided himself on knowing Gray inside out through countless regressions, wouldn’t know this, it claimed.

Such confidence in its words.

[It’s a weakness I buried long ago. Erased it from my mind.]

Its tone carried—

[…I thought having such a weakness made me weak.]

—a trace of bitterness.



“…Why’s that guy taking so long?”

Deep in the cave, Gray muttered, visibly irritated.

She’d been told to go ahead and wait, dragging the princess through the simulation field, but Carlyle was nowhere in sight.

Ilia, glancing nervously, spoke up.

“Um…”

“What?”

Gray’s harsh tone made Ilia flinch.

Even as a powerless royal, she likely hadn’t met many as brash as Gray.

“That person… when’s he coming back?”

“…”

Gray’s expression soured further.

She knew the kid was only seven, but—

“Why do you care?”

It bugged her that Carlyle’s stock was rising with others too.

“N-No, I, uh…”

Ilia deflated like a punctured balloon under Gray’s glare.


“…Lady Chasefield, aren’t you being too harsh on Her Highness?”

Even Felix, who’d been silently trailing, stepped in to shield Ilia.

“As the bearer of the holy sword, you have a duty to protect dignitaries and key figures from all nations. Wouldn’t it be wise to temper your attitude?”

“…”

She had a point.

Wielding the holy sword came with the obligation to protect others.

Given Gray’s personality, she’d never volunteer for this, but here she was, dragged into it.

When someone made a request, she had to show up and protect them.

“…Isn’t it kind of funny that I only have to protect ‘dignitaries’?”

A Hero meant to protect ‘humanity,’ yet only a handful of elites could summon her.

Gray’s biting sarcasm landed, but—

“Hmm, is that an issue?”

Felix’s casual words cut through hers.

“I recall you agreed when you took the sword. Didn’t you know from the start that the Hero’s role is inherently unfair?”

“…”

“Honestly, your opinion doesn’t matter much.”

Felix’s gaze swept the surroundings.

“As long as you do your job.”

With that, a holy barrier flared around her and the princess.

…Gray didn’t need to ask why.

“Hmph.”

She snorted, drawing her sword.

Suspicious presences were closing in.

As if they’d been waiting for them to enter.

Multiple auras surged simultaneously from nowhere.

To Gray, a veteran of real combat, the difference was clear.

Not human. Beasts.

She eyed the figures shambling out of the darkness.

“…Who are these people…?”

Ilia blinked innocently.

Felix, with a kind smile, covered her eyes.

“…Cardinal?”

“Your Highness, could you count to 100 in your head?”

She then blocked her ears.

A necessary precaution.

The scene was too gruesome for a child.

“…”

The figures’ limbs twisted grotesquely.

Their skin ripped open, blades sprouting from within.

“—-!”

A bestial roar, impossible for humans, erupted from their mouths.

Ghouls. Among the vilest of beasts.

Monsters crafted from human corpses.

Imperial law mandated immediate execution for creating such things. Only demon worshippers would dare.

“Sale, sale! Everything’s on discount—!”

“Accept my heart—!”

“This time, I’ll win—!”

As the ghouls spewed meaningless phrases, Gray sighed, readying her sword.

Meteoric steel was the ultimate weapon against all things demonic. A perfect counter to these twisted abominations.

What followed was less a battle than a one-sided slaughter.

Her movements were so languid, it was hard to tell if she was swinging a sword or harvesting wheat with a scythe.

Ghouls ranked among the trickiest beasts to handle. To cut them down so effortlessly—

As expected.

Undeniably, humanity’s strongest.

Worth coming in person to witness.

Felix watched Gray’s combat with a faint smile.

“…”

That smile soon faded.

She stared at Gray.

Her sword had stopped.

As if she couldn’t bring herself to strike something.

“My—daughter—”

Gray knew the words were meaningless.

Ghouls only parroted random phrases from the minds of the corpses they were made from.

But—

“I’ll—save you—”

Why those words?

“…”

A female ghoul, crying.

Despite its warped, monstrous body, its face—by some cruel jest—remained human.

Seeing that say those words—

-Gray, my daughter.

-I’ll save you, no matter what.

Her sword froze.

“—Gray?”

“…”

“What are you doing?”

Even Felix’s voice couldn’t make her move.

Her expression grew blank.


Gray stood rooted, like a statue.

The air grew colder.

Heavier.

“Hey—!”

…Until a man burst in, shattering the tension, slicing the ghoul in two with a light swing.



 
  
    Chapter 28: Ambush (3)





“⋯⋯.”

“⋯⋯.”

Felix and Gray blinked in sync.

Carlyle had barged in so abruptly that neither of them knew how to react.

“Ah, sorry I’m late! I’ve got terrible night vision, and I ended up wandering around for ages.”

Carlyle spoke shamelessly, but his eyes quickly darted to the tip of Gray’s hand.

⋯⋯There was a faint tremble still lingering.

[As expected.]

‘⋯⋯What happened here while I was gone?’

[Just as you have things you don’t want to talk about, so do I.]

‘⋯⋯.’

Carlyle quietly nodded.

‘I understand.’

[…Hm?]

‘I won’t pry into it. But if possible, I hope you’ll tell me someday.’

[You say you won’t pry, and yet you say that.]

‘If it’s something painful, I should help. That’s my job.’

To support the Hero in every way—physically and emotionally.

That was Carlyle’s duty, bound to him.

If this person was struggling, then he would help resolve it with everything he had. Just like he always had.

[⋯⋯.]

A long sigh echoed from within the Holy Sword.

It was a sigh full of resignation, as if to say, “This guy again…”

[Your complete lack of self-awareness is always chilling.]

‘Sorry?’

[Never mind. More importantly, you should get on with what you came to do.]

Something about the way the Holy Sword was rushing to change the topic felt suspicious, but Carlyle simply tilted his head and brought the spear in front of him.

Let’s see.

If there’s anything he can do here—

***

System Message-

▶ You use [Command Authority] on target: Gray!

▶ Negative emotions are erased from the target.

▶ The target is now strongly influenced by your words.

***

⋯⋯That should do it.

“Young lady.”

The moment he used the Command Authority with those words, the trembling in Gray’s hand vanished instantly.

“⋯⋯.”

Gray’s eyes widened in surprise.

It was likely the first time she had ever felt the sensation of something dark and heavy inside her vanishing all at once.

“Forgive me. I’ve probably failed the test again.”

“⋯⋯.”

Carlyle’s next words left Gray blinking, unsure of what he was even talking about.

“I was a little slower than usual dealing with it. I completely forgot you always leave one at the end for me, like in training.”

⋯⋯That never happened.

They had never trained together, not even once.

He was talking complete nonsense.

“⋯⋯.”

But then Gray snapped out of it, realizing something important—Cardinal Felix was quietly observing her from behind.

She finally understood why Carlyle was saying all this.

“⋯⋯You were late. Still way too slow.”

Gray spoke up at last.

As if it were routine for her to always leave one monster alive during training sessions to test Carlyle—like she did it deliberately.

She came up with a spontaneous excuse to justify why she hadn’t finished off the ghoul just now—not because she froze, but because that was the plan.

⋯⋯At least on the surface, she erased any reason for the gray Cardinal to probe further.

A smile crept onto Carlyle’s face.

And soon after, a cheerful voice followed.

“Looks like there are more ahead, young lady. Please lead the way!”

“⋯⋯.”

“Young lady?”

“—Shut up.”

Ah, she’s back.

Carlyle’s smile deepened at the familiar, sharp tone in her voice.

“Don’t tell me what to do. You’re not even worth that much.”

“⋯⋯.”

That’s more like her.

Yeah. That’s the Gray I know.

Carlyle, too, found her bluntness—laced with her usual haughty disregard—comfortingly familiar.

But—

“Follow me. I’ll clear the way.”

“Yes, ma’am!”

With that declaration, Gray charged ahead, her figure exuding nothing but solid reliability.

***

As Gray cut down the ghouls pouring in from ahead, she glanced briefly behind her at Carlyle, who was trailing her closely.

Now that she had regained her composure, these ghouls posed no threat to her whatsoever.

Even a number that would’ve made most fully trained knights scream in terror—Gray could mow through them while casually reviewing the events that had just transpired.

“Your Highness, if you’re feeling nauseous, there’s a good breathing technique. First, inhale for three seconds—”

Carlyle had taken the princess from the Cardinal and was now coaxing and soothing her, doing his best to keep her from panicking in the midst of such a dire battlefield.

“⋯⋯.”

What to say…


Normally, seeing Carlyle fuss over someone else like that would’ve made her annoyed on the spot.

But this time was different.

‘⋯⋯Again.’

He had helped her. Again.

She almost exposed a weakness in front of Cardinal Felix.

No—rather than almost—she truly had been in danger.

A Hero wielding the Holy Sword, nearly struck down by mere ghouls.

That alone would’ve been a scandal unworthy of her name—a disgrace considering the weight that title carried on her shoulders.

Gray let out a bitter laugh inside.

‘⋯⋯How pathetic.’

As the one who held the Holy Sword, she should sever any and all things that might hinder her in battle.

She was the protector of mankind. She had to make the right decision—always.

Emotions and thoughts… those made a person weak.

What mattered was decisions alone.

And in that moment, she had failed to live up to her role as the Hero.

Paralyzed by some fragment of her past… unable to even lift her sword.

“⋯⋯.”

As those thoughts circled her mind, her eyes flicked toward Carlyle again.

And yet—

—Young lady.

The moment she had weakened, the moment she faltered—this man rushed to her side and said those words.

And just like that—

She was fine.

As if… as if she was beginning to rely on him emotionally, just a little—

‘⋯⋯What a joke.’

She immediately kicked the thought out of her mind, burying it deep below her consciousness.

Disgust rose in her chest.

Relying on someone?

Her? On him?

A Hero was someone who watched over and guided all others. Someone who must always remain above.

Even if he had been helpful before—this guy wasn’t someone worthy of that kind of emotion.

“⋯⋯.”

For the third time, Gray glanced over at Carlyle.

He was still focused on the princess, trying to calm her down, doting on her.

Meanwhile, she was left to deal with the blood-soaked task of butchering ghouls alone.

That boiling frustration from earlier… it felt like it was about to erupt again—but this time, worse.

“—Young lady?”

Carlyle suddenly looked up and met her gaze.

“⋯⋯.”

Hmph.

Maybe she stared too obviously.

As Gray kept her eyes locked with his, slightly displeased—

“Is something the matter?”
Carlyle asked, wearing that same warm, easygoing smile of his.

“Do you need any help?”

“…Do I look like I need help?”

She snapped, partly embarrassed, with a gruff tone. Most people would’ve fumbled or shriveled under that glare.

But Carlyle—unfazed, as if used to this—replied without the slightest change in expression.

“Yes, I know. But if you ever do need help, I’ll always be there.”

“⋯⋯.”

“If anything ever makes you uncomfortable, please say so. I do believe you’ll overcome anything that comes your way, young lady… But still, I exist to help you.”

“⋯⋯.”

…This guy, seriously.

What is it?

Every single time she feels even the slightest irritation—he comes along and, without permission, smooths it all away.

As if he were carrying some kind of strategy guide titled “How to Never Make Gray Uncomfortable.”

“⋯⋯I’m not uncomfortable or anything.”

Gray muttered curtly and turned her head away.

The irritation that had flared up just moments ago… had completely dissipated. She had returned to calm.

“⋯⋯.”

Well—

Not entirely calm.

Her heart rate was a little elevated.

Ever since she saw Carlyle’s smile, just a second ago.

‘Hmph.’

She scoffed and brushed her hair back.

‘Don’t be ridiculous.’

It was just lingering adrenaline from all the fighting. That was it.

There’s no way she’d be swayed by someone like him.

So Gray tried—desperately—to erase Carlyle’s presence from her mind.

“⋯⋯.”

But.

In that same moment—

Felix’s gaze remained fixed on Carlyle.

Unmoving.

Even as they finished clearing the last of the ghouls, even as they made their way out of the cave—

Still watching him.

“Hmm—”

Perhaps—

“I’m starting to get a bit greedy.”

That muttered line… likely went unheard by anyone else.

System Message–

▶ Main Event: Ambush has been completed!

▶ An event with “The Gray Cardinal” has been generated!

***

System Message–

▶ Trait [Hero’s Partner] has activated.

▶ Parts of the [Rehabilitation List] have been updated!

[★ Trust 100%]

▶ Target [Gray] has reached 100% Trust.

▶ The target now treats you a bit more specially!

▶ [Trust] has been converted into something else!


[★ Interest 0%]

▶ A reward has been granted!

***

System Message–

▶ The Holy Sword can now change its form!

▶ A new event with Headmaster Sia Whiteburn has been unlocked!



 
  
    Chapter 29: Change





“Oh, thank you so much for today!”

Having completed the chaotic cave expedition, Princess Ilia, her face pale, bowed deeply in gratitude.

Like an innocent child unaware of the truth, she seemed to have internalized the ghoul ambush as “just part of the simulation.” She hadn’t noticed anything amiss…

“From now on, I’ll be studying at the Cradle as a regular student!”

“Great. Good luck.”

“…”

At his words, Ilia hesitated.

She glanced nervously between Carlyle and Gray…

“Your Highness, is there something you’d like to say?”

Unable to watch her squirm, Carlyle nudged her gently. Startled, Ilia blurted out like a baby bird chirping in surprise.

“C-Can I… visit you sometimes?”

“…”

“S-Sorry, it’s just… I don’t know anyone at the academy, and I’m completely clueless!”

Aha.

“So, you’re saying you need a friend?”

“W-Well…”

To be this cautious about such a small request.

It painted a clear picture of the life she’d led in the imperial family.

Honestly, it was pitiful.

“Of course. I’m your friend, Your Highness.”

Carlyle smiled warmly, and Ilia bowed vigorously again.

“T-Thank you—”

…She bit her tongue again.

Covering her mouth, eyes teary, her face flushed red as she ducked her head.

Embarrassed, she scurried down the hallway like a squirrel…

Her small, timid demeanor was oddly endearing.

“Living the good life, huh?”

Gray’s icy voice cut through as she watched.

“Being all creepy-nice to a seven-year-old.”

“…What’s that supposed to mean, my lady?”

“Dinner, bath, bedding. Get it ready. I’m going for a quick walk.”

With that, Gray strode off down the hallway.

“…Hmm.”

Carlyle tilted his head, watching her go.

Something felt… subtly different from usual?

He couldn’t pinpoint it, but her tone seemed to carry a hint of emotion.

Is it because of this?

He summoned the system window.

The rewards it offered sometimes left even him puzzled about their meaning.

“…”

Gray now had an ‘Interest’ trait.

What was that about?

[Well, it’s exactly what it sounds like. She’s interested in you.]

“Isn’t she already plenty interested?”

Wasn’t ‘Trust’ or whatever enough to show that?

[Hmm. Trust is something you can give to a pet, right? Like, ‘This loyal dog won’t bite me.’]

“…”

[Interest means she’s intrigued by you as a person. Positive experiences with you have piled up, that’s all.]

A natural progression, the sword concluded.

Carlyle scratched his head, eyeing it.

“So I’ve been upgraded from pet to human?”

[…I didn’t say that exactly.]

But it didn’t deny the similarity.

Carlyle chuckled dryly, slinging the sword over his back.

Well, if that’s the case, good’s good.

Whether it was vague or pet-treatment, progress was progress.

The other reward listed was refreshingly straightforward.

Holy sword functionality added…

He didn’t know what ‘form change’ meant, but more features were always welcome.

Though why the system bundled that with a dean event was a mystery.

“Carlyle Belfast?”

A voice from down the hallway snapped him out of his thoughts.

Speak of the devil—Sior Whiteburn.

“You handled it splendidly. Impressive. We need to talk, so come to my office.”

“Understood.”

“And bring that holy sword you’re carrying. It’s necessary.”

“Uh, yes.”

Sior strode off down the corridor.

“…”

[…]

“…Hero.”

It had been so casual he’d responded without thinking, but—

“Did he just say holy sword?”

[…Definitely.]

What the hell.

***

“It really is a holy sword.”

While Carlyle sat rigid on the sofa, the dean toyed with the sword housing Gray, speaking casually.

“Up close, there’s no mistaking it. How did I miss this until now?”


“…”

Carlyle was on edge.

Naturally, if the dean started asking why he had the Hero’s iconic sword, he wouldn’t know where to begin explaining.

Seeing his unease, Sior chuckled and placed the sword on the table.

“Don’t worry. I won’t ask where you got it.”

“…Huh?”

That was genuinely unexpected.

He wasn’t going to question a random guy carrying a holy sword?

“Ever seen what happens when an unworthy person holds a holy sword?”

The sudden question made Carlyle blink blankly.

Sior smirked, shaking his head.

“It’s not something you’d see easily, since only Heroes wield them. They never let their weapons out of sight, and they’re not the type to lose them. But the fact that you’re alive while holding it proves your ‘worthiness.’”

“…Oh.”

“I won’t ask where it came from. Honestly, I don’t care.”

More holy sword wielders? The better.

Why question a good thing?

Sior’s languid tone turned bored as he eyed the sword.

“You’ve got your reasons, and I’m not into digging into others’ business.”

“…”

Carlyle blinked at the detached confidence oozing from him.

Truly the strongest of this era, as Gray acknowledged.

Even faced with another holy sword—when only one should exist—he was unfazed.

“And there’s something inside it, right? Don’t know what, though.”

Carlyle flinched.

Did he sense Gray’s presence?

“You seem pretty tight with it. It’s been helping you a lot, knowingly or not.”

“…Huh?”

“How do you think this stayed hidden as a holy sword?”

…Meticulous concealment.

At least, that’s how Carlyle saw it.

“Hm, even so, your junior Gray should’ve noticed. She wields a holy sword herself. The bond between Hero and sword is deeper than you think.”

“…What?”

“It’s not something mere concealment could hide.”

“…”

“Whatever’s in there must be actively suppressing its presence. Using its own power to stay hidden. To keep you out of trouble.”

“…”

“A good friend you’ve got. That’s gotta be taxing work. Didn’t know, did you?”

He hadn’t.

…Why didn’t you tell me?

[…]

The sword stubbornly stayed silent.

But Carlyle had a guess.

You didn’t want to burden me with your struggles?

[…]

Still silent, stubbornly so.

That was answer enough.

[…Leave it. It’s necessary.]

He agreed it was necessary.

But couldn’t it have at least mentioned it was struggling?

Carlyle stared at the sword.

“I probably wouldn’t have noticed if I hadn’t been watching closely.”

Sior mentioned sensing something off during the ghoul fight.

Meteoric steel amplified its power against otherworldly beings.

Ghouls, normally unkillable by regular blades, always revived.

“Seeing it one-shot them piqued my interest.”

“…”

“So, here’s a proposal.”

Sior grinned.

“Want to learn how to wield it from me?”

“…What?”

“It looks fun. As head of this institution, I can’t ignore such an intriguing pair.”

A second holy sword out of nowhere.

Wielded by some mysterious guy.

“I’m curious how far you’ll grow.”

“…”

Carlyle mentally calculated.

Through countless regressions, he’d learned one thing: trust no one blindly.

Without knowing Sior’s motives, accepting this offer was risky.

It didn’t seem malicious, but he needed to be cautious—

“First, I’ll teach you how to disguise the sword without taxing whatever’s inside.”

“I’m in.”

…Instant reply.

[…]

…

Carlyle and the sword shared an awkward mental silence.

Both too embarrassed to speak first.

Sior, hearing the answer, grinned.

“Good choice. You’ll need it.”

Something about—

“You’re gonna get caught up in some big messes.”

…His words carried an ominous ring.

A few days later, Carlyle was chewing on an old adage.

Never ignore the words of your elders.

Sior’s prediction was undeniably spot-on.

The proof came from Felix, who approached with a sly smile.

“How about a little date with me, Carlyle?”

“…”

Blinkers on, please.


◆

[System Message]

▶ ‘Secret Talk with the Cardinal’ event initiated.  

▶ Successfully completing this event will add ‘Gray Cardinal’ to the ‘Assistant’ list!





 
  
    Chapter 30: Secret Meeting





Come to think of it, a system window about some change with Cardinal Felix did pop up after the main event ended.

But she’d been oddly quiet, not making a peep.

No wonder there’d been no further action back then—she was setting up this surprise.

“…”

Carlyle’s eyes darted around, scanning his surroundings.

-A date, you said?  

-Don’t make me repeat myself, Carlyle Belfast.  

-… 

-Get in. Let’s go.

Recalling their exchange made him even warier.

A date? This was practically a kidnapping.

Riding in a mana-engineered motorwagen, a vehicle reserved for the Church’s top brass, felt like being abducted by a high-ranking official.

As expected of the Church. While the Chasefield duchy still used carriages, they rolled around in something that shattered the world’s aesthetic.

Though the mechanics differed, the interior experience was pure automobile.

But that uncanny vibe paled compared to the aura radiating from Felix, seated across from him.

Her vibe’s… way different than usual.

In public, Felix always embodied the “benevolent cleric” stereotype.

Gentle demeanor. Kind, compassionate voice.

But now?

She was jaded.

A world-weary office worker’s decadent charm oozed from her.

Yet, her sinister edge hadn’t dulled one bit—almost miraculous.

“Read the paper or something. We’ve got time till we arrive.”

…Informal speech?

Carlyle blinked at her. Felix’s lips curled into a sly smirk.

How to describe it?

This was the first glimpse of her real face.

Not the mask she always wore, but genuine emotion.

Everything since earlier was new.

“…Figured I’d show you what you’d find out eventually.”

Felix snapped her fingers.

“Not in the mood to wear a mask right now.”

Something surged from her shadow.

-Definitely not a technique a cleric should use.

“…Is it okay to show me this?”

“You’ll need it for what’s coming. I want you to know who I am.”

What? Was she admitting she danced on the edge of heresy?

From her shadow emerged a pipe. Without hesitation, she packed it with tobacco and lit it with a flint.

“Smoke? Want one?”

“…No, thanks.”

“Surprising. You look like you would.”

Sharp observation.

He didn’t just smoke—he’d been a chain-smoker.

Before his regressions.

He’d quit for Gray’s sake, not wanting to be a bad influence.

“…”

Hmm, what was he?

Gray’s dad or something?

Her real father, Lionel, was alive, so why was he worrying about this?

Carlyle rustled the newspaper, lost in thought.

Honestly, this situation was insanely uncomfortable.

He needed something to distract himself.

[‘Red Alex’ Finally Defies the Church’s ‘Gray Cardinal’!]

“…”

Oof.

A headline that grim right off the bat.

And it directly mentioned the person in front of him.

Carlyle grimaced, reading on.

‘Red Alex’ was a rebel leader rallying forces in an imperial border territory.

Claiming the Church deceived people for profit, he aimed to drive them out with an armed militia.

Sounds dangerous.

The photo of Alex screamed “someone you don’t want to meet in a dark alley.”

The kind of face that looked like it harbored a thousand sinister schemes.

[Red Alex, huh…]

Know him, Hero?

[No.]

…

[Just another dead guy.]

Typical.

[Still, the fact I remember his name means he was notable. His political maneuvering was unreal.]

A mysterious agitator who appeared out of nowhere.

Gray recalled his calls to oust the Church were more blackmail than ideology.

Hiding his dark motives, he thrived in the xenophobic imperial outskirts, a master at captivating hearts and growing his faction.

No one ever uncovered who he was or where he came from—that was his trump card.

Not just exceptional, but extraordinarily so.

[Born in the right era, he could’ve founded a nation. Some even said that. Not an easy foe, even for Felix.]

…Hmm.

That kind of reputation meant he wasn’t ordinary.

Why’s he targeting the Gray Cardinal, then?

[No idea. But with that much talent…]

Perhaps calling you here is tied to him.

Aha.


That explained why Felix summoned him so abruptly.

If anything, it eased his worries.

A clear agenda made her intentions readable. Far simpler.

As he mulled this, Felix snatched the newspaper from his hands.

“Oh, almost forgot. Gotta deal with this.”

Puffing on her pipe, she skimmed the article Carlyle had read.

“Red Alex. You interested?”

“First I’ve heard of him.”

“Really? Shame.”

Carlyle sat up straighter.

As expected—

She called him here for something related to—

“Would’ve shown you something fun if you were.”

“…?”

-Not that?

Her tone lacked any seriousness.

As Carlyle blinked blankly, Felix pulled a mana-tech communicator from her pocket.

“Hey, it’s me. Red Alex. Yeah, handle it.”

“…”

She’d show more decorum reserving a restaurant for dinner.

In a lethargic drawl, she checked a telegram on the device.

Then, tapping it again, she sent a signal.

[…Who’s this? This line’s supposed to be secure.]

A deep, male voice.

The kind that inspired trust, dripping with eloquence.

In contrast, Felix yawned, sounding exhausted.

“Red Alex. Real name: Alex Myers. Right?”

The other end went silent.

“Whatever. The tragedy of renaming Alex Myers to Alex is one thing.”

Rubbing tears from her yawn, Felix continued.

“Born in Sky Starlight Village, easternmost empire. Belber Duchy citizenship. War veteran. Five fraud convictions.” 

“Bank security number 22411234” 

“Mother’s name: Lia Myers. Two daughters, three sons. Six mistresses under the Red Alex alias.” 

“Military funds funneled through a shell company, Salt Paper, in the capital. You’re targeting me because I seem the richest.”

[…]

“Everything I said correct?”

[…]

…Each word seemed to drain the life from the other side.

By the end, you could almost feel cold sweat pouring.

“Your life’s over, Alex.”

Felix tapped ash from her pipe out the window.

“Three Templars are en route to your location. Stay put.”

[Wait, what—]

“Don’t try anything. Just sit tight.”

Tapping the communicator again, she added—

“Done. Belber Duchy just erased your identity. You’re nobody now.”

[Cardinal Felix, hold on, listen—]

“Once this is over, I’ll round up your followers and exile them to the empire’s southern tip.”

[…]

“Five minutes left. Pray for a ticket to heaven. That’s your best shot.”

With that—

She hung up.

And resumed smoking, yawning.

In one call, she ended the life of a man Gray called exceptional—in ten seconds.

“…”

Carlyle, speechless, stared at her. Felix glanced out the window.

“Oh, we’re here.”

The motorwagen slowed.

The destination was, well—

A date spot.

What?

After that terrifying display, they’d arrived at a proper bustling district.

“…Uh, what are we doing here?”

“I said from the start. A date.”

“…”

“Get out. Let’s walk.”

…Aha.

This woman didn’t need his help.

She could crush a nation-founding talent with a single call.

“…”

Which made it even harder to understand.

Why a date with him?


“Your brain’s whirring so loud I can hear it.”

Felix, walking ahead, said flatly.

“Don’t overthink it. I’m just here to woo you today.”

“…”

…It’d be easier to read her if she’d just given him a tough job.
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